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Constructing a Historiography of Mexican Women and Gender  

 

Sarah A. Buck 

 

The Mexican Revolution (1910-1917) and the post-revolutionary decades which 

followed, have provided rich fodder for recent additions and revisions to Mexican 

Women’s and Gender History.
1
  An important factor encouraging and resulting from 

this historical production has been the creation of the International Colloquium on the 

History of Women and Gender in Mexico, which has met four times between 2001 

and 2007.
2
  Although the initial motivation for the first conference was to bring 

together scholars working on Mexican women’s history in the revolutionary and post-

revolutionary period largely in order to publish a much-needed comprehensive 

collection about women’s experiences during this period of Mexican history, 

subsequent conferences have expanded to explore women’s and gender history 

(including the history of masculinity as well as femininity and the history of sexuality) 

over a much broader period: from the colonial era up to the present, widening its 

impact on Mexican historiography.  However, since my work, which I used as a base 

for formal presentations and less formal discussions at the first and second 

conferences, focuses on women’s organizing and representations of women and 

femininity in the post-revolutionary period, my discussion of the impact of these 



 

conferences focuses on the first two conferences and the exchanges they encouraged 

regarding women’s and gender history in the revolutionary and post-revolutionary 

periods.  

The Mexican Revolution was a bloody civil war between classes, ‘Indians’ 

and Mestizos, regions, and political orientations and approaches to reform.  Historians 

have long debated both the causes and consequences of this war, arguing especially 

over the degree to which the Revolution and the post-revolutionary reform process 

which followed represented a popular movement giving agency to subaltern groups 

such as peasants, labour, indigenous groups, and women; or constituted a populist 

and/or authoritarian political and social phenomenon- which served merely to co-opt 

these popular forces to serve the interests of middle  and upper class elites.
3
   

Certainly the Revolution was a reaction to the authoritarian and oligarchical 

tendencies of the ‘Porifiriato’ (the period in which Porfirio Diaz served as Mexico’s 

president, 1876-1911).  Further, during the first decade of the twentieth century, 

political and economic trends combined to exacerbate such tendencies, and many 

working class Mexicans became increasingly angered by their inability to benefit 

from the Porfiriato’s alleged modernization.  At the same time, middle-sector 

Mexicans became frustrated with the authoritarian and oligarchical tendencies of 

national and regional Porfirian politics, as they found their political and economic 

political ambitions stymied by others who enjoyed the state’s favour in acquiring 



 

credit, economic contracts, land, government licenses, and positions in government 

bureaucracy.   

Such groups became hopeful of change with President Díaz’s 1908 

announcement that he planned to retire at the end of his term.  Middle-class and elite 

dissidents began to organize into political clubs expressing their opposition to Díaz 

and their desire for political reform.  Soon, this political reform movement converted 

into an armed rebellion, forcing Díaz to resign in May 1911.  

During the following six years, many opposition armies, each with their own 

goals and visions of an ideal post-revolutionary society and political regime appeared, 

transforming the Revolution into a civil war.  By the fall of 1915 the constitutionalists 

had become the strongest faction, aided in part by U.S. military support.  In 1917 they 

issued a new political constitution and held special elections allowing their leader, 

Venustiano Carranza, to become Mexico’s first post-revolutionary president.
4
 Women 

participated in this event in many ways, working as propagandists, spies, traffickers, 

cooks and nurses.
5
 After the Revolution women became foot soldiers of new 

revolutionary social programmes, playing important roles in the consolidation of a 

one-party state. As the majority of schoolteachers, they built revolutionary schools 

and carried out cultural missions, literacy campaigns, and public health and job 

training workshops.
6
   



 

