Mexico's Political Culture

Mexico has all important place in the history of scholarship on political culture. It was the only LDC included in Almond and Verba's path-breaking study on the relationship between culture and democracy, which we encountered in the chapters on Britain and Germany. Mexico  also was one of ten countries covered in a mid-1960s anthology on the link between political culture and political development. Since then, the study of Mexican political culture has gone into eclipse. There is very little in the professional literature, and many of the textbooks do not even mention the concept at all.

   That probably is the case because the liberal democratic biases in traditional studies of political culture

make Mexico hard to understand in at least two respects. First, analyses based on individual attitudes about authority and the regime have not yielded useful descriptions of Mexican culture itself. Second, to the degree that we understand it, political culture in Mexico does not define the parameters of what is politically acceptable or impose vague but powerful constraints on elites the way Almond, Verba, and others contend it does in Britain or the United States.

   That does not mean that political culture is unimportant in Mexico. Rather, as in the other LDCs we have covered, its role is simply different. Its importance lies in a deeper, harder to measure set of attitudes and values that are more akin to what anthropologists mean by culture. And, we will see as we did with the former Soviet Union and China that in authoritarian regimes, culture can be as much determined by, as be a determinant of, the way power is exercised.

   Indeed, in looking at Mexico, it makes more sense to ask what it is about the culture that keeps Mexicans from revolting once again rather than the more typical question of what it is about Mexican culture that provides support for the system as a whole. As we do, we will see that in many and often surprising respects, Mexicans believe their regime is legitimate.

   In stark contrast with India, Iraq, and Nigeria, there is a very real sense of national identification and identity among almost all Mexicans. There is a common language, mass culture, and history from which only a few non-Spanish-speaking Indians are excluded. And even they share a common religion with the rest of the country that, despite the anticlericalism of many Mexican regimes, is a powerful unifying force bridging all the sub-cultures.

   Although the evidence is skimpy, there also seems to be widespread support for the idea of a state of Mexico.

The few available studies suggest that the revolution of 19lO-17 remains a source of pride for almost all Mexicans, no matter how they react to the way its institutionalizers have ruled over the past eighty years. And, the more populist and revolutionary figures in Mexico's past—Hidalgo, Juarez, Zapata, Villa, and Cardenas — are still widely viewed as heroes.

   The term "revolutionn is widely used to describe almost anything positive, and the PRl tries to associate

everything it does with a revolutionary mythology that is every bit as positive in the public mind as is ours. Nationally approved textbooks speak positively of revolutions in the Soviet Union and Cuba, not because the PRI is in any way Marxist but to help legitimize Mexico's revolution at the same time.

   That national identity rests, too, on what some scholars have more speculatively seen as the blending of Spanish and Aztec cultures starting in the sixteenth century. According to Kenneth Johnson, for example, both had strong doses of authoritarianism and corruption that, thus, became part of the Mexican political landscape

from the beginning. Although anthropologists warn us not to exaggerate them, there have been trends toward

authoritive leadership, based on machismo, throughout much of Mexican history. The revolutionary process with its frequent turns to charismatic and, according to some, even messianic leaders has at the very least reinforced those broader cultural traditions. Undoubtedly, all this has made it easier for the PRI to build support for a strong presidency that though shorn of the messianic, brutally repressive, and even charismatic aspects, is highIy reminiscent of these deeply rooted leadership styles.

   Mexican society is also noted for strong patron-client relations with roots in the neofeudal debt-peonage

hacienda-village system. While the localistic side of these relationships are nowhere near as strong as in Nigeria, the PRI and the corporatist institutions integrated in it depend heavily on patron-client networks extending down from the party elite to vote-mobilizing organizations in villages and urban neighborhoods around the country.

   Along with these general trends, we can talk about at least four distinct Mexican subcultures. To begin with,

there are some people—certainly less than 10 percent of the total population—who would fit into Almond and

Verba's parochial category. Most of them are rural Indians who, as noted earlier, do not speak Spanish effectively and have not been integrated into the dominant national culture. They are for all intents and purposes ignorant of and disinterested in national politics, but there is no evidence that they are particularly dissatisfied.

   Impressionistic evidence suggests that most Mexicans come closest to Almond and Verba's subjects. That is to

say, they are at least aware of what the government is doing, which is not that hard these days given the spread of the modem mass media. But, these Mexicans probably are not as disinterested in or unaware of their potential to influence decisions as are archetypical subjects. Rather, they have "leamed to tolerate the system, assuming and/or knowing that there is little they can hope to do to change what they take to be a powerful or corrupt or evil government. In one observer's words, they are ''stoically fatalistic." These "Mexican-style subjects" are disproportionately older, poorly educated, rural, lower class, and women—precisely those groups who have benefited very little from the system and have the least well developed ideas about alternatives to it.

   There are, third, quite a few people who clearly support the PRI and the system as a whole. Just as there were in Brezhnev's Soviet Union, there are undoubtedly some people who still believe in the revolution and the party's commitment to carrying out its ideals. But, they are probably few and far between. Rather, the regime's supporters tend to be those people who have benefited from  it or those who are still swayed by the PRI's propaganda. However large or small this subculture is, it is the only one from which the leadership we will be exploring later is selected.

   Finally, there is an anti-PRI subculture. The regime has always had its critics. Although virtually no one currently even considers taking up arms and becoming the next Villa or Zapata, antisystem opposition does exist and is increasingly expressed in support for the other political parties and the few interest groups not controlled by the PRI. Because dissent at the level of the regime has been consistently repressed since 1917, it has always been hard to assess just how strong this opposition is. Given the electoral success the opposition has had since the mid-1980s (see later), it is clear that this subculture is growing, but given the widespread electoral fraud, it is hard to tell by how much.

   Most scholars also are convinced that broad-based support for the regime is eroding. Again, although hard

evidence is impossible to come by, it seems that the rampant corruption and economic difficulties have taken

their toll. Fewer and fewer people seem to be enthusiastic, voluntary supporters of the regime. More and more

seem willing to voice their objections both at the ballot box and in the streets. If nothing else, as people become more educated and learn about the world through television or even their relatives who have migrated to the

United States, it is clear that more people want something different, though they are having a hard time

determining what that "something different" might be.

   This is not to suggest that cultural change is putting the regime in jeopardy. It still has considerable support

from the first three subcultures, even if that support is gained more for the careers and benefits it offers than as a result of the values and beliefs of the citizenry. Moreover, as we will see later, the regime seems able to continue ruling even though its cultural base is eroding. In fact, that is the very significance of having institutionalized the revolution through control of education, much of the media, and the socialization system as a whole, not to mention coercion.

   In short, although we may not understand all the ins and outs of Mexican political culture, it clearly is not

sharply at odds with the kind of regime the PRI has created. Whether that has more to do with the PRI's manipulation of the culture itself or of the long-standing authoritarian and cynical trends in Mexican history, we simply cannot say. More and more Mexicans may be dissatisfied with the PRI and its regime, but that does not mean that they see an alternative or any realistic way change can occur—stoic fatalism once again.

The Question of Participation

   Those of us who live in liberal democracies have an understandable tendency to think of political participation as an opportunity for people to express their views and to have some influence over the decision-making process. However, despitethe democratic veneer of Mexico's constitution, that is not what most individual participation, interest groups, and political parties are all about.

   To be sure, there is some of that kind of participation, more than we would find in Nigeria, Iraq, or the Soviet Union before Gorbachev. But on balance, the "causal arrows" go downward from state to society, not upward as we would expect in any society we would want to label democratic. Participation primarily serves to limit mass pressures and, most importantly of all, legitimate the regime.

   There are very few formal limits on political participation, especially on an individual level. The constitution grants the basic freedoms of a liberal democracy and universal suffrage for everyone over eighteen years of age. There is little or no interference with an individual's ability to exercise a religion, travel, own property, choose a school for his or her children, and so on. There also is open and often heated debate in the press and on the floor of congress on almost every significant issue that comes along. Mexico routinely ranks toward the top of the systems used to rank Latin American countries on human rights and political freedoms.

   Why, then, do most observers conclude that Mexico is not very democratic? Two reasons stand out. 

   First, leftist scholars, in particular, point out that these are bourgeois" freedoms to" do things that few Mexicans can afford. That is to say, few Mexicans will really be able to take advantage of these liberties until they have freedoms "from" the hunger, poverty, inequality, and powerlessness described earlier.

   Second and more importantly for our purposes, even the most limited definitions of liberal democracy involve more than just these individual freedoms. At a minimum, they require the competition of political parties in elections through which the government is chosen and freedom of organizations to put pressure on the government in support of their positions. It is that kind of participation that the Mexican elite makes so difficult and that makes it impossible to call the country democratic.

   Put as simply as possible, the PRI has used a variety of legal and illegal means to eliminate any real possibility that some other group could win control of the government.

   At times, there have been violent crackdowns. Strikes by railroad engineers in the 1950s and telephone workers in the 1970s were forcibly suppressed. The government forced peasants to give up land they had occupied in the 1970s. Most notoriously, government forces killed at least three hundred students in the so-called Tlatelalco massacre of 1968.

