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were some eighty people present, about equal numbers of adults and
children. It was held in a neighborhood gym that had been rented for
the occasion. After the guests had helped themselves to tamales, atole
(a drink made with corn flour), cake, and giant jello molds, a clown
arrived. He had games and treats for the youngsters, but he was far
more than a kiddie performer. After the spectators had become suffi-
ciently excited from watching the contests between the boys and girls,
the clown shouted out, "^Quien manda en la casa? [Who's the boss at
home?]" On cue, all the women would shout out, "[Nosotras! [We
(women are)!]" Then the men would counter, "jNosotros! [We (men
are)!]" The call-and-response routine went on, punctuated by periods
in which individual women or men were called upon to defend the
honor of their gender and explain why women or men ruled the roost
in their homes.

The clown knew his audience. His purpose, of course, was not to
resolve what was a silly question to begin with, but just to have some
fun. A year or two later, trying to emulate the clown and finish things
up on a light note, I ended my survey with the same question: "^Quien
manda en la casa?" The responses, serious and joking, were not espe-
cially revealing given what I already knew of Mexico City in the 19905:
nearly all the men said that both husband and wife make major deci-
sions together; some of the women agreed with this, although several
said that their husbands make most important choices. But perhaps
these comments would have been more surprising had they been made
twenty years ago, especially those coming from the men. That is, the
very fact that gendered power and control is today a lively source of
jesting and jousting, and a legitimate topic of conjecture, testifies to
changes that I think have been realized and are still under way in many
households in Mexico.

SEVEN

Degendering Alcohol

I regret to state, however, that today there are a great many
women quite as tipsy as the men.

Frances Calderon de la Barca, Life in Mexico
(1843)

LAS COPAS

A friend arrived at our apartment in Santo Domingo on 12 December,
the day celebrating the appearance of the Virgin of Guadalupe in 1531,
and one of the most important annual holidays in Mexico. After walk-
ing several blocks through the colonia from the Copilco metro stop, she
reported, "ToJos los hombres estdn en la calle tornados [All the men
are in the streets drunk]."

On a basic level, this was the offhand pronouncement of someone
who had just had to weave her way over and around several congrega-
tions of male merrymakers still toasting Juan Diego's fortuitous vision.
My friend had intended not a statement of pure fact, but rather hyper-
bole with a purpose. Every day, and even more so on holidays, men are
found sipping las copas—alcoholic beverages—in the streets of Colonia
Santo Domingo.1 On another level, however, the comment hints at
(mis)conceptions that are revealed in the way scholars and others some-
times refer to men and women, and in the categories we frequently em-
ploy to discuss them: "men (typically) do this"; "women (typically) are
like that."

Although anthropologically influenced concepts of multiculturalism
have served to improve the situation in the past two decades—many
now will qualify such statements by stating, for example, "Latin Ameri-
can men do this," "Asian women are like that," and so on—these sum-
mary statements still reveal their origins in haphazard and archaic no-
tions of national character and personality studiesT Thus they^too can
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deeper analysis of how specific group and individual histories
impjnge_oiigender identities/as welTas~the significantextent to'which
gender relations themselves come to constitute history.

In the social science literature on Mexico, arbitrary reference to
"men" and "women" is copious in discussions regarding the relation
between men and alcohol. According to most anthropological studies
of other locations and times in Mexico, for instance, it has been com-
mon to equate ser hombre (being a man) with at least periodic public
inebriation.

But is this the best way to analyze the mixture of liquor and men
that was occurring in Santo Domingo on iz December 1992? What of
those men who were at home and sober throughout that day? Were
those men, at least implicitly, less manly than those who were drunk in
the streets? In a sense, the answer must be that they were. That is, in
the eyes of many commentators, the intoxicated men in the streets were
the true and "typical" Mexican hombres de verdad.

This is not a quibble over semantics. We should subject to greater
scrutiny the celebrated image of the Mexican proletarian male with a
bottle of tequila in his hand and a silly, satisfied grin on his lips precisely
by examining categories such as "Mexican men" and "hombres de ver-
dad," and the benefits and liabilities accruing to scholars and others
who utilize such generalizations. In connection with such typologizing,
too often we have landed in trouble by using the quantitative techniques
of contemporary social science. For instance, one researcher, reporting
on drinking in the late 19605 in a village in Morelos, states:

Of 165 men over twenty years of age in the village, Z9, or 17.6 percent, are
on the list of alcoholics, while zy, or 16.3 percent, are on the heavy drinker
list. The total of 56 men on both lists thus constitutes 34 percent of the men
over twenty years of age. . . . Of the zz on the violent list, 9 are found among
the alcoholics and 13 among the heavy drinkers. (Romanucci-Ross
1973:137)

The construction of such categories of personality types by this inves-
tigator is based on the premise that alcoholism reflects the problems of
individual psychologies. Or, more specifically, the thesis that alcoholism
reveals the lack of social integration of particular individuals, and thus
that alcoholics should be viewed as a problem for society. Such an anal-
ysis is very different from one that views alcoholism as socially created
and defined, and therefore a product of society.2

On Huehuetzin Street where we lived in Colonia Santo Domingo

'

during 1992-93, there stood what some neighbors referred to as la casa
de los bonachos (the house of the drunks), with three generations of
alcoholics living squashed together in a series of shacks. One of the
younger members of the household, ten years old, told me that she had
spent less than one year in school in her life; instead, she occupied her
days selling candies on the curb and running to the corner store, a three-
year-old sister in tow, for more caguamas (quarts) of beer for her elders.
Although not often in so extreme a form, alcohol is part of most peo-
ple's lives in one way or another in the colonia, from young girls who
must fetch beer for their mothers and grandmothers to fathers, uncles,
brothers, and cousins who miss work when they go on a borrachera
(drinking binge) to friends who have to be taken to the emergency room
when their kidneys will not tolerate another drop of rum. The fatal
effects of alcoholism—direct ones like cirrhosis of the liver and alco-
holic psychosis, and indirect ones like accidents and homicides—are
leading causes of death among men in the so-called productive ages in
Mexico (see Menendez 1990:9).3

