
Pedagogic Congress was held in
Mexico City—was that health edu-
cation was crucial for the progress
of the country, and that only
health education would help to
prevent the transmission of com-
municable diseases.2 In a similar
vein, Patience A. Schell, in exam-
ining the relevance that health
education acquired during the
Porfirian and revolutionary gov-
ernments of Mexico City, estab-
lished that discursively and sym-
bolically the “healthy” child
became a sign of the nation’s
potential.3 On the other hand,
Alexandra Minna Stern, who stud-
ied the convergence of health ed-
ucation for women and children
with the emergence of the eugen-
ics movement in Mexico during
the 1920s and 1930s, stressed
that eugenicists and physicians

FROM THE 1890S TO THE 1920S,
various sectors of Mexican society
responded to the need to raise
popular awareness of disease out-
breaks and to foster knowledge of
disease transmission and preven-
tion. During this 30-year period,
the country experienced profound
and far-reaching transformations:
the apogee, crisis, and downfall of
the long Porfirio Díaz regime
(1876–1911; also called the
Porfiriato); the armed phase
of the Mexican Revolution
(1910–1920); and the first dec-
ade of national reconstruction,
when the postrevolutionary gov-
ernments stressed that political
unification and social and eco-
nomic consolidation were essen-
tial requirements for the future of
the country.1 Despite the many
differences between the 3 periods
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covered in this article, one of the
underlying motives and purposes
of health education from the Por-
firiato into the revolutionary years
was a shared belief among state
and public health officials that
only through the popularization of
health education would it be pos-
sible to transform the urban and
rural populations into a modern,
healthy, and industrious citizenry.

Some historians of medicine
and public health have recently
began to study the importance
that health education acquired in
Mexico during the period exam-
ined in this article. Ana María
Carrillo established that the con-
sensus of opinion among health
officials, physicians, hygienists,
and schoolteachers during the
Porfiriato—and in particular after
1882, when the first Hygienic

Popular Health Education 
and Propaganda in Times of Peace and War 

in Mexico City, 1890s–1920s
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participated in the creation of a
new paternal order focused on
motherhood, sexuality, child wel-
fare, and health education.4

One of the most important
transformations of the health
education campaigns from
the 1890s to the 1920s was
that they gradually ceased to
concentrate solely in urban
environments—notably Mexico
City, which became the show-
case of the Porfirio Díaz regime—
and that health education be-
came intimately linked to the
social renovation and state con-
solidation that characterized the
country after the armed phase
of the Mexican Revolution.
However, because health educa-
tion campaigns responded to
diverse purposes and prompted
the interest of different actors,
I also examine the different ways
in which the press, the lay jour-
nal, and the Popular Hygiene
Exhibition of 1910 displayed,
represented, and embraced the
importance that health education
acquired during the period
under consideration.

During the late Porfiriato,
health education—and in particu-
lar that aimed at the poorer sec-
tors of society—was regarded as
crucial for the image of Mexico
City’s “order and progress” that
the regime wanted to display to
Mexican nationals and foreigners
alike. To the Porfiriato’s elite, this
meant removing any sign of tra-
ditional cultures and impover-
ished groups—such as Indians
and poor immigrants—from the
capital’s modern and hygienic
areas. Furthermore, rich and
poor were not to mingle; if they
did, the urban poor should first
learn the basic rules of personal
hygiene, as well as the correct
use of streets and other public
areas, be it through education,
legislation—as established in the

1891 Sanitary Code—or force. To
this end, a number of health edu-
cation campaigns were organized
in the capital. The 1910 Popular
Hygiene Exhibition, which will
be examined in this article, was
particularly prominent.

After the downfall of Porfirio
Díaz (1911), and during the vio-
lent years of the armed phase of
the Mexican Revolution, the in-
habitants of Mexico City were
besieged by unemployment,

lack of food, disease, and death.
However, health education and
propaganda remained high on
the agenda of both military and
civilian authorities. Some promi-
nent public health officials even
believed that only through the
establishment of a “sanitary dic-
tatorship” would it be possible
to effectively propagate the
principles of public and private
hygiene among Mexico’s urban
and rural populations. A sani-
tary dictatorship was not imple-
mented, but in the 1920s the

first state-led mass health edu-
cational programs were orga-
nized. These programs were
considered crucial for the social
renovation and state consolida-
tion of the postrevolutionary
governments. During the 1920s,
therefore, health education be-
came key to the efforts of the
government to sanitize and
modernize the Mexican people
and to install upon society a
new moral order.