The important role played by women in revolutionary education and welfare 

initiatives is also seen in the fact that women comprised ten to twenty per cent of the 

delegates to Mexico’s first Child Welfare Conferences in 1921 and 1923, which 

gathered medical professionals, eugenicists, social workers and teachers together to 

identify welfare policy priorities for the following decade.
7
 Such social action allowed 

women to take on new public political and economic roles, fueling a feminist 

movement which secured new rights and responsibilities for women. The link 

between such women’s professional, revolutionary activities and feminist activism 

can also be seen in the demographics of the delegates to two major feminist 

conferences in the 1920s: the 1923 Pan American Women’s Conference in Mexico 

City and the 1925 Congress of Women of the Race.  Out of 174 delegates to the 1923 

Pan American Women’s Conference, the occupations of ninety one are stated.  Forty 

eight of these (52.7% of the 91) were teachers, nine  (9.89%) were doctors, three 

(3.29%) were writers, two (2.19%) worked for the government’s Department of 

Public Health, one (1.09%) was a librarian, five combined various professions, and 

twenty three (25.27%) were factory workers.  Out of 165 delegates to the 1925 

Congress of the race, thirty two (42.6% of 75) were teachers, two (2.6%) were 

lawyers, eight (10.6%) were doctors, one (1.3%) was a nurse, five (6.66%) were 

writers, one (1.3%) was a librarian, six (8%) combined these professions, nineteen 

(25.33%) were factory workers, and one (1.3%) was a typist.
8
  Thus, the majority of 



 

working women at the conferences were professionals, yet they joined and 

collaborated with working-class women as well.  Women from both classes played 

leadership roles, and at times this resulted in significant debate over approaches to 

reform.
9
 

Despite their differences, delegates were able to build upon the papers 

presented and the discussions which followed to formulate resolutions related to 

education, including proposals to implement sex education and co-education for girls 

and boys, to promote collaboration between parents and teachers, to expand 

educational opportunities for women, and to encourage the education of Mexicans in 

general, via literacy, temperance, and hygienic campaigns, and through the 

establishment of new schools and libraries.  They called for the defense and reform of 

legislation regulating female and child labour, and for aid to working mothers 

specifically and to women and children in general through the establishment of 

maternal and child welfare institutions, such as child care facilities at work places, 

public dining rooms, affordable health services and juvenile courts.  They aimed to 

create cooperative societies to obtain basic goods at low prices to aid women in their 

function as economic administrators in the home and to implement campaigns to 

combat prostitution.  They also demanded the reform of family codes and divorce law 

to give women more independence and equal rights in the home; of electoral law and 

civil codes; and the augmentation of women’s public political influence.
10

 Delegates’ 



 

presentations at these conferences also demonstrate their emphasis on women’s roles 

and women’s work to benefit child welfare.
11

 

I began to examine this post-revolutionary Mexican feminist movement in the 

early stages of my graduate work, when a global history course ignited an interest in 

women acting as moralising reformers and state builders in colonial and post-colonial 

societies, leading to tensions between educated, white, foreign women and poorer, 

indigenous women. I wondered if such a dynamic existed in post-revolutionary 

Mexico, and turned to schoolteachers and then feminists to investigate. At the same 

time, I read the few works in English on Mexican feminism, especially books by 

Anna Macías and Shirlene Ann Soto.
12

 I was struck in particular by two 

characteristics of these studies. First, they glorified feminist leaders as heroines, 

without interrogating the subject positions of such women through attention to the 

class and race hierarchies that set the climate for their activism and which those 

feminists must have either helped to reify and/or break down. Second, they sought to 

determine whether feminism had succeeded in Mexico and what the causes for its 

success or failure might be. They argued that feminists were limited by the fact they 

stood at odds with the state. This orientation raised new questions for me: Had 

feminism failed? Can its success be measured? What had Mexican feminists set out to 

achieve and had they succeeded according to their standards? I also sought to explore 



 

feminists’ relationship to the state further to see if I could identify official and 

competing feminisms. 

