
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Presiding Over Change?  

Zedillo’s First Year 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Editors 

 

M. Delal Baer 

Roderic Ai Camp 

 

Contributors 

 

David E. Lorey 

Jaime E. Rodríguez O. 

Luis Rubio 

Edward J. Williams 

 

 

 

 

 

Policy Papers on the Americas 

Volume VIII Study 1 

 

January 16, 1997 

 

 

 

CSIS Americas Program 



The Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), founded in 1962, is an independent, tax-

exempt, public policy research institution based in Washington, DC. 

 

The mission of CSIS is to advance the understanding of emerging world issues in the areas of international 

economics, politics, security, and business. It does so by providing a strategic perspective to decision 

makers that is integrative in nature, international in scope, anticipatory in timing, and bipartisan in 

approach. The Center’s commitment is to serve the common interests and values of the United States and 

other countries around the world that support representative government and the rule of law. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* * * 

 

 

 

CSIS, as a public policy research institution, does not take specific policy positions. Accordingly, all 

views, positions, and conclusions expressed in this report should be understood to be solely those of the 

authors. 

 

 

 

 

 

* * * 

 

 

 

 

© 1997 by the Center for Strategic and International Studies. 

This study was prepared under the aegis of the CSIS Policy Papers on the Americas series. Comments are 

welcome and should be directed to: 

 

Joyce Hoebing 

CSIS Americas Program 

1800 K Street, NW  

Washington, DC  20006 

Phone:  (202) 775-3299 

Fax:  (202) 477-4739    



 

Table of Contents 
 

 

Introduction.......................................................................................................................................................i 

M. Delal Baer and Roderic Ai Camp 

 

1. The Politics of Economic Reform ......................................................................................................1 

Luis Rubio 

 

2. The Status of Social Development under Zedillo.............................................................................14 

David E. Lorey 

 

3. Political Transition in Mexican History............................................................................................20 

Jaime E. Rodríguez O. 
 

4. Recrudescent Regionalism in Mexico and the Zedillo Government................................................26 

Edward J. Williams 
 

About the Authors...........................................................................................................................................34 





Introduction 
 
M. Delal Baer and Roderic Ai Camp 

 

 

 

 

Leading scholars of Mexican politics and political history gathered at Tulane University in April, 1996, to 

provide an assessment of President Ernesto Zedillo’s first year in office. The results of this conference 

inspired the Center for Strategic and International Studies to publish a portion of the proceedings.  

The purpose of the conference was not to repeat a litany of failures with which critics have 

charged the Zedillo administration, but rather to identify objectively and carefully the long-term sources of 

economic, social, and political problems and the divergence in policy goals and strategies between Zedillo 

and his predecessors, and to evaluate the efficacy of this administration in achieving its goals. 

It is apparent from four of the presentations from the conference, and the ensuing discussions they 

provoked, that a consensus emerged on several important issues. Perhaps the most important thread to be 

found among these differing, scholarly perspectives is that the problems faced by the Zedillo 

administration since December, 1994, existed in large part during the Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988-

1994) and Miguel de la Madrid (1982-1988) administrations, and, generally, well before that, extending 

back to Mexico’s independence era and the first half of the 19th century. As Jaime E. Rodríguez argues in 

his brief historical sketch, the fundamental, unresolved political issues of the day in the 1810s, 1820s, and 

1830s were decentralization of power, checks and balances among the branches of government, increased 

autonomy among municipal and state authorities, development of a culture of political tolerance, revival of 

central authority in the face of difficult economic obstacles, and a failure to establish legitimate political 

institutions. Many of Mexico’s fundamental economic and social problems are of a long-term structural 

origin, not easily dealt with by a single administration, particularly in its first 18 months in office. 

Nevertheless, as these essays suggest, Zedillo has chosen to ignore, continue, or alter his 

predecessor’s strategy in specific policy arenas. Luis Rubio’s interpretation makes it quite clear, for 

example, that significant differences exist between Zedillo and Salinas in macroeconomic policy goals. 

The Zedillo administration also has chosen to pursue different social development and political reform 

goals, some tangential to major changes in these policy arenas, as David E. Lorey suggests, and others 

more influential in altering established patterns. 

The second major conclusion which these essays share is that process is as important as the nature 

of and commitment to policy goals. The majority of these analysts argue that a significant failure on the 

part of Zedillo and his cabinet pertains to their lack of effective communication both to the general public 

and to organized interest groups. The government has been unable, for the most part, to establish a policy 

consensus within and outside the government and to identify and cultivate constituency support in the 

Mexican political arena. 

Third, and most important, the government continues to pursue political reforms. Reform 

strategies, however severely criticized by opposition parties and analysts alike, has taken place politically 
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and economically. The nature of Zedillo’s political reform is as important as a commitment to reform 

itself. The decentralization of decision-making, just to use one major example addressed by Edward J. 

Williams, has produced both positive and less desirable consequences. The contributors are in agreement 

that change has occurred. What is far more difficult to predict is where those political alterations will lead 

Mexico in the foreseeable future. 

Finally, an analysis of the statistical measures of social and economic development, well 

documented by Lorey, points to the numerous, concrete personal sacrifices made by most Mexicans, 

particularly those with the lowest incomes—the least able to manage such burdens. Liberal economic and 

political strategies have not produced quick answers to their problems; indeed, for most Mexicans, the 

standard of living has declined markedly in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Although the tendency in much of the published discussion about Mexico’s political and economic 

transitions focus on presidential leadership’s successes or failures, and that of the governing party, these 

essays strongly imply that attention must shift to the needs of the beneficiaries and to the qualitative as 

well as quantitative consequences of government policy decisions. The interpretations which follow shed 

much light on what the Zedillo administration has attempted, where and why it has failed or succeeded, 

and the actual consequences of a decade of transition preceding and continuing through the present 

administration’s tenure. They also provide, we believe, considerable insight on possible paths Mexico’s 
development might take in the immediate future. 
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The Politics of Economic Reform 

 

Luis Rubio  
 

 

 

 

Ten years after the Mexican economic reform was initially launched—albeit very tentatively and without 

much conviction at the outset—the question of whether that path is the best one to lead Mexico into the 

league of rapidly growing economies remains as politically charged as ever. Indeed, the Mexican economy 

has gone through a very rough decade in which per capita incomes have at best remained constant and 

where the promises of a better way to accelerate the pace of development have not been fulfilled. The 

problem lies both in the reforms themselves and their implementation. These two issues are at the core of 

the ongoing debate in the country. 

The current economic debate in Mexico must be viewed in the context of the process of political 

change through which Mexico is moving. The country is undergoing a very complex transition in which 

one political system is ending and there is no new system ready to take over. This has unleashed all sorts 

of forces and interests, all of which are having an impact in shaping what will eventually become a new 

political system. President Ernesto Zedillo inherited an unstable political system and has established a 

series of objectives with which he hopes to shape the transition process. While the population wants him to 

deliver a peaceful political system together with a rapidly growing economy, the anti-reform interests want 

him to preserve the old system and, thus, protect their interests. It is very difficult to know how these 

forces will play out in the coming years. 

The old political system was structured around the presidency. A number of institutions sprang up 

to support and balance the presidency, as well as represent various interests before it. Whether that model 

was democratic or even representative, it was very effective for many decades. As the political structure 

collapses, the old institutions have ceased to have a purpose and, therefore, interests are competing in an 

institutional vacuum. The more conservative elements in Mexican society, which constitute the core of the 

anti-reform crowd, point to this as the reason why reform should be reversed. 

This paper argues that, ultimately, in order to reform the economy the political system will need to 

be reformed as well. In a way, the economic reforms implemented over the last decade have required a 

strong presidency to carry them out and to bring Mexico to the doorstep of a modern industrial democracy. 

By the same token, however, the traditionally authoritarian presidential political system cannot go any 

further in providing the kind of the new institutional structure that could lead to a successful political 

transition.  

Over the next few years Mexicans will experience unprecedented change. Some of that change 
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will result from government policy while the rest will be the outcome of the interaction of a variety of 

interests and forces, both domestic and foreign. There are many factors that the Zedillo administration will 

have an opportunity to shape, whether it decides to do so or not, while others will be beyond its powers. 

The question for the future is whether a smooth transition can be ensured in today’s circumstances. It is 

impossible to predict whether any administration could be more successful than Zedillo’s in what it is 

attempting to do in Mexico today. The challenge is tremendous, but so are the opportunities for the future.  

Two questions have become paramount in the domestic debate about economic policy: (1) does 

the government have the power and the will to carry reforms forward, and (2) should the thrust of reform 

be modified? The answer to the first question is clear: eighteen months after Zedillo’s inauguration there 

can be no doubt about his will to carry on with economic reform. He has pushed forward at every turn and 

has not blinked once. The Mexican political reality is changing very rapidly, however, and it is impossible 

for the administration simply to impose its policies upon a pliant congress. Furthermore, the Zedillo 

administration has been keen on altering the thrust of economic reform. While undoubtedly within the 

same overall parameters of his predecessors, the Zedillo administration is redefining many of the 

instruments and strategies that were inaugurated during the administration of Carlos Salinas de Gortari 

(1988-1994).  

This essay looks into the politics of economic reform. Its objective is to analyze the current trends, 

power struggles, and debates that are shaping economic policy, and speculate as to whether the avowed 

aim of reform—to attain Chilean- and Asian-like rates of economic growth—is indeed feasible from a 

political perspective. The essay is divided into four parts. The first section poses critical questions about 

the political requirements for continued reform. The second evaluates the structural changes that have 

taken place in Mexican politics that affect economic policymaking. The third section discusses the issue of 

reform itself: does the type and thrust of reform matter? The final section goes back the essential question 

of whether reform is possible and the potential consequences of reforming or not reforming. 

 

 

The Political Requirements of Economic Reform 

 

The very idea of economic reform is being challenged in Mexico today. The dramatic contraction of the 

economy in 1995 has led most Mexicans to question the wisdom of continuing reform. It has not always 

been that way. When the Miguel de la Madrid administration (1982-1988) began to alter the traditional 

structure of the Mexican economy in the mid-1980s, the objectives were very modest. De la Madrid’s 
strategy was to introduce as little change as possible and still attain economic recovery. As time passed, it 

became clear that there were three implications of reform. First, any and all reforms attacked deeply 

entrenched vested interests—both economic and political—that were not going to stay idle while their 

sources of power and livelihood were being dramatically altered. Second, reform entailed not only a few 

cosmetic changes, as had been presumed at the outset, but a radical redefinition of the role of government 

in society and in the economy, of private as well as foreign investment, and of the very structure of the 
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political system. Third, successful reform would require a well-articulated vision as well as the support of 

the general population.  

