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J A I M E  P E N S A D OJ A I M E  P E N S A D O

BETWEEN CULTURED YOUNG MEN 
AND MISCHIEVOUS CHILDREN : 
YOUTH, TRANSGRESSION, AND PROTEST 
IN LATE NINETEENTH-CENTURY MEXICO

This article traces the progression of “youth” in Mexico from 1867 to c. 1900. It argues that the 
historical “images” of youth that developed during this period are telling as to youth culture, 
but also reveal much concerning greater societal and national aspirations. As this burgeoning 
vision of youth took shape in the late nineteenth century, its preeminent expression was the 
preparatoriano, or the student of the National Preparatory School. This “positivist image” of 
youth, hitherto overlooked in the historiography, was particularly celebratory and bespoke 
the transformative nature of the modern state. This group of young students, however, was 
not homogenous. As the restored nation tried its find its course (through local notions of 
liberalism and positivism), different notions of youth were imagined, experienced, further 
defined, and contested. This relationship between official ideology and reality was evident in 
the subcultural behavior of young men and the reactions these contested images generated 
among the old or the parent culture. This essay traces the contested relationship between 
official representation and subculture in the rise of student activism, the appropriation of new 
and public spaces, the creation of innovative style, and the celebration of an illicit bohemian 
lifestyle, on the one hand, and in public reaction, on the other.

“Today’s youth is distinguished by its lenguaje de torero [vulgar language], 
rough games, their uncontrollable bad habits, [and] their outrageous behavior in the 
Theaters and public reunions.” (Historian Moisés González Navarro, c. 1900)

T he liminal category of “youth,” “situated somewhere between the shifting 

margins of infantile dependency and adult autonomy,” provides a powerful 

gauge of national aspirations.1 In Western Europe, the initial appearance of this 

category dates to between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when military 

officers, public health specialists, pedagogues, criminologists, and philanthropists 

first described the concept of youth in public as “a new social type.”2 Anecdotal 

references and memoirs suggest that the first descriptions of youth in Mexico can 
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be traced to the colonial period.3 However, as I will argue in this article, the col-

lective idea of “youth” as a distinctive social and political category first emerged 

as integral to late nineteenth-century processes of peace time nation-state consoli-

dation.4 During this period “civil war ceased to be the main mechanism to solve 

political disputes,” and a new generation of liberals came of age in the aftermath 

of both the U.S.-Mexican War (1846–1848) and the French Invasion (1861–1867).5 

The emerging vision of youth was closely linked to visions of nationhood first 

created during the Restored Republic (1867–1876) and the Porfiriato (1876–1910).6

These two periods witnessed the consolidation of the nation-state by means 

of what renowned novelist Octavio Paz once referred to as a “triple negation” 

enacted by a new generation of liberals, namely: the negation “of [their] Spanish 

[colonial] inheritance, of [their] indigenous past, and [their] Catholicism.”7 

Unlike the military caudillos of the past, who, on no less than eleven different 

occasions, had governed under varying ideological flags,8 the governing elites 

of the period in question depicted themselves as “honorable men of institu-

tions.” Historian Pablo Picatto explains,

[This] new group of [elites] fashioned itself as . . . hombres de palabra—men 
who kept their word and answered to the obligations of credit and authority, 
but whose political authority came from their ability to speak in the name of 
public opinion rather than from their military accomplishments.9

Represented by the mythical figure of Benito Juárez,10 this new generation of 

“men of honor” believed that protecting the nation from further foreign inva-

sions and the “despotism” of the colonial past meant the nation needed a series of 

reforms. These included concretely implementing the legal constraints of the new 

constitution of 1857 (in particular its call for equality among all citizens), estab-

lishing a federal and representative political system, and championing an ambi-

tious project of land reform that involved the secularization and disentailment of 

corporative property historically held by the church and indigenous communi-

ties.11 The state advocated new notions of individual freedom, new representative 

institutions, and measures that would better guarantee legal uniformity.12 These 

occurred within the rubrics of cosmopolitan notions of progress and modernity 

for a burgeoning middle class and a Comtean positivist view of Mexican history. 

It was within this context that the nation embraced and institutionalized a secular 

form of education that would greatly influence the construction of youth.

In this article I trace the conception of “youth” as it developed during the con-

solidation of the nation-state. In various times and places “youth” has expressed 

quite different national ideals. In Fascist Italy, for example, the image of youth 
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functioned as a metaphor for national salvation, while in Revolutionary Russia 

it stood for social change. Youth also has been imagined more negatively in 

other historical contexts. Such was the case in the United States of the 1950s, 

for example, where youth was conceived of as a “risk group for social order.”13 

Yet, this multiplicity of youth is not only true between countries and periods, 

but also within them. 14

In particular, I argue that the ideal image of youth that developed in late 

nineteenth-century Mexico saw its preeminent expression in the form of 

the preparatoriano—the student of the Escuela Nacional Preparatoria (National 

Preparatory School, ENP). The Preparatoria provided a necessary physical, 

political-economic, and sociocultural space for young students (almost all of 

them male between the ages of thirteen and eighteen) to experience and contest 

images of youth championed by the state.15 Further, in conjunction with the 

rise of new social and athletic clubs, the Preparatoria opened an unprecedented 

vehicle for young people to transcend social class, as many graduates of the 

ENP moved on to top professional schools and became the nation’s best law-

yers, administrators, congressmen, medical doctors, and engineers.

However, this group of young students from the Preparatoria did not con-

stitute a uniform culture. As the restored nation tried to find its course, differ-

ent notions of youth were imagined and contested. This relationship between 

an official ideology championed by the new generation of “men of honor” and 

reality was evident in the subcultural behavior of the young and the reactions 

these burgeoning contested images of youth generated among the old or the 

parent culture. I argue that this conflicting relationship between official repre-

sentation and youth subculture was evident in the appropriation of new spaces 

and the creation of innovative style, on the one hand, and in public reaction 

by the gente decente (educated and cultured people), on the other. In making 

this argument, I examine multiple models of student identity: the innovative 

expressions of and public reactions to the so-called pollos, who created their own 

style; the more defiant perros preparatorianos (“the school dogs”), who shocked 

Porfirian Mexico with their sexual promiscuity and drug consumption; the 

externos, who left the comfort of the boarding schools to live in cheap tenement 

houses; and the more politicized student activists, who organized the nation’s 

“first unified student protest” in 1875.

