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1 
Mexico in Comparative Context 

The contours of political development in modem 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, corpo­
ratism offers a humanistic alternative to both interest group lib­
eralism 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. Polit­
ical behavior and political processes are a reflection of a culture's evolution, 
involving history, geography, Vqlues, ethnicity, religion, internal and exter­
nal relationships, and much more. As social scientists, we often pursue top­
ics of current political interest, ignoring the medley of influences from the 
past. 

Naturally, each person tends to examine another culture's characteris­
tics, 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 superior 
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. 1 

I will attempt to explain Mexican politics, building on this natural pro­
clivity to relate most comfortably to our own political customs, by drawing 
on implied as well as explicit comparisons with the United States. This com­
parison 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 civilization, 
into which other traditions are gradually making significant inroads. Some 
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critics suggest that we have relied too exclusively on Western traditions in 
our education; nevertheless they are unquestionably the primary 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 west­
ern European nations and England. 2 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 characteristics deserve to be com­
pared 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 comfort­
able, is, of course, a subjective task. It depends largely on what you want out 
of your political system. The demands made on a political system and its 
ability to respond efficiently and appropriately to them are one way of mea­
suring 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 Klaren 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. 3 

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 
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 
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be in the future. Administrators of the socialist model, rather than the weak­
nesses inherent in the ideology, can always be blamed for its failures. Fur­
thermore, 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 alternative political 
models. 

In short, whether one chooses democratic capitalism, a fresh version of 
socialism, or some other hybrid ideological alternative, societies and citi­
zens 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, politi­
cians from less fortunate nations seek a solution through emulating wealth­
ier (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 cap­
italist 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 government 
and the private sector, increasing the influence of the private sector in an 
attempt to reverse Mexico's economic crisis and stimulate economic 
growth. In fact, Mexico received international notice in the 1990s for the 
level and pace of change under President Carlos Salinas de Gortari.4 

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.5 Thus, he advocated economic lib­
eralization, which he defined as increased control of the economy by the pri­
vate sector, more extensive foreign investment, and internationalization of 
the Mexican economy through expanded trade and formal commercial rela­
tionships with the United States and Canada. Simultaneously, Salinas advo­
cated political liberalization, which he defined as including more citizen 
participation in elections, greater electoral competition, and integrity in the 
voting process-all features associated with the United States and European 
liberal political traditions. In reality, he did little to implement democratic 
change, preferring instead to retain power in the hands of the presidency. 

Salinas's successor, Ernesto Zedillo, who took office on December I, 
1994, inherited a political system in transition and an economic situation that 
shortly turned into a major financial and political crisis. A combination of 
economic decisions and an unsettled political context led to capital flight and 
a significant decline in investor confidence in the Mexican economy. Accord­
ingly, Mexico began pursuing a severe austerity program, exceeding even 
those in the 1980s during a time of severe recession. By 1997, however, Mex-
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ican economic indicators showed strong growth, even if those results were 
not translated into improved income levels for most Mexicans. Investor con­
fidence in Mexico returned. Zedillo continued to pursue an economic liber­
alization strategy and increase the pace of political reforms compared to his 
predecessor. Strong doubts about neoliberal economic policies remain from 
various quarters, however, generating some nationalistic, anti-United States 
sentiments. Nevertheless, when he left office in 2000, President Zedillo 
transferred a healthy economy to his successor, the first president in decades 
to do so. More importantly, he succeeded in creating a competitive electoral 
arena, administered by autonomous institutional actors, which witnessed the 
landmark election of Vicente Fox, the first opposition party candidate to 
defeat the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) in a presidential race. 

Vicente Fox, a former businessman, and representative of the National 
Action Party, formed a bipartisan cabinet and aggressively pursued a neolib­
eral economic model, including closer trade ties with the United States. His 
actions as president legitimized democratic practices and the rule of law. 
Mexicans voted for Fox because he represented change, and most impor­
tantly, they wanted increased personal security from crime and improve­
ment in their standard of living. 6 The failures of the Fox administration 
however, have contributed to an increased level of frustration with, and a 
lack of confidence in, the democratic process. It remains to be seen in the 
presidential contest of 2006 just how Mexican voters will express their con­
cerns through the candidates and parties they support, how existing parties 
may react, and what new parties or movements might emerge. 

It is hotly debated among social scientists whether a society's political 
model determines its economic success or whether its economic model pro­
duces its political characteristics. Whether capitalism affects the behavior of 
a political model or whether a political model is essential to successful cap­
italism 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. 7 

The comparative study of politics reveals, to some extent, a more 
important 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. 8 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 political 
system, arid not just the leadership itself, is largely responsible for economic 
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development, it will have important repercussions on their political attitudes 
and their political behavior. If Mexicans draw such a connection, it will 
change the nature of their demands on the political leadership and system, 
and the level and intensity of their participation.9 

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 concerned, 
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 redis­
tributing wealth. For example, we often assume that economic growth-the 
percentage by which a society's economic productivity expands 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 benefit least from eco­
nomic growth. This has been true in the United States, but is even more 
noticeable in Third World and Latin American countries. In Latin American 
countries, a fourth of national income goes to only 5 percent of the popula­
tion, and 40 percent goes to the richest 10 percent. "Only two out of ten indi­
viduals think distribution is just or very just, while the remaining eight say it 
is unjust or very unjust." 10 There are periods, of course, when economic 
growth produces greater equality in income distribution. 11 Per capita income 
figures (national income divided by total population) can be deceiving 

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

because they are averages. In Mexico, for example, even during the remark­
able sustained growth of the 1950s and 1960s, the real purchasing power 
(ability to buy goods and services) of the working classes actually declined. 12 

Higher-income groups increased their proportion of national income from 
the 1970s through the 1990s, decades of economic crisis, while that of the 
lower-income groups fell. 13 This pattern has been further exacerbated since 
early 1995. Although the percentage of Mexicans who are not poor has 
remained at approximately 57 percent of the population from 1984 to 1999, 
the number of Mexicans who have fallen into the category of extreme poverty 
has nearly doubled, from 16 percent in 1992 to 28 percent in 1999. 14 The 
importance 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. 15 
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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 implies a 
leveling of differences in opportunities to succeed, giving each person equal 
access to society's resources. Accordingly, its allocation of resources can be 
a measure of a political system. 

The degree to which a political system protects the rights of all citizens 
is another criterion by which political models can be compared. In Mexico, 
where human rights abuses are a serious problem, the evidence is unequiv­
ocal 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 Raul Salinas, 
brother of the former president, as the alleged mastermind of a political 
assassination, was such a dramatic departure from past practices. This also 
helps to explain why only a fifth of all Mexicans have any confidence in their 
court system. 16 The same can be said about many societies, but there are 
sharp differences in degree between highly industrialized nations and Third 
World nations. 17 

From a comparative perspective, then, we may want to test the abilities 
of political systems to reduce both economic and social inequalities. It is 
logical to believe that among the political models in which the population 
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 is possi­
ble to argue, as in the case of Cuba, that an authoritarian model can impose 
more widespread, immediate equality in the distribution of resources, even 
in the absence of economic growth, while reducing the standard of living for 
formerly favored groups. 

Regarding social justice and its relationship to various political mod­
els, leaders also are concerned with the distribution of wealth and resources 
among nations, not just within an individual nation. The choice of a politi­
cal 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. 
Mexico, like most of Latin America, achieved political independence in the 
early nineteenth century, but 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, to alter political, social, and economic attitudes. A problem faced 
by most nations, especially in their infancy, is building a sense of national­
ism. A sense of nationalism is difficult to erase, even after years of domina-
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tion by another power, as in the case of the Soviet Union and the Baltic 
republics, but it is equally difficult to establish, especially in societies incor­
porating diverse cultural, ethnic, and religious heritages. 18 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 citi­
zenry, is a measure of its effectiveness in developing .national sensibilities. 
Mexico, which had an abiding sense of regionalism, struggled for many 
decades to achieve a strong sense of national unity and pride. 19 In fact, a 
recent analysis by the Inter-American Development Bank argues that while 
Latin America ranks low in an index of ethnolinguistic fragmentation (level 
of ethnic and linguistic differences) compared with Africa, East Asia, and 
Asia, it is geographically (based on ecozones) the most fragmented region 
in the world. As the Bank argues, culture usually differs widely in different 
ecozones, and therefore geographic fragmentation is an important dimen­
sion of social conftict.20 On the other hand, Mexico did not have sharp reli­
gious and ethnic differences, characteristic of other cultures such as India, 
to overcome. 

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.21 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. 22 One of the arguments 
for such an agreement was that it could temper this disparity. More impor­
tantly, it might reduce the increasing numbers of Mexicans seeking work in 
the United States, which is why President Fox has proposed a guest worker 
program to address the controversial issue of immigration reform. 

The dichotomy between rich and poor nations is likely to produce 
immense tensions in the future; yet the problems that both sets of nations 
face are remarkably similar. As the 1990 World Values Survey illustrates, an 
extraordinary movement in the coincidence of some national beliefs is 
afoot, for example, in the realm of ecology. This survey, which covers forty 
countries, discovered that from 1981 to 1990 an enormous change in con­
cern about environmental issues occurred in poor as well as rich nations. 
Other problems that most countries share-regardless of their standard of 
living or political system-include availability of natural resources, notably 
energy; 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. 23 
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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 prac­
tices long taken for granted. In the same way a student of foreign languages 
comes to appreciate more clearly the syntax and structure of his or her native 
tongue and the incursions of other languages into its constructions and 
meanings, so too does the student of political systems gain. Comparisons 
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 atti­
tudes. 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 beliefs have applicabil­
ity in our society? Are they more or less appropriate to our society? Why? 
For example, one of the reasons for the considerable misunderstanding 
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.24 For example, 
most Americans conceptualize democracy as liberty. Mexicans, however, 
reflect no consensus, giving equal weight to equality and, to a somewhat 
lesser extent, progress and respect. Problems arise when people do not real­
ize 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 pol­
itics or increasing sales in the marketplace. Technologies can improve the 
efficiency, quality, and output of goods and services, yet their application 
raises critical questions revolving around values, attitudes, and interpersonal 
relationships. For example, the Japanese have a management philosophy 
governing employee and employer relations. It has nothing to do with tech­
nology. Many observers believe, however, that the philosophy in operation 
produces better human relationships and higher economic productivity. 
Accordingly, it is touted as an alternative model in the workplace. The 
broader the scope of human understanding, the greater the potential 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 
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own sake. Yet your ability to explain differences and similarities between 
and among political systems and, more important, their consequences is 
essential to the growth of political knowledge. Although not always 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 behavior. This type 
of knowledge allows social scientists to create new theories of politics and 
political behavior, some of which can be applied to their own political sys­
tem as well as to other cultures. It also allows-keeping in mind the limita­
tions of human behavior-some level of prediction. In other words, given 
certain types of institutions and specific political 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 for­
mulating some broad questions about the nature of a political system and its 
political processes. A variety of acceptable approaches can be used to exam­
ine political systems individually or comparatively. Some approaches focus 
on relationships among political institutions and the functions each institu­
tion performs. Other approaches give greater weight to societal values and 
attitudes and the consequences these have for political behavior and the insti­
tutional 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 polit­
ical decisions. Taking this last approach a step further, many analysts of Third 
World countries, including Mexico, concentrate on international economic 
influences and their effect on domestic political structures. 