Ten years later, reform has had an enormous impact upon the Mexican economy and has produced 

outstanding results, albeit with relatively little positive impact for the majority of Mexicans. Furthermore, 

the massive devaluation of the peso in December, 1994, and the recession that followed led the Zedillo 

administration to question not the notion of reform but many of the policies and strategies that lay behind 

it. While committed to the paradigm of reform, the Zedillo administration nonetheless brought with it 

profound questions about the feasibility of its direction and strategies. Hence, while the administration is 

not raising any doubts about the notion of reform, it is changing much of its thrust. The question now is 

whether it can attain its proposed changes. 

Conceptually there are three essential requirements for reform. First is a reasonable policy 

consensus among the decision-makers about the objectives of reform as well as of the means designed to 

attain them. Second is a political environment prone to carrying out the reform, including the legislative 

and regulatory changes that such a process might require. Finally, the third prerequisite is possessing the 

political skills to organize the effort, convince the electorate, cajole special interests, and contain the 

opposition to reform. 

Mexico has not performed well on any of these issues. Both the new political realities of the 

country and the administration’s lack of success in convincing the electorate and the congress of the 

soundness of its proposals have made reform, so far, less successful than it might have been. The three 

issues are discussed below. 

 

Policy Consensus among Decision-Makers  
 

The consensus within the Zedillo administration on the new thrust in economic policy is thin. The 

cohesiveness of the administration on the best course to follow for economic reform began to disintegrate 

after the peso devaluation of December 1994. Many of the key stakeholders of the economic team had in 

fact already been expressing doubts about the Salinas administration’s strategy, particularly on its means 

for maintaining macroeconomic stability. Numerous individuals who became key players in the Zedillo 

administration had been very critical of two key underpinning factors of the policies put forward by 

Salinas and his then-finance minister, Pedro Aspe: (1) to avoid a devaluation at all costs, because a 

devaluation would destroy confidence and expropriate private resources that would be needed to finance 

development, and (2) to create an environment attractive to foreign investment, which was seen as 

absolutely indispensable for both the short- and long-term financing of the country’s development.  

 

The Zedillo team’s view of these two factors was very different from the view held by the Salinas 

administration. On the one hand, the Zedillo administration was more concerned about fostering 

production than maintaining currency stability. On the other hand, it argued that the level of foreign 

investment was extraordinary, probably not sustainable, and had not been conducive to high rates of 
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economic growth. It pointed to the fact that although foreign investment represented more than eight 

percent of gross domestic product (GDP), the economy had been growing at a meager three percent. 

Zedillo’s team felt that Salinas’s course was unsustainable, and, moreover, had become a vicious circle 

that had to be broken. These differences in perspective probably explain more than anything else why the 

devaluation occurred. While agreeing on the overall idea of, and the general framework for, reform, the 

contrasts in the views of the outgoing Salinas administration with the incoming Zedillo administration 

could not have been greater. The outgoing team had become uniquely skilled at maintaining 

macroeconomic stability and was exceptional at relating to the world’s financial markets. Although many 

of the charges now leveled at that Salinas team may have some validity, one thing is certain: given its 

premises and concerns, it had succeeded in maintaining stability and in convincing the overwhelming 

majority of Mexicans that the course forward was sustainable. What it did not count on was a dramatic 

shift in premises and priorities by the incoming administration. 

Although the new economic team came in with a mind set radically different from its 

predecessor’s, it acted as if it planned to keep the same course. The result of this inherent conflict was the 

peso devaluation of December, 1994, and the economic collapse that followed. Zedillo’s inauguration 

address did not make a single comment about economic policy. The new team followed the course set by 

the Salinas administration as if nothing had changed, except that, in retrospect, it began to focus on 

different priorities. It departed from the practice of financing structural problems (the current account 

deficit) with short-term funds (Tesobonos), but it did not address the concerns and needs of portfolio 

investors. The team was much more concerned about introducing long-term policy changes to increase 

domestic savings. It also considered it essential to wrestle with the domestic industry’s lack of 

competitiveness and viewed an overvalued exchange rate as a significant culprit.  

In this context, the crisis that followed was almost predictable: (1) the new team was unaware of 

the balancing act that the management of the macro-economy required and, in any event, would have been 

unwilling to perform it, (2) a policy change, even though unannounced, was in fact being implemented, a 

fact that the financial markets eventually recognized, and (3) the new team did not identify the nature and 

fragility of the underpinning supports of the macroeconomic structure, and thus failed to address them. 

Even at the time of the peso devaluation, the administration had not realized the nature of the problem, and 

was certainly not prepared to cope with it. 

The consequences of the mismatch between the two administrations are obvious. In this sense, the 

badly handled transition is probably more to blame for the peso crisis than anything else. But the 

differences that emerged in that transition remain deeply embedded within the economic ministries of the 

Zedillo government. Though differences within the administration about how to implement economic 

policy have greatly diminished, and in many cases have vanished, no core consensus remains. Pragmatism 

has replaced dogma in many quarters, but fundamental differences in the approach to the management of 

the economy remain.  

There are essential differences within the administration about which objectives should be 

pursued. Some believe that the primary objective should be to increase domestic savings which, in turn, 
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would become a sound platform for long-term growth. For others, however, savings are viewed as a policy 

instrument that should be pursued in conjunction with other goals. These differences of opinion over what 

the core strategy should be exemplify the lack of consensus within the administration, as well as the 

diversity of views about what to do and how to get there.  

The lack of consensus and the fundamental revision of the premises, instruments, and policies that 

the administration is pursuing relative to its predecessor have translated into uncertainty and a return of 

basic doubts by investors and the middle classes about the economy’s viability. These circumstances have 

also produced significant opposition from government supporters of the previous strategy.  

One cost of the lack of policy cohesion is that the government is easy prey to special interests that 

have become very skilled at advancing their pet projects, regardless of the government’s larger policy 

objectives. Some examples of this are the repeated changes in decisions about the privatization of 

petrochemicals, the success of the Social Security Workers Union in derailing the first stage of the 

government’s domestic savings legislation, and the nature of bank bailouts. 

 

Social and Political Environment  
 

The overall social and political environment is rapidly turning against reform. The combination of an 

extraordinary economic contraction, the government’s inability to communicate objectives and develop 

political support for its policies, and the rapid organization of opposition parties and special interests 

against the government’s policies has brought about calls for more autarchic policies and a rollback of 

reforms, including a repeal of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). The administration, 

however, has soldiered on, imposing its economic program, getting it through the congress (albeit with 

some bruises along the way), and staying its course regardless of the opposition.  

The opposition to reform is enormous. The ranks of those calling for a change in course have 

different motivations and are highly diverse: industry associations, chambers of commerce, the church, 

opposition parties, the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) from its president down, and all special 

interests, from private firms to government unions. Some of this opposition is pragmatic and stems from 

the perception that there is an opportunity to gain ground or sell a favor. Most, however, is more mundane, 

stemming from ideological differences or from the inability to adjust to the increased competition that 

resulted from the liberalization of imports over the past decade. Some of the opposition is pragmatic in a 

different way. The National Action Party (PAN), for example, has been exceedingly skillful at supporting 

the government in its attempt to further the cause of reform, while maintaining the facade that it opposes 

the policies themselves. Its electoral gains through 1995 bear the success of this strategy. 

The newest—and one of the most vocal—element in the opposition to reform is the PRI itself. 

The party has come out strongly against many of the government’s specific policies and, overall, against 

the thrust of market reforms. The shift in the PRI’s position, however, is not as dramatic as its rhetoric 

implies. Those who have lost the most as a result of economic reform have been the old vested interests—
the priístas themselves—who were the most affected by greater electoral competition, the deregulation of 
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the economy, and the privatization of government-owned firms.  

Opposition to reform is in fact very easy to understand. On the one hand, it affects both real 

interests (mostly businesses and the PRI) and ideological investments (mostly the PRI and the Democratic 

Revolutionary Party, or PRD). On the other hand, economic and social realities do warrant wide 

opposition. An extraordinarily high percentage of private firms in absolute (albeit not in relative) terms is 

over-indebted and the majority of them are unlikely to survive the next few years. Many of those firms 

would not have been able to withstand the cut-throat competition that imports represent, but some others 

are simply too deeply in debt to even have a chance to survive. Furthermore, the 1995 GDP figures and the 

overall economic picture go a long way toward explaining the political situation. GDP dropped 6.9 percent 

in 1995. If the so-called external sector—exports that employ about five percent of the work force—are 

removed, the actual contraction would have been 15.6 percent. The regional distribution of these figures is 

even more dire: some parts of the country are growing dramatically at the same time that others are 

drastically contracting. According to some estimates, for example, the economy contracted about 23 

percent in the metropolitan area of Mexico City during 1995; in dollar terms, the overall contraction was 

close to 25 percent.  

These statistics translate into grave real-life consequences for Mexicans. Over one million layoffs 

have compounded a previously unsatisfied demand for jobs that has been accumulating over the years. 

Rapidly falling real (disposable) incomes have hit the population hard. In addition, the collapse of many 

firms—either as a result of over-indebtedness or poor management—means that it will take longer for new 

jobs to become available in significant quantities. The situation of most Mexicans naturally leads them to 

question the government’s policies. 

 

The Political Skills of the Zedillo Administration 
 

The government has been less than skillful at explaining its strategy and achieving its goals. It has been 

pursuing a well-defined and visionary program, but has failed to communicate its objectives and the 

potential benefits to the community at large. The government’s program is based on the assumption that an 

economy can only attain rapid rates of economic growth and improve the standards of living of the 

population if there is a solid foundation of domestic savings, high-quality education, and rule of law. 

Hence, it has launched strong initiatives to address these issues. Legislation has been passed on domestic 

savings, the Supreme Court, the judiciary at large, and judicial procedures. Little has been done so far in 

the realm of education.  

