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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

The student of contemporary Mexico confronts an array of baffling
paradoxes. These paradoxes serve to both confuse and enlighten politi-
cal analysts who attempt to penetrate and discern the substance of Mexi-
can politics. There has been, for example, impressive economic growth
in Mexico coupled with a sizable marginal population which has not
enjoyed the benefits of this growth and in some instances, the material
well-being of this marginal population has actually declined.l In
Mexico, political participation decreases with competition, whereas in
the West, political participation tends to increase with competitive-
ness.2 Those groups of Mexican society which are most supportive of the
regime are the same segments of Mexican society which are the most disad-
vantaged by the existing arrangement, Mexico is, in many respects, an
authoritarian regime whose existence is dependent upon popular support.
It is within this context that the Mexican political system must be
viewed. Also within this context rests the future viability of the
Mexican system,

As Kenneth Coleman suggests, much has been written about one-party
systems, but little theory exists concerning regime maintenance through
the identification of potential destabilizing problems.3 The purpose of
this study is two-fold. First, the essential and distinctive features of
the Mexican political system will be evaluated. The foundation upon

which the Mexican one-party system rests will be analyzed in an effort to



assess its strengths along with its weaknesses., Secondly, this study
will attempt to identify the major problem areas which are likely to
threaten continued stability in Mexico. Hopefully, this study will
provide insights into the dynamics of one-party authoritarian regimes
and their ability to adapt to various problematic situations.

Mexico offers a fertile field of inquiry on several counts. First,
Mexico's authoritarian regime is generally considered to be one of the
more stable established onme-party systems. Secondly, the regime will
experience substantial strain due to enormous population growth and ab-
ject poverty resulting from gross income inequality and high unemploy-
ment. The hypothesis of this study is that the stability of the Mexican
political system is connected to the effectiveness of the system's per-
formance in responding to destabilizing elements within the system.
Consequently, unless effective measures are adopted to satisfy popular
demands, social conflict and political violence will increase which will
threaten the continued stability of the regime. It is readily admitted
that this type of study lacks the scientific or empirical preciseness
which can be found in much of the social science literature., But it is
also asserted that our lack of understanding of the vulnerability of
some regimes to revolution or coup d'etat justifies a work of this
nature. While the scope of this study must be limited to Mexico, the
issue of regime maintenance is not.

Mexico is a nation well advanced in the process of modernization
and also political development as measured by the level of institution-
alization of political organizations and procedures. But as Samuel P.
Huntington suggests, "As a concept Z§blitical developmeq§7, it does not

suggest that movement is likely to be in only one direction; institu-



tions, we know, decay and dissolve as well as grow and mature."4 Later
in reference to the absence of literature on the process of decay in
political institutions, Huntington notes:

As a result, models and concepts which are hopefully en-

titled "developing" or "modernizing'" are often only par-

tially relevant to the countries to which they are applied.

More relevant in many cases would be models of corrupt or

degenerating societies, highlighting the decay of political

organizations and the increasing dominance of disruptive

forces.?

Thus, within Huntington's theoretical framework, Mexico is offered as
an example of a society experiencing political decay or degeneration.
This assertion does not imply that the process is irreversiblé or that
political collapse is inevitable. To be more precise, this study is
seéking to delimit the range within which the Mexican regime is capable
of response; and to ascertain whether the problems confronting contem-
porary Mexico are within the scope of remedial power.

The prediction of political events is precarious at best. There-
fore, this study does not seek to forecast Mexico's future development.
But instead, this study attempts to identify destabilizing forces pre-
sently undermining Mexico's political system. What the analyst cannot
foresee is the critical point at which a potential destabilizer becomes
an actual destabilizer. Nor can the analyst predict what event or per-
son may emerge as the necessary catalyst. What is asserted, however, is
that the next decade or two may well prove to be crucial ones in terms
of the future of the Mexican polity. Harold Laski once observed that
the values upon which political institutions are based are born of the
ability to satisfy mass-demands, they wither away as that ability di-

minishes.® Clearly, the increasing violence and alienation facing Mexi-

co are the outgrowth of unsatisfied mass—demands.



