
PROJECT DESCRIPTION
The Mazahua Project

THE HOUSING CRISIS

The present day housing cr is is in the ZMVM has i ts roots in industr ia l izat ion processes beginning in the 1930s  and the 
subsequent inf lux of  migrant workers to the c i ty.  (Romero, 11) The volat i le populat ion growth in Mexico Ci ty did not cease unt i l  
the 1970s. Within the last  60 years the c i ty grew from a populat ion of  1.7 mi l l ion to a populat ion today of  over 20 mi l l ion 
inhabi tants.  (Meffert ,  324.)  The urban housing problem grew from the core c i ty 's inabi l i ty  to absorb the masses of  migrants 
streaming into Mexico Ci ty.  

As ear ly as colonial  t imes, the densely populated backyards in the histor ic centre of  Mexico Ci ty provided housing for the poor,  
known as "vecinidades."  The intensive modernizat ion programs that fo l lowed in the post-revolut ionary years combined with 
increasing demand for rental  housing led to the development of  of ten government- funded "conjuntos habi tat ionales."  (Ribbeck, 
56-62.)   These publ ic housing projects aimed at  combatt ing housing shortages would fa i l  to meet increasing demand, as would 
the pr ivate supply of  mult i - fami ly rental  housing due to the implementat ion of  rent control  and foreign bui ld ing regulat ions.  
(Meffert ,  326.)  

INFORMAL HOUSING

These prevai l ing forces led to the rapid and somewhat unavoidable development of  sel f -bui l t  "colonias populares,"  i l legal  
i r regular ly founded, sel f -help set t lements.  Today, over 9 mi l l ion people or hal f  of  the metropol i tan populat ion l ive in the 
colonias populares (one mi l l ion in newer,  6 mi l l ion in older and 2 mi l l ion in very old low-income areas.)  Barr ios populares form 
a broad r ing around the ci ty core extending over 650 sq. km (an est imated 65 percent of  the urban area.)(Ribbeck, 62.)

Histor ical ly unplanned sett lements have been met wi th highly negat ive cr i t ic ism. Ear ly urban intervent ion focused on the 
demol i t ion and replacement of  these Third World 's lums. '  Explosive growth in the 1970s led to more f lexible at t i tudes towards 
the informal housing market,  including a more tolerant 'progressive'  approach that saw comprehension and part ic ipat ive 
co-operat ion as an integral  part  in the improvement of  these communit ies.  (Ribbeck, 66.)

THE MAZAHUA COMMUNITY PROJECT

This report   is  focused on a co-operat ive housing project  assisted by an independent non-prof i t  social  organizat ion cal led 
FOSOVI (Fomento Sol idar io de la Viv ienda).  The organizat ion that wishes to bui ld the project  is  a community group of  Mazahua 
people,  funded by an indigenous organizat ion,  the Nat ional  Indigenous Inst i tute.  The Mazahua people come or ig inal ly f rom a 
northeastern area of  the State of  Mexico.  Some br ief  notes to fo l low descr ibe their  current economic s i tuat ion and reason for 
migrat ing to the ZMVM. This c losely kni t  group is looking for a s i te to locate a 30-uni t  low-income housing project .

Our aim is to provide design process that keeps in mind the knowledge of  the l iv ing-sty le,  preferences and needs of  the group. 
This process of  opt ions must be l inked to a highly part ic ipat ive analysis.  This process wi l l  remain a speculat ive educat ional  
proposal  as we lack means to engage in personal  interview with the group. Nevertheless,  the process wi l l  fo l low the steps of  a 
part ic ipat ive design project  apply ing opt ion-generat ing techniques that may der ive informed decis ions.

