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Anyone who has been in the business of teaching eventually writes a men-
tal textbook, constantly revised and presented orally in a series of lectures.
As teachers, however, we often dream of writing just the right book for
our special interest or course. Such a book naturally incorporates our own
biases and objectives. It also builds on the knowledge and experiences of
dozens of other teachers. While still a teenager, I thought of being a teacher
and, perhaps unusually, a college professor. Teachers throughout my life,
at all levels of my education, influenced this choice. They also affected the
way in which [ teach, my interrelationship with students, and my philoso-
phy of learning and life. To these varied influences, I offer heartfelt thanks
and hope that this work, in some small way, repays their contributions to
me personally and professionally and to generations of other students.
Among those special teachers, I want to mention Thelma Roberts and
Helen Weishaupt, who devoted their lives to the betterment of young chil-
dren, instilling worthy values and beliefs and setting admirable personal
examples, and to Mrs. Lloyd, for numerous afternoon conversations at
Cambridge School. I wish to thank Ralph Corder and Don Fallis, who en-
couraged my natural interest in history toward a more specific interest in
social studies. Sharon Williams and Richard W. Gully, my toughest high
school teachers, introduced me to serious research and to the joys of in-
vestigating intellectual issues; and Inez Fallis, through four years of Span-
ish, prompted my continued interest in Mexico. Robert V. Edwards and
Katharine Blair stressed the importance of communication, orally and in
writing, helping me understand essential ingredients in the process of in-
struction. My most challenging professor, Dr. Bergel, during a high school
program at Chapman College, opened my eyes to Western civilization and
to the intellectual feast that broad interdisciplinary teaching could offer.
For his humanity, advice, and skill with the English language, I re-
main indebted to George Landon. As a mentor in the classroom and a model
researcher, Mario Rodriguez led me to the Library of Congress and to the
joys of archival research. On my arrival in Arizona, Paul Kelso took me
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under his wing, contributing vastly to my knowledge of Mexico and the
out-of-doors, sharing a rewarding social life with his wife, Ruth. I learned
more about Latin America and teaching in the demanding classrooms of
George A. Brubaker and Edward J. Williams. Both convinced me of the
importance of clarity, teaching writing as well as substance. Finally, Charles
O. Jones and Clifton Wilson set examples in their seminars of what I hoped
to achieve as an instructor.

Indirectly, I owe thanks to hundreds of students who have graced my
classrooms and responded enthusiastically, sometimes less so, to my in-
terpretations of Mexican politics. I am equally indebted to Bill Beezley,
David Dent, Oscar Martinez, and Edward J. Williams, devoted teachers
and scholars, who offered many helpful suggestions for this book.

Mexico in Comparative Context

The contours of political development in modern Mexico often
appear clearer and more pronounced when viewed as the prod-
ucts of tension among three key ideological traditions—namely,
corporatism, pluralism, and Marxism. For its advocates, cor-
poratism offers a humanistic alternative to both interest group
liberalism identified with the United States and other western
democracies, and communism as practiced in China, Cuba,
North Korea, or the former Soviet union.

GEORGE W. GRAYSON, Mexico: From Corporatism to Pluralism?

An exploration of a society’s politics is, by nature, all-encompassing. Po-
litical behavior and political processes are a reflection of a culture’s evo-
lution, involving history, geography, values, ethnicity, religion, internal and
external relationships, and much more. As social scientists, we often pur-
sue the strategies of the modern journalist in our attempt to understand the
political news of the moment, ignoring the medley of influences from the
past.

Naturally, each person tends to examine another culture’s character-
istics, political or otherwise, from his or her own society’s perspective. This
is not only a product of ethnocentrism, thinking of one’s society as supe-
rior to the next person’s, for which we Americans are often criticized, but
also a question of familiarity. Although we often are woefully ignorant of
our own society’s political processes and institutions, being more familiar
with the mythology than actual practice, we become accustomed to our
way of doing things in our own country.!

I will attempt to explain Mexican politics, building on this natural pro-
clivity to relate most comfortably to our own political customs, by draw-
ing on implied as well as explicit comparisons with the United States. This
comparison is further enhanced by the fact that Mexico and the United
States have been joined together in a free-trade agreement since January
1994. We also are products of a more comprehensive Western European
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civilization, into which other traditions are gradually making significant in-
roads. Although some critics suggest that we have relied too exclusively
on Western traditions in our education, they are unquestionably the pri-
mary source of our political values. Thus our familiarity with political
processes, if it extends at all beyond United States boundaries, is typically
that of the western European nations and England.? For recent immigrants,
of course, that heritage is different. Again, where possible, comparisons
will be made with some of these political systems in order to place the
Mexican experience in a larger context. Finally, Mexico is a Third World
country, a category into which most countries fall, and hence its charac-
teristics deserve to be compared with characteristics we might encounter
elsewhere in the Third World.