Essentially, this study asserts that the increasing violence and
alienation afflicting Mexico are warning signals that the system is
experiencing a loss of legitimacy. Political legitimacy is paramount to
the survival of any political order. A political system based solely
upon coercion is neither stable nor likely to long endure. Legitimacy,
as a concept, is a subjective evaluation by citizens of their political
system. An individual's assessment of his political system—-whether he
considers it to be legitimate or illegitimate-—is derived from a two-
dimensional appraisal.7 That is, the sources of political legitimacy
are two-fold. One source is instrumental and is concerned with effec-
tiveness and performance. Loyalty to the political system is secured if
the individual perceives the system as responsive to the mass—demands
of the citizenry.

Secondly, loyalty to a political system is also created through a
sentimental attachment. Sentimental attachment occurs when an individual
holds an emotional commitment to the system. Cultural identity, nation-
alism, and a sense of community are channels through which a sentimental
attachment to the system can be built., It is possible, however, that an
individual's cultural or national identity may not be transferred into
an attachment for political institutions. (For example, a Frenchman
could value his identity of being French, but at the same time consider
French political institutions as illegitimate.) This may well be the
case in Mexico which illustrates the importance of the symbolism of the
Mexican Revolution in building legitimacy for the system.

Sentimental and instrumental attachment to a political system are
independent processes, but also they are not mutually exclusive pheno-

mena.8 Therefore it is reasonable to conclude that a system which can-



not meet the needs of its people will ultimately experience a loss of
sentimental attachment. Conversely, a system which suffers from a lack
of sentimental attachment by its population loses some capacity to be
effective, In short, the loss of political legitimacy consists of the
interaction of these two processes.

Admittedly, detecting the loss of legitimacy of a political system
poses an analytical problem. Basically, the problem centers omn the
selection of viable criteria for making such an assessment. Primarily,
this study is concerned with the lack of effectiveness of the political
system as an indicator of loss of legitimacy. S.M. Lipset has asserted
that the legitimacy of a political system is closely associated with the
manner in which the basic cleavages of society have been resolved.?
According to Lipset, three major issues have tended to divide society
in Western nations: first, the role of the church in society; second,
political participation by the masses; third, the distribution of in-
come.10 Mexico's attempt to resolve these cleavages, especially the
latter two, is far from successful and in fact this paper will argue
that the cleavages in Mexican society are widening rather than narrowing.

Secondly, the decay of Mexican political institutions is affirmed
by increasing alienation of the population vis—a-vis the political sys-
tem, Alienation is manifested in two types of political behavior.
First, alienation is evidenced by a withdrawal of support through de-
creasing political participation. For example, the last decade has wit-
nessed a significant decline in voter turnout.l! Thus active
participation is replaced by non-participation. Secondly, alienmation
from the system is found in increased overt anti-system behavior. Poli-

tical violence such as kidnapping, riots, and demonstrations serve to



challenge the physical maintenance of the regime by substituting con-
frontation for system allegiance.

The approach of the study is of a descriptive and analytical nature.
Since this study also seeks an overall perspective, some of the parts
which constitute the intellectual whole are unavoidably compromised.

But one does well to remember Barry Commoner's "First Law of Ecology,"
the acknowledgement that "Everything is Connected to Everything Else."
This maxim is as applicable to political systems as it is to ecosystems.
While this study adopted a comprehensive approach, it nevertheless is
not exhaustive. The dynamics of the Mexican system include many vari-
ables working simultaneously to undermine and reinforce the present
regime which are not noted here.

