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Introduction 

 In his 1982-1983 lectures at the Collège de France, Michel Foucault (2010) 

reflected on the method he had developed over the last twelve years for the study of his 

overarching research project on ‘the history of thought’. His method consisted in the 

study of three elements, namely “(1) forms of a possible knowledge, (2) normative 

frameworks of behavior, and (3) potential modes of existence for possible subjects” (p. 

3). Foucault’s method consisted in studying them, first separately as dimensions of an 

experience, and then in their joint articulation as to how they were to be linked together. 

Thus, the interplay between knowledge, power, and the subject became the perspective 

through which Foucault conducted his studies on topics like madness, empirical science, 

criminality, governmentality, sexuality, and so forth. 

By knowledge, Foucault referred to the study of the formation of forms of 

knowledge. He was not referring to analyzing the development or progress of particular 

bodies of knowledge, but rather identifying “the discursive practices which were able to 

constitute the matrices of possible bodies of knowledge, and study the rules, the game 

of true and false, and, more generally, the forms of veridiction in these discursive 

practices” (2010, p. 4). By power, he meant analyzing the normative matrices of 

behavior. He was not referring to the institutions of power or forms of domination. 



Planning	&	Counter-Planning	
Final	Paper	-	2017	
	

	

2	

Instead, “it meant studying the techniques and procedures by which one sets about 

conducting the conduct of others” (2010; p. 4). Foucault’s method consisted in analyzing 

the norms of behavior in terms of power in the field of the procedures of government. 

That is, in examining the norm through the analysis of the exercise of power, and to 

study that power in the field of the procedures of government. By the subject, Foucault 

meant analyzing the constitution of the subject’s mode of being. His interest resided in 

understanding the process through which subjectivities are constituted, “the different 

forms by which the individual is led to constitute him or herself as subject (…), the 

analysis of forms of subjectivation” (2010; p. 5). Foucault was interested in 

understanding the joint articulation of these elements in particular issues and moments, 

as well as what drives their evolution over time. How can these different joint 

articulations be empirically identified? 

The aim of this paper is to conduct an empirical analysis to identify the different 

articulations between knowledge, power and the subject in city planning and 

infrastructure development of Mexico City. To do so, a timeline of urban planning and 

infrastructure in Mexico City is developed. This allowed identifying four different 

articulations of power, knowledge, and the subject during the period between the 1930’s 

and today. Particular attention is then placed in understanding the evolution of the 

formation of forms of knowledge and its connection with urban planning and 

infrastructure development. To trace this evolution empirically, I compare two different 

physical public spaces in Mexico City –the infrastructure provided by the Autoridad del 

Espacio Público in the 2010’s (Public Space Authority), in retrospect with the provision 

of the Chapultepec Park in the late 1960’s. The comparison allows observing that 
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expertise is displaced from one joint articulation to the other, placed in different hands 

able to bring different kinds of knowledge to city planning and infrastructure provision. 

 The paper is organized as follows. In the first section, I construct and discuss the 

timeline used to identify the different joint articulations of knowledge, power, and the 

subject in the case of Mexico City’s urban planning and infrastructure provision. The 

second section compares two different physical publics spaces and discusses the role of 

expertise in their planning. The third section summarizes the findings of the empirical 

research. 

Infrastructure and City Planning in Mexico City, 1930-2017 

In this section, a timeline of urban planning and infrastructure development in 

Mexico City for the period between 1930-2017 is constructed and discussed. The goal of 

this timeline is to locate the different joint articulations of knowledge, power, and the 

subject in Mexico City’s urban planning, and to identify how those specific articulations 

have translated into the built environment of the city through its infrastructures. 

The timeline is comprised of three streams. The first traces urban infrastructure, 

with an emphasis on public space. The second traces the political and economic context 

of the city. The third traces the dominant urban planning approach at the time. The 

empirical evidence for this timeline is taken from published articles. The timeline is 

presented in Figure 1. Four different joint articulations of knowledge, expertise, and the 

subject are identified. 