WHY COMPARE POLITICAL CULTURES?

The comparison of political systems is an exciting enterprise. One reason
that the study of politics in different societies and time periods has intrigued
inquiring minds for generations is the central question, Which political sys-
tem is best? Identifying the “best” political system, other than its merely
being the one with which you are most familiar and consequently com-
fortable, is, of course, a subjective task. It depends largely on what you
want out of your political system. The demands made on a political Sys-
tem and its ability to respond efficiently and appropriately to them are one
way of measuring its effectiveness.

Throughout the twentieth century, perhaps the major issue attracting
the social scientist, the statesperson, and the average, educated citizen is
which political system contributes most positively to economic growth and
societal development. From an ideological perspective, much of interna-
tional politics since World War II has focused primarily on that issue. As
Peter Klarén concluded,

U.S. policymakers searched for arguments to counter Soviet claims that
Marxism represented a better alternative for development in the Third World
than did Western capitalism. At the same time U.S. scholars began to study
in earnest the causes of underdevelopment. In particular scholars asked why
the West had developed and why most of the rest of the world had not.?

The two political systems most heavily analyzed since 1945 have been
democratic capitalism and Soviet-style socialism. Each has its pluses and
minuses, depending on individual values and perspectives. Given recent
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events in eastern Europe and the breakup of the Soviet state, socialism is
in decline. Nevertheless, socialism as a model is not yet dead, nor is it
likely to be in the future. Administrators of the socialist model rather than
the weaknesses inherent in the ideology can always be blamed for its fail-
ures. Furthermore, it is human nature to want alternative choices in every
facet of life. Politics is just one facet, even if somewhat all-encompassing.
The history of humankind reveals a continual competition between alter-
native political models.

In short, whether one chooses democratic capitalism, a fresh version
of socialism, or some other hybrid ideological alternative, societies and cit-
izens will continue to search for the most viable political processes to bring
about economic and social benefits. Because most of the earth’s peoples
are economically underprivileged, they want immediate results. Often,
politicians from less fortunate nations seek a solution through emulating
wealthier (First World) nations. Mexico’s leaders and its populace are no
exception to this general pattern.

One of the major issues facing Mexico’s leaders is the nature of its
capitalist model, and the degree to which Mexico should pursue a strategy
of economic development patterned after that of the United States. Since
1988 they have sought to alter many traditional relationships between gov-
ernment and the private sector, increasing the influence of the private sec-
tor in an attempt to reverse Mexico’s economic crisis and stimulate eco-
nomic growth. In fact, Mexico received international notice in the 1990s
for the level and pace of change under President Carlos Salinas de Gor-
tar.

In public statements and political rhetoric, Salinas called for economic
and political modernization. He explicitly incorporated political with eco-
nomic change, even implying a linkage.® Thus, he advocated economic lib-
eralization, which he defined as increased control of the economy by the
private sector, more extensive foreign investment, and internationalization
of the Mexican economy through expanded trade and formal commercial
relationships with the United States and Canada. Simultaneously, Salinas
advocated political liberalization, which he defined as including more cit-
izen participation in elections, greater electoral competition, and integrity
in the voting process—all features associated with the United States and
European liberal political traditions.

Salinas’s successor, Ernesto Zedillo, who took office on December 1,
1994, inherited a political system in transition and an economic situation
that shortly turned into a major financial and political crisis, A combina-
tion of economic decisions and an unsettled political context led to capital
flight and a significant decline in investor confidence in the Mexican econ-
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omy. Accordingly, Mexico began pursuing a severe austerity program, ex-
ceeding even those in the 1980s during a time of severe recession. By 1997,
however, Mexican economic indicators showed strong growth, even if those
results were not translated into improved income levels for most Mexicans.
Investor confidence in Mexico returned. Zedillo continued to pursue an
economic liberalization strategy and increase the pace of political reforms
compared to his predecessor. Strong doubts about neo-liberal economic
policies remain from various quarters, however, generating some national-
istic, anti-United States sentiments.

It is hotly debated among social scientists whether a society’s politi-
cal model determines its economic success or whether its economic model
produces its political characteristics. Whether capitalism affects the be-
havior of a political model or whether a political model is essential to suc-
cessful capitalism leads to the classic chicken-and-egg argument. It may
well be a moot point because the processes are interrelated in terms of not
only institutional patterns but cultural patterns as well.©

The comparative study of politics reveals, to some extent, a more im-
portant consideration. If the average Mexican is asked to choose between
more political freedom or greater economic growth, as it affects him or her
personally, the typical choice is the latter.” This is true in other Third World
countries too. People with inadequate incomes are much more likely to
worry about bread-and-butter issues than about more political freedom. A
country’s political model becomes paramount, however, when its citizens
draw a connection between economic growth (as related to improving their
own standard of living) and the political system. If they believe the polit-
ical system, and not just the leadership itself, is largely responsible for eco-
nomic development, it will have important repercussions on their political
values and their political behavior. If Mexicans draw such a connection, it
will change the nature of their demands on the political leadership and sys-
tem, and the level and intensity of their participation.?