THE TEMPLE OF MEXICAN VIRILITY: LA CANTINA

Having already lived and conducted ethnographic research in Mexico
City over a period of several years, upon arriving in Santo Domingo in
1992 I went looking for that "culturally_typical" site of Mexican male
bonding, the cantina. No one needed to tell me that cantinas were the
characteristic meeting places of Mexican men, who after all were the
subjects of my study. To my great initial disappointment, however, I
was informed by neighbors that although there were a few pulquerias
in the community, there were no cantinas whatsoever in Colonia Santo
Domingo.4

Nor do many residents of Santo Domingo travel outside the neigh-
borhood to go to cantinas in other colonias. When asked about canti-
nas, Hector, who used to drink a lot, likes to lampoon the famous can-
tina La Guadalupana, located in the well-to-do area of Coyoacan,
about a fifteen-minute micro ride from Santo Domingo. On any given
night at La Guadalupana, says Hector, you can spot high Mexican gov-
ernment officials sleeping off one too many glasses of sangria under the
tables of this venerable institution. People from Sajito Domingo don't
go there, adds his brother-in-law Juan, because "it's a lot more pleasant
to drink at home."

Not to mention less expensive. Another neighbor, a periodically em-
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ployed long-haul truck driver, told me that he used to go to the cantinas
when he lived in the central-city colonia of Guerrero, but that was
about thirty years ago, when he was young and newly arrived in the
capital from his rancho in the state of Guanajuato. "Who's got that
kind of money today?" he asked me. He offered the following figures:
"Suppose you make a minimum salary of fifteen pesos [then about five
dollars U.S.] a day. Who can afford beer in a cantina? Say you pay one
or two pesos a beer. How long's that going to last you? Even buying a
case isn't as cheap as it used to be." Carftinas, as far as he was con-
cerned, werefor those withsignificantly mQr£_mpney than he had seen
recently. ~~

When men do leave the colonia to drink, often it is to find good
i the welder and his friend Ricardo, a taxi driver, stum-
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bled toward me on their way down the street one afternoon. They told
me they had gotten away to the hills in the area known as Contreras,
in southwestern Mexico City, and that they_had spent several hours
there drinking pulque. I asked why they traveled so far when there were
pulqueriasin~Banto Domingo, though I knewthese were widely re^-
garded as the haunts of the most pitiful drunks. It turned out there was

of the clientele of these jstablish-a fggson other the reputation
ments. "That shit?" responded Luciano in giggles. He explained that in
Contreras pulque is allowed to ferment "naturally" without additives
for up to two weeks. In Santo Domingo, on the other hand, the bever-
age is fermented the quick way, by adding human excrement to the
brew.5

Three times during 199^-93 I was invited to go to cantinas, not by
friends in the neighborhood, as it turned out, but rather, each time by
one or another Mexican anthropologist. The first time, on our way to
the cantina, my companion told me that, given my interest in male iden-
tities, it was imperative that I witness firsthand lo que hacen los hom-
bres (what men do) and experience this manly environment, which until
a few short years ago was by law an exclusively male refuge. ("There's
still only a men's bathroom," he pointed out to me.) The second time,
I was lectured: "You know nothing of the Mexican man if you don't
know the cantina."

The cantina is an important gathering place for many men in Mex-
ico. The working class neighborhood of Colonia Obrera, in the heart
of Mexico City, for instance, is reputed to have more cantinas than taco
stands. For this and other reasons, with full justification it might be
said that Colonia Santo Domingo is not "representative" of colonias

populares in Mexico City. But then no neighborhood is or could be
in a metropolitan area of nearly 20 million people. Undoubtedly more
drinking by men occurs in cantinas in many other parts of the city and
country than in Colonia Santo Domingo. Still, as we will see, according
to ethnographic studies from widely scattered areas over the past
twenty-five years, if there is any pattern in male drinking behavior in
the country, it is one of diversity rather than homogeneity.

All of which has a number of interesting implications for gender rela-
tions in Santo Domingo, implications that may not be valid to the same
degree in all other locations.6 For many adult men in Colonia Santo
Domingo in the early 19905, drinking with your cuates (buddies) and
compas (compadres, symbolic coparents) often similarly embodied and
extended bonds of friendship, trust, and male-male intimacy. And as
Lomnitz shows (1977:175 f.), cuates are first and foremost drinking
buddies. Yet even though drinking in the home was often a markedly 1
male activity in Santo Domingo, the very presence of women and chil-
dren there, among other elements, placed constraints on the men.7 As j
we will see later in this chapter, the degendering of alcohol consumption
indicates that what constitutes typical male behavjnr dnes^riot stand
still.

THE MANNERS OF DRINKING

In Colonia Santo Domingo, some men drink in the street in front of
their own or friends' houses after work and on weekends. More men
drink in their homes during these times, with friends or family. A few
admit to occasionally drinking alone. As part of the antipollution ef-
forts of recent years in Mexico City, each vehicle is prohibited from
driving one weekday each week. For some friends whose jobs are de-
pendent upon the use of cars or trucks, their day not to "circulate" is
also considered like a weekend day, and they may drink more heavily
then.