PUBLIC HEALTH AND
HEALTH EDUCATION IN
LATE-19TH-CENTURY
MEXICO CITY

In 1910, during the centennial
celebrations of Mexico’s inde-
pendence, the Superior Board of
Health and the Ministry of the
Interior organized the Popular
Hygiene Exhibition. Government
officials and the medical commu-
nity regarded the exhibition as
the culmination of the efforts and
goals of the Porfirio Díaz regime,

Children advertise the rules of health
for combating typhus (Mexico City,
ca. 1921). From de los Reyes.52
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as well as visible and tangible
proof of how important it was for
the future of the country that the
principles and precepts of hy-
giene be taught. The exhibition
had 2 main objectives: to present
a synthesis of the nation’s accom-
plishments in the fields of sanita-
tion, health legislation, and med-
ical innovation since 1810 and to
make as widely accessible as pos-
sible direct, simple, and essential
health education to all its visitors.

During the course of the 19th
century, and in particular after
1867, education came to be re-
garded as an instrument that
would transform society and
make all Mexicans hard-working
and responsible citizens.5 Ele-
mentary school became obliga-
tory and tuition free in the public
school system of Mexico City,
and various laws established or
reformed existing professional
schools in law, engineering, fine
arts, medicine, and pharmacy,
among others.6 In addition, be-
tween 1872 and 1910, the num-
ber of schools throughout the

country increased from 4492 to
9292. During this period, how-
ever, the proportion of the popu-
lation that could read and write
increased only from 14.39% to
19.74%.7 Literacy was higher in
the main cities (40% in Mexico
City and Puebla, 34% in Ver-
acruz) than in rural areas, where
it averaged about 7%; moreover,
it could vary greatly from one
community to another, even
within the same state or city. In
addition, the linguistic differences
and the cultural heterogeneity of
the country, as well as the lack of
financial and political stability
throughout most of the 19th cen-
tury, were among the main chal-
lenges all education programs
faced, including health education
campaigns.

Health education and preven-
tion campaigns received a consid-
erable boost after the enactment
of the first Sanitary Code of the
United States of Mexico in 1891.
This legal document represented
the country’s first comprehensive
effort to prevent the propagation

of communicable diseases
through regulation of the sanitary
conditions at all ports and bor-
ders. The code demonstrated
how important public health had
become to the government. How-
ever, the sanitary code specified
that the various states of the re-
public had a constitutional right
to adopt this legislation or to cre-
ate their own. The country thus
lacked a national system of public
health, coordinated and directed
by the federal government,
whereby the local health depart-
ments would be answerable to a
ministry of health. 

The importance that Mexico
City had for the Porfirio Díaz
regime was manifested in the
sanitary code, which devoted an
entire volume to the “sanitary ad-
ministration” of the capital. It de-
tailed the measures that had to
be taken in the construction of
homes, theaters, and any other
places where people gathered;
the sanitary conditions that
should prevail in the production
and commercialization of food
and beverages; and the hygienic
standards that should be present
in schools, factories, industries,
streets, plazas, and open air mar-
kets, among many other issues.
The code also specified that the
Superior Board of Health had to
keep detailed statistical reports of
all transmissible diseases and
make sure that children were
vaccinated against smallpox—ei-
ther voluntarily or by force. In
addition, it stated that the health
authorities had an obligation to
disseminate among the urban
population the precepts and 
principles of public and personal
hygiene. 

