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Two events in the United States are marking a moment of political transition. On the one hand there
are the marches of Latino workers, mainly Mexicans, in different U.S. cities, in which four million

demonstrators peacefully and creatively demanded a comprehensive migratory reform including the reg-
ularization of the legal situation of several million immigrants, until now uncertain and vulnerable. The
marches were pro-active, sending a message to U.S. society that migrants strongly desire integration into that
country and to become a part of the broad, diverse ethnic-cultural mosaic that the United States has been
since its origins as a modern nation. Given the unbounded optimism that these demonstrations may have
sparked on both sides of the border among some political circles who support a comprehensive migratory
reform, we should mention that they prompted a variety of reactions among the public, the media and a
broad spectrum of political and partisan groups. Some conservatives did not approve, above all some con-
gresspersons and constituencies who insist on arguing that migrants who have resided in the United States
illegally should not be given legal status. On the other hand, progressive political and social sectors main-
tain that these mobilizations have revealed a heretofore unknown facet of the Latino movement and that,
given their undoubted, manifest strength, they will have a considerable impact on the country’s political-
electoral map in November’s balloting. 

What is clear is that in the framework of these events, the debate about immigration reform in the U.S.
Congress will probably be held up considerably at a time when it was thought it would be more than suc-
cessful and that an agreement could have been reached to legalize millions of undocumented immigrants,
70 percent of whom are Mexican. We have to expect that the final agreements will be profoundly influ-
enced by the coming elections, which have already begun to have an impact.

The other important event is the resignation of CIA Director Porter Goss and the president’s nomina-
tion of General Charles Hayden, National Intelligence Director John Negroponte’s second-in-command,
still to be ratified by the Senate. This strengthens the hard line in the U.S. intelligence community, headed over
the last year by Negroponte, who is also the head of all the security agencies and a very important influence
on President Bush in this area. The CIA and Porter Goss were under his tutelage, and they seem not to
have understood the fundamental priorities in security defense since 9/11. So, hoping to get absolute control
of the coordination of national intelligence, the strong man of U.S. security seems to have gotten rid of
Goss, who, despite being his friend and colleague for years, stopped being of use to him in the CIA in a very
short time. All that remains is the Senate debate, which should be very intense given that among some
sectors of civil rights proponents and congresspersons General Hayden is considered directly res ponsible
for espionage against political and social leaders, which presumably could have violated constitutionally
guaranteed individual rights. Therefore, this polemical nomination is not expected to get through the Senate
easily. For all these reasons, and given President Bush’s low approval rating in the polls (29 percent), the worst
in his entire presidency, we can suppose that coming political times in the United States will be unpre-
dictable and very intense.

Hayden’s nomination seems a fitting accompaniment to President Bush’s recent, though expected, deci -
sion to send 6,000 National Guardsmen to reinforce the U.S. southern border. This securitization measure
had been hinted at on various occasions in the past. This time, the President seems to have made a very
important strategic move, and we would be fooling ourselves if we concluded that it only reflects the de -
fensive obsession of U.S. national security policy in recent years. It is interesting that this takes place at
a time when the Senate is debating the future immigration reform, which has to be ready by the end of
May at the latest. It is even more interesting if we note that Bush associated the measure with a defense
of the possibility of regularizing the situation of several million undocumented immigrants. If this is the
case, the president seems to have offered his party’s and the nation’s most conservative sectors a conces-
sion (more border security and ad hoc measures against illegal immigration and terrorism) in exchange
for approving a comprehensive immigration reform, which, given the pressures of the aforementioned
Latino mobilizations, looks to him and to the rest of the U.S. political class like the most sensible polit-
ical solution. In that sense, it would be advisable for Mexican candidates and government, now running
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the closest electoral race in their history, to read this change with appropriate prudence, without resort-
ing to knee-jerk patriotic responses before seeing the real results of the chess game that this measure is
a part of. It remains to be seen whether Mexico’s presidential candidates will be able to deal with this and
many other facets of the international situation with the self-possession and modern vision that Mexico
requires for its twenty-first century international policy.

