An Introduction to Mexican Politics: History & Contemporary Challenges
I. Introduction

a. 100 million people, 92% literate, 85% Catholic, 50% poor
b. By hook and by crook, the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) reigned for six decades. 

c. Since the fraud-ridden presidential election of 1988, where it took six days for the PRI to release even preliminary results, Mexico has been democratizing.
d. Mexico’s recurring economic crises (1976-77, 1982-89 and 1994-96) have catalyzed citizen’s demands.

e. In the 2000, election, the voto de miedo (the fear vote) was overwhelmed by the voto de castigo (the punishment vote). Former Coca Cola CEO Vicente Fox ran under the banner of Alliance for Change, a center-right coalition consisting of the Partido Accion Nacional (PAN)
f. The 2006 election was a fiasco. On July 6, 2006 the Federal Electoral Institute (IFE) announced the final vote count in the 2006 presidential election, resulting in a narrow margin of 0.58 percentage points of victory for Felipe Calderón Hinojosa (PAN). 
II. Mexican Political History

a. Colonialism 

i. Long before Cortez the Killer graced Mexico with his divine presence, numerous Indian Civilizations inhabited the land—of which the Mayans, Aztecs and Toltecs are perhaps most notable.

ii. Attrition, intermarriage and assimilation have reduced the Indian proportion of Mexicans who culturally identify as Indian. Most Mexicans are mestizo. Less than 8% of Mexico’s population speaks an Indian language.

iii. The remaining Indians are heavily marginalized: poor rural villages in the southeastern and central regions. They engage in rainfall-dependent subsistence agriculture and are often seasonally employed as migrant workers on commercial farms.
iv. Mexico fought for (were granted?) independence in 1810. For more than 100 years Mexico careened from crisis to crisis and from caudillo (strongman) to caudillo while its social and economic problems festered. Mexico needed outside help but, alas, the Monroe Doctrine.
b. Church-State Relations 

i. The Church, as they do, converted and repressed the natives; however, independent priests, such as Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla, were pivotal in the Mexican struggle for independence (1810).

ii. The Constitutions of 1857 and 1917 formally recognized separation of church and state but the Church remains active in articulating their interests (especially in educational policy)

iii. The Mexican state confiscated Church land (they owned 1/3 of the land) and subjected them to the authority of the state

iv. The Catholic hierarchy in Mexico is among the most conservative in Latin America but has been largely muted by the hegemony of the ruling PRI party.

c. Revolution and its Aftermath

i. The Mexican Revolution of 1910 was the first among the great social revolutions of the 20th Century. However, this revolution did not start as a spontaneous uprising among the common people against the entrenched dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz and the local bosses who exploited them. 

ii. Rather, this was a revolution among the middle and upper class Mexicans who saw their future opportunities for upward mobility blocked by the Diaz elite. These liberal bourgeoisie rebels demanded and end to “The Porfiriato” so that they could make a buck instead of foreign capitalists and Diaz cronies.

iii. When “The Porfiriato” began to show signs of weakness, local populist leaders (Emiliano Zapata and Pancho Villa) led the people in efforts for non-exploitative employment.

iv. Between the populist and the liberal bourgeoisie revolts, the stable Diaz regime disintegrated into warlordism led by caudillos 
v. The Constitution of 1917: constitutions do not necessarily lead to sweeping political change 
1. State control over natural resources

2. Subordination of Church to State

3. Government’s right to redistribute land

4. rights for laborers…
vi. The Post-revolutionary Reaction
1. Most of the 1917 reforms were not widely implemented

2. The Porfiriato processes of capitalization, modernization, state-building and political centralization were interrupted between 1910 and 1920. Then the new government set out to undermine the regional caudillos and leaders like Zapata and Villa were assassinated.

3. The National Revolutionary Party was est. in 1929 and eventually became the PRI in 1946.

4. The rural aristocracy of the Porfiriato was weakened but not eliminated; its heirs still controlled large concentrations of property and wealth. 
5. In short, despite the revolution, most Mexicans still lived in misery, albeit less violent misery.

d. The Cardenas Upheaval

i. During the presidency of populist-Marxist Indian leader, Lazaro Cardenas (1934-1940), peasants and urban workers fiercely protested and won some claims for land and higher wages.
ii. Cardenas took the side of labor in capital vs. labor disputes. 

iii. Cardenas redistributed more land in six years than all of his post-1915 predecessors. He broke down the haciendas and distributed 1.5 million ejidatarios from which more than 25% of the population benefited. 
iv. Cardenas nationalized the oil (PEMEX) that was being siphoned by British-US barons.
v. The Cardenas government was an aberration. Never before nor since had the “who benefits?” question been addressed with such energy and commitment. Since then, Mexico has suffered a long period of retrogression characterized by de facto land re-concentration and labor exploitation. What happened?
1. Associational groups: the labor and farmer organizations were corporatist appendages of the Cardenas regime (eg. Confederation of Mexican Workers, CTM). Not civil society.
2. “The institutional shell of the Cardenismo remained but its internal dynamic was lost. In other words, new drivers hijacked the jalopy; they returned the engine, took on new passengers, and then drove it in a quite different direction.” (Alan Knight)
3. Cardenas’ retirement marks the end of the revolutionary period in Mexico.