The sanitary administration of
Mexico City was emphasized be-
cause by 1891 it had become
the largest, most populated,
and most important political and
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commercial center of the coun-
try, and the Porfirio Díaz govern-
ment wished to transform it into
an ordered, hygienic, and mod-
ern capital. The physical and de-
mographic expansion of the city
was enhanced by the construc-
tion of a communications infra-
structure and by internal migra-
tion, as people from small towns
and villages settled in the capital
in search of better living and
working conditions.8

The city’s expansion, however,
was neither planned nor super-
vised, and large areas did not
benefit from the construction of
a sanitary infrastructure (such as
drainage and sewage systems)
that the government referred to
as “public health works.”9 The
governing elite’s perception that
the city was prone to epidemics
because of the expansion of the
city and the influx of immigrants
led to the organization of health
education campaigns. These en-
deavors aimed to convey ideals
of personal hygiene, disease
avoidance, parenting, and con-
duct through the publication of
pamphlets, newspapers, and
magazine articles and the organi-
zation of lectures and exhibitions
for the poorer sectors of society.

THE POPULARIZATION OF
HEALTH 

The faith placed on health ed-
ucation in the final decades of
the 19th century was expressed
by physicians, hygienists, school-
teachers, and government offi-
cials during the first National
Congress of Physicians (1876)
and the Hygienic Pedagogic Con-
gress (1882), among others. The
opening remarks during the
1882 congress were delivered by
physician, Ildefonso Velasco—
then president of the Superior
Board of Health—who said that a

purely intellectual education that
placed no emphasis on the rules
of personal hygiene produced
weak, lazy, and irresponsible in-
dividuals. He insisted that it was
not enough to teach men,
women, and children how to
read and write, but that public
and private hygiene and health
education had to form part of the
curriculum.10

Another physician, Porfirio
Parra, thought that the absence
of a hygienic “instinct” among
the people made it difficult for li-
censed practitioners to dissemi-
nate the precepts of hygiene.11

According to another president
of the Superior Board of Health,
Eduardo Liceaga—one of the
most important health officials
and physicians of late-19th- and
early-20th-century Mexico—
health legislation had to be pro-
posed and enforced alongside a
comprehensive health education
campaign.12 Likewise, physician
Manuel S. Iglesias thought that
health education and hygienic
propaganda should be embraced
by teachers of all creeds and pro-
fessions, and that women and
children should be the main re-
cipients of such programs.13

During the late Porfiriato, the
consensus of opinion was that
health education was fundamen-
tal to the future and strength of
the country, and essential for the
modernity and hygiene of the
capital.14 Through articles ap-
pearing in books, newspapers,
and magazines intended for the
general public, several members
of the Superior Board of Health
and of the National Academy of
Medicine undertook the task
of disseminating the precepts of
hygiene.15

Over the course of the Porfiri-
ato, the number of journals and
newspapers throughout the coun-
try increased at an unprecedented

pace: more than 2579 new jour-
nals appeared, 576 of them in the
capital.16 While political scandals,
infamous crimes, and the achieve-
ments of the regime received
prominent coverage, Mexico’s
late-19th-century publications also
embraced a clear educational mis-
sion, and health advice was pres-
ent in most of them. Although
widespread literacy was lacking in
Mexico City, news, recipes, warn-
ings, and health advice were cir-
culated by word of mouth, infor-
mal talks, family reunions,
and—most importantly—public
readings in markets, plazas, facto-
ries, and streets.17 As the 19th
century came to a close, adver-
tisements for health and hygienic
products—such as remedies for
hidden illnesses, beauty products,
capsules to lose weight, and invig-
orating wines and tonics, pro-
duced locally or imported from
Europe (particularly France) or
the United States—appeared more
frequently in the press and in
shops.18

More than through writing,
however, health education was
promulgated through public lec-
tures and informal talks delivered
by licensed physicians and hy-
gienists in markets, plazas, and
schools, both urban and rural. The
hygiene catechism was preached
in a simple, direct, and nontechni-
cal language; the topics covered
included child care, physical edu-
cation, and methods to prevent
tuberculosis, venereal diseases,
and typhus. The importance that
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health education had acquired
during the Porfiriato was exempli-
fied in the Popular Hygiene Exhi-
bition, which opened in Septem-
ber 1910.19

HYGIENE ON DISPLAY

During the Porfiriato, various
physicians and hygienists partici-
pated in the International Con-
ferences on Hygiene, hosted be-
tween 1876 and 1908. These
conferences gathered the most
committed and renowned public
health officials in cities such as
London (1884), Paris (1889),
and Budapest (1894). In 1909,
the Ministry of the Interior and
the health authorities decided
that the country should host its
own hygiene exhibition, to coin-
cide with the 1910 celebration
marking the centennial of Mex-
ico’s independence.20