Chapter II will outline the structure and features of the Mexican
political system. Also included is a discussion of the Mexican Revolu-
tion of 1910 and its impact on the development of the current regime.
The next two chapters focus on perhaps the most pressing problems which
are currently confronting the Mexican regime. Chapter III will note the
persistence of extreme income inequality despite rapid aggregate eco-
nomic growth. Chapter IV details the Mexican population explosion and
the strain it places on available resources. Additionally, the massive
emigration of millions of Mexicans to the United States as a result of
insufficient opportunities is discussed. Finally, Chapter V will attempt
to reach a judgment concerning the structural responsiveness of the
system in view of the nature of the problems beseiging the Mexican

regime.
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CHAPTER 11
MEXICO'S POLITICAL SYSTEM

Requisite to understanding Mexico's present is to understand her
past. Customarily, this requires an examination of the Mexican Revo-
lution of 1910. The Mexican Revolution provided the Constitution of
1917 and also still provides the basis of legitimacy for the present
regime. The Revolution was notable on several other counts as well.
Lasting over ten years, the conflict was one of the most violent and
costly revolutionary struggles ever. A full ten percent of the Mexican
nation perished as a result of the Revolution.l Secondly, the Revolu-
tion destroyed the feudal structures that had prevented the development
of Mexico into a moderm state.

However, the conventional wisdom regarding the significance and
effect of the Mexican Revolution is undergoing a reassessment.2 The
orthodox view of the events of 1910-1920 maintains that the Revolution
was a social and political upheaval which destroyed the existing poli-
tical institutions and in their wake a new political order was estab-
lished. Challenging this view, Lorenzo Meyer contends that '"the changes
were less significant than the continuities. The Mexican Revolution did
not destroy the authoritarian nature of Mexican political life, it mod-
ernized it."3 This re-evaluation of the Mexican Revolution is a some-
what expected occurrence, as it is consistent with a new interpretation

of the Mexican political system. Prior to the middle 1960's, Mexico



was generally regarded as an example of an imperfect democratic system.
It was imperfect because the goals of the Revolution were not yet ful-
filled. This view of Mexico as in a transitional phase posited the
expectation that future development would be in the direction of more
democracy as the system matured. Generally, current opinion regarding
Mexico denies that Mexico is an "imperfect version of anything" and in-
stead alleges that it is essentially an example of an authoritarian
regime.4 The negation of Mexico as a flawed democratic model implies
that the expectation that Mexico is evolving into a Western style demo-
cracy is also unfounded. Of course, the revisionist interpretation of
Mexico's political system does not preclude Mexico from adopting demo-
cratic norms, but it does suggest that democracy is not inevitable in
Mexico nor is it as likely as it was once thought.

If there is a lack of consensus concerning the meaning of the Mexi-
can Revolution, it does not extend to the pre-revolutionary period.
This is an area where there is substantial agreement among scholars. In
1877 General Porfirio D{ﬁz became President of Mexico via a coup d'etat.
The advent of D{az marked the beginning of a new era in Mexico's devel-
opment. Dféz granted concessions to foreigners to attract capital to
mine Mexico's natural resources, build railroads, and other public works.
In fact, under Dféz, foreign holdings totaled more than Mexican holdings
with United States citizens owning more property than all other for-
eigners combined.® Concentration of wealth was extreme with 834 indi-
viduals owning one-fourth of Mexico's land.®

The philosophical basis for the Diaz regime was rooted in the posi-
tivism of Auguste Comte.’ D{;z surrounded himself with advisers known

as "cientificos," who stressed the importance of political order and ma-
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terial progress over individual freedom and equality.8 Therefore, in
defense of D{;z, some regarded him not so much the dictator, but rather
the statesman, using:

the only methods known to the economic and social sciences

of his time, methods which are after all not too different

from those used by developing countries today: that is,

national planning and the importation of foreign capital

and technical skills, while restraining popular drives to

increase consumption.9
Additionally, General Diﬁz did not personally enrich himself through his
position of power, although many of his subordinates did amass consider-
able fortunes from the public treasury.

In the long rum, several features of the Di;z regime served to un-
dermine its power base. First, as the regime evolved, it became more
exclusionary. That is, wealth became more concentrated and entry into
commercial activity was denied to an aspiring and expanding entrepre-
neur class. Thus, a rising Mexican middle class was prohibited from
sharing in the fruits of the economic development. Since the benefits
of economic development were reserved to foreign interests and a small
inner-circle of Df;z's associates, discontent and resentment was wide
spread among Mexico's emerging middle class. Secondly, the plight of
the rural masses deteriorated thereby alienating this sector as well.
To maintain order, D{;z established a particularly brutal rural police
known as rurales. Furthermore, large land holding companies had dis-
possessed large numbers of peasants reducing them to peonage and a sub-
sistence standard of living.

