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INTRODUCTION

Crime Stories
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Two hundred thousand people march through the streets of Mexico City to protest widespread public insecurity. The organizers and most marchers are respectable citizens who have suffered either directly or indirectly from crime. Strongly supported and extensively covered by the media, the demonstration conveys the indignation of Mexican society in the face of growing crime rates and several well-publicized instances of violence. “A bunch of guys kidnapped my cousin and the bastards killed him,” one participant bitterly complains. “Now what I’m asking for is the death penalty against them and if no one does anything we’re going to take justice into our own hands.” Another warns that “from this mobilization onward, the ones that ought to be scared are the politicians, because they will see the power that civil society has when it demands attention to its problems.” Just as the dust begins to settle, however, a strange dissonance regarding the meaning of the march emerges. Andrés Manuel López Obrador, Mexico City mayor, complains that the whole demonstration had been manufactured to undermine the mayor’s popularity. For the organizers, the mere suggestion is offensive. They all have strong personal reasons to demand that federal and local authorities do more to combat crime. (Among other things, kidnappers had cut four fingers from the hand of the husband of María Elena Morera, one of the march’s main organizers.) Days later, President Vicente Fox meets with the organizers and promises ten crime-fighting measures. Most are already in place, and none is really new. Gradually things seem to go back to the way they were.1

The June 27, 2004, Mexico City march against crime was an example of the growing tendency to politicize crime and punishment taking place in many societies since the last decades of the twentieth century. In Mexico, which is plagued by rapidly increasing crime rates, public fears of violence and corruption were expressed in opinion polls, which in turn influenced political discourse and, to a lesser degree, actual policies.2 Around the world, city dwellers and governments have embraced retributive punishment as the best way to prevent crime, endorsing harsh sentences against minors and nonviolent drug offenders and reviving criminological discourses that depict “criminals” as unworthy, even incapable of citizenship—as subhumans who are easily distinguished from the law-abiding population and who deserve nothing but isolation.3 Despite the tough talk, in actual practice law enforcement in most cases has merely sought to keep crime within acceptable levels (the goal of rehabilitation having long been abandoned), while citizens resort to private security (closing up streets and hiring security companies) to allay their fears. The result of this contradiction between practices and normative discourses is the increasing marginalization of the urban poor in dangerous “high crime” areas, and use of the language of fear to justify discrimination against immigrants and ethnic minorities.4 In contemporary Mexico, perceptions of police ineptitude and corruption in the face of a boom in drug trafficking have further concentrated the political implications of public demonstrations against crime.

The political manipulation of fear, needless to say, is hardly conducive to rational and objective inquiry. Yet, by putting crime at the center of the public debate, the marchers unwittingly revealed major inconsistencies in contemporary knowledge of the problem. One frequent and dissonant aspect of this knowledge is the use of quantitative data to either criticize authorities or celebrate their accomplishments. The publication of crime rates, victimization surveys, and other crime indicators are now common newspaper fare; authorities routinely report monthly and even weekly numbers for crime-related incidents; and researchers crave more numbers to buttress their ideas about the best crime-prevention strategies. The premise is that either numbers do not lie, or they only show the tip of an iceberg of illegality and are therefore unreliable indices of the problem. At the same time, the irrefutable character of numbers implies that the modern data-gathering state is the only actor capable of solving the problem. Even though most crime statistics are produced by the state itself, the trends reflected in those numbers are read as the best indicator of the state’s efficacy—as if crime responded only to policy and policing without consideration of social, economic, and cultural factors. Conversely, measuring crime with numbers better fits the administrative questions posed by the state because it establishes correlations between resources invested, suspects imprisoned, and crime rates. In this sense, statistics are the state’s preferred narrative genre: omniscient and therefore objective, taxonomic and therefore analytical, “scientific” and therefore not open to debate by the general public. Few state-endorsed treatments of statistical data begin with a careful consideration of how that data is produced, nor do they examine crime as the product of political, economic, social, and cultural forces.5

Although doubtlessly aware of statistical evidence suggesting a serious crime wave in Mexico City, marchers did not need to refer to figures to justify their indignation. The mutilated hands of Morera’s husband, Pedro Galindo, became a prominent image in a series of televised spots produced in mid-2005 by her organization, México Unido Contra la Delincuencia (Mexico United Against Delinquency), and aired with the support of the main television networks. Both analysts and politicians understand that “perceptions” of insecurity (as opposed to its “reality”) are a more influential indicator of the general public’s knowledge about crime than statistics are. The mass media is the usual suspect here, with its relentless reports on crimes, great and small, typically conveyed in a graphic style intended to elicit emotional responses of fear and outrage rather than rational debate.6 Conversations among citizens in the street tend to reproduce those feelings. In her work on crime in São Paulo, Brazil, anthropologist Teresa Caldeira has labeled these everyday narratives “talk of crime”—the informal conversation elicited by the victimization process. According to Caldeira, talk of crime gives structure to the general public’s fragmented experience of social change by creating a simplistic world of before and after (the crime) and of good versus evil (usually expressed in terms of race or class), and by connecting the social with the personal. She argues that these narratives are antidemocratic because they justify the privatization of public space and the public use of retaliation by making simultaneous appeals for the stigmatization of “criminals” en masse and for the death penalty.7

As is the case with talk of crime, television and newspaper reports rely on implicit premises that few challenge. One premise is that most victims are ordinary people, members of a general public that can identify with them and relive the experience of crime through their stories. This creates a coherent public for crime news and debates: everyone knows about crime and is strongly invested in it, whether through direct or indirect experience. Another premise is that a single crime holds the key to understanding all other crimes and, more specifically, that one criminal can explain all other criminals. Both premises were clearly at work in June 2004 when marchers obsessed about a number of well-known kidnappings (secuestros). The crime was not among those most frequently committed, but kidnapping cases had been prominent in the media, and several organizers of the march had been victims of secuestradores.

