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Introduction
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[image: image] A YOUNG BAKERY WORKER, MAYBE TEN YEARS OLD, APPEARS IN A photograph from 1930. He stands in the passage that divides the retail section of the panadería (bakery) from the workroom in back. Thin and dark, he is dressed in an apron and cloth hairnet and looks at the camera somewhat timidly out of the corner of his eye, one hand reaching across his back to grasp the other arm. Behind a long wooden counter stand three Spanish immigrants—probably the owner, his assistant, and a clerk—one of whom wears the wool beret typical of northern Spain. Another Mexican worker, behind them, has just set down a basket of bolillos, Mexico’s French rolls, to be added to the piles of bread. Two well-dressed customers, a woman and a man, will take the rolls home so their families can dip them into chocolate or coffee for breakfast and dinner. All the people in the photo together helped make bakeries vital neighborhood institutions and the bread trade Mexico City’s second largest industry.

The workers, the immigrants, and the customers all occupy distinct spaces of the panadería. The counter, of course, separates the workers from consumers who went once, often twice, a day for bread. The doorway where the boy stands separates Mexican workers and Spanish employers; it was a passage that divided not only the productional and commercial halves of the shop, but also marked the distinctions of race and class that coincided with the bakery’s two sections. The conflicts and negotiations that sprang from these distinctions within panaderías are the focus of this book. From the late nineteenth century until well into the twentieth, Spanish, mostly Basque, immigrants owned most of Mexico City’s panaderías. From around 1870 up to the Great Depression in 1929, owners continually brought over relatives and countrymen to work the front of the shop until the newcomers opened their own. Meanwhile, Mexican laborers kneaded and baked in the back or often below, in the basement. Occasionally, they managed to set up their own bakeries. But they operated on the fringes of what contemporaries called the “Spanish monopoly.”1
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Figure 1. Panadería, Mexico City, ca. 1930. Fondo Casasola, Inventory No. 233. Courtesy of the Fototeca Nacional of the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia.

All of the collective actors represented in the photograph employed varying strategies to pursue their interests. Amid shifting antagonisms and alliances, the rituals of baking, selling, and eating bound together the immigrants, native workers, consumers, as well as government officials. In a broader sense, bread also linked them to the upheavals that characterized the history of Mexico City and contributed to the structuring and restructuring of the state and the market from independence through the decades that followed the Mexican Revolution.

This book takes a long view of panaderías in order to explore how ownership patterns, state intervention, and labor strife contributed to the formation of markets. My original intention was to limit the study to the years when struggles between bakers and Basques were most intense: 1895–1940, a period that is, arguably, long already and unconventional given the established chronologies in Mexican historiography. However, during my research I formed a series of recurrent questions that refer back to at least the late colonial period: Why were some groups, such as the Basque immigrants, able to establish monopolies or a monopoly-like control over the market, while others were forced to operate at the margins or not at all? Why did government authorities almost invariably support these monopolies? And, finally, what role did the conflictive relationships between workers and employers play in the forging of these market configurations between dominant and marginal groups?

I address these questions by tracing the particular interests that linked owners, workers, agents of the state, and consumers. This book is not, therefore, about bread per se but rather about how politics and class struggle contributed to the formation of a market for a particular good.2 By examining relationships between capital, labor, and politics through a specific trade and exploring the social functions and cultural meanings of bread, I study the intersection of labor history, material culture, and politics.3 In this sense, the book anchors the processes of state formation and labor in everyday life within Mexico, in contrast to both the rather abstract political science scholarship and the economic history that overwhelmingly emphasize Mexico’s export sector.4 My approach reveals how definitions of the marketplace sprang from political interests and, in particular, from class negotiation.

In the case of bread, these questions were intimately related to everyday subsistence and politics. During most of the years studied here, definitions of citizenship and legitimate political authority were vague and fraught with contention; only rarely did the ballot box sanction the relationship between the government and the governed. However, links between the public and the state appear with greater clarity when studied through controversies over access to consumer goods, and particularly bread. Government officials repeatedly expressed the view that ensuring the supply of bread was part of their public duty. As Carol Helstosky has shown for Italy under Mussolini, “Food was the most visceral connection between government and population.”5 Regardless of their sincerity or practical ability to influence urban provisioning, political leaders used bread as a tangible medium to consolidate and legitimize their authority.