Very few Mexicans, however, understand—much less support—what the government is trying to 

accomplish. The government has been largely ineffective at explaining its objectives and convincing key 

constituencies about them. Its negotiating style has been based on an all-or-nothing approach. In the past, 

such a stance typically meant that the administration always won, at the expense of each and every source 

of opposition to a given policy. In today’s new political reality, however, all or nothing often means 

nothing for the administration and everything for a well-organized special interest. This advance into 

democratic politics should obviously be welcome. The immediate consequence for the administration at 
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large and for reform in particular, however, is that in many of its initiatives the administration has ended 

with nothing rather than the 90 percent it might have been able to attain had it been more willing to 

consider the needs of its opposition or to develop support from its potential constituencies. 

All of this is taking place in an environment characterized by political change, disarray, public 

insecurity, and increasing political competition. The opposition political parties have become more skillful 

at delivering their messages; the PAN in particular has been able to collect on its long-term political 

investment and on the perception that it would pursue a similar thrust of reform, but with no corruption or 

old axes to grind. The disarray within the PRI is rampant, to the point where it is one of the foremost 

sources of rhetorical opposition to Zedillo’s economic reforms. The differences among the factions within 

the PRI are pronounced and have precluded the party from developing a feasible electoral strategy. The 

lackluster performance of the government in the economy and the image of the PRI as corrupt and 

incapable of getting its act together go a long way in explaining the electoral losses the party suffered 

during 1995. The PRI still retains a fairly tight hold on about one-third of the electorate (mostly rural), but 

it is no longer able to ensure electoral triumphs in a competitive environment.  

Hence, the government’s ineffectiveness in communicating its objectives and in garnering wide 

political support, plus its inherent unwillingness to develop a constituency for its policies that could serve 

as the basis for a governing coalition, render a poor picture for the credibility of its policies. This in no 

way means that it will not be capable of staying the course, but it does mean that reform is going to be 

much slower to deliver benefits. By going against the current the government has proven repeatedly that it 

has both the will and the political strength to stay its course. Its ineffectiveness in developing wide support 

for those policies, however, means it will not be able to derive the benefits that reform could bring, and 

much less to deliver in terms of rapid economic growth.  

 

 

The New Mexican Politics  

 

Reforming a society is extraordinarily complex even in cases where there is consensus on most relevant 

issues and governments can act at their leisure. Mexico, however, no longer enjoys widespread consensus, 

nor can its government act with impunity. Three things have changed. One is that reform, while producing 

exceedingly positive results in many areas, has not fulfilled its avowed objective of systematically 

increasing the rate of economic growth. In the absence of a generalized perception that improvement will 

surely come in the future, reform has lost its credibility. Second, the ongoing economic crisis and the 

administration’s inability to communicate effectively and develop a constituency for reform have further 

eroded the support for the government and for the notion of reform. Finally, the structure of the country’s 
politics have changed dramatically. These three factors inevitably impact the potential for pursuing reform. 

Mexican politics have undergone a profound liberalization over the past 25 years. Each 

administration has been faced with various challenges and dilemmas and has responded to them by a vast 

array of measures that have in fact liberalized electoral competition, the media, free speech, and overall 
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participation in politics. Thus, the Mexican political system has moved from a tightly controlled structure 

into a mass of disorderly institutions, organizations, and groupings that have little to hold them together. 

Political liberalization, though real and successful, was the result of independent measures and decisions 

that followed no broad, coherent strategy. The only rationale for each action was to rid the government of 

a problem at hand. 

The consequence of this process is that the Mexican political system does not function 

democratically. The old PRI institutions and practices persist, but they mostly do not respond to the new 

political demands, groupings, and parties that have become the staple of politics. The old institutions 

simply cannot cope with the new realities. Almost every action undertaken over the past 20 years to 

liberalize politics came associated with the destruction—actual or de facto—of a given ancestral (and 

usually no longer working) institution. None of the governments, however, was ever concerned with 

creating new institutions or shaping new structures for political interaction. Thus, while liberalized, the 

political system does not have the institutions that could set the ground rules for political interaction, 

whether for electoral competition or executive-legislative haggling. The political violence that hit Mexico 

in 1994, for the first time in 70 years, was one inevitable consequence of the disintegration of an old 

political system without an adequate replacement. 

Attempts to reach an agreement on rules of engagement for electoral competition have so far 

proved elusive. The same can be said for other realms of politics. The causes of this inability to reach 

consensus are varied, some having to do with normal politics and others with the peculiar moment of 

Mexican politics. Some causes are obvious: there are naturally conflicting interests among the parties, 

which leads them to take stands that may not be conducive to an overall political arrangement. That has 

been the case with negotiations on electoral rules, where each political party has conflicting objectives that 

stem largely from calculations of potential electoral victory. Other causes are more specific to the Mexican 

political culture, which remains far from democratic. While the word "democracy" has become ubiquitous 

in the rhetoric of all parties and politicians, the definitions of the term are as diverse as the country. Each 

party defines democracy in a different way and the meaning attached to the word probably has more to do 

with attempts, open or veiled, to grab power and replace the existing government than with creating a 

workable political system that protects minorities, free speech, and basic civil rights. In this context, 

nothing—and least of all the federal government—has emerged to undertake the task of designing a 

political system that can work for the future and to build a constituency for it to happen. 

Mexico is an increasingly urban society where political competition is rapidly growing. Local and 

regional interests are more vocal and demand both participation and proper representation. The federal 

government’s powers have become more decentralized, a significant change that is reducing dramatically 

the president’s powers. Decentralization, however, has not been accompanied by the emergence of checks 

and balances at the local level. Hence, local bosses—whether partisan, business, or traditional caciques—
have been gaining power with little opposition. Some observers argue that decentralization—or federalism, 

as it is called in Mexico—is good in and of itself. Time will tell whether it is also conducive to democratic 

government.  
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In the short term decentralization has brought with it two important consequences. One is that 

state governors are freer to pursue their own business with less federal interference. This new freedom has 

had mixed results. Some states have become deft at attracting foreign investment and creating attractive 

conditions for businesses to prosper, and have seen their opportunities to create jobs and improve the lot of 

their people soar. The other consequence of decentralization, however, is that the federal government no 

longer has the instruments at its disposal to reign over the economy. While this should be welcome in 

normal times, it has proven to be a severe burden in times of crisis. 

Lack of consensus among political parties on electoral issues is but one of the areas of dispute. 

Mexico is experiencing savage ideological competition among political parties, nongovernmental 

organizations, unions, and the like. Much of this reflects the diversity of Mexican politics and Mexicans in 

general, but some of it is the consequence of the political system’s institutional paralysis. The competitors 

for power have no incentive to shape themselves as potentially governing entities. If anything, the 

incentives seem to encourage challenging the government’s policies and authority. These incentives hold 

true for the PRI and the priístas themselves. 

Upon his inauguration, Zedillo argued for a new paradigm in Mexican politics. For over 60 years, 

Mexican politics equaled PRI politics. Everything that was politically relevant had to do with the PRI or 

was settled within that structure. Everything outside it was illegitimate—and, thus, fair game for 

repression of one type or another. Zedillo, recognizing that at least 50 percent of Mexicans had voted for 

opposition parties, decided that the time was ripe for a redefinition of the basic paradigm of politics. He 

argued that the basic historical functions of the PRI had to be transferred to the party system and that the 

president, the linchpin of Mexican politics, would be no more than an arbiter amongst the parties. He then 

proposed that all parties reach a consensus on what the rules of the game for engagement should be and 

promised that the presidency would stay above party politics. Eighteen months into his administration, the 

president has contradicted these goals more than once and ultimately has been unable to design a new 

structure for the country’s politics. In the absence of such a structure, Mexican politics will continue adrift 

and, therefore, will remain a significant hindrance to reform and, more important, to reform by consensus. 

 

 

Does the Type of Reform Matter?  

 

As in any democracy, Mexico’s political organizations and parties have pet projects and special interests to 

protect. The Zedillo administration, following the lead of its two predecessors, is pursuing a reform 

program generally aimed at liberalizing the economy and allowing market forces to operate. It faces 

opposition—both political and ideological—from all quarters.  

There is another type of challenge, however, that is the subject of endless debate and dispute in 

economic circles, including the government’s economic entities and the financial markets. That debate is 

not about whether reform is necessary, but whether the administration’s policies will deliver the desired 

results. Part of this debate has to do with economic theory and part is broader in scope. 
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There are two issues at the core of the dispute: (1) the score card of the Salinas administration’s 
economic policy, and (2) the changes introduced by the Zedillo government.  

 

The Salinas Score Card  
 

The Zedillo administration’s assessment of Salinas’s policies is that the macroeconomic management was 

inadequate and responsible for the present crisis. There were two strategies advanced by the Salinas 

administration that are at the core of the current impasse. The first is how it privatized many companies 

and the banks: seeking to enhance revenue rather than create a competitive environment for sound 

economic development, it fostered new monopolies and protected many existing ones. Furthermore, it 

privatized the banks in such a way that provided incentives for the lending spree that has now come to 

haunt the financial sector, at a huge cost to the taxpayers.  

The second strategy that was pursued by the Salinas administration and that was an integral part of 

the 1994 peso crisis had to do with the creation of the dollar-denominated Tesobonos. Used to stave off 

massive capital flight after the assassination of PRI candidate Luis Donaldo Colosio, the Tesobonos grew 

through 1994 to the point where they were larger than the international reserves held by the central bank.  

Whether the devaluation was inevitable, as the present administration argues, is a subject of much 

debate. The imbalances in the economy were extraordinary and, many argue, unsustainable. Yet the fact 

that there were imbalances does not automatically warrant that a crisis of this scale had to take place. 

Gross misunderstanding by the Zedillo administration of the policies pursued by its predecessors, topped 

by a wholesale—and very emotional—rejection of financial investment as a legitimate means to finance 

the current account deficit undoubtedly contributed to the crisis. Clearly, hard economic facts were at the 

core of Mexico’s difficulties in the last quarter of 1994. Yet Argentina found itself in a similar conundrum 

and was able to weather the storm without a comparable crisis. Hence, human folly was also to blame for 

both the crisis itself and, particularly, for its scale and size. 

In retrospect, two things are clear: (1) a terribly mismanaged political transition, for which both 

administrations are equally to blame, lies at the core of the crisis, and (2) a country cannot be changed in a 

span of six years, no matter how visionary and illuminated its leadership.  