THE TREATMENT OF YOUTH IN 
LATIN AMERICAN HISTORIOGRAPHY

The first studies of youth in Latin America can be traced to the beginning of the 

twentieth century. Initially, these took the form of celebratory essays by a new 
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generation of intellectuals writing at the dawn of the new century and millen-

nium. Largely influenced by Rodó’s famous Ariel (1900), this set of intellectu-

als described Latin America’s youth as “the promising future of the Hispanic 

Continent” and the “spiritual alternative to corrupt adulthood.”16 The most 

outspoken of these intellectuals called upon youth to assume more active roles 

as “missionaries” and “philanthropists.”17 With the Spanish-American War of 

1898 in the background and “the awakening of great doubt” in European civi-

lization in the wake of World War I, Latin America’s youth was presented as a 

promising collective identity capable of taking a more critical stance against the 

physical and spiritual invasions of the imperialist North. Young people in turn 

responded favorably. To articulate their collective identity, youth embraced new 

notions of Latin American solidarity in the forms of indigenismo and mestizaje, 

and they became politically involved in the creation of new student organiza-

tions, national and hemispheric school congresses, and oppositional parties.18

However, a celebratory and promising climate toward the young would be 

overshadowed with the “arrival and legitimacy” of new scientific studies in 

the 1930s and 1940s.19 Psychological studies influenced by S. G. Hall, J. Piagent, 

and E. Spranger dominated the field of youth studies in Latin America during 

these two decades.20 Subsequently, the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s witnessed an 

explosion of new theoretical approaches to the study of Latin American youth, 

notably the influential theories of structural functionalism and sociological 

Marxism. The former strove to “normalize” young people who had become 

“dysfunctional” or “diverted” as a result of industrialization and processes of 

rural-urban migration. The latter emphasized the role of class awareness and 

the intervention and promotion of student youth movements. In general, the 

anthropologists and sociologists who dominated the field during this period 

now identified youth more as “problem” than promise.21

More recently, a growing number of Latin America scholars have taken a 

more cultural approach to the study of youth. Drawing inspiration from the 

field of subcultural youth studies pioneered by the Birmingham school of 

cultural studies in the 1970s and 1980s, these scholars situate youth culture in 

relation to three broader cultural structures: “working class” (or “parent”) cul-

ture, “dominant” (or “status quo”) culture, and “mass” culture. Scholars have 

argued that, when these broader cultural structures are no longer cohesive, 

youth has responded by becoming “subcultural.” This form of “resistance” has 

been evident in the (symbolic and physical) “appropriation of spaces” and the 

“manipulation” and/or “creation of new styles.”22

In Mexico, youth studies has emerged as a field in recent decades and has been 

dominated primarily by Marxist sociologists and subcultural anthropologists 
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focusing on the resistance of youth subcultures in the latter half of the twenti-

eth century. The scholarship began to flourish in the 1980s and 1990s following 

the publication of Enrique Marroquín’s influential study La contracultura como 

protesta (1975), which produced a wealth of information on the infamous cha-

vos banda (lumpen-proletarian youth gangs) of this period.23 Like their British 

counterparts who had studied the Teddy Boys and Mods of postwar England, 

Mexican scholars “read” as “texts” the punk music, leather jackets, loud street 

corners, sexual promiscuity, and territorial violence of the chavos banda in order 

to examine the social alienation and economic frustration during the so-called 

lost decade of the 1980s.24 Recent literature also has produced a fair amount of 

work on beatniks, jipitecas (Mexican hippies), and other youth subcultures that 

emerged during the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s.25 This literature has chronicled the 

rise during these decades of a new generation of student activists and leftist 

intellectuals that, by further questioning traditional values and authoritarian 

politics, redefined the concept of youth in Mexico. As in other countries of Latin 

America, young students involved in politics in the new Cold War environment 

were identified by authorities and the mass media as “subversives” that needed 

to be controlled and, if necessary, repressed.26

While the historiography of more contemporary Latin American and 

Mexican youth has developed considerably, little has been written by historians 

to explain how youth was constructed prior to World War II and still less com-

parative work on how the two constructions might be related.27 In this article 

I trace emerging progressions of youth in Mexico by focusing on the shifting 

categories of “students” and “pollos” from 1867 to c. 1900. These images are 

telling as to youth culture, transgression, and protest, but also reveal much 

about societal and national aspirations. In particular, I argue that the ambivalent 

attitudes that developed towards Mexico’s burgeoning youth culture reveal 

the conflicting relationship between those who hoped to conserve traditional 

values and thus return to a mythical colonial past and those who celebrated 

new notions of progress and modernity championed by the positivist education 

taught at the Escuela Nacional Preparatoria.

“ORDER, LIBERTY, AND PROGRESS”—THE ENP’S 
CELEBRATION OF MEXICO’S YOUTH

Education has always been regarded as a vital element in the thorny process 

of nation-building in most of the modern world.28 In Mexico, no other politi-

cal group has valued education for this reason as much as liberals did during 

the nineteenth century, and no other school was seen as so instrumental in this 

effort as the Escuela Nacional Preparatoria (ENP). Founded in 1867 by outspoken 
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positivist Gabino Barreda, the ENP held the prospect of accomplishing a number 

of intended goals: promoting modernization, diminishing “popular ignorance,” 

implementing social control, bridging class divisions, molding a collective 

national conscience, and creating “intimate fraternal ties” with the government.29

Before the winning of independence in the 1820s, multiple and diverse 

entities were responsible for education, and thus goals related to education 

varied. Besides the age-old institution of the family, these actors included the 

municipal representatives of the Crown and, most of all, the Catholic Church. 

Rather than promote a universal image of youth, the two primary goals of these 

heterogeneous agencies were to “Hispanicize” the overwhelming majority of 

indigenous populations and to create “Christian gentlemen, politicians, and 

wise men” among the tiny criollo (Spaniards born in the Americas) and growing 

mestizo (persons of mixed indigenous and Spanish heritage) populations. The 

Jesuits initially promoted a homogeneous educational program, but once they 

were expelled in 1767, the colegios (Catholic schools) of New Spain were shut 

down. The hope to create a uniform educational system perished with them.30

The role of education changed in a number of significant ways with the rise 

of liberalism in the mid-nineteenth century, and with these changes, student 

youth emerged as a new social type. With the writing of a new constitution in 

1857, for example, discourse on education became more homogenous and took 

on more nationalistic overtones. Unlike colonial elites, liberals argued that only 

a secular educational system and a standard school curriculum could produce 

citizens with the initiative and ability to create a more industrialized and cos-

mopolitan nation. Their argument stemmed from an assumption that it was 

impossible to achieve these goals through an adult population that had for the 

most part remained loyal to the colonial regime.31 Liberals thus held that young 

people should be embraced as new “héroes de la patria” (“national heroes”). 