To study panaderías in the country that invented tortillas may seem strange. Indeed, maize, not wheat, has always been the staff of life for the majority of Mexicans. During his visit to New Spain in 1803, Alexander von Humboldt observed “a great number of Indians who eat maize bread . . . and few populous cities inhabited by whites in easy circumstances.”6 A century later, Andrés Molina Enríquez stated that “wheat is not a grain of general consumption, only foreigners and some Criollos consume it as the foundation of their sustenance; most Criollos eat more maize than wheat; the indigenous consume wheat only by exception. The population lives essentially on maize.”7 A Mexican-born Frenchman similarly wrote that “Mexicans of the wealthy classes eat as much bread as foreigners. But those of the more modest categories, and the Indians, eat instead tortillas.”8 The agricultural engineer Ramón Fernández y Fernández echoed the idea thirty years later: “Wheaten bread in Mexico is a luxury item destined exclusively for the middle and upper classes; in the urban centers, only a small proportion of the working sector consumes it.”9

Maize was the foundation of most Mexicans’ diet, but these authors overlooked the importance of wheat in the subsistence and politics of Mexico City. The divide between maize and wheat was not so much one of class and race, as these observers believed, but rather rural and urban. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the city consistently consumed roughly fifteen thousand tons of wheat a year, while the rest of the country consumed but eight thousand tons.10 Humboldt calculated that “the consumption of bread in Mexico City equals that of the cities in Europe”—an overstatement that nonetheless highlights the importance of wheat to the city’s subsistence.11 Although urban Europeans and their descendants ate the bulk of the bread, the variety of types and the prices of bread in eighteenth-century Mexico City show that bread consumption ran through the social hierarchy. Historian Virginia García Acosta points out that “practically the whole population [of Mexico City] had incorporated bread into its diet, be it as the base or as a complement.”12 The wealthy began and ended their days by sipping chocolate and eating fine sweet breads (bizcochos) made with the highest quality white flour, lard, eggs, and milk.13 The poet Guillermo Prieto remembered “a mountain of puchas, rodeos, soletas, mostachones,” and other sweet breads upon the table of the president.14 The 1871 novel Chucho el ninfo describes how every evening, “carefully placed platters of warm bizcochos rose from the white tablecloth.”15

The poor family’s bread was coarse, dense, and made with low-grade flour, water of questionable quality, bran husks, and sometimes even hay.16 It was sometimes adulterated with substances such as lead chromate, which whitened the bread, giving the appearance of high-quality flour; health officials warned that such adulteration would “attack the organism, weighing upon the cerebellum until memory loss sets in.”17 To be sure, sweet breads were usually out of the reach of working-class families. However, they did buy cemitas and pambazos as well as the day-old bread known as pan frío that panaderías passed on to market vendors at the end of the day. At the end of the nineteenth century a newspaper could proclaim that “bread is the main sustenance of the working people in the capital; it is the base of their nutrition”—another exaggeration, but still indicative of the importance of bread to urban workers.18 Bread was central to urban identities that crossed class lines. As late as 1940, the population census included eating bread as a marker of urban assimilation, along with wearing shoes and sleeping in a bed. In contrast, tortillas—along with sandals and woven sleeping mats—were signs of rural backwardness.19

Since bread was an essential part of the everyday diet, scarcities caused significant disturbances in the city. When the price of bread increased or its size diminished, consumers blamed producers and merchants but also held government officials responsible. People did not expect their government to feed them, but they did expect leaders to prevent abuse and make sure that food was available and accessible. Failure to fulfill this duty signaled either negligence or complicity.20 Throughout the periods studied here, the state in Mexico assumed (though not always successfully) the paternal role of regulating the market in order to protect consumers from abusive practices, such as adulteration and underweight bread. This paternalism in the marketplace for consumer goods also allowed the state to assert its authority in several related dynamics—agriculture, manufacturing, currency flow, labor, demography, and health and sanitation, among others—that were crucial to the broader functioning of society.

The state’s oversight of the bread market sometimes pitted the interests of regulators against those of the regulated. But collaboration between officials and owners was more prevalent. A fairly small, cohesive group of owners facilitated the regulation and thus helped consolidate state authority. Accordingly, officials were either indifferent or outright hostile to small producers who complained that dominant actors pushed them to the margins of the marketplace, even when the law and official rhetoric opposed monopolization.

Government authorities were equally unsympathetic to the plight of workers, who toiled in conditions that were, even by the standards of the time, deplorable. Long after most trades had abandoned such practices, debt tied workers to panaderías, and bolted doors kept them inside. Conditions worsened as the Spanish monopoly consolidated its dominance in the late nineteenth century. In 1895 the bakers literally broke down the workroom doors and launched a series of strikes that lasted thirty-five years. Striking bakers challenged owners’ control and, in contrast to the elite representations of them as alcohol-crazed, barbarous children, used the language of citizenship and sovereignty to articulate their labor demands and to show that their employers—as well as the government officials who supported them—were acting outside the rule of law.