The Popular Hygiene Exhibi-
tion was organized by the Supe-
rior Board of Health and the
Ministry of the Interior to present
to national and foreign visitors a
synthesis of the regime’s achieve-
ments in urban improvement,
sanitation, and public health. The
exhibition, however, was also re-
garded as an educational tool
whereby visitors would learn the
basic rules of personal hygiene.21

In organizing the exhibition, the
Ministry of the Interior sent a de-
tailed questionnaire to the sanita-
tion authorities of the federal
states. Besides answering the
questionnaire, the authorities
were asked to provide photo-
graphs, drawings, and posters
with hygienic maxims and
sayings—on tuberculosis and
alcoholism in particular—that
might be included in the ex-
hibit.22 The Superior Board of
Health worked on the production
of illustrations, maps, charts,
graphs, photographs, and lantern

slides. More than 66 models of
hygienic houses with bathrooms,
furniture, sewers and drainage
were built.

On September 2, 1910, when
the Popular Hygiene Exhibition
opened to the public, the
Catholic newspaper El País wrote
that it seemed as if the Mexican
people were “finally preoccupied
by the hygienic problems of the
country.”23 The concerns of the
bacteriological age featured
prominently in the exhibition. In
a lecture delivered by Eduardo
Liceaga, a film was shown so that
the public could see “the extraor-
dinary activity that germs possess
and the prodigious velocity with
which they reproduce.”24 Liceaga
emphasized that the display of
moving images was an essential
educational tool that would teach
the public—children in particu-
lar—how to prevent tuberculosis
and other communicable dis-
eases.25 He stressed that the film
was not intended to frighten the
public, but to show the healthy
how to defend themselves
against the unhealthy.26

As Nancy Tomes has shown,
the popularization of health edu-
cation was strengthened by the
formulation and gradual accept-
ance of the germ theory of dis-
ease.27 One of the effects of germ
theory on public health was a re-
newed emphasis on preventive
medicine and the need to control
specific diseases. Public health
measures, although still con-
cerned with improving the envi-
ronment, suggested that it was
more important to aim at specific
germs and individuals rather than
at general filth, thus reinforcing
the need for community action in
controlling disease. Both the med-
ical establishment and public
health authorities shared a com-
mon interest in preventing dis-
ease through popular health

education aimed at specific sec-
tors of the population, in particu-
lar schoolchildren, women, and
the indigenous populations.

Throughout September and
October 1910, the exhibition re-
ceived 91 019 visitors.28 Of that
number, more than 4000 were
children: 1800 boys and 3713
girls from the public and private
schools of the capital.29 School-
teachers believed that the mes-
sage of health education should
be transmitted directly to school-
aged children; girls in particular—
and from a very early age—should
learn domestic medicine and per-
sonal hygiene. Women also fea-
tured prominently among the
visitors30; according to the news-
paper El Demócrata, the feminine
contingent was composed not
only of “upper-class women, but
also of poor women who at last
wanted to learn hygiene.”31

Because of the exhibition’s
success, it remained open
through November 1910, and its
organizers proposed that a Popu-
lar Museum of Hygiene be estab-
lished.32 Plans to transform the
exhibition into a permanent mu-
seum did not materialize, how-
ever, as the end of the centennial
celebrations of Mexico’s inde-
pendence coincided with the be-
ginning of the armed phase of
the Mexican Revolution.

As mentioned in the first sec-
tion of this article, health legisla-
tion, sanitary reform, and health
education were of crucial impor-
tance during the Porfiriato. How-
ever, the country displayed ex-
tremes of wealth and privilege.
Mexico was—and remained
through most of the 20th cen-
tury—a predominantly rural
country. The contrast between
the modes of living of the urban
upper classes and those prevalent
among the millions of other Mex-
icans was enormous. Endemic
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diseases, lack of proper clothing,
unsanitary and badly built shel-
ters, insufficient diet, lack of
drinking water, and poor hy-
gienic conditions were among
the main challenges that urban
and rural health officials faced
on a daily basis. The 1910 na-
tional census established that
more than 50% of all registered
houses fell under the category of
huts; their dwellers lived in
crowded conditions in rooms
without internal subdivision,
drinking water, sewers, or proper
flooring or ventilation.