“Only young students,” they contended, “would sacrifice their lives to defend 

the new nation, if necessary.”32

José María Luis Mora, the prominent nineteenth-century cleric, politician, 

and liberal theorist, was one of the earliest exponents of liberalism in Mexico, 

and he figured prominently in the promotion of secular education.33 Mora 

argued that the creation of “a practical, more active, and industrious man” was 

possible only through a state-sponsored educational system. But in order to 

improve the pueblo (people), it was crucial for the state to arrancar (strip away) 

the stranglehold monopoly on education held by the Catholic Church.34 Unlike 

the “Christian [gentleman]” of the colonial period, Mora further argued, this 

“new urban, cosmopolitan, and increasingly industrial man would be able to 

live off his own expectations, capital, and private properties, and would at last 



32   BETWEEN CULTURED YOUNG MEN AND MISCHIEVOUS CHILDREN

abandon the old habit of living off the government.”35 The liberal ideals of self-

sufficiency and secularism went hand in hand in this educational experiment. 

And, paradoxically, the state would need a strong hand to foster, within this 

approach, an independence from the state itself.

However, a uniform educational program, or the centralization of a strong 

nation-state for that matter, did not become a reality until President Benito 

Juárez reclaimed Mexico’s independence in 1867. Claudio Lomnitz writes,

In the years between 1821 and 1867, Mexican leaders had tried a series of 
strategies for constructing central power, combining varying forms of mes-
sianism, aspects of monarchic power, republicanism, and liberalism. [But it 
wasn’t until] 1867, after the French departed and Maximilian was shot, that 
Mexico finally earned its “right” to exist as a nation. 36

Only then, and especially after Porfirio Díaz came to power a decade later, 

did Mexico enjoy greater uniformity in terms of legal codes and more efficient 

management of the economy. Only then, moreover, did the government gain a 

level of control in national territory sufficient to realize industrial growth and 

the expansion of a consuming middle class.

With advances in the accumulation of political, economic, and social power, 

a more efficient administration put into motion significant growth in state 

expenditures on public education (from less than three percent of the total 

budget in the 1860s to more than twenty percent in 1910). Additional second-

ary schools were built outside the Federal District in the 1870s. The number 

of students enrolled in these schools increased from 3,365 in 1878 to 5,782 in 

1907.37 The students enrolled in professional schools also witnessed a signifi-

cant growth. In 1878, for example, there were a total of 5,552 students enrolled 

in these schools nationwide and 3,092 in the Federal District. By 1907 “these 

numbers had increased by 80 and 66 percent, respectively.”38 State invest-

ment enabled the adoption of more aggressive methods of elite recruitment 

in the schools through scholarships.39 Most importantly, the Organic Law of 

December 2, 1867, pronounced all levels of education “free, compulsory, secu-

lar, and accessible to all classes of society.” 40 By far the single most important 

educational institution founded during this period was the Escuela Nacional 

Preparatoria (National Preparatory School, or ENP).

The man selected to direct the ENP within the parameters of the new 

Organic Law was Gabino Barreda. President Juárez originally appointed 

Francisco Díaz Covarrubias as head of the ENP, but the latter promptly declined 

and instead suggested that the best man for the job would be Gabino Barreda. A 

lawyer and medical doctor, Barreda (1811–1881) had studied in France between 
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1847 and 1851. In Paris, he became a devotee of Comtean positivism. Like 

other rising positivists of this period, Barreda “interpreted Mexican history as a 

struggle between a negative spirit (represented most recently by the alliance of 

the conservatives and the French) and a positivist spirit (embodied by the lib-

eral republican forces).” Only a positivist education, he argued, would prepare 

the next generation to bring “order” and “progress” to Mexico and put an end 

to the power of the clergy.41 President Juárez could not have been happier with 

this decision. After all, Barreda had proven himself to be a loyal member of the 

Liberal Party and an energetic enthusiast of positivism. As the new director of 

the ENP, Barreda quickly reawakened José María Luis Mora’s zeal concern-

ing youth, but within a specific positivist project. Barreda argued, even more 

forcefully than had Mora, that the solution to all the nation’s problems was to 

be found in the “mental emancipation” of its youth; moreover, this liberation 

would begin in the classrooms of the ENP providing an “encyclopedic knowl-

edge” of the sciences. To this end, the school curriculum designed by Gabino 

Barreda and approved by congress in 1867 gave little attention to the arts and 

humanities and rather put greater emphasis on arithmetic, physics, chemistry, 

and the natural sciences. 42 Within an evolutionary logic of Comtean positiv-

ism, Barreda contended young preparatorianos would propel the nation (in 

the words of ENP’s new motto) towards “Order,” “Liberty,” and eventually 

“Progress.” In Barreda’s view of history, in order to transcend the ethical legacy 

of the theological and metaphysical eras, education needed to “create habits of 

behavior among students based on scientific prediction, the inevitable founda-

tion of rational activity.”43 Unlike adults, who were so deeply prejudiced by 

“tradition and superstition,” Barreda further anticipated that preparatorianos 

possessed the energy and enthusiasm that would break the religious chains 

that continued to hold the nation back and would at last transform the nation 

from one historically cursed with revolutions into one of evolution.44 Supporter 

of the Liberal Party and prominent novelist Guillermo Prieto expressed similar 

sentiments. Despite “the lack of attention in the humanities” that he and oth-

ers acknowledged in the school curriculum, Prieto noted in a speech given to a 

class of preparatorianos in 1875, “The science [of positivism], my young friends, 

will provide you with the necessary arms to combat the abuses [of the colonial 

past].” Further echoing the words of Barreda, he noted, “[With these arms, you] 

will get rid of all the evils that have deprived our nation from happiness.”45

Most public commentators shared the enthusiasm of Barreda and Prieto. One 

newspaper reporter wrote that, “unlike the older students” of the professional 

schools, the young preparatorianos represented the “ruling classes of tomor-

row.” 46 Another journalist opined that this class of educated and well-mannered 
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students from the ENP best epitomized “the party of peace, order, hard work, 

and tranquility [that Mexico so strongly desired].”47 Elsewhere in the press the 

ENP was described as the “cradle of the nation’s future men,” while another 

reporter celebrated the emergence of this new institution as “a gigantic pyra-

mid of advancement.”48 Prominent liberals, therefore, fashioned youth as a lens 

through which a nation exercising its postcolonial ambitions could view and 

shape its future.

Nevertheless, for the preparatorianos themselves, the ENP proved both 

more encompassing than and distinct from this purported “gigantic pyramid of 

advancement.” For preparatorianos, the ENP offered a new space and opportu-

nity to construct, contest, modify, and rehearse the new roles they were destined 

to perform. The opportunity took shape within the confines of a particular time 

period and a given physical and social space. The students entered as part of 

an age cohort for a period of five years, generally between the ages of thirteen 

and eighteen. In addition, students took up their studies initially in an enclosed, 

privileged space—the classroom—and later in broader public spaces, such as 

academic societies, social clubs, and athletic organizations.