*    *    *

As previously mentioned, everything seems to indicate that Mexico’s coming presidential elections will be
the closest race in history. Nothing about the outcome is certain and everything seems to change day to
day. At least, that is what the polls show. Their surprising, shifting results seem to testify to a malleable,
undecided, extremely changing electorate. By the close of this issue, it is impossible to predict whether
the votes are going to be divided evenly among three candidates or if two front-runners will be competing
for victory. It is also difficult to say much about scenarios of governability for the country’s next president,
although everything points to a government even more divided than the current one, without a clear majority
in either chamber of Congress, an unprecedented situation for Mexico’s young democracy. In our “Politics”
section, then, we include several contributions about electoral proposals and scenarios. Alejandro Becerra
des cribes and ana lyzes the three main parties’ proposals about foreign policy and relations with the United
States, un doubt  edly important in light of recent Latino protests in that country. John Burstein points to the
most recent political changes in both countries, emphasizing the importance for the United States of
the ideological shift in the Supreme Court due to the new appointments and the transfer of political weight
from the pre s idency to the Congress in Mexico. Carlos Casillas deals with the latter issue by analyzing
the potential consequences of a new scenario of ungovernability in Mexico with a presidency facing broad
opposition in Congress, as well as the possible reshuffling of political forces and party realignments. Lastly,
Jorge Alco cer offers the results of a methodology for creating electoral scenarios based on previous voting
trends used to analyze the current race.

Another polemical issue which is not always completely understood is the influence of the media on
elections. In his contribution to “Society”, Raúl Trejo Delarbre, one of Mexico’s most renowned media
experts, questions the media’s supposed omnipotence and attempts to situate it in its proper place and
outline the real role it plays in our democracy. In the same section, we include an article by researcher Ga -
briela Angeles about the most important discussions at the 4th World Water Forum held in Mexico City
last March. She focuses particularly on the alternative positions, critical of the proposal to privatize water
as a solution to its scarcity in vast regions of the planet.

As we have already mentioned, the parties’ positions on foreign affairs and relations with the United States
have had an unprecedented importance in Mexico’s electoral process, in part due to the recent pro tests
by the Latino community there. In “United States Affairs”, specialist Mónica Verea presents an overview
of the implications of the different immigration bills currently being discussed in the U.S. Congress.

Events have been very dynamic in recent months in all of North America. So, Canadian expert Elisa
Dávalos contributes an article about the repercussions of Stephen Harper’s electoral victory, particularly
with regard to federalism and his proposals for Canada’s provinces and their attributions.

Another very timely topic is the economic and trade integration of the Americas. In our “Economy” sec -
tion, we include an article by analyst Berenice Ramírez López about the alternatives to the U.S.-proposed
Free Trade Area of the Americas for regional integration developed recently by a series of countries that
oppose and criticize U.S. hegemony, including Venezuela, Bolivia, Brazil, Argentina and Uru guay. In the
same section, we present an illustrative article about the causes, dimension and impact of the informal econ -
omy in Mexico by Carlos Márquez-Padilla and Daniel Tapia, who focus their analysis on the lack of incen-
tives and the obstacles built into the legal and tax systems that discourage people from complying with
formal business requirements.

As a contribution to the festivities celebrating the bicentennial of Benito Juárez, known as the Apostle
of the Americas, in this issue we include a contribution by historian Patricia Galeana. She shows us both
Juárez, the able politician, and Juárez, the great statesman, emphasizing his undeniable influence on later
generations of Mexican politicians, including those of today, regardless of their ideological bent.
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*    *    *

In this issue, the “Art and Culture” section pays homage to Juan Soriano, one of Mexico’s most versatile,
innovative twentieth-century artists, who died at the beginning of this year. Soriano’s work includes paint-
ing, sculpture, monumental sculpture, graphics, sketches and ceramics. All of it carries the personal stamp
of an artist who, as art critic Jaime Moreno Villarreal writes, took responsibility for his own creations and
was never seduced by fads. In this same section, we include an article about mezcal, one of the beverages
distilled from maguey sap. Based on the hypothesis that this technique was not brought to Mexico by the
conquis tadors, but that almost all the Mesoamerican cultures distilled this beverage in pre-Hispanic times,
Car men Serra Puche and a team of researchers began the Road of Mezcal project which has led them
to discover that throughout the country communities continue to make mezcal with pre-Hispanic tech-
niques and tools.