PROGRESSIVE HOUSING

An important methodology that wi l l  be considered within the process of  th is project  is  that  of  Evolut ionary Progressive Housing, 
as def ined in the art ic le "  Reconsiderando el  Concepto de Hábitat  Popular Progressivo,"  (Peylobet and Mart ínez) in the 
publ icat ion Hábitat  Social  Progresivo,  Viv ienda y Urbanizacíon. The economic and social  c i rcumstances of  the project ,  in 
part icular severe f inancial  constr ict ions and the prevai l ing popular housing solut ions,  lead us towards unconvent ional  housing 
strategies.  Paired with a col lect ive v is ion der ived from exhaust ive part ic ipat ive analysis,  the inclusion of  evolut ionary opt ions 
might best generate more appropr iate f inal  proposals.
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LOCATION
Since the 1700s the Mazahua people have 
tradi t ional ly l ived in the northwestern areas of  
the Estado de México and along the border of  
one municipal i ty in eastern Michoacan. This 
is a high, mountainous area with cool  weather 
and heavy rains.  

POPULATION
According to the INEGI XII  Censo de 
Población y Viv ienda 2000 Mazahua today 
make up approximately 133,000 people.

ECONOMIC ACTIVITY
AGRICULTURE

Most  Mazahua people are involved in the 
agr icul ture industry,  producing mainly corn,  
beans, grains,  vegetables,  maguey, f ru i t ,  
f lowers,  and some l ivestock and poul t ry.
Landownership may be cooperat ive or ej idal ,  
communal,  or  pr ivate.  Product ion is mainly for  
sel f -consumption or for  the local  market.  
Whi le some farm work in the plateaus and 
val leys is done by machine, much of  the 
agr icul tural  act iv i ty is accompl ished using 
tradi t ional  tools l ike mules and oxen.

CRAFTS
The municipal i t ies of  San Fel ipe del  
Progreso, Temascalc ingo, Ixt lahuaca and 
At lacomulco have high art isan act iv i ty.  
Mazahua art isans produce text i les,  weaved-
goods, pottery,  stoneware and jewelry.
 

MIGRATION
Lack of  work in their  v i l lages and insuff ic ient  
incomes push the Mazahua people to migrate 
to the main urban centers of  Mexico and 
Toluca. Some of the equal ly male and female 
migrant populat ion move permanent ly,  whi le 
others migrate only temporar i ly.  Many of  the 
Mazahua towns work as ‘bedroom communi-

t ies’ as the inhabi tants work dai ly in nearby 
c i t ies and states.  Mazahua men who work in the 
c i ty are employed as labourers or vendors.  
Women, on the other hand, wi l l  do domest ic 
work or sel l  f ru i t .  Mazahua workers general ly 
earn low pay but make more than then they 
might in their  homelands. Many of  these 
workers maintain strong t ies to fami ly members 
who stayed in their  hometowns and send money 
to them from the ci ty.

INFRASTRUCTURE
Due to their  proximity to the Estado de Mexico 
capi ta l ,  Toluca, the Mazahua are accustomed to 
good roads, publ ic t ransport  and communicat ion 
services.  

HEALTH
The Mazahuas consider each person as having 
both a mater ia l  and a spir i tual  being. They 
bel ieve there are “good” and “bad” diseases: 
those sent by God, such as diarrea and 
bronchi t is ,  and those caused by the evi l  of  a 
person or the supernatural ,  as in eye problems 
and fear.  Heal th problems are f i rst  t reated at  
home with herbal  infusions and massages. A 
pat ient  who remains i l l  wi l l  be taken to see a 
professional  doctor.

HOUSING
Tradi t ional  Mazahua houses were constructed 
using adobe and roof ing t i le.  Today houses are 
bui l t  in a highly modernist-sty le using concrete 
and thin part i t ions.  93% of Mazahua housing is 
owned by the inhabi tants proper.

SOCIAL ORGANIZATION
The nuclear fami ly acts as the base of  the 
Mazahua group structure.  Each member has 
wel l -def ined roles based on sex, age and place 
in the fami ly.  Mothers  are in charge of  
prepar ing food, washing clothes, c leaning the 
home, carry ing f i rewood and water,  and some 
animal care.  Fathers,  who hold pr imary 
author i ty over the fami ly,  are responsible for  
agr icul tural  labour,  whi le their  sons help wi th 
some farm act iv i t ies l ike col lect ing f i rewood 
and taking animals to pasture.  Daughters help 
their  mothers wi th the domest ic tasks.
Marr iages predominant ly take place between 
members of  the same group or t r ibe.