Choosing any one approach to explain the nature of political behavior 
has advantages in describing a political system. In my own experience, how­
ever, I have never become convinced that one approach offers an adequate 
explanation. I believe that an examination of political processes or functions 
entails the fewest prejudices and that by pursuing how and where these func­
tions occur, one uncovers the contributions of other approaches.25 An eclec­
tic approach to politics, incorporating culture, history, structures, geogra­
phy, and external relations, provides the most adequate and accurate vision 
of contemporary political behavior. Such an eclectic approach, combining 
the advantages of each, will be used in this book. 

In the past, the study of Mexican politics provoked continual debate 
about which features have had the greatest impact on political behavior and, 
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more commonly, to what degree Mexico was an authoritarian model.26 

Today, however, the debate has shifted to analyzing Mexico as an example 
of democratic and neoliberal, capitalist transformation. The fundamental 
political questions in this new era are: To what degree has Mexico achieved 
a democratic political system? Has it gone beyond an electoral democracy? 
Has it shed many of its semi-authoritarian features? Has it improved the dis­
tribution of economic and social benefits? And perhaps most important of 
all, are democratic beliefs and practices sufficiently entrenched that Mexico 
will remain a democracy in the future? 

For the last seven decades, Mexican politics could best be described as 
semi-authoritarian-a hybrid of political liberalism and authoritarianism 
that gave it a special quality or flavor -well documented institutionally in 
its 1917 constitution, currently in effect. This is also the reason why Presi­
dent Fox asked the Mexican congress in 2001 to reexamine the entire docu­
ment to consider removing and revising terminology that no longer repre­
sents the current state of political affairs. Prior to July 2000, Mexico's 
political model also was characterized by corporatism, a formal relationship 
between selected groups or institutions and the government or state, and by 
presidencialismo, the concept that most political power lies in the hands of 
the president and all that is good or bad in government policy stems from the 
president. 

Corporatism: a formal relationship between selected groups or institu­
tions and the government or state. 

Today, Mexico can be fairly labeled a democracy, if democracy is 
defined narrowly as a competitive political system, in which two or more 
parties compete in an open and fair electoral process and exchange control 
over national political leadership. Mexico dramatically achieved this form 
of democracy with the electoral victory of Vicente Fox in July 2000. Mex­
ico has moved toward a more difficult and influential stage in this process 
since 2001, one deeply embedded in institutional and structural conditions 
inherited from the past. 

As theorists of Latin American democracy have noted, to move beyond 
the first step of electoral democracy, countries need also to accomplish other 
significant goals, including legitimizing the legal system, maintaining civil­
ian supremacy over the military, protecting human rights, and achieving 
social justice. 27 

Mexico presently is in the throes of a wholesale upheaval in its tradi­
tional political practices. Thus, if we are highlighting its most important fea-
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tures, these features, by necessity, are also in transition. In the recent past, 
Mexico featured a unique, semi-authoritarian system, unique because it 
allowed for much greater access to the decision-making process and, more 
importantly, its decision makers changed frequently. Under this system, its 
leadership remained largely in the hands of the executive branch, especially 
the president, who was limited to a six-year term. The presidency retains this 
important structural limitation, an individual can serve only one term in the 
presidency. 

The strength of the presidency specifically, and the executive branch 
generally, continued well into the 1990s, resulting in a weak legislative and 
ineffectual judicial branch. Increasing electoral competition at the national 
level brought opposition party influence into the legislative branch, and by 
1997, the Chamber of Deputies, Mexico's lower house, was in the hands of 
opposition parties. By 1998, a majority of Mexicans believed that congress 
was more important than the president for a functioning democracy. Never­
theless, the presidency remains the dominant political institution in Mexico, 
symbolically and practically. 

As Mexico moves into the twenty-first century, federalism and decen­
tralization replace semi-authoritarianism as a dominant feature of the po­
litical landscape.28 Beginning under President Zedillo, the presidency 

Federalism: a political concept that describes rights and obligations 
shared by national versus state and local governments. 

experienced a gradual reduction of its power, both intentionally and uninten­
tionally. President Fox accentuated that pattern during his administration, 
stressing the importance of other national institutions, notably the Supreme 
Court. 29 For example, he referred a serious dispute over state versus federal 
designations of the Federal Electoral Institute's representatives in Yucatan to 
the courts, rather than intervening directly in what was essentially a parti­
san, political matter, an approach that previous presidents likely would have 
pursued. 

Decentralization has affected Mexico in two ways. First, at the state 
level, the PRI, which dominated Mexican national politics from 1929 to 
2000, still retains approximately half (56 percent) of the governorships. 
Given the fact that the federal government exercises a dominant position in 
the revenue-collection process, it maintains potential fiscal control over the 
states. Some governors, who are jockeying for control over the PRI's 
national future, sought to oppose the Fox administration at every turn, cre­
ating various conflicts between state and national authorities. 
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Decentralization has another, even more complex face. As Mexico 
takes on participatory structural features in the political arena, it has gener­
ated alterations within institutions and organizations. For example, because 
of its loss of the presidency, various factions within the PRI are now strug­
gling for control over the party. These factions represent different visions of 
the party's platform and internal structure. The National Action Party (PAN) 
is not immune to these same changes, largely because President Fox was an 
outsider who did not represent the interests of PAN's traditional leadership. 
If the PAN wishes to capitalize on Fox's personal victory, and increase its 
grass-roots strength, it too will have to undergo significant changes. 

Similar changes are also occurring among other established institu­
tions, such as the Chamber of Deputies and the Supreme Court. Both insti­
tutions are expanding their influence and changing their established roles, 
which have internal consequences and affect their relationship to other insti­
tutions, as well. 

A second structural feature of a democratic Mexico is the rise of new 
political actors, or the altered influence of previously important actors. 
Established institutions, such as the Catholic Church and the armed forces, 
are expanding their roles and filling a vacuum in the political space created 
by the departure of PRI from the presidency, and by the democratization of 
the 1990s. Their new relationship to the state is complemented by the rise of 
civic and human rights organizations, some of which are likely to fill the role 
traditionally played by interest groups in other democratic societies. 

The growing importance of nongovernmental organizations, auto­
nomous interest groups, and independent institutions, such as the Catholic 
Church, has altered, but not yet entirely eliminated, another traditional fea­
ture of Mexican politics prior to 2000, corporatism. Corporatism in this polit­
ical 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.30 Per­
haps no characteristic of the Mexican political model has undergone more 
change in the 1990s than corporatism. In the United States, any introductory 
course in U.S. politics devotes some time to interest groups and how they 
present their demands to the political system. Mexico, which inherited the 
concept of corporatism from Spain, instituted in the 1930s a corporate rela­
tionship between the state and various important interest or social groups, 
primarily under the presidency of General Lazaro Cardenas (1934-1940). 
This means that the government took the initiative to strengthen various 
groups, creating umbrella organizations to house them and through which 
their demands could be presented. The government placed itself in an advan­
tageous position by representing various interest groups, especially those 
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most likely to support opposing points of view. The state attempted, and suc­
ceeded over a period of years, in acting as the official arbiter of these inter­
ests.lt generally managed to make various groups loyal to it in return for rep­
resenting their interests. 

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.31 Businesses, however, were never part of the formal corporatist 
system. 

The political victory of the National Action Party in the presidential 
race of 2000, however, breaks down the linkages that make corporatism pos­
sible. The most important of these relationships was the ability of the Insti­
tutional Revolutionary Party to use the state to provide economic rewards to 
favored individuals and groups, especially by appointing them to political 
posts. During PRI's long reign, essentially no separation existed between 
the state and the political party. Although President Zedillo himself altered 
this pattern somewhat in the last few years of his administration, Fox's gov­
ernment has provided clearer evidence of the separation. 

Corporatist elements remain, however, especially in those states and 
municipalities where the PRI has retained control, thus providing at the state 
and local level a similar continuity it once guaranteed at the national level. 
The competitive nature of politics, and the increasing inroads of economic 
development, continue to erode the existing patterns. 

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 
degree on how decisions are taken. 32 It has even been clearly demonstrated 
that links between international financial agencies and Mexican govern­
mental institutions contributed importantly to the dramatic, economic ide­
ological shift in the 1980s and 1990s. 33 Fox has committed his government 
to increased economic ties with the United States and Canada, and 
appointed a chief cabinet officer with two decades of experience at the 
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World Bank. Mexico also has specifically increased its trade ties with the 
United States, making it more sensitive to the vagaries of the U.S. economy. 
Such influences raise significant issues of national sovereignty and 
autonomy. 

The structural features of Mexico's political model-electoral democ­
racy, incipient federalism, the rise of autonomous actors, and the influence 
of international capital-are complemented by a dual political heritage 
incorporated into the political culture. The political culture is dominated by 
democratic attitudes, but strong strains of authoritarian beliefs remain 
ingrained among many Mexicans. It is contradictory: modern and tradi­
tional. Mexico, as the late Nobel Prize winner Octavia Paz argued, is built 
from two different populations, rural versus urban and traditional versus 
modern. 34 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 
participation, yet many remain attracted to an authoritarian model. In a com­
parative study of Chile, Costa Rica, and Mexico conducted shortly before 
the electoral victory of Vicente Fox, Mexico's preference for democracy 
remained low, as suggested in Table 1-1.35 Undoubtedly more Mexicans 
prefer democracy to authoritarianism since Fox's victory, but these figures 
suggest both how recent and how potentially tenuous are Mexicans' beliefs, 
and those of other Latin American citizens, who have only recently under­
gone a democratic transformation. In 2004, a United Nations survey found 
that only 43 percent of Latin Americans fully support democracy. 36 

Place and historical experience have also contributed to another feature 
of mass political culture: a psychology of dependence.37 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 

Table 1-1 Preference for Democracy in Latin America 

Country 

Costa Rica 
Chile 
Mexico 

Support for Democracy Minus Support for 
Authoritarianism (response in percentages) 

65 
5 
4 

Note: In Mexico, 50 percent preferred democracy, 26 percent either, and 20 per­
cent authoritarian. In Costa Rica, the figures were 80 percent, 9 percent, and 6 
percent, respectively. In Chile, the responses were 50 percent, 28 percent, and 
17 percent. 
Source: Roderic Ai Camp. "Democracy Through Mexican Lenses," The Wash­
ington Quarterly, 22(3) (Summer, 1999), 240. 
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operate in the worlds of business, academia, technology, or politics. The eco­
nomic, cultural, and artistic penetration of the United States into Mexico car­
ries with it other values foreign to its domestic political heritage. Psycholog­
ically and culturally, Mexicans must cope with these influences, most of 
which are indirect, often invisible. A strong sense of Mexican nationalism, 
especially in relation to its political model, is expressed in part as a defensive 
mechanism against United States influences. Underlying this defensive 
mechanism, however, are fundamental beliefs about many issues, including 
democracy, which are distinctly Mexican. 

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 in the past is the stability of its 
political system.38 Although challenged seriously by military and civilian 
factions in 1923, 1927, and 1929, its political structure and leadership pre­
vailed for most of this century, at least since 1930-an accomplishment 
unmatched by any other Third World country. Even among industrialized 
nations like Italy, Germany, and Japan, such longevity is remarkable. The 
phenomenon leads to such questions as, What enabled the stability? What 
made the Mexican model unique? Was it the structure of the model? Was it 
the political culture? Did it have something to do with the country's proxim­
ity to another leader of political continuity? Or with the values and behavior 
of the people? 