   At others, the regime has been able to rely on more subtle and less violent methods to stop its opponents. For example, during the infamous "battle of the streets" in 1980, Mexico City police officials convinced" dissidents that their demonstrations clogged traffic and posed a danger to public safety and therefore had to be

stopped. Everyone understood traffic problems were not the real problem and that if the protesters did not accept this ruse, the police would be willing to use more drastic means.

   In short, while there are very few formal limitations to what people are allowed to do, just about everyone understands what they are. And, because the government has been willing to resort to violence often

enough, even veiled threats to use coercion usually work.

   It would be one thing to use violence and coercion if a nondemocratic opposition posed serious threats to the security of the regime. But, there has been no such opposition at least since the end of the Cardenas period.

Instead, the limits have been imposed on precisely the kind of groups and parties one would expect in a liberal

democratic system: those that seek to challenge the majority through the electoral system and through other,

commonly accepted democratic processes.

   That said, Mexico is far less repressive than either Iraq or Nigeria (at least under military rule). Whatever

qualms PR leaders have about the opposition, they pale in comparison with those of Saddam Hussein and the

other Baath officials. Similarly, politicians have never perceived the political stakes to be as high as their Nigerian counterparts have, which, in turn, led to the remarkable level of political violence and the repeated military coups.

 It is in that distinction between the relatively free individual expression and the sharply limited organizational expression of dissent that the problem lies. The link between elections and democracy is so important because it is through electoral and other group expressions of opinion that individual citizens have some way of controlling who govems and what they do. It is that link that is largely missing in Mexico, leading most observers to conclude that civil liberties are not guaranteed fully enough to ensure free, honest, and open competition for political power.

 The same ambiguity exists with the press. Mexico has an abundance of newspapers, magazines, and television stations, all of which are ostensibly independent of government control. The press, however, rarely takes the

government on, not even reporting on electoral fraud and some of its other flagrant violations of the law and democratic principles.

 The government does have considerable leverage over the press. It has a virtual monopoly over the sale of newsprint. It also provides chronically underfunded and understaffed newspapers with much of their information, which often finds its way onto the front pages with next to no investigation or even editing. Occasionally, the government does clamp down, as it did by engineering the firing of the editorial team at the independent and often critical magazine Excelsior in 1976.

 But more often, the press censors itself. Mass circulation dailies and television news provide bland coverage and tend to avoid controversial stories altogether. Instead, they present government proclamations and

cover the actions of its leaders in ways that make them seem little more than propaganda outlets for the PRI. In

other words, while there are very few formal restrictions, it is a far cry from the kind of press one expects in a democracy, which provides the interested reader or viewer with enough information to make informed

political choices. In Mexico, the major mass media do not even try to present reasonably accurate election results. There is an open and even critical press, but it mostly consists of intellectual and academic journals

with limited circulation.

The PRI and the Many Dwarfs

   The regime also tends to perpetuate itself through the electoral process. While the PRI has a formal institutional structure and regular meetings at which national issues are debated, it is not really a classical democratic party whose main goal is the building of support for a particular viewpoint at the polls.

   Rather, for the up to 15 million people who belong to it, the PRI exists to perpetuate its own power. At the grass roots, the PRI is a loose collection of personal camarillas or cliques that link national leaders in an

elaborate network of patron-client relations from the top down. These patrons and their clients are drawn to politics less by their ideological views than their desire for power and, sometimes, personal wealth.

   The national PRI leadership chooses not only the presidential candidates but also those for congress and major state offices as well. The camarillas' role is to make certain not only that they win, but that they win by as

large a margin as possible.

   Electoral politics at the grass-roots level thus has little to do with high politics of government or even issues. Votes are won—or manufactured—in ways that are reminiscent of an American urban machine of the late nineteenth or early twentieth century. Votes are often bought either directly or through the provision of benefits for a given neighborhood, village, or social group. Loyal and effective party workers are rewarded with jobs that are frequently and abundantly available given the prohibition against candidates running for reelection to almost every office. Those positions are allocated through the party in a spoils system the likes of which no liberal democracy has seen in a century. Workers who do not perform well are likely to lose their jobs. Even state governors can be removed by the president at any time and for virtually any reason.

   There has been some tendency to curb these practices since the early 1980s. As part of his program to bring more honesty and efficiency to government, President de la Madrid decided to have more technically trained politicians end their careers as state governors. Still, as we will see regarding the 1988 elections, when the party's power is on the line, it relies on the old, and often corrupt, machine methods.

   PRI campaigns are not merely pork barrel politics in action. The PRI uses them as an opportunity to legitimize its rule, not just by maximizing its vote but by building broader awareness and support through a

process that John Corbett calls "symbol saturation." In 1982, de la Madrid made nearly two thousand public appearances during the campaign. PRI symbols were everywhere, on posters, walls, T-shirts, and even plastic

shopping bags. Corbett reports that party leaders in Oaxaca gave prizes to workers who did the most to make the party known. Opposition parties do not have either the money or the activists to match the PRl's efforts.

   The bottom line of this is that the PRI wins. Before 1988, it had never won less than 72 percent of the reported presidential vote or 65 percent of that for the Chamber of Deputies. It has never lost a presidential election. Through the 1985 elections, it had never lost a governorship and only one Senate seat. Even after its support began to erode in the 1980s, it was still able to maintain control of more than 95 percent of the country's two thousand municipalities. In the most recent congressional elections in 1991, the PRI was able to win" 61.4 percent of the vote, all but one of the thirty-two Senate seats up for election, 321 of five hundred seats in the Chamber of Deputies, and all but two governorships.

   Like Germany, Mexico has an electoral law that combines single-member districts and proportional representation for the lower house of the legislature, the Chamber of Deputies. It has a total of five hundred seats, three hundred of which are elected from single-member districts. The rest are selected from party lists following a complex formula that brings each partv's representation closer in line with its share of the vote. No opposition party has ever won more than nine single-member districts. The PRI majority has always been secure before the remaining seats wereallocated. In other words, the proportional aspect of the electoral system is of no practical effect.

   Moreover, the PRI manages to win even when it loses. Electoral fraud is rampant. The CFE (Federal Election Commission), which is responsible for counting and validating election returns, is dominated by the PRI. To put things in the most favorable light, it looks the other way. Polling places are moved during the middle of election day, and, mysteriously, only likely PRI voters know where they have gone. Some people vote more than once. Others stuff the ballot box with fistfuls of premarked votes known as tacos. The vote count often bears little or no resemblance to the actual vote. Once the votes are in, alquimia electoral—literally electoral alchemy—takes place. A few days later, the CFE reports the official election results, which are widely viewed as fraudulent.

   This would be the obvious place to present a table on Mexican presidential and congressional election returns. Many books do include such tables, but given the degree of electoral fraud—especially in recent elections—that

would reinforce the illusions that those figures might actually have some significant connection with reality.

   Electoral fraud is so widespread that from 1985 to 1988, the opposition staged over nine hundred demonstrations to protest it. After the 1989 municipal elections, opposition gronps seized over one hundred town halls to protest alleged electoral fraud. In the demonstrations that followed, at least twenty protesters were killed by the police.

   Corruption has not disappeared despite the honest and reformist image the last two presidents have tried to convey. In the months before the 1991 elections, about 8 percent of the voters (or 3.1 million people) tried to register to vote, but the CFE lost their enrollment cards. In the sixth-largest state of Guanajuato, opposition gubernatorial candidate Vincente Fox claimed that more PRI votes were cast than there were registered voters at several hundred polling stations. He also claimed that voting credentials were withheld from his supporters and used by others to cast multiple ballots for his PRI opponent. In this case, the corruption was so blatant that the PRI candidate had to step aside and give the state to the opposition PAN. In 1992, the PRI lost two more governorships, conceding the first on election night. In the other, the reported ''results'l gave the PRI candidate a majority, but after three weeks in office, he was forced to resign and hand the office over to his left-wing opponent because there was unassailable evidence that the PRI had stolen the election.

   There are questions about Salinas himself, despite his efforts to portray himself as a reformer. For example, on February 23, 1993, he presided over a dinner for 30 of Mexico's top business leaders at which he reportedly asked them to donate $25 million each to the PRI for the 1994 presidential campaign. When word of the dinner leaked out, Salinas replaced the party's leadership and proposed new campaign finance restrictions. Nonetheless, many people shared PRD Senator Porfirio Munoz Ledo's opinion that ' he doesn't have the slightest intention of carrying out real political changes. This is worse than the reforms of Ferdinand Marcos in the Philippines, worse than the Shah of Iran."

   Currently, most observers are convinced that incidents like these are but the tip of a very large iceberg. Some are convinced that the 1988 presidential election and the more recent congressional and gubernatorial

ones suggest that the PRI can no longer win open and free elections. Still, the party is strong enough that it seems capable of winning even when it loses for the foreseeable future.

   The PRI's base of support is reinforced by Mexico's version of corporatism. In Germany,  corporatism was used to smooth economic policy making. In Mexico, the PRI uses corporatism instead to enhance its control.

   Recall that an official trade union (CTM) and peasant organizations were created during the Cardenas administration. Since then, other unions have been created for railroad, electrical, and telecommunications workers. Even journalists and photographers have their official PRI associations.