 With this base of motivations established, I set out to find out who such 

organising women were; what kinds of activities they carried out, what they achieved 

and how this compared to their goals; what kinds of tactics they used; how their 

organising helped to shape and to reflect changes in popular prescriptions for and 

representations of women; and what kinds of relationships they developed with the 

post-revolutionary Mexican state. I found that Mexico’s feminists were primarily 

urban, middle class, educated professionals, who mobilised rural and urban working-

class women. They provided social services for women and Mexicans more generally, 

especially as educators (school teachers and organisers of hygiene, family planning, 

home economics, and job training campaigns), welfare providers (of food, healthcare, 

and cooperative economic resources such as cornmills and sewing machines) and 

campaigners to change women’s legal rights and political–economic status. 

 In exploring feminists’ organisational tactics, I drew upon the distinction made 

in North American and European literature on feminism between equality- and 

difference-oriented, especially maternalist, approaches to feminist action and 

argument.
13

 I asked, in the Mexican case, if one kind of argument dominated, if there 

were certain advantages to using one approach or the other, and if there were 

implications for such arguments in class and race relationships. 



 

These questions also sought to test the claims of several historians that in Latin 

America, difference-based arguments, especially maternalist ones, have prevailed.
14

 

My research both challenged and affirmed this assertion. My doctoral dissertation 

examined the work of women who were members of a feminist movement broadly 

conceived: women seeking to advance women’s opportunities and status in public 

political, economic and social realms in the three decades following the Mexican 

Revolution. In Mexico, difference- and equality-based activism and arguments often 

coexisted. Organisers often used both kinds of tactics to acquire support for their 

actions. Yet, at the same time, the use of maternalism increased rather than decreased 

in the 1940s, when women finally got the vote (the quintessential equal right, which 

they previously had argued for primarily with rights-based arguments). Indeed, 

maternalism was a compelling model for female activism and it overlapped in 

interesting ways with equality-oriented approaches. 

In my paper at the first 2001 conference of the International Colloquium on 

the History of Women and Gender in Mexico, I stated that ‘it is very important … to 

determine when difference and rights oriented approaches [to activism are] being 

used, how they are being used, and how they rise and fall – so that we don’t naturalize 

or essentialize based on these claims (for example, conclude that Latin American 

women are naturally more maternal or value motherhood more than Anglo women’ 

and also to try to figure out through comparative analyses and comparing studies of 



 

different regions and historical moments, why rights or difference approaches apply in 

different moments and different contexts.
15

 In response to this statement, Sonya 

Michel pointed out that it is important to define maternalism as a form of  ‘strategic 

essentialism’ or to think of maternalism itself as strategic. 

 Similarly to their negotiation of progress and tradition articulated via 

maternalism, such women carefully negotiated their relationship to Mexico’s post-

revolutionary state. Rather than clashing with state culture, virtually all of the 

‘feminists’ who left a paper trail defined themselves as working with the state. 

Furthermore, such women often played important official roles in post-revolutionary 

state-building and reform projects.
16

 

The concept of citizenship proved to be central to my charting of feminist 

achievements, discussion of their engagement with equality and difference approaches 

to activism, and examination of their relationship to the state.
17

 Feminists advanced 

women’s opportunities by expanding the definition of female citizenship to 

encompass new social, political and economic roles.
18

 

These expanded citizenship rights were achieved and can be measured in two 

ways. The first is by reviewing the history of women’s activism, which demonstrates 

that Mexican women acquired increased citizenship rights by acting as citizens, 

thereby proving that they could carry out the responsibilities of citizenship. The 



 

second lies in examining how popular representations reflected changing ideals for 

women, with the symbol of the mother playing a central role. 

Such changing ideals are evident in feminist and non-feminist representations 

of women throughout the years under study. Between the 1920s and 1950s, 

motherhood remained women’s most glorified role. Yet single professional women 

and feminists increasingly offered alternative forms of femininity which competed 

and interacted with motherhood. In the 1920s, feminists focused on educational, 

moralising reforms, epitomised in hygiene and literacy campaigns which transmitted 

moral codes along with skills. Likewise, popular images of women emphasised 

mothers and babies and condemned infanticide and abortion.
19

 In the 1930s, 

feminists’ emphasis shifted to the mobilisation of women as workers and members of 

socialist leagues, through the establishment of workers’ cooperatives and attention to 

rights outlined in the 1931 labour code.
20

 The national women’s suffrage campaign 

also emerged in this decade.
21

  At the same time, child and maternal welfare 

institutions actually increased in number;
22

 and the celebration of Mother’s Day 

(created in the 1920s) adopted increasingly compassionate postures toward single and 

working mothers.
23

 