The panadería strikes also inverted the common perception of Basque immigrant entrepreneurs as a force of industrial progress and of Mexican workers as backward and resistant to change. This history of panaderías thus sharply differs from much scholarship on Basques and other Spanish immigrants, which emphasizes their collective contributions to economic development in Latin America. Explicitly or implicitly, scholars celebrate characteristics such as industriousness, frugality, and entrepreneurial acumen as inherent to a Basque mystique, the roots of which they locate in their inscrutable language, geographic isolation, and unique family socialization.21

Part of the Basques’ success undoubtedly rested on these factors, as well as their adventurous entrepreneurialism, their ability to identify profitable trades, and their cohesive sense of ethnic identity. At the same time, though, the studies that highlight these characteristics narrowly focus on the immigrants’ contributions in isolation from other actors. A wider panorama that incorporates the relationships between the immigrant entrepreneurs, their native workers, and the local authorities reveals how the panadería owners embedded themselves into, and benefited from, political and social structures of inequality that granted them cheap labor and preferential treatment by the state. In most cases, the immigrant owners did not modernize panaderías at all; in fact, in terms of labor relations, they moved backward. Archaic conditions appeared to be more profitable and more conducive to incorporating the constant stream of immigrants. Instead, the workers—pressing for regular wages, shifts measured in hours, and freedom of movement—led a “modernizing” effort that fought to bring panaderías into line with the capitalist conditions that had already long existed in other industries in Mexico.

Twentieth-century mobilization among bakery workers also added a new element to the government’s responsibility to ensure the food supply. During the colonial and early republican periods, authorities saw themselves as mediators between the greed of producers and the rights of the “public,” which they understood to mean consumers but not necessarily workers.22 The people who actually made the city’s food were pariahs—“outcasts in their own land”—whose degraded circumstances barred them from exercising their rights as subjects and citizens.23 This interpretation, of course, involved a convenient kind of slippage, for what was a worker when he or she made purchases at the market if not a consumer? Mobilization changed this view as workers demanded higher wages in order to maintain their families. After the Mexican Revolution, the government increasingly geared consumer policies to meet the needs of the working class. By the 1930s the slippage had been inverted and consumer became synonymous with worker. As historian Eduardo Elena writes for the case of Peronist Argentina, “Officials often treated ‘consumer’ and ‘worker’ as overlapping categories.”24 This shift is clear in the intersection of bread, strikes, and politics in Mexico.

Since panadería strikes threatened to sever a crucial nexus between the state and the public, ensuring the supply of bread required addressing strife. Porfirio Díaz, Mexico’s autocratic ruler from 1876 to 1910 who opened the way to foreign immigration and investment, had few qualms about sending horses and batons against striking workers in order to ensure the bread supply. Attracting foreign capital and suppressing disorderliness were, after all, explicit elements of his administration. For the nominally pro-labor, nationalist revolutionaries who arose in the wake of Díaz’s defeat, strikebreaking was a different matter. The new leaders often followed the old dictator’s approach but needed to justify their actions in strained terms of social justice. Under Díaz, bread had been symbol of urban civility and social modernization; afterward, it became a sign of the revolutionary government’s commitment to the well-being of the proletariat. In the rhetoric of the state, therefore, strikebreaking in panaderías became somehow “revolutionary.”

Still, repressing Mexican workers who pursued legitimate rights against foreign bosses proved to be practically ineffective and politically awkward. Bakers were among the largest and most radical contingent of the postrevolutionary labor movement. Their demands emphasized hours and wages, but in a deeper sense they made claims to citizenship as active and significant members of the Mexican nation. They sought to overturn a long heritage of exploitation, repression, and disdain. In the 1920s, their strikes were capable of paralyzing the supply of bread in the city, and consequences rippled through the urban food market. This leverage, together with shifting alliances between the state and different sectors of organized labor, meant that strikebreaking was no longer an effective strategy. Instead, the state sought to incorporate organized bakers, along with leagues of other workers, as constituents of the populist regime.

The move from strikebreaking to negotiations, in turn, yielded new laws that formed the foundation of state involvement in markets that became official policy until the neoliberal reforms of the 1980s.25 Promulgated in 1929, bread regulations aimed to ensure that owners and workers adhered to their newly signed collective contract. In practice, the new definitions of the formal market strengthened the Basque bread cartel by marginalizing the Mexican-owned small bakeries that relied on nonunionized, mostly family labor. Unionist bakery workers were de facto enforcers of the regulation and their employers’ unwitting shock troops. The irony is not only that the interests of the original antagonists came to overlap, but that a nationalist government allegedly committed to tempering the brutalities and indignities of foreign-led capitalism supported the interests of immigrant entrepreneurs by marginalizing Mexican producers. In a broader sense, the regulations turned markets into mechanisms with which to negotiate class conflict, forge state constituencies, and marginalize political threats.