The comparative study of societies provides a framework by which
we can measure the advantages and disadvantages of political models as
they affect economic growth. Of course, economic growth itself is not the
only differentiating consequence. Some political leaders are equally con-
cerned, in some cases more concerned, with social justice. Social justice
may be interpreted in numerous ways. One way is to think of it as a means
of redistributing wealth. For example, we often assume that economic
growth—the percentage by which a society’s economic productivity ex-
pands in a given time period—automatically conveys equal benefits to each
member of the society. More attention is paid to the level of growth than
to its beneficiaries. It is frequently the case that the lowest-income groups
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benefit least from economic growth. This has been true in the United States
but is even more noticeable in Third World and Latin American countries.
There are periods, of course, when economic growth produces greater
equality in income distribution.® Per capita income figures (national in-

Social justice: a concept focusing on each citizen’s quality of life and
the equal treatment of all citizens.

come divided by total population) can be deceiving because they are av-
erages. In Mexico, for example, even during the sustained growth of the
1950s and 1960s, the real purchasing power (ability to buy goods and ser-
vices) of the working classes actually declined.!® Higher-income groups
increased their proportion of national income from the 1970s through the
1990s, decades of economic crisis, and that of the lower-income groups
fell.'! This pattern has been further exacerbated since early 1995, The im-
portance of social justice to Mexicans, defined as redistribution of wealth,
is illustrated by the fact that one-fourth of Mexicans surveyed in 1998 con-
sider it to be the second most important task of democracy.!2

Another way of interpreting social justice is on the basis of social
equality. This does not mean that all people are equal in ability but that
each person should be treated equally under the law. Social justice also im-
plies a leveling of differences in opportunities to succeed, giving each per-
son equal access to society’s resources. Accordingly, its allocation of re-
sources can be a measure of a political system.

The degree to which a political system protects the rights of all citi-
zens is another criterion by which political models can be compared. In
Mexico, where human rights abuses are a serious problem, the evidence is
unequivocal that the poor are much more likely to be the victims than are
members of the middle and upper classes. This is why the arrest of Raiil
Salinas, brother of the former president, as the alleged mastermind of a po-
litical assassination, is such a dramatic departure from past practices. This
also helps to explain why only a third of all Mexicans have any confidence
in their court system.!> The same can be said about many societies, but
there are sharp differences in degree between highly industrialized nations
and Third World nations.'*

From a comparative perspective, then, we may want to test the abili-
ties of political systems to eliminate both economic and social inequalities.
It is logical to believe that among the political models in which the popu-
lation has a significant voice in making decisions, the people across the
board obtain a larger share of the societal resources. On the other hand, it
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is possible to argue, as in the case of Cuba, that an authoritarian model can
impose more widespread, immediate equality in the distribution of re-
sources, even in the absence of economic growth, while reducing the stan-
dard of living for formerly favored groups.

Regarding social justice and its relationship to various political mod-
cls, leaders also are concerned with the distribution of wealth and resources
among nations, not just within an individual nation. The choice of a polit-
ical model, therefore, often involves international considerations. Such con-
siderations are particularly important to countries that achieved indepen-
dence in the twentieth century, especially after 1945, These countries want
to achieve not only economic but also political and cultural independence.
Although Mexico, like most of Latin America, achieved political indepen-
dence in the early nineteenth century, it found itself in the shadow of an
extremely powerful neighbor. Its proximity to the United States eventually
led to its losing half of its territory and many natural resources.

A third means to compare political models is their ability to remake
a citizenry. A problem faced by most nations, especially in their infancy,
is building a sense of nationalism. A sense of nationalism is difficult to
erase, even after years of domination by another power, as in the case of
the Soviet Union and the Baltic republics, but it is equally difficult to es-
tablish, especially in societies incorporating diverse cultural, ethnic, and
religious heritages.!®> The political process can be used to mold citizens, to
bring about a strong sense of national unity, while lessening or dampening
local and regional loyalties. The acceptability of a political model, its very
legitimacy among the citizenry, is a measure of its effectiveness in devel-
oping national sensibilities. Mexico, which had an abiding sense of re-
gionalism, struggled for many decades to achieve a strong sense of national
unity and pride.'® On the other hand, Mexico did not have sharp religious
and ethnic differences, characteristic of other cultures such as India, to over-
come.