During the late Porfiriato, vari-
ous groups had opposing ideas
regarding the purpose and role
of health education. For the fed-
eral government, health educa-
tion was essential for instilling in
the urban population notions of
civility, modernity, and citizen-
ship. According to some physi-
cians and hygienists, health edu-
cation was an essential tool that
would help to raise popular
awareness of disease outbreaks
and knowledge about disease
transmission and prevention. In
addition, some sectors of the
urban population—in particular
the wealthier classes—believed
that health education was partic-
ularly important for providing
them with surroundings that
were safe from epidemics, and
that it was a vehicle that would
help mold the behavior of the
poorer sectors of society.

MICROBES, BULLETS,
AND TYPHUS: 
HYGIENE AND THE
MEXICAN REVOLUTION

During the armed phase of the
Mexican Revolution
(1910–1920), many rural
dwellers fled to the capital in
search of a safe haven, only to
encounter unemployment,

hunger, chaos, violence, and
death. Until 1913, Mexico City
had been spared the worst devas-
tation of the revolution, but in
February, large areas of the capi-
tal were transformed into a bat-
tlefield. Thousands of people be-
came homeless, food and water
were scarce, and the dead and
wounded lay on the plazas and
streets. To aggravate the situa-
tion, a typhus epidemic spread
throughout the city during the
second half of 1915, and the
Spanish influenza pandemic
reached Mexico in 1918.33 The
military and health authorities,
the press and the public asked if
the bullets or the microbes were
causing the largest number of ca-
sualties.34 According to the news-
paper El Demócrata, it was imper-
ative to save the lives of those
who were surviving in the battle-
fields, a task that only hygiene
could possibly accomplish.35

In October 1915, when the city
was in the midst of the typhus
epidemic, the health authorities
required physicians to deliver
brief informal talks and lectures in
schools, plazas, and public gar-
dens to teach the importance of
cleanliness, temperance, rest, fresh
air, and exercise in preventing the
disease.36 Dr Alfonso Pruneda,
who was responsible for the anti-
typhus campaign, appointed 40
physicians to traverse the capital
and search for possible carriers.
Each physician was accompanied
by 2 hairdressers, who would cut
the hair of any suspected carriers
in an attempt to prevent the
spread of the disease.37 Between
1916 and the end of 1917, a total
of 90 000 people were bathed
and had their hair cropped in
Mexico City alone.38 In addition,
the health authorities ordered that
any soldier in the capital with ty-
phus be taken to the San Joaquín
Lazaretto, a hospital for people

with contagious diseases; cinemas
and theaters were ordered to
close, and a campaign against
charlatanism was launched owing
to the proliferation of “miraculous
and infallible” remedies on the
market.39 Churches were permit-
ted to open for only one hour on
weekdays and two on Sundays
because, the military authorities
ruled, they were a threat to public
health.

In December 1915, with the
number of people with typhus in-
creasing, the Ministry of the Inte-
rior took further steps. A special
sanitary police was established;
the retail sale of alcoholic drinks
was forbidden; all public meet-
ings were ordered to end by
11:00 PM; the city’s inhabitants
were ordered not to have pi-
geons, hens, dogs, or any other
animals inside their homes. Ac-
cess to public places was also
prohibited to people of “any so-
cial class who by their notorious
dirtiness could carry on their
body or clothes parasitic animals
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which are transmissible.”40 It
should be noted that health edu-
cation and hygienic propaganda
in the press—and, in particular,
advice on personal hygiene—was
not disrupted during the violent
years of the Mexican Revolution.
Health advice was particularly
prominent in the newspaper El
Demócrata, which, among other
things, published 200 pamphlets
with instructions on how to pre-
vent typhus. These were distrib-
uted free of charge among the
city’s inhabitants.41