Men and women drink together at birthday parties, holiday celebra-
tions, and when visiting friends, more often than not consuming the
same beverages, sometimes in the same quantities, though most often
with men drinking more than women, and with more women than men
abstaining from alcohol altogether. Older teenagtrs are often allowed
to drink during family events. Younger children are frequently offered
sips of beer or cubas on these occasions.8 At large and lengthy events—
baptism celebrations, quinceanera fiestas, and weddings, for instance—

i
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some men and less often a few women will drink to the point of intoxi-
cation. Depending on the individuals involved, this may lead to violent
outbursts revealing long-simmering feuds or to tender confessional mo-

^ ments; in either case the parties involved are capitalizing on the belief
that drunks should be held less responsible for their words and actions.
My friends Juan and Tomas both seemed comfortable when they men-
tioned that they had reputations for being very temperate when drunk.
Angela notes that whereas Juan is impulsive (impulsive) in everyday
life, he's the most accommodating man in the world after he's had a
few copas.

Social drinking in moderation on a regular basis has been reported
in some ethnographies of Mesoamerica (see, for example, Lewis 1951

l> and DeWalt 1979). Even where alcohol is more commonly consumed
by men during holiday and weekend bingeing, its role in the mediation
of everyday social relations is noteworthy (see Brandes 1988). In Co-
Ionia Santo Domingo, consuming one or two beers daily is common
practice for many men, whereas bingeing, though not uncommon in
the 19905, was according to most accounts more common in the past.
Further, nearly all women and men I have spoken with on the subject
in Santo Domingo maintain that far more women today drink alcoholic
beverages, and in far greater quantities, than they did in the past.9

On walls throughout the Pedregales one sees the painted double-
"A"-within-a-circle symbol of Alcoholics Anonymous, along with
meeting times, phone numbers, and other pertinent information. In this
way, alcojiojism in Colonia Santo Dqmingohas^a very public presence,
at least institutionally. Even the nonconformist Gabriel has attended
AA sessions, and he can recite what he has learned there: "The first
glass of liquorjs the first step to alcoholism"; "Alcoholism is a disease."
Gabi sees his drinking binges as closely connected to his attempts to
escape mentally from the psychological stresses that torment him:
"Sometimes I end up thinking that only drunk or asleep can I forget
how fucked up everything is. Because sometimes I don't have anyone
to tell about all the experiences I have, my worries, my traumas, my
complexes. Because in my family I feel . . . no one understands me in
my family."

Gabriel defends his sporadic participation in AA to me, saying that
although he knows Alcoholics Anonymous was originally a gringo or-
ganization, he thinks that maybe alcoholism is now more resolved in
the United States, whereas the streets of Mexico are still full of drunks.

Jl
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From left, Marcelo, Tofio, Gabriel, and Marcos clown for the camera
outside Marcos's house.

The AA in Santo Domingo, through its highly visible meeting places I
and vocal adherents, is anything but anonymous. J »,

Alcoholism as a daily presence in Colonia Santo Domingo takes ]'*''*M

many forms. The first time I met Claudia, she told me that her husband J
was an alcoholic. He had tried to quit drinking many times during their
fifteen-year marriage, but without long-term success. He had lost some
good jobs because of his habit. But she was no longer waiting for a
miracle, she said, because she had come to the conclusion that she was
the one with the problem, the problem of expecting her husband to
change. Besides, she said, she really did not have all that much to com-
plain about: he never beat her, and although on payday he always came
home with a bottle in one hand, in the other he carried money for her
and the children. She had to stop caring about what people said about
him, because, after all, she was dependent on the money he did earn
and bring home.

Claudia's husband is one kind of alcoholic. Martin and Tofio ex-
plained to me one day as we sat on the curb that there are at least two
other common kinds of drunks. There are drunks lik-e the ones who live
in la casa de los borrachos, they said—friendly and peaceful, part of the
nonthreatening daily fabric of life on many blocks in Santo Domingo.
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They are both women and men, though unquestionably the men are
"fifty times" more prevalent and visible, according to Tono. One greets
these drunks pleasantly, sometimes "lends" them a coin or two, and
occasionally shares a few sips with them. Then there are the drunks in
street gangs like the Nazis, overwhelmingly male, though sometimes
with girlfriends in attendance. They are to be avoided if possible, and
above all they are not to be antagonized, for they can turn violent rather
quickly. They drink various liquors, said Martin, including the infa-
mous "96 [percent]," and they smoke a lot of marijuana. Some sniff
cemento (glue). Though they all may be neighbors, there are drunks and
then there are drunks, Tono warned, crushing a just-emptied can of
Modelo beer against his thigh.

GETTING DRUNK

The Mexican who does not drink and get drunk is the
dead Mexican.

/. R. Flippin, Sketches from the
Mountains of Mexico (1889)

On another occasion in late February, Tono and I spent several hours
at the corner tienda with Gabriel, Marcos, the Yucateco carpenter Mar-
cial, and Marcelo, once again drinking licorice-flavored anis. Following
a year's abstention, Tono was, two months after the New Year, still
celebrating being able to drink again. Other men and a few women who
stopped by to purchase something at the store were invited to share our
anis. Some men would stay awhile, either drinking with us or buying
themselves a soda instead. Although there was little pressure to drink
liquor with us, only those drinking alcohol remained very long. As Mar-
celo commented to me at another time, it is a lot easier to enjoy the
company of others if you are either all drunk or all sober.

We drank far more that day than we normally did. After we finished
off the first pint of anis, someone went to the nearby liquor store for
another, and then another, until we had consumed a half dozen of these.
Finally we switched to liter bottles, ultimately polishing off two or three
of the big containers. All this time, Gabriel was repairing one or another
VW bus combi, Marcos was working on the fenders of his 1967 VW
bug, and Marcelo, though enjoying his two-hour break from behind the
tienda counter, was helping out from time to time when customers
proved too much for his wife.
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After several hours, Marcos's wife, Delia, brought out tacos, which
she had prepared for us in their house next to the tienda. While she
was there she scolded me in particukuj-^Y_ou shouldn't drink!" Though
apparently resigned to my participation with the others, she was not
kidding. I may have been singled out as a newcomer, and as someone
who should "know better" because of being a gringo and a profesion-
ista (professional). But Delia may have also felt that Marcos and the
others were to a certain extent putting on a performance for me, and so
I was partly responsible for her husband's growing inebriation that day.