Many scholars have suggested that the single most important issue
governing relationships among nations in the twenty-first century will be
that of the haves versus the have nots.!” In fact, Mexico’s linkage to the
United States and Canada in a free-trade agreement highlights this point.
One of the arguments against such an agreement was the impossibility of
eliminating trade barriers between a nation whose per capita wage is one-
seventh of the per capita wage of the other nation.'® One of the arguments
for such an agreement was that it could temper this disparity.

The dichotomy between rich and poor nations is likely to produce im-
mense tensions in the future, yet the problems that both sets of nations face
are remarkably similar. As the 1990 World Values Survey illustrates, an
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extraordinary movement in the coincidence of some national values is afoot,
for example, in the realm of ecology. This survey, which covers forty coun-
tries, discovered that from 1981 to 1990 an enormous change in concern
about environmental issues occurred in poor as well as rich nations. Other
problems that most countries—regardless of their standard of living or po-
litical system—share include availability of natural resources, notably en-
ergy; production of foodstuffs, especially grains; level of inflation; size of
national debt; access to social services, including health care; inadequate
housing; and maldistribution of wealth.

Another reason that examining political systems from a comparative
perspective is useful is personal. As a student of other cultures you can
learn more about your own political system by reexamining attitudes and
practices long taken for granted. In the same way a student of foreign lan-
guages comes to appreciate more clearly the syntax and structure of his or
her native tongue and the incursions of other languages into its construc-
tions and meanings, so too does the student of political systems gain. Com-
parisons not only enhance your knowledge of the political system in which
you live but are likely to increase your appreciation of particular features.

Examining a culture’s politics implicitly delves into its values and at-
titudes. As we move quickly into an increasingly interdependent world,
knowledge of other cultures is essential to being well educated. Compara-
tive knowledge, however, allows us to test our values against those of other
cultures. How do ours measure up? Do other sets of values have applica-
bility in our society? Are they more or less appropriate to our society?
Why? For example, one of the reasons for the considerable misunder-
standing between the United States and Mexico is a differing view of the
meaning of political democracy. Many Mexicans attach features to the word
democracy that are not attached to its definition in the United States.!® As
will be discussed later, for many Mexicans, democracy does not incorpo-
rate tolerance of opposing viewpoints. Problems arise when people do not
realize they are using a different vocabulary when discussing the same
issue.

Another reason for comparing political cultures is to dispel the notion
that Western industrialized nations have all the solutions. It is natural to
think of the exchange of ideas favoring the most technologically developed
nations, including Japan, Germany, and the United States. But solutions do
not rely on technologies alone; in fact, most rely on human skills. In other
words, how do people do things? This is true whether we are analyzing
politics or increasing sales in the marketplace. Technologies can improve
the efficiency, quality, and output of goods and services, yet their appli-
cation raises critical questions revolving around values, attitudes, and in-
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terpersonal relationships. For example, the Japanese have a management
philosophy governing employee and employer relations. It has nothing to
do with technology. Many observers believe, however, that the philosophy
in operation produces better human relationships and higher economic pro-
ductivity. Accordingly, it is touted as an alternative model in the work-
place. The broader the scope of human understanding, the greater the po-
tential for identifying and solving human-made problems.

Finally, as a student new to the study of other cultures, you may be
least interested in the long-term contributions such knowledge can make
for its own sake. Yet your ability to explain differences and similarities be-
tween and among political systems and, more important, their conse-
quences, is essential to the growth of political knowledge. Although not al-
ways the case, it is generally true that the more you know about something
and the more you understand its behavior, the more you can explain its be-
havior. This type of knowledge allows social scientists to create new the-
ories of politics and political behavior, some of which can be applied to
their own political system as well as to other cultures. It also allows—
keeping in mind the limitations of human behavior—some level of pre-
diction. In other words, given certain types of institutions and specific po-
litical conditions, social scientists can predict that political behavior is likely
to follow certain patterns.

SOME INTERPRETATIONS OF THE MEXICAN SYSTEM

We suggested earlier that social scientists set for themselves the task of
formulating some broad questions about the nature of a political system
and its political processes. A variety of acceptable approaches can be used
to examine political systems individually or comparatively. Some ap-
proaches focus on relationships among political institutions and the func-
tions each institution performs. Other approaches give greater weight to so-
cietal values and attitudes and the consequences these have for political
behavior and the institutional features characterizing a political system. Still
other approaches, especially in the last third of the twentieth century, place
greater emphasis on economic relationships and the influence of social or
income groups on political decisions. Taking this last approach a step fur-
ther, many analysts of Third World countries, including Mexico, concen-
trate on international economic influences and their effect on domestic po-
litical structures.