The Superior Board of Health
acknowledged in January 1916
that the typhus epidemic had

caused 2001 deaths during the
past month alone, a situation that
was of particular concern to both
civilian and military authorities.
General José María Rodríguez—
who was also a physician and a
deputy in the national Congress—
was named director of the Supe-
rior Board of Health in August
1914; he reorganized the sani-
tary personnel and established a
program of home visits as well as
a house-to-house disinfection
campaign. Rodríguez thought
that, in the face of the epidemic
and of the death and destruction
caused by the civil war, the coun-
try needed a “sanitary dictator-
ship.”42 He envisaged a national
system of public health coordi-
nated and directed by the execu-
tive power, whereby the local
and municipal health depart-
ments would be answerable only
to the president of the republic.43

According to Rodríguez, the
executive power had to intervene

in all health issues and impose
adequate rules of health to be
followed by both urban and rural
populations. He also thought it
was particularly important to
combat alcoholism, communica-
ble diseases, and the unsanitary
conditions that prevailed in most
urban and rural dwellings, be-
lieving those factors could lead
to the degeneration of the Mexi-
can race.44 The struggle for
health, Rodríguez believed,
would be won only through legis-
lation, health education, hygienic
propaganda, and the use of force.

The 1917 Constitution did not
include the notion of a “sanitary

dictatorship,” but it did sanction
that all individuals had the right
to physical and mental health,
and that the local or municipal
government could not endanger
the health of the community.
The Superior Board of Health
was transformed into the Gen-
eral Sanitary Council (Consejo
de Salubridad General), with ju-
risdiction over the entire coun-
try, and was placed under the di-
rect orders of the executive
power. A Department of Public
Health (Departmento de Salubri-
dad), with federal jurisdiction,
was also created. It launched
some of the most important
health education campaigns be-
tween the 1920s and 1940s,
aimed not only at the urban
population but at rural ones.

Throughout the 1920s, chil-
dren and the indigenous popula-
tions were among the most im-
portant targets of health
education campaigns. Rural

health education became a top
priority for the federal govern-
ment and for the educational au-
thorities beginning in 1921,
when rural schools were created
with the goal of transforming the
peasantry into patriotic and sci-
entifically informed citizens. In
1923, the “Cultural Missions”
were created as a tool for updat-
ing rural teachers’ knowledge
and methods. These missions
comprised small groups of teach-
ers (or “missionaries”) with vari-
ous specialties, such as pedagogy,
mathematics, hygiene, arts, and
trades. The teachers made short,
periodic visits (or “missions”) to
isolated villages, with health ad-
vice featuring prominently in
their programs.45 The teachers
also had the task of producing
accessible popular literature that
could reach the peasants directly.
One example of such literature
was the 1928 Cartilla de higiene
escrita especialmente para la
población indígena (Pamphlet on
Hygiene Written Specially for the
Indigenous Population), distrib-
uted free of charge among the
rural and indigenous people.46

The Cartilla defined the
virtues and benefits of individual
and collective hygiene. Particular
emphasis was placed on the
health benefits of toothbrushing,
hand washing, bathing, and
avoiding unlicensed physicians.47

In addition to education, how-
ever, the transformation of per-
sonal hygiene required such
amenities as plumbing, bath-
rooms, and clean drinking water,
which most rural dwellers did
not possess. It should be noted
that the Cartilla represented the
indigenous populations as incom-
petent, ignorant, and supersti-
tious, and stressed that it was
necessary to modernize, educate,
and sanitize them if they were to
contribute anything to the nation.
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The importance that children’s
health education acquired during
the 1920s became particularly
prominent in September 1921,
when Dr Gabriel Malda, head of
the Department of Public Health
from 1920 to 1924, organized
the first National Week of the
Child. During the festivities, a
Child’s Exhibition was organized;
through graphs, charts, posters,
and various objects, the place of
health in the moral education of
children was stressed. In 1923,
pamphlets and calendars with
hygiene maxims were distributed
among the public, and a car
parade with “healthy” children
traversed the most important
avenues of Mexico City on Sep-
tember 13. The celebration of
children’s health also included
hygiene festivals in schools, the
distribution of toothbrushes and
other personal grooming objects
to mothers and children, and an
ingenious play about a “health
fairy” that aimed to teach the
principles of public health to
school-aged children.48