Outside the classroom, preparatorianos had unprecedented opportunities to 

develop the worldly social skills needed to fulfill the role of “the ruling classes 

of tomorrow.” They listened to concerts, organized elegant dances, attended 

extravagant soirées, participated in regattas, and enjoyed picnics with young 

French and American aristocrats through organizations and venues like the 

Sociedad Filarmónica y Dramática Francesa, La Lyre Gauloise, and Círculo Azteca. 

Similarly, through groups like the Asociación Internacional de Estudiantes, La 

Sociedad de la Escuela Preparatoria, Sociedad Ignacio Ramírez, La Sociedad Literaria, 

La Unión Universal de Estudiantes, El Campestre, El Apaga, Faroles, El Jockey Club, 

La Asociación Cristiana de Jóvenes, and El Club Atlético Mexicano preparatorianos 

were introduced to a cosmopolitan youth culture and learned how to become 

modern citizens via patriotic festivities; plays; and competitions in mathemat-

ics, poetry, oratory, and sports.49

The investment in youth seems to have worked in demonstrable ways. The 

number of preparatorianos who made it to the highest ranks of Porfirian society 

was indeed remarkable. In 1884, for example, seven of Porfirio Díaz’s most influ-

ential politicians were graduates of the ENP. By 1905, the number had increased to 

thirty-seven. As Roderic Camp notes, this last figure represented more than a third 

of Díaz’s most important collaborators. Historian Jacqueline Rice also acknowl-

edges the importance of the ENP by noting that forty-one percent of the members 

who created the National Liberal Union in 1892 had attended the Preparatoria. 

This was the group of científicos, she explains, who “organized in January of 1892 
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[the] reelection of Porfirio Díaz.” Besides producing influential politicos, the ENP 

also played a key role in the growth of small businessmen, important industrial-

ists, notable public employees, journalists, writers, educators, and revolutionary 

intellectuals. Perhaps the best-noted examples include the future Constitutionalist 

leader Venustiano Carranza; the anarcho-syndicalist brothers Enrique and Ricardo 

Flores Magón; and José Yves Limanteur, who enrolled in the ENP in 1869 and 

would eventually become the most influential architect of the Porfiriato as sec-

retary of treasury and development from 1893 to 1911.50 Other examples of this 

latest generation of “men of honor” who graduated from the ENP include Agustín 

Aragón, Agustín Arroyo de Anda, Horacio Barreda, Alberto Best, Francisco 

Bulnes, Manuel Flores, Francisco Gamboa, Luis Martín Guzmán, Luis Castillo 

Ledón, Miguel S. Maceda, Porfirio Parra, Juan de Dios Peza, Enrique de los Rios, 

Luis F. Ruíz, Miguel Schultz, Francisco Sosa, Julio Torri, and Agustín Verdugo.51

However, while the schools indeed served as a transition and a career lad-

der for many young and ambitious students fortunate enough to attend, the 

overwhelming majority of peasants, indigenous peoples, and other marginal 

groups were forced to transition from childhood directly to adulthood as they 

entered the labor market at a very early age.52 This exclusion from the transi-

tional period of youth was also true for young women, even of the more afflu-

ent classes, who were expected to pass directly from childhood to marriage. 

In fact, it would not be until 1882, a year after Gabino Barreda had died, that 

Matilde Montoya would enroll as the first female student of the ENP.53 Thus, 

during the so-called golden age of the ENP, young females did not experience 

“youth” as it was being defined inside the Preparatoria. Even after the enroll-

ment of Montoya, the disproportionate numbers of men versus women attend-

ing the ENP continued to be the norm for decades. In 1909, for example, out 

of a total population of close to one thousand preparatorianos, only thirty-five 

were female.54 The world of the ENP was primarily a male-centered one, and 

it would be the male students who took their unique constructions of youth 

publicly beyond the confines of the Preparatoria proper.

In sum, the establishment of the ENP (and other schools) with revised 

curricula and with academic societies, social clubs, and athletic organizations 

endorsed by the burgeoning middle classes opened up new spaces in which 

young male students learned the language of the state and practiced the skills 

necessary to assume their positions in the governing elite. Liberalism, secularism, 

and nationalism became conjoined in the developing vision of a collective youth.

Yet the construction of youth and citizenship through formal higher educa-

tion was by no means without complication for its sponsors. These new spaces 

also offered students an unprecedented number of opportunities for leisure time 
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and for ways of demonstrating independence from their elders. This situation 

led to the emergence of a rebellious subculture of youth that conflicted not only 

with the model of appropriate youthful behavior championed by the liberal state, 

but also with the traditional values from a colonial past preferred by the more 

conservative representatives of the gente decente (educated and cultured people).

MAKING SENSE OF POLLOS, PERROS PREPARATORIANOS, 
AND EXTERNOS: THE REBELLIOUS SUBCULTURE 
OF YOUTH AND PUBLIC OUTRAGE

Not all students behaved according to the ideal images of youth promoted by the 

liberal state and positivist founders of the ENP. In fact, as one famous novelist 

of the time, José T. de Cuellar, reminded his readers, youth rebelliousness was 

well known at the time. Cuellar depicted this phenomenon humorously with the 

image of pollos, noting that “bipeds between the ages of 12 and 18” had become 

infamous in urban areas for their “immorality and bad [public] behavior.”55 But 

he also warns his readers that “pollos” were not mere representations of his own 

anxieties, but also those of the gente decente who had expressed outrage at the 

foul language (generally identified with the lower classes) and exaggerated fash-

ions favored by the pollos. Pollos developed their own distinct language, dress, 

walk, dances, and other artistic creations to express their unique interpretation of 

the new norms handed to them and to articulate their defiance of those norms. In 

creating their own subculture they resisted the parent culture of the gente decente.

Examples of the colorful lingo used by pollos give an indication of the sub-

culture they were creating. It includes words like “meco” to describe a person 

who, presumably unlike themselves, appeared deprived and seemingly igno-

rant of what modernity had to offer. Pollos gathered together in places they 

called “chorchas” to escape from the dreary adult world. A “pico largo” (long 

peak) referred to those intrepid pollos who enjoyed the company of a married 

woman without her husband ever finding out. A “fósil” (fossil) was one who 

extended their student status for an undetermined number of years without 

necessarily showing interest in receiving a degree. A polla who was “media 

bolina” (half-sunk) was one who was a bit tipsy after consuming a couple of 

glasses of wine. And bohemian students became infamous for regularly getting 

“grifo” (high) on “mota” (marihuana).56

Pollos expressed their disregard of conventional mores through their cloth-

ing as well. In her pioneering study of youth during the Porfiriato, Mexican 

historian Raquel Barceló facetiously points out that, regardless of their differ-

ences, pollos had at least two characteristic traits in common: “questions about 

their uncertain destiny” and “a good tailor.”57 The famous cartoonist José María 
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Villasana illustrates the manner in which pollos used fashion to advertise 

themselves as mature individuals who differed not only from the “dismal” 

adult population but also from the “industrious” young man school authorities 

hoped would graduate from the Preparatoria (fig. 1). The frockcoat was part 

of the pollo’s unofficial uniform, and they made it a point to wear them with 

English hats rather than with the French hats favored by adults.