Choosing any one approach to explain the nature of political behav-
ior has advantages in describing a political system. In my own experience,
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however, I have never become convinced that one approach offers an ad-
equate explanation. I believe that an examination of political processes or
functions entails the fewest prejudices and that by pursuing how and where
these functions occur, one uncovers the contributions of other approaches.??
An eclectic approach to politics, incorporating culture, history, structures,
geography, and external relations, provides the most adequate and accurate
vision of contemporary political behavior. Such an eclectic approach, com-
bining the advantages of each, will be used in this book. :

In general, the study of Mexican politics has provoked continued de-
bate about which features have the greatest impact on political behavior
and, more commonly, to what degree Mexico is an authoritarian model2!
It is important, as we begin this exploratory task, to offer some theories
about the nature of Mexican politics,

Does Mexico have an authoritarian political system? The simple an-
swer is yes. Is Mexican politics in the same authoritarian category as Cuba
under Fidel Castro, China since the Communist revolution, or Russia be-
fore 19917 The answer is definitely no. Mexico can best be described as a
semiauthoritarian political system—a hybrid of political liberalism and au-
thoritarianism that gives it a special quality or flavor—that is well docu-
mented institutionally in its 1917 constitution, currently in effect. Since
1994, Mexico can be described as a system in transition, especially in its
electoral structures and division of powers. Although it appears to be mov-
ing rapidly toward a more pluralistic model that includes features associ-
ated with democratic polities, it has not yet made a complete transition.

Mexico’s unique authoritarianism sets it apart from many other soci-
eties, including Latin American countries that have passed through long
periods of authoritarian control, especially in the 1970s and 1980s.22 Nor-
mally, authoritarian refers to a political system in which fewer people have
access to the decision-making process and fewer still are in a position to
make important political choices and policies.

What sets Mexico’s authoritarian system apart from many others is
that it allows much greater access to the decision-making process, and more
important, its decision makers change frequently.?* Usually the advantage
of a well-established authoritarian regime is continuity. Whereas it is fair

Authoritarian: in political terms, a system in which only a small num-
ber of people exercise and have access to political power.

to say that successive generations of Mexican leaders, with ties to their
predecessors, have controlled the decision-making process, that has not led
necessarily to continuity in policy. Furthermore, its leadership, in the hands
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of the executive branch, especially the president, is limited to a six-year
term.

A second feature of the Mexican political model, integral to its hy-
brid authoritarianism, is a special feature found in many Latin American
cultures: corporatism. Corporatism in this political context refers to how
groups in society relate to the government or, more broadly the state; the
process through which they channel their demands to the government; and
how the government responds to their demands.?* Perhaps no characteris-
tic of the Mexican political model has undergone more change in the 1990s
than corporatism. In the United States, any introductory course in U.S. pol-
itics devotes some time to interest groups and how they present their de-
mands to the political system. Mexico, which inherited the concept of cor-
poratism from Spain, instituted in the 1930s a corporate relationship
between the state and various important interest or social groups, primar-
ily under the presidency of General Léazaro Cardenas (1934-1940). This
means that the government took the initiative to

Corporatism: a formal relationship between selected groups or insti-
tutions and the government or state.

strengthen various groups, creating umbrella organizations to house them
and through which their demands could be presented. The government
placed itself in an advantageous position by representing various interest
groups, especially those most likely to support opposing points of view.
The state attempted, and succeeded over a period of years, in acting as the
official arbiter of these interests. It generally managed to make various
groups loyal to it in return for representing their interests. For example, it
absorbed the largest groups in a government-sponsored political party, now
called the Institutional Revolutionary Party (Partido Revolucionario Insti-
tucional, the PRI), giving them legitimacy and a role in party affairs. These
included peasants, labor, and middle-class professional groups.

The essence of the corporatist relationship is political reciprocity. In
return for official recognition and official association with the government
or government-controlled organizations, these groups can expect some con-
sideration of their interests on the part of the state. They can also expect
the state to protect them from their natural political enemies. For example,
labor unions hope the state will favor their interests over the interests of
powerful businesses.?’

The corporatist structure has made the state the all-powerful force in
the society, and it is often patronizing in its relations with various groups.
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Corporatism facilitated the state’s ability to manipulate various groups in
the state’s own interest. In other words, Mexico’s political leadership it-
self might be thought of as a separate interest group, but unlike all other
interest groups, it is in control of the decision-making process.2® The state’s
uncontested dominance has enabled its leaders to make some choices that
benefit themselves rather than various social-class or group interests.