Figure 1. Infrastructure and city planning in Mexico City timeline, 1930-2017. 
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First Articulation: The Hegemony of Urban Planning 

The first articulation takes place during the 1930’s, a time in which population in 

Mexico was mainly rural and the main economic activity of the nation was exporting 

crops (Aguayo, 2016). During this period, the urban planning profession thrived in 

Mexico, and expertise was placed in professional urban planners. In 1926, Carlos 

Contreras –a young Mexican architect who graduated from Columbia University– 

founded the Mexican Urban Planners Association (ANPRM). Approaches like those of 

Howard’s garden city, American zoning techniques, and the functional ideas of 

Haussmann and Le Corbusier strongly influenced the work of Contreras and the 

ANPRM (Gutiérrez, 2009). According to Gutiérrez (2009), Contreras was highly 

influential in defining urban planning in Mexico as the art of foreseeing, sketching, and 

building cities by understanding its natural growth patterns. Contreras introduced the 

Regulatory Map, a planning instrument that added the functional relations of social and 

economic activities to the spatial manifestation of the city. During that period, urban 

planning was understood as a scientific discipline or a set of disciplines that studied the 

functioning of the city aiming to enhance well-being through healthy and ordered 

physical and spatial urban development (Gutiérrez, 2009). 

This was the time of the post-revolutionary Mexico. In 1928, the political groups 

that had been sparked by the Mexican Revolution came together to found the Partido 

Revolucionario Institucional (Institutional Revolutionary Party, or PRI by its acronym in 

Spanish). The PRI exerted hegemonic political power in Mexico from 1929 to 1989, 

controlling the presidency, all of the 32 Mexican states, and the legislative and judicial 

branches. The Mexican oil expropriation took place in 1938, which coupled with the 
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post-war period and the shortage of manufactured commodities from foreign imports set 

the stage for the Import Substitution Industrialization (ISI) economic model that México 

implemented starting the mid-1940’s.  

Second Articulation: Intensive Industrialization 

The second identifiable joint articulation of knowledge, power, and the subject is 

located between the 1940’s and 1960’s. This period is characterized by the intensive 

industrialization of the nation sparked by the ISI economic model and increasing 

migration of the rural population to the city. While in the 1910’s only 28% of the 

population dwell in Mexican cities, the number reached 42% by the 1950’s. In the 

1940’s, the population of Mexico City was 1.7 million people, which by the 1960’s 

reached 6.7 million (Aguayo, 2016). According to Gutiérrez (2009), the intensive 

industrialization of the country, and especially in Mexico City, significantly hampered the 

former achievements of the urban planning discipline. National political and policy 

priorities were placed in the industrialization process, which overwhelmed other policy 

priorities, including urban planning. The ISI model was the main force underpinning the 

development of urban Mexico, and without a strong urban planning guild, the decisions 

of urban development were placed in the hands of those conducting the industrialization 

process (Gutiérrez, 2009). Expertise in urban development escaped the hands of urban 

planners; it was placed elsewhere. During this period the state intervention was focused 

on creating the needed infrastructure for industrialization. On the one hand, great 

infrastructural works for the distribution of water, the roads system, and the first lines of 

the subway were constructed in Mexico City to serve the burgeoning manufacturing 

industry. On the other hand, massive housing developments and other infrastructures of 
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collective consumption were built to serve the increasing working population (Gutierrez, 

2009; Aguayo, 2016). The Olympic Games of Mexico City in 1968 contributed to 

increasing the sports and recreational infrastructures for the city (Aguayo, 2016).  

The 1940’s and 1950’s were characterized by political stability provided by the 

hegemonic power of the PRI. However, towards the late 1960’s student movements 

started to destabilize the political system, which culminated in the tragedy of Tlatelolco 

in which hundreds of students were killed. The massacre of Tlatelolco suffocated the 

student movements in the short term, but the leaders dispersed to other political 

agendas, among them the Urban Popular Movement, which will be discussed bellow. 