We know from other studies of political stability that a degree of polit­
ical legitimacy accompanies even a modicum of support for a political 
model. Social scientists are interested in political legitimacy and political 
stability each for its own sake, but they assume, with considerable evidence, 
that some relationship exists between economic development and political 
stability. It is misleading to think that the characteristics of one system can 
be successfully transferred to another; still, it is useful to ascertain which 
may be more or less relevant to accomplishing specific, political goals. 

Mexico also has attracted considerable international interest because it 
was a one party-dominant system encountering only limited opposition 
from 1929 through 1988, the year in which a splinter group from the official 
party, supported by long-standing parties and groups on the left, ran a highly 
successful campaign. Mexico's system is unusual in that the antecedent of 
the PRI, the National Revolutionary Party (Partido Nacional Revolu-
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cionario, the PNR), did not bring the political leadership to power. Rather, 
the leadership established the party as a vehicle to remain in power; the PRI 
was founded and controlled by the government bureaucracy. This had long­
term effects on the nature of the party itself, and on its importance to policy 
making. 39 In this sense, the PRI was 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 did not produce Mexico's lead­
ership, as do the Democratic and Republican parties in the United States, 
was much more tangential to political power. As the Mexican model contin­
ued to evolve along democratic lines, the party's function, and consequently 
its importance, grew significantly. Although it lost its first presidential race 
in 2000 and suffered sharp divisions among its leadership, the party contin­
ues to thrive at the local level, winning back state governorships and munic­
ipalities from PAN and the Democratic Revolutionary Party (PRD). 

A third reason that Mexico's political system intrigues outside 
observers 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;40 one has only to look at Argentina and Chile during the 1970s 
and 1980s. No country south of Mexico has achieved its extended civilian 
supremacy. Rather, in many Latin American countries where civilian leader­
ship is once again in ascendancy, their dominance is tenuous at best. This is 
precisely why theorists of Latin American democracy have included civilian 
supremacy over the armed forces as a component of a functional democracy. 

Mexico, therefore, is a unique case study in Third World civil-military 
relations. What produced civilian supremacy there? Is the condition found 
elsewhere? A confluence of circumstances and policies gradually succeeded 
in putting civilian control incrementally in place. Some involved the special 
characteristics of the system itself, including the creation of a national polit­
ical 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 ini­
tiated the concept of civilian control.41 As pluralization increases, many of 
the features that sustained the relationship prior to 2000 are disappearing. It 
remains to be seen whether those changes will alter the traditional pattern. 

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 
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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. 42 The Catholic Church has often played a political role in 
Latin American societies and currently has the potential to exercise consid­
erable 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. It is readily apparent that the church performed a sig­
nificant task in bringing electoral democracy to Mexico. It is equally appar­
ent that it has become a vocal critic of selected government policies.43 

A fifth reason for examining Mexico in a comparative political context 
is the opportunity to view the impact of the United States, a First World coun­
try, on a Third World country. No comparable geographic relationship 
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. 44 A recent survey of citizens 
in Mexico and the United States, which explored a series of political and 
social attitudes, suggests the importance of cross-national influences along 
the border.45 

The relationship is not one way, but instead is asymmetrical.46 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 influence, 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 immi­
grant cohorts grow larger in the United States, our knowledge of the Mexi­
can culture will become far more relevant to understanding contemporary 
political behavior in the United States than anything we might learn from 
contemporary Europe. 

A sixth reason to explore the Mexican political model is its experiences 
since 1989 with economic liberalization. One of the issues that has fasci­
nated social scientists for many years, but especially since the downfall of 
the Soviet Union and the emergence of new economic and political models 
in eastern Europe, is the linkage between economic and political liberaliza­
tion. What does the Mexican case suggest about its strategy of concentrat­
ing on opening its markets, which then may create conditions favorable to 
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political development? Indeed, is there a causal linkage between economic 
and political liberalization? If so, what lessons can be offered by the Mexi­
can transition?47 

A seventh reason Mexico may offer some useful comparisons is the 
transition taking place between national and local political authorities. Long 
dominated by a national executive branch in both the decision-making 
process and the allocation of resources, Mexico has witnessed, 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 Revolutionary 
Party won more elections.48 Now that Mexico has evolved into a three-party 
system on the national level, and the National Action Party controls the 
executive branch, how is it responding to PRI- and PRD-controlled local and 
state governments? How are these patterns affecting the process of gover­
nance, as distinct from electoral competition? The potential implications of 
such change from the bottom up offer many insights into structural political 
relationships in Mexico and the rise of federalism. 

Finally, most scholars believe that Mexico's path along a political tran­
sition to democracy differed from many other countries in the 1980s and 
1990s. For example, Steve Morris has argued in his cogent analysis of recent 
political scholarship that Mexico's democratic reforms occurred over a 
lengthy period. The incumbent party permitted, indeed sometimes initiated, 
institutional changes in the electoral process. These processes in turn 
encouraged opposition parties to mobilize their supporters. Second, politi­
cal parties played a crucial role in the Mexican transformation. These par­
ties operated within the electoral context created by a one-party monopoly. 
Although that electoral system generated peculiar characteristics within the 
opposition parties' structures, making them less flexible than would be the 
case in a typical competitive electoral arena, the parties were able to survive 
and successfully initiate and accomplish system reforms, allowing them 
ultimately to defeat the governing party. Third, Mexico's transformation 
occurred from the bottom up, in which state and local forces provided a firm 
grass-roots base for national political change. The growth of opposition­
party control at the municipal level trained a new generation of leadership, 
altered voter behavior and partisan support, and increased demands for the 
decentralization of power.49 

Mexico presently is shifting from a transition to democracy to a com­
plex process of consolidation or deepening of democratic patterns of be­
havior, including fresh institutional relationships among the branches of 
government. This consolidation process raises questions about the account-
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ability of leadership, the legitimacy of democracy in meeting citizen expec­
tations, and their respect for opposing parties and actors. 

Definitions of consolidation and democratic deepening abound. In the 
Mexican context, the clearest presentation of these two terms has been 
offered by Steven Barracca. Barracca suggests that consolidation refers 
exclusively to "a low probability of democratic breakdown. More specifi­
cally, I suggest that a democratic regime can be considered consolidated 
when a political system is free of factors that can be demonstrated to clearly 
and directly lead to a return to non-democratic rule."50 Most definitions of 
this term are much broader and more ambiguous. Widely offered criteria for 
testing the broader definitions of democratic consolidation include such 
variables as the level of socioeconomic equality; the behavior, structure, and 
role of institutions; the routine practice of democratic politics; and the citi­
zenry's view of the democracy as legitimate. Many of these characteristics 
have been criticized by students of recently democratically transformed 
societies, including Russia, as being far too demanding.5 I 

The deepening of democracy in Mexico involves numerous tasks. 
These include establishment of the rule of law, strengthening of the federal 
judiciary, campaign finance reform, expansion of other actors, decentraliza­
tion of decision-making, and increased accountability across institutions. 
The degree to which Mexico has implemented these changes, and the diffi­
culties it has encountered, can be compared with the experiences of other 
countries engaged in similar reforms. 

CONCLUSION 

To summarize, then, approaching politics from a comparative perspective 
offers many rewards. It allows us to test political models against one 
another; 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 is democratic, but is in consolidation; is 
dominated by a declining presidency, with legislative and judicial branches 
growing in influence; is built on a contradictory political culture that includes 
liberal and authoritarian qualities; is characterized by international economic 
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features embedded in its domestic structures; is affected psychologically and 
politically by its proximity to the United States; and reflects the growing sig­
nificance of new actors, including NGOs and state and local governments. 
Mexico offers unique opportunities for comparative study because of its 
political continuity and stability, historic one party-dominant system, civil­
military relations, unique separation of church and state, peaceful democratic 
transition, 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 revolu­
tion, and U.S.-Mexican relations. 
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2 
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 ofthe Spanish Empire on 
the American mainland presents two common features. In all 
those states, constitutions of the most liberal and democratic 
character have been promulgated; in all, there have from time to 
time arisen dictators whose absolute power has been either 
frankly proclaimed or thinly veiled under constitutional forms. 
So frequently has such personal rule been established in many 
ofthe states that in them there has appeared to be an almost per­
petual and complete contradiction between theory and practice, 
between nominal and the actual systems of government. 

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 historical 
experiences. Many aspects of the U.S. political system can be traced to our 
English colonial experiences, our independence movement, our western 
frontier expansion, and our immigrant origins. Mexico has had a somewhat 
similar set of experiences, but the sources of the experiences and their spe­
cific 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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numbers of Indians were never absorbed into the conquering culture in New 
Spain, a vast integration process took place in most of central Mexico. Con­
versely, British settlers encountered numerous Native Americans in their 
colonization of North America, but they rarely intermarried with them and 
thus the two cultures never blended. Racially, African blacks played an 
important role in some regions; politically, this was a limited role because 
of the small numbers brought to New Spain, the colonial Spanish viceroy­
alty that extended from Central America to what is now the United States 
Midwest and Pacific Northwest. 

Mexico's racial heritage, unlike that of the United States, has a mixed 
or mestizo quality. In the initial absence of Spanish womeri, the original 
Spanish conquerors sought native mistresses or wives. In fact, cohabiting 
with female royalty from the various indigenous cultures was seen as an 
effective means of joining the two sets of leaders, firmly establishing Span­
ish ascendancy throughout the colony. The Indian-Spanish offspring of 
these unions at first were considered socially inferior to Spaniards fresh 
from Spain and the Spanish born in the New World. Frank Tannenbaum 
describes the complex social ladder: 

With the mixture of races in Mexico added to by the bringing in of Negroes 
in sufficient numbers to leave their mark upon the population in certain parts 
of the country, we have the basis of the social structure that characterized 
Mexico throughout the colonial period and in some degree continues to this 
day. The Spaniard-that is, the born European-was at the top in politics, in 
the Church, and in prestige. The criollo, his American-born child, stood at a 
lower level. He inherited most of the wealth, but was denied any important 
role in political administration. The mestizo and the dozen different castas 
that resulted from the mixtures of European, Indian, and Negro in their vari­
ous degrees and kinds were still lower. 1 

In the late nineteenth century, mestizos reached a new level of social ascen­
dancy through their numbers and control over the political system. 

Early Mexican political history involved social conflicts based on racial 
heritage. Moreover, large indigenous groups were suppressed, exploited, and 
politically ignored. The prejudice with which Indians were treated by the 
Spanish and mestizo populations, and the mistreatment of the mestizo by the 
Spanish contributed further to the sharp class distinctions that have plagued 
Mexico. 2 Social prejudice was transferred to economic status as well, with 
those lowest on the racial scale ending up at the bottom of the economic scale. 
The degree of social inequality ultimately contributed to the independence 
movement, as the New World-born Spanish (criollos) came to resent their 
second-class status relative to the Old World-born Spanish (peninsulares). It 
contributed even more significantly to the Mexican Revolution of 1910, in 
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which thousands of downtrodden mestizo peasants and workers and some 
Indians joined a broad social movement for greater social justice. 