Popular health education and
hygienic propaganda received
further support in 1922, when
the Section of Hygienic Educa-
tion and Propaganda was created
at the Department of Public
Health. The section was commis-
sioned to disseminate hygienic
and health advice in schools,
homes, and factories through the
press, public lectures, radio, and
film. Posters with advice on per-
sonal hygiene, healthy food, and
sexually transmitted diseases—
syphilis in particular—were put
up in streetcars and markets. Cir-
culars and pamphlets that under-
lined the importance of cleanli-
ness, hand washing, vaccination,
pasteurized milk, and exercise
were distributed among school-
children and mothers. The Sec-
tion of Hygienic Education and

Propaganda also launched the
journal El Mensajero de la Salud
(The Health Messenger), which
through short stories, poems, and
recipes advised the urban and
rural populations on how to pre-
serve their health. In its first
number, published on May 15,
1922, El Mensajero introduced it-
self to the public with the follow-
ing words:

I am a very small journal, but
I pursue a very big goal. . . .
What do I fight for? What do
I want? I want HEALTH, I
fight for HEALTH. Health is
life, health is the greatest gift
that man can possibly possess
. . . health is the generating
force of all well-being, of all
perfection. If all Mexicans
were healthy, or if at least
most Mexicans enjoyed good
health, Mexico would be one
of the most progressive and
strong nations, because the
country’s natural wealth is fab-
ulous. Unfortunately the per-
centage of the ill and of the
dead is terrifying. . . . And
that is why I emerge, why I
advertise and fight for Health
and for Hygiene.49

From January to March 1925,
a total of 140 000 pamphlets
with health advise were distrib-
uted in Mexico City alone; in
April and May, 10 000 pam-
phlets reached the rural areas.50

The struggle for health became
one of the key elements of the
1926 sanitary code, which
stressed that popular health edu-
cation was one of the main ob-
jectives of the health authorities.
Throughout the 1930s and
1940s, intense health education
campaigns were carried out in
rural and urban settings through
pamphlets, magazines, newspa-
pers, cinema, and radio. 

CONCLUSION

From the 1890s to the 1920s,
health education, hygiene, and
propaganda became key to the
idea of Mexico as a strong and
vigorous nation. At this time,
health and personal hygiene be-
came increasingly defined as pa-
triotic and essential services to
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the nation. During the late Por-
firiato, the purposes and roles of
health education were intimately
linked to the government’s aim
to transform the capital into a
modern and hygienic city. Mex-
ico City was particularly impor-
tant to health education cam-
paigns and public health policies
and programs, not only because
the country lacked a national sys-
tem of public health but because
the capital had become the coun-
try’s largest and most populated
city. Health education was there-
fore seen as a tool to help trans-
form the indigenous and poor
immigrants into scientifically in-
formed individuals, safeguard the
capital from epidemics, and raise
popular awareness of disease
outbreaks and knowledge about
disease transmission and preven-
tion. The diverse goals, objec-
tives, and actors involved in the
promotion of health education
during the late Porfiriato con-
verged at the 1910 Popular Hy-
giene Exhibition.

During the armed phase of the
Mexican Revolution, and in the
midst of civil war and a typhus
epidemic, the health authorities—
in particular the physician Gen-
eral José María Rodríguez—
launched the idea that it was
necessary to impose a “sanitary
dictatorship.” Only then, they
argued, would it be possible to
sanitize the country and its in-
habitants, and prevent the degen-
eration of the Mexican race. The
1917 Constitution did not sanc-
tion the idea of a sanitary dicta-
torship, but it did expand the au-
thority of the executive power
over the entire country in mat-
ters relative to public health.
Health education campaigns
ceased to concentrate in urban
environments—Mexico City in
particular. During the 1920s,
health education was

increasingly presented as essen-
tial for the consolidation of the
postrevolutionary government.51

Health education was inti-
mately linked to the social reno-
vation and state consolidation
that characterized the country
during the period 1920 to 1940,
when one of the aims of hygien-
ists, public health officials, and
the press was to sanitize and
modernize the Mexican people
and instill society with a new
moral order. On the other hand,
the history of Mexican health ed-
ucation during this period illus-
trates how attempts to control a
community’s health can lead to
human rights abuses and can be-
come an important source of
government propaganda. ■
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