In the 1940s, several seemingly contradictory trends converged to aid women 

in finally acquiring the right to vote. A rise in pronatalism and motherhood is clear in 

increased attention to the celebration of Mother’s Day,
24

 the construction of 



 

monuments to mothers,
25

 and a continued insistence on male-headed, nuclear families 

with middle-class housewives in popular media
26

 and labour and land grant 

legislation.
27

 Yet, women’s presence in the workforce,
28

 welfare advocacy, and civil 

defence activities, and the corporatisation of women’s roles as functionaries in 

political parties, labour syndicates and community organisations increased.
29

 Thus, 

even more than their arguments about suffrage, women’s action as workers, feminists 

and welfare providers, demonstrating that women could effectively combine their 

maternal and civic functions in the contradictory context described above, resulted in 

their acquisition of the vote. Maternalism effectively ameliorated the contradictions of 

female Mexican citizenship.
30

  At the 2001 conference, comments by Mary Kay 

Vaughan and Nichole Sanders confirmed this increasing emphasis on maternity – 

including that by single mothers, and the nuclear family and the state’s willingness to 

help women meet their responsibilities as mothers, civic actors and wage earners in 

the 1940s. 

Cathy Rakowski’s work complicates the relationship between maternalism and 

citizenship in Latin America.
31

 In a review essay, she suggests that a change over time 

occurred in which women abandoned maternalism for citizenship rights as a tactic in 

political organising. She asserts that ‘overall, the books’ surveyed, ‘indicate both the 

importance of the language of motherhood in the past and its declining relevance in 

light of the growing legitimacy of claims to citizen rights by previously marginalised 



 

groups, including women ... The many case studies suggest that researchers and 

students must use caution in assuming that women’s social roles as mothers can 

explain their political behavior or goals, and they should search for other 

explanations’.
32

 

 This claim is thought-provoking but problematic. Rakowski implies that 

maternalism and citizenship are mutually exclusive tactics for organising. Yet she 

never defines maternalism or citizenship. Instead, she alludes to maternalism as an 

identity or organisational tactic ‘thrust on women by men in politics and by society’,
33

 

motherhood as an issue ‘around which women mobilise’,
34

 ‘the use of the language of 

motherhood by activists’,
35

 the relationship between ‘motherhood and citizenship and 

the extent to which the two are compatible’,
36

 the ‘representation of motherhood in 

feminism’,
37

 ‘maternal feminism’ as a ‘type of feminism’
38

 and ‘the role that 

motherhood or ‘maternalism’ plays in women’s and Latin America’s political life’.
39

 

In my understanding, maternalism and citizenship are not mutually exclusive. 

Although historically both have functioned as tactics or organising principals to bring 

people into or legitimise their membership and action in political communities, 

maternalism has provided one avenue toward or one way of defining citizenship 

which women have used strategically for specific ends. Thus, maternalism can be 

viewed as embedded within, not parallel to, the concept of citizenship.  Historically, 

maternalism’s uses and successes as a path to citizenship have waxed and waned. 



 

Maternalism and citizenship have co-existed – not superseded – one another as 

categories. One example of this is found in the simultaneous rise in the importance of 

maternalism and citizenship in 1940s Mexico. Contemporary examples of 

maternalism coexisting with the language of citizenship can be found in several of the 

very works reviewed by Rakowski.
40

 

Nonetheless, Rakowski points to an interesting phenomenon – increasing 

attention by scholars to difference-based, including maternalist, versus equality, 

rights-based, citizenship approaches to women’s activism. More than an historical 

shift (change over time), she identifies an historiographical one – increased scholarly 

interest in the ways that the categories of maternalism and citizenship, and difference 

and equality, have coexisted and intersected historically. 