All societies have some type of social structure. Most large societies 
develop hierarchical social groups, but from one society to another the level 
of deference exacted or given varies. In the United States, where political 
rhetoric, beginning with independence, focused on greater social equality, 
class distinctions were fewer and less distinct. 3 In Mexico, in spite of its rev­
olution, the distinctions remain much sharper, affecting various aspects of 
cultural and political behavior. For example, a major study of U.S. intellec­
tuals found that 40 percent of the younger generation were from working­
class backgrounds. By contrast, in Mexico, fewer than 5 percent fell into this 
social category.4 In the political and economic realms, lower-income groups 
are rarely represented in influential, leadership roles. Only among Catholic 
clergy and the military do such individuals exist in larger numbers.5 In addi­
tion, lower-income groups have limited protection from abuses by govern­
mental authorities and rarely receive equal treatment under the law. In the 
United States differences exist in the legal treatment of rich and poor, but 
they are fewer, and the gap between them is much smaller than in Mexico. 

The Spanish also left Mexico with a significant religious heritage: 
Catholicism. Religion played a critical role in the pre-Conquest Mexican 
indigenous culture and was very much integrated into the native political 
processes. In both the Aztec and Maya empires, for example, religion was 
integral to political leadership. The Spanish were no less religious. Begin­
ning with the Conquest itself, the pope reached some agreements with the 
Spanish crown. In these agreements, known collectively as the patronato 
real (royal patronate), the Catholic Church gave up certain rights it exer­
cised in Europe for a privileged role in the Conquest generally and in New 
Spain specifically. In return for being allowed to send two priests or friars 
with every land or sea expedition, and being given the sole opportunity to 
proselytize millions of Indians, the church gave up its control over the build­
ing of facilities in the New World, the appointing of higher clergy, the col­
lecting of tithes, and other activities. In other words, Catholicism obtained a 
monopoly in the Spanish New World.6 

The contractual relationship between the Catholic Church and the 
Spanish authorities in the colonial period established two fundamental prin­
ciples: the concept of an official religion, that is, only one religion recog­
nized and permitted by civil authorities; and the integration of church and 
state. In the United States, of course, a fundamental principle of our politi­
cal evolution is the separation of church and state. Moreover, many of the 
settlers who came to the English colonies came in search of religious free­
dom, not religious monopoly. As Samuel Ramos suggested, 
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It was our [Mexico's] fate to be conquered by a Catholic theocracy which was 
struggling to isolate its people from the current of modem ideas that emanated 
from the Renaissance. Scarcely had the American colonies been organized 
when they were isolated against all possible heresy. Ports were closed and 
trade with all countries except Spain was disapproved. The only civilizing 
agent of the New World was the Catholic Church, which by virtue of its ped­
agogical monopoly shaped the American societies in a medieval pattern of 
life. Education, and the direction of social life as well, were placed in the 
hands of the Church, whose power was similar to that of a state within a state.? 

The consequences of Mexico's religious heritage have been numerous. 
It is important to remember that Catholicism was not just a religion in the 
spiritual sense of the word, but extended deeply into the political culture, 
given the influence of the church over education and social organizations, 
such as hospitals and charitable foundations, and its lack of religious 
competition. 

One of the consequences is structural. In the first chapter, corporatism 
was identified as one of the traditional features of the political system. Cor­
poratism extends back to the colonial period, when certain groups obtained 
special privileges from civil authorities, giving them preferred relationships 
with the state. Among these groups were clergy, military officers, and mer­
chants. The most notable privileges received by the clergy were special legal 
fueros, or legal rights, allowing them to try their members in separate courts, 
where they were not subject to civil laws. 8 The Spanish established the prece­
dent for favored treatment of specific groups. Once groups are thus singled 
out, they will fight very hard to retain their advantages. Much of nineteenth­
century politics in Mexico became a battle between the church and its con­
servative allies on just this issue. 

The monopoly of the church in New Spain was very jealously pro­
tected. No immigrants professing other beliefs were allowed in before Mex­
ican independence. The church also took on another task for the state: fer­
reting out religious and political dissenters by establishing the Inquisition in 
the New World. The primary function of this institution was to identify and 
punish religious heretics, those persons who threatened religious beliefs as 
taught by church authorities, but in practice the Inquisition controlled pub­
lishing, assembled a book index that censored intellectual ideas from 
abroad, and fielded special customs inspectors.9 These activities were not 
entirely successful, but in general the church and the civil authorities were 
intolerant of any other religious and secular thought. The Inquisition has 
been described in this fashion: 

The belief that heretics were traitors and traitors were heretics led to the con­
viction that dissenters were social revolutionaries trying to subvert the politi-
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cal and religious stability ofthe community. These tenets were not later devel­
opments in the history of the Spanish Inquisition; they were inherent in the 
rationale of the institution from the fifteenth century onward and were appar­
ent in the Holy Office's dealings with Jews, Protestants, and other heretics 
during the sixteenth century. The use of the Inquisition by the later eighteenth­
century Bourbon kings of Spain as an instrument of regalism was not a depar­
ture from tradition. Particularly in the viceroyalty of New Spain during the 
late eighteenth century the Inquisition trials show how the Crown sought to 
promote political and religious orthodoxy. 10 

The heritage of intolerance plagued Mexico during much of its post­
independence political history. It has been argued that because culturally 
there had been little experience with other points of view and in promoting 
respect for them, accommodation was not perceived as desirable. Some ana­
lysts suggest that the Catholic religion's continuation as a dominant pres­
ence in spite of religious freedom and the existence of other faiths, encour­
ages the persistence of intolerance. The applicability of that view in recent 
years requires reexamination in light of the Church's proactive posture on 
democratization. 

To carry out the conquest of New Spain, the Spanish relied on armed 
expeditions and missionaries. Typically, once an area was made "safe" by an 
exploratory expedition, a permanent settlement around a mission and a pre­
sidio, or fort, was established. Some of the settlements were sited along a 
route known as the camino real (king's highway), which today is the old 
California Highway 1. The original mission towns are now among the most 
important cities in the Southwest: San Francisco (Saint Francis), San Diego 
(Saint James), Santa Barbara (Saint Barbara), Albuquerque, Tucson, and 
Santa Fe. 

Originally, the authorities used Spanish armed forces; in the colonial 
period, American-born Spaniards began filling officer ranks as the govern­
ment came to rely more heavily on the colonial militia. The armed forces 
were called on from time to time to protect the coast from French and British 
attacks, but the army was used primarily to suppress Indian rebellions and 
to keep internal order. It patrolled the highways to keep them free of bandits. 
Basically, then, it functioned as police, not as defenders against external 
enemies. 

The military, like the clergy, received special fueros in New Spain. It 
too had its own courts for civil and criminal cases, but unlike the clergy, mil­
itary officers were immune to civil prosecution. 11 Their favored status 
inevitably led to legal conflicts. Some historians have argued that one of the 
reasons for the disintegration of civil authority at the time of independence 
was declining respect caused by its inability to control military cases. 
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As in the case of the church, granting the military special privileges­
which were passed on to the colonial militia before independence-created 
another powerful interest group. Their professional heirs in the nineteenth 
century wanted to retain the privileges. Furthermore, the close ties between 
military and civil authorities, and the unclear lines of subordination led to 
the blurring of distinctions in civil-military relations. 12 

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, these patterns in civil­
military relations and civil-church relations had a great impact on Mexico's 
political development. They complemented the corporatist heritage by es­
tablishing groups that saw their own interests, not those of society, as pri­
mary. These groups competed for political ascendancy, reinforcing the 
already-present social inequality by creating a hierarchy of interests and 
prestige. 

To the legacies of corporatism, social inequality, special interests, and 
intolerance can be added the Spanish bureaucratic tradition. Critics tend to 
focus on the inefficiencies of the Spanish bureaucracy and the differences 
between legal theory and the application of administrative criteria. 13 In part, 
problems can be attributed to the distance between the mother country and 
the colonies, as well as to the distance between Mexico City, the seat of the 
viceroyalty of New Spain, established in 1535, and its far-flung settlements 
in Yucatan, Chiapas, and what is today the southwestern United States. A 
more important feature of Spanish religious and civil structures was their 
strongly hierarchical nature and centralization. Low-level bureaucrats 
lacked authority. Decisions were made only at the top of the hierarchy, with 
delay, inefficiency, and corruption as the outcome. 14 

The hierarchical structure of the Spanish state in the New World is no 
better illustrated than through the viceroy himself. The viceroy (virrey) was 
in effect the vice-king, a personal appointee of and substitute for the king of 
Spain. He had two sources of power: He was the supreme civil authority and 
also the commander in chief of the military. In addition, he was the vice­
patron of the Catholic Church, responsible for the mission policies in the 
colonization process. Remember, this individual, along with a second 
viceroy in Lima, Peru, governed all of Spanish-speaking Latin America and 
the southwestern United States. 

Upon its independence, the viceregal structure left Mexico with two 
political tendencies. First, the individual viceroys became extremely impor­
tant, some serving for many years, completely at the whim of the crown. 
This shifted considerable political legitimacy away from Spanish institu­
tions to a single person. The personalization of power tended to devalue the 
institutionalization of political structures, thereby enhancing the importance 
of political personalities. It also left Mexico with an integrated civil and reli-
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gious/cultural tradition, complemented by an equally blended, hierarchical 
indigenous tradition of executive authority. Justo Sierra, a Mexican histo­
rian, described the viceroy's power and the church-state relationship: 

The Viceroy was the king. His business was to hold the land-that is, to con­
serve the king's dominion, New Spain, at all costs. The way to conserve it was 
to pacify it; hence the close collaboration with the Church. In view of the priv­
ileges granted by the Pope to the Spanish king in America, it could be said that 
the Church in America was under the Spanish king: this was called the Royal 
Patronate. But the ascendancy that the Church had acquired in Spanish Amer­
ica, because it consolidated, through conversions, the work of the Conquest, 
made it actually a partner in the govemment. 15 

Spanish political authority was top-heavy, placing most of the power in 
the hands of an executive institution. The viceroy's decision-making author­
ity had few restrictions. In many respects, the viceroy's self-developed polit­
ical aura was equivalent to the presidencialismo described earlier. The Span­
ish did create an audiencia, a sort of quasi legislative-judicial body that acted 
as a board of appeals for grievances against the viceroy and could channel 
complaints directly to the crown, bypassing the viceroy. Also, the crown 
appointed its own inspectors, often secret, who traveled to New Spain to hear 
charges against a viceroy's abuse of authority. These visitadores were 
empowered to conduct thorough investigations and report to the crown. 

The minor restrictions on viceregal powers did not mean there was a 
separation of powers, an independent judiciary, a legislative body, or decen­
tralization. Some participation at the local level existed, but Mexico had no 
legislative heritage comparable to that found in the British colonies' colonial 
assemblies. Thus, it is not surprising that although Mexico quickly estab­
lished a legislative body after independence, it functioned effectively for 
only brief periods in the 1860s and 1870s and again in the 1920s, remaining 
ineffectual and subordinate throughout most of the twentieth century until 
the 1990s. 