Toward the end of the dictatorship, General D{;z attempted to re-
assert control over the influence of foreign investors. But these ef-

forts were too little too late., By the time Francisco I. Madero issued

/
his call for revolution, Diaz had alienated the major segments of Mexi-
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can society and the American business community operating in Mexico.

The Revolution did not produce any clearly defined ideology. 1In
part, this is due to the heterogeneous nature of the revolutionaries.
It is commonplace to identify the various factions according to the
prominent generals of the Revolution. In the North, there were the
armies of Venustiano Carranza, Alvaro Obregéh, and Francisco "Pancho"
Villa. To the South, the major army was that of Emiliano Zapata. While
it was personal charisma rather than ideology which provided the adhe-
sive to hold these armies together, Zapata did attempt to formulate an
ideology in his Plan de Ayala.lo With the common goal of D{;z's removal
serving as the motivation for each faction, it is important to note that
the revolutionary movement was hopelessly divided on other goals. For
example, in the South, the revolutionary movement was primarily a peas-
ant movement concerned with the restoration of land to the peasants and
their villages. In the North, the revolutionary movement was comprised
of landowners and merchants alienated by D{;z's preferential treatment
to foreigners and his exclusive club of associates. Therefore, it is
not surprising that D{;z's downfall did not end the conflict in Mexico.

The process of reconciliation proved to be beyond the ability of
Madero. Madero, although honest and sincere, could not restore order
and unite the various factions under his leadership. Ultimately, fight-
ing broke out in Mexico City between Madero's troops, led by General
Victoriano Huerta, and Felix Df;z (Porfirio Di;z's nephew). The United
States ambassador, who was openly hostile toward the Madero regime, in-
tervened by negotiating a deal between Huerta and Felix Df;z. The plan
called for Madero's removal and would place Huerta in the presidency and
Felix Df;z would be thé preferred presidential candidate in the next

election.
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As a result of this arrangement, Huerta seized power and executed
Madero and his vice-president. To complicate the situation, newly in-
augurated President Wilson refused to recognize the Huerﬁa government.
Wilson threw his support to the Constitutionalist forces under Carranza
and Villa who controlled northern Mexico. Thus, Wilson allowed munitions
to be sent to Carranza and Villa, hoping to promote civil war and the
overthrow of Huerta.

Following an exchange of insults between Wilson and Huerta and an
incident at the Mexican port of Tampico, President Wilson asked Congress
for approval to occupy Veracruz to "secure respect for the U.S.'" More
likely, Wilson was hoping to hasten Huerta's downfall by cutting off an
arms shipment to Veracruz from Germany. The intervention by Wilson
posed a serious dilemma for the President. All of the competing factions
in Mexico opposed the American action and yet Wilson could not withdraw
the American forces until Huerta was removed or United States prestige
would be damaged. War between the United States and Mexico was averted
with the mediation of the dispute by the foreign ministers of Argentina,
Brazil, and Chile.

The resignation of Huerta in 1914, however, did not end the revolu-
tion. Venustiano Carranza, who succeeded Huerta, was opposed by his old
rivals, Villa and Zapata. Eventually, Carranza was able t§ consolidate
his power with the defeat of Villa and Zapata, only to be challenged
later by Obregon. Subsequently, Obregdh was proclaimed President in
1920, Abiding by the revolutionary motto of "effective suffrage and no
reelection," Obregdh turned over the presidency to president-elect
Plutarco Eli;s Calles in 1924, Unfortunately, Obregdh again sought the

presidency in 1928. However, before he could take office, the president-
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elect was assassinated by a religious fanatic who was allegedly in the
employ of Calles. Under those circumstances, it was impossible for
Calles to attempt to succeed himself, therefore, Emilio Portes Gil was
chosen to be provisional president for fourteen months,

The stewardship of Emilio Portes Gil marked an important period of
Mexico's political development. For it was during this period that Calles
founded the political party which has ruled Mexico since its establish-
ment in 1929,11 Perhaps the greatest achievement in Mexico has been the
institutionalization of the Mexican Revolution into a viable political
system. The vehicle of the institutionalization process has been the
ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party (Partido Revolucionario Insti-
tucional, or PRI).