In this book I approach the intersection of bread, politics, and labor strife by taking a long view of Mexico City panaderías. Chapter 1 discusses the late colonial bread monopoly, its contradictory relationship with the colonial government, and the free-trade reforms spurred by the outbreak of the war of independence in 1810. Chapter 2 argues that these reforms, together with the turbulence that characterized the first decades after independence, contributed to a relatively democratic marketplace in which small producers took center stage. This period of openness waned, however, with the arrival of wealthier, mostly foreign, entrepreneurs after 1850, which provoked debates around the meaning of “free commerce.” Chapter 3 traces how Basque immigrants were able to capitalize on the gains of earlier immigrant entrepreneurs in order to ensconce themselves into the bread and flour markets and build a tight network of family and ethnic solidarity. Chapter 4 reconstructs the everyday violence that bakery workers experienced as the number of shops rapidly increased. Although the press presented this violence as proof of workers’ barbarity, the ensuing strikes revealed bakers’ capacity to mobilize effective protests and draw on national discourses of citizenship. Chapter 5 discusses the famine that the revolution brought upon Mexico City and shows how the government that emerged from the revolution relied on the Basques to pull the city from hunger and chaos. The resulting alliance helps explain why, as chapter 6 details, the revolutionary government repressed the frequent strikes in Spanish-owned bakeries from 1915 to 1929. Finally, chapter 7 analyzes how, after 1929, owners, union leaders, and officials redefined the formal market in such a way that codified the “Spanish monopoly” and forced small Mexican producers into the informal economy.



CHAPTER ONE

“Zelo y desvelo”

The Bread Monopoly and Late Colonial Market Reforms
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[image: image] A BLACK SLAVE, OWNED BY HERNÁN CORTÉS, ALLEGEDLY PLANTED Mexico’s first wheat after he found three grains at the bottom of a rice sack. A single grain yielded 180; soon, wrote the sixteenth-century chronicler Francisco López de Gómara, “there was infinite wheat.” Cortés established the Santo Domingo Mill on the banks of the Tacubaya River on the outskirts of Mexico City, the capital of what the Spaniards called New Spain, not far from where another conquistador, Antonio Nuño de Guzmán, had erected the first flour mill.1 Streams flowing down the mountains that surrounded the city pushed the millstones as the water irrigated the newly planted wheat fields.

Bread was part of the Spaniards’ mission to civilize the Native Americans. Friar Bernardino de Sahagún urged the Indians to “eat that which the Castilian people eat” in order to become “the same as them, strong and pure and wise.”2 Bread soon became central to the diet of urban residents, although Mexicans (and many Spaniards) continued to subsist on maize, and wheat was a rarity in the countryside. By the eighteenth century, bread was so important that Alexander von Humboldt, during his tour of Spanish America, estimated that Mexico City consumed as much wheat as many European cities. He assumed that the Spaniards and their Mexican-born descendants consumed the bulk, but this would have been practically impossible. In reality, the majority of the city’s population ate bread either as a base or as a complement.3

Privately owned panaderías made all of the city’s bread. However, since bread fulfilled what consumers and the Spanish Crown considered to be a public function of nurturing residents, it was subject to close supervision by authorities. This supervision was based on the assumption that the Crown and its colonial representatives were the only forces capable of protecting consumers from the intrinsic tendency toward fraud among producers and merchants. Without government restraint, they feared, entrepreneurs would form oligopolies, or business cartels, that could wield disproportionate influence over the everyday life of the city at great cost to both consumers and civil officials. The Crown elaborated a complex series of regulations that aimed to assert royal authority, repress the private sector’s tendency toward abuse, and create a stable, static marketplace that reliably produced bread of predicable quality and weight.4

These laws addressed virtually every detail of the business, and generally, bread was of reasonable quality and price. Yet for all their thoroughness they did not prevent the formation of entrenched elite groups who defrauded the public and the royal treasury. A powerful cartel—organized within an owners’ guild, or gremio—dominated the related wheat, flour, and bread businesses from the early eighteenth century, and probably earlier, until the end of the colonial era. The gremio emerged both despite and because of colonial laws. This chapter explores this contradiction as well as the even more marked contrast that existed between official policy and actual practice. These tensions came to a breaking point during the deep crisis within the Spanish empire in the early nineteenth century. Under the threat of an insurgency, authorities abandoned the model of a static, regulated marketplace in favor of the “absolute liberty” of commerce. They hoped that free-market reforms would encourage competition and bring an abundance of cheap, quality foods to the city. They were partially successful, but the same vicissitudes that sparked the free-market reforms also ended colonial rule.