“The Splendor of Mexico” section visits the mountains of Veracruz. We start with two brief articles
by Cecilia Rábago about the region’s main cities, Orizaba and Córdoba. During the colonial period, both
were stopping-off points for travelers and trade between Mexico City and the port of Veracruz, and devel-
oped thanks to their climate and the natural bounty of their surroundings. This route between Mexico
City and Veracruz has been one of the most important throughout Mexican history, which is why when
railroad tracks began to be laid, one of the first lines to be built was the one that connected the two cities.
Luis De la Llave writes about the difficulties the engineers and builders had in laying the tracks through
the mountains. Bridges and tunnels crossing ravines and mountains, empty stations that have been turned
into homes, and abandoned electricity plants testify to the importance of the railways in the early twen-
tieth century. Lastly, Mauricio Degollado draws a brief picture of Orizaba Peak, Mexico’s highest mountain,
which from time immemorial has watched over the cities of Córdoba and Orizaba. Its melting snows pro-
viding an endless supply of water, it is vital for life and nature in the entire region, as well as a favorite spot
for mountain climbers from the world over.

Our “Museums” section includes an article about the Córdoba Museum which boasts an important
collection of donated archaeological pieces representing different Mesoamerican and local cultures. “Eco l -
ogy” completes our visit to the mountains of Veracruz with an article about Las Cañadas, an ambitious,
privately-owned ecological project that aims to protect and preserve the remnants of the region’s cloud
forest and to change our very limited idea about what sustainable development is. 

*    *    *

In this issue, “Literature” is dedicated to a genre and literary trend that sketches a profound portrait of
the social and family environment of drug trafficking. This genre has emerged above all in northern Mex -
ico, and one of its outstanding proponents is Sinaloa-born writer Élmer Mendoza, a fragment of whose
novel, El amante de Janis Joplin (Janis Joplin’s Lover), we reproduce here for the first time for English-
speaking readers. Literary critic Miguel Cabañas writes about the relationship between literature and drug
trafficking in general and its manifestations in Mexico and Mendoza’s work in particular.

We lost two illustrious, beloved intellectuals since our last issue came out. Our “In Memoriam” section
pays them a well deserved tribute. They are the extraordinary playwright and director, Ludwik Mar gules,
who was a director at the university theater, and the renowned, innovative demographer Raúl Benítez Zen -
teno, former director of the UNAM’s Institute for Social Research. Two admired figures of Mexican cul-
ture, writer Juan Villoro and social scientist and demographer Carlos Welti, write about their human side
and their undeniable contributions to their respective areas of interest.

José Luis Valdés-Ugalde
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M
exico-U.S. relations have always been
complex. For many years, the tradi -
tional bilateral agenda has included

substantial issues that speak to the interests
linking the two countries like migration, trade,
finances, energy, drug trafficking, organized crime
and, more recently, human rights and ecology.
However, since September 11, 2001, the issue
of security, particularly, border security, has
permeated all the topics on the agenda to the
degree that since then, the United States looks
at almost every bilateral matter through the
prism of security.
Just like every six years, this year, Mexico is

renewing two of its branches of government.
July 2, Mexican voters will elect 128 senators,
500 members of the Chamber of Deputies and
the head of the executive. Both national and in -
ternational public opinion are concentrated on
the pre sidential race since the future of the
country’s internal and external policies will
de pend to a great extent on who takes office
next December 1.

In that context, it is appropriate to ask: Will
Mexico’s foreign policy toward the United States
change in the next six years? In what areas will
there be continuity and where will there be
change? To answer these questions, this article
will review the foreign policy proposals, and
particularly those about the United States, made
in the action and government programs and in -
ternal guidelines of Mexico’s main political par -
ties, as well as the electoral platforms those
parties’ candidates have registered with the Fe d -
eral Electoral Institute (IFE).1

Five candidates have registered with the IFE
to run for the presidency: Felipe Calderón Hi -
nojosa of the governing National Action Party
(PAN); Roberto Madrazo Pintado of the “Alli -
ance for Mexico” made up of the Institutional
Revolutionary Party (PRI) and the Green Ecol -
ogist Party of Me x ico (PVEM); Andrés Manuel
López Obrador, of the “Alli ance for the Wel -
fare of All,” made up of the Party of the Dem -
o cratic Revolution (PRD), the Labor Party (PT)
and the Conver gence Party (PC); Patricia Mer ca -
do Castro of the Social Democratic and Peasant
Alternative Party; and Ro ber to Campa Cifrián
from the New Alliance Party. Only the first
three hopefuls have real possibilities of win-

7

C A N A D I A N   I S S U E SP O L I T I C S

Mexico-U.S. Relations
And the 2006 Presidential Elections

Alejandro Becerra Gelover*

* Professor at the UNAM Department of Inter na tio n -
al Relations, Aragón campus.