I have reached these conclusions within the supportive network of scholars 

that has created and sustained the International Colloquium of Women’s and Gender 

History in Mexico. Others’ work has identified the same changes over time that I have 

observed: from an emphasis on moralising reform in the 1920s; to labour in the 

1930s; to a simultaneous disjunction and collaboration between the promotion of an 

ideal of a male-headed nuclear family sustained by official and popular elements and 

the ascendance of maternalism, and private realities of female-headed households and 

an increased presence of women in political and economic spheres in the 1940s.
41

  



 

The study of women’s actions is necessary to determine such patterns, yet their stories 

also emphasise the need for gender history. 

My research has benefited greatly from participation in the 2001 and 2003 

sessions of the International Colloquium of Women’s and Gender History in Mexico. 

These meetings epitomised the most exciting aspects of being a graduate student, 

academic and scholar of Mexican women’s and gender history. When I began 

Graduate School in 1995, I had no idea that a conference focusing on Mexican 

women’s and gender history was possible as my undergraduate studies emphasised 

US Women’s History, and I had naively assumed that in shifting my focus to Latin 

America Women’s and Gender history, I was entering a relatively open field. 

Although to some degree I was correct as, compared with the amount written on the 

US or Europe, there was certainly much less Latin American women’s history 

published in 1995. Yet I was also (fortuitously) wrong. There were scholars writing 

Latin American women’s history, and fortunately, many of them have been involved 

in these conferences. Additionally, a growing number of others entering graduate 

school had the same idea I did: to help chart a purportedly wide open field! I soon 

found myself lucky enough to be working within a growing network of scholars of 

different generations, willing to exchange ideas and documents, and to create and 

sustain this forum: the International Colloquium on the History of Women and 

Gender in Mexico. 



 

The two conferences which established this colloquium have revealed exciting 

and meaningful convergences between participants’ work and the unique narratives of 

Mexican Women’s and Gender History. In my case I have been challenged to clarify 

my methodological categories, especially the separate but related fields of Women’s 

and Gender History and the frameworks for studying women’s activism of feminism, 

maternalism and citizenship.  My excitement at watching the affirmations and 

challenges that different conference participants have posed to one another has 

solidified my belief in the need for a field of Women’s History separate from, but 

related to, Gender History. Just as these conferences strengthened a growing network 

of scholars, they exposed a vast network of the historical subjects under study, 

including workers, organisers, family members, and religious believers who competed 

and collaborated with one another in important and fascinating ways. For example, in 

Mexico between the 1920s and 1940s, leftist-leaning suffrage advocates Hermila 

Galindo and Margarita Robles de Mendoza advocated freedom of sexual expression, 

family planning and companionate marriage while also defending Catholicism as an 

empowering means for women’s expression and activism.
42

  It is interesting to note 

that women who belonged to explicitly socialist and anticlerical leagues in 1930s 

Yucatán also proudly acknowledged their simultaneous participation in Catholic 

gremios.
43

  At the same time, leftist-leaning, single women, such as Elena Torres 

could launch vociferous defences of traditional female roles, particularly 



 

motherhood.
44

  And they could be joined by other single and married women, ranging 

from the extreme left to the extreme right.
45

   

Such women’s belief systems and actions destabilise broader historical 

categories that have helped to shape frameworks to study women’s activism, and 

which have emanated from US and European historiography.  Examples include 

definitions of liberal and conservative and anti- and pro-clerical.  Because of this, at 

the 2003 Colloquium, Joan Scott commented that the papers in this Feature raised the 

question of what the terms ‘liberal’ and ‘conservative’ meant in Mexico, during the 

Revolutionary and Post-Revolutionary period and beyond.  Exposing the need to 

rethink such definitions and categories of analysis provides one example of how these 

conferences, in contributing at a crucial stage to the construction of a historiography 

of Mexican Women’s and Gender History, have pushed for reconceptualisations of 

Global (including Western) History, not just Mexican.  
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