Markets and Colonial Paternalism

The Crown enacted laws governing the grain and bread trades after a horrific decade of pestilence and hunger, from 1575 to 1585, ravaged much of Mexico and convinced authorities of the need for close supervision of the urban food supply.5 The Fiel Ejecutoría—the Office of the Faithful Executor—was in charge of enforcing these and other regulations related to the production and sale of consumer goods. Bread regulations specified who could purchase how much wheat or flour of what type, from whom, where, and when. They also limited what types of bread bakers could make, and they set prices. Bakers could not sell before seven in the morning, and they had to offer their goods only in certain plazas and streets or in licensed stores. Vending sites were distributed around the city, such that each one would supply a certain neighborhood.6 In theory, since all panaderías provided bread at the same price and complied with the same norms, there was no need for shops to compete with each other. Equilibrium and stability, not competition, was the goal for both the economy and the social order.

For owners or managers, these regulations entailed onerous bureaucracy. Every four months, they had to declare to the Fiel Ejecutoría how much wheat they bought, from whom, when, and at what price. Inspectors corroborated these declarations using those given by the wheat growers. Then, based on the price of wheat, plus bakers’ other expenses such as milling fees, officials set the official weight of bread, known as the postura. The price of bread was permanently fixed at one medio real (one-sixteenth of a peso). What varied over time were the ounces. In good times, a medio real bought eighteen ounces of fine white bread (pan floreado). In slim times, bread could weigh as little as fourteen ounces. The cheaper pambazo (literally “low bread”), made with coarse unsifted flour, usually weighed around forty ounces but could drop to sixteen.7

Officials known as faithful re-weighers (fieles repesadores) regularly checked the weight and quality of bread. To make the inspectors’ job easier, bakeries could only sell at determined spots and had to mark each piece with distinctive registered insignia. Punishment for noncompliance could be severe. Unbranded bread could cost an owner ten pesos for the first offense, four years’ suspension from the trade and two years’ banishment for the second, and “definite suspension, public shame, and perpetual banishment” for the third. Selling underweight bread could land an owner in jail for two years.8

This vigilance sprang from the well-founded assumption that, given the opportunity, panaderías would defraud the public with underweight or poor quality bread. It also provided the colonial state with a platform from which to declare its responsibility to protect subjects from malfeasance and thus reaffirm the paternal relationship between the Crown and its vassals. In declaration after declaration, viceroys, the highest royal authority in the colony, pronounced and celebrated the zelo y desvelo—zealous vigilance—with which they safeguarded the people’s well-being.9

The opposing concept, championed by liberal economists and philosophers of the eighteenth century, posited that an unregulated free market encouraged competition and, in turn, lowered prices and improved the quality of consumer goods.10 The solution to fraud, in this view, was not severe regulation and government control but exactly the contrary, the withdrawal of restrictions on commerce. France and Britain had removed many government controls on food markets, and the free market had influential advocates in Spain, such as the Enlightenment polymath Gaspar de Jovellanos who, like Adam Smith, advocated the removal of regulations that limited the individual’s pursuit of economic self-interest.11 In the Spanish empire movement toward free trade focused on international, and especially transatlantic, commerce and culminated in the broadening of exports and imports in 1778.12 Easing regulations on production and commerce within domestic markets, however, lagged; even Jovellanos recommended continued state regulation of grain prices out of fear of public unrest.

In Mexico colonial authorities similarly distrusted the ability of the free market to produce a positive impact. In their view, they were the only forces capable of protecting consumers from inherently greedy merchants. Without official oversight—the government’s zelo y desvelo—consumers would become victims of all kinds of fraud. If panaderías cheated the public even when inspectors were watching, what would they do without government regulations? Also at stake, of course, were the interests of the influential group of owners who were hardly advocates of opening their business to anyone who happened to have an oven, some flour, and leaven.

The attorney general (procurador general) of the Fiel Ejecutoría clearly articulated this philosophy of a paternal state that oversaw a static, regulated market when in 1779 he rejected the bakery owners’ proposition that the “free market,” the unfettered interplay between diverse buyers and sellers, set prices instead of the government. He responded that if Mexico had not seen the “revolutions over a lack of bread that are so common in the most cultured countries of Europe, where bread production is entirely free,” it was because price fixing had “ensured the public’s peace and tranquility.” Indeed, following the release of bread from strict government oversight in London, Paris, and other cities, bakeries raised prices, and residents rose in revolt.13 Modern ideas and inventions were fine, he said, for “physics, chemistry, shipping, and other sciences.” But to trust the “tranquility of the vassals” to anything beyond the “known rules of economics and prudence” was to court disaster.14

In addition to protecting consumers, colonial regulations aimed to prevent producers and merchants from establishing what the Crown viewed as improper combinations of objects and activities.15 As part of the ideal of static markets, each producer or merchant was to remain within his specific niche. Millers, for example, could not grind wheat of poor quality together with wheat of high quality; likewise, bakers could not mix different flours in their bread. Bakers of sweet breads (bizcocheros) could not make salted bread, under penalty of permanent banishment from the profession. Another law decreed that “bakers cannot be storekeepers and storekeepers cannot be candle makers.”16 The most significant of these regulations prohibited the simultaneous ownership of panaderías and mills. The underlying logic was that businesses gained unfair advantages over other businesses when they mixed things of different natures and bridged distinct trades because these combinations gave them the control of too many economic levers with which they could unduly influence the market, marginalize competitors, and form monopolies. Monopolies could cheat the public by hoarding, speculating, and otherwise manipulating the entire wheat-flour-bread chain. In doing so, they threatened to erode the royal zelo y desvelo, one of the Crown’s key claims to legitimate authority.