   Nowhere near all workers or peasants belong to one or another of these organizations. Nonetheless, they have played an important role in solidifying PRI support in three main ways.

   First, they have provided people with tangible benefits that some theoreticians think are even more powerful than the kind of diffuse emotions we normally associate with legitimacy. For example, more than two million families benefited from land redistribution during the 1950s alone. Government-sponsored health care programs are often administered through these organizations. Photographers may only have access to inexpensive film through their professional—and PRI-sponsored—association. Rest assured that the PRI makes certain that people remember who is responsible for providing these and other benefits.

  Second, by tying people who are poor and powerless to the regime, the PRI has probably been able to reduce the amount and severity of protest it might otherwise have faced. Put simply, these organizations provide

another example of the "causal arrow" running "downward" from state to society, normally doing a better job of representing the interests of the PRI than of their own members.

  Third, these organizations provide the PRI with another place to recruit grass-roots leaders and future members of congress. That, in turn, means that workers or peasants who see themselves as potential leaders build their careers more by being part of the larger PRI machine than as advocates for those they supposedly represent.

  The PRI's hold on these organizations and their control of their constituents seem to be eroding as the economic crisis deepens and government policy becomes more market oriented. In the late 1980s, in particular, the CTM engaged in a series of strikes at some of the maquiladora factories in the north, apparently against government wishes. Most observers assume that the CTM will become even less loyal in the future if the PRI continues moving in a probusiness and promarket direction and its longtime leader Fidel Velasquez, who turned ninety in 1991, leaves the scene. There have not been any official expropriations of land since Lopez Portillo's presidency. Instead, when peasants have spontaneously occupied land that they felt should be theirs given the laws on large land holdings, the government has responded with violence. Nonetheless, these groups may still be even more important than the party itself in tying people to the regime because there is much more continuity in their leadership, and they have more concrete benefits to offer people than does the PRI.

  In short, the strength of the PRI and groups like the CTM and CNC have made effective organized dissent difficult. The business community provides the most prominent autonomous interest groups, including CONCANACO (Confederation of Chambers of Commerce), CONCAMIN (Confederation of Industrial Chambers),

COPARMEX (Confederation of Mexican Employers), and informal grupos in individual industries. Most antedate and are often hostile to PRI, which some members of the business community demonstrate by supporting

the PAN or by oyecting to the government's policy proposals. But, we should not overestimate business opposition to the PRI. The business community is far from unified. More importantly, business leaders realize that they have to cooperate with the PRI as well.

   There are also a number of opposition parties, most of which are so small that they merit the title political dwarfs. Until 1988, they never presented anything approaching a real threat to the PRI. Indeed, it wasn't

clear how seriously some of them opposed the PRI.

   Until then, only one opposition organization really mattered: The PAN (National Action Party). It was formed in 1939 with support from the Catholic church, businessmen, and others opposed to Cardenas's reforms

that they felt were too radical. During its first half century, the PAN, too, never really saw itself as a real opposition capable of defeating the PRI. Its support was limited to northern and relatively amuent areas of the country. There were questions, too, about how serious an opposition force the PAN was and whether or not it, too, was de facto a part of the PRI machine. As with the smaller parties, its role historically has been an ironic one—to give the PRI more legitimacy by being an opposition party, albeit one without any chance of winning power.

   By the 1980s, it was clear that the PAN was in opposition, though it was still far too weak to pose a serious challenge to the PRI. It had staked out a probusiness right-of-center position for itself and had even received

the open support of the Reagan administration.

   It was by far the largest opposition party. After 1961, its official share of the congressional vote only fell below 10 percent twice. It even wins some single-member seats on its own, though probably less than an honest vote count would give it.

   The PAN's real breakthrough came with the 1983 local elections when it won mayoralties in five state capitals. In 1989, the PAN broke the PRI's monopoly of governorships when its candidate, Ernesto Ruffo Appel, was elected in Baja California Norte. In elections since then, several other PAN candidates have won and a number of others undoubtedly would have been elected had votes been counted honestly.

   In the long run, the most serious challenge to the PRI may come from what must seem like an unlikely source, Cuauhtemoc Cardenas, the son of the last radical president who named him for the symbol ol lndian resistance to Spain. Lazaro Cardenas had criticized the PRI conservative, antirevolutionary turn in his diaries that were published after his death in 1970. Left-wing dissatisfaction with the PRI continued to mount, especially after de la Madrid began embracing promarket and, thus, probusiness policies in the 1980s.

   In August 1986, many of the leftists organized a faction, Democratic Tendency, within the PRI. As soon as Salinas's nomination was made public, the younger Cardenas and the labor leader Porfirio Munoz Ledo led

Democratic Tendency out of the PRI to form the Party of the Democratic Revolution (PRD). Immediately thereafter, Cardenas declared his own candidacy and began stressing many of the same populist themes his father had nearly a half century earlier. As with all new parties, especially those so closely tied to a single individual, it is impossible to predict what the future holds for the PRD. Nonetheless, as we are about to see, Cardenas gave the PRI its biggest electoral scare in 1988, and the PRD continues to challenge whatt takes to be the PRI's corruption and elitism.

   There are also a number of very small "microparties, at least some of which may well be partially funded by the PRI. In 1985, seven of them ran candidates in the congressional elections. The strongest, the neocommunist PSUM, won 3.24 percent of the officially reported vote. Another Marxist party, the Trotskyite PRT, won

1.25 percent. All the others (PARM, PDM, PMT, PPS, PST) are tiny groups that broke with the PRI as a result of their leaders' displeasure with its policies. Thus, after years of watching the PRI drift (in his eyes) too far to the right, CMT founder Vincente Lombardo Toledano defected and formed the PPS in 1948. The more leftist PMT was founded by Herberto Castillo and others of the 1968 generation that had staged the protests that culminated in the Tlatelalco massacre. The colorfully named PARM (Party of the Authentic Mexican Revolution), on the other hand, is a more conservative party organized in 1954 by former generals who felt the PRI was not giving the military adequate support.

   None of these, however, have had much influence. In all, they routinely win far less than 10 percent of the vote. And, most observers believe they are in fact tolerated, if not actually supported, by the PRI because they provide it with an opposition and hence enhance its legitimacy.

The Peculiar Election of 1988

In the end, five candidates ran for president in 1988. In addition to Cardenas and Salinas, the PAN nominated millionaire Manuel Clouthier, and two of the minor parties put forward candidates, who did not win 1.5 percent of the vote between them. Clouthier was to do well, winning 17 percent of the vote, but the key to the contest, and what makes it significant for the future, was the contrast between Salinas and Cardenas.

   Salinas represented the new "tecnico" wing of the PRI. Salinas is the son of a career PRI politician, though the young Salinas himself had never held elected office. At the time of his nomination, Salinas was only forty-three and was serving as the minister of the budget.

   Cardenas, by contrast, was a veteran politician. He had been governor of Michoacan, where he had built a reputation for attacking prostitution and banning liquor sales on weekends. Had the party leadership not fallen

into the hands of the conservatives, he might well have been its candidate in 1988, which was, after all, the fiftieth anniversary of his father's nationalization of the oil industry.

   That was not to happen, and Cardenas took his family's traditional position and appeal into the opposition. During the campaign, he criticized the PRI for a number of policies, all of which, he argued, were making the

impact of the economic crisis worse: the 265,000 left unemployed by privatizing formerly public enter-prises, the decision to close one of the two Mexican airlines, which left many of its former routes to American carriers, tying debt payments to economic growth, the failure to proceed with land reform, and so on.

   Although his populism was suspect in intellectual circles, it is not surprising that Cardenas's views touched a raw nerve in Mexican public opinion. The last public opinion polls taken just before election day showed both

Salinas and Cardenas winning over 40 percent of the vote, with Cardenas gaining quickly. One respected but incomplete election-day exit poll actually showed Cardenas with 39 percent to 34 percent for Salinas and 22 percent for Clouthier.

   Everyone knew, however, the PRI would win, legally or otherwise. The PRI ran a massive campaign, spending at least $260 million, more than the Democrats and Republicans combined were to spend in the United States that same year. The PRI and its allies in the press viciously attacked Cardenas, even producing two men who claimed to be his halfbrothers who remained loyal to the PRI. Unions forced members to attend Salinas rallies; government workers received a day off from work if they did the same. The PRI got about 90 percent of the airtime on Televisa's nightly news program 24 Horas. The PAN candidate was accused of being a puppet of the Reagan administration.

   Even before the vote occurred, there were telltale signs that the PRI would again resort to electoral alchemy if it had to. According to Dick Reavis, seventy-two different people were registered to vote in a single house.'

A PARM candidate withdrew from his congressional race when he found the names of two thousand dead people and ten thousand false addresses on the voting list. All the polls indicated that only about 70 percent of the eligible adults had bothered to register; the voting list put the number at 90 percent. Francisco Xavier Ovando,

author of Democratic Tendency's computer program to detect fraud at the polls, was assassinated a week before the election; all his material was stolen. On election day, observers reported the usual number of tacos, disappearing ballot boxes, and intimidation at the polls.