This last idea became apparent the next week. Two days after our
borrachera I saw Don Timoteo at his spot in the grassy median on
Cerro de la Estrella. He was waiting for customers to bring him their
wicker chairs for repair. "We saw you drinking the other day," he said
simply, raising his eyes to stare seriously into mine. He knew that I
knew that he had been an alcoholic for many years and that he spoke
with authority on the subject.

The next day I bumped into Luciano. He said he had not been
around the past Saturday, but that he had heard that the others and I
had been bien pedos (literally, "well farted"; i.e., really loaded). "Pretty
soon you're going to be like them," he said laughing, pointing to la casa
de los borrachos. In Luciano's case, unlike with Don Timo, this did not
seem to bother him in the least. During the rest of my fieldwork in Santo
Domingo, several of my friends, and even a few men I hardly knew,
would ask me, "Hey, Mateo, want some anis?" It became a running

gag-
As much as it is true that such binges are common occurrences for

some men in Colonia Santo Domingo, and therefore I chose as part of
my research to suffer the indignities of later ridicule and the queasiness
of hangover following our merriment, my case was also in retrospect
similar to one described by Brandes in which he "tried to be more Anda-
lusian than the Andalusians." In his paper regarding the ill-fated pursuit
of anthropological preconceptions, Brandes (1987:362-63) recounts
how he found himself in a bar in southern Spain in January, asking
himself where all the men had gone. It turned out that although in the
fall the men did spend time drinking in bars, in the winter they stayed
at home in the evenings. A friend who had kindly continued drinking
with Brandes into the winter despite this custom pointed out that his
wife was beginning to feel neglected and suggested that they repair to
his house for a change.

If I did not cause all the excess drinking at the tienda that afternoon
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in January, my presence probably did inspire some to show off. And as
others demonstrated in the days following that well-oiled occasion,
public tolerance for drinking is decidedly a mixture of resignation to-
ward some and persuasive chiding and mockery toward others.

Though many in Colonia Santo Domingo speak of patterns of drink-
ing—on the part of young men, for example—drinking is often con-
sidered more a matter of personal choice than an expression of one's
inherent (for example, male) character. Juan told me of the recurring
battle he had had earlier in life with alcohol:

"After work [in a factory] my friends would say to me, 'Let's go get
a drink.' As they paid us on Saturdays, when we got off we went to the
cantina or to the tiendas. I'd get home at midnight or one in the morn-
ing and Angela would be angry. We were on the verge of divorce."

"For drinking?" I asked.

"Yes, for drinking. I drank a lot, a whole lot. They thought I was
going to become an alcoholic. When Noe [Juan's third child] was born,
I began to cut back, to not drink so much. I continued drinking, but not
like when it was every other day, or every day. My children were grow-
ing up. 'Well,' I said, 'what kind of an education am I going to give my
children if I'm an alcoholic. My children are going to be ashamed of me
when they become adults.' When they were small, I said, 'They are go-
ing to grow,' so I began to cut back. I didn't drink during the week or
on Saturdays. Only every once in a while did I toss down my shots and
get drunk. But then it was every couple of weeks."

"With the family, or with your cuates?"

"No, by then it was with the family. I'd left my friends. I continued
drinking, getting drunk, and I'd go to sleep and wake up sick the next
day. Angela has never been able to see me drinking. We used to have
problems. We fought. We said things to each other, and then my chil-
dren realized everything, and no, that was bad. So I began to stop drink-
ing. I continued working in the factory, but since there were eight hun-
dred employees, there was always someone to drag you along. Yet I
always made it home with my wages. I never stopped paying the ex-
penses."

"That was never a problem?"
"No, the problem was that I drank."
Juan's history is similar to those of other men with whom I shared

experiences concerning the role alcohol had played in their lives.10 In
his case, during the year we were neighbors, on weekdays Juan some-
times settled down to watch the 8 o'clock news with a Don Pedro cuba

or two, and at family parties he sometimes enjoyed a few more. But
according to both him and Angela, the days of his problematic drinking
were long past.

Thus it would be wrong to say that today Juan spends much time
drinking with his friends. For Juan, as for many men in Santo Domingo,
sharing a few copas with friends is more a periodic weekend activity
than a daily occurrence. Along these same lines, some men point out
that although people prefer Bacardi Anejo (dark Bacardi rum) to Ba-
cardi Blanco (white Bacardi rum) because they like the taste better,
Anejo is more expensive and they therefore drink Blanco if they want
to get drunk.

In many parts of Mexico, however, ethnographers have reported far
more uniform drinking patterns among men. Greenberg, for example,
summarizes male leisure activities in a Chatino village in Oaxaca:
"When not working, men spend a lot of time drinking with their com-
panions" (1989:2.17). It is not possible to generalize about men in Santo
Domingo to such an extent. There, some men will polish off a Vickys
beer in the middle of a hot day as others might have a soda, more for
the thirst-quenching effect or the taste than out of any desire to become
intoxicated. Often while engaged in the seemingly endless task of auto-
motive repair during evenings and weekends, men in Santo Domingo
will nurse their Vickys or their Presidente cubas for hours, more inter-
ested in the convivial ambiance of drinking together than the chemical
consequences ot alcoholicintake.

Many men talk about drinking rather frequently, though, both while
engaged in the activity and at other times, commenting on imbibing in
general as well as recounting particularly memorable drinking episodes
in their lives. Yet with unmistakable consistency, my friends would re-
turn to the subject of la cruda (the hangover). Perhaps this is a simple
question of not remembering other stages of drinking experiences. Or
perhaps it reflects the fact that most of my friends were well past adoles-
cence and what were for many their first and most exciting experiences
with alcohol. Nonetheless, once again, recognition of this pernicious
side of alcohol use was evident as a recurring theme amid all the male
camaraderie. Drinking is widely seen as a psychological problem for
some men.