Although most secuestros never reach the public eye because they are resolved by paying the ransom without police involvement, a few are publicized, and these combine narrative ingredients that have a powerful effect on public opinion. A kidnapping is often a developing story, a crime taking place in real time, which gives it a dramatic impact. This impact is absent in reports of a murder that happened the previous night and appeared in newspapers as a fait accompli.8 Information reaches the public gradually and makes visible the suffering of the victim’s loved ones. Since the arrest of a few notorious gangs of kidnappers, secuestro has also become associated with a particular kind of sadistic criminal who likes to cut off victims’ ears or fingers and send them as proof of identity to their relatives. At the same time, suspicion often extends to relatives or even to the employees of the victim, thereby reinforcing traditional views of domestic workers’ inherent criminality.9

In the state of Morelos, Governor Jorge Carrillo Olea was forced to resign when he was indicted for his involvement with drug trafficking and kidnapping rings. The suspected complicity of policemen and politicians in high-profile kidnapping cases further supports most kidnapping victims’ reluctance to press charges.10 These well-known stories have everyday echoes: although most kidnapping victims in Mexico are wealthy, many Mexico City inhabitants have suffered what have come to be called secuestros express, in which a small ransom is demanded from relatives while the victim is driven around. Anyone can identify with a kidnapping victim, making secuestro the perfect narrative model for contemporary crime in Mexico City. It mobilizes emotions in the service of political demands, provides an explanation for crime in general, and constitutes the publics that have brought crime to the center of popular consciousness in recent years.

Except for one chapter, this book is not about contemporary crime or even kidnapping. Our goal as historians is to examine how crime stories have shaped the way Mexican society thinks about criminals and about itself. We argue first that public narratives focused on the transgression of societal norms are key to understanding the politicalization of fear; and second, and more important from the perspective of our discipline, that these narratives have profoundly shaped the way historians write about society. The chapters that follow show how stories about murders, religious heterodoxy, insanity, infanticide, and kidnapping can become narratives that purport to make sense of Mexican society and politics at different periods in the country’s history. In so doing, these stories illuminate aspects of life that more conventional accounts have slighted, misunderstood, or ignored altogether. To prepare the reader for this unorthodox approach, this introduction advances some ideas about the ways crime stories have shaped our own perceptions about society and history, much as they influenced the Mexico City marchers—and not always in the direction of a more objective understanding of the past.11

The notion that crime has played a historically important if unsavory role in human social relations should seem obvious enough. The nature of that role, however, is more complicated than it might appear at first glance. Over a century ago, in his influential The Rules of Sociological Method (1893), French social theorist Emile Durkheim made a series of provocative claims about the importance of crime to human societies. These claims turned conventional wisdom on its head. Durkheim noted that by most statistical measures, late nineteenth-century Europe and the rest of the developed world had suffered dramatic increases in criminal activity—crime was up 300 percent in France, for example—despite a century of social advancement and relative political stability.12 For most observers, this crime wave was incontrovertible evidence of individual depravity and social dissolution. Durkheim disagreed. Deplorable though it might be, in his view, crime was both “normal” and “necessary” to society’s well-being. “Let us make no mistake,” he insisted, “to classify crime among the phenomena of normal sociology is not merely to declare that it is an inevitable though regrettable phenomenon arising from the incorrigible wickedness of men; it is to assert that it is . . . an integrative element in any healthy society.”13

Durkheim based his counterintuitive argument on three central ideas. The first is that crime is normal because it is present in all societies: “[T]here is not one [society] in which criminality does not exist, although it changes form and the actions which are termed criminal are not everywhere the same.”14 The second is that crime is necessary because it represents the unavoidable “dark side” of the creative processes essential to any social progress: “[F]or [moral consciousness] to evolve, individual originality must be allowed to manifest itself. But so that the originality of the idealist who dreams of transcending his era must display itself; that of the criminal, which falls short of the age, must also be possible. One does not go without the other.”15 The third is that crime strengthens group identity because it prompts the otherwise self-interested members of a given society to close ranks in response to a threat: “[C]rime brings together upright consciences and concentrates them.”16 Seen in this light, the identification and punishment of crime is essential to the development and maintenance of what Durkheim calls the conscience collective—“the totality of beliefs and sentiments common to average citizens of the same society”—necessary to social solidarity.17 This makes even better sense if, as one critic sensibly suggests, rather than understanding “the conscience collective as an emergent property of ‘society-as-a-whole,’ we . . . conceive of a dominant moral order which is historically established by particular social forces.”18

Intended as a set of general principles applicable to all human societies, Durkheim’s ideas about crime are a bit abstract. There is, however, considerable historical evidence to support them. For instance, in the Salem witch trials, local leaders used the allegations of impressionable teenage girls to justify the community-building punitive ritual they hoped would bring social cohesion to a village stressed by internal divisions and inassimilable outsiders.19 Mexican history too includes numerous cases of lynching and other forms of public punishment that served to strengthen community ties—even when those communities broke the law in the process. For example, writing about the 1998 public lynching of two alleged child abductors by residents of the town of Huejutla, journalist Sam Quinones comments that the rash of linchamientos that occurred throughout Mexico during the final decade of the twentieth century was not a sign of racial prejudice or Wild West–style lawlessness but “a bellow of rage by the powerless majority against corrupt cops and politicians, protected criminals—against a justice system that people know to be unfair.”20 These collective bellows of rage were often moments of intense community solidarity as well.