Finally, another important Spanish political heritage is the role of the 
state in society. The strong authoritarian institutions in New Spain and the 
size of the Spanish colonial bureaucracy established the state as the preem­
inent institution. 16 The only other institution whose influence came close 
was the Catholic Church. Educated male Spaniards born in the New World 
essentially had three career choices: the colonial bureaucracy, the clergy 
(which appealed to only a minority), and the military. New Spain's private 
sector was weak, underdeveloped, and closed. The crown permitted little 
commercial activity among the colonies or with other countries. The 
monopolistic relationship between Spain and the colonies kept the latter 
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from developing their full economic potential. Michael Meyer and William 
Sherman characterized Spain's policies as 

protectionist in the extreme, which meant that the economy in New Spain was 
very much restricted by limitations imposed by the imperial system. Thus the 
natural growth of industry and commerce was significantly impeded, because 
manufacturers and merchants in Spain were protected from the competition 
of those in the colony. In accord with the classic pattern, the Spanish Indies 
were to supply Spain with raw products, which could be made into finished 
goods in the mother country and sold back to the colonists at a profit. As a 
consequence, the character of the colonial economy in Mexico was essentially 
extractive. 17 

A long-term political consequence of a strong state and a weak private 
sector was the overarching prestige of the state, to the disadvantage of the pri­
vate sector. Economically, then, the state was in the driver's seat, not because 
it controlled most economic resources, but because it provided the most 
important positions available in the colonial world. The same mentality 
developed in the twentieth century in other colonial settings. For example, 
Indians came to believe that the British civil service was the preeminent insti­
tution in India and that government employment would grant them great 
prestige. 18 In the same way, positions in the Mexican state bureaucracy were 
seen by many educated Mexicans as the ultimate employment, and so the 
competition for places was keen. One cultural theorist, Glen Dealy, argues 
that "public power like economic wealth is rooted in rational accumulation. 
Capitalism measures excellence in terms of accumulated wealth; caudillaje 
[Latin American culture] measures one's virtue in terms of accumulated pub­
lic power." 19 This way of life did not end with the decline of the Spanish 
empire and Spain's departure from Mexico. Figures from the last third of the 
nineteenth century demonstrate that the government employed a large per­
centage of educated, professional men, suggesting again the limited oppor­
tunities in the private sector. 

The Mexican state's importance can be explained by not only eco­
nomic underdevelopment, but also by the status of the state in the New 
World. In other words, it was natural for Mexicans to expect the state to play 
an influential role. Not liking state intervention in their lives, similar to the 
feeling of most people in the United States,2° Mexicans nevertheless came 
to depend on the state as a problem solver, in part because there was no insti­
tutional infrastructure at the local level or the same self-reliant thinking. 

Spain bequeathed to Mexico an individualistic, cultural mind-set. 
North Americans, although characterized by self-initiative and indepen­
dence, exhibited a strong sense of community. That is, throughout the west­
ern expansion, U.S. settlers saw surviving together as in the interest of the 
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group as well as in the interest of its members. Mexicans, on the other hand, 
exhibited a strong sense of self. This, combined with the sharper social-class 
divisions and social inequality, led to a preeminence of individual or famil­
ial preservation, unassociated with the protection of larger groups. The lack 
of communal ties reinforced the primacy of personal ties. It was a familiar 
phenomenon elsewhere in Latin America as well. In the political realm, it 
generally translates into whom you know rather than what you know. This 
statement is an almost universal truism, but whom you know gains in impor­
tance where access to authority is limited.21 

Finally, the structural arrangements of the Spanish colonial empire and 
the distances between the colonies and the mother country and between the 
colonies themselves made for considerable dissatisfaction with the rules 
imposed. The Spanish settlers, and later their mestizo descendants, increas­
ingly disobeyed orders from overseas. Sometimes they could justifiably 
assert that a law no longer applied to the situation at hand. At other times 
they would flout a law they found inconvenient. The inefficiencies inherent 
in the transatlantic management of possessions in two continents, built-in 
social inequalities, and the gap between Old World theory and New World 
reality meant the marginalization of Spain's laws in the Western Hemi­
sphere. A lack of respect for the law and the importance of personal and 
familial interests were fundamental factors in Mexico's political evolution 
from the 1830s through the end of the twentieth century. 

NINETEENTH-CENTURY POLITICAL HERITAGE 

Shortly after its independence Mexico experimented briefly with a monar­
chical system, but the rapid demise of the three-hundred-year-old colonial 
structure left a political void. The only legitimate authority, the crown, and 
its colonial representative, the viceroy, disappeared. Intense political con­
flict ensured as various groups sought to legitimize their political philoso­
phies. The battle for political supremacy affected the goals of the antago­
nists and influenced the process by which Mexicans settled political 
disputes. By the 1840s, Mexico had fluctuated between a political model 
advocating federalism, the decentralization of power similar to that prac­
ticed in the United States, and centralism, the allocation of more decision­
making authority to the national government. 

As was true of many Latin American countries, Mexico was caught 
between the idea of rejecting its centralized, authoritarian Spanish heritage 
and the idea of adopting the reformist U.S. model. The obstinacy of their 
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proponents kept political affairs in constant flux. Violence was a frequent 
means for settling political disagreements, which enhanced the presence and 
importance of the army as an arbiter of political conflicts, and consumed 
much of the government budget that might otherwise have been spent more 
productively. 

By the mid-nineteenth century two mainstreams of political thought 
confronted Mexicans: conservatism and liberalism. Mexican liberalism was 
a mixture of borrowed and native ideas that largely rejected Spanish au­
thoritarianism and tradition and instead drew on Enlightenment ideas from 
France, England, and the United States. Some of its elements included such 
basic U.S. tenets as guarantees of political liberty and the sovereignty of 
the general will. Among its principles were greater citizen participation in 
government, free-speech guarantees, and a strong legislative branch. Lib­
erals complemented these principles with a concept known as Jeffersonian 

Mexican liberalism: an amalgam of basic concepts of political liberty 

and nineteenth-century laissez-faire economic principles. 

agrarian democracy. Jefferson had advocated encouraging large numbers of 
small landholders in the United States. His rationale was that people with 
property constitute a stable citizenry; having something to lose, they would 
vigorously defend the democratic political process. The liberals also 
believed in classic economic liberalism, the philosophy pervading England 
and the United States during the same period. Economic liberalism of this 
period referred to the encouragement of individual initiative and the protec­
tion of individual property rights.22 

Mexican conservatives held to an alternative set of political principles. 
Whereas an examination of Liberal ideas reveals that most of them were bor­
rowed from leading thinkers and political systems foreign to Mexico's expe­
rience, the Conservatives praised the reform-minded Bourbon administra­
tion of the Spanish colonies prior to independence and emphasized a strong 
central executive. They argued for a strong executive because it would fol­
low naturally after centuries of authoritarian colonial rule, and because the 
postindependence violence in the 1830s, 1840s, and 1850s seemed to be part 
of a larger struggle between anarchy and civilization in Latin America. With­
out forceful leadership, Mexico would succumb to disorder and remain 
underdeveloped economically. 23 

The conservatives favored policies promoting industrialization, stress­
ing light manufacturing rather than expansion of the small-landholder class. 
Mexico desperately needed capital, much of which had fled after indepen-
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dence and during the chaotic political period that followed. Both conserva­
tives and liberals looked approvingly on foreign investment and encouraged 
policies that would attract outside capital, particularly to mining and strug­
gling industries such as textiles.24 

Neither the conservatives nor the liberals gave much attention to the 
plight of the Indians. Because the thinkers in both camps generally were 
criollos of middle- and upper-middle-class background, their primary con­
cerns were the maintenance of social order and the interests of their classes. 
Although the conservatives essentially ignored the Indians, the liberals 
sought to apply their philosophy of economic individualism to the Indian 
system of communal property holding, believing it to be an obstacle to 
development. 

Liberals and conservatives clashed most violently on the role of the 
Catholic Church. The liberals believed, and correctly so, that the church, as 
an integral ally of the Spanish state, conveyed support for the hierarchical, 
authoritarian, political structure.25 Essentially, it was the church's control of 
education and nearly all aspects of cultural life that permitted its influence. 
The conservatives, on the other hand, saw the church as an important force 
and worked toward an alliance with it. 

Because the liberals viewed the church as a staunch opponent and as 
the conservatives' political and economic supporter, they wanted to reduce 
or eliminate altogether its influence. They introduced the Ley Lerdo (Lerdo 
law) on June 1, 1856, essentially forcing the church to sell off its large land­
holdings, which at that time accounted for a sizable portion of all Mexican 
real estate. But the law did not have its intended consequences. The church 
traded land for capital, thereby preserving a source of economic influence 
and at the same time enlarging the already substantial estates of the buyers. 26 

The liberals also attacked the church's special privileges, which had been 
left inviolate by the 1824 constitution immediately after independence. 
They eliminated its legalfueros and placed cemeteries under the jurisdiction 
of public authorities. 27 

From this brief overview, we can see that each side had something use­
ful to offer. Yet their unwillingness to compromise and the intensity with 
which they held their opinions led to a polity in constant disarray. The bat­
tles between conservatives and liberals culminated in the War of the Reform 
(1858-1861 ), in which the victorious liberals imposed, by force, their polit­
ical views on the defeated conservatives. These views are well represented 
in the constitution of 1857, a landmark political document that influenced its 
revolutionary successor, the constitution of 1917. 

The issue of church versus state, or the supremacy of state over church, 
was a crucial element of the conservative-liberal battles and a focus of nine-



36 POLITICS IN MEXICO 

teenth-century politics. The leading liberals of the day saw the classroom as 
the chief means of social transformation, and the church's control in that 
arena as undesirable, and so decided to establish secular institutions. To 
implement this concept, President Benito Juarez appointed in 1867 a com­
mittee under Gabino Barreda, an educator who set down some basic princi­
ples for public education in the last third of the nineteenth century. The lib­
erals hoped to replace church-controlled schools with free, mandatory 
public education, but their program was never fully implemented. Most 
important, they introduced a preparatory educational program, a sort of 
advanced high school to train future leaders in secular and liberal ideas. 

By 1869 the liberals succeeded in defeating the conservatives' forces. 
Their unwillingness to compromise and their introduction of even more rad­
ical reforms-particularly those associated with suppressing the Catholic 
Church, and incorporated into the 1857 constitution-impelled the conser­
vatives and their church allies to take the unusual step of seeking help from 
abroad. This ultimately led to the French intervention of 1862-1867, and an 
attempt to enthrone a foreign monarch, Austrian archduke Ferdinand Max­
imilian. The liberals were nearly defeated during this interlude, but under 
Benito Juarez's leadership they ultimately won and executed the archduke. 