4M
Gabriel was often persistent in trying to get me to stop by for a drink

while he was working. He liked talking about anthropology. I would
often protest that I was full, didn't feel like a drink, or had to go some-
where, but Gabi inevitably countered with his pet motto: "M mas ni
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menos de tres [Neither more nor less than three]." Sometimes it worked
and I would sit long enough for us to drink three Coronas each. (It was
always easier for him to convince me on warm, dry days.) But if I did
not have the time or interest, I would often reply, with a smirk, "De
regreso [On the way back]," though we would both know that I might
not be back soon. Gabi would look disappointed, but sympathetic, as
if to say, "Just testing, Mateo. . . . "

ABSTINENCE, ANTIBIOTICS, AND ESTAR JURADO

Coercion to drink among men is a standard element of drinking habits
throughout Mexico, according to most ethnographic studies to date.
"No se puede escapar a las copas [You cannot escape liquor]" was a
popular saying in one village in Oaxaca (see Kearney 1972:951).J1 Yet
the extent of the obligation to drink with other men may hinge on re-
gional patterns, possibly in conjunction with particular cultural changes
in specific areas in the recent past.

When I spoke with Esteban and Felipe on the street one day, Esteban
wanted me understand that "there are more drunks in the campo.
There's nothing to do there except drink. When you go visit someone,
the first thing they do en provincia is invite you to a pulque or a beer."

"Here I can say that I don't want one," I offered.
"There if you don't drink, it's an insult. Here you can say, 'I don't

want one,' and you leave. But there you have to wait, you have to
drink," Felipe insisted V

"Suppose you don't drink," interjected Esteban. "It's not that they're
going to force you to do it, but that the next time you come by, they're
not going to invite you because you were insulting about it that time."

"It's really that different in the city?" I asked.
"Yes, it's different here," said Esteban. " 'Come on over and have a

beer.' 'You know what, maybe in a while. I'll see you later.' "
The interpretations of different drinking styles in the country and

city reflect more than personal experiences in both places. Among other
things, in the national cinema of Mexico, the social and even physical
penalties for refusing to drink when invited by a Mexican are of legend-
ary status. Thus, again, representations of "typical" Mexican male be-
havior, in this case in the movies, may contribute to creating such com-
portment.

Of course, some men in Santo Domingo may be more persuasive
than others. On the fourth night of the Posadas, the pre-Christmas
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nightly reenactments of Mary and Joseph's search for a place to sleep,
which were followed on Huehuetzin Street by pinata breaking, I found
myself watching the celebrations with Alberto. Alberto was taking large
gulps of anis from a bottle in his hand. After each one he held the bottle
out to me, offering a taste. I had no wish to drink anis that night, and
besides, Alberto looked sickly; I most definitely did not want to share a
bottle with him. But as I continued to decline his repeated offers, he
grew more insistent. He began calling me camaron (shrimp [the shell-
fish]), a nickname for gringos because when they "heat up" they turn
red on the outside. Concerned about my ignorance and seeking to avoid
a potential confrontation, Martin deftly intervened.

"Say," Martin asked me, "did you know that Alberto is a member
of the famous Purpuras [the Purples, a street gang whose territory ex-
tended almost to Huehuetzin Street]?" I did not. "Isn't it too bad,"
sympathized Martin out loud, "that Mateo is still taking antibiotics for
that nasty infection of his?" I slinked away while Alberto was consider-
ing my poor health.

It turned out that I had not completely escaped my drinking obliga-
tions. In the days following, I twice bumped into Don Timoteo. Both
times he said to me forcefully, ";Me debe! [You owe me!]" It turned
out that, from the other side of the street in front of his house, Don
Timo had seen me standing with Alberto and Martin, though he could
not have heard our discussion through the din. At one point Don Timo-
teo had gone into his house in order to get a Presidente cuba for me. In
my flight from Alberto I had missed Don Timoteo's return and my
drink. Now he expected me to collect.

Though he no longer drinks himself, there is nothing Don Timo likes
better than to offer his friends some home-brewed mescal or to buy
them a beer. Gabriel had talked me into a rather large glass of the mes-
cal three days before my encounter with Alberto, and I was sent reeling.
Now, at Don Timo's, Gabriel insisted I try another one—"It will help
to alleviate the effects of the first. . .," he lied to me. I demurred. Gabi
kept insisting. Finally I blurted out that I was a cosponsor of that eve-
ning's Posadas, where I would be expected to help hand out candy to
the children and supervise the pinata breaking. This left Gabriel un-
moved, but it impressed Don Timoteo enough so that throughout the
remainder of the year he praised me for my good sense that day.

It may be that because of his having grown up in a rural area, Don
Timo had more of a sense of propriety when it came to community and
religious responsibilities, known as cargos in other parts of Mexico,
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where excessive drinking is especially proscribed when it conflicts with
(fulfilling cargo obligations.12 But I discovered over the course of a year
several ways in which abstention from drinking in Santo Domingo was
culturally sanctioned, respected, and encouraged, at least one of which
ihas not been previously mentioned in the anthropological literature as

/far as I can determine.
The next time we saw each other Martin, having helped me to/ extri-

cate myself from Alberto's insistent offers to drink anis with him, of-
fered me some advice: "When people offer you a drink and you don't
want one but they are really persistent, you can either say that you're
taking antibiotics, or you can tell them, 'Estoy jurado.' "

Estoy jurado means "I'm pledged," as in "I'm pledged not to drink"
(for a period of time). Don Timoteo told me that he was drunk every
day for fifteen years, but that (as of March 1993) he had been jurado
for five years and eight months; he always knows precisely how long.
He says that he had to quit for his health—"For me, I just can't help
myself. It's all or nothing"—and that since then he has taken medica-
tions for the damage the alcohol previously did to his body.