These historical examples may support Durkheim’s theories about crime and the conscience collective; they also reveal one of their weaknesses. While the notion of conscience collective makes sense for relatively small communities like Salem or Huejutla, where most of the parties involved were personally known to each other, it does not work quite as well for larger urban populations like Mexico City, where the moral outrage provoked by crime is experienced largely by and among strangers. Folks in a small town might, as Durkheim observes, “stop each other on the street . . . visit each other . . . seek to come together to talk of the event and to wax indignant in common,” but the common indignation even of close-knit urban neighborhoods can hardly be said to represent the “public temper” in any comprehensive way—although local responses still figure into the equation (as we will see in several of the chapters in this book).21

Despite these limitations, Durkheim’s ideas do—with some strategic tweaking—tell us a great deal about how crime and punishment (and the stories they generate) function to promote common moral codes in modern societies. In Punishment and Modern Society, sociologist David Garland notes that Durkheim’s seminal work underscores the importance of collective emotions in a society’s response to crime, that “the criminal act violates sentiments and emotions which are deeply ingrained in most members of society . . . [and] provokes a sense of outrage, anger, indignation, and passionate desire for revenge.”22 In a modern, impersonal society, however, this sense of collective outrage is heavily mediated by the criminal justice system with its elaborate network of laws, courts, penal institutions, and so forth. As a result, the criminal justice system takes on much of the expressive and pedagogical burden of punishment formerly assumed by local communities and religious institutions. “For Durkheim,” Garland argues, “the rituals of criminal justice—the court-room trial, the passing of sentence, the execution of punishment—are, in effect, the formalized embodiment and enactment of the conscience collective. In doing justice, and in processing criminals, these procedures are also giving formal expression to the feelings of the community—and by being expressed in this way those feelings are both strengthened and gratified.”23 Indeed, the theatricality of the courtroom and the aura of collective performance it sometimes engenders are clearly demonstrated in several of the chapters that follow.

The power of crime and punishment to shape perceptions extends far beyond the courtroom, however. In this broader sense, Garland’s analysis of their didactic power in modern societies is extremely useful and merits quoting at some length:

Penal signs and symbols . . . provide a continuous, repetitive set of instructions as to how we should think about good and evil, normal and pathological, legitimate and illegitimate, order and disorder. Through their judgments, condemnations, and classifications they teach us (and persuade us) how to judge, what to condemn, and how to classify, and they supply a set of languages, idioms, and vocabularies with which to do so. These signifying practices also tell us where to locate social authority, how to preserve order and community, where to look for social dangers, and how to feel about these matters, while the evocative effect of penal symbols sets off chains of reference and associations in our minds . . .24

Although focused more on state-centered penal practices than on crime stories per se, Garland’s recognition of the central role of “penal signs and symbols” is amply supported by the chapters in this volume that deal directly or indirectly with the criminal justice system.

As the chapters in this book that focus on mass media demonstrate, we can see similar, if less deliberate, expressive and pedagogical processes at work in press coverage of criminal causes célèbres. In these sensational accounts, newsworthy instances of social transgression generate compelling public narratives with boldly delineated “stock” characters—the deviant aggressor, the naïve victim, the righteous prosecutor, the implacable judge—whose reassuring presence serves to draw in the general public. According to historian Joy Wiltenburg, “the discourses of sensationalism . . . mark a unique point of intersection between structures of power and normative emotional demands—between public order and the interior life of the individual . . . [that] presumes a like-minded community, a group responding to a common appeal.”25 Along with their pure (and often prurient) entertainment value, these public narratives also include “lessons” about the moral and social implications of crime. Like the institutional discourses identified by Garland, these media lessons appeal to a general public whose sense of shared identity—despite the lack of personal connections—stems in no small part from its collective response to media-generated crime stories.

Acknowledging the centrality of crime stories to the development and maintenance of a modern conscience collective complicates the sociological insights of Durkheim and Garland. As scientific crime stories, case studies have been important in delineating the boundaries of the disciplines and narrative genres that deal with deviance in individual and social behaviors. From detective novels onward, the melding of scientific evidence and narrative coherence in the case study has come to define modern understandings of deviance and normalcy. Arthur Conan Doyle’s stories, for example, usually start with Watson reporting on a memorable Sherlock Holmes case. Readers are surprised as much by the intricacies of the criminal mind as they are by the detective’s uncanny ability to gather evidence and draw irrefutable conclusions from small details that escape normal perception. Conan Doyle’s sequential laying out of the “facts” prepares the ground for the reader’s surprise yet preserves the scientific prestige of Holmes’s “analytical” method. In this way, according to Rosemary Jann, the detective is able to “reassure readers of the reliability of [legal] codes and to render logical the social order that they imply.” Interpreting the unremarkable signs exhibited by suspects’ bodies, Holmes claims to be applying common sense, but he is in fact constructing social typologies that serve to reinforce common sense about crime.26