If inspectors were generally successful in protecting consumers from the most egregious acts of bakers’ deceit, they completely failed in their goal to prevent improper combinations within the bread trade and, consequently, the formation of a bread cartel. This failure came, in large measure, because all colonial officials in Mexico did not agree with the notion that the interests of monopolies were contradictory to those of inspectors. Many officials, especially those born in Mexico whose charge it was to enforce the laws, saw the bread monopoly as an ally and an asset to their paternalism.17

This tension between law and practice, between Madrid and the streets of Mexico City, came to a head in the mideighteenth century, when the Bourbon monarchs, rulers of the Spanish empire since 1700, set out to centralize authority in the colonies and increase the flow of revenue to the mother country. To this end, they passed more meticulous regulations that aimed to undermine the power of entrenched local elite groups, such as the bread gremio, and to restrict their ability to make illicit profits through abuse and fraud.


The Bread Gremio

Patriarchs of some of the wealthiest families and holders of honorific military and aristocratic titles, panadería owners often served on the city’s governing council and were therefore close to the very authorities in charge of overseeing them.18 They secured their dominance through a gremio, an owners’ guild, whose membership was restricted to a dozen or so major owners who collectively controlled the city’s fifty-odd shops as well as the nearby mills. Such groups of wealthy mill and panadería owners may have dominated the flour and bread trades since the sixteenth century, but the bread trade seems to have been somewhat more open to small producers before the gremio constituted itself as a legal entity in 1742. That year, the Count of Fuenclara became viceroy of New Spain armed with plans to make local government efficient, centralized, and solvent. The dominant owners persuaded Fuenclara that an official gremio strengthened his broader plan to make commerce more reliable and profitable.19 The viceroy ratified the gremio’s bylaws, which allowed members to elect their first legal representative.20

The bakers’ gremio was not a traditional trade guild that brought together skilled artisans. Membership depended on wealth, not skill. Around four thousand pesos were required to contribute to the group’s “administrative and juridical costs.” The bylaws were openly elitist and excluded members of the lower classes—“those whose only possession is the will to be bakers”—because the poor were more inclined to “resort to trickery that would harm the business and the public.”21 According to this self-flattering and deeply deluded vision, the rich had little motivation to defraud the public.

The gremio was an association of owners, most of whom rarely baked or cared to spend much time at all in the workrooms they owned. Most panaderías were sharply divided between owners and administrators, on the one hand, and mostly indigenous workers, on the other. Working conditions in these shops were deplorable, even by colonial standards. In the practice known as empeño, workers literally pawned themselves to employers through loans that they had to work off.22 Bakers typically received a thirty-peso loan. Earning around three and a half reales a day, a baker could spend at least three years working it off. In one shop, on San Pablo y San Pedro Street, an unspecified number of workers owed 271 pesos that the administrator included as “assets” in his ledger.23 Any illness, death, or baptism of a family member only deepened the debt. “We are almost always in debt,” complained a bakery worker. “Otherwise, we could not maintain our families.”24 In 1805 Viceroy Iturrigaray noted with concern that “once workers accept debts, they cannot undo them, and they remain locked up for periods that vary according to the sum of the loan.”25 The empeño system generated a vicious cycle of ingrained antagonism between worker and employers. Fearful that they would run off without working off their loans, employers treated bakers like prisoners, locking them up and regularly whipping them. Workers, in turn, were wont to flee from such brutal treatment.26

Concerns such as these voiced by high authorities were signs of the deeply contradictory relationship between the gremio and the colonial government. On the one hand, Bourbon high authorities regarded the gremio as a threat. This position sprang from a political concern that the Crown needed to weaken local elites in the colonies in order to centralize its authority. But it also sprang from a fiscal concern that, given the costly wars between European dynasties, was even more pressing. When mill and bakery owners speculated with grain, they generated profits that eluded the tax collector. On the other hand, local officials in Mexico City tended to support the gremio. Even through its members violated certain laws, the gremio facilitated the overall regulatory structure by providing cohesion to what otherwise would have been a fragmented market of individual actors difficult to govern. In a deeper sense, though, the ideal model of a static, balanced marketplace favored the formation of cartels over modest producers. If the overall objective was not to foster competition but rather dependability, local officials believed that a cartel was best equipped to deliver bread and orderliness.