The liberals reigned from 1867 to 1876. This brief period is important 
because it gave Mexicans a taste of a functioning, liberal political model. 
The legislative branch of government exercised some actual power. The 
successors to Benito Juarez lacked the political skills and authority to sus­
tain the government, and their experiment came to an end with the success­
ful revolt of Porfirio Dfaz, a leading military figure in the liberal battles 
against the French. 28 

Dfaz's ambition and his overthrow of Juarez's collaborators introduced 
a new generation of liberals to leadership positions. These men, most of 
whom were combat veterans of the liberal-conservative conflicts and the 
French intervention, were moderate liberals, distinct from the radical ortho­
dox liberals of the Juarez generation. Dfaz and the moderate liberals paved 
the way for the introduction of a new political philosophy into Mexico: pos­
itivism. As described by historian Charles Hale, 

Scientific or positive politics involved the argument that the country's prob­
lems should be approached and its policies formed scientifically. Its principal 
characteristics were an attack on doctrinaire [radical] liberalism, or "meta­
physical politics," an apology for strong government to counter endemic rev­
olutions and anarchy, and a call for constitutional reform. It drew upon a cur­
rent of European, particularly French, theories dating back to Henri de 
Saint-Simon and Auguste Comte in the 1820s, theories that under the name of 
positivism had become quite generalized in European thought by 1878. Apart 
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from the theoretical origins of their doctrine, the exponents of scientific poli­
tics in Mexico found inspiration in the concrete experience of the contempo­
rary conservative republics of France and Spain and in their leaders. 29 

The motto for many positivists in Mexico and elsewhere in Latin 
America was liberty and progress through peace and order. The key to Mex­
ican positivism, as it was implemented by successive administrations under 
Profirio Dfaz, who ruled Mexico from 1877 to 1880 and 1884 to 1911, was 
order. After years of political instability, violence, and civil war, these men 
saw peace as a critical necessity for progress. Their explanation for the dis­
ruptive preceding decades centered on the notion that too much of Mexico's 
political thinking had been based on irrational or "unscientific" ideas influ­
enced by the spiritual teachings of the church and that alternative political 
ideas were counterproductive. As Dfaz himself suggested, "all citizens of a 
republic should receive the same training, so that their ideas and methods 
may be harmonized and the national identity intensified."30 

Building on the philosophy of their orthodox liberal predecessors, the 
Diaz administrations came to believe that the most effective means for con­
veying rational positivist thought, or this new form of moderate liberalism, 
was public education. Education therefore became the essential instrument 
for homogenizing Mexican political values. It would tum out a new gener­
ation of political, intellectual, and economic leaders who would guide Mex­
ico along the path of material progress and political development. Preemi­
nent among the public institutions was the National Preparatory School in 
Mexico City, which enrolled children of regional and national notables. Its 
matriculation lists read like a roll of future nationalleaders.3 1 

The acceptance of positivist ideas by the moderate liberals ultimately 
led to the dominance of order over liberty and progress. Indeed, it can be 
argued that after decades of civil conflict, positivism became a vehicle for 
reintroducing conservative ideas among Mexico's liberal leadership. Dfaz 
increasingly used the state's power to maintain political order, allowing eco­
nomic development to occur without government interference. His govern­
ment encouraged the expansion of mining and made generous concessions 
to foreigners to obtain investment. 

The Porfiriato, as the period ofDfaz's rule is known in Mexico, had sig­
nificant consequences that led to the country's major social upheaval of the 
twentieth century, the Mexico Revolution of 1910, and numerous political 
and social legacies. Dfaz attacked two important social issues: the relation­
ship between church and state and the role of Indians in the society. 

Ironically, the Catholic Church regained considerable influence during 
the liberal era. Even Benito Juarez realized after Maximilian's defeat that 
pursuit of radical antichurch policies would only generate further resistance 
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and disorder. Diaz pursued a pragmatic policy of reconciliation in the 1870s, 
separating church and state, but permitting the church to strengthen its reli­
gious role as long as it remained aloof from secular and political affairs.32 

Thus, the two parties achieved a modus vivendi, although the state remained 
in the stronger position, and the 1857 constitution retained repressive, 
antichurch provisions. 

Diaz's attitude toward the Indians was also significant because it 
reflected a broader attitude toward social inequality. He and his collabora­
tors, as did the original liberals, saw the Indians as obstacles to Mexican 
development. They applied the provisions of the law forcing the sale of 
church property to the communal property held by Indian villages, acceler­
ating the pace of sales begun by the orthodox liberals in the 1860s. But the 
positivists were not satisfied with this economic measure. Many of them 
accepted the notion, popular throughout Latin America at the time, that Indi­
ans were a cultural and social burden and were racially inferior.33 To over­
come this racial barrier, they proposed introducing European immigration, 
in the hope of wiping out the indigenous culture and providing a superior 
economic example for the mestizo farmer. 

To ensure that immigration would take place, the Mexican government 
passed a series of colonization laws in the 1880s that granted generous con­
cessions to foreigners who would survey public lands. By 1889 foreigners 
had surveyed almost eighty million acres and had acquired large portions of 
the surveyed acreage at bargain-basement prices. For the most part, how­
ever, these people were not typical settlers; rather, they, like the Mexicans 
who purchased church and Indian lands, were large landholders. Two mil­
lion acres of communal Indian lands went to them and to corporations. 
Hence, the colonization laws not only increased the concentration of land 
in the hands of wealthy Mexicans and foreigners, but antagonized small 
mestizo and Indian farmers, who became a force during the Mexican 
Revolution. 

Diaz implemented policies that improved the country economically, 
but the primary beneficiaries were the wealthy at home and abroad. The 
laboring classes, generally mestizo in origin, benefited little from the poli­
tics of peace. Diaz focused on a small group of supporters and ignored the 
plight of most of his compatriots. Even middle-class mestizos, who rose to 
the top of the ladder politically by 1900, were limited in their abilities to 
share in the economic goods of the Diaz era. As two recent historians of 
Mexico suggested, 

The structure of Mexican society during the Porfiriato consisted of a number 
of levels that must be noted in order to understand the social dynamics of the 
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era. Large holders of commercialized agriculture land constituted the top of 
the pyramid. Land provided the economic core as well as status. From this 
base large landholders diversified into manufacturing, mining, or other prof­
itable activities. An elite, allied with national and regional political groups, 
with business and personal connections to foreign capitalists and investors, 
formed an interlocking socioeconomic and political directorate. They used 
their political, economic, and social influence to reinforce their position. Eco­
nomic concessions, contracts, and other forms of political patronage fell to 
this group. They negotiated among themselves for a share of the political 
power and economic fruits of modemization.34 

To understand Mexican politics in the twentieth century, in the postrev­
olutionary era, it is even more important to explore the political heritage left 
by Diaz and his cronies. In the first place, although church and state were 
separate and the lines were more firmly drawn between secular and religious 
activities, Diaz maintained fuzzier relationships between the state and two 
other important elements, the army and the private sector. 

In effect, Diaz established the pattern for civil-military relations that 
characterized Mexico until the 1940s. Because he himself was a veteran of 
so many civil conflicts, it was only natural that he recruited many of his 
important collaborators, on both the national and state level, from among 
fellow officers.35 Military men occupied many prominent positions. 
Although the presence of career officers in the top echelon declined across 
Diaz's tenure as they were replaced by younger civilian lawyers, no clear 
relationship of subordination between civil and military authorities was 
established (see Table 2-1). Diaz left a legacy of shared power and inter­
locking leadership. 36 

The unclear lines between military and civilian political power were 
duplicated between politicians and the business elite. It is the nature of a 
capitalist system to have an exchange of leaders between the economic and 
political spheres, as in the United States, but such linkages in an authoritar­
ian political structure, where access to power and decision making is closed, 
can produce potentially significant consequences. Diaz, who had control 
over most of the important national political offices, used appointments to 
reward supporters or as a means to co-opt opponents. At no time since 1884 
has any administration had stronger elite economic representation in politi­
cal office than under Diaz. Approximately a fifth of all national politicians 
from 1884 to 1911, with the peak in 1897, were businessmen. For most of 
the twentieth century they made up fewer than 10 percent of Mexico's pub­
lic figures. 37 Giving these positions, especially at the provincial level, to 
members of prominent families, further closed paths of upward social 
mobility to less-favored groups, especially the mestizo middle class. 38 
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Table 2-1 Career Military Officers in National Politics 

Presidential Military Presidential Military 
Administration Officers (%) Administration Officers(%) 

Diaz Partes Gil 14 
1884-1889 54 Ortiz Rubio 41 
1889-1893 46 Rodriguez 33 
1893-1897 32 Cardenas 27 
1897-1901 16 Avila Camacho 19 
1901-1905 II Aleman 8 
1905-1910 9 Ruiz Cortines 14 
1910-1911 35 Lopez Mateos 15 

De Ia Barra 27 Diaz Ordaz 7 
Madero 26 Echeverria II 
Huerta 61 Lopez Portillo 6 
Carranza 49 De Ia Madrid 4 
Obregon 40 Salinas 6 
Calles 30 Zedillo 2 

By the time Diaz began his third term as president in 1888, he had suc­
ceeded in controlling national elections, although he had not created a 
national electoral machine similar to that of the Partido Nacional Revolu­
cionario (PNR), established in 1929, and its successors. He continued to 
hold elections to renew the loyalty of the people to his leadership and to 
allow him to reward his faithful supporters with sinecures as federal 
deputies (congressmen) and senators. His control was so extensive that 
occasionally he chose the same person for more than one elective office. 

Building on the original conservative philosophy and the colonial her­
itage, Dfaz reversed the tenuous decentralization trend begun under Presi­
dent Juarez. He accomplished this structurally by decreasing the powers of 
the legislative and judicial branches, making them subordinate to the exec­
utive branch and to the presidency specifically. He also strengthened the 
presidency as distinct from the executive branch. 

Diaz went beyond aggrandization of political authority in the executive 
branch and the presidency by strengthening the federal government or state 
generally. He did this by expanding the federal bureaucracy. Between 1876 
and 1910 the government payroll grew some 900 percent. In 1876 only 16 
percent of the middle class worked for the government; by 1910 the figure 
was 70 percent.39 As in the colonial period, the private sector was not incor­
porating new generations of educated Mexicans; rather, their careers were 
being pursued within the public sector, notably the federal executive. Dfaz 
provided the twentieth century with a dominant state, an apparatus that most 
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successful Mexicans would want to control because it was essential to their 
economic future. 

Because Diaz held the presidency for some thirty years, a personality 
cult developed around his leadership. His collaborators conveyed the mes­
sage that progress, as they defined it, was guaranteed by his presence. His 
indispensability enhanced his political maneuverability. On the other hand, 
Dfaz put in place a political system that was underdeveloped institutionally. 
In concentrating on l:).is personality, political institutions failed to acquire 
legitimacy. Even the stability of the political system itself was at stake 
because continuity was not guaranteed by the acceptability of its institu­
tions, but by an individual person, Dfaz. 

The Porfiriato also reinforced the paternalism handed down from the 
political and social culture of the precolonial and colonial periods. Dfaz's 
concessions to favored people, providing them with substantial economic 
rewards, encouraged dependence on his personal largesse and the govern­
ment generally. This technique, which he used generously to pacify oppo­
nents and reward friends, produced corruption at all levels of political life. 
It encouraged the belief that political office was a reward to be taken advan­
tage of by the officeholder rather than a public responsibility. The political 
cultures of many other countries are similarly characterized to a greater or 
lesser degree. 