Mexico’s political system is not only semiauthoritarian, while retain-
ing some weak corporatist features, but it also allows the government and/or
state to play a paramount role, a third distinguishing feature. State institu-
tions have generally had far more prestige, resources, and influence than
private, independent, or nonprofit organizations have had. The state’s pres-
tige has contributed to the perpetuation of its influence. Many of the best
minds, regardless of profession or educational background, are attracted to
lifetime careers with the state.2” (This is also true elsewhere in Latin Amer-
ica and throughout Asia and Africa.) State dominance has contributed enor-
mously to the growth and centralization of resources in the capital city and
the Federal District, somewhat analogous to the District of Columbia in the
United States. The power of the Mexican national state and the compara-
tive weakness of local and provincial authorities contribute to a mentality
of dependence on the state. The excessive dependence has engendered re-
sentment as well, as various groups and geographic regions have sought to
establish their autonomy from centralized state control.?®

The dominance of the state within a semiauthoritarian, declining cor-
poratist political structure contributes to a fourth political feature of the
Mexican model: the centralization of authority in the executive branch. The
Mexican model is unquestionably presidentially dominant, a phenomenon
that Mexicans refer to as presidencialismo (presidentialism).?® Americans
think of their president as being tremendously influential. Of course, no
other individual citizen or official can exercise the level of political influ-
ence that the U.S. president can. His influence is further exaggerated be-
cause he is seen as the, or a, major world leader. The Mexican president
has no comparable international credentials—even though President Salinas

Presidencialismo: the concept that most political power lies in the
hands of the president and all that is good or bad in government pol-
icy stems personally from the president.

(1988—1994) enhanced his domestic status considerably by virtue of his in-
ternational reputation—but the president nevertheless exercises far more
control over the Mexican political scene than does his American counter-
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part in the United States. The strength of the presidency specifically, and
the executive branch generally, comes at the cost of an ineffectual legisla-
tive and judicial branch, or any other autonomous authority. Although early
in his administration President Zedillo introduced important reforms in the
judicial system, especially at the level of the supreme court, they have not
yet influenced the decision-making process. On the other hand, the influ-
ence of the legislative branch, controlled by opposition parties, has grown
markedly in the late 1990s. By 1998, a majority of Mexicans believed that
Congress was more important than the president for a functioning democ-
racy.

The importance of Mexican executive leadership and the dominance
of the state have led to the development of a dynamic political elite whose
careers are formed within the national governmental bureaucracy. The elite,
which has never been characterized by ideological homogeneity, is rela-
tively open but has recently taken on fairly homogeneous social, career,
and educational characteristics.’® Although entry into political leadership
ranks is available to well-educated Mexicans, it is a self-designated group.
That is, most important decision-making posts are appointive in nature, and
those selecting the officeholders are themselves incumbents. These persons
change over time, thus facilitating access to leadership positions and the
alteration of policy goals, but they are not as responsive to constituencies
as are U.S. officials.’! In fact, fewer than one out of three Mexicans in
1998 believed they were well represented by their congressperson. More-
over, because a primary goal of politicians everywhere is to stay in power,
Mexican politicians, lacking constituent responsibilities, have generally
been pragmatic, doing whatever is necessary to remain in office rather than
pursuing a committed, ideological platform.

The final structural feature of the Mexican model is the presence and
level of influence exercised by international capital and, since the 1980s,
international financial agencies. As was the case among so many of its fel-
low Latin American nations, the impact of foreign investment on macro-
economic policy, and on the lives of ordinary Mexican citizens, became
paramount in the 1980s, and again to an even greater degree in 1995, when
Mexico suffered its worst recession since the worldwide depression of the
1930s. The dependence of Mexico on outside capital and on foreign trade
has exercised an important effect on policy making, if not to the same de-
gree on how decisions are taken.*? Such influences raise significant issues
of national sovereignty and autonomy.

The structural features of Mexico’s political model—semiauthoritar-
ianism, declining corporatism, state dominance, centralization of authority,
and a self-selecting elite—are complemented by a dual political heritage
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incorporated into the political culture. The political culture is neither de-
mocratic nor authoritarian. It is contradictory: modern and traditional. Mex-
ico, as the late Nobel Prize winner Octavio Paz argued, is built from two
different populations, rural versus urban and traditional versus modern.33
It bears the burden of many historical experiences, precolonial, colonial,
independence, and revolutionary. These experiences produced a political
culture that admires essential democratic values, such as citizen participa-
tion, yet strongly favors intolerance of opposing points of view.3* It is the
cultural blend of contradictory values that explains Mexico’s special au-
thoritarian system. The contradictions in its political culture and historical
experiences have also produced a set of policy goals, many incorporated
in the constitution, that too are contradictory. On one hand, a strong state
is favored; on the other, capitalism is the preferred tool for economic
growth.