In 1765 the Bourbon king Charles III sent José de Gálvez as inspector general (visitador general) to Spanish America to investigate these contradictions and recommend reforms that would tie the economic and political affairs of the colonies more closely to Madrid.27 The bakers’ gremio was precisely the kind of group that the Bourbons saw as a threat. Nonetheless, owners convinced Gálvez, as they had Fuenclara, that the monopoly ensured inexpensive, quality bread for the public, and they pledged to provide steady tax revenue for the government. They also offered to contribute three thousand pesos annually for the construction and maintenance of a public granary (pósito) that would further guarantee the supply and price of bread. In their favor, they likely drew on the view, articulated by an esteemed Franciscan scholar, that unlike in Europe, in Mexico “the price, the weight, and the quality of bread are never arbitrary because the business is organized in the way of a gremio.”28 The gremio, they argued, was perfectly compatible with the strict regulations. The king agreed. He approved Gálvez’s recommendation in 1771 and ratified the gremio’s bylaws.29

Yet soon after, a flood of complaints accusing the gremio of cheating wheat growers, consumers, and the royal tax collectors led the king to reconsider. He recalled that since its official institution, the gremio had pushed several small producers from the trade, with few benefits to the royal treasury or to consumers. Since the most powerful of the gremio’s members owned both mills and panaderías, they were in a privileged position to speculate with grain. They bought wheat at low prices while it was still in the ground, thus providing planters with much-needed cash but preventing them from fetching higher prices after harvest. They then ground the flour for use in their own panaderías and sold it at inflated prices to other shops when supplies became scarce. Moreover, the king decided that the much-touted granary was of little use. The king stormed that the gremio had “deceived” the visitador Gálvez, and he revoked the gremio’s official status.30

In practice, the order did little to restrict the gremio’s ability to profitably manipulate the bread market. The group continued much as it had before. Madrid was far from Mexico, and the gremio had many friends in the local government. Moreover, local officials chafed at what they viewed as the Bourbons’ arrogant encroachment on their authority and pursued their own agendas despite the orders of the Crown and its viceroys.31 Punishment records reveal that local officials were strict with unmarked, underweight, and poor-quality bread but turned a blind eye to larger offenses such as the simultaneous ownership or lease of panaderías and mills, as well as millers’ common practice of buying and selling wheat.32 One royal official railed against inspectors, whose “lazy hands have not moved to punish transgressors.”33 Corruption was certainly a factor, but local authorities had good reasons to be complacent or negligent with the gremio. The organization produced significant revenue for the local government, paying special taxes that financed the city’s lighting and a local militia, and provided a steady supply of bread.

What mattered to Madrid was not always important to local authorities, most of whom were born in Mexico. The Crown hoped that the regulations would undermine the power of the gremio, prevent millers and bakers from cheating the public and the royal tax collectors, and ensure inexpensive, quality bread. In contrast, local officials were much more concerned with bread itself than with the broader structural context in which it was produced. As the bakery owners were able to convince Gálvez, the gremio facilitated the regulatory efforts of inspectors who were more easily able to supervise a bread market dominated by a dozen prestigious businessmen visible and accountable to the local government than a market composed of hundreds of small producers who could elude the inspector’s gaze and the tax collector’s hand. The gremio’s representative regularly met with the Fiel Ejecutoría to agree on the postura, and authorities certainly found it easier to enforce its meticulous laws when owners formed a cohesive group that inspectors could hold accountable. That fraud happened despite these controls suggested that worse abuses could occur in a more open market.

Yet this divergence between law and practice, between the will of the mother country and that of the colony, was exactly what the Bourbons had set out to correct. In 1789 the Crown appointed as viceroy the Second Count of Revillagigedo, a fervent reformer eager to impose order in the city and undermine the power of entrenched local elites. He took on the battle with the gremio with particular vigor. A week after arriving in Mexico City, he reiterated the old laws and enacted new ones that ordered the separation of dealings between wheat haciendas, mills, and panaderías in order to “justly prevent monopolies and usury.” Bakery owners were to buy wheat only from planters. Millers were only allowed to grind that wheat, for a fee they charged to the bakers. Millers could grind and sell wheat they cultivated on their own estates, but they could not own or lease bakeries. Bakery owners, likewise, were barred from running their own mills. Revillagigedo promised to banish transgressors ten leagues from the city and confiscate all the wheat and bread implicated in illegal transactions.34

As revealed by the increasingly exasperated tone of Revillagigedo’s subsequent decrees, the gremio members continued to run mills and panaderías simultaneously, speculate with grain, and cheat consumers. “Despite the official prices, which should allow for but moderate profits,” the viceroy wrote angrily, “bakery owners live with ostentation and more than a few have made huge fortunes.” Certain that such wealth came from speculation and fraud, he pledged to “make an example of their greed.”35