vi. Legacy of Cardenas
1. The spirit of reform

2. Primacy of the presidency

3. Associational groups for peasants and laborers were formed as a mass base for the political party. This increased political participation, but not democratization.
e. Era of Hegemonic Party Rule (PRI)
i. From Cardenas until the late 1980’s, the PRI was the most stable, legitimate government in Latin America. Peruvian novelist Mario Vargas called it “the perfect dictatorship”. The PRI had been able to maintain elite consensus even during times in which they had to adapt to new circumstances. And wherever weaknesses showed, vote fraud and intimidation sufficed to maintain power.
ii. The economic crises of the 1980’s, brought on by the collapse of the oil boom of 1982, placed enormous stress on the political system. 
iii. In the 1988 elections, the PRI suffered huge losses. Ex-PRIista Cuauhtémoc Cardenas (the grandson) received 31% of the presidential vote (?) and the PRI lost its usual 2/3 Congressional majority needed to approve constitutional amendments
iv. The presidency of Carlos Salinas (1988-1994) revived the PRI

1. toppled corrupt labor union bosses

2. reduced inflation

3. created the National Solidarity Program—anti-poverty and public works with special focus on the poor

4. Opened Mexico to foreign trade and investment

5. Privatized hundreds of inefficient SOEs

v. But a harsh reminder came on New Year’s Day 1994 when 2,000 primitively armed, destitute Indians seized control of four municipalities in impoverished Chiapas and declared war on a government that refused to respond to human rights violations and economic inequality. The drive for economic modernity and internationalism had left too many citizens behind.
vi. It was assumed that some piecemeal reforms would suffice—and they might have. But when Salinas’ handpicked successor, Luis Donaldo Colosio, was assassinated while campaigning in Tijuana, the traditional of presidential succession was broken—the elite became divided. 

vii. In 1994, as in 1988, the fire was extinguished. The PRI used the Chiapas violence and the Colosio assassination as propaganda to cajole frightened voters. Salinas, with US support) nominated Ernest Zedillo (1994-2000) who tried to keep the markets stable. But…

1. 1994 Zapatista revolts in Chiapas

2. Devaluation of the peso

3. Scandal in the upper ranks of the party

4. PRI divisions…

viii. 1997: Congressional elections, the PRI won only 38% of the vote/48% of the seats.

ix. 2000: Enter Vicente Fox and the National Action Party (PAN). “The Fox win means that Mexico has accomplished the rare feat of ending an authoritarian regime by voting it out of office, and event that comes at the end of a process of building an electoral opposition to the former ruling party that stretches back nearly a quarter of a century.” (Joseph Klesner)
x. On September 5, 2006, Felipe Calderón Hinojosa was declared President Elect by the Federal Electoral Tribunal after a highly controversial post-electoral process.

The National Action Party (PAN) was eager to hold on to the presidency for a second period, the PRI and López Obrador wanted to regain the office it lost in the 2000 election for the first time in 71 years 

On July 6, 2006 the Federal Electoral Institute (IFE) announced the final vote count in the 2006 presidential election, resulting in a narrow margin of  0.58 percentage points of victory for Felipe Calderón Hinojosa (PAN). Calderon's victory was confirmed by the Federal courts on 5 September 2006, and he has been declared President of Mexico.

However, López Obrador (PRD), and his party, allege irregularities in over 30% of the country's polling stations and waged numerous street protests before conceding.
f. The International Environment

i. “Poor Mexico! So far form God, so close the United States.” (Porfirio Diaz)
ii. The annexation of Texas in 1845 and “the great unjust war” of 1846-48. As recently as 1914 the US invaded Mexico and occupied Veracruz for most of that year. “Dependent psychology”
iii. The Great Depression

iv. Second largest trading partner of the US (Canada) US multinationals (petrochemicals, pharmaceuticals, food processing, machinery, textiles, etc.)

v. Mass emigration

vi. During the 1980’s oil crisis and the ensuing Mexican debt, the IMF floated $8 billion in loans to Mexico—pressuring marketization. In 1982, Miguel de la Madrid won an election in the midst of economic crisis and sold off public enterprises and cut public subsidies (and the bureaucrats who administered them).

vii. When the Mexican economy took a plunge in 1994, following their membership in NAFTA, a $50 billion multilateral package—including $20 billion from the US—was made available.

III. Current Policy Challenges

a. Modernizing the agricultural sector

b. Revitalize the energy sector—oil, electricity and natural gas—either through increased spending or through international investment (which would require a constitutional amendment).

c. Environmental issues—both rural and urban

d. Creating labor laws that protect workers, yet don’t discourage international investment

e. Minimize poverty 
i. World Bank contends that Mexico is a Newly Industrializing Country (NIC) that is ahead of Russia

ii. Among the 15 leading industrial powers

iii. Stagnation and petro-pesos

iv. 60% do not have access to safe drinking water or toilets. 10% have a phone and/or television

v. “We plan to increase the growth of the economy up to 7% to make sure that we have those 1,350,000 new jobs that we need in Mexico. But at the same time, we have this huge difference in salaries between Mexican side and U.S. side.” (Vicente Fox)
f. The global economy and NAFTA: $85 billion debt (16% of GNP)

g. World class education

h. An ageing population without a security net

i. Expand the tax base to make the above possible

j. Maximize transparency and rule of law and minimize corruption (especially human rights and  narco-trafficking)
k. Democratize: “Mexico doesn't deserve what has happened to us. A democratic change is urgent, a change that will permit us to stop being a loser country.” (Vicente Fox)
l. Substituting PRI patron-client relations with a more democratic pluralism