 

The Zedillo Changes  
 

The Zedillo administration has introduced an array of policies and proposals aimed at correcting the 

imbalances that it feels were the structural causes of the peso collapse. It increased taxes and pushed for 

the creation of a private pension system and for the control of social security expenditures. It promised to 

privatize several remaining industrial concerns, but then backed away under pressure from unions and 

other stakeholders. So far, it has been pursuing reform in two areas, one without much conviction 

(privatizations) and the other with only partial success (pensions and social security). 

Nobody can quarrel with the need for higher rates of domestic savings in the Mexican economy. 

Increased domestic savings would represent a reliable funding stream for higher and sustainable rates of 
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economic growth. How those savings are attained, however, does make a difference. Whether those 

savings are controlled by the government or by private firms has obvious consequences. Furthermore, 

there are conflicting positions over whether the proposed pension system will actually increase the rate of 

savings. Some analysts argue that domestic savings will not grow in the absence of a well established 

foundation of confidence in the long-term development of the economy. The Salinas administration had 

taken as its working assumption that building confidence would translate into long-term savings. The 

Zedillo administration has taken the opposite route, assuming that savings are not directly linked to 

perceptions about the future. The former approach had no time to prove itself; the latter will be tested in 

the future. The point is that the nature of reform matters. 

Zedillo has a very clear and well defined set of objectives and has been advancing them 

systematically. Those objectives might or might not be the correct ones and may or may not deliver the 

expected results. They also may not be objectives that society at large will be willing to support. Either 

way, the type of reform obviously matters, for one type may bring about sustained high levels of growth—
the proposed purpose of the president’s initiatives—and others might not. Time will tell whether the 

president’s policies are the appropriate set of reforms to attain those objectives. Either way, his 

administration is far more characterized by disputed objectives and mixed priorities. The result of the 

clashes in priorities as well as of the lack of effectiveness in government action may well be growth rates 

of four to five percent, rather than the eight to nine percent that the administration was aiming for. The 

type of reform thus matters a great deal. 

 

 

Is Reform Feasible?  

 

Since 1968, Mexican politics have been undergoing a profound transformation characterized by 

liberalization without a long-term strategy. The old practice of very decisive and authoritarian presidents 

diminished through the 1970s. By the late 1970s and early 1980s, Mexican governments had become 

rather ineffective, although they were still inherently powerful. Salinas broke away from those trends, 

using to the utmost the powers available and introducing the style of a very forceful executive leading the 

way. After the economic crisis Mexico returned to the modest style of the 1980s. 

Whatever a president’s style, however, the old instruments of power are still very much available. 

While eroded, those instruments—control of unions, leadership of the party, and so on—are still there. 

There may be no consensus on where Mexico is going (politically or economically) or how it should get 

there, but the means to carry out the administration’s programs could still be employed. In fact, that is 

precisely what has been happening. Many of the government’s bills would not have passed congress had it 

not been for the use of the more traditional means of power, which the Zedillo administration had at first 

been reluctant to use. The ability of the administration to carry out reform is limited only by its own 

wishes and political will. 

There are two ways to look at the question of whether reform is still possible 10 years after its 
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initial launch. One is to look at reform’s overall historical picture. The other is to speculate about the 

future. In the longer view, it is obvious that Mexico’s economy has been deeply transformed. Parts of the 

economy are extraordinarily successful. In fact, the foremost trait of Mexico’s economy today is that it is 

in the middle of a reform process; the signs may be positive, but the delivery of benefits has not yet been 

attained. The adjustment implicit in a reform of this magnitude comes at its most painful moment, because 

it has created huge gaps in employment at the same time that it is unable to produce new, lasting sources 

of jobs. Better policies and a broad consensus on reform could make the adjustment less painful, but the 

lack of them does not make the fact that there is an adjustment any less real. 

The alternatives proposed by most opponents to reform is essentially to go back to the policies of 

the 1970s that produced the economic downturn to begin with or to freeze the process of reform until 

society has adjusted. The first option is obviously unsustainable. The latter, while reasonable as a 

statement, is impossible. A good part of today’s problems in Mexico stems precisely from the fact that the 

reform process is caught between the closed and protected economy of the past, with all the monopolies 

and lack of competition that it came associated with, and a rapidly growing, modern economy that is only 

now beginning to show its strength. Slowing reform would mean condemning all those Mexicans and 

Mexican firms to the old, dying economy, while not supporting the only part of the economy that has a 

future, the one that is growing today. Stopping reform is not an option; it would be capitulation and would 

lead to social and political catastrophe. 

Most economic and political actors have in fact begun to accommodate to reform. Businesses and 

politicians that were challenging the government’s wisdom in pursuing its thrust are increasingly coming 

to terms with the fact that the reforms advocated by Zedillo are here to stay. In addition, there is a key 

element that cannot be denied: the reforms have in fact resulted in impressive benefits.  

When the idea of reform was first launched, it had few stakeholders because most Mexicans did 

not perceive any potential benefits for themselves. Ten years later, there have been impressive advances in 

the form of exports, Mexican multinationals, working telephones, closer ties between unions and firms, 

etc. These facts constitute the strongest opposition against any rollback of reform. They are also the 

strongest advocates of persistent reform and the strongest performers in the economy. Their weight, 

because of the latter, is that much heavier. 

In sum, Mexico does not confront the impossible task of advancing and concluding the economic 

reform that could create the foundation for rapid economic growth. In fact, reform is being pursued with 

no hesitation. Reform will continue, although a slightly different version of reform than the one that had 

been advocated earlier. What Mexico does confront is a lack of policy—as well as popular—consensus on 

where to go, a dearth of political institutions to organize Mexicans towards such a consensus, and the will 

to forge it.  
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As an overarching theme, I would suggest that rather than representing some dramatic departure from the 

policies and accomplishments of his predecessors, Ernesto Zedillo’s first-year social policies—or lack 

thereof—reveal the continuation of social stresses that can be dated at least as far back as the 1980s, and 

probably much further into the postwar past. Specifically, Zedillo’s social policy should be considered in 

the light of his immediate predecessor’s policy orientation, the social crisis after 1982, and development 

policy in general since at least the 1940s. 

First, though, I will give some impressions (impressions because for many of the most important 

issues—crime and unemployment, to name just two examples—no really good data exist). Most observers 

of Mexico are probably familiar with the usual sorts of information. Inflation, with its generally regressive 

effects, leaped to around 50 percent for 1995.
1
 At the same time, subsidies for basic products were rapidly 

adjusted downward or removed entirely. The commerce secretariat (SECOFI) began 1995 by announcing 

price hikes of between 11 and 50 percent for such goods as bread, rice, soap and cleaning products, light 

bulbs, crackers, soup, and chocolate.
2
 Credit card balances and outstanding loans suddenly became an 

unbearable burden as interest rates jumped to 100 percent before falling to 60 percent. The emergence of 

the revitalized El Barzón movement of debtors and sympathizers was driven by the interest rate spikes. 

The great irony in the "status of social development" during Zedillo’s first year is that Zedillo’s campaign 

slogan promised "well-being for your family." All available data suggest that the families that most needed 

attention to their welfare have borne the brunt of the economic meltdown of 1995-1996. 

 
1
See Proceso 1014, April 8, 1996, 21. 

2
La Jornada, January 15, 1996 (www version). 
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One of the most troubling signs of social distress was a dramatic increase in urban crime. Violent 

crime gauged by any measure has soared, by some widely-quoted estimates increasing as much as 20 

percent over previous years.
3
 There are few good data, but anecdotal information establishes a clear 

change: many Mexicans, for example, report robberies and theft in previously safe areas of the capital. A 

pervasive climate of fear has settled over much of urban Mexico. Because it is unprecedented, the crime 

wave has touched off a general discussion of changing morals. 

Unsettling as these changes have been, however, it is useful to focus on other sorts of information 

that are more revealing of long-term trends. Perhaps this is just the professional bias of a historian, but this 

author believes that a historical orientation provides clues to the fundamental causes of social distress in 

Mexico. Fundamental causes have tended to become lost in reports of the shocking and the pitiable. 

Mexico is suffering a major public health crisis, which only occasionally has made its way into the 

news (there has been some mention of the severe drought and resultant famine in Chihuahua and of a 

hospital scandal in Durango). Malnutrition in Mexico City increased sixfold last year; in the countryside 

one-fifth of the population is estimated to be severely undernourished. Diseases such as cholera and 

dengue fever were 10 times higher in 1995 than in 1994. At the same time, prices for basic medicines has 

skyrocketed. As a result of rising unemployment and falling incomes, business at private hospitals fell 40 

percent. State hospitals found themselves poorly equipped and understaffed, unable to easily manage the 

shift of patients from private care.
4
 

UNICEF announced in 1995 that according to its estimates 30,000 Mexicans died in 1995 due to 

malnutrition, generally associated with infectious diseases. In nutritional terms, Mexico ranked in 1995 

with Ethiopia, Kenya, and Nigeria; this ranking contrasted markedly with other Latin American countries 

such as Chile, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, and Cuba, which are classified in UNICEF’s top group. 

Mexico’s situation was only slightly better than countries at war, including the Balkan meta-states. Despite 

Mexico’s basic-nutrition programs, UNICEF found that in 1995, Mexico lacked adequate strategies to 

resolve its huge and complex nutritional problem, and considered it unlikely that Mexico could achieve its 

goal of less than 10 percent of children suffering malnourishment.
5
 

                                                
3
Los Angeles Times, December 30, 1995, 1. 

4
Los Angeles Times, October 1, 1995. 

5
Reforma, September 13, 1995 (www version). 
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Perhaps the best indicator of social malaise is unemployment. Data on this topic have always been 

very problematic; now, when they are truly needed, we must again spend large amounts of time struggling 

with the contradictions and inherent weaknesses of official data sets. But the situation cannot be 

camouflaged: there were between 750,000 and one million layoffs in 1995. This dramatic decline in the 

amount of available work came on top of the yearly addition of one million new job entrants to the 

Mexican economy. Further, it is worth noting that the commonly cited datum of one million layoffs refers 

only to employees covered by the Mexican Institute of Social Security (IMSS)—who knows what 

appropriate adjustment to make in order to take into account layoffs of uncovered workers. Massive 

layoffs were reflected in official open-unemployment statistics, which rose from 3.9 percent in July-

September of 1994 to 7.4 percent in July-September, 1995. Unofficial estimates placed unemployment as 

high as 18 million Mexicans, or almost 50 percent of the economically active population.
6
  

I would make three main comments about this admittedly dark picture. First, Zedillo is not solely 

to blame for the social crisis of 1995. Even if we accept that "errors" were made by the president from 

December, 1994, on, we can hardly miss the fact that Zedillo, in many spheres of activity, was left holding 

the bag. As in the financial realm, Zedillo entered office facing a well-developed mess left by his 

predecessor. In the social area, as in the financial realm, Carlos Salinas de Gortari and his collaborators 

waited and waited for the "right moment" to do something more dramatic than provide the inexpensive, 

self-help, welfare of PRONASOL. As with the devaluation, the right time to do something about chronic 

poverty just never seemed to arrive. 