Against his most recalcitrant foes, Dfaz was willing to use less ingrati­
ating techniques. Toward the end of his regime, press censorship became 
widespread. As a whole, he favored a controlled, complimentary press to 
counter criticism from independent sources. If threats or imprisonment were 
not sufficient to deter his opponents, he resorted to more severe measures. 
Typically, lower social groups were the victims of violent suppression. A 
notorious example of this policy was the treatment of the Yaqui Indians in 
northwestern Mexico, who rebelled after influential members of the Dfaz 
administration began seizing their lands. The Yaquis were subjected to bru­
talities and were forced into what were in effect concentration camps, and 
many were deported to Yucatan, where most perished in forced labor on the 
henequen plantations in the hot tropical climate.40 

As Mexico emerged from the first decade of the twentieth century, it 
acquired a political model that drew on Spanish authoritarian and paternal 
heritages. Like the viceroys before him, but without reporting to any other 
authority, Dfaz exercised extraordinary power. He built up a larger state 
apparatus as a means of retaining power, and although he strengthened the 
role of the state in society, he did not legitimize its institutions. While he did 
succeed in building some economic infrastructure in Mexico, he failed to 
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meet social needs and maltreated certain groups, thereby continuing and 
intensifying the social inequalities existing under his colonial predecessors. 
His favoritism toward foreigners caused resentment and contributed to the 
rise of nationalism after 1911. The lack of separation between civilian and 
military leadership left Mexicans unclear about the principle of civilian 
supremacy and autonomy, an issue that would confront his successors. 
Finally, although the moderate liberals/converted positivists replaced ortho­
dox liberals and, in many cases, substituted conservative principles for their 
original political ideas, the excluded liberal followers who remained faith­
ful to the cause rose up once again after 1910.41 

THE REVOLUTIONARY HERITAGE: 
SOCIAL VIOLENCE AND REFORM 

It can never be forgotten that contemporary Mexico is the product of a vio­
lent revolution that lasted, on and off, from 1910 through 1920. The deci­
mation of its population-more than a million people during the decade­
alone would have left an indelible stamp on Mexican life. The revolution 
touched all social classes, and although it did not affect all locales with the 
same intensity, it brought together the residents of villages and cities to a 
degree never achieved before or since. In the same way that World War II 
altered life in the United States, the revolution brought profound changes to 
Mexican society. 

The causes of the revolution have been thoroughly examined by histo­
rians. They are numerous, and their roots can be found in the failures of the 
Porfiriato. Among the most important to have been singled out are foreign 
economic penetration, class struggle, land ownership, economic depression, 
local autonomy, the clash between modernity and tradition, the breakdown 
of the Porfirian system, the weakness of the transition process, the lack of 
opportunity for upward political and social mobility, and the aging of the 
leadership.42 Historians do not agree on the primary causes nor on whether 
the 1910 revolution was a "real" revolution, that is, whether it radically 
changed the social structure.43 

In my own view, the revolution introduced significant changes, although 
it did not alter social structures to the degree one expects of a major social 
revolution on a par with the Cuban, Soviet, or Chinese revolutions.44 Never­
theless, to understand Mexican political developments in the twentieth cen­
tury, it is necessary to explore the ideology of the revolution and the political 
structures that emerged in the immediate postrevolutionary era. 
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Ideologically, one of the best ways to understand the diverse social 
forces for change is to trace the constitutional provisions of 1917 to the pre­
cursors and revolutionary figures. Among the most important precursors, 
Ricardo Flores Mag6n and his brothers offered ideas leading up to the revo­
lution and revived the legitimacy of orthodox liberalism by establishing lib­
eral clubs throughout Mexico.45 This provided a basis for middle-class par­
ticipation in and support for revolutionary principles. Flores Mag6n and his 
adherents published a newspaper in exile in the United States, La Rege­
neraci6n, banned in Mexico. Many prominent political figures in the revolu­
tion, including General Alvaro Obregon, cited its influence on their attitudes. 
Perhaps more than in any other area, Flores Mag6n offered arguments in sup­
port of workers' rights, establishing such principles as minimum wage and 
maximum hours in strike documents and Liberal Party platforms.46 He also 
advocated the distribution ofland, the return of communal (ejido) properties 
to the Indians, and the requirement that agricultural land be productive. 

Politically, the most prominent figure in the pre- and revolutionary eras 
was Francisco I. Madero, son of wealthy Coahuilan landowners in northern 
Mexico, who believed in mild social reforms and the basic principles of 
political liberty. He founded the Anti-Reelectionist Party to oppose Porfirio 
Dfaz. A product of his class, he did not believe in structural change but did 
believe in equal opportunity for all.47 His Presidential Succession of 1910, 
the Anti-Reelectionist Party platform, and his revolutionary 1910 Plan of 
San Luis Potosi advocated three important political items: no reelection, 
electoral reform (effective suffrage), and revision of the constitution of 
1857. The most important of Madero's social and economic ideas concerned 
public education; he believed, as did the orthodox liberals, that education 
was the key to a modern Mexico. 

More radical social ideas were offered by such revolutionaries as Pas­
cual Orozco, who later turned against Madero; Francisco Villa; and Emil­
iano Zapata. Orozco, who expressed many popular social and economic 
views, some complementary to those of Flores Mag6n, also called for 
municipal autonomy from federal control in response to Dfaz's centraliza­
tion of political authority. Villa, from the northern state of Chihuahua, did 
not offer a true ideology or program, but the policies he implemented in the 
regions under his control reflected his radical social philosophy. In Chi­
huahua, for example, he nationalized large landholders' properties outright 
and, because of his own illiteracy (he learned to read only late in life), insti­
tuted a widespread primary school program. Zapata, who came from the 
rugged state of Morelos just south of Mexico City, fought largely over the 
issue of land. His ideology, expressed by his collaborators, appeared in his 
famous Plan de Ayala.48 
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With the exception of Madero, these men offered few specific political 
principles. Consequently, the political ideology of the revolution, with the 
possible exception of effective suffrage and no reelection, emerged piece­
meal, either in the constitutional debates at Queretaro, before the writing of 
the 1917 constitution, or from actual experience. 

One of the most important of these themes was Mexicanization, a 
broad form of nationalism. Simply stated, Mexico comes first, outsiders sec­
ond. In the economic realm, it can be seen in placing Mexicans instead of 
foreigners in management positions, even if the investment is foreign in ori­
gin. An even more important expression of economic nationalism occurred 
in regard to resources: the formalization of Mexican control. With few 
exceptions, at least 51 percent of any enterprise had to be in the hands of 
Mexicans. But after 1988, desperate for foreign investment, the government 
loosened up many restrictions in most economic sectors. 

Mexicanization spread to cultural and psychological realms. On a cul­
tural level, the revolution gave birth to extraordinary productivity in art, 
music, and literature, in which methodology was often as important as the 
content. In the visual fields, the Mexicans revived the mural, an art form that 
could be viewed by large numbers of Mexicans rather than remain on the 
walls of private residences or inaccessible museums.49 Political cartoons 
during and after the revolution blossomed. In literature, the social protest 
novel-the novel of the revolution-came to the fore. Often cynical or 

Mexicanization: a revolutionary principle stressing the importance of 
Mexicans and Mexico, enhancing their influence and prestige. 

highly critical, these works castigated not only the failures of the Porfiriato, 
but the apparent failures of the revolutionaries too. 5° Musicians paid atten­
tion to the indigenous heritage, even composing the classical India_n Sym­
phony, whose roots lie in the native culture. Ballads and popular songs flour­
ished throughout Mexico as each region made its contributions. 51 

Mexicanization also affected a line of intellectual thought known as lo 
mexicano, which was concerned with national or cultural identity, and pride 
in Mexican heritage. Henry Schmidt, one of the most insightful students of 
the Mexican cultural rebirth, assessed its impact: 

The 1910 Revolution generated an unprecedented expansion of knowledge in 
Mexico. At the same time as it lessened the tensions of an unresponsive polit­
ical system, it ushered in a new age of creation. If the post-Revolutionary 
political development cannot always be viewed favorably, the efforts to reori­
ent thought toward a greater awareness of national conditions at least merit 
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commendation. Thus the 1920's is known as the period of "reconstruction" 
and "renaissance," when the country, having undergone its most profound dis­
location since the Conquest, attempted to consolidate the gains its people had 
struggled for since the waning of the Porfiratio.52 

Another important theme of the revolution was social justice. Econom­
ically, although not expressed specifically in the constitution, this included a 
fairer distribution of national income. Socially, and called for by nearly all 
revolutionary and intellectual thinkers, it involved expanded public educa­
tion. Madero wanted to improve access. Many others promoted education as 
an indirect means to enhance economic opportunity, particularly for the Indi­
ans, whose integration into the mainstream mestizo culture could thereby be 
accomplished. A leading intellectual, Jose Vasconcelos, who made signifi­
cant contributions to Mexican education, praised a coming "Cosmic race," 
suggesting that a racial mix would produce a superior, not inferior, culture. 53 

The revolution did not react adversely to a strong state. Instead, build­
ing on the administrative infrastructure created under the Porfiriato, postrev­
olutionary regimes contributed to its continued expansion. Yet unlike Dfaz, 
the revolution heralded a larger state role, giving the state responsibilities 
not expected of a government before 1910. According to Hector Aguilar 
Camfn and Lorenzo Meyer, the construction of a new state incorporated "the 
first bold attempts at developing the state as an instrument of economic, edu­
cational, and cultural action and regulation."54 For example, as a conse­
quence of Mexicanization, the state gained control over subsoil resources 
and eventually became the administrator of extractive enterprises. The phe­
nomenal growth in the value of the nation's oil in the 1970s cast the state in 
an even more important role. When the state nationalized foreign petroleum 
companies in 1938, it established national and international precedents else­
where.55 In later periods, the state came to control such industries as fertil­
izers, telephones, electricity, airlines, steel, and copper. In the mid-1980s the 
trend gradually began to be reversed. 

The revolution stimulated the political liberalism that had lain dormant 
under the ideology of positivism during the last twenty years of the Porfiri­
ato. Freedom of the press was revived during the revolution. The media 
underwent a regression in the 1920s, and although censorship continued to 
raise its head, the conditions under which the media operated were much 
improved. The most important principle of political liberalism-increased 
participation in governance expressed through effective suffrage-was 
given substance in Madero's election in 1911, probably Mexico's freest, but 
never returned to that level until 1997.56 

The political mythology of the revolution, "Effective Suffrage, No 
Reelection," was stamped on official government documents until the 1970s. 
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Effective suffrage remains an ideal, but is close to being achieved in practice. 
On the other hand, no reelection, with but a few exceptions in the 1920s and 
1930s, has become the rule. When General Alvaro Obregon tried to circum­
vent it in 1928 by forcing the congress to amend the constitution to allow him 
to run again after a four-year hiatus, he was elected but then assassinated 
before taking office. No president since has tried the maneuver. No elected 
executive, including mayors and governors, repeats officeholding, consecu­
tively or otherwise. Legislators may repeat terms, but not consecutively, a 
concept introduced in the 1930s. 

The revolution also had an extraordinary influence on Mexico's politi­
cal leadership after 1920. Half the national political leaders born between 
1870 and 1900 had participated in this violent event. Among those who held 
national office for the first time, 47 percent had fought on the side of the rev­
olutionaries, 9 percent in opposition to these forces, and 2 percent on both 
sides. Presidents Alvaro Obregon (1920-1924) and Plutarco Elias Calles 
(1924-1928), as well as Dfaz, recruited many of their wartime cronies. 
Through 1940, the presidents who succeeded them were, with one exception, 
generals who had fought in these battles, often under these two predecessors. 
As the data in Table 2-2 illustrate, veterans continued to dominate Mexican 
administrations from 1914 through 1934. As might be expected, the 1910 
revolution introduced a different type of politician as well, one whose social 
origins were quite distinct from those of his noncombatant contemporary. In 
effect, the revolution reintroduced the importance of working-class origins 
among Mexico's leadership, since 72 percent of the public figures who were 
combat veterans were from working-class families, compared with only 34 
percent who had middle- and upper-class back-grounds. 