MAZAHUA SETTLEMENTS
Population Demographics



The Mazahua community members can be 
involved in cooperative work called “faena” 
towards the realization of projects of collective 
benefit as in schools, markets and roads. While 
the municipal regime is established by the 
Mexican and State Constitution, the local 
authorit ies are designated by members of the 
community.
The Consejo Supremo Mazahua was created in 
December 1976 as a traditional indigenous 
organization to promote the expression of 
Mazahua culture in all i ts forms.

RELIGION
A combination of Catholic and pre-Hispanic 
elements make up the present Mazahua 
religion. Pre-hispanic conceptions such as the 
culto de los muertos, the belief in certain 
diseases, and the importance of dreams prevail 
in the Mazahua life. Community-based religious 
organizations are responsible for the prepara-
tion and financing of local festivit ies and 
pilgrimages. Some families keep nitsimi or 
altars in worship of their familial saint. 
Traditional religious practices are losing 
popularity, especially among the younger 
population. 

FIESTAS
The Mazahua celebrate fiestas according the 
the catholic calendar. In each community, the 
fiesta patronal is carried out on the day of the 
patron saint. On these days, people decorate 
their land tracts with branches of f lowers and 
adorn their l ivestock with flower necklaces. 
Festivals common to all the region are el Día 
de Muertos and the festival of Santa Cruz. 
Traditional religious practices are losing 
popularity, especially among the younger 
population. 
       

PHOTO SOURCE (congregationalist.org/archivesold/) Larry Sommers, Misión Mazahua.
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6 044 547 TOTAL MEXICAN POPULATION SPEAKS AN INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE.

133 430 TOTAL MEXICAN POPULATION THAT SPEAKS MAZAHUA. 
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SOURCE: Consejo Estatal para el Desarrollo Integral de los Pueblos Indígenas del 
Estado de México, Secretatia de Desarollo Social, Estado de Mexico, 2005.
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HOUSING OPTIONS
The Mazahua Project

DISTRITO FEDERAL URBAN DESIGN GUIDELINES
GUIA CONAFOVI, 2005

SINGLE FAMILY LOT MINIMUMS (PUBLIC STREET ACCESS)
FRONT 6.0 m
DEPTH 15.0 m
AREA 90.0 m. sq.

DUPLEX LOT MINIMUMS (PUBLIC STREET ACCESS)
FRONT 6.45 m
DEPTH 9.75 m
AREA 62.57 m. sq.

DISTRITO FEDERAL URBAN DESIGN GUIDELINES
GUIA CONAFOVI, 2005

LIVING/SERVICE AREA MINIMUMS

PRINCIPAL BEDROOM
AREA 7.0 m. sq.
DEPTH 2.4 m
HEIGHT 2.3 m

ADDITIONAL BEDROOMS
AREA 6.0 m. sq.
DEPTH 2.2 m
HEIGHT 2.3 m

LIVING
AREA 7.3 m. sq.
DEPTH 2.6 m
HEIGHT 2.3 m

FOSOVI LOTIFICATION PROPOSAL EXAMPLE
JULY 2005  

SINGLE FAMILY LOT (PRIVATE STREET ACCESS)
FRONT 8 m
DEPTH 10.5 m
AREA 84 m. sq.

DUPLEX LOT (PRIVATE STREET ACCESS)
FRONT 4 m
DEPTH 10.5 m
AREA 42 m. sq.