It is true that Zedillo has done little to address poverty or social development. The one social 

initiative that can be clearly associated with Zedillo during his first year in office—the reform of IMSS—
is unlikely to turn the social picture around. It has been driven principally by financial considerations. 

Up until fairly recently, IMSS quotas have been larger than pensions; the difference has been 

spent on providing health care at IMSS hospitals and clinics. For at least the last decade, however, 

providing IMSS services has meant borrowing from retirement funds and draining reserves to pay 

pensions. Inflation has meant that 90 percent of pensioners now receive just the minimum wage, a paltry 

sum on which to live, even in retirement. 

The centerpiece of Zedillo’s initiative to bail out IMSS is to create individual retirement accounts 

that will attract billions of dollars in domestic savings. The plan calls for the establishment of AFORES, or 

retirement fund administrators, which will finance projects in the public and private sectors. Controversy 

in public opinion and in congress focused on whether this amounts to a privatization of social security. 

The final deal, establishing that private administrators will have a free hand but will be overseen by IMSS, 

seems to provide for gridlock into the foreseeable future. 

                                                
6
See BANAMEX, Review of the Economic Situation of Mexico 842, January 1996, 3; El Financiero International 

Edition, February 26 - March 3, 1996, 8. 
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Policymakers have expressed great and probably unrealistic expectations for the transformation of 

the IMSS. They have said they believe this restructuring will increase the savings rate to 22 percent of 

gross domestic product (GDP), reduce reliance on foreign capital, and increase national investment and 

national growth. Zedillo explicitly linked the reform with his goal of five percent GDP growth.
7
 

The main problem with this new arrangement, from the perspective of social policy, is that little 

attention was paid to the seemingly central question of what sort of retirement these investments will 

provide for workers. There are further questions about the details of the plan, which are sure to be messy: 

will employees be able to decide to invest in non-Mexican securities and bonds? If not, does not the new 

system take a step back from the open economy? Might not free trade be considered less free if a 

potentially large source of North American investment is restricted to Mexico?  

The second comment about Zedillo and social policy is that Zedillo can hardly be held responsible 

for the legacy of the social crisis of the 1980s. If we look carefully at the status of "social development" in 

Zedillo’s first year, the underlying social realities of the 1980s are revealed, including the general 

inefficacy of Salinas’s responses. 

                                                
7
See Shasta Darlington, "Reforming the Beast," Mexico Business, January - February 1996, 12-15; and 

BANAMEX, Review of Economic Situation of Mexico 842, January 1996, 27-37. 
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High and steady levels of unemployment were not new in 1995. As noted earlier, official open 

unemployment rose from 3.9 percent in July-September 1994 to 7.4 percent in July-September, 1995. 

Trends suggested by some alternative measures of unemployment provide important information about the 

historical context of the unemployment spike in 1995. According to a Colegio de Mexico study, persons 

who were unemployed or worked less than 35 hours per week rose from 21 to 25 percent of the 

economically active population during the same time period. Persons who were unemployed, worked less 

than 35 hours per week, or who worked for less than the minimum wage rose from 14 percent to 17 

percent in the same period. The important thing here is that the changes are not at all as dramatic as we 

might expect from the overall figures. El Financiero demonstrated that the essential unemployment, 

underemployment, and poor employment situation has remained substantially the same since the 1982 

debacle.
8
 

Education also deserves to be mentioned. In Mexico, unlike in almost every developed country 

and many developing ones, relatively high rates of unemployment among highly educated people are an 

established fact. Mexico’s National Employment Survey shows that whereas 18 percent of unemployed 

Mexicans have only primary educations, those with more than high school educations account for 25 

percent of the unemployed. In other words, people with this quantum of education suffered unemployment 

at more or less the same rate as the general population. These are troubling statistics because of what they 

imply about both the number and the nature of jobs created in the Mexican economy. Again, though, this 

is hardly new: as I have shown in my research, the Mexican economy’s difficulty in absorbing 

professional-level university graduates dates to the late 1950s.
9
  

Real-wage decline was likewise not new in 1995: everyone agrees that real wages have fallen 

fairly steadily since 1982. El Financiero reported that in 1982 it required 1.76 annual minimum wages to 

buy a standard basket of goods. By June 1993 (long before the current crisis and once again at the height 

of the Salinas years), it required 5.42 minimum wages.
10
 By most available measures, Mexican wage-

earners still have about half the purchasing power they had in the late 1970s. Again, then, this social 

reality is not a new one; reduced purchasing power has characterized the whole period of recovery after 

1982, including the Salinas years. 

The general failure by policymakers to deal with poverty was hardly unique with the Zedillo 

administration. Another underlying reality of Salinismo, and one related to the issues of unemployment 

and wages, is the failure—or extremely modest effect—of the Solidarity strategy. Questions of political 

purposes aside, studies of PRONASOL’s impact suggest that while PRONASOL raised the standard of 

living in the short term it did little to reduce poverty. Furthermore, only 10 percent of the population was 

affected. Chiapas is a frequently mentioned case: that state received a large portion of PRONASOL funds 

                                                
8
El Financiero International Edition, February 26 - March 3, 1996, 8. 

9
U.S. Department of Labor, Monthly Labor Review, November 1994 (www version), 29-30. 

10
El Financiero International Edition, February 26 - March 3, 1996, 8. 
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and programs, but the programs did not create lasting jobs or reduce poverty significantly. PRONASOL, 

and the whole Solidarity mindset, provides make-work where real work is needed. 

Nora Lustig has shown convincingly that political will is the primary obstacle to Mexican poverty 

abatement. She estimates that extreme poverty could be eliminated if an amount equal to 0.25 percent of 

GDP was fully redistributed to the poor every year; in other words, that the amounts necessary to eliminate 

extreme poverty are fiscally and politically feasible. Trickle down economics has not worked and is 

unlikely to work in the future. Lustig estimates that if the per capita income of the extremely poor grew at 

one percent a year (a rate above the average of the past four years), the bottom 10 percent of the 

population would have to wait nearly 50 years to climb from "extreme" poverty to "regular" poverty.
11
 

A third point is that Zedillo cannot be blamed for the long-term social fallout of development 

policy since the 1940s. The Mexican Miracle occurred in a context of sustained unemployment and 

continuing, even if not increasing, social malaise. Government poverty-abatement policy has never done 

much to really address the shortcomings of the social foundation of rapid economic growth after 1940. The 

bandaid approach (including Solidarity), although it provided some tangible benefits to the poor—water, 

electricity, sewerage, health care, schools—has not made a big dent in poverty. Increasing the welfare of 

the poor (frequently in return for political support) and reducing poverty are very different things. The 

difference is the quantity and quality of employment opportunities. 

In summary, the crisis of the last year reveals the continuing serious social shortcomings of the 

Mexican development process since at least 1940. Enlightened social policy would focus on the resolution 

of the kinds of social stresses highlighted in this paper—employment, nutrition, and social infrastructure 

(clean water, paved streets, electricity). As for our role as policy analysts, I believe social policy should be 

assessed in the context of three key questions: (1) how many Mexicans have jobs (and is the number of 

jobs growing as fast as the number of labor market entrants), (2) what sort of jobs are they ("service-

sector" employment on street corners, or high-wage, high-productivity work), and (3) do those jobs pay 

enough to buy necessities and do they include good health care and retirement benefits? To these questions 

about the nature of work, we might add an additional one about the work environment: are people 

employed in a healthy, safe, and secure environment?  

These are the sorts of questions that follow from a consideration of the status of social 

development in Zedillo’s first year in the context of Mexican history in the postwar period. 

                                                
11

Nora Lustig, "The 1982 Debt Crisis, Chiapas, NAFTA, and Mexico’s Poor," in Laura Randall, ed., Changing 

Structure of Mexico (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1996) 157-165. 
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The current efforts to change the Mexican political system bear much resemblance to earlier 

transformations that occurred at the beginning of the 19th century. Indeed, most of the goals of the current 

democratization project have longstanding historical precedents. Among the most significant issues raised 

in these historically analogous experiences were the decentralization of power, the strengthening of the 

legislative branch, the increasing autonomy of local authorities, and the building of a culture of political 

tolerance. An examination of those antecedents can help provide an understanding of both the complexity 

and the difficulty that changing the present political structure entails. 

New Spain, or colonial Mexico, possessed two forms of local government—the repúblicas for 

Indian communities and the ayuntamientos, or municipal governments, for the rest of the population. 

Because the Spanish Crown recognized the rights of pre-Hispanic communities, there were numerous 

repúblicas in central New Spain. On the other hand, there were relatively few ayuntamientos because, 

following Spanish tradition, the municipal governments functioned like provincial capitals; that is, the 

cities governed vast hinterlands. As a result, provinces became associated with and generally took the 

names of their cities: Puebla, Zacatecas, San Luis Potosí, etc. In 1786, the Spanish Crown divided New 

Spain into 12 intendancias, or provinces, strengthening existing regional interests.  

In 1808, the Spanish monarchy collapsed as a result of the French invasion of the Iberian 

peninsula. The disaster triggered a series of events that culminated in the establishment of a representative 

government for a worldwide Spanish Nation (Nación Española) in which all free men, regardless of race 

or status, became Spaniards. The provinces of New Spain eagerly elected deputies to represent them in the 

Spanish parliament, the Cortes, which provided them an opportunity for obtaining home rule.  