The fashions adopted by pollos challenged conventional cultured and gen-

dered understandings of male dress appropriate for the middle class. Pollos fre-

quently caught the eyes of foreigners visiting Mexico for their habits of dressing 

in what was interpreted as “exaggerated” and often “feminine” styles. Tourists 

often commented, for example, on the unusual long polished nails of these pollos, 

as well as on their glittered curled mustaches, blushed cheeks, tight pants, and 

yellow shoes. Similarly, onlookers were often taken aback by the use of brightly 

colored ties, Scottish plaid pants, patent leather boots, and velvet buckles.58

Figure 1: José María Villasana, El Pollo, in México y 
sus Costumbres (Mexico City: E.L. Gallo T.E. Cumplido, 
1872), in the author’s personal collection.
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Documentation describing young female pollas during this period is rela-

tively slim.59 But the little that exists indicates that particular styles of dress that 

ran counter to standards for gente decentes were noted as well. For example, 

Cuellar provides this humorous warning about pollas tempraneras, or “preco-

cious young women”:

Es una polla  [She] is a [young] polla
de diez y siete,  of seventeen,
gallarda moza  a fine looking young lady
de gran castaña, with brown eyes,
de falda angosta, a tight skirt,
de altos tacones, high heels,
cara de rosa, [and] rosy cheeks,
muy picaresca, [she is] so picaresque,
muy primorosa so exquisite,
esclava siempre always a slave
de última moda; [ . . . ].  of the latest fashion; [ . . . ].

¡Mucho cuidado con estas pollas!  I must warn you about these pollas!
Son . . . tempraneras,  They are . . . precocious,
son . . . ¡primorosas!  they are . . . exquisite! 60

These precocious, fast-paced young women apparently altered otherwise “nor-

mal garments” to make them more seductive, thereby rejecting the rigid rules of 

appropriate female behavior. Clothing was not the only accessory manipulated 

by young females to express their sense of self and their dislike of social norms. 

As historian William Beezley has documented, many young señoritas also 

rode newly available bicycles so as to challenge notions of acceptable feminine 

conduct and experience a freer life. This occurred in clear violation of the fun-

damental rule that señoritas must be accompanied by chaperones.61

The dances embraced by young pollos and pollas also crossed boundar-

ies and ventured into styles deemed “primitive” and “menacing” to Porfirian 

society (fig. 2). In the “Apache polka,” the male dancer glares lustfully at the 

provocatively bent torso of his female partner, while the “vampire waltz” 

depicts the female partner in an even more provocative pose, wrapping herself 

snakelike around the clutching embrace of her male partner.

A passage written in El Imparcial in 1903 provides a glimpse into the way 

primitivism, racism, and nativism combined to chastise pollo subculture. The 

journalist, reflecting the concerns of fellow older liberals, condemns the devel-

oping “Americanization” of Mexico’s youth. In the xenophobic language of this 

time, he describes the “truth” about the Cake Walk:



Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth 39

For those of us who have become wary of the Americanization of Europe, 
there is no greater evidence than the presence of the vulgar Negro dance—
the Cake Walk—in the most distinguished dance halls of Paris. Indeed, 
this dance, which has little or no human values at all, has been exhibited 
more than once in these halls, where the Ballroom dances and [Spanish] 
Rigodones, had been the norm. In Mexico, considering our mimicking 
nature, we became familiar with this dance after a group of six mulattoes, 
known as Los Tordos, performed it for the very first time in the Orrin Circus.

Referring to the engraving in figure 3, he then goes on to say,

[The latest imitations of this dance were recently witnessed] during a 
Student Festival of the Preparatoria, where a young couple of students 
became the subject of ridicule as they attempted to perform the dance . . . 
With the intention of providing our readers with a sample of this dance, 
we have reproduced here two contrasting engravings. [The engraving on 
your left] represents the [“vulgar”] dance performed by the Negroes [in the 
United States and now our students here in Mexico. In contrast, the engrav-

Figure 2: Los Bailes que Amenazan, in El Heraldo. El Periódico del siglo 
XX, May 20, 1910. Courtesy of Clementina Díaz y de Ovando.
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ing on your right] illustrates the Boston dance [performed by] our [decent] 
ladies and gentlemen (fig. 3).62

In addition to finding fault with pollo dancing compared to that of decent ladies 

and gentlemen, critics also saw their behavior as self-indulgent departures from 

a model of a “dignified” working class. Contrasting the acceptable dances of the 

working class with those of pollos, the writer Enrique Chávarri, signed with 

his famous pseudonym, “El Juvenal,” describes a dance organized by the Gran 

Círculo de Obreros (Grand Circle of Workers):

Here, we do not see the starchy pollo, pretentious and conceited, [as always]. 
[Instead], we see the happy and dignified working man, forgetting [if at least 
momentarily,] his hard day of work. Happily enjoying the fruits of our soci-
ety, we can see that the Mexican working man has experienced a complete 
transformation of his life.63

Thus, while representatives of the liberal state did not expect the young men 

of the ENP to fill the workman’s shoes of the laboring class, they nevertheless 

expected young men to retain the ethic of hard work. As noted earlier, the state 

had hoped that an encyclopedic knowledge of the sciences would propel the 

nation towards “Order,” “Liberty,” and eventually “Progress.” Many students 

who attended the Preparatoria certainly embraced this motto, moved up the 

political ladder, and became key supporters of the Porfirian elite. In many cases, 

however, the behavior of students fell far short of this ideal in more than just 

Figure 3: Comparison between the “Cake walk” and “Boston” dances, in El Imparcial. Diario de la 
mañana, April 26, 1903. Courtesy of Clementina Díaz y de Ovando.
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the style of their dances. This was the case of the perros preparatorianos and the 

externos. In comparison to the bohemian pollos, these young men proved to 

be far more disruptive to the idealized images of youth celebrated by the new 

generation of “men of honor” who had come of age during the North American 

and French invasions and who were now in charge of the ENP.