 
DINING
AREA 6.3 m. sq.
DEPTH 2.4 m
HEIGHT 2.3 m

INTEGRATED LIVING/DINING
AREA 13.0 m. sq.
DEPTH 2.6 m
HEIGHT 2.3 m

KITCHEN
AREA 3.0 m. sq.
DEPTH 1.5 m
HEIGHT 2.3 m

 
INTEGRATED KITCHEN/DINING
AREA 6.3 m. sq.
DEPTH 2.4 m
HEIGHT 2.3 m

LAUNDRY/WASHING
AREA 1.6 m. sq.
DEPTH 1.4 m
HEIGHT 2.3 m

WASHROOM
AREA 2.4 m. sq.
DEPTH 1.05 m
HEIGHT 2.1 m

 
CIRCULATION
HEIGHT 2.3 m

INTERIOR HALLWAY
WIDTH 0.75 m

INTERIOR STAIR
WIDTH 0.90 m

EXTERIOR STAIR
WIDTH 1.2 m

PANTRY
HEIGHT 2.1 m



MATRIX
Progressive and Evolutionary Housing Typologies

MODEL CHARACTERISTICS

LIMITATIONS AND 
POSSIBILITIES FOR 

THE MAZAHUA PROJECT 
APPLICATION

SCHEME

LOTS AND 
SERVICES

BASIC 
EVOLUTIONARY 

NUCLEUS

EVOLUTIONARY 
IMPROVEMENT

NUCLEUS IN 
EVOLUTIONARY 

GROWTH

STRUCTURAL 
SUPPORTS

“SHELL” HOUSE

LOT SERVICED WTIH 
INFRASTRUCTURAL 
POINT OF DELIVERY 
(WATER, SANITATION) 
ONLY

INITIAL MODULE WITH 
MULTI-USE SPACE AND 
BATHROOM. ALLOWS 
FOR EXTERIOR 
EXPANSION

NUCLEUS THAT 
DEVIDEW INTERIORALLY 
CONSERVING ITS INTIAL 
APPEARANCE.

STRUCTURAL MODULES 
PROVIDED WITH 
SANITARY NUCLEUS. TO 
BE COMPLETED WITH 
EXTERIOR ENCLOSURE/ 
INTERIOR DIVISIONS

HOUSING FINISHED IN 
ROUGH WORK THAT 
WILL IMPROVE IN TIME

COMBINES THE ‘SHELL’ 
HOUSE WITH 
EXTERIOR EXPANSION

DOES NOT MEET 
HOUSING NEEDS OF 
CLIENT GROUP.

MAY NOT CORRESPOND TO 
MINIMUM LIVING STANDARDS.
MAY BE VIABLE OPTION

EXPENSIVE OPTION. MAY 
BE VIABLE OPTION AS 
ALLOWS FOR 
PROGRESSIVE GROWTH. 
SOMEWHAT LIMITED 
SPATIAL OPTIONS.

EXPLORED PRIMARILY 
THEORETICALLY. NOT 
COMMON. EXPENSIVE 
STRUCTURALLY. ALLOWS 
FOR DIVERSE SPATIAL 
NEEDS AND ALTERATIONS.

POOR TECHNICAL
RESULTS. DOES NOT 
ALLOW FOR CHANGING 
SPATIAL NEEDS.

COMMON IN INFORMAL 
SETTLEMENTS. VIABLE 
OPTION AS LESS 
EXPENSIVE INTIALLY THAN 
SOLE “SHELL” HOUSE

SOURCE: Der ived from “Tabla 1:  Modal idades De Viv iendas Progressivas Y Evolut ivas.”  f rom Perez A.,  Mayda and Ochoa A.,  Al ina.  “La Viv ienda 
<<Llave en Mano-Evolut iva>>: Un Viaje a la Semil la.”  Hábi tat  Social  Progresivo:  v iv ienda y urbanizacíon. Ed. Tapia Zarr icueta and Rosenda Mesías 
González.  Sant iago: Programa Iberoamericana de Ciencia y Tecnología para el  Desarrol lo CYTED, 2002.   





SITE LOCATION MAP 
The Mazahua Project
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SITE COMPARISON
The Mazahua Project
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SITE 1 SAN IGNACIO

AREA   2340 m. sq.

ZONING   RESIDENTIAL

ACCESS TO SCHOOLS 500m

ACCESS TO METRO 1500m

SITE 2 TECORRALES

AREA   3050 m. sq.

ZONING   INDUSTRIAL

ACCESS TO SCHOOLS 500m

ACCESS TO METRO 1000m