Holmes’s extraordinary capacity for scientific analysis was explained in part by the social and racial distance Conan Doyle established between his detective and offenders in general—a clearly identifiable breed of humans labeled “criminals.” Yet Holmes had “amazing powers in the use of disguises,” turning himself, in “A Scandal in Bohemia,” into “a drunken-looking goon” identical to the kind of criminals supposed to be his moral and social opposites.27 Conan Doyle’s readers could see these disguises as a hint that all signs of social identity were ultimately roles in a narrative. Just as distance lent Holmes scientific authority, his dangerous proximity to crime and criminals gave his voice a dramatic strength it would otherwise lack, which happened, in deliberate parody, in the cases of Isidro Parodi, the detective who solved mysteries without leaving his Buenos Aires cell.28

Complete objectivity, the premise of Holmes’s ability to cross the borders of appearance, was harder to claim, however, when criminals produced stories of their own—an infrequent occurrence in Conan Doyle’s writings. Pierre Rivière, a French peasant, wrote just such an account as he attempted to justify the murder of his family in 1853 by connecting his mother’s tyranny with social oppression at large. More than a hundred years later, Michel Foucault coordinated an effort to examine Rivière’s story and to untangle the scientific and legal explanations that made the case a battlefield for competing disciplines, each testing its claims about causes of deviance and notions of legal responsibility. For example, medical diagnosis prefigured Holmes’s methods by pointing to details in the patient’s “symptoms,” thus dwelling on an inductive reasoning that could safely ignore social causes of disease or, in Holmes’s cases, crime. On the issue of legal responsibility, Foucault used Rivière’s case to probe the law’s ambiguities regarding homicide, an act judged differently according to the social status of the actor and deemed acceptable if committed in self-defense or in war. “Murder,” for Foucault, “is where history and crime intersect.”29

By anchoring multiple observations, a single case can reinforce the authority and coherence of scientific disciplines and concurrently link them to everyday preoccupations about crime. Carlo Ginzburg notes the risks that historians face when working from the apparently objective facts that emerge in and around dramatic acts such as murder: like doctors and detectives, they look for clues that would reveal causal connections; like lawyers and other masters of rhetoric, they try to present convincing explanations to support their judgments. At the same time, however, Ginzburg deplores recent historical literatures that dismiss the historian’s affinity with the judge and the need for proof in favor of an exclusive emphasis on “representations”—in other words, writing a history about the texts themselves, rather than the realities to which those texts refer.30 We contend that analysis of case studies as historically grounded narratives can help historians and readers alike establish critical distance from the competing explanations that made criminals like Pierre Rivière objects of study in authoritative texts and take into account his attempt to tell his own story. As Foucault notes in the case of Rivière, “[t]he murder and the narrative of the murder were consubstantial.” His extensive written confession, like those that appeared in the era’s popular broadsheets, put everyday, small events in a perspective that made them meaningful even if the author produced “a history below the level of power, one which clashed with the law.”31 By proposing his own version of the meaning of his crime, Rivière was reminding future readers of the always specific, seemingly idiosyncratic connections between transgression and the social realities that scientific perspectives of his time often neglected as trivial.

We can, however, take some leads from the specialists on crime who, by producing their own scientific texts and by letting criminals talk and write, leave for us valuable sources of data. As historians, we should hear critical criminologists’ warnings that academic knowledge about crime has always been torn between the purely scientific pursuit of explanations and the urgent demands of politics—the latter articulated not only as crime control, but also as the expression of popular views about justice.32 Analyzing transgression means engaging diverse speakers and discourses, from the ideally detached academic inquiry to the queries of judges, politicians, and administrators who respond to political pressures, and from the testimonies of prisoners to the “respectable” audience of newspaper readers. Case studies connect these often contradictory voices by combining the deductive and inductive logic of scientific research (the featured criminal is an example of a larger species but is also a source of evidence about it), the common-sense reasoning of cops, and the drama of biographical narratives crowned by transgression and punishment.

In Mexico, this complex approach to case studies found its best representative in popular criminologist Carlos Roumagnac, who interviewed Mexico City prisoners and published three books between 1906 and 1912 based on those interviews. From the position of power conferred by his proximity to prison authorities, Roumagnac questioned inmates about the various aspects of their lives; these facts, according to the criminological theories of the day, revealed the causes of their deviance: alcoholic parents, precocious sexual experiences, living in the dangerous areas of the city, and learning about crime in prison. Roumagnac also noted the physiognomic traits of the prisoners—indicators of criminal tendencies, according to criminal anthropologists like Cesare Lombroso and fictional detectives like Sherlock Holmes—and provided visual confirmation in the form of mug shots. Like other criminologists, Roumagnac considered prisons “laboratories” that could provide everything from the crania of dead criminals to an endless supply of informants whose life stories could serve to advance knowledge and to satisfy the curiosity of their readers.