In founding the PRI, Calles was attempting to transfer political
power from personalities to institutions.l? But in doing so, Calles was
also attempting to rule Mexican politics by controlling the party appa-
ratus. Nonetheless, the problem of succession of power was basically
solved by establishing a political party which would provide stability
and continuity. This was no small achievement, for as Samuel Huntington
notes, the biggest threat to a one-party system is the problem of suc-
cession of power.13 By strictly adhering to the constitutional limita-
tion of ome term, Mexico has not experienced a problem of succession of
power since President Lazaro Cardenas asserted his independence of Calles
and Calles was exiled to the United States,

Although the PRI has undergone significant reorganization through
the years, it is the party which has ruled Mexico continuously since
Calles. In short, the PRI is the channel through which political con-

flict is resolved and the vehicle for those aspiring to political power.
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The strategy pursued by the PRI in seeking cohesion in the Mexican poli-
tical system is a mixed policy of cooptation and repression.14 That is,
if attempts to coopt political opposition fail, then these elements will
be repressed. Thus, it is very difficult to attempt change by working
outside the system and those who are coopted have a vested interest in
preserving the status quo. Therefore, the ability of the regime to ac-
comodate change is limited.

The organization of the PRI is on a tri-sectoral structure. The
three groupings comprising the PRI are the labor, peasant, and popular
sectors., (Originally, President Cardenas also established a military
sector, but it was disbanded by Céfdenas' successor.) This organiza-
tional structure was established during the administration of President
Cé;denas in an attempt to expand the power and participation of the peas-—
antry and labor.l3 1In effect, the reform minded Cardenas was seeking
to consolidate his power by increasing the influence of those groups
which wére the most supportive of his policies. Theoretically, this
arrangement should ensure adequate representation for the peasantry and
the working class. Cardenas anticipated that the party's nominees for
office would be drawn equally from the four sectors.l® Thus, after the
various sectors had selected their candidates, the coalition would close
ranks to support the party slate. However in reality, the popular sec-
tor and its extraparty associations dominate the PRI, limiting the abil-
ity of labor and peasants to affect policy decisionms.

Partially accounting for the domination of the PRI by the popular
sector is the organizational structure of the labor and peasant sectors.
The labor sector is organized around the Mexican Workers Confederation

(Confederaciéﬁ de Trabajadores de Mexico, or CTM). The CTM is a giant
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government organized labor union. However, the leadership of the CIM
is for the most part imposed from above rather than elected from below.
Therefore, the role of the CTM leadership is not one of bargaining for
benefits for labor, but the CIM works to assure labor support for the
government.17 Thus, the CTM does not genuinely represent the interests
of labor, but instead, its leadership tends to identify with the in~
terests of the government and big business.

The second group, which is not adequately represented, is the peas-
antry. The peasantry is organized around a single organization, the
National Peasant Confederation (Confedercié£ Nacional Campesina, or CNC).
The CNC, like the CTM, does not possess an effective voice within the PRI.
Power in the CNC flows from the top down as top and middle level posi-
tions within the CNC are appointive.18 Also the general plight of the
peasant in Mexico contributes to his lack of political clout. In short,
the peasantry needs the government more than the government needs the
support of the peasant to remain in power. Paradoxically, the peasant
sector, which receives the fewest benefits from the government, is the
sector which is tradionally the most supportive of the PRI. The pre-
ceding characterization of the labor and peasant sectors does not neces-
sarily imply that these sectors are without political significance. But
rather, the leadership of these sectors has been coopted into the system
while the political power of the popular sector has appreciated.