   Some instances of fraud have been clearly documented. Reavis reports that Cardenas won the town of Tlacualoyan with 103 votes to Salinas's 55. When those same reports appeared on the overall state report, Cardenas still had his 103, but Salinas somehow had 155. In Coyuca, 50 registered voters cast 550 votes for Salinas, which was doubly remarkable since the ballot boxes never arrived in the hamlet.

   The real mystery of the 1988 election came after the polls closed on July 6 and the "counting" began by the PRI-dominated Federal Election Commission. Before the first night was out, the CFE announced that its computer system had failed. A week later, it presented its preliminary results: a bare majority for Salinas in an extremely light turnout. The PRI also won a bare majority of seats in the Chamber of Deputies, but preliminary figures from the elaborate system of proportional representation gave it at least 255 of the 500 seats.

   Cardenas supporters were outraged. Many were prepared to take up arms in opposition. Cardenas and his colleagues urged calm and simply appealed the election returns to another body whose findings had to be

approved by the newly elected Chamber of Deputies with its firm, if slim, PRI majority. The Tribunal and Chamber slightly adjusted the vote, giving Salinas 0.38 percent more of the vote and the party 51.93 percent of the congressional vote and 260 seats. When the Chamber of Deputies finally had to confirm the results, all opposition deputies walked out. The remaining PRI delegates voted unanimously to accept the most recent version and declare Salinas elected.

The People and the PRI

The 1988 election shows us clearly that the PRI is not invincible, at least if elections are run fairly and votes counted honestly. The party could, indeed, be in serious trouble.

   First and most obvious is the danger of a permanent split within PRI. We do not know if 1988 will prove to be a flash in the pan or if the PRD will be able to keep winning something approaching a third of the vote, especially with someone other than a Cardenas as its candidate. Indeed, the PRD's weaker showing in 1991 suggests that it may not be an enduring threat to PRI hegemony.

   Still, the tensions between the party's new right and traditional left, and between its new elite and its traditional constituency in Mexico's urban and rural poor, seem bound to continue and bound to cause it serious

problems.

   The second threat to the PRI involves the broader social and demographic trends we saw when considering Mexico's culture. The new, young middle class is growing and is not likely to be attracted to traditional PRI politics. It may well be that the PRI will be able to hold on to its vote by choosing younger, more "modern" candidates like Salinas. It may well also be that the lion's share of this new generation will be turned off by the PRI and its legacy of corruption, and its conservatives turn to the PAN and its leftists to the PRD or whatever ends up filling its space on the political spectrum.

   But, on balance, few observers expect Mexico's electoral politics to turn genuinely democratic or the PRI to lose power in the foreseeable future. In much of the country, the party machine leaves it virtually unchallenged and unchallengeable. If nothing else, the PRI still seems able to get away with enough ballot tampering to win. More importantly, as in Germany and India, the opposition is split between a left and right. It is hard to imagine Cardenas and his followers allying with the PAN, which is even more promarket than the PRI.

   The PRI has proved itself to be tremendously pragmatic and flexible. Indeed, here is one place where the comparison with the CPSU clearly breaks down. In the 1970s, political scientists wrote about a "pendulum

effect" whereby the PRI swung to the left or right with each new presidential nomination and, in so doing, adapted to shifts in public opinion or the issues facing the country. What that means today is that the PRI probably can still reform from within a lot easier than the

CPSU could. Indeed, as we will see in examining de la Madrid's and Salinas's economic and foreign policies, it already has begun to change. The only question is whether it can adequately satisfy the growing demands from all sides both at home and abroad.

THE MEXICAN STATE

The authors of the 1917 constitution supposedly based it on the American document, and there are lots of parallels between the two, at least on paper. Both have a bicameral legislature with a lower house representing single-member districts of roughly equal size and an upper house giving each state two seats. Both are federal systems in which state and national governments are supposed to share power. Both are supposed to have a clear separation of powers, so that the legislative, executive, and judicial branches of the national government can "check and balance" each other.

   In practice, the post-1917 Mexican political system has not been anything like the American. The PRI has been so strong that the party and, especially, the president have ended up dominating the entire political system, making state governments, the congress, and even judiciary all but powerless. Moreover, the ban on reelection of officeholders, which exists at virtually every level, makes it possible for any new president to bring in a new team and embark in new policy directions in ways that only happen during those rare periods of realignment in American politics.

   In short, it is not that the constitution has been ignored. Rather, given the strength of the PRI and the evolution of the presidential system, the informal politics of power in the party leadership determines the way the institutions operate, not the other way around as tends to be the case in most systems with ''strong" constitutions. As a result, in the paragraphs that follow, we will concentrate more on the way power is actually exercised than on the institutions through which the game is played, for what we are dealing with is a party state in which the PRI is almost as powerful as the old CPSU.

   Mexico is the only country in Latin America that has had no substantial experience with democracy in this century. In fact, it has what amounts to a presidential dictatorship. As a CIA memo from the mid-1960s puts it:

"There are important factors contributing to a favorable security situation in Mexico which simply do not apply to other major Latin American countries. In Mexico, the government party virtually monopolizes politics and is an outstanding force for stability. Top government leaders are strong, determined men, conversant with the uses of power. Security forces are tough and well-trained; when so ordered, they carry out missions without much regard for legalisms."

   About the same time, Frank Brandenburg made the same basic point more succinctly and pithily when he wrote that Mexicans "avoid personal dictatorship by retiring their dictators every six years."

   On the other hand, the fact that it has endured for more than seventy years makes it the longest lasting civilian regime in Latin America. In fact, it is the only country in the region not to have succumbed to a military coup in this century.

   At the heart of both the authoritarianism and stability of the system is the president. No president currently can command the personal power of a nineteenth-century caudillo. But, at the same time, any Mexican president is far more influential than his American counterpart who has little more than the power to try to persuade people who do not have to agree with him.

   The constitution gives the president considerable power. He is allowed to initiate legislation, and in fact virtually all bills of any importance originate in the executive. He can issue decrees on a wide variety of subjects, including the way law is implemented, the transfer of funds from one budgetary account to another, and even the authorization of expenditures above original budgetary appropriations. But as in the United States, the president's real sources of power are informal, in the way the system has evolved over the years.

   While there has been considerable variation in the way Mexican presidents have led, there is a common pattern to all presidencies dictated both by the leverage they all have had and by the constraints of the single, six-year term. The presidential term in reality begins with the nomination and election campaign in which the candidate begins defining his own agenda and style. Upon taking office, the president begins a period of consolidation that may last as much as a year and a half when he takes advantage of his power to remove opponents and appoint people to an unusually wide variety of offices, in other words, putting his own team into power. It is primarily in the next two years or so that the president can implement substantial new policies of his own. In the last two years, his attention must turn to the succession, and even before the election actually occurs, power de facto begins to shift to the next president.

   Everything, thus, starts with the way the president is selected. Since the president's direct political role ends with the end of his term, the only chance he has to influence the future of Mexican politics is through the selection of his successor. The outgoing president chooses the next PRI candidate (and hence the next president) from the cabinet secretaries who are in office about four years into his sexeno. By the 1980s, that meant that the president was drawn from a very small and narrow pool of candidates, most of whom are relatively young sons of PRI politicians, Mexico-City based, American educated in economics or public administration, and part of the outgoing president's personal camarilla. Salinas, for example, had been associated with de la Madrid since his student days when he took a course from his future mentor and president.

   A little more than a year before the election, the party chair (of course, a client of the president) releases a list of about a half dozen possible candidates to the press. The list is presented as the result of a wide consultation within the party (though it is not clear that the president consults at all widely) so that it can be subject to considerably broader consultation in the population as a whole (which it also is not). Within a few months, the president makes his final choice known (though he usually knows it before the short list is presented), and all the other potential candidates join his bandwagon. Only then does the party hold a convention to ratify and officially nominate the president's choice.

   The president-designate then begins his campaign by exercising the first of his many informal powers: determining who will be the party's candidates for the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate. In so doing, he is able to completely shape the congress, since it has a provision that requires its members to sit out a term before they can be reelected.

   Once elected, the incoming president has tremendous latitude in filling other posts. The president directly appoints thousands of people to posts in the twenty-four cabinet-level departments and the hundreds of

quasi-independent agencies and public corporations. Normally only about 35 percent of those appointees held high office in any preceding administration, therefore providing the new president ample opportunity to assert his independence. He also selects the next chair and other leading officials of the party, thereby giving him effective control over nominations for all lower elected offices. 

   Moat important positions are filled either from his personal camarilla  or from a small group of other politicians who have the new president's trust. Others tend to be chosen less on the basis of their positions on the issues the new government will face than on their personal connections.

  What that means is that perhaps even more than the society as a whole, the government is based on patron-client relations. Virtually everyone in office owes his or her position to someone higher up in the hierarchy and, thus, ultimately to the president. Ambitious politicians enhance their careers by exchanging favors with their patrons and clients, not by campaigning on their record on the issues. The formal constitutional arrangements tend to be overshadowed by the personal loyalties operating within the networks of camarillas.

  Within that system, there have been some changes over the years. At first, the PRI was little more than a loose coalition of ambitious revolutionary leaders held together by General-turned-President Calles. Not surprisingly, the most important cabinet position and source of future presidents was the minister of defense. As the regime indeed became institutionalized, the center of gravity shifted to Gobernacion, the ministry responsible for internal security and administering elections. For the past decade or so, with the emergence of debt and other complex economic issues, the so-called tecnicos have dominated politics, and the Programming and Budget Ministry is now commonly seen as the most important office and was the position the last two presidents held before moving up.