Since September 11, the issue of security, particularly 
border security, has permeated all the topics on the agenda 

to the degree that, since then, the United States looks 
at almost every bilateral matter through the prism of security.



ning. The other two, as candidates for
new parties, aim to maintain their legal
registration as political parties.

FELIPE CALDERÓN HINOJOSA (PAN)

The PAN candidate’s proposal for for-
eign policy is found in section five of
his electoral platform entitled “Effec -
tive Democracy and Respon sible Fo r -
eign Policy.”2 The section points to
democratic legitimacy as the essence
of Mexico’s foreign policy. Calderón
says that democratic legitimacy has built
a new image for Mexico in the world
and that, thanks to that, our country
increased its presence on the interna-
tional scene. The PAN’s challenge is to
consolidate this international position
and foster a responsible foreign policy
with sustainable human development
as its main axis. This implies using di -
plomacy and trade policy to improve
Me xicans’ living standards and that this
would be reflected in an active foreign
policy based on solidarity. Foreign pol-
icy should serve to create the well-being
Mexicans require and that can also be
achieved by other peoples.
With regard to the United States,

Calderón centers his proposals in four
areas: 1) building a strategic alliance
among the nations of North America;
2) migration; 3) multi-lateral issues;
and 4) national security. In the first
area, he proposes creating and foster-
ing a more prosperous, secure region
in North America (proposal 385); cre-
ating working groups with the United
States to deal with common interests
and to expand the existing Partnership
for Prosperity and Security (386). With
regard to migration, the PAN proposes
per manently solving the migratory pro  b -
lem (387) in the framework of shared

res ponsibility and mutual benefit em -
bod   ied in international cooperation.
The aim would be that migration be
legal, ordered, secure and decorous;
in addition, the PAN would propose a
broad temporary workers program. All
of this would be done on the basis of
bilateral co-responsibility and attack-
ing the causes of Mexicans leaving for
the United States, such as the lack of
jobs, backwardness and marginalization.
Regarding the impact of remittances
in Me xico, Calderon makes three pro -
posals: 1) expand ing programs to use
remittances as a lever for regional devel -
opment; 2) facil itating migrants’ and
their families’ access to the financial
system to cut the cost of sending re mit -
tances and to increase saving ha bits;
and 3) tightening the links among the
three levels of government, communi-
ty associations, migrants and the pri-

vate sector to favor human develop-
ment projects and providing commu-
nities with infrastructure.
In the multilateral sphere, the PAN

proposes that Mexico once again be -
come a temporary or permanent mem-
ber of the UN Security Council (392)
and subscribe to all the reforms to the
Charter of American States in order to
strengthen their development (393).
In both cases, Mexico’s foreign policy
will link up with the United States’,
which could lead to agreements or di s -
agreements. With regard to national
security, Calderón proposes creating
hemispheric security accords with the
United States (411), and seeking to
enforce the current secure borders pro -
gram (410) to eradicate organized crime
on the U.S. border, whether it be drug
trafficking, smuggling of persons or
goods or terrorism. In brief, for Felipe
Calderón, the important issues of the
bilateral relationship are national se cu -
rity, development for prosperity, migra-
tion and the presence of Mexico in
multilateral fora. As is clear, he does
not consider all the traditional issues
of the bilateral agenda.

ROBERTO MADRAZO PINTADO
(ALLIANCE FOR MEXICO)

The PRI-PVEM coalition candidate’s for-
eign policy is described in section three
of his electoral platform, entitled “The
Government We Want,” particularly
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in points 3.1, “Sovereign Nation and
International Policy” and 3.2, “Natio n -
al Security.”3 According to Ma dra zo,
the defense of national sovereignty is
the basis for foreign policy, and inter-
national policy is the strategic tool for
preserving that sovereignty, strength-
ening the country’s international pre -
sence and promoting Mexico’s inter-
ests abroad.
On that basis, the Alliance for Mex -