The deputies of Spain and Spanish America, who enacted the Constitution of the Spanish 

Monarchy in 1812, transformed the Spanish world. They abolished seigniorial institutions, the Inquisition, 

Indian tribute, and forced labor and asserted the state’s control over the church. They created a unitary 

state with equal laws for all parts of the Spanish monarchy, substantially restricted the authority of the 

king, and entrusted the Cortes with decisive power. When they enfranchised all men, except those of 

African ancestry, without requiring either literacy or property qualifications, they surpassed all existing 

governments including Great Britain, the United States, and France in providing political rights to the vast 

majority of the male population. 

The Constitution of 1812 expanded the electorate and dramatically increased the scope of political 
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activity. The new charter established representative government at three levels: the municipality, the 

province, and the empire. It allowed cities and towns with at least 1,000 inhabitants to form 

ayuntamientos. Political power was transferred from the center to the localities as vast numbers of people 

were incorporated into the political process. Although the elite clearly dominated politics, hundreds of 

thousands of middle- and lower-class men, including Indians, mestizos, and castas, became involved in 

politics in a meaningful way and made their presence felt. 

The new political system did not take root immediately. King Fernando VII abolished the 

constitution upon his return from French captivity in 1814. Liberals in Spain, however, forced him to 

restore constitutional order in March 1820. When news of this arrived in New Spain in April, the people 

enthusiastically reestablished the constitutional system. In the months that followed they conducted 

elections for provincial deputations, the Cortes, and more than a 1,000 ayuntamientos. Political instability 

in the Iberian peninsula, however, eventually convinced them to seek autonomy from Spain. The country 

achieved independence not because Spain was defeated militarily but because New Spaniards no longer 

supported the Crown politically. 

While New Spain’s elite proposed home government, they nonetheless sought to retain strong ties 

with Spain. They proposed establishing a constitutional monarchy called the Mexican Empire with the 

Spanish king or a member of the royal family as sovereign, and they acknowledged the Spanish 

Constitution of 1812 and the statutes enacted by the Cortes as the law of the land. The newly independent 

Mexico carefully followed the precedents of the Spanish constitutional system, forming a Council of 

Regency for government and a Soberana Junta Provisional Gubernativa to function as the legislature until 

a Mexican Cortes convened. Spain rejected their proposal, however, and, faced with popular and military 

demands, the country’s political leaders reluctantly accepted a native Mexican, Agustín de Iturbide, as the 

nation’s first emperor. Conflict soon erupted between Emperor Agustín I, who believed in executive 

power, and the First Constituent Congress, which insisted upon legislative dominance. Although Agustín I 

dissolved congress in October 1822, provincial leaders forced him to abdicate in March 1823. 

Mexico’s provinces, governed by provincial deputations established by the Spanish Constitution of 

1812, insisted on electing a new constituent congress charged with ensuring their autonomy and 

sovereignty. They rejected the First Constituent Congress’s claim, based on the actions of the Spanish 

Cortes, that the congress was the repository of national sovereignty. Instead, the provinces argued that they 

possessed sovereignty and were relinquishing a portion of that sovereignty to create a national 

government. The provinces considered themselves the arbiters of the nation in mid-1823. 

The Second Constituent Congress, which met on November 7, 1823, faced very different 

circumstances than its predecessor. The provinces, several already organized into states, determined that 

Mexico must have a federal republic; debate in congress therefore centered on the critical issue of whether 

the nation or the state was sovereign. On that question, the deputies divided into four factions: (1) those 

who were extreme defenders of states’ rights, (2) those who favored a federal system but believed that the 

nation was sovereign, (3) those who believed in shared sovereignty between the nation and the states, and 

(4) a tiny minority who wanted a highly centralized government. Under the administration of President 

Ernesto Zedillo, state governors have raised similar issues in their call for increased independence from 
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national, executive control. Neither the advocates of states’ rights nor the proponents of national 

sovereignty triumphed. Instead, a form of shared sovereignty emerged as a compromise. Nevertheless, the 

states gained considerable taxing power at the expense of the national government, which lost 

approximately half the income formerly collected by the viceregal administration. To compensate for that 

loss, the states agreed to pay the national government a contingente assessed on each state according to its 

means. 

The compromise to share sovereignty did not settle the question of the division of powers within 

the national government. Following Hispanic traditions, most congressmen believed that the legislature 

should be dominant. After Agustín I’s abdication in March 1823, the First Constituent Congress had 

established a triumvirate called the Supreme Executive Power (Supremo Poder Ejecutivo), which 

alternated the presidency on a monthly basis. The majority of the members of the Second Constituent 

Congress favored a plural executive of some kind. But a revolt on January 20, 1824, and the difficulty that 

the Supreme Executive Power experienced in attempting to maintain order convinced them of the 

unwieldiness of the plural executive. Eventually congress opted for a president and a vice president; that 

decision, however, did not mean that congress accepted a strong presidency. Most Mexicans continued to 

favor congressional superiority. They created a quasi-parliamentary system, making the secretaries of state 

responsible to congress. 

The Mexican Constitution of 1824 was modeled on the Spanish Constitution of 1812, not, as is 

often asserted, on the U.S. Constitution of 1787. If the Mexican charter possessed any similarity with a 

U.S. document, it was with the U.S. Articles of Confederation, because Mexico’s republic was 

confederalist rather than federalist. Entire sections of the Spanish Constitution of 1812 were repeated 

verbatim in the Mexican document—the individuals who drafted the constitution were legislators who had 

served in the Spanish Cortes and had helped write the Spanish charter. Both the Spanish Constitution of 

1812 and the Mexican Constitution of 1824 established powerful legislatures and weak executive 

branches. It would be an error, however, to consider the Mexican Constitution of 1824 a carbon copy of 

Spain’s 1812 document. Events in Mexico, particularly the assertion of states’ rights, forced congress to 

frame a constitution to meet the unique circumstances of the nation. 

The principal innovations—republicanism, federalism, and the presidency—were adopted to 

address Mexico’s new reality. The monarchy was abolished because both Fernando VII and Agustín I had 

failed as political leaders. Federalism arose naturally from Mexico’s earlier experience; the provincial 

deputations created by the Spanish constitution simply converted themselves into states. The Mexicans 

who had assumed leadership roles in the Spanish Cortes continued to promote their views in the new 

Mexican nation they were forming. The election of the nation’s first president, Guadalupe Victoria, 

seemed to indicate that peace and prosperity were at hand.  

Unfortunately, those expectations remained unfulfilled. The wars of independence had severely 

damaged agriculture, commerce, industry, and mining—as well as the country’s delicate but complex 

infrastructure. Not only did the new nation have to rebuild its shattered economy, it also faced a lack of 

demand for its products abroad. Moreover, the long struggles—first the wars in Europe and then the 

insurgency in New Spain—had not only destroyed Mexico’s finances but had alienated the elite. After 

independence they refused to finance the national government. Instead, the new regime, which had lost 
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much of its revenues to the states, was forced to rely on foreign loans and customs revenues. But these 

resources proved insufficient to sustain post-independence governments. The national economic crisis only 

exacerbated the political divisions and encouraged the rise of demagogues.  

The new republic inherited the political practices and institutions that had emerged during the 

struggle for emancipation. Because the viceregal government had used its coercive powers to hamstring 

the opposition, New Spaniards had formed secret and loosely organized political groups. They had 

developed a pattern of opposition politics based on shifting coalitions established to attain specific 

purposes. These political patterns continued in the post-independence period. Indeed, secret societies 

became one of the principal political forces that dominated the new nation’s public life. During the 1820s, 

political groups coalesced around Masonic lodges: the escoceses, of the Scottish-rite lodge, were reputed 

to be the "aristocratic" party, while the yorkinos, of the York-rite lodges, were considered "populists." 

Although President Victoria sought to balance these competing interests, he proved barely able to 

govern a country characterized by what the Mexican historian Virginia Guedea has called "hegemonic 

insufficiency." The federal republic possessed a weak executive and a powerful legislature. Because there 

were neither literacy nor property qualifications for voting, all adult males were eligible to participate, a 

situation that encouraged mass politics and demagoguery. Although Mexicans had experienced 

representative government before independence during the periods 1810-1814 and 1820-1821, they had 

not developed a political culture that valued tolerance of political opponents. The tendency that had 

emerged during the struggle for independence to identify opponents not only as mistaken but also as 

traitors continued in the national period, and by 1827 the climate of distrust had reached alarming 

proportions. Radicals on both sides believed that their opponents would destroy them if allowed to gain 

power.  

A political crisis erupted in January 1827, when the Spanish Franciscan, Joaquín Arenas, was 

discovered plotting to return Spain to power in Mexico. The conspiracy, which appeared to involve 

prominent Mexicans, created a national scandal and led to the expulsion of Spaniards from Mexico as well 

as to state and national political victories for the radical yorkinos. Fearful of the growing power of the 

political left, prominent escoceses, among them the vice president, Nicolás Bravo, rebelled in December 

1827. Although the movement was rapidly overwhelmed by the government, national politics became even 

more polarized. 

 

The presidential elections of 1828 occurred in the midst of a political and constitutional crisis. 

After a heated campaign in which secret societies played a leading role, moderate yorkino Manuel Gómez 

Pedraza won the election with the support of 11 states, compared to radical yorkino Vicente Guerrero, who 

won 7 states. Unwilling to accept these results, the radicals aroused popular discontent. There were 

pronunciamientos throughout the country and demonstrators in Mexico City demanded that the elections 

be annulled. When General Guerrero joined the rebels, president-elect Gómez Pedraza resigned on 

December 4, fleeing the country to forestall civil war. Mass demonstrations continued in the capital, 

however, ultimately resulting in a riot that destroyed the Parían, the city’s principal market. 

With the shattering of the constitutional process in 1828, Mexico entered a prolonged period of 
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instability. Between 1824 and 1848, only the first president, Victoria (1824-1828), had completed his term 

of office. His success is primarily attributable to two large foreign loans negotiated in 1824 and 1825, 

which gave his administration financial latitude. Mexico sank into decades of economic depression and 

political turmoil. The chaos was attributable to both economic and psychological factors. The economy 

was in ruins as a result of the wars of independence and the dumping of European goods in the Mexican 

market, and economic decline was exacerbated by the post-independence political chaos. Mexicans lost 

confidence in their country’s institutions. Legitimacy, that elusive agreement about the nature of 

government and society, proved difficult to reestablish. 