  Virtually no one in de la Madrid's cabinet had ever held elective office before. Almost half his top-level appointees had studied abroad. Indeed, phrases such as his team of Ivy League-educated technocrats" are commonly used to describe both de la Madrid's and Salinas's most trusted advisors. But that should not obscure the basic point being made here, for the tecnicos, like everyone else, had risen to positions of prominence because of their personal connections in the shifting PRI constellation of patron-client relations.

  All other institutions pale in comparison with the presidency, including the congress. As noted earlier, the constitution established a bicameral legislature roughly paralleling the American. Members of the Chamber of Deputies are elected for three-year terms. Senate terms last six years with half its members elected every three years.

  While the congress has to approve all legislation, it has rarely been anything but a rubber stamp. There is no Mexican version of cabinet responsibility that obliges the PRI's members of the Chamber of Deputies and Senate because of the way power politics works.

   The roots of congress's weakness lie in the peculiarities of Mexican presidentialism. Members of each house can only serve a single term at a time. Therefore, it is impossible for them to develop the expertise or the

seniority that makes American committee chairs, for instance, so important. Even more importantly, members of congress are subservient to the president, who selects all the PRI's nominees. In the longer run,

career advancement comes only from building personal connections with more influential power brokers, not from making one's own mark in the legislature. Moreover, with the rise of the tecnicos, a congressional seat is no longer much of a stepping-stone for reaching the elite. Most members, instead, are PRI loyalists who have been rewarded with their seats for years of effective party work.

   As a result, all significant legislation is initiated by the president and passes the congress at least as easily as in most parliamentary systems. Thus, as we saw earlier, the PRI voted as a bloc to confirm the questionable results of the 1988 election. The next year, it again voted unanimously to endorse President Salinas's bill to privatize the banks.

   Much the same can be said for state and local governments. On paper, Mexico is a federal system, officially known as the United Mexican States. The country is divided into thirty-one states plus the Federal District of

Mexico City. The states, in turn, are subdivided into more than two thousand municipalities, which are more the equivalent of an American county than city. Each state has a governor and unicameral legislature. Each municipality has a mayor and municipal council except for the Federal District (Mexico City), which is directly run by the national government.

   In practice, the states and municipalities have little or no power because the PRI dominates there as well. Despite the increase in support for the PAN and PRD, the opposition only controlled about sixty municipios and two governorships in early 1993. In other words, state and local government is another appendage of presidential power. Not only does the president appoint the PRI's candidates, he can remove governors or mayors from office. Again as with the congress, governors and mayors can only build their careers by strengthening their position in the PRl's network of patron-client relationships, something that rarely happens with a politician who in any way rocks the party boat. In addition, each national ministry maintains a federal delegate in each state to deal with overlapping jurisdictions and make certain that the president's preferences are carried out.

   Given the size of the Mexican government, it is not surprising that it has a large bureaucracy, employing between 17 percent and 22 percent of the total work force depending on how one counts agencies that are partially public and partially private. That said, the Mexican bureaucracy probably is less of a classical civil service than any of the others we have considered.

   No country in Latin America traditionally has had a strong, professional civil service that is recruited by merit, that willingly serves any government no matter what its ideology, and that provides career-long opportunities to the men and women who earn them. Mexico's, however, may be the least professional of them all.

   John J. Bailey has uncovered what he calls "islands of professionalism" in a few of the ministries, including the military. But, on balance, like the rest of the system, the bureaucracy is subject to presidential manipulation and dominated by patron-client relations, not the merit-based rules of a modern bureaucracy. Moreover, loyalty is more important than expertise. Individual civil servants tend to move from agency to agency with their bosses who, in turn, move more frequently than politicians in any other Latin American country. As with the congress, there is so much turnover that it is hard for anyone to develop the expertise that comes from extended experience.

   These bureaucratic weaknesses may not have been a serious problem when the demands on Mexican government were not very great. Now, however, they are a major contributor to Mexico's woes.

   As with most countries, the

Mexican bureaucracy is now expected to do a lot. In 1983, the bureaucracy reached a peak of 1,075 ministries and agencies, a number that has only been slightly reduced since. Bailey identifies five major types of traditional bureaucratic agencies: central political guidance, national security and control, economic development, social welfare, and foreign relations.'° In addition, there are hundreds of public enterprises such as SIDERMEX (iron and steel), FERTIMEX (fertilizers), PEMEX (petrochemicals), and CONASUPO (food products), which are responsible for much of the country's industrial production.

   Mexico also has a Supreme Court with powers similar to the American system of judicial review. But, unlike its counterpart in Washington, it almost never overrules an important government action or policy. That is the case because even the judiciary is subject to presidential control. As in the United States, judges are technically appointed for life. In practice, judges, too, resign at the beginning of each sexeno, allowing the incoming president to place his loyalists on the bench as well as in the state houses, bureaucratic offices, and party headquarters.

   In the end, there is only one arena in which presidential dominance has been an unqualified success: curbing

the political power of the military. As noted earlier, the military repeatedly intervened in Mexican politics well into this century. Similarly, the military has been an important and often uncontrollable political force in the rest of Latin America up to the present.

   In Mexico, however, the military has been effectively depoliticized. The original PRI politicians were all generals. Miguel Aleman (1941952) was the first civilian president after Carranza. However, over the past fifty years, the military has been turned into a relatively disciplined force with a professional officer corps. The military does play a role in issues of defense and national security, which includes internal as well as external threats. But otherwise, unlike what we saw in Iraq or Nigeria, it stays out of politics.

   The same cannot be said about the honesty of the people who run the Mexican state as a whole. Every

political system has some degree of corruption. It is, however, an especially serious problem in Mexico where

it is built into the very logic of the system. Above and beyond the electoral fraud we saw earlier, Mexico is

plagued by a system in which PRI and government officials appropriate public funds and offices for personal

purposes.

   Historically, the spoils system has helped wed people to the regime by providing them with jobs and other tangible benefits. Moreover, as in any patron-client system, people have to offer jobs, money, and other incentives to those above and below them in the hierarchy. In Mexico, too, such abuse of power can provide economic security in a country where salaries are quite low and aboveboard opportunities quite limited.

   It is impossible to determine exactly how much corruption there is in Mexico. Most analysts believe there

are few totally honest PRI officials anywhere in the country. During the last year of a presidency—the so-called ano del hidalgo - the outgoing president bestows lucrative jobs and other favors on the faithful.

   Most public enterprises are mismanaged and corrupt. Before oil prices collapsed, PEMEX officials routinely

accepted kickbacks from their suppliers, many of which they partially owned. Petrochemical union officials, in turn, demanded a share of workers' salaries as a condition of employment. Racketeering and embezzlement

are commonplace in the CTM. The best estimate is that elites have siphoned off about $90 billion for their foreign bank accounts and real estate investments, a sum nearly equal to the total Mexican debt.

   The last two presidents have tried to crack down on at least some of these corrupt practices. President de la

Madrid had Echeverria's minister of agriculture arrested and the former head of PEMEX imprisoned. The former police chief of Mexico City was accused of involvement in the narcotics trade and, possibly, the death of U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency officer Enrique Camarena. The former head of a since-disbanded federal police force and former PRI congressional candidate, Antonio Zorilla Perez, was arrested in 1989 for his involvement in the murder of Mexico's leading journalist, Manuel Buendia. The former director of Mexico's largest mine, which had gone bankrupt, was also arrested, accused of organizing a multimillion-dollar fraud. President Salinas ordered the arrest of four leading stockbrokers, one of whom was among the PRI's leading contributors. He also has promised free elections and released more than four hundred political prisoners the government never before acknowledged it had in jail.

   But critics of de la Madrid and Salinas are quick to point out that these efforts at most scratch the surface.

Some observers think the arrests of union leaders are simply part of a larger attempt to reduce union power as the country embraces a market-oriented economy. While a number of highly placed officials have been arrested, the corrupt organizations remain in place. Moreover, the investigations have never been allowed to touch those currently in power. And, there is no evidence that the state elections that have taken place since Salinas came to power are any more honest, especially when the outcomes have been in doubt. Thus, most observers believe that the bulk of the corruption continues essentially unchecked.

   In short, the realities of decision making in Mexico leave its president as unconstrained as any officeholder

except for Saddam Hussein at the height of his power before the Gulf War. No recent president has faced any serious limits on his power from within the government or indeed the state as a whole. Opposition interest groups and parties are growing stronger, but as we saw in the preceding section, they do not pose a serious challenge to presidential power, at least not yet.

   That is not to say that the Mexican president can do whatever he wants. As we are about to see, his power is

sharply limited, but those limits come from outside the political system per se: from Mexico's limited resources that leave it ill equipped to cope with the global forces that have led to the economic crisis and left its leaders less able to shape the future of the country. In other words, Salinas is probably less powerful than his predecessors were a generation or two ago because the state itself has grown weaker for reasons that have little to do with the political processes we have considered so far but as a result of political and economic reasons that largely lie outside any Mexican's control. To see that, we have to turn to the last aspect of Mexican political life—the way its public policy has evolved in attempting to deal with the forces stunting its development.