Third Articulation: The Urban Awareness 

 The third visible articulation takes place between the 1970’s and late 1990’s. It is 

a period characterized by the acquiring of awareness on the increasing and complex 

urban problems due to the period of intensive industrialization. According to Gutiérrez 

(2009), Mexico became an urban nation with deep problems to govern, plan, and 

manage the high concentration of urban population. The migration waves in the 1970’s 

sparked urgency to provide infrastructure for an increasingly urban population. As an 

example of this urgency, the enormous infrastructural works of the Cutzamala Water 

System began in 1976 to provide water to the new residential zones (Rosales, 2015). 

This new urban consciousness derived in the institutionalization of urban planning 

in 1976 through the approval of the Ley General de Asentamientos Humanos (General 

Law for Human Settlements), and the birth of the State Secretariat for Human Housing 

and Public Works. This process led to the design of the first Urban Development 

National Plan in 1978, which institutionalized the role of the state in regulating urban 
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space. However, this urban awareness was displaced once more by the needs of 

economic growth (Gutiérrez, 2009). In the early 1980’s, the then president of Mexico 

Miguel de la Madrid instituted the National Planning System, which released the first 

National Development Plan in 1983. Urban planning was then conceived as a tool at the 

service of social policy. Expertise in urban affairs was then placed in the hands of the 

engineers of social welfare. 

 The earthquake that destroyed Mexico City in 1985 had two consequences for 

the urban planning agenda. On one hand, the core infrastructure of the city was 

seriously damaged and made room for reconstructing and redesigning the city. Many 

inner city dwellers decided to relocate in the city’s periphery (Aguayo, 2016). On the 

other hand, the emergency response to the earthquake boost social cohesion among 

city dwellers, which subsequently had a consequence in the political landscape of the 

city and the nation. 

 The late 1980’s and the early 1990’s are marked by the turn to a technocratic 

neo-liberal government that promoted privatization of state-owned companies, intensive 

deregulation of the markets, and opened the country to global commerce. Trying to 

connect the nation with the global flows of trade, the government of President Carlos 

Salinas de Gortari advanced the urban renewal to connect Mexico City to the network of 

global cities around the world (Aguayo, 2016). During this stage, Mexico City saw the 

renewal of one of its main avenues called Paseo de la Reforma, the regeneration of the 

Centro Histórico (the city center), and the development of a Zona Especial de Desarrollo 

Controlado (Controlled Development Special Zone) named Santa Fe, a global urban 

hub inspired by Paris’ La Défense. 
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 In the political arena, despite the PRI and its hegemony over the country and 

Mexico City, there were counter-movements that fissured the hitherto enclosed political 

space. Two streams of political resistance were most salient. The first was the 

unification of the Urban Popular Movements (UPM) in their first National Congress, held 

in 1980 in the city of Monterrey (Bennett, 1993). Since then, the UPM formed a unified 

political force advocating for the urban poor’s basic needs. The second was the 

presidential candidacy of Cuauhtemoc Cárdenas in 1988, a left-wing candidate who lost 

the elections through a well-documented electoral fraud. The fraud sparked immense 

political resistance that led to the creation of the Partido de la Revolución Democrática 

(Democratic Revolution Party, or PRD), a party that advocated successfully for electoral 

reform during the 1990’s. Until 1997, the President appointed the Mayor of Mexico City. 

However, the electoral reform advanced by the PRD allowed Mexico City dwellers to 

elect their Mayor for the first time. Cuauhtemoc Cardenas won the Mexico City elections 

of 1997 and became the first democratically elected Mayor. Since then, the PRD has 

won every Mexico City’s election and has implemented considerable left-wing reforms. 

Fourth articulation: The Contested City 

 The fourth articulation takes place from 1997 onwards and is the articulation in 

which the city is living today. This stage is characterized by the presence of a 

democratic left-wing government in Mexico City, the increasing recognition of 

progressive rights to city dwellers, and a political active citizenship able to mobilize to 

support or stop urban projects. 