But Roumagnac’s observations did not stop there: he prompted prisoners to express their innermost thoughts, and he used their voices (through interviews and fragments of their writings) to construct compelling stories that, unlike those of Conan Doyle, did not obscure their meaning, and implied Roumagnac’s sympathy for their fates.33 A journalist as much as a criminologist, Roumagnac was undoubtedly influenced by the “aesthetic rewriting of crime” during his time, when criminals and their deeds acquired a larger cultural meaning beyond the “everyday epic of illegalities” that, according to Foucault, had characterized earlier popular pamphlets about executions.34 In Porfirian Mexico, the public sphere contained diverse examples of that rewriting, including José Guadalupe Posada’s prints in broadsheets, published by the Vanegas Arroyo shop, about “terrible events” such as the daughter who killed her mother, and Federico Gamboa’s obsession with prostitution and prisoners in Santa and La llaga.35

Perhaps because of the hybrid character of their work, early twentieth- century criminologists had a profound impact on subsequent developments in the Mexican social sciences. Roumagnac’s contemporary, Julio Guerrero, another social commentator cum criminologist, had made the city, especially Mexico City, the privileged site for exploring the highs and the lows of Mexican society. In doing so, he contributed tropes and explanations that other writers about lo mexicano would exploit later in the twentieth century.36 Anthropologists, also decisive in shaping ideas about the nature of the Mexican people, followed the same interest in narratives produced by otherwise silent subjects. Such was the case, to cite a famous example, of Oscar Lewis’s Children of Sánchez, an influential case study centered on an urban family whose members (no strangers to illegality, by their own reckoning) seemed to have the main voice, with the anthropologist’s role limited to that of editor. Thus conveyed, evidence about marginality and violence was more much dramatic and politically charged than detached academic analysis—in similar fashion to today’s growing genre of narco narratives.37 Highbrow literature also borrowed from this combination of voices and perspectives. The idea of el mexicano, a central theme in mid-twentieth-century literature, was based on the notion that there were individuals, real or composite, who embodied national traits. Thus, in their attempts to explain the Mexican essence, influential thinkers (pensadores) such as Samuel Ramos and Octavio Paz explored distinctive, quasi-criminal types as emblematic of the Mexican community, including el pelado and el pachuco (one the lowly urban rascal, the other the Americanized tough guy), which they used to produce influential descriptions of national culture.38 Mexican anthropologists have since advanced beyond nationalism and the overwhelming influence of the pensadores, yet the case studies and first-person accounts continue to be effective narrative devices when experts seek to reach beyond the limited realm of specialized readers while claiming the authority of scientific methods.39

Crime stories, especially media-driven causes célèbres, have another important function that we might miss if we only look at their textual record and forget about the circumstances under which they were produced: their ability to create publics. Publics are not merely audiences that passively consume newspaper articles or criminological reports. They are collectives that acquire their cohesion, sometimes fleeting but often politically influential, when they are addressed as “the public” by discourses and debates in the public sphere. Roumagnac’s readers, for example, included police officers, criminal anthropologists, novelists, and a good number of general readers. Such disparate company shared the explanations and narratives about Mexican criminals put forth by medical and legal experts, criminal anthropologists, police reporters, and naturalist novelists such as Gamboa. Later in the twentieth century, photo-journalists including the Casasolas, the brothers Mayo, and Nacho López used the visual impact of photography to enhance the public appeal of criminological knowledge. As important contributors to the public sphere, these authors claimed the voice of public opinion and thus the “right” to address authorities with advice, demands, or criticism. In doing so, they expanded the cast of actors entitled to intervene in debates that in the nineteenth century would have been monopolized by educated politicians and a few well-respected journalists. As the public sphere expanded, journalists, victims, and even suspects began to talk and write about everyday problems such as the threats to personal safety and quotidian abuses that affected people from all walks of life. Yet this did not mean that the circulation of popular crime stories made the public sphere more open and democratic. Stories and explanations imbued with the class and ethnic prejudices of criminologists, police reporters, and detective story writers continued to have great influence on the public. As we can see in debates and in the “talk of crime” in contemporary Mexico, the organizing principle of the public brought into being by notorious secuestro cases and other famous crimes is a shared sense of indignation on the part of actual or potential victims. The mass media, particularly television, fosters indignation through an odd combination of “scientific” truisms about criminals and melodramatic depictions of victimization. The result has been a considerable expansion of the publics invested in crime stories.40

Publics are not brought together by learned discussions, but by emotional responses that give them coherence as conscience collectives and thus political influences.41 The cases examined in the following pages provoked diverse emotions, from outrage that led to political violence to professions of love for women suspects. Although emotion often drives contemporary perceptions of crime, we argue that emotional responses are not the defining feature of publics so much as the vocabulary through which members of the public articulate their understanding of and concerns about deviance and morality. But we should not forget that other languages have been relevant in the past. The following chapters also show how psychiatric discourse made possible the construction of mental patients as objects of clinical intervention, how individual women’s health became a way to talk about disease and reproduction, and how allegations of violence against children justified the persecution of political opponents as criminals. In all these instances, the authority of the human sciences (from theology to legal medicine and criminology) and the power of narrative to make sense out of complex events were available for different actors to use in different ways.

Today the talk of crime and crime stories is unrivaled in its ability to constitute publics. While national and ethnic identities come to be increasingly challenged as virtual or contingent by the circulation of peoples and information, the narrative power of crime stories, the authority of explanation by example, and the self-identification of citizens with transgressors or victims make public discourse about crime an especially important source for social values, enabling the mutual recognition of participants who, according to Michael Warner, “do not commonly recognize themselves as virtual projections” but as members of a real public.42 Ultimately what the following chapters show is that, through crime stories, even the authoritative discourses of scientific elites contributed to the formation of publics capable of exerting influence and, when necessary, taking action in pursuit of their perceived interests.