 ico proposes five areas for bilateral re -
lations: 1) maintaining a good relation -
ship with the United States; 2) border
development; 3) multilateral and in -
ternational policy; 4) migratory poli-
cy; and 5) national security. About the
first point, Roberto Madrazo offers to
maintain respectful, equitable relations
with the United States (proposal 729);
to come to an agreement with the U.S.
on a foreign policy and regional security
agenda in which both nations gra dually
and by consensus decide on issues of
mutual interest and articulate their ac -
tions (731); to establish effective me ch -
anisms for coordination that faci litate
agreements and results to solve com -
mon problems (775); and to strength   -
 en the operational capability of the
North American Development Bank
by geographically extending its man-
date (776). In this sphere, he also seeks
to tighten links of solidarity with the
Mexican and Hispanic communities re -
siding in the United States (732). With
regard to border development, the Al -
liance for Mexico will seek social, eco-

nomic, cultural and ecological devel-
opment of border areas, and provide
them with the legal instruments need-
ed to effectively enforce respect for
human rights in the region (733).
With regard to multilateral and in -

ternational policy, Madrazo proposes
strengthening and democratizing inter -
national bodies and condemns the im -
position of the will of some nations
(754), particularly members of the UN
Security Council (761). He will seek
to renovate international bodies (734);
foster an integral multilateral econom-
ic cooperation system (735) to over-
come underdevelopment and advance
an effective system for achieving world
peace and security (736); promote res -
pect and protection for human rights
(764); strengthen international coop-
eration in the struggle against terror-
ism, drug trafficking and other forms

of organized crime (765); bolster the
use of preventive diplomacy in the ma n -
agement, contention and resolution of
conflicts and encourage greater par ti ci -
pation of multilateral mechanisms to
achieve disarmament, including nu clear
disarmament and the control of all types
of weapons (769). To carry out all these
proposals a very intense dialogue with
the U.S. government will be needed.
With regard to migratory policy, the

Alliance for Mexico thinks it is impor-
tant to propose to the United States:

a) signing a migratory agreement that
recognizes the value of Mexican mi -
grants’s work for the U.S. economy
and seeks to regularize their migra-
tory status with full respect for their
labor rights (752);

b) that migration be mutually benefi-
cial for Mexico and the United States,
with absolute respect for Mexican
migrants’ human rights (743);

c) strengthening the legal and institu-
tional framework for combatting the
traffic in persons and promoting ac -
cords around this issue with the
United States (753); and demand that
the United States’ actions obey the
law, international law and respect
the human rights of our countrymen
and women who try to cross our
northern border (779).

Outstanding among the institutio n -
al actions that Mexico must take re -
garding migrants are:

a) increasing resources and capabilities
of Mexican consulates in the United
States so they can offer better ser-
vice to our compatriots and defend
their rights (748);

b) developing government strategies
that can serve Mexican migrants

POLITICS
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abroad in a coordinated, comprehen -
sive way (742);

c) furthering the coordination of mi -
gration-related activities by Mex  ico’s
border states in order to create a
mechanism for dialogue with U.S.
border states (751); 

d) championing an active policy to sup -
port those Mexicans who want to
repatriate (749); and

e) improving the system for sending
and receiving remittances, promot-
ing ways to re duce transfer costs
(745). How ever, Madrazo makes no
proposal to eliminate the causes of
Mexican migration to the United
States.

The Alliance for Mexico’s platform
summarizes the issue of national se -
curity in the following points:

a) designing a broader national secu-
rity and defense agenda as the basis
for international cooperation and the
exchange of strategic information
with intelligence services, particu-
larly those of NAFTA (783);

b) fulfilling security responsibilities ac -
cording to existing bilateral border
agreements (777);

c) considering drug trafficking, orga-
nized crime, terrorism, money laun-
dering and human rights violations
the main threats to national securi-
ty (778); and

d) guaranteeing the security of strate-
gic facilities throughout our nation-
al territory. To that end, the security
agenda must include information
about the facilities that could be a
target for attack (784); the alliance
also proposes professionalizing intel -
ligence services and involving per-
sonnel designated for this task solely
in national security activities (786).

In summary, Roberto Madrazo’s
position on institutional relations with
the United States focuses on border
development, multilateral and inter-
national policy, migration and nation-
al security.