When I first met him in November, Tono had been jurado for about
eleven months, and would end his abstinence on 31 December 1992.
Indeed, he'spent most of the first week of 1993 making up for lost time.
But he said he would never go back to the way he was. Unlike Don
Timo, who had quit to save his life, Tono had pledged to stay sober for
a year to prove to his family that he could stop. He said that most
people are jurado to the Virgen de Guadalupe, but that he had made
his pledge to the lesser-known Virgen de Carmen. Tono shrugged his
shoulders when I asked him why he had chosen the Virgen del Carmen.
A neighbor of Don Time's told me that each of the several times during
his long life that he had been jurado, it had always been to God. Mar-
cos, on the other hand, said that only religious people become jurados.
Though on other occasions Marcos described himself to me as deeply
religious, while explaining this issue he simply stated that when he
wants to quit drinking for a while he just does it, without invoking any
saints.

The state of being jurado is a clearly and widely recognized cultural
category among men in Colonia Santo Domingo that exempts them
from drinking, and indeed often brings the respect of others. (I am un-
aware of the practice among women.) And although one might expect
to encounter teasing with respect to a man's being jurado—such as
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what might go on among friends when one of them is trying to cut back
on sweets, for instance—I never heard anyone try to tempt a man with
a drink if it was known that he was jurado. The option of being jurado \s a general concern over the perils of excessive drinking, and

men's choices regarding estar jurado reflect the differentiated experi-
ences and beliefs of adults in Santo Domingo with regard to alcohol. I

YOUTHFUL INTEMPERANCE

I recorded the following early-morning incident in my field notes in
early October:

Street scene, 8:30 A.M., Saturday morning. Shouting in the street below, as a
woman, zo-ish, walks quickly towards Las Rosas Ave. along the giant ditch
carved out for the sewage pipes. Wiry fellow is shouting after her to come
back. He, also around zo, has a glass of something in his hand, and is quite
pickled. She looks back every few seconds, but keeps going. He gets to torti-
lleria where another woman who's working there tries to stop him from
going further. It's too dangerous with all the rocks piled up and the ditch
itself. He persists, not violently, but obstinately. Another young woman, 15
or so, further up the street now tries to stop him from continuing. He's
shouting all this time for the first woman, who's now out of [my] sight, to
stop, to come back. Finally, five minutes after he disappears in the vicinity
of the ditch, I see him being escorted by yet another woman (the fourth)
back in the direction from which he first came, toward Coyamel Street.

The scene was strikingly reminiscent of one I had witnessed during
Corpus Cristi celebrations in Tzintzuntzan, Michoacan, in June 1990.
There, by late afternoon, many men were so inebriated they could
barely stand, let alone walk unassisted, and a common sight was that
of an older woman wrapping her rebozo around a man, hoisting him
to his feet, and dragging him off, presumably in the direction of home.13

On another occasion in Santo Domingo, Michelle and I were awak-
ened at sunrise one Sunday morning by the sound of bottles clanking, a
radio blaring, people jeering, urinating, and farting, and other associ-
ated noises. Four young men, one in his thirties and the others in their
early twenties, who appeared very drunk, had decided to end their
night's carousing by roosting across the street from our apartment on
concrete pipes not yet laid in the sewage system. -Two of them argued
in mock ferocious style, another dozed, and the fourth incessantly
switched radio stations, always, accidentally or not, landing on ones



i88 Degendering Alcohol

playing English songs, from Black Sabbath heavy metal to Bee Gees
disco fever. Every twenty minutes or so, one of the youths ordered an-
other to go and buy more caguamas of Corona beer, no doubt at one
of the tiny liquor stores operating around the clock in the colonia,
where you receive your purchases through small holes cut out of
screened cages. Other street drunks drifted by occasionally to give their
regards, always politely accepting invitations to share the Coronas.
Two hours after they first arrived, the young men abruptly got up and
wandered off.

A half hour later, the seventy-year-old woman who lives in the house
in front of which the beer party had been held came out and began
trying to clean up the mess. Coincidentally or not, one of the youths
happened by and, without a word being exchanged at first, began help-
ing her set the pipes upright, sweep the urine off the sidewalk, and haul
away the not inconsiderable number of bottles. Having been awakened
by their loud antics myself, I was not in a charitable mood, and I looked
forward to the old lady's scolding of the youth. But not a harsh word
or a recriminating glance was exchanged. There were no smiles, either,
to be sure, but w seemed the old woman's tolerance was far greater than
my own.

On the other hand, maybe she was intimidated and chose not to say
anything out of fear of later reprisals. After talking the issue over with
Miguel and Noe, both in their early thirties, I came to realize that al-
though the old woman may have been frightened, there were other,
more appropriate explanations for the situation. Miguel and Noe both
thought my reaction—eagerly awaiting the woman's verbal ha-
rangues—strange and excessive. The young drunks were considered
members of the community, at least by some; they were familiar to
neighbors and known for their positive virtues as well as their foolish-
ness.14 Further, the individuals involved were young men, and it is
widely recognized in the colonia that many young men go through a
stage of heavy and public drinking.

Both Miguel and Noe had spent periods in their late teens (Miguel,
one and a half years; Noe, three years) in which each spent the better
part of at least every weekend drunk. Noe had escaped from those years
when he was sent to live and work with his uncle Hector in Santo Do-
mingo. In Miguel's case, futbol was his out. He excelled at the sport,
reaching the lower levels of the professional leagues, and abusive drink-
ing proved incompatible with the discipline required in training for and
playing futbol. At 7:30 one morning on our way to a game of his Santo
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Domingo squad, Miguel pointed to a fellow hanging out by a vat of
chicharones (pig skins boiled in oil). He said the man was an old friend
from his earlier, intemperate period, but that this man had "graduated"
from drinking beer and tequila with Miguel years ago to sniffing ce-
mento for the past several years. His mind had long since been perma-
nently fried, Miguel said sadly, recalling for me what Armando Ramirez
(1972:73) writes in Chin chin el teporocho, his tangy novel of urban
Mexico: "To be a teporocho [wino] means you've become nobody,
nothing matters to you, not even your life, or your children, or your
wife. It's to lose everything, to not even have a mother anymore."