Youth Going to the Dogs: Los Perros Prepatorianos and Externos

Historian Moisés González Navarro remarked nostalgically that “in the old 

days [young men] would cede the sidewalks and offer their seats to women 

and the elderly; but today’s youth is distinguished by its vulgar language [len-

guaje de torero, generally associated with the lower classes], rough games, their 

uncontrollable bad habits, [and] their outrageous behavior in the Theaters and 

public reunions.” González Navarro noted in particular the objectionable type 

of humor favored by youth: “Students are especially recognized by their coarse, 

insulting and indecent jokes.”64

Echoing the words of González Navarro, school authorities pointedly con-

demned what they called the “excessive fun” that preparatorianos enjoyed after 

school. Besides repeated references to the “inappropriate” dancing noted earlier, 

they also took notice of the students’ increasing lack of interest in their studies 

as a result of their new infatuation with games (athletic and otherwise). In 1905, 

for example, a group of teachers passed a new decree that limited sport activi-

ties to holidays and weekends until students demonstrated a comparable level 

of interest in science. That same year, the director of the ENP, Manuel Flores, 

had apparently become so outraged by student “relajo” (fun) that he restricted 

all forms of recreational activities to one specific time and area of the school.65

The gente decente specifically condemned the youthful exuberance of stu-

dents in public. Prepatorianos played practical jokes on ordinary bystanders out-

side the school, and many residents avoided the entrance to the ENP altogether 

during school hours.66 City authorities responded to the complaints of the gente 

decente by giving the police department specific instructions to protect young 

women from the students who had become infamous for harassing women in 

public.67 Many ambivalently lamented that sections of public parks, bullfight-

ing rings, auditoriums, cafés, and theaters as well as dance halls had become 

noticeable hangouts for students.68 But picnics, parties, receptions, estudiantinas 

(student music festivals), Kermesses (fairs, usually in the form of charity events), 

and excursions organized by the schools served to increase student contact with 

the general public as well. For preparatorianos, the opening of these spaces also 

gave them the chance to interact with students from other schools. At the famous 

Abreu Theater, for example, preparatorianos showed off their latest clothes from 
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Europe, distinguished themselves from older liberals, and met students from 

other international schools. In the Pane Swimming Pool, Chapultepec Park, and 

the Ciudadela Plaza, preparatorianos rented bicycles and skates to meet girls, 

had secret and romantic rendezvous, played the newest sports (such as baseball), 

gossiped about the latest pranks played in school, and planned their next pinta 

(“ditching day”), when a group of students got together to miss school.69

When it came to pintas, practical jokes, and “wasting time,” one group of 

students, “los perros preparatorianos” (“the school dogs,” as they called themselves), 

stood out in particular. According to one founder, Luis Cabrera,70 one of the rea-

sons this group took up the name “dogs” was to mock the serious way in which 

adults defined proper behavior. These adults disapproved of their practical jokes 

and called them “escuincles” (“brats”).71 The perros argued that, unlike adults who 

were bound by social and moral restrictions, “being young” gave them license to 

play their perradas (pranks) and enjoy engaging in a bohemian, illegal lifestyle that 

included getting involved with married women, consuming cheap alcoholic bever-

ages associated with the lower classes, and taking a considerable amount of drugs.

According to Cabrera, another reason why this group of preparatorianos 

decided to use the term “perros” was because it proved to be a productive meta-

phor for classifying the many sorts of (male) students who attended the ENP 

during this time. The obsession with “hunting” women and getting intoxicated 

was well represented in this classificatory scheme:

The hound-dogs constitute the majority of us. [A]fter all, to live in modern 
Mexico today, one has to have the sharpest sense of smell and intelligence. 
We [also] have good bloodhounds, not so much for finding criminals; but 
rather, for seeking a decent job, a [government] commission, or a business 
transaction to make ends meet . . . There are also sample dogs that freeze 
when they sniff a [good opportunity]: with their snouts pointing to the front, 
their tails hanging back, and one of their legs lifted, just in case [they decide 
to make a move]. Then there are the dogs that run all day long behind a 
hare, even though most of the times they always fail to [catch up with her]. A 
breed that is also very common among us is the fox hunter. [Today] they are 
having a more difficult time hunting foxes because of the high prices of the 
mezcal and imported wines . . . We also have furry dogs that refuse to comb 
their hair as well as the junky dogs that [frequently] get high for the most 
insignificant of reasons. [But] the most abundant breed [of dogs] among us 
are the skirt-chasers, that is, those [dogs] that are very fond of women. From 
this breed, the most notable are the Chihuahuas. 72

Within Cabrera’s list of dogs lies evidence that student subculture was hetero-

geneous, with important differences that existed among the preparatorianos in 
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terms of social interests and economic ambitions, as well as class, region of ori-

gin, physical appearance, and other factors. Cabrera facetiously portrays the per-

sistent tensions between the “well-to-do dogs,” the less fortunate “sample” and 

“grimy” dogs, and the self-indulgent “skirt-chasers” and “drug-taking” dogs.

Such distinctions created ill feelings which often resulted in violence. 

Memoirs and newspaper articles reveal, for example, that student brawls were 

common at the ENP. The causes of fights were typically regional, class, or aca-

demic differences. Two students recalled that preparatorianos were divided 

into various cliques who often used their fists to settle disputes.73 At the time 

the ENP was founded, for example, fights between students nicknamed lacayos 

(servants), cocheros (coachmen), gañanes (farmers), albañiles (masons), and mulas 

(mules) were frequent.74 In addition, there was trouble between provincianos 

(students who came from outside Mexico City, e.g., the chihuahueños) and capi-

talinos (natives of Mexico City), who often did not share the same values.75 But 

the most physical confrontations occurred between boarding students (internos) 

and those who lived outside the school grounds (externos), partly as a result of 

class differences.76

The students who lived outside the schools (externos) seemingly enjoyed 

the greatest freedom and thus frequently became regular subjects of criticism 

in the press. Apparently, what was particularly shocking to respectable society 

about these youngsters was their open defiance of rigid class divisions. Unlike 

the majority of well-to-do students, these bohemian young students chose to 

live among the poor sectors of society in cheap vecindades or tenement houses.77 

As vividly captured in his autobiographical novel, Heriberto Frias (1908) 

explains that, unlike the authoritarian halls of the Internado (boarding school), 

these vecindades gave students the freedom to study during late hours of the 

night, organize some of Mexico’s wildest parrandas (parties), visit the infamous 

pulquerías,78 and participate in “orgies” with prostitutes.79

In short, while most preparatorianos entered the ENP with the hope of 

moving up the social and political ladder, not all achieved this goal. But more 

revealing, some students openly rejected the ideal image of the preparatorianos 

promoted by school officials altogether. This was the case of the perros prepa-

ratorianos and the externos, who dared to dress and act inappropriately outside 

school; drink in public; take drugs; and celebrate sexual promiscuity with gatas 

(servant women usually born in the provinces), zorras (prostitutes), and mar-

ried women. Moreover, they actively embraced a defiant label that opposed the 

“industrious” image promoted by the state and challenged rigid class divisions 

by moving to cheap tenement houses. In this sense, a late nineteenth-century 

youth subculture emerged that wholeheartedly rejected adult tutelage as well 
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as the idealized notions of modernity and progress promoted by the state and 

opposed by the most conservative representatives of the gente decente.