Each chapter in this volume deals with a different crime story, and each author takes care to situate his or her “story” in a specific place and time. Nevertheless, we can discern three levels of analysis at work in each chapter. The first level takes the story itself as the object of study—its principal actors, its ins and outs, and its denouement—as represented in the contemporary narratives it generates. Here, the focus is on texts directly related to the case: on a “dossier” of sorts composed of documents, news stories, bureaucratic reports, and court records considered both as archival traces of real events and as symbolic acts with real consequences. The second level situates the story in the larger discourses on crime, punishment, honor, and family that determined its resonance. At this level, questions of audience and reception by the legal and medical communities, government policy makers, journalists, and the general public take center stage. The third level engages with the story’s larger significance in the material world of labor and other economic exchanges, and with the inevitable political, economic, and social disruptions that result from long-term structural “adjustments.” Seen from this vantage point, the power of crime stories to reflect and especially to constitute social realities in periods of wrenching change emerges as a significant formative influence in Mexican history.

In The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act, cultural theorist Fredric Jameson insists that “the conventional sociology of literature or culture, which modestly limits itself to the identification of class motifs or values in a given text, and feels that its work is done when it shows how a given artifact ‘reflects’ its social background, is utterly unacceptable.”43 Although we might question Jameson’s insistence on grounding all textual analysis in class struggle (as important as class undoubtedly is), we certainly share his critique of “conventional” analysis, whether sociological or historical. Thus, each chapter in this volume seeks not only to show how individual cases reflected social realities, but also to expose what Jameson calls the “determinate contradictions” embedded in each case. These contradictions emerge from the inevitable and irreconcilable differences produced by persistent social inequalities that the case narratives tended to gloss over (sometimes intentionally, sometimes not), resolve without confrontation, or deny altogether. Jameson argues that the conscientious analyst must take into account that “real social contradictions, insurmountable in their own terms, find a purely formal resolution in the aesthetic realm.”44 The process through which crime stories seek to formally resolve real social contradictions is clearly evidenced in the chapters that follow.

Jameson makes another point about modern master narratives such as class struggle, liberal progress, the cold war, and the global struggle against violent extremism that has interesting implications for stories about crime. These master narratives, he argues, with their collective heroes and villains—proletarians, peasants, bourgeoisie, totalitarians, authoritarians, free marketers, freedom fighters, terrorists, and so on—carry an “immense charge of anxiety and libidinal investment . . . which necessarily informs all of our cultural artifacts.”45 Jameson is referring here to master narratives that explain global processes; we argue that crime stories do much the same work on the national, regional, or local level. In other words, like global master narratives, crime stories spark and shape our anxieties and fears, inform our cultural artifacts, and help to construct our social reality. Moreover, they speak to the everyday concerns of ordinary people in ways that global struggles cannot, save perhaps when global struggle is translated into the local vernacular of the crime story. Thus, everything from interpersonal relations to home architecture, urban planning, and artistic production references the “immense charge of anxiety and libidinal investment” provoked and sustained by crime stories.

Unlike the apparently seamless global master narratives and modernist novels Jameson analyzes in The Political Unconscious, and perhaps more than any other narrative genre, crime stories struggle more or less openly with their determinate contradictions, especially when they become public narratives developed by disparate and sometimes contradictory sources. In this sense, they take on some of the attributes of a classic public sphere in which competing visions of society are freely discussed and evaluated, although without the pretensions to rational-critical debate that characterized the Enlightenment-era ideal described by Jürgen Habermas. Crime stories often bring to light important issues of persistent social inequalities, the privileges of wealth and influence, and the coercive power of state institutions—not so much to engage in a dispassionate public debate over social justice as to play off the hopes, desires, and fears of the publics they address and constitute.

Unable to suppress social contradictions or reconcile us to the social order (although they often attempt to do both), crime stories are the preferred genre of cultural revolutions, those times when society’s determinate contradictions can no longer be effectively managed by the master narratives of God, empire, nation, progress, or democracy. In Mexico, as the chapters in this volume demonstrate, these moments of cultural revolution coincided with the irruption of “modern” notions of social organization (linked to the expansion of capitalist modes of production) into elite culture in the late colonial period and into popular culture in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

In “Tales of Two Women: The Narrative Construction of Porfirian Reality,” the editors explore the second great irruption of modernity in Mexico through a case involving two women rivals. One of the first great causes célèbres of the Porfiriato (1876–1910), the 1897 Tarasquillo Street murder of Esperanza Gutiérrez by María Villa—prostitutes by profession and rivals in love—produced a gamut of often contradictory accounts that ran from newspaper articles and trial transcripts to popular broadsheets, criminological case studies, and published memoirs. This chapter uses these very different sources to expose the “determinate contradictions” of a cultural epoch and a political regime committed to bringing “order and progress” to a country ravaged by years of internecine strife, economic uncertainty, and social dislocation. Of special note here is the analysis of something that cultural theorist Rita Felski calls the “gender of modernity,” and especially “the images of femininity [that] play a central role in prevailing anxieties, fears, and hopeful imaginings about the distinctive features of the ‘modern age.’”46 Prominent among these images in the Tarasquillo Street murder case was a symbolic linkage between femininity and death that posed in its various guises a potent challenge to prevailing optimism about Mexico’s social evolution, the onset of modernity, and the mastery of elite men.