 One of the iconic infrastructural works of this stage is the double-decker transit 

route for cars in two main avenues of the city, Viaducto and Periférico. Amidst political 
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and technical disagreement on the project, in the year 2002 the government of Mexico 

City conducted a plebiscite to let city dwellers decide whether or not to build the 

elevated highways. While only 6.6% of the city’s registered voters participated in the 

plebiscite, which is a remarkable low turnout, the double-decker project was approved 

by 66% of participants, and therefore constructed (Vilalta, 2007). Another salient 

infrastructural project of this stage is the creation of the Public Space Authority, the city 

government’s specialized agency for planning, designing, and building Mexico City’s 

public space. The case of the Public Space Authority will be further discussed in the 

next section of this paper. 

 Two events are useful to depict the subject of urban planning during this fourth 

articulation. The first is the release of the Mexico City Charter for the Right to the City in 

2010 (Mexico City, 2010). Mexico City government signed the charter, and it was the 

result of years of negotiation between the Urban Popular Movement and Mexico City 

government representatives (Aguayo, 2016). The second event is the failure of the so-

called Corredor Cutural Chapultepec (Chapultepec Cultural Corridor), a project that 

intended to recover and rebuild one of the most emblematic but at the same time 

abandoned avenues of Mexico City, Chapultepec. One of the first critics to the project 

was that it was disguised as a public space and cultural project when, in fact, it was 

nothing but constructing a shopping mall with elevated gardens by privatizing the public 

space. The project gathered publics who contested it almost immediately. The 

resistance was such that Mexico City’s mayor, Miguel Ángel Mancera, had no other 

option but to call for a plebiscite to let inhabitants from the Delegación Cuauhtémoc, the 

borough where the project was located, decide whether or not they approved the 
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construction of Chapultepec Cultural Corridor. The plebiscite took place on December 

6th of 2015 and the “no” won with 64% of the votes.1  

 The above account of the four different joint articulations of knowledge, power, 

and the subject in Mexico City’s urban planning is summarized in the following table. 

 

Table 1. Joint articulations of power, knowledge and the subject in Mexico City’s  
urban planning and infrastructure provision, 1930-2017 

 
 1st Articulation 

1930’s 
2nd Articulation 
1940’s – 1960’s 

3rd Articulation 
1970’s – 1990’s 

4th Articulation 
1990’s - 2017 

Knowledge - Professional urban 
planners. 

- Industrialization 
specialists. 
- Infrastructure 
engineers. 

- Social policy 
experts. 
- Technocrats. 

- Design experts. 
- Participation 
experts. 
- Lay knowledge. 

Power - Birth of hegemonic 
political party. 
- Implementation 
through urban 
planning agencies. 

- Hegemonic political 
party. 
- Implementation 
through economic 
development 
agencies. 

- Hegemonic political 
party. 
- Implementation 
through technocratic 
public agencies. 

- Independent and 
left wing Mexico City 
government. 
- Implementation 
through different 
public agencies. 

Subject - Afraid of the post-
revolutionary violent 
atmosphere. 
- Politically passive. 

- Industrial worker. 
- New inhabitant of 
the city, without social 
capital. 

- Increasing social 
capital due to the 85’ 
earthquake. 
- Political awakening. 
- Inhabitant of a 
global city. 

- Has acquired the 
right to the city. 
- Politically active. 
- Organized with the 
community. 

 

 A salient characteristic of the summary here presented –and the main site of 

inquiry of this paper– is the shift of knowledge through the four identified articulations. 

The next section of the paper delves into this discussion. 

 

 

 
																																																								
1	“Se	impone	el	‘no’	al	Corredor	Cultural	Chapultepec	en	consulta”:	http://bit.ly/1NBuimk	
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The Displacements of Expertise in City Planning 

Following Teitz (1985), the discipline of urban planning has used the idea of 

rationality to create the intellectual framework necessary for thinking effectively about 

the roles and tasks of the urban planning profession. The reasons explaining why urban 

planning seizes upon rationality as a core concept can be traced to the eighteenth-

century enlightenment. The use of rationality is rooted in rationalism, which implied that 

knowledge was to be sought by rational analysis and introspection, that reason should 

become the fundamental criterion for the solution of concepts, and that it had powerful 

implications for social action because “it suggested that human society was knowable 

and could be designed and, among other things, that cities could be created and social 

structure transformed” (p.139).  

But the enlightenment brought something more than rationalism to the profession 

of urban planning; it also brought what Michel Foucault (2007) called the critical attitude. 

