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Mexican Speech Play: History and the

Psychological Discourses of Power

If one spends time amongMexicandescent working-class men of the 10wer

socioeconomic level either in Mexico or the United States, it is quite

llkely that, subject to the cultural constraints of time and social context,

one may eventually witness the display of expressive performances of

speech play. These displays may general1y be characterized as

metaphorical, often sexual1y and scatological1y charged, exchanges of

ritualized insult. They carry various names, for example, albur,

chingaderas, or puntadas.1 For 2111 its marked recurrence among Mexican

working-class men, such expressive discourse has received almost no

closely analytical ethnographic attention, and no one, as far as I know, has

critical1y discussed these speech forms in relation to the class position of

these men in the larger political economy. In another paper I offer an

ethnographic discussion in these terms based on my fieldwork in southern

Texas (Limón 1985).

To be sure, this sociollnguistic phenomenon has been noticed by two

kinds of commentator. Various popular collections have taken account of

such ritual insult, although usual1y not wah a great deal of analytical,

interpretive attention (Usandizaga y Mendoza 1972; Mondragón 1973;

Morones 1977; Jiménez 1982). To the extent that they offer analysis,

however, they often reveal the influence of a second kind of commentator,

whom, in a relatively simple way, I shall designate as the Mexican sQcial

inte l1ectua 1.

The purpose of this paper is not to investigate this kind of Mexican

speech play ethnographically in itself; that, as I say, I have attempted
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elsewhere. Rather, I want to examine certain critically Mexican

intellectual discourses ab.Qut such expressive discourses in an analytical

interpretive language that wi11 relate both types of discourse to the

pol1tical economy in recent Mexican history. I bring to bear ana1ytica1

language from Gramsci, mediated through RaymondWi11iams(1977), from

Bourdieu (1977), and from Foucault (1980), on the discourse of two key

Mexican social inte11ectuals, 5amue1 Ramos and Octavio Paz. It is first

necessary to estab1ish the political-economic context for the emergence

of these intellectual discourses.

MexicQ.:The Frozen Revolution

After the long night of the Porfirio Oiaz dictatorship, the Mexican

Revo1ution of 1910 offered the Mexican masses some glimmer of hope,

a1thoughMexico's fu11emergence into the c1ear light of social justice is

still at issue. Certain1y the immediate post-Revo1utionary period between

1920 and 1940 was full of brighter promise, although soon darkened with

socioeconomic relapses such as the hesitant character of land

redistribution under Calles (Bazant 1977:174-176) and the persistence of

right-wing cacique po1itics, corruption, and political assassination. This

relapse signa1ed the emergence of a new set of elites rep1acing those of

the Oíaz regime. These men--Calles among them--were veterans of the

Revolution, a Revo1utionary Counci1,who dominated Mexican politics and

began to lend it a conservative, se1f-serving function at some distance

from the goals of the Revolution (Hansen 1971:156-163).

However, their domination was initia11y incomp1ete. The sluggish

move toward full implementation of the Revo1ution took a decisive step

forward with the e1ection of Cárdenas to the presidency in 1934. Of
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democratic opening by selecting as his successor a representative of the

newly formed el1te ruling circle, which had led the Revolution only to

abandon its goals in favor of personal aggrandizement. In large part,

Cárdenas made this concession to forestall the threat posed by this

conservative sector and by what Han$en, after Huntington, has called the

Praetorian tendency in Mexicanpo1itics. Throughthis concession Cárdenas

hoped to keep the implementation of the Revolution in motion, but he paid

too large a price. The process of democratization diminished considerably

as these conservative elites expanded their personal power and po1itical

control through the PRI to the relative detriment of other social

sectors--a situation that largely continues today. Even the initial

Cárdenas effort to broaden the base of the PRI ultimately strengthened

this conservative, self-serving rule. Hansen summarizes the entire

process of redomination:

A significant portion of the coa1ition's charter members were

now in a position to profit greatly from the emerging approach to

growth. They owned much of the arable land and many

revolutionary po1iticians and generals soon appeared as part of

Mexico's new agricultural el1te. . . . The politicos who have

presided over Mexicosince 1940 have viewed pol1tics as a means

of personal mobility, and strive not to level the

postrevolutionary economic and social el1tes in Mexico but to

join them.

If, momentarily, the peasants and urban labor provided a counterweight,

eight years after Cárdenas left the presidency Alemán had

suffocated what was left of the independent leadership of the

labor movement and had imposed his own choice upon it.