Making Sense of the Diverse Expressions of Youth Culture

Criminologists and public health officials offered various explanations for 

the unruliness of young people. Basing their claims on scientific theories of 

the day, most argued that deviance and sexual promiscuity went hand in 

hand with the “cultural backwardness” and economically poor environments 

that belonged to “inferior races.”80 Newspaper coverage of crimes generally 

agreed.81 Nonetheless, to many intellectuals and public commentators, the stu-

dents’ endorsement of lower-class attitudes was extremely puzzling. Cuellar’s 

1871 novel Ensalda de Pollos provides a good account of how the general public 

sought to make sense of the youth of the time.

The reasons given in this novel for why young people had become “so 

immoral” were as varied as the classification Cuellar offers of the different 

pollos. “The pollo fino [refined pollo],” he humorously notes, “was the son of a 

very religious hen and a fighting cock. [He] is idle, useless, and [naturally] cor-

rupted because of his poverty.” The pollo callejero (street-pollo) was a “bastard 

biped, or rather one who has been [abandoned] by his mother. [He] is the son 

of reformists, tribunos [champions of the people], heroes, bullies, and skeptics, 

who [like to hide behind the flag of Liberalism].” There was also the pollo ronco 

(rough pollo), “belonging to the same specie as the street pollo . . . [His] prepon-

derance is only equaled by his ability to plagiarize.” Finally, there was the pollo 

tempranero (precocious) who shared “the qualities of all of the pollos mentioned 

above. [But he distinguishes himself as the most original.] Being the youngest 

of all, he ends up with the most vices and a worn out heart.”82

According to Cuellar, a self-described recorder of the moral concerns of the 

average person, youth rebelliousness had its roots in several factors. Like the 

criminologists of the time, Cuellar believed that poverty was partly to blame. 

However, Cuellar’s novel suggests that additionally parents had become 

“too soft” and needed to return to “more disciplined child-rearing” at home. 

Moreover, for both the press and for Cuellar, students suffered from the “social 

concussion” felt in daily life in the cities due to the rapid transition to moder-

nity.83 He also pointed to the negative influence of foreigners, represented by 

the “invading torrent of Parisian prostitution.”84 As noted above, for others, 

the foreign influence that threatened Mexican culture was represented by new 

American vogues (such as the scandalous Cake Walk).

Yet, for the nation’s more conservative intellectuals and public figures, it 

was precisely the positivist (read foreign) education of the Escuela Nacional 
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Preparatoria that explained the ruthless and immoral attitude of many young 

people. In particular, they condemned the encyclopedic knowledge of the sci-

ences endorsed by the ENP in search of cosmopolitan notions of progress and 

modernity and instead called for the adoption of a more humanistic school cur-

riculum. Prominent writer and once-strong supporter of liberal education Juan 

A. Mateos, for example, adopted a more conservative position and described 

the ENP as the “source of terrible immorality.” Echoing the voice of many, he 

referred to the Preparatoria as “a place, which had prostituted the youth” and 

called the teachings of Comtean positivism “an insult to civilization.” Above 

all, he depicted the ENP as “a serious danger for the future [of Mexico]” and 

pledged authorities to return to a more humanistic education: “We do not want 

to create a society of monks, but to educate our youth with a strong background 

in morality.” 85 The still-influential voice of the Catholic Church agreed and 

similarly lamented that “[unless the ENP abandons its positivist curriculum, 

Mexico’s] youth is doomed for a future of great misery and demoralization.”86 

State officials were concerned that the behavior of the preparatorianos was 

disrupting their positivist goals. But the more conservative voices of the gente 

decente interpreted this behavior differently, suggesting that the defiant atti-

tude of the preparatorianos should not be interpreted as a deviation from a 

liberal ideal, but rather as an inevitable bad result from a foreign educational 

philosophy that had dismissed religious and humanistic values. In disagree-

ment with Gabino Barreda’s goals of the ENP, Mexico’s conservative intellectu-

als and public figures argued that only a return to traditional values and a more 

authoritarian response to the rebellious subculture of youth would give rise to a 

new generation of Mexicans who at last would transform Mexico from a nation 

historically cursed with revolutions into one of evolution.

ORGANIZING RESISTANCE: 
THE “FIRST UNIFIED STUDENT PROTEST”

Lying beneath the often amusing depictions of pollos and perros preparatorianos 

is an undercurrent of great anxiety. The complex relationship between economic 

and political uncertainty, hedonistic pleasure, leisure, and consumption gener-

ated doubt in the lives of young students, but also in the reactions of those who 

supported positivism as well as among conservative critics of the liberal state. As 

state authorities and conservative voices of the gente decente attempted to quell 

the unruliness of the students, the complex forces that were driving youth rebel-

liousness eventually took on a dimension of unified political protest.

At the ENP, students who spent too much time in the pursuit of relajo 

(fun)—or, worse yet, those who dared to defy school authorities or engage in 
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illicit behavior—usually faced punishments in the form of threats, public humil-

iation, or physical retribution. A verbal warning was sufficient to cow a major-

ity of students. School officials knew that most of the students at the Internado 

(the boarding school) were fearful of losing their scholarships and subsidized 

meals and how parents who learned of their son’s misconduct would react. 

Schools used public humiliation as a particularly effective form of discipline. A 

common punishment of this sort included having to wear a sign on one’s chest 

for hours while standing in front of the classroom. Internos who dared to defy 

the authority of the prefects, were frequently involved in fights, or engaged in 

“inappropriate” sexual acts with other students received more severe punish-

ments. Retribution for such misdeeds included spending the night locked up 

inside the calabozo (cell) without dinner, or even expulsion.87

From the perspective of the students, the disciplinary measures taken by 

school authorities ironically were at odds with the national project of moder-

nity that the positivists were trying to implement in the schools. In particular, 

students were appalled by the archaic institution of the Internado, and they 

demanded its abolishment. They argued that the methods of disciplining stu-

dents at the Internado, such as the use of the calabozo, belonged to the “Colonial 

past.” Above all, these students were angry that school authorities could 

expel students who dared to voice any sort of disapproval or dissatisfaction. 