Place and historical experience have also contributed to another fea-
ture of mass political culture: a dependent psychology.?> The proximity of
the United States, which shares a border with Mexico nearly two thousand
miles long, and the extreme disparities between the two in economic wealth
and size tend to foster an inferiority complex in many Mexicans, whether
they operate in the worlds of business, academia, technology, or politics.
The economic, cultural, and artistic penetration of the United States into
Mexico carries with it other values foreign to its domestic political her-
itage. Psychologically and culturally, Mexicans must cope with these in-
fluences, most of which are indirect, often invisible. A strong sense of Mex-
ican nationalism, especially in relation to its political model, is expressed
in part as a defensive mechanism against United States influences. The De-
cember 1994 devaluation of the peso and the perceived and real impact of
the United States on Mexico’s economic crisis have exacerbated this reac-
tion. This level of nationalism has produced and sustained unique charac-
teristics of the Mexican political model.

MEXICO’S SIGNIFICANCE IN A COMPARATIVE CONTEXT

From a comparative perspective, Mexico provides many valuable insights
into politics and political behavior. The feature of Mexico that has most
intrigued students of comparative politics is the stability of its political sys-
tem.’® Although challenged seriously by military and civilian factions in
1923, 1927, and 1929, its political structure and leadership have prevailed
for most of this century, at least since 1930—an accomplishment un-




14 POLITICS IN MEXICO

matched by any other Third World country. Even among industrialized na-
tions like Italy, Germany, and Japan, such longevity is remarkable. The
phenomenon leads to such questions as What enables the stability? What
makes the Mexican model unique? Is it the structure of the model? Is it
the political culture? Does it have something to do with the country’s prox-
imity to another exemplar of political continuity? Or with the values and
behavior of the people?

We know from other studies of political stability that a degree of po-
litical legitimacy accompanies even a modicum of support for a political
model. Although social scientists are interested in political legitimacy and
political stability each for its own sake, they assume, with considerable ev-
idence, that some relationship exists between economic development and
political stability. Although it is misleading to think that the characteris-
tics of one system can be successfully transferred to another, it is useful to
ascertain which may be more or less relevant to accomplishing specific,
political goals.

Mexico has also attracted considerable international interest because
it is a one party—dominant system encountering only limited opposition
from 1929 through 1988, the year in which a splinter group from the offi-
cial party ran a highly successful campaign. Mexico’s system is unusual in
that the antecedent of the PRI, the National Revolutionary Party (Partido
Nacional Revolucionario, the PNR), did not bring the political leadership
to power. Rather, the leadership established the party as a vehicle to re-
main in power; the PRI was founded and controlled by the government bu-
reaucracy. This had long-term effects on the nature of the party itself, and
on its importance to policymaking.” In this sense, the PRI is unlike the
Communist Party in the Soviet Union, whose death in 1991 spelled the end
of Communist leadership in the successor states. The PRI, because it does
not produce Mexico’s leadership, as do the Democratic and Republican
parties in the United States, is much more tangential to political power and
consequently much more expendable. If the Mexican model continues to
evolve along democratic lines, then the party’s function, and consequently
its importance, will grow significantly. This is already apparent in the in-
ternal race for the party’s presidential nominee for 2000.

A third reason that Mexico’s political system intrigues outside ob-
servers has been its ability to subordinate military authorities to civilian
control. Mexico, like most other Latin American countries, endured a cen-
tury when violence became an accepted tool of the political game. Such
acceptance makes it extremely difficult, if not impossible, to eliminate the
military’s large and often decisive political role. Witness many Latin Amer-
ican countries;*® one has only to look at Argentina and Chile during the
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1970s and 1980s. No country south of Mexico has achieved its extended
civilian supremacy. Rather, in most Latin American countries where civil-
ian leadership is once again in ascendancy, their dominance is tenuous at
best.

Mexico, therefore, is a unique case study in Third World civil—
military relations. What produced civilian supremacy there? Is the condi-
tion found elsewhere? A confluence of circumstances and policies gradu-
ally succeeded in putting civilian control incrementally in place. Some
involve the special characteristics of the system itself, including the cre-
ation of a national political party. Some are historical, the most important
of which is the Mexican Revolution of 1910, which led to the development
of a popular army whose generals governed Mexico in the 1920s and 1930s
and who themselves initiated the concept of civilian control.3?

A fourth reason for studying Mexico is the singular relationship it has
developed with the dominant religious institution, the Catholic Church.
Throughout much of Latin America, the Catholic Church has been one of
the important corporate actors. For significant historical reasons in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, Mexico’s leadership suppressed and then
isolated itself from the Catholic hierarchy and even in some cases the
Catholic religion.** The Catholic Church has often played a political role
in Latin American societies and currently has the potential to exercise con-
siderable political and social influence. A study of church-state relations
in Mexico offers a unique perspective on how the church was removed
from the corporatist structure and the implications of this autonomy for a
politically influential institution.