Elisa Speckman Guerra’s “I Was a Man of Pleasure, I Can’t Deny It: The Histories of José de Jesús Negrete, a.k.a. ‘The Tiger of Santa Julia’” analyzes the different news stories surrounding the crimes, captures, escapes, and eventual execution of notorious bandit Jesús Negrete. Her analysis reveals the cacophonous and sometimes contradictory voices at work in the construction of public narratives. Her careful comparison of sources ranging from the Gaceta de Policía to mass dailies of various political persuasions and popular broadsheets illustrated by master engraver José Guadalupe Posada clearly demonstrates the ambivalent nature of crime stories even in the hands of the writers and editors of a newspaper like El Imparcial, whose claims to impartiality were sullied by government subsidies. Jesús Negrete, for example, was represented variously as a common criminal with no redeeming features (by the mainstream press), as a common criminal who was nevertheless brave, honorable, and respectful of women (by the popular press), and as a social bandit/protorevolutionary who fought against an inequitable system the only way he knew how (in later revolutionary mythology). These different interpretive possibilities weakened whatever moral or ideological message writers and editors might have hoped to convey to their readers. In her work on sensationalism in early modern Germany, historian Joy Wiltenburg emphasizes the political effects of crime stories and argues that sensationalism enhances those effects. Speckman Guerra’s analysis supports both points (as do most of the chapters in this volume), but at the same time it insists on the unstable nature of crime narratives—an instability that complicates their role in the reinforcement of social norms.47

Taking up the radical implications of Michel Foucault’s work on Pierre Rivière noted above, Cristina Rivera-Garza’s “A Sense of the Tragic in Life: Text and Context in Mexico’s General Insane Asylum” fractures a classic case study into its constituent components to reveal the determinate and tragic contradictions at work in the perplexing documentary fragments that tell the story of Marino García, a “beggar” committed to the General Insane Asylum, La Castañeda, in 1919 for punching one General Tejada in the face in Amecameca, a small town outside Mexico City. Rivera-Garza not only deconstructs the narrative fragments found in García’s institutional dossier; she also critiques the historian’s understandable desire to make sense of the past through narration. To this end, she highlights the similarities between the historian’s narrative compulsion and that of the asylum’s medical and bureaucratic personnel. They sought to impose on Marino García’s life their narrative in a form appropriate to the medical knowledge that structured their authoritative understanding of mental illness, even as they insisted that he tell his story in his own words—if only to hear his “confession” and thus confirm their diagnosis. At the same time, Rivera-Garza allows for an “uneven yet dynamic” dialogue between doctor/historian and patient/historical subject that allows an attentive listener to hear the textual echoes of the patient’s voice. Rivera-Garza insists on the virtues of a “fractal” history that eschews narrative’s temporal sequencing and a dominant interpretation. She nonetheless carefully connects the resulting fragments to their larger historical context: the disruptive impact of modernity on everyday life (in this case through the discourses and practices of medicine and psychiatry), revolutionary violence (as exemplified in García’s assault on the general and his nightmares of political persecution), and the social reform agenda of the postrevolutionary state, which made possible García’s final testimonial. More than any of the others, this chapter explores the violence—categorical, conceptual, psychological, physical, and structural—that narratives, including the historical narratives in this collection, often obscure or explain away as they attempt to make meaning out of the impossible complexities of people’s lived experiences.

Pablo Piccato’s chapter, “The Girl Who Killed a Senator: Femininity and the Public Sphere in Postrevolutionary Mexico City,” looks at a cause célèbre of postrevolutionary Mexico—the 1922 murder of Senator Francisco Tejeda Llorca by the fourteen-year-old daughter of a politician he had killed. The media frenzy that surrounded Tejeda Llorca’s murder revealed competing views about proper age and gender roles during a moment of great political stress. The case generated extensive press coverage, inspired the accused María del Pilar Moreno to write her memoir, and attracted large audiences to her jury trial. The public narrative of the case, brought to rhetorical perfection by her defense lawyer, Querido Moheno, emphasized the tragic filial piety that moved Moreno to commit a justifiable homicide and eventually led to her acquittal. Yet even as violence remained a routine component of politics, and many men and women expressed their support for the young assassin, the case raised many questions that prefigured changes in society’s view of women and children in postrevolutionary Mexico. Were women supposed to be knowledgeable in the use of firearms? Was it legitimate to mix family and public life? Were María del Pilar’s intellectual ambitions, nurtured by her loving father, the cause of her ill-fated intervention in public life? Although she avoided punishment, the tragic tone of the story stressed the need to understand her case as an exception that would encourage, by contrary example, other families to maintain a strict divide between domesticity and public life.

In “Who Killed Roberto González?: Murder, Radicalism, and Catholic Nationalism in Postrevolutionary Michoacán,” Christopher R. Boyer exposes the complex political machinations that surrounded the 1923 kidnapping and murder of Roberto González, the ten-year-old son of a prominent conservative landowner. Michoacán, at the time of the kidnapping, was an on-again, off-again hotbed of postrevolutionary reform. The state had just undergone yet another political upheaval as conservative elites and small-scale landowners (rancheros) joined forces to oust radical governor Francisco J. Múgica in response to his efforts to undermine the still powerful Catholic Church and initiate agrarian reforms. In this context, the González kidnapping became a national cause célèbre and a rallying point for conservative forces in Michoacán (including the local Catholic newspaper, El Cruzado) and elsewhere in Mexico as these forces sought to discredit the radical revolutionary project. The subsequent arrest and execution of Ramón Ascencio, a prominent local agrarista (land reformer), provided both sides in the dispute with martyrs in what would soon blossom into the armed rebellions, known collectively as the Cristero rebellion, waged by conservative pro-Catholic forces against a post-revolutionary central government, slowly but surely consolidating its control of national politics. Boyer carefully analyzes the various narratives generated by the González case to reveal the political agendas at work and to examine the evidence for and against Ascencio. The executed man’s guilt or innocence, he confesses, is impossible to ascertain. However, the sordid details of the case—congressmen as intermediaries, allegations of planted evidence and coerced witnesses, pistolero henchmen—will seem depressingly familiar to observers of contemporary secuestros.