The nation’s economic decline and political chaos convinced the national elites that the country 

needed a more efficient, centralized political system with a stronger chief executive. The Constitution of 

1824 had not only granted authority to the states but had empowered the peasant towns (pueblos de 
campesinos), the former Indian repúblicas. As a result of the extension of the franchise to large sectors of 

the population, the national elites found themselves in competition with both the provincial elites and the 

campesinos, who challenged their power in the countryside. The vast number of ayuntamientos, originally 

authorized by the Spanish Constitution of 1812, complicated the struggle at the local level and threatened 

regional elites. Thus, both the national and the provincial elites eventually agreed on the need to limit 

political participation to a small group in the national and regional capitals. 

After partial efforts to eliminate popular federalism in the 1830-1832 period, the centralists 

triumphed in 1835. In a true counterrevolution, they reconcentrated power in the center of the country. 

Stringent property qualifications were introduced for political participation and for office holders. The 

most radical change, however, was in the concentration of power in the hands of the few. Not only were 

elected state governors and legislatures eliminated in favor of departmental officials appointed by the 

national government—the governors and the departmental councils—the number of ayuntamientos was 

drastically reduced, virtually eliminating direct political participation in the countryside. Municipal 

government was limited to the departmental capitals and to a few 
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other important urban centers. Local government and, therefore, the power of rural communities was 

virtually eliminated throughout the nation, an issue now central to the Zapatista National Liberation Army 

in Chiapas. 

Urban and rural discontent eventually led to the restoration of the federal constitution in 1846. 

Conflict between centralists and federalists continued, however, over the fundamental questions of political 

power and local government. Rural leaders favored a political system that distributed power widely and 

guaranteed state and local autonomy. They also demanded universal male suffrage and low taxes.  

A new generation of liberals reached maturity at midcentury. Most were urban professionals who, 

while agreeing with parts of the rural project, favored a stronger state which they hoped would foster 

national economic growth and modernization. The liberals ultimately prevailed and enshrined their project 

in the Constitution of 1857. Unlike the liberals of the 1820s, however, the new generation abandoned 

notions of popular democracy in favor of stability and prosperity. Elections, representative government, 

and federalism remained, but they assumed new forms by the end of the century. Ironically, it was the 

great liberals Benito Juárez and Porfirio Díaz who finally managed to impose presidentialism, or 

presidencialismo, and a strong national government on a country determined to achieve political stability 

and economic growth.  

The tenets of popular federalism, however, continued to appear among opposition groups in 

Mexico. Their goals of effective suffrage, local autonomy, local democracy, just taxes, land for the poor, 

and decent wages remain vital. In that respect, Mexico’s 19th century political history has much to teach 

the reformers of today. 
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A sense of regionalism pervades Mexican history and contemporary Mexican culture and politics. 

Mexicans cultivate a sense of their geographic place and are quick to identify their native state or region 

and to brag about its virtues, distinguishing it and them from those who hail from other regions. A visit to 

the Ballet Foclorico or the National Anthropological Museum clearly exemplifies this point; regional and 

state-centered themes dominate both folkloric dances and anthropological exhibitions. 

As Mexican democracy inched forward in the 1980s and 1990s, latent regionalistic proclivities 

surfaced to play an increasingly vibrant role in the nation’s political dialogue and disputation. This essay 

first describes Mexican regionalism in the mid 1990s, and then explains the evolution of Mexican 

regionalism in the waning years of the 20th century. The analysis concludes with a discussion of the initial 

period of the Ernesto Zedillo sexenio (1994-2000).  

 

 

Regionalism in Mexico 

 

The signs of a regionalistic revival are becoming increasingly obvious in Mexico. The evidence is most 

manifest in the north, south, and west-central regions of the country.  

In the north, politics provide the clearest illustration of recrudescent regionalism, although there 

are several manifestations of the growing strength of traditional Norteño regionalism. Several elections in 

Baja California Norte in the 1980s and 1990s dramatize the alienation of the north. In the presidential 

elections of 1988, for example, the left-leaning Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas defeated the official candidate of 

the central government, Carlos Salinas de Gortari. One year later, in the 1989 gubernatorial elections, the 

state again voted against the Mexico City government, this time electing Ernesto Ruffo of the conservative 

National Action Party (PAN).  

Ruffo’s election spelled the first in a series of panista victories in the north and west-central areas 

of Mexico. The party’s electoral triumphs in the 1995 Baja California gubernatorial and municipal contests 

may have been even more significant in confirming growing regionalistic repudiation of Mexico City. 

Héctor Terán Terán became the second opposition governor in a row in the state, and represented the first 
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time any opposition captured a state in successive elections.  

In the meantime, the PAN’s Francisco Barrio was elected to the governor’s post in Chihuahua in 

1992. The PAN also triumphed in a wide swath of northern municipios in the late 1980s and the 1990s. In 

1996, for example, the PAN reigned in a number of important northern cities, including Ciudad Juárez, 

Culiacán, Ensenada, Mexicali, Monterrey, and Tijuana.  

In addition to a distinctive political scenario in the north, the region’s maquiladora and mining 

economies prospered even after the economic crisis of late 1994, while the remainder of Mexico 

floundered in economic recession and stagnation. The maquiladora industry thrived on the lower Mexican 

wages that resulted from the peso devaluation, expanding about 15 percent in 1995 and 1996. In 1995, the 

six northern border states accounted for 80 percent of all new jobs in Mexico, the overwhelming majority 

of which were provided by the increased number of assembly plants. By the middle of the decade, 

maquiladora exports totaled US$5 to US$6 billion, rapidly gaining on petroleum exports as Mexico’s 
leading earner of foreign exchange. 

Mexico’s mining industry was another exception to the general stagnation of the country’s 
economy. The industry, which is concentrated in the north, advanced at more than six percent in 1995, and 

an equally impressive showing is expected for 1996, in part because of the rise of silver prices in the world 

market.  

The northern border area’s special environmental regime provides another variation on the 

national theme. Flowing from the environmental side agreement to the North American Free Trade 

Agreement (NAFTA), Mexico and the United States created in 1995 the Border Environmental 

Cooperation Commission (BECC) and the North American Development Bank (NADBank). These 

binational institutions combat the environmental degradation of the border area by financing remedial and 

anticipatory projects, mostly in water treatment. In the process, Mexico and the United States defined a 

binational space 200 kilometers wide (100 kilometers in each country) running the entire 2,000 miles of 

the international border.   

These political, economic, and ecological initiatives in Mexico’s north represents a rebirth of 

regionalistic sentiments that has become increasingly confident, cocksure, and even aggressive. The 

manifestation of regionalistic feeling in Mexico’s south has taken on even more aggressive qualities to the 

point of a rebellion in Chiapas led by the Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN, or Zapatistas).  

The 1994 Zapatista revolt reflected a number of influences, but in many ways it defined a classic 

regionalistic uprising, a typical and time-honored center-periphery division. The people of Chiapas, who 

live on the periphery of Mexico, rebelled against the arrogance and neglect of a ruling class that lived in 

the central region of the country. The southern Chiapanecos view the ruling elites in Mexico’s center as 

dramatically different from themselves. The cultures are different and the southerners speak the native 

languages of the indigenous Mayan people of the region. Furthermore, the elites in Mexico City and the 

southern indigenous peoples maintain different economic systems and political processes. 

The 1996 agreement on principles for the accord designed to end the rebellion defined an explicit 

recognition of the regionalistic differences. The agreement pledged the Mexico City government to nurture 

biculturalism and bilingualism in the educational programs and curricula utilized in the region. The accord 
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between the central government and the southern peoples also sanctioned different political practices in the 

south involving the makeup and processes of the judicial system, including courts and attorneys general. 

The bilateral pact also sanctioned special procedures for the composition of town councils and nominations 

for political office.  

A mediator described the accords as signaling comprehensive recognition of Mexico’s cultural and 

political pluralism. In truth, Mexico City’s agreement with the Zapatistas and their southern allies went 

some way in granting regional autonomy, a concept pregnant with implications for Mexican regionalism.  

Though less well known, other initiatives in Mexico’s south during the mid-1990s teach the same 

lesson. In Tabasco, the intransigence of the state Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) in its struggle 

with the party’s national leadership and the Mexico City government over the legitimacy of the 1994 

gubernatorial elections owes much to a tradition of anti-Mexico City feeling deeply embedded in the state 

of Tabasco. In Chiapas, Tabasco, and southern Vera Cruz, Mexico’s petroleum monopoly, PEMEX, 

invited almost contradictory responses based on regionalistic sentiments. On the one hand, the local 

populations have been engaged since the mid-1970s in opposition to the environmental degradation 

wrought by PEMEX. On the other hand, in the 1990s the southern peoples opposed the privatization of 

PEMEX’s petrochemical plants located in the area, depicting those installations as regional property. In 

sum, regionalistic particularism waxes just as salient in Mexico’s south as in the northern reaches of the 

country.  

The expression of regionalism in the nation’s west-central area may be less virulent and 

aggressive, but it is clearly enough defined to invite attention. As in the north, 1995 panista victories in 

state and municipal elections provided the expression of recrudescent regionalism in Mexico’s west-central 

area. In 1995, Jorge Cárdenas led the PAN to victory when he captured Jalisco’s gubernatorial post; fellow 

panista Cesar Coll won the mayor’s job in Guadalajara, Mexico’s second city. In the same year, the 

charismatic Vicente Fox bested the PRI to win the gubernatorial election in Guanajuato. Since his election, 

Fox has become perhaps the most popular political figure in the entire country. 

As in the north, the victories of Cárdenas, Coll, and Fox reflected the political manifestation of the 

rebirth of regional cultural identity. The west-central region had long repudiated the secular modernization 

of Mexico City and nurtured its own  

sociocultural and religious value system based on Hispanic tradition, Roman Catholicism, and rural 

influences. The repudiation of the PRI in the 1995 elections signaled the expression of those deeply 

defined regional identities.  

 

This description of the recrudescence of regionalism in the mid-1990s hints at the ideological, 

economic, and political influences at play, but the explanation and analysis need to be more clearly 

crystallized. 