Following Foucault (2010), Kant defines the enlightenment as “man’s way out from his 

self-incurred tutelage” (p. 26, emphasis in the original). Foucault discusses extensively 

the meaning of the phrase “self-incurred tutelage”, concluding 

“if men are in these condition of tutelage, if they are subject to direction by others, 

it is not because these others have seized power, or that it has been handed over 

to them in an essential, founding and instituting act. (Kant) says it is because men 

are unable or do not wish to conduct themselves, and others have obligingly 

come forward to conduct them” (p. 29). 

Thus, to Foucault, the self-incurred tutelage operates through three mechanisms 

that, when overcome, can also be thought of as the three mechanisms of critique. First, 
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authorities taking the place of the individuals understanding. In this case, the critique is 

found when the individual substitutes the authority for his own understanding. Second, 

authorities that take the place of the individual moral consciousness. The critique is 

found when the individual replaces this authority by employing his own moral 

conscience. Third, authorities using their own technical knowledge to take decisions 

about the individual’s life. The critique is found when the individual makes use of his own 

technical knowledge concerning his own life (Foucault, 2010, p. 30). 

To Foucault (2010), the enlightenment and the critical attitude “complement each 

other, summon each other, and render each other necessary” (p. 31). This 

interdependency is problematic for the discipline of urban planning. According to Teitz 

(1985), enlightenment brings rationality to the urban planning project, but according to 

Foucault (2010), it also brings critique. Thus, rationality and critique both structure and 

destabilize the joint articulations of knowledge, power, and the subject. Critique changes 

the rationality behind the formation of forms of knowledge and its forms of veridiction. 

Critique makes the rationality of urban planning shift over time. The forms of veridiction 

need expert knowledge. Critique produces a displacement of the expert knowledge 

needed for veridiction. The displacement of expertise configures new matrixes of 

knowledge, which ultimately reconfigure the joint articulations of knowledge, power, and 

the subject underpinning urban planning. 

The comparison in the provision of two different physical public spaces in Mexico 

City –the infrastructure provided by the Autoridad del Espacio Público in the 2010’s 

(Public Space Authority, or AEP), in retrospect with the provision of the Chapultepec 



Planning	&	Counter-Planning	
Final	Paper	
	

	

14	

Park in the late 1960’s– is a useful case to trace empirically the displacement of 

expertise in urban planning and infrastructure provision. 

According to its website, the AEP is the city government’s agency in charge of 

planning, designing, and building Mexico City’s public space.2 The AEP was born in 

2009 by an initiative of its mayor at the time, Marcelo Ebrard, who believed that 

improving the built environment of public space could serve as part of a broader strategy 

to reduce social inequality and improve urban quality of life.3 Its stated goal is to entail 

projects that create more attractive, thriving, diverse, and inclusive urban environments.  

A salient characteristic of the infrastructure developed by the AEP it that it tends 

to concentrate in space within the 2 boroughs with the most thriving economic activity, 

out of the 16 boroughs of Mexico City. While conducting an in-depth interview with a 

former head of the AEP I raised the question of why is it that most of the public space 

projects developed by the AEP were located in this two zones, as opposed to investing 

in other areas of the city lacking quality public space. The interviewee argued that 

constructing quality public spaces in these zones was more cost-effective than investing 

in areas outside of it. The reason being that people from the periphery neighborhoods 

spend twelve hours of their day working in these areas of the city, while the time that 

they spend in their own neighborhoods is usually used to sleep. Constructing quality 

public spaces inside the zones with the most economic activity allows for more people to 

use and enjoy public space. The interview suggests that the public space constructed by 

																																																								
2	AEP	website:	http://www.aep.cdmx.gob.mx/que-es-aep/mision-vision/	
3	Greg	Scruggs,	Cityscope:	What	Mexico	City	learned	by	devoting	an	office	to	designing	public	spaces.	
http://citiscope.org/story/2016/what-mexico-city-learned-devoting-office-designing-public-spaces	
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the AEP is designed for a subject that works the service sector, whose right to the city is 

being fulfilled by bringing quality public space to his or her working space. 