ANDRÉS MANUEL LÓPEZ OBRADOR
(ALLIANCE FOR THE WELFARE OF ALL)

The foreign policy position of the PRD-
PT-Convergence coalition, the Al li ance
for the Welfare of All, is found in sec-
tion six of its electoral platform entitled
“Globality, Regional Blocs and Our Na -
tional Project.”4 According to Andrés
Manuel López Obrador, global inter-
dependence is the driving force behind
international relations and Mex ico must
counter the negative effects of the glob -
al economy like increasing ineq uality

among regions and countries, the des -
truction of the environment and pre-
vailing speculation by financial capital.
In this sense, globalization should not
limit national sovereignty and, as a
result, Mexico’s foreign policy should
promote and support multilateral ini-
tiatives for peace, democracy, the res -
pect for human rights and equitable,
inclusive, sustainable development.
As a result, foreign policy vis-à-vis

the United States centers on five points:
1) a state policy; 2) the economy 3) mi -
gration; 4) security; and 5) multilater-
al and international policy. The first
item means practicing an authentic
state foreign policy involving the three
branches of government with clear
aims, redefining their jurisdictions and
introducing new mechanisms like the
ratification of the Minister of Foreign
Relations by Congress or the creation
of the Nati o nal Foreign Policy Council
(proposal 305). López Obra dor also
proposes that foreign economic policy
should further the strategy of sustain-
able and socially inclusionary and equi -
table development (282).
The Alliance for the Welfare of All

thinks linking our country to the U.S.
economy has shown its limitations as
a solution to economic stagnation and
that therefore Mexico should make a
priority of its relations with Latin Ame  r -
ica and seek a mature, respectful,
equi  table relationship with the United
States based on preparing a common
agenda that neither confronts the two
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governments nor implies subordinat-
ing one to the other. The idea is a pol-
icy of regional co-responsibility em pha -
 sizing economic re-ordering. The main
proposals in this sense are:

a) evaluating the existing free trade
agreements in light of the principles
of equitable economic conditions, the
creation of compensatory funds,
the free circulation of labor and job
pro tection (280);

b) reviewing NAFTA’s agricultural chap -
ter and implementing programs to
deal with problems in the country-
side and to encourage regional devel-
opment (294); and

c) broadening out the activities of the
Bank of North America in order to
provide the compensatory funds
need ed by the regions of the coun-
try affected by NAFTA (295).

With regard to migration, López
Obra dor deems it important to:

a) design an accord with the United
States that recognizes the pos itive
as pects of migration, promot ing am -
nesty, legalization and documen ta tion
of all Mexican immigrants (296);

b) put an end to abuses of Mexican mi -
grants by U.S. authorities; and

c) demand an end to border surveil-
lance by private citizens (297).

The platform also establishes res -
 ponsibilities toward Mexicans abroad,
most of whom live in the United States.
It proposes creating a law to protect
migrants (308); promoting representa-
tion of Mexican migrants in Mexi co’s
Congress (309); designing a schol ar -
ship program for the children of mi -
grants in order to enroll them in Mex -
ico’s higher education system (311);

and encouraging small and medium-
sized Mexican-Amer ican businessper-
sons and establishing trans-border pro -
fessional associations (312).
Regarding security, the Alliance for

the Welfare of All underlines the im -
por tance of reformulating the Secur ity
and Prosperity Partnership of North
Ame  rica in terms of the defense and
sovereignty of the interests of the Mex -
 ican state and of guaranteeing the non-
subordination of Mexican security pol-
icy to that of the United States (298).
With regard to multilateral and in -

t ernational policy, Andrés Manuel Ló -
pez Obrador proposes developing a
foreign policy consistent with nation-
al needs and fostering the multilateral
solution of international problems like
the arms race, organized crime, drug traf -
ficking, terrorism, the conservation of
the environment, pandemics and migra -
tion (304); rejecting any military inter-
vention outside UN norms (275); fur-
thering a comprehensive reform of the
United Nations system and that of mul -
tilateral economic bodies like the In ter -
national Monetary Fund, the World
Bank and the World Trade Orga niza -
tion. He also says that the Economic
and Social Council should become an
Economic Security Council in charge
of comprehensively coordinating its
agencies’ work. In addi tion, he propos-
es strengthening the International Cri m -
inal Court (276). López Obrador also
underlines the need to regulate inter-
national capital flows through a tax on

financial activity and the importance
of establishing international trade rules
to compensate for the differences among
nations (279).