PUBLIC POLICY

   This chapter begins with a telling quote by one of Mexico's leading political observers, Jorge Castaneda, which echoes a common sentiment these days. Mexico is in such deep trouble that it needs fundamental reform in its politics and policies. Yet, even though most observers agree that such change is needed, nothing of that magnitude appears at all likely in the foreseeable future.

   Had this book been written fifteen years ago, you probably would have been viewing Mexico through a

very different and far more optimistic lens. Then, Mexico was still seen as a model for the LDCs in general. Its

stable government had smoothed the transition from  revolutionary egalitarianism to state-sponsored industrialization. The annual average growth rate of 6.5 percent was being translated into new enterprises, some owned by the state and some by the private sector, and into an improved standard of living for most Mexican citizens. Moreover, it seemed that Mexico was beginning to break the bonds of dependency by building its own industrial base and relying less on imports.

   In the 1990s, the Mexican model of stable development is in trouble. For more than a decade, the economy has been mired-in a deep crisis. The sharp decline in oil prices in the early 1980s touched off a general decline that left no part of the economy untouched. Even more importantly, the last two presidents have abandoned the essentially autarkical policies and adopted new ones more in keeping with the market-oriented positions adopted by the World Bank, International Monetary Fund, and other key actors in developmental models. At this point, it is by no means clear that the new policies will be any more successful in stimulating long-term, sustained growth than those of their predecessors. All that is clear is that they have sent further shock waves throughout the entire Mexican economy.

   The onset of the crisis occurred just before the election of President de la Madrid. Since then, he and current President Salinas have responded to the crisis with a bold shift toward market-based economic policies, which

we have seen are in vogue everywhere in all the countries we have examined except for Iraq. In fact, of the countries included in this book, none has moved toward them more quickly or more fully than Mexico has in the decade since de la Madrid came to power.

  It is far too early to tell if these programs will stimulate the rapid economic growth their advocates claim, let alone deal with poverty, inequality, and other issues that are low on their lists of priorities. Still, by exploring the drastic policy shifts at home and abroad over the past decade, we will not only conclude our examination of Mexico but also gain at least some insights into the global pressures that are all but forcing leaders like de la Madrid and Salinas to adopt market-oriented policies and thereby de facto, if not de jure, eroding national sovereignty.

Domestic Policy: Debt and Development

   Through the Cardenas presidency, Mexican leaders paid relatively little attention to what we would now call development policy. Instead, successive presidents concentrated on solidifying the regime politically and, in some cases, implementing vaguely egalitarian reforms. Cardenas's two successors, Avila Camacho (1940-1946) and Aleman (1946-1952), however, made the development of Mexican industry a top priority, beginning nearly forty years of sustained and stable growth often referred to as the Mexican miracle.

   The industrialization was aided at first by high wartime demand for Mexican manufactured goods, minerals, and labor in the United States. More importantly for our purposes, it also was the product of a series of

government policies that development economists have come to call ISI, or import substitution industrialization.

   By the mid-1940s, Mexican officials had concluded that the country would not industrialize quickly if it let

natural" market forces run their course. Far more than India or Nigeria, the Mexican government helped create new industrial enterprises and then used a variety of measures to protect them from foreign competition and help them get going.

   Despite the government's revolutionary origins and the massive role it was to play in industrial development, this was not a socialist policy. The government stepped in when and where the private sector could not or would not act, for instance, in extending the railroad, highway, electricity, and telephone networks or in keeping troubled industries afloat. Rarely did it take a private enterprise over for ideological reasons. Rather, the government saw public ownership providing it with more leverage over the economy through which it could stimulate growth.

   At the core of those efforts was NAFINSA, the National Development Bank, which supplied about half the

total investment funds from 1940 on. Much of that money did go to the public sector, beginning with the

nationalization of the railroads and PEMEX in the 1930s. The expansion of the state sector continued throughout the period. By the end of the 1970s, the government owned at least part of more than a thousand companies, including smelters, sugar refineries, hotels, grocery stores, and even a shampoo factory. The wave of nationalizations ended in 1982 when the banks were taken over during the last weeks of Lopez Portillo's presidency. Most were losing money when the government took them over, creating a long-term burden for the economy, much as the postwar wave of nationalizations did in Great Britain.

   Government support to the private sector followed classic protectionist lines so that the country could literally substitute its own industrial products for those it had previously imported. Taxes were kept low, and the price of key commodities such as oil were subsidized to spur investment. Tariffs, on the other hand, were kept extremely high, averaging about 45 percent of the cost of the product being imported. Almost 95 percent of all goods imported into the country required government licenses that were expensive and, as with everything else involving the government, entailed lots of red tape and often substantial bribes.

   The combined public and private sector efforts paid off. The economy as a whole grew by more than 6 percent per year for the entire 1940-1980 period. Industrial production rose even faster, averaging nearly 9 percent for most of the 1960s. Agriculture's share of total production dropped from 25 percent to 11 percent while that of manufacturing rose from 25 percent to 34 percent. Development was concentrated in relatively labor intensive, low-technology industries, such as food, tobacco, textiles, machinery, iron and steel, and chemicals. Between 1940 and 1980, exports grew tenfold, and manufactured goods came to account for a quarter of the total. The peso was one of the world's most stable currencies since the government kept it pegged at 12.5 to a dollar from 1954 to 1976. All this growth occurred without much of the inflation that was already plaguing many f the other Latin American economies.

   There were, nonetheless, problems with the Mexican model, even at its peak. Relatively little attention was

paid to the issues of equality and social justice that had led to the revolution in the first place. Social services

programs were limited at best. For example, there was no unemployment insurance program of any kind. Mexico's income distribution was among the most unequal in all the LDCs. At no point between 1940 and 1980 did the bottom 40 percent of the population earn more than 11 percent of total wages. Wages lagged behind price increases, and in urban areas, real wages actually declined throughout the period.

   The rapid industrialization brought with it even more rapid and unplanned urbanization. The Federal District, Guadalajara, and other major cities became urban nightmares. Millions of people ended up living in huge shantytown neighborhoods with no electricity, running water, or sewers. Poor highway planning and the lack of effective mass transit left most cities congested for most of the day.

   The congestion and the lack of effective pollution-control programs have turned most Mexican cities, especially Mexico City, into environmental nightmares. When ozone readings reached an all time high in March 1992, children were not allowed to run during school recess periods. In 1990, authorities had banned all cars from city streets one day a week. In 1992, the program was expanded to two days plus weekends. The notoriously dirty factories ringing the city are being forced to cut emissions by 30 percent. Despite all the efforts, most experts are convinced that Mexico City's air is so dirty that it can never be cleaned up enough to become safe to breathe again.

   Still, only a few countries, including Germany, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan, have ever been able to match Mexico's record of sustained growth. If we add the low rate of inflation to our list of criteria, Mexico's development during that period may well be unequaled anywhere or at any time.

   Although few economists or politicians realized it at the time, the economic boom began to slow down during the 1970s. Neither the private nor the public sector proved able to spark the next stage in Mexico's industrial revolution in which it would make more sophisticated, higher-technology products. Moreover, at this point, the mismanagement and corruption of key industries also became a problem. It was estimated, for instance, that PEMEX employed three or four times the number of workers it really needed. Rapid population growth meant that more workers were entering the labor force than there were jobs for. Finally, there was a dramatic increase in government spending brought about by more nationalizations and a belated attempt to deal with some of the social problems. To make matters worse, government revenues did not keep up with spending, creating budget deficits that, in turn, led to the key external problem, the accumulating national debt.

   The budgetary and investment-fund shortfalls were filled by heavy borrowing mostly from American and

other "northern" banks and governments. Perhaps as a response to its terrible debt and ensuing political problems during prerevolutionary times, Mexico had borrowed very little early on. In 1970, its total debt was only $6 billion. But, by 1976 and the beginning of the Lopez Portillo presidency, it was already $26 billion and would reach 80 billion when he left office six years later. Ultimately, total debt would reach a peak of over $107 billion in 1987, making Mexico one of the most heavily indebted countries in the world. Debt already accounted for 16 percent of GNP in 1970. By 1987, its share was up to 70 percent.

   The borrowing was just the tip of the iceberg. Whether it wanted to or not, Mexico was being drawn

into the global economy, making it harder and harder to maintain its import substitution policies. The artificially low rate at which the peso was kept made it hard for Mexico to import the new technologies it needed to continue its development while making investment abroad ever more lucrative, leading to a massive capital flight to the United States and elsewhere in the second half of the 1970s.

   Lopez Portillo based his economic strategy on the assumption that oil prices would remain high. The rapid

price increases and supply uncertainties in the global oil market after the OPEC oil embargo of 1973-74 came just as Mexican production capacity increased. Then, after the Iranian revolution in 1979, oil prices shot up again. Therefore, Mexico began selling massive amounts of oil. From 1979 to 1981 alone, Mexican oil revenues increased from $3.9 billion to $14.5 billion and accounted for almost three-fourths of all exports and 45 percent of all government revenues.