According to another interviewee –member of an NGO–, a problem with the AEP 

is that the agency is not really open to public participation in the design of the public 

spaces being built. Several of the interviewees consistently reported stories about their 

fruitless efforts to engage with the AEP in selecting the sites of public investment. 

However, AEP overtly publicizes that each of their projects includes a deep participatory 

process with the community within the space to intervene. This suggests that the AEP 

has to manage local opposition in each of their projects, but they do not need to 

negotiate their projects with other publics different than the local community. 

Regarding the type of expertise needed by the EAP, there are two salient types to 

be mentioned. The first is technical expertise in public space design, especially the kind 

of expertise that can combine the spatial, functional, and social aspects of public space. 

The second kind of expertise is that of designing and implementing public participation 

processes to link the local community to the project. 

Analyzing the case of the EAP in a retrospective with that of the Chapultepec 

Park in the late 1960’s allows seeing how the joint articulation of expertise, power, and 

knowledge underpinning urban planning and physical public space provision has 

changed dramatically. By the late 1960’s the Chapultepec Park was already in place. 

However, the city government implemented a major redesign that shaped the park as it 

is today. In 1964, the National Museum of History and Anthropology was inaugurated. 

That same year, the second section of the park was open to the public. Other amenities 

were added to the park, like a Museum of Modern Art, the Museum of Natural History 
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and Environmental Education, the Museum of the Electricity National Enterprise, and an 

inner mini-train for children. A fence surrounding its perimeter was also constructed, 

enclosing the park. This entire works took place at the end of the industrialization period 

of the City, and at the time in which the city population doubled from 3.05 million in the 

1950’s to 6.7 million people by the 1960’s. This shows how the subject of the public 

space intervention was an industrial worker who would spend its free time with his family 

in the park.  

In the 1960’s, the political context was one of hegemonic domination by the PRI, 

controlling both the national and the city government. Implementation was an easy task 

in a highly centralized government like that of Mexico City in the 1960’s. In this context, 

the expertise needed for designing the Chapultepec Park was that of landscape 

architects, but most importantly the knowledge provided by industrialization specialists 

with expertise in the leisure needs of the working class. 

 

Conclusions 

Through this paper, I tried to identify empirically the different joint articulations of 

knowledge, power, and the subject underpinning urban planning and infrastructure 

provision in Mexico City. By constructing a timeline for the period 1930-2017, and 

looking at the urban planning history of the city, the economic and political context, and 

some of the infrastructures constructed, I found that there are four different joint 

conjunctions. The first spans through the 1930’s and it’s a period characterized by the 

existence of an urban planners guild able to foreseeing the steady urban growth of the 

city and managing the slow expansion. The second is a stage of rapid industrialization in 
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which urban planning lost its hegemony and economic growth became a priority. The 

third is a period of awareness of the increasing urban problems due to rapid 

industrialization and increasing migration from rural Mexico to the city, in which urban 

planning was once again institutionalized but seen as a secondary discipline at the 

service of social planning. The fourth is the current stage, characterized by the presence 

of a political active citizenship and where every infrastructural project has to be 

negotiated with the local communities.  

I also traced the displacement of expertise and the formation of forms of 

knowledge in two different joint articulations. The analysis allows observing that 

expertise was displaced in both. At the beginning of the timeline, expertise was placed in 

the hands of professional urban planners. However, in the second articulation, it shifted 

to be placed among industrialization specialists and infrastructure engineers. During the 

third articulation expertise was in the hands of social policy experts and technocrats, but 

by the fourth –and current– articulation it shifted to be in three places. First, in the hands 

of public space design experts who decide the location and the characteristics of the 

public space to be built. Second, expertise is in lay knowledge spread throughout the 

communities to be physically intervened. The expertise is in the lay knowledge has 

sparked the need for a third kind of expertise, namely public participation experts 

capable of bringing lay knowledge into the stream of urban design. 

This paper allows observing how expertise is displaced over time. However, more 

research is needed to understand the specific mechanisms at work in the displacement 

of expertise from one joint articulation to the other. 
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