Another revolutionary outcome was the changed relationship between 
church and state. Once again, the seeds of orthodox liberalism appeared in 
the constitutional debates. Many of the revolutionaries eyed the church with 

Table 2-2 Revolutionary Experiences of National Politicians 

Experience (%) 

Presidential Administration Revolutionary Antirevolutionary Both None Total 

Madero, 1911-1913 28 4 4 64 100 
Huerta. 1913-1914 5 48 8 39 100 
Convention, 1914-1915 77 0 0 23 100 
Carranza, 1914-1920 71 0 0 29 100 
Obregon, 1920-1924 61 I I 37 100 
Calles, 1924-1928 56 I I 42 100 
Partes Gil, 1928-1930 58 0 0 42 100 
Ortiz Rubio, 1930-1932 54 0 0 46 100 
Rodriguez, 1932-1934 56 0 0 44 100 

Political-Historical Roots 47 

severe distrust and reinstituted many of the most restrictive provisions advo­
cated by the early liberals. Until 1992 these provisions could be found, 
unchanged, in the constitution. They include removing religion from primary 
education (Article 3), taking away the church's right to own real property 
(Article 27), and secularizing certain religious activities and restricting the 
clergy's potential political actions (Article 130). No clergy of any faith were 
permitted in their capacity as ministers to criticize Mexican laws or even to 
vote. 

The breakup of large landholdings is also a primary economic and social 
product of revolutionary ideology. As part of the redistribution of land in 
Mexico after 1915, the government made the Indian ejido concept (village­
owned lands) its own, distributing land to thousands of rural villages to be 
held in common for legal residents, who obtained use rights, not legal title, 
to it. 57 In effect, the government institutionalized the indigenous land system 
that the liberals and positivists had attempted to destroy. This structure 
remained unchanged until 1992. 

The revolution also introduced a change in attitude toward labor. For 
the first time, strikes were legalized, and the right to collective bargaining 
was sanctioned. Provisions regarding hours and wages, at least for orga­
nized labor, were introduced. The 1917 constitution was the first to mention 
the concept of social security, although it was not implemented until 1943. 
Organized labor helped General Obregon defeat president Venustiano Car­
ranza in the last armed confrontation of the revolutionary decade. 

Finally, although this list is incomplete, the revolution gave greater 
emphasis to a sense of constitutionalism. In a political sense, constitutional­
ism provides legitimacy for a set of ideas expressed formally in the national 
document. It is not only a reference point for the goals of Mexican society 
after 1920, as a consequence of the revolution, but it also identifies the basic 
outline of political concepts and processes. The constitution of 1917 itself 
took on a certain level of prestige. Although many of its more radical social, 
economic, and political provisions are observed more in abeyance than real­
ity, its contents and its prestige together influenced the values of successive 
generations.58 

THE POLITICS OF PLACE: 
INTERFACE WITH THE UNITED STATES 

The proximity of the United States has exercised an enormous influence on 
Mexico. As I argue, "The United States constitutes a crucial variable in the 
very definition of Mexico's modem political culture."59 Beginning with in de-
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pendence, the political leaders who sought solutions emphasizing federal­
ism, and later the decentralizing principles of liberalism, borrowed many of 
their concepts from U.S. political thinkers and documents. In fact, the intel­
lectual ideas provoked by U.S. independence from England provided a fer­
tile literature from which independence precursors could also borrow. 

The destiny of the two countries became intertwined politically in 
more direct ways as a consequence of the annexation of Texas, a northern 
province of New Spain. Immediately after Mexico won independence, large 
numbers of Americans began to settle in Texas, quickly outnumbering the 
Mexicans there. The differences within Texas between Mexicans and Amer­
icans and between Texas and the Mexican government led to armed conflict. 
The Mexican army under General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna lay siege 
to the Alamo in February 1836, but was routed from Texas later that year. 
Texas remained independent of Mexico until1845, when the United States, 
by a joint congressional resolution, annexed it. This provoked another con­
flict, one with even more serious repercussions. 60 

Desirous of more territory, President James Polk used several incidents 
as a pretext for war. In 1846, U.S. troops drove deep into Mexico's heartland 
and, in addition to occupying outlying regions of the former Spanish empire 
in New Mexico and California, seized the port of Veracruz and Mexico City. 
In the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, signed on February 2, 1848, Mexico 
ceded more than half its territory to the United States. Seven years later, the 
Mexican government, again under Santa Anna, sold the United States a strip 
of land (in what is now southern Arizona and southern New Mexico), known 
as the Gadsen Purchase, although this time it was not done under duress. 

The war left a justifiably bitter taste in the mouths of many Mexicans. 
As has been suggested, "The terms of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo are 
among the harshest imposed by a winner upon a loser in the history of the 
world."61 More than any single issue, the terms established a relationship of 
distrust between the two nations. Physical incursion from the north took 
place twice more. Voices in the United States always seemed to call for 
annexations. Even as late as the first decade of the twentieth century, Cali­
fornia legislators publicly advocated acquiring Baja California. 

During the Mexican Revolution the United States repeatedly and 
directly or indirectly intervened in Mexican affairs. The intense personal 
prejudices or interests of its emissaries often determined U.S. foreign policy 
decisions. Henry Lane Wilson, ambassador during the Madero administra­
tion (1911-1913), played a role in its overthrow and in the failure to ensure 
the safety of Madero and his vice-president, who were murdered by counter­
revolutionaries led by Felix Dfaz and Victoriano Huerta. Huerta established 
himself in power, and the violent phase of the revolution began in earnest. 
President Woodrow Wilson removed the U.S. ambassador and sent personal 
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emissaries to evaluate Huerta. He decided to channel funds to the Constitu­
tionalists, revolutionaries who had remained loyal to Madero and to consti­
tutional government. But after a minor incident involving U.S. sailors in the 
port of Tampico, Wilson used it as a pretext to order the occupation of the 
port of Veracruz, resulting in the deaths of numerous Mexicans.62 

Wilson's high-handedness produced a widespread nationalistic re­
sponse in Mexico that nearly brought Wilson's intention-to oust Huerta 
from the presidency-to naught. Mexicans alive at the time of the occupa­
tion recall discontinuing classes in English, switching back to Mexican cig­
arettes, and throwing away their Texas-style hats in symbolic protest. Young 
men as far away as Guadalajara, in western Mexico, readily joined volun­
teer companies to go fight the Americans.63 But Huerta fell, and the North 
Americans did not invade and, indeed, soon left Veracruz. 

After the Constitutionalists' victory under Carranza, rebel chieftains 
began to bicker among themselves. They divided into two major camps: 
one led by Francisco Villa and Emiliano Zapata and the other by Alvaro 
Obregon and Carranza. After several major battles, Obregon defeated Villa's 
forces. In March 1916, after remnants of Villa's forces moved north and 
attacked Columbus, New Mexico, Wilson ordered a punitive expedition 
under General John "Black Jack" Pershing against Villa. The U.S. forces 
battled the Constitutionalists, never caught Villa, and remained in Mexico 
until1917.64 

From this necessarily brief selection of historical examples, it is clear 
that Mexicans have reason to distrust the United States and to have created 
an extremely strong sense of nationalism, especially directed toward its 
northern neighbor. The economic, political, and cultural exchanges between 
the two countries, especially since the 1920s, have given rise to issues com­
mon to Mexico's relations in all parts of the world, as well as others pecu­
liar to relations between Mexico and the United States. The geographic 
proximity of two such culturally and economically different societies has 
had numerous consequences for domestic politics and their respective 
national security agendas. These issues will be examined in a broader per­
spective in a later chapter. For now, I just want to emphasize that Mexico's 
nearness to the United States has noticeably affected its political and eco­
nomic history and development. 

CONCLUSION 

Throughout its recent history, Mexico, as both a colony and an independent 
nation, established patterns that have contributed heavily to the development 
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of its political model. Some of the more important remnants from the Span­
ish colonial period are the conflicts of social class, exacerbated by sharp 
social divisions. Catholicism, introduced as the official religion of the Span­
ish conquerors, has been equally significant. Its monopoly encouraged a cul­
tural intolerance of other ideas or values and enabled a symbiotic, profitable 
relationship between the state and the church. The Spanish also fostered a 
strong sense of special interests, granting privileges to other selected groups, 
including the military, and ultimately contributing to a particularized civil­
military relationship. These elements led to corporatism, an official relation­
ship between important occupational groups or institutions and the state. The 
Spanish, through their own political structure, especially the viceroy, 
imposed three hundred years of authoritarian, centralized administration. 
Great powers accrued to the executive, to the neglect of other government 
branches. Restrictive economic policies discouraged the growth of a strong 
colonial economy, thus shoring up the role of the state versus that of an incip­
ient private sector. The state's power and prestige attracted New Spain's most 
ambitious citizens. 

Many features of the colonial period were further enhanced after inde­
pendence. The conflicts between the liberals and conservatives, driven by an 
intolerance of counterviews, produced ongoing civil war and anarchy. 
Although Mexico experimented briefly with a more decentralized form of 
government, authoritarian qualities were back in the saddle by the end of the 
nineteenth century. The presidency replaced the viceroyship in wielding 
power, and President Diaz expanded the size and importance of the execu­
tive branch, thereby continuing to enhance the state's image. Diaz intro­
duced political stability and some economic development, yet he perpetu­
ated the social inequalities inherited from the Spanish period. He also made 
sure that the military would have a large voice in the political system, leav­
ing unresolved the matter of military subordination to civilian authority. The 
Spanish paternal traditions remained. 

The revolution reactively introduced changes but in many respects 
retained some of the basic features from the previous two periods. One 
important innovation was Mexicanization, an outgrowth largely of Mexico's 
exploitation by foreigners and especially its proximity to the United States. 
Mexicanization strengthened Mexican values and culture as well as politi­
cal nationalism. The revolution altered Mexicans' political rhetoric and 
social goals of legitimizing the needs and interests of lower-income groups 
and Indians. Yet instead of reducing the role of the state, it made the state 
into an even more comprehensive institution. The revolution also revived 
important principles of orthodox liberalism, including political liberties, 
suppression of the church's secular role, and decentralization of authority, 
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but a decade of civil violence and the need for effective leadership in the face 
of successive rebellions in the 1920s discouraged implementation of a fed­
eral, democratic system. Instead, the revolution left Mexico with a heritage 
of strong, authoritarian leadership, and military supremacy. Even so, it 
established the importance of constitutionalism, even if many of the consti­
tution's liberal provisions were never enforced. The legitimacy of its con­
cepts provided the basis for political liberalization under Presidents Salinas 
and Zedillo (1988-2000). 

Finally, Mexico's long, troublesome relationship with the United 
States has implications for its political evolution and the functioning of its 
model. The level of the United States's economic influence in Mexico, and 
the United States seizure of more than half of Mexico's national territory, 
prompted Mexican nationalism and anti-Americanism. Mexico has had to 
labor under the shadow of its internationally powerful neighbor, a psycho­
logical as well as a practical, political burden. Historical experience and 
geographic proximity influenced many domestic policy decisions and per­
haps subtly encouraged a strong, even authoritarian regime that could pre­
vent the kind of instability and political squabbling that had left Mexico 
open to territorial depredation. 
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