 

 

The Evolution of Mexican Regionalism 
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It is simple to point to the parts of the analytical puzzle of Mexico’s recrudescent regionalism, but it would 

be difficult to assign weights to each of the pieces. This analysis pinpoints four such pieces: (1) 

regionalism forms part of a global ideological current, (2) the central government and the PRI are in 

disrepair, which encourages regional groups to assert their autonomy, (3) significant moves toward 

increased social mobilization and political participation grow more vibrant in Mexico, and (4) 

decentralization programs spawned by Mexico City influence regionalistic revival.  

 

Global Regionalism 
 

At an abstract level of analysis, the devolution toward decentralization and the condemnation of central 

government forms part of the contemporary Zeitgeist. The position flows logically from the endorsement 

of neoliberalism and two of its major tenets, the damnation of public power and the denial of the efficacy 

of government. Throughout the world regionalism is expanding its influence, and political units subdivide 

or threaten to fragment. Movements of varying vitality and wisdom advocating those policies are 

ubiquitous on the contemporary global scene: in the former Soviet Union, in Scotland and Wales, in 

Northern Uganda and Southern Sudan, and in Northern California and Southern Arizona. It is little wonder 

that the contagion has wafted its way to Mexico. 

 

The PRI and the Central Government 
 

Looking to proximate causes in Mexico, two developments have sparked a rebirth of traditional 

regionalism: (1) the contemporary economic and political crises, and (2) Mexico’s evolving democracy. 

The first issue centers on negative degeneration and is frequently analyzed. The second emphasizes 

positive movement toward democratic participation, and has received less attention than it merits.  

The theory that crisis has encouraged regionalism is straight-forward. Mexico’s central 

government and its traditional elites have lost their title to legitimate authority. The critics claim that the 

elites are morally bankrupt and deserve no support and probably no allegiance. Many believe that the 

traditional elites are behind the assassinations of Luis Donaldo Colosio and José Francisco Ruíz Massieu. 

At the very least, almost all charge the elites and the government with being corrupt and inefficient.  

 

Mexico’s economic crisis also plays into the analysis, as does the decline of the PRI and 

presidencialismo. The economic crisis means that Mexico City possesses fewer resources to buy the 

allegiance of the regions, states, and municipios with public works such as highways, damns, and 

renovations of city plazas. Moreover, the genius that confected the significant economic growth of the 

Mexican Miracle of the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s is long gone. On the contrary, the economic planners in 

Mexico City during the 1980s and 1990s appear to be either inept fools or treacherous villains. They are 

quite incapable of managing the national economy and deserve more ridicule than allegiance .  

Moreover, the once mighty PRI approaches definitive decline. It is rent by enervating divisions 

involving reformers, dinosaurios, técnios, políticos, Colosistas, Salinistas, Zedillistas, and assorted other 
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camarillas. The PRI is no longer capable of contributing the integrative influence that it provided when 

Plutarco Elías Calles, Lázaro Cárdenas, and their successors reinvented the Mexican state and nation after 

the disintegration of the Revolution. 

Finally, presidencialismo is also in decline. President Zedillo is either weak or dedicated to 

redefining the office of the presidency. Either way, he has backed off the theatrical power displays of his 

predecessors. The decay of presidential presence combines with the negative impacts of the economic 

crisis and the deterioration of the PRI to offer a part of the explanation for Mexico’s recrudescent 

regionalism.  

 

Civil Society and Political Participation 
 

But the negative explanation of the deterioration of central authority fails to appreciate the more positive 

impact of Mexico’s evolving democracy on the revival of Mexico’s regionalism. Healthy trends toward 

challenging authoritarian elites and more effective popular participation run the gamut of the Mexican 

political system. Those trends emanate from a Mexican population that boasts dramatically different 

characteristics from those possessed when Mexico’s highly centralized system came into being in the 

1930s and 1940s. It is perfectly reasonable that those more sophisticated Mexicans should encourage a 

movement toward democracy that includes challenging stultifying administrative centralism, the heavy 

hand of concentrated power, and the supercilious arrogance of Mexico City. 

Most significant, the emergence of Mexico’s democracy reflects a considerably more sophisticated 

population from the days when the governing elites imposed the highly centralized system on the Mexican 

people. Comparative socioeconomic data illustrate the point. In 1995, Mexico boasted more than 10 times 

the literate citizens of 1930: 45 to 50 million compared with about 4.5 million. During the same period 

(1930 to 1995), Mexico’s urban population increased from approximately 5.5 million to about 67.5 million 

and Mexico’s infant mortality rate dropped from 200 to 35 per 100,000 from 1950 to 1990. Similar 

progress was achieved in areas such as life expectancy, travel abroad, radios and televisions per 1,000 

population, etc. In sum, the Mexican people are manifestly more sophisticated and cosmopolitan in the 

mid-1990s than they were in the mid-1930s when the system was put in place.   

Other trends favoring participatory democracy and enhanced self-government crystallize almost 

daily. For example, access to information is improving. Partly owing to international pressure, economic 

data on matters such as the amount of foreign reserves is now openly available. The newspaper Reforma 

(spawned from its parent company El Norte in Monterrey) came to Mexico City in the early 1990s, 

marking a significant improvement in journalistic coverage of Mexican politics. Even the slavish, 

government-lining Televisa has assumed a more independent posture. Like the citizens of the several 

regions, Televisa is less solicitous of the central government than in times past.  

Most important, Mexican civil society is expanding in numbers and energy. Sparked by the 

initiative of Mexico City’s people after the earthquake of 1985, citizens groups have multiplied throughout 

the county. They include national groups such as the Alianza Cívica, which worked successfully for the 

integrity of the 1994 elections, and El Barzón, the debtors’ movement that is engaged in pressuring the 

banks for healing reform. The civil society also counts thousands of regional, state, and local groups that 
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range from neighborhood organizations such as the PAN-sponsored comités de vecinos, to the Alianza 
Sonora and the EZLN, to regional environmental coalitions established in Mexico’s border states. 

All these groups reflect a Mexican civil society alive with a new spirit of social mobilization and 

political participation. All form part of a comprehensive, interconnected, and mutually reenforcing 

collection of political actors informed by a series of policies that include such goals as the protection of the 

environment, the advocacy of worker’s rights, and, of course, local and regional self-government in 

defiance of the traditionally top-heavy and authoritarian Mexican political system.  

 

Initiatives from Mexico City  
 

Programs initiated in Mexico City have made some contribution to the vitality of Mexico’s regionalism in 

the 1980s and 1990s. President Miguel de la Madrid (1982-1988) reformed the municipio and 

decentralized education. There was even some fiscal devolution to the states under the Salinas 

administration.  

 

 

In sum, both negative and positive forces contribute to Mexico’s regionalistic revival in the mid-1990s. On 

the negative side, the central government in Mexico City is poorer and weaker, and appears to be 

increasingly inept. The PRI is in disrepair; the presidency languishes. On the positive side, the Mexican 

people are eager to claim the right to self government; they are better educated, healthier, longer-lived, and 

more sophisticated and cosmopolitan. Mexico’s civil society flourishes and effective political participation 

expands. It is only logical that Mexico’s citizens have claimed their rights to self-government at the local, 

state, and regional levels. The initial stage of the Zedillo sexenio reflects both strains of influences.  

 

The Zedillo Administration 

 

Assuming that Zedillo seeks to maintain the cohesion and integrity of the Mexican union while 

encouraging participatory democracy, he appears to have been relatively successful in the north and west-

central regions, but the southern region remains uncertain.  

In the north and west-central regions, the Zedillo administration has followed the example of its 

predecessor. Zedillo has come to terms with panista governors and mayors in the two areas. He has 

recognized their legitimacy as a loyal opposition and has pursued cooperation with them. In the process, 

Zedillo has recognized the democratic aspirations of the Mexican citizens who elected the opposition 

governors and presidentes municipales, contributing to the evolution of a more authentic participatory 

democracy in Mexico. 

Dealing with panista-sponsored northern and west-central regionalism, however, is easier than 

accommodating to Zapatista-sustained regionalism in the south. The panistas represent the nation’s 
politically moderate-to-conservative middle sectors and upper classes. They are respectable Mexicanos, 
who pursue the same political discourse as the governing elites in Mexico City. Panista policies and 

 



 Edward J. Williams     31 

 
 
programs are quite similar to those advanced by the Zedillo administration. As their opponents correctly 

charge, the government and the PAN share much the same ideology. Hence, radical measures threatening 

territorial integrity are highly unlikely to come from the PAN in the north and west-central regions of 

Mexico.  

But the Zapatistas in the south are much different from the Zedillo government, the PRI, or the 

PAN. The most important leader of the EZLN, Subcomandante Marcos, has set out policies and programs 

calculated to redesign the political system. Early on he called for the resignation of then-president Salinas 

and a new, democratic constitution. In the agreement to end the rebellion tentatively finalized in 1996, the 

Zapatistas proposed a regime of autonomy beyond any design envisioned by the PAN. For example, it 

included local control over the petroleum-laden subsoil of the south. Some elements of the Zedillo 

administrative interpret the southerners as threatening Mexico’s territorial integrity.  

Hence, the Zedillo government, like the Salinas regime before it, is ambivalent in its relations with 

the Zapatistas. While affording them the legitimizing dignity of formal negotiations in Chiapas, the federal 

government arrests supposed Zapatistas on the streets of Mexico City. While offering amnesty to some 

followers of the EZLN’s cause, the government incarcerates other suspected Zapatistas. Mexico City has 

granted only tentative and imperfect legitimacy to the champions of southern regionalism.  

While the demands of the southern regionalists have been more comprehensive than others, they 

have consciously embraced their Mexicanidad. They have carried the Mexican flag and celebrated their 

Mexican culture. That fact is quite significant.  

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The analysis presented here has highlighted the unfolding of Mexican democracy as the most important 

cause of contemporary regionalism. As Mexican governing elites have come to terms with that reality, 

regionalistic aspirations have blended into an evolving Mexican democracy characterized by embryonic 

geographic pluralism. All evidence suggests that the drive to participatory democracy informs the 

aspirations of southern Mexicans, just as it motivates Mexicans in the north, the west-central region, and 

elsewhere. Hence, accommodation to the legitimate aspirations of the south should contribute to the same 

political peace and stability as it has in other regions of the country. 
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