   Oil revenues stimulated rapid short-term growth from 1978 to 1981, which papered over many of the economic problems that had begun to emerge earlier in the decade. Government investment on economic projects doubled. Real (after the effects of inflation) minimum wages were raised after years of decline.

   Nonetheless, the underlying problems with the economy remained. Budget deficits and borrowing from foreign sources continued to increase. Increased imports of consumer goods outpaced the growth in exports. Inflation broke the 20 percent barrier for the first time. The low value of the peso and high interest rate abroad accelerate capital flight by the so-called sacalares, or dollar plunderers.

   When oil prices began to drop in 1981, Lopez Portillo's government assumed the decline was temporary. It

was wrong. By summer 1982, the Mexican economy was on the verge of collapse, a miracle no more.

   The government responded by closing the foreign exchange markets in August and nationalizing the banks

in September. The economy reeled out of control. By 1983, inflation had topped 100 percent and stayed high,

reaching a peak of 159 percent in 1987. The economy actually shrank for three of the five years from 1982 to  1986. The peso was allowed to float freely, and the exchange rate went from 56.4 pesos to a dollar in 1982 to 1,460 in 1987, which had devastating consequences for a country that was now so dependent on trade, most of which had to be paid for in ever more expensive dollars.

   The economy took a second jolt in 1985. A devastating earthquake cost the government somewhere between

$4 billion and $5 billion, an amount it really could not afford. Meanwhile, the price of a barrel of oil dropped

another 50 percent, which cut export earnings from $16 billion in 1985 to only $9 billion the following year.

   The onset of the crisis led to two fundamental shifts in Mexican politics: the election of Miguel de la Madrid

and his government's agreement to debt-reduction plans demanded by the country's public and private creditors.

   The PRI has never been ideologically homogeneous. Rather, like other dominant political parties including

the Japanese LDP, it has been a rather loose collection of factions that support a wide variety of different leaders and different ideological positions. That diversity has given the PRI valuable flexibility because on a number of occasions, it opted for a presidential candidate who would set the country off in a new direction.

   Before 1982, that pendulum-effect led to alternation between presidents who emphasized Cardenas-like social reform and those who stressed Alemanist economic development, which included strong support for the big business community. Never, however, until the election of de la Madrid, had a president pursued policies that would have increased the importance of market forces.

   There is still considerable uncertainty about why Lopez Portillo chose someone with such radically different ideas. To some degree, the outgoing president must have realized that his policies and the ideas that underlie

them were no longer going to work. To some degree, too, de la Madrid's nomination reflected the emergence

of the tecnicos. Finally, his nomination was to some degree due to his image of honesty and competence.

   Whatever the exact reasons behind his nomination, de la Madrid took office in what amounted to a power

vacuum. Lopez Portillo's policies and his entourage were so discredited that de la Madrid basically started with a clean political slate. He had even more latitude than most of his predecessors in recruiting his team, which included a disproportionate number of fellow tecnicos. And, from the beginning he began stressing the two themes that have dominated Mexican politics ever since: economic recovery through "realistic" policies and combating corruption that he called moral renovation."

   De la Madrid's political slate may have been clear, but his economic one was not. Despite forty years of import substitution and other policies designed to maximize Mexican economic autonomy, the country found itself more dependent on the outside world than ever. Under the best of circumstances, Mexico would have had trouble competing in the global market with its inefficient industries, limited investment capital, and overvalued currency.

   The crisis simply made that difficult situation all but  impossible. Moreover, the crisis occurred at precisely the time that import substitution models were losing favor to those that stressed that unrestricted trade in free markets was the best "engine" for economic growth. Instead, development economists, major lending agencies, and politicians in Germany, the United States, Japan, and Great Britain were all advocating the need for structural adjustment policies that would remove tariffs, state control and other obstacles to free trade. Thus, the new policies pursued by the de la Madrid and Salinas governments have a lot in common with  India and Nigeria. The one key difference is that Mexico adopted them earlier and more wholeheartedly.

   No foreign bank or government actually dictated what Mexican policy should be. Rather, the extent of the debt  and the need for outside aid to help repay it left the Mexican government in a far weaker position with far fewer options to choose from than it had had before 1982. It is only a slight exaggeration to say that the massive borrowing left the Mexican economy hostage to its "northern" creditors who held the upper hand in negotiating several separate deals to restructure the debt.

   In short, the combination of the values held by the new generation of leaders and the crisis conditions led to

em history. Practically overnight, one of the most protectionist governments in the world became one of the ones most committed to free markets by moving in three new directions:

• Sharp cuts in government spending Even before he took office, de la Madrid began negotiations about debt repayments with the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, northern governments, and several consortia of private banks. By early in 1983, basic agreements between the Mexican government and the IMF had been reached on a severe austerity plan. Government spending would be cut back sharply in an

attempt to cut the deficit by half within three years. Subsidies would be cut and the prices charged by such government agencies as CONASUPO (which provided basic foodstuffs at below-market prices) would be increased. The government agreed to sell off hundreds of public enterprises and reduce employment in others. Hundreds and thousands of workers lost their jobs in the government itself and in the parastatals (independent companies that were wholly or partially owned by the state) .

   The government also agreed to join GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade), the body that shapes

international trade policy and requires free-market policies. In specific, policies designed to make the economy more market oriented removed many of the rules on technology transfers, which made it easier to import needed new technologies. Only 6 percent of imports now require government licenses. Tariffs have been reduced on average to 10 percent, the lowest in Latin America.

• Debt reduction The Mexican government also reached a series of agreements with the IMF, other governments, and private banks. The most sweeping of these was part of U.S. Secretary of the Treasury Nicholas Brady's multinational plan that consolidated some loans, turned others into bonds, and reduced Mexico's annual interest payments to banks by one-third, or $1.5 billion per year. The agreement also offered incentives designed to keep up to $7 billion in capital in the country for future investment.

Overall, the debt has been reduced by about a third. Nonetheless, despite the agreements, Mexico still pays an

average of $10 billion a year in debt service, reducing the interest but not the principal on most of its loans. In other words, even with the Brady plan agreement, past borrowing continues to plague the Mexican economy, forcing the government to take yet more loans to pay off yesterday's debt and siphoning off money it could desperately use for other, more productive purposes.

• Privatization In order to truly give market forces a major role in the Mexican economy, the government

decided to give up much of its economic power. It dismantled all control on interest rates it had historically

exercised by giving the Bank of Mexico the power to set uniform national rates that all banks were to charge for  their loans.

   Most importantly, the government has pursued a policy of privatizing public enterprises, especially those that were a drain on public finances. In February 1985, the government announced that 237 parastatals would be sold. By the end of the decade, it had more than doubled that goal.

   Of the original 1,155 firms the government controlled, more than 600 have been sold, including the

telephone company and many other large but inefficient enterprises. Plans now exist to sell 300 others, although some of them are so unprofitable that they may simply have to be given to their workers. Part of PEMEX and the Compania Real del Monte y Pachuca, a silver mine that had been operating since the sixteenth century, have been sold.

   The most significant denationalization came in 1990 when the Salinas government returned the banks to the

private sector. Actually, the first steps in that direction had begun within months of the initial nationalization

when the de la Madrid government allowed Mexican investors to buy 34 percent of the shares in any bank and

foreign investors to purchase some nonvoting shares. With the 1990 decision, the government sold off most of

its remaining 66 percent share in 18 commercial banks, retaining only a limited, minority interest in some of them. The up to $6.5 billion it raised will be used to provide basic services including drinking water, sewers, electricity, schools, housing, and health. In May 1993, President Salinas proposed a constitutional amendment which would free the central bank from government control, which, if passed, would make Mexico only the second country in Latin America to give its bank such freedom.

   We should not overestimate the degree of privatization. Although somewhere around 60 percent of all public firms have been privatized, they only account for about 3 percent of the country's gross national product, and

many economically and politically important ones, like the core of PEMEX and CONASUPO, remain in government hands.

   In the short run, these policies only deepened Mexico's economic problems. As we have seen, both the debt

and the inflation rate continued to mount. Although accurate figures are impossible to come by, many estimates suggest that something on the order of 40 percent of the work force is either unemployed or engaged in such nonproductive make-work jobs as selling lottery tickets on the street or "protecting" parked cars. Moreover, the unexpected earthquake and oil-price reductions only made the recovery slower.

   By the end of the 1980s, however, there were some limited signs of progress. Foreign investment was up to

over $2 billion in 1989. Inflation was cut to under 20 percent in 1989, although it has edged back up some since. The years of absolute economic decline have given way to moderate growth averaging about 2 percent to 3 percent per year.

   A mini-"silicon valley" is developing in Guadalajara where IBM, Hewlett-Packard, Wang, and other hightech firms are assembling computers for the Mexican market and some even for export. Most of the new industrial development was concentrated in the north where special laws allow foreign firms to open factories that use duty-free imported components, assemble intermediate or final products, and then export what they manufacture. In 1990, more than 1,500 of these maquiladora plants were making such products as GI Joes, televisions, and automobile parts for American and a few Japanese firms. In all, they employ more than a half million Mexicans. Mexico is attractive to these firms because at about $5 per day plus lunch, wages are about an eighth of what they are north of the border. Wage costs are so low that some Nissans built there are actually being sent back to Japan. One American consultant estimates that it would make sense for any American firm that spends as little as 30 percent of its total expenditures on wages to relocate the manufacturing parts of its business in Mexico.