Significantly, students began to demand a greater sense of autonomy through a 

collective voice frequently referred to as el estudiantado—the student class.

In 1875, student unhappiness came to a head in what some scholars have 

labeled “the first unified student protest of modern Mexico.”88 This protest 

started in the National Medical School when a small group of students walked 

out of their classroom to protest the authoritarian methods of Professor Rafael 

Lavista. The response of the school director was to expel the young “troublemak-

ers,” which merely served to increase student discontent. In less than a month, 

the outcry against authoritarianism gave way to an even louder demand for 

Universidad Libre, or an autonomous university, which was presented formally 

by a central committee that claimed to represent eight hundred students from 

different schools, including a significant proportion of preparatorianos.

Students who participated in the protest contended that the state had 

become too involved in student affairs, and they demanded greater freedom 

in their academic and social lives. In addition, students called for an end to the 

authoritarian regime inside the schools, claiming that young people were also 

protected by constitutional rights and therefore should not be subjected to pub-

lic humiliation and physical punishment. Taking in consideration the concerns 

of the students who had been suspended, the Central Committee also asked 
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for the abolishment of all the Internados. More progressive students advocated 

female suffrage and the need to create an alliance with the working class.

The student protest ended after school authorities announced that those stu-

dents who had been expelled could return to the school; moreover, the authori-

ties promised that if the students ended their strike they would study the 

grievances that had been presented by the Central Committee. For the student 

leaders, these public announcements represented a great victory. After all, they 

had no reason to doubt that the school authorities would keep their word. The 

Central Committee decided to accept these conditions in order to demonstrate 

to those following the protest that they had behaved in a prudent and civilized 

fashion. An overwhelming majority of teachers and public officials agreed with 

the students and praised their protest as a great victory. In particular, they 

commended the students for having organized public teaching sessions in the 

Alameda Park during their strike to educate the less-privileged majority.

The press also cast the student protest in a generally favorable but paternalistic 

light. The liberal and highly popular newspaper La Orquesta, for example, regarded 

the protest as somewhat innocuous and characterized student leaders as “chil-

dren” (fig. 4). With the various professional schools represented by banners in the 

background, student “children,” watching intently, surround their student repre-

sentatives, who playfully bat a “ball” (the Mexican state) back and forth. The scene 

suggests a weak central government subject to manipulation, bandied about in the 

way acquiescent parents are subject to the whims of their mischievous children.89

However, the 1875 student strike was no child’s game. The demand for 

greater academic freedom represented an important precursor to the call for 

university autonomy that would be voiced in the student protest of 1929.90 

Collective efforts on the part of the students to create an alliance with the work-

ing class would reemerge throughout the twentieth century.91 In addition, the 

1875 protesters were the first to create a democratically elected student body 

organization, the Central Committee. Years later those in favor of Sebastián 

Lerdo de Tejada would use similar platforms to launch their verbal attacks 

against the Porfiristas (supporters of Porfirio Díaz).92 Yet the 1875 student strike 

did not aim to disrupt the goals of “order, progress, and modernity” that the 

liberal state championed. On the contrary, as future “men of honor” the stu-

dent strikers aimed to destroy the archaic institutions and traditional values 

they argued Mexico had inherited from a colonial past, including not only the 

Internado, but more importantly, the authoritarian reactions that influential 

representatives of the gente decente had voiced to condemn Mexico’s bur-

geoning youth culture. Above all, the collective voice of students demanded 

a greater sense of autonomy in their academic and social lives. In so doing, 
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“youth” emerged as a distinctive political category integral to the consolidation 

of the nation-state that characterized this period.

CONCLUSION
In the late nineteenth century the collective idea of “youth” first emerged in 

Mexico as a distinctively new social and political category. In this article I have 

traced how the centralization of state power; the concerted effort by the govern-

ing elite to further homogenize the nation; the state’s much stronger and active 

role in education; the promotion of Comtean positivism in the classrooms; and 

the influence of the latest Euro-American fashions, sports, and recreational activi-

ties all contributed to the emergence of youth culture during this time. Although 

references to young people can be traced back to the colonial period, it was only 

after Mexico consolidated the nation-state following the defeat of the French in 

1867 that a new generation of liberals recognized “youth” as a “new social type.” 

For the new governing elite, the ideal image of youth was embodied especially 

by the small minority of cultured students, such as the preparatorianos. These 

early celebratory images bespoke the transformative nature of the modern state.

Yet the original “men of honor” model for the architects of the future was 

exceptionally exclusive and therefore ultimately unsustainable. Only (male) 

preparatorianos, wealthy young ladies (señoritas), and some older students 

from the professional schools were advanced by authorities as representatives 

of the version of modernity the elite were trying to effect. Young students from 

Figure 4: Huelga Estudiantil, in La Orquesta, May 12, 1875. Courtesy of Clementina Díaz y de Ovando.
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the Preparatoria, however, were not a homogenous group. As the restored 

nation of Mexico tried to find its independent course through notions of lib-

eralism and Comtean positivism, different notions of youth were imagined, 

enacted, further defined, and contested. Such notions of youth included ver-

sions that directly challenged received models through the creation of an inno-

vative style, the appropriation of new spaces, and the celebration of an illicit 

bohemian lifestyle, all of which generated a highly negative public reaction. In 

short, a unique subculture took hold despite opposition.

When many prepatorianos challenged or contested official ideology, state 

authority as well as their conservative critics presumed that either something 

was inherently wrong with this bohemian “pollo” subculture, or simply that 

they were escuincles (bratty kids) who refused to grow up. This was especially 

the case for the “perros” preparatorianos, the externos, and the students who 

participated in the 1875 student protest.

However, the 1875 student protest was no “child’s game.” Preparatorianos 

managed to consolidate their interests with those of older students from the 

professional schools to successfully bring about the nation’s “first unified 

student protest.” Like the liberal “men of honor” who came of age in the after-

math of the U.S.-Mexican War and the French invasion, this young generation 

of students was appalled with what they viewed as the archaic institutions 

and authoritarian measures inherited from the colonial past. Yet, departing 

from their liberal elders, student protesters recognized that breaking from the 

colonial past could only be achieved with the freedom, vigor, and insight that 

would come through a greater sense of their own autonomy. Their collective 

voice, represented in a new term for their collectivity, el estudiantado, would 

eventually mature in the following decades to contest and to negotiate with 

both the Porfirian and the revolutionary state. At the time the students could 

not foresee the manner in which their collegiate experiences and struggles 

would prove to be a training ground, ultimately enabling them to enter into the 

very institutions against which they had been butting heads.
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