But there are others for whom heavy drinking is a period through
which they pass, Miguel insisted. It seems plausible that heavy drinking/
though not conceptualized by him in terms of gender categories, has
been, at least until recently, largely a male stage through which many! /
have passed. Teenagers often emphasized to me, however, that in the
19905 both young men and young women are drinking in a serious 1
fashion, although young women do so less in the streets than their *•
brothers and boyfriends.

It appears that a stage of alcohol experimentation and abuse may
well be—or become—a rite of passage for many young women nearly as
much as it is for young men, a complex of culturally salient experiences
regarded to a degree as reasonable if not inevitable. Although some
youth do not ever leave this stage, most of thgrrj d^^ggt^vit in one way
or another, and so, Miguel and Noe emphasized to me, it is important
to tolerate heavy drinking by youth. The most important thing, they
said, was to keep young people from thinking that others had given up
on them.

In addition to alcohol and cemento, marijuana has long had some
currency among youth, and a few others, in Santo Domingo. Guillermo
was leaning against the wall of his butcher shop taking a break one
sunny June day around noon when I drove up to get another quarter
kilo of ground beef for Liliana. Spotting some empty beer bottles in the
back seat, Guillermo made a comment about "Mateo's vicios [vices]."
Knowing of his fondness still, at age forty-two, for la mota (marijuana),
and that he drinks no alcohol, I responded, "They don't sell what you
like at the supermarket, do they?" He smiled contentedly, as if having
already anticipated my response. "No," he pointed out, "but they do
here," at which point he held up the remains of a reefer he had been
smoking when I pulled up. An elderly customer glanced at Guillermo
and then at me and laughed quietly to herself.
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Increasingly in Colonia Santo Domingo, women are engaging in adul-
terous liaisons and men are participating in housework. Consequently,
to an extent, these activities are becoming less identified exclusively
with one gender or another. In the realm of alcohol consumption, there
is an even greater decentering__of the perceived wisdom that associates
a ]Trarrice especially with men nr^Wjjmen, a process__that Lcefex^to as
degendeiing. The mere fact that values or activities are esteemed by
men is not enough to call them manly or consider them unitary male
attributes. Nor should we necessarily label as manly those practices that
many women as well as men may respect (or despise) in men. This is
because some of these same values and activities may also be similarly
regarded when associated with women. What, we wonder, is the "gen-
der" of categories like courage, meat consumption, eloquence, sexual
prowess, sexual disinterest, grades in school, body hair, poise, and alco-
hol use? All are more or less associated with specific gender identities in
particular historical and cultural contexts.

Older male residents of Santo Domingo enjoyed teaching me catch
phrases that connect drinking with men in particular. Marcos, the
grandfather, liked to quote a line from one of the films of the popular
Mexican actor Pedro Infante to explain men's special affinity for alco-
hol. When he was asked, "^Por que tomas vino? [Why do you drink
liquor?]," Infante answered plainly, "/Porque me gusta! [Because I like
it!]." When recounting this cinematic moment, Marcos leaned back and
chuckled at the simplicity and truth of the punch line. (He also thought
this a good explanation of why men like to have sexual relations with
lots of women: "jPorque les gustan! [Because they like them!]") Don
Timoteo, in his early seventies, once clarified for me why men drink
more than women: "Dios y hombre, no Dios y mujer [God and man,
not God and woman]." By modifying a common expression, "Dios y
hombre," which usually means that men deserve the same treatment
accorded God, Don Timo was invoking higher orders to explain plain
differences in gender proclivities.

The heavily gendered orientation of both Marcos and Timoteo when
it comes to drinking patterns and much else is found as well in numer-
ous ethnographies from other places and time periods in Mexico, not
to mention throughout the world (see Heath 15)87).1S By and large, in,
the ethnographic literature of Mexico and Mesoamerica to date, drink -

These men are drinking pulque from the barrel. Mexico City, early
19505. Photo courtesy Jose Perez (on right).

ing is discussed as a typical male activity and drunkenness as a rather
exclusive male propensity.

In Colonia Santo Domingo in the early 19905, male social drinking
flourished in many homes, even though the space was formally ac-
knowledged to be shared by women and men. But even where only men
were found drinking in the home, this was occurring in a context that
was by its very nature less gender isolated than the cantina. Among
other things, confrontation between women and men, especially while
men were drinking among themselves, was a more permanent feature
of such activities by men. In addition, women often drank with men in
the home—in the early evenings, on weekends, and at fiestas—and
younger women drink nearly as much as their male age mates on many
occasions.

In Santo Domingo at this time, men on average undoubtedly were
drinking more alcoholic beverages than women were, but in many fam-
ily and social situations women nearly kept pace-swith men. Further, the
types of alcohol consumed were generally equivalent. Such drinking on
the _part of women jwasj^benced_bynianv_things, not the least of
which were the images of feminine modernity promoted through daily
telenovelas (soap operas) and the advertising campaigns of liquor com-
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panics. Bacardi ran ads on TV that featured young women and men
traveling to Germany and Japan and ordering food in restaurants there
that they could not stomach, but finding that, the world over, urbane
sophisticates such as they enjoyed the same refreshments. These rou-
tines had little to do with the simple realities of dodging the granaderos,
the patrol cars that irregularly cruised the streets looking for people
drinking in public—a favorite game of "chicken" for many—but the
slick advertising schemes showing lusty young women in slinky dresses
drinking cubas have doubtless had an irrevocable impact upon both
young^men and young women. One way or another, many women in \e 19905 drink more than their mothers did, and a lot of their men

expect and encourage them to do so.