   While there is little question that these market-oriented policies have sparked at least a moderate resurgence in the economy in the short run and some long-term development, they have been anything but an unqualified success. In short, they have exacerbated both some of the country's internal problems and its dependence on outside forces, especially the United States.

   The most obvious problems associated with the economic policies of the past decade involve issues of equity.

It is true that PRI governments in the forty years after Cardenas left office reduced their commitment to the redistribution of land and other programs designed to improve the life of the country's rural and urban poor. Nonetheless, egalitarian goals remained an important part of the regime's symbolism and mythology. The last two governments, however, have dropped them altogether, accepting instead policies that by their very nature will make life harder for the poor at least in the short to medium term.

   Already, we have seen something approaching a 50 percent decline in real wages. Forty percent of the work

force is either unemployed or underemployed, and another six million people will enter the work force during the current sexeno. About 40 percent of the population suffers from some form of malnutrition. As in the

rest of the third world, cities continue to grow without any semblance of planning or the provision of even rudimentary services for the poor who flock to them in the illusory search for a better life.

   Such problems exist even around the maquiladoras. In fact, the cardboard shacks and open sewer trenches

that surround them suggest that the urban development problems may be even worse there.

   Mexico's income distribution remains, in the World Bank's estimation, one of the world's worst. From 1977

to 1983, the bottom 40 percent of the population saw its share of the total national income drop from 12.8 percent to 9.9 percent (1983 is the last year for which figures are available). While Mexico's yuppies are driving BMW's, listening to CDs on their Sony stereo equipment, and buying Pampers for their children, millions of poor people still lack indoor plumbing, hot water, health care, and adequate housing.

   There also is growing evidence that the market-oriented policies are adversely affecting the environment. Like most of the LDCs, Mexico has not implemented even mild environmental-protection laws to limit what industry can emit into the air and water. The lack of strict environmental regulations, along with the low labor costs, makes Mexico an especially attractive location for firms that are finding it prohibitively expensive to comply with clean air and water legislation north of the border. Environmental problems are especially serious in Mexico City. Because it is situated inside the crater of a long-dormant volcano, auto and factory emissions and other pollutants get trapped, creating huge smog clouds, especially during the winter. On March 18, 1991, conditions got so bad that the government ordered the closing of the largest oil refinery in the country that ironically was known as the 18th of March Refinery in honor of the day on which the oil industry was nationalized. Not surprisingly, too, respiratory disease is the most common cause of death in Mexican cities.

   It also is not clear how much development the policies will lead to if by development we mean sustained, long-term growth. Some especially optimistic analysts think Mexico could be one of the next NICs, the South Korea of the early twenty-first century. Such development, however, works on the assumption that global markets will continue to grow and that trading patterns will favor a country with Mexico's location, pattern of industrial development, and labor force, none of which seems certain in these uncertain economic times.

   If so, it is likely to have an exaggerated version of the distorted development one finds in most of the supposedly successful LCD economies, which the dependency theorists first discussed a generation ago.

   There may well be substantial growth with a lot of wealth generated. But, there are signs that much of the

new wealth—and concomitant political power—will lie in the hands of the largely American foreign investors who supply the capital. For instance, leading U.S. telecommunications firms were lined up to buy the lion's

share of Telefonos de Mexico. The U.S. government and private American firms are putting pressure on the Mexican government to allow outside investment in PEMEX and increase the amount of oil it can sell in the United States. Ninety-seven percent of the material used in the maquiladora plants comes from outside Mexico, and virtually nothing made in them is sold inside the country. While it is true that the high-tech firms that have built factories in Guadalajara provide jobs and other benefits for people in the area, it is also true that the American firms control how those factories are run and repatriate almost all their profits back to the United States.

   Mexico has proven attractive especially to American industrialists because of its location, loose environmental and labor rules, and relatively trained, literate work force. What that will mean, in short, is that American and other foreign firms will primarily transfer their operations that are no longer profitable or environmentally acceptable in the United States. In other words, more of the dangerous, dirty work will now be performed by Mexicans with the problems that accompany it.

   If the free-trade agreement recently signed by Mexican and American authorities goes into effect, that

dependency on the United States is only likely to increase. It may become possible, for example, for an

American firm to completely own its subsidiaries or even previously Mexican-owned firms. The increased integration of the two economies will not be without benefits for overall Mexican growth, its big business community, and the fortunate few who will be able to find jobs in the new industries. On the other hand, the benefits will be mixed because the United States will gain more from its access to inexpensive labor, raw materials, services and tourism, as well as new markets to sell and invest in. 

   In short, these policies have eroded Mexican economic sovereignty and show signs of doing so even more

rapidly in the future. There is no danger that Mexico will become the United States' fifty-first state as some of its more nationalist critics fear. Nonetheless, the events and policy shifts of the past decade or so have left Mexico far less able to determine its own economic and political future.

   The worsening economic situation of the late 1970s and early 1980s presented Mexico's leaders with a cruel choice. They could continue relying on import substitution and massive borrowing, or they could pursue policies that were in line with global developments and power structures that would produce this pattern of

dependent and distorted development. They chose the latter.

  In practice, they really had no real alternative. Continuing with the old policies would only have made matters worse economically and perhaps have unleashed political forces that could have put the regime itself in danger.

  It was not just in Mexico. Every country that had relied on import substitution policies found itself in

deep trouble in the early 1980s. Dependency theory may still help us understand why the third world remains underdeveloped and most of it lags ever further behind the north, but with the demise of import substitution policies, the South offered no alternative to structural adjustment and similar reforms.

  There is nothing unique to this shift toward market-oriented policies in the past decade. Mexico's case is

unique only to the degree to which these new policies have left it significantly more dependent on one single country.

  Mexico's economy had not been a particularly open one before the crisis set in. As we saw earlier, its industries were protected by stiff tariffs, licensing procedures, and limits on foreign investment. As those restrictions disappeared, the economy opened up rapidly. By 1987, 34 percent of all investment in Mexican industry was foreign, just about two-thirds of which was American. Foreign trade is rapidly approaching a third of GDP, and two-thirds of that trade is with the United States.

  Similarly, Americans played the dominant role in the debt negotiations. The creditors were represented by the American government, three international agencies (the World Bank, Inter-American Development Bank, and the International Monetary Fund) all dominated by Americans, and a thirteen-bank Steering Committee,

seven of whose members were Americans. The restructuring left proportionally more of the debt in American

hands, meaning that if any country were ultimately to profit from the loans, it would be the United States.

  In short, the Mexican and American economies are becoming increasingly integrated. That integration is

producing a fairly classic picture of dependent development in which Mexico will disproportionately get relatively low-technology, labor intensive, and polluting industry. Even more than now, profits will flow to and critical economic decisions will be made in the north.

  On the other hand, there is no reason to believe that that has to be the long-term outcome. Some Mexican

business leaders and some parts of the Mexican labor force will benefit sooner rather than later. In the longer

run, they can become leaders of a transformation that could strengthen the Mexican economy itself and benefit a far wider portion of the population, much as we saw in Japan in the 1960s or South Korea in the 1980s.

Unfortunately, there is little in Mexican history to suggest that they will emerge. Still, that is the hope and the gamble made by the last two presidencies, and only time will tell if they were right.

   In sum, at least for now, the U.S.-Mexican border probably divides the first and third worlds even more

than it did when President Lopez Portillo first made that remark fifteen years ago. As Cuauhtemoc Cardenas put it in an article in the influential American quarterly Foreign Policy:

"No past Mexican regime has ever gambled its fate so completely on the political and economic support of the United States.... This liberalization does not contribute to economic modernization or to the establishment of a healthy and equitable relationship with the world—particularly with the United States. On the contrary, it promotes an international division of labor that returns Mexico to its nineteenth-century status as a supplier of raw materials and cheap labor and a purchaser of consumer imports."

   Finally, it is not a very secure policy either economically or politically. Like many of the reforms considered, these new policies were implemented from above with next to no popular enthusiasm for

them. They were added to a system that already faced some tensions because it lacked any effective way for

individuals or organized groups to hold political officials accountable.

   Moreover, the Mexican government has made a bold gamble that the country will remain an attractive site for foreign investment and that there will be enough growth globally to fund it. But these are uncertain economic times, and there is no guarantee that the conditions that have been relatively beneficial for Mexico's shift to the market over the past decade will continue.

   If they do not, the de la Madrid and Salinas governments' policies may turn suicidal for the PRI. To some

degree, it was opposition to them that led Cardenas and the rest of the left to leave the PRI in 1988. Since then, there have been strikes by automobile workers, teachers, copper miners, and others at least in part in protest against foreign investment and Mexican impoverishment. Environmentalists have blocked truck traffic in the southern state of Veracruz to protest construction of a nuclear power plant whose electricity would be sent north to the maquiladoras rather than be used to develop the local economy.

   If the Mexican government's gamble fails, this surge of populism is only likely to increase. And, if it does, no one knows what might happen next.