A fifth reason for examining Mexico in a comparative political con-
text is the opportunity to view the impact of the United States, a First World
country, on a Third World country. No comparable geographic relation-
ship obtains anywhere else in the world: Two countries that share a long
border exhibit great disparities in wealth. Mexico provides not only a test
case for those who view Latin America as dependent on external economic
forces but also an unparalleled opportunity to look at the possible political
and cultural influences and consequences of a major power.#! The rela-
tionship is not one way but instead is asymmetrical 2 The United States
exercises or can exercise more influence over Mexico than vice versa. This
does not mean that Mexico is the passive partner. It, too, exercises influ-
ence, and in many respects its influence is growing. Because of European
civilization’s influence on our culture, we have long studied the political
models of England and the Continent. Our obsession with the Soviet Union
exaggerated our focus on Europe. As Latino and other immigrant cohorts
grow larger in the United States, our knowledge of the Mexican culture
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will become far more relevant to understanding contemporary political be-
havior in the United States than anything we might learn from contempo-
rary Europe.

A sixth reason to explore the Mexican political model is its experi-
ences since 1989 with economic liberalization. One of the issues that has
fascinated social scientists for many years, but especially since the down-
fall of the Soviet Union and the emergence of new economic and political
models in eastern Europe, is the linkage between economic and political
liberalization. What does the Mexican case suggest about its strategy of
concentrating on opening its markets, which then may create conditions fa-
vorable to political development? Indeed, is there a causal linkage between
economic and political liberalization? If so, what lessons can be offered by
the Mexican transition?*3

Finally, a seventh reason Mexico may offer some useful comparisons
is the transition taking place between national and local political authori-
ties. Long dominated by a national executive branch in both the decision-
making process and the allocation of resources, Mexico is witnessing, since
the first opposition-party victory at the state level in 1989, an increasing
pattern of decentralization and deconcentration of political control at the
state and local level, as the National Action Party and the Democratic Rev-
olutionary Party win more elections.** How has the dominant, national po-
litical leadership responded to these victories? How have they affected the
process of governance, as distinct from electoral competition? ,Eﬁ vnmnu-
tial implications of such change from the bottom up offers many insights
into structural political relationships in Mexico.

CONCLUSION

To summarize, then, approaching politics from a comparative perspective
offers many rewards. It allows us to test political models against one an-
other; it enables us to learn more about ourselves and our own political
culture; it offers a means for examining the relationship between political
and economic development and the distribution of wealth; and it identifies
the common interests of rich and poor nations and what they do to solve
their problems.

Scholars have interpreted Mexico’s political system in different ways.
This book argues that the system remains semiauthoritarian, with weak-
ened corporatist features, but is in transition; is dominated by a %o:&:w
state; is led by a bureaucratic elite and a centralized executive competing
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with a legislative branch growing in influence; is built on a contradictory
political culture that includes authoritarian and liberal qualities; is charac-
terized by international economic features embedded in its domestic struc-
tures; and is affected psychologically and politically by its proximity to the
United States. Mexico offers unique opportunities for comparative study
because of its political continuity and stability, one party—dominant sys-
tem, civil-military relations, unique separation of church and state, and
nearness to a powerful, wealthy neighbor.

In the next chapter, the importance for Mexico of time, place, and his-
torical roots is examined in greater detail and contrasted with the experi-
ences of other countries. Among these elements are its Spanish heritage,
the role of the state, nineteenth-century liberalism and positivism, the rev-
olution, and U.S.-Mexican relations.
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Political-Historical Roots:
The Impact of Time and Place

The political life of all those states which during the early years
of the last century arose upon the ruins of the Spanish Empire
on the American mainland presents two common features. In
all those states, constitutions of the most liberal and democra-
tic character have been promulgated; in all, there have from
time to time arisen dictators whose absolute power has been ei-
ther frankly proclaimed or thinly veiled under constitutional
forms. So frequently has such personal rule been established in
many of the states that in them there has appeared to be an al-
most perpetual and complete contradiction between theory and
practice, between nominal and the actual systems of govern-
ment.

CECIL JANE, Liberty and Despotism in Spanish America

Understanding politics is not just knowing who gets what, where, when,
and how, as Harold D. Lasswell declared in a classic statement years ago,
but also understanding the origins of why people behave the way they do.
Each culture is a product of its own heritage, traditions emerging from his-
torical experiences. Many aspects of the U.S. political system can be traced
to our English colonial experiences, our independence movement, our west-
ern frontier expansion, and our immigrant origins. Mexico has had a some-
what similar set of experiences, but the sources of the experiences and their
specific characteristics were quite different.

THE SPANISH HERITAGE

Mexico’s political heritage, unlike that of the United States, draws on two
important cultural foundations: European and indigenous. Although large
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