Renato González Mello’s “Of Intersections and Parallel Lives: José de León Toral and David Alfaro Siqueiros” uses the case against José de León Toral, who assassinated president-elect Álvaro Obregón in 1928, to weave together the parallel lives of Toral (Catholic zealot, soccer player, and aspiring artist) and David Alfaro Siqueiros (Stalinist revolutionary and world-renowned muralist). Beyond the use of violence in the pursuit of higher political and spiritual goals, both men tried to develop a plastic language that would express the centrality of their own bodies to their public personas. In the case of Toral, the narrative context was provided by the judicial case brought against him for the assassination of Obregón. His drawings told the story of an athletic body subjected to torture. Thus, rather than the production of truth expected from the judicial procedures, whose results were all but predetermined, Toral transformed his case into a narrative of mystical sacrifice. Siqueiros also used his prison stays (some of them caused by his own assassination attempts on political opponents such as Leon Trotsky) to fully develop a rhetoric of violence and a critique of punishment in which the painter’s own powerful body became a sign of his personal and ideological power. Both men’s visual productions reveal, better than a purely verbal narrative ever could, the tensions between the different notions of truth—the “determinate contradictions”—at play in art, justice, and historical writing.

Víctor M. Macías-González’s “The Case of the Murdering Beauty: Narrative Construction, Beauty Pageants, and the Postrevolutionary Mexican National Myth, 1921–1931” builds a rich discussion of gender, race, violence, and the media around a cause célèbre that shocked and titillated the country at a crucial juncture in its history: the consolidation of postrevolutionary power by the new Sonoran dynasty of Álvaro Obregón and Plutarco Elías Calles. The 1929 murder of a bigamist husband, General Moisés Vidal Corro, by his new bride, María Teresa de Landa, Miss Mexico 1928, and her public trial by jury garnered a huge audience with as many as four hundred thousand tuned in to a twelve-hour radio broadcast of the trial’s final day. In addition to its inherent fascination, the case demonstrates the tremendous social tensions that accompanied the emergence of modern notions of femininity in 1920s Mexico. As in the case studied by Piccato, the embrace of violence by the postrevolutionary political elite—wife-beating in this instance—impeded the professional development of an ambitious young woman who sought to be defined not only by her beauty, but also by her strong desire for a professional career. At the same time, in her trial defense, de Landa and her lawyers played to conventional middle-class notions of domesticity, femininity, and racial purity to portray her as the innocent female victim of the cruel macho arriviste general Vidal Corro—a defense that resonated with bourgeois concerns about postrevolutionary political corruption and violence.

In “Mothers of Invention: Narratives of Maternity, Paternity, and Modernity in Early Twentieth-Century Mexico,” Katherine Elaine Bliss uses a 1937 case of infanticide to examine competing ideas about motherhood in circulation during the 1930s, as Mexican policymakers contemplated the demographic losses of the Revolution (before the accelerated population growth of the 1940s complicated the issue). From the judge’s perspective in the infanticide trial, harsh punishment was not the best way to address the deep-seated social inequalities that had led to Soledad Romero Padilla’s decision to abandon her child. During this same period, the government was actively engaged inpronatalist campaigns and in the production of books, pamphlets, and other texts intended to teach Mexican women how to be productive, hygienic mothers. As the judge’s ruling in the infanticide case makes clear, the uplifting narratives contained in these didactic campaigns and texts were set against the backdrop of serious endemic health problems among the poor. Although the attempt to introduce contraception on a broad scale during the 1930s came decades before its time (at least in the eyes of progressive policymakers), it nevertheless exposed the same persistent connections between work, domesticity, sexuality, and motherhood that emerged so eloquently in the story of Soledad Romero Padilla—despite her own reluctance to speak out at the trial. Bliss’s examination of the convergence of multiple fictions about motherhood highlights the need to understand the determinate contradictions at work in public discourse, even as we try to understand conceptions and policies grounded in “hard” social facts such as public health and demographic change.

The 2004 Mexico City marchers expressed their indignation in a common language derived from notorious crime stories and spread in the public sphere through different media: newspapers, radio, television, and informal conversations among neighbors and people on the street. Yet the stories and languages they deployed were part of a narrative tradition that owed much to the marginal actors and penal institutions that marchers were so eager to blame. Although we would be tempted to argue that an expansion of the public sphere always benefits democracy, a critical stance is necessary if we hope to understand the specific ways in which certain themes and narrative forms shape debates therein. In other words, it is good that more voices are engaged in public debate about crime, but not so good that the debate is shaped almost exclusively by fear or anger.

A few themes connect the explosive debates about crime taking place in contemporary Mexico with the cases examined in this book. Among them is the notion that individual cases explain larger social problems. In 2004 this meant that certain areas of Mexico City, such as Colonia Buenos Aires and barrio Tepito, were understood to be the source of all criminal activity. Rather than examining the role of these areas in the illegal economy of the city, it was easier for the general public to connect place and personality, the faces of suspects on television and a broader sociological “truth” about dangerous urban spaces. As historians, however, we face the added challenge of examining crimes and the stories they generate not only as direct sources of evidence or important pieces of a historical puzzle, but also as narratives that need to be deconstructed to reveal the logics they impose on public debates. This historical critique involves an examination of the scientific and legal languages that shape the records we use to document our accounts. It also
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