By the end of his term in 1794, the viceroy came to question the entire premise of the regulations as well as the ideal of a market based on order instead of competition. He concluded that both of these pillars of the colonial economy tended to strengthen, not weaken, the gremio. Regulations alone did not cause the formation of the gremio—the transactions between wheat fields, mills, and panaderías were at the heart of the group’s dominance—but they did stifle competition from smaller producers. Indeed, colonial rulers did not want to foment competition but rather a predictable, controllable supply of bread. Revillagigedo now wanted to overturn this ideal altogether.

He wrote his successor that “as long as bread production is linked to certain restrictions that can only be overcome with considerable wealth, this and other types of monopolies will continue.” The solution he suggested was to encourage free trade by removing “so many government policies and provisions” and make the bread trade “absolutely free, so that any individual of medium wealth could take it up.”36 A deregulated free market, the viceroy believed, would open the bread trade to the salutary airs of competition and allow smaller producers—“individuals of medium wealth”—to take the place of elite groups like the gremio.

Revillagigedo’s suggestion went beyond a mere shift in the model that governed commerce. He envisioned a transformation of the relationships between consumers, producers, and the state. For years he had stubbornly worked within the paternalist system in which the state assumed the responsibility of protecting the public’s well-being through strict regulation of structures of production and commerce that were dominated by economic elites. For authorities, the “public” meant consumers, not producers; the government’s responsibility was to ensure that the public had food, not access to the means of production.

Now the viceroy embraced the liberal notion that an unregulated market would allow non-elite producers greater access to the market and provide the public with quality goods without government intervention. The proposal was hardly democratic in the political sense: the viceroy hoped that this proposal would consolidate Madrid’s authoritarianism by weakening local government and removing powerful merchant groups who stood between the Crown and its vassals. But it did have the potential to make the market into a more even playing field on which small producers and vendors could operate. In any case, Revillagigedo came to these conclusions only on his way out, as he looked backed on his exasperating stint as viceroy. He left the implementation to his successors, most of whom did not share his free-market enthusiasm.

Imperial Crisis and Free-Market Reforms

Crisis finally broke the old-regime model. In 1808 Napoleon invaded Spain and sent Fernando VII into exile. A regency met in the city of Cádiz to govern the empire until the king returned and instituted wide-ranging changes that limited the power of the Crown and eased some restrictions on commerce. Two years later, Mexican provincial elites and peasants responded to Miguel Hidalgo’s Grito de Dolores and rose up against the colonial regime, thus beginning the decade-long insurrection that led to independence. The fighting severed Mexico City from its hinterland. Consumer goods became scarce, prices shot up, and authorities struggled to find ways to bring food to the capital. In 1811 Viceroy Venegas sent out dozens of letters to neighboring provinces, urging them to send wheat to the capital. None of the responses were positive. The intendant in nearby Toluca wrote that “rebels have taken the surrounding roads, they’ve threatened to kill anyone who tries to transport grain to the capital.” From Querétaro the intendant responded that growers were too afraid of “insurgent bandits” to venture onto the roads. All the rest wrote that they had no wheat to send to the capital.37 In 1812 drought made grain even scarcer, forcing the Fiel Ejecutoría to drop the postura to a historic low of ten ounces for white bread and thirteen and a half for pambazos.38 Maize, meat, and vegetables were similarly scarce and expensive.

Mexico was experiencing the calamitous and yet inspiring clash between the new possibilities represented by the reforms from Cádiz and the threats of violence and hunger. The failure of the old system forced authorities to consider new ideas and to reconsider ones that their predecessors had rejected. Given the inability of the conventional suppliers to bring food to the city, the viceroy’s advisers recommended removing all of the commercial restrictions. The síndico de lo común, the government’s attorney for civil affairs, was a particularly enthusiastic proponent of free trade. He insisted that releasing bread prices from the postura would encourage competition among growers, which in turn would “infallibly bring lower prices.”39 From bread, the government moved to other foodstuffs. Advisers encouraged lifting the taxes on cattle and allowing the slaughter and sale of meat outside the official abattoirs. After taking these small steps, the viceroy declared “absolute liberty of commerce,” allowing anyone to sell bread, meat, candles, and maize anywhere in the city, at any price.40 Free trade quickly transformed from a controversial, risky, and “modern” notion into an urgent imperative whose superior ability to attract abundance and lower prices suddenly appeared self-evident. “As everyone now knows,” wrote the attorney for fiscal affairs, citing the Spanish philosopher Jovellanos, “it is in vain to expect abundance to emerge from any principle other than the free sale of goods.”41
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