In the microspaces of daily living—the local sites in which changes 1
in drinking patterns between women and men may be revealed and real-
ized in the lives of ordinary people every day—male drinking rituals
still prosper, but perhaps not so much as previously. Through greater
drinking in the home on the part of women, for instance, drinking in
general will increasingly be less associated with men and more with
women and men—that is, with adults. To the extent that gender be-
comes less of a denning characteristic in alcohol consumption, drinking
becomes more degendered.16

It is also possible that the complex of relations of cuatismo (close j
male friendship) discussed by Lomnitz (1977) is undergoing modest I
transformations. In many households in Santo Domingo, women, like J
men, do their heaviest drinking during family get-togethers. Some men
in the colonia drink no alcohol, and many others consume no more
than a Modelo beer or two at a time once or twice a week with their
families. Altogether these men constitute a significant proportion of the
male population of Santo Domingo, but one that is constantly shifting
in its exact composition. Like Bott (1957), I find variation not simply
between men and women, but among men and among women. In Bott's
analysis, the previous ties people have to a community (their social net-
works) were of primary importance in explaining different behavior in

•_ the family. In the case of alcohol consumption in Santo Domingo,
whereas gender has been a key factor in distinct drinking practices in
the past, generational differences are fast becoming more significant.

"When I was about eighteen or twenty years old," Greenberg
(1989:45) quotes Don Fortino from Juquila, Oaxaca, as saying, "I
started to take notice of girls, but to drink? No." In the same manner,

i
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in Santo Domingo women and alcohol are often described as among
the most important sins and pleasures of young men. Many drink and
then stop drinking, much as they follow an on-again, off-again pattern
with young women. Similarly, most men of all ages have had experi-
ence, on the street or at family gatherings, with consuming too much
beer, rum, tequila, and pulque, just as they have had experience with
refusing drinks and thus staying sober while others around them were
drinking.

My friends in the colonia are just as acutely aware of official images
of the Mexican male drunk as they are of widespread notions that all
Mexican men want to produce lots of boy babies. And sometimes, per-
haps, my friends performed as they thought they might be expected to
by an anthropologist. That is partly what happened, I think, the day we
swallowed so much anis. As frustrating as it may be for many social
scientists, however, what is "typical" of men in Santo Domingo when
it comes to alcohol consumption is social drinking, abstention, drunk-
enness, exclusive male camaraderie, and a degendering of drinking
practices. That is to say, there is no typical Mexican male drinking pat-
tern any more than there is a typical Mexican man.

There are nonetheless patterns of drinking in Mexico for which
women and men are paying with their lives every day.

DRINKING AND MALE VIOLENCE

On a rudimentary chemical level it is a commonplace to note that alco-
hol and other drugs do not affect everyone in the same manner. Thus
not all men beat other people when they become drunk. Juan and To-
mas were known for mellowing after a couple of drinks, and Claudia's
husband, though a long-term alcoholic, never represented a physical
threat to her or their children.

Nonetheless, so many men do beat others when they drink that
drinking and male violence have a long association in the colonias po-
pulares, including the popular perception that alcohol is often the im-
mediate and ultimately the root cause of many violent episodes on the
part of husbands, brothers, and other menfolk. To an extent, many
people utilize culturally accepted rationales to explain these violent out-
bursts, such as "The perpetrators were drunk and therefore were not
responsible for their actions." In this fashion, alcohol is seen as an ele-
mental source of domestic and other violence. That is, the apparently

r
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straightforward somatic arguments against the notion that alcohol con-
sumption necessarily leads to violence are not believed by numerous
people, and this very disbelief itself contributes to establishing real, ma-
teri^ links between alcohol and violence. That they are culturally and
not chemically driven does not make the explanations any less compel-
ling.

Susana was beaten by her mother and an uncle early in childhood,
later moved out on her own, had a child with one man, and eventually
began living with another man as his wife. She recalls:

"The first few years were total sweetness, the best. He gave me every-
thing. Then I began to have problems with him. He was very jealous
and he began to beat me a lot. Once again the beatings began. He was
drinking a lot and he'd get home and begin beating me. The truth is
that I loved him very much. I had fallen in love with him because when
I needed it most he had offered me support, his help. He made me see
life in another way and get ahead, but then his jealousies began. I began
to change a lot, as a woman I began to change. I saw myself as more
attractive, as I had settled down when my children were born. And this
made my husband very jealous. He drank a lot. He began to drink and
drink and drink."

Susana finally decided that she had to leave her husband. After much
effort, she thought she had convinced him that this was something he
too would have to accept. He told her he was reconciled and suggested
they go out for a last drink together.

"In the restaurant he cried, he kneeled in front of me and begged me
not to leave him. I told him, 'You know, I'm going.' And on our way
back in the car, it was about two in the morning, he said to me, 'So you
won't stay?' and I said no. 'Then I'm going to kill us,' and with that he
crashed the car. 'I'm going to kill us,' he told me and smashed into
another car. He was injured, and I was too. But then he drove into a
wall and that's all I remember until I woke up in the ambulance. I had
glass all over my face and body."

Susana eventually entered the United States illegally to escape her
husband, but living with her sister in Houston was difficult, and when
her husband eventually arrived and begged her to return, she relented.
For five years things were calm in their household, but then he began to
drink again. I saw Susana on Las Rosas Avenue one day with her hand
and forearm bandaged up. She told me only that she had cut herself
accidentally. A good friend of Susana's told me later that day that they
had shared a dinner two nights before, at which time the story of an-
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other woman who was getting regularly beaten by her alcoholic hus-
band was recounted. Susana had listened to the tale of the battered wife
without saying anything, but as she heard the story unfold her grip on
a drinking glass became tighter and tighter, until the glass finally shat-
tered in Susana's hand, slicing her palm wide open.