The dominant position of the popular sector within the PRI is re-
flective of the interests in the economy it represents. That is, the
popular sector is a catch-all category which basically identifies with
the aspirations of the middle class and big business. The popular sector

of the PRI is quite heterogeneous, representing groups such as doctors,
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lawyers, teachers, merchants, large land owners, and various commercial
interests. The popular sector differs from the labor and peasant sec-
tors, however, in that the popular sector has been able to develop some-
what more independently of government control than the other sectors.
The popular sector is organized around the National Confederation of
Popular Organizations (Confedercidﬁ Nacional de Organizaciones Populares,
or CNOP). And as Johnson states,

Whereas in the cases of labor and the agrarian sectors

there is a legally prescribed relationship and control

between the national govermment and those sectorial organ-

izations, the CNOP has been allowed to develop with relative

independence since the group was founded in 1943.

Therefore, this relative independence means that the CNOP is more likely
to be the recipient of government benefits in securing CNOP allegiance
to government policies than the other sectors.

There is considerable debate over the relative power of the private
economic sector vis—a-vis the PRI.20 One view maintains that the private
economic sector, through the CNOP, controls the PRI and thus the Mexican
state. According to this view, the PRI could not exercise independence
of the economic elites even if it desired to do so. The other view ar-—
gues that, yes, there has been an "alliance for profits"21 between the
PRI and the economic elite., Nevertheless, the PRI still retains the op-
tion of asserting its independence if the political elite should decide
that conditions warrant it. Regardless of viewpoint, the private economic
sector exerts tremendous influence over the PRI. Also the fate of the
proposed Echeverrfé reforms, which will be discussed later, seems to in-
dicate that the economic elite may indeed be the dominant partner in this

relationship.

The favored position of the popular sector within the PRI assumes
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significance when one realizes that the PRI is the party-turned-
government. A viable opposition party does not exist in Mexico. Al-
though minor opposition parties exist on both the political left and
right of the PRI, the party which most resembles an opposition party is
the National Action Party (Partido Accion Nacional, or PAN). But, the
efforts of PAN to become a genuine opposition party have been, thus far,
stymied. PAN, whose support is basically drawn from clerically oriented,
middle-class, urban dwellers, enjoyed relative success in the early
1970's. More recently, support for PAN has declined. In the 1976 presi-
dential election, for example, PAN did not field an official candidate
for president primarily as a result of intraparty conflict.

On the political left, the Mexican Communist Party (Partido Com-
unista Mexicano, or PCM) appears to be the major potential opposition
party. PCM was granted legal recognition in 1978, therefore, it may be
too early to assess the party's actual strength. PCM polled approxi-
mately five to ten percent of the vote in the 1979 Congressional elec-
tions which was comparable to PAN's share of the vote,22 Nonetheless,
the existence of minor parties in the Mexican political system does not
alter the one-party authoritarian character of Mexico's political struc-
ture. Perhaps more importantly, Mexico's one party rule cannot provide
a "genuine sense of participation for the Mexican electorate."23 This
alienation of the electorate, due to the absence of meaningful partici-
pation, will surely increase as the PRI becomes more detached from the
goals of the Mexican Revolution.

At the apex of the PRI and political power in Mexico is the
President. As one scholar notes, '"The President of Mexico is more power-

ful .than his American counterpart, in terms of personal discretion in
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decision—making.24 Sources of power for the Mexican President are de-
rived from his leadership position within the PRI and the Constitution
of 1917, which grants the President a broad range of powers. Also con-
tributing to presidential power is the role of the Mexican Congress in
the political system, that is, the Congress tends to be subservient and
functions primarily as a rubber—stamp to the President. The Mexican
judiciary, while occasionally exercising independence, lacks the inde-
pendence of its American counterpart and thus is limited in its ability
to affect public policy.

The Mexican President also enjoys a special symbolic status because
of the esteem bestowed upon the office by the Mexican populace. Perhaps
due to the authoritarian and paternalistic Mexican culture, the Mexican
President is viewed as the ultimate father figure who benevolently
directs the fate of the Mexican people. Indeed, prior to President
D{;z Ordaz, it was- a tradition that the President and his immediate
family were immune from public criticism. Despite the constitutional
limitation of one six year term, the Mexican President is clearly in
possession of great authority as the PRI is subordinate to the President
a majority of the time.?5

The selection of the Mexican President is an interesting process
where each President selects his successor. The party functionaries
may participate in this