FINAL COMMENTS

Clearly, bilateral relations with the
United States is a central issue for all
three candidates. However, the three
both agree and disagree about propo -
sals about how to deal with this rela-
tionship for the next six years. Seen as
a whole, we can say that the issues on
the traditional bilateral agenda are in -
cluded in their electoral platforms,
although each candidate deals with
each one differently. Ge nerally speak-
ing, the three candidates fundamen-
tally agree on their perception that for -
eign policy should serve to develop our
country to the benefit of our population.
This would imply changing certain
practices that would not necessarily
lead to a clash with Washington.
Undoubtedly, the central agreement

is on migration, security and multilat-
eral and international policies. In that
sense, the three candidates propose a
migratory accord between the two coun -
tries based on bilateral co-res ponsi bi -
lity (shared benefits) that would allow
for regularizing the status of undocu-
mented mi grants in the United States.
Border security and security linked

to prosperity are also points of agree-
ment. The intensive use of multilateral

11

The three candidates propose a migratory accord 
between the two coun tries based on bilateral co-res ponsi bi lity 
(shared benefits) that would allow for regularizing the status 

of undocumented mi grants in the United States.
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bodies to resolve conflicts and the de -
mocratization of international bodies is
also a common concern that could lead
to differences with the United States.
From the point of view of continuity

or change in relations with the United
States, neither Felipe Cal derón nor Ro -
 berto Madrazo bet on radical change.
However, Andrés Manuel López Obra   -
dor’s foreign policy proposals linked to
economic and social issues differ sub-
stantially from those of the other two
candidates, constituting a revision of
the current model of economic devel-
opment that has operated in Mexico
and the rest of Latin America in recent

years fostered by the United States.
This would imply, in principle, a rela-
tionship that inclu ded more dialogue,
though not necessarily greater under-
standing. López Obra dor will have to
have a very clear strategy to dialogue
with Washington and at the same time
defend his platform proposals and, even -
 tually, his government program, but
also to not underestimate relations with
the most important trade partner for
our country and the world. If this is not
properly taken into account, he would
run the risk of a dialogue with the
United States that does not correspond
to the country’s needs.

NOTES
1 According to Article 176 of the Federal Code
of Electoral Institutions and Processes (Cofi -
pe), political parties and their candidates must
register their electoral platforms, which, if they
win, will be the basis for their government
program.

2 The PAN’s electoral platform contains 412 pro -
p osals. Numbers 384 to 412 are those related
to foreign policy. The platform can be con-
sulted at http://www.pan.org.mx/?P=43

3 The Alliance for Mexico’s electoral platform
is made up of 944 proposals; foreign relations
issues are dealt with from points 723 to 787.
The platform can be consulted at <http:/www.
pri.org.mx/estadetulado/Alianza/documen-
tos/alianzapormexico_plataforma2006.pdf>

4 The Alliance for the Welfare of All electoral
platform contains 312 proposals; proposals
275 to 312 refer to foreign policy. The plat-
form can be found at <http://www.prd.org.
mx/docs/PLAT_ELECTORAL_PBT.pdf>
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A
few months before the election of Mex -
 ico’s next president, voters’ eyes are
trained on the race to Los Pinos. How -

ever, the experience of recent years tells us that
it is not who wins the presidency that will define
the future of the next administration, but, in
any case, the way in which the new head of the
executive builds his relationship with Congress.
For the last nine years, the country has

lived with having a president without a major-
ity in Congress. First with Ernesto Zedillo and
later with Vicente Fox, a divided government
has earned its citizenship papers in Mexico.
And, although in and of itself, it should not be
a problem, the fact is that with the passage of
time, the relationship between the executive

and the legislature has become the main obsta-
cle to governability.
As if that were not enough, the most recent

opinion polls reveal a very complex scenario for
the future president given the prospect, once
again, of a Congress in which no party will have
a majority in the Chamber of Deputies, aggra-
vated by each of the three main political forces
having equal-sized caucuses (see table).
Under these conditions, the order of the ba -

sic questions that voters have to ask themselves
about the presidential candidates from now until
July has to be reversed. Instead of asking our-
selves who will win the presidential election, we
must ask who can govern with the most divided
Congress in recent history.
Instead of asking the candidates about their

programs, we should ask which party or par-
ties the winner will have to negotiate with and
what changes that would mean for their gov-

13
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ernment project. Instead of wondering
whether they intend to fulfill their cam -
paign promises, we have to begin to ask
ourselves if they will be able to. And,
lastly, we should ask ourselves where
the necessary negotiating spirit is going
to come from among the political forces,
because the evidence indica tes that up
until now it has only ra rely existed.

THE REFORMS THAT NEVER CAME

The stature of a government is not mea-
sured by its intentions, but by the effec-
tiveness of its actions. This is a maxim as
old as the craft of politics itself, and also
the corollary of the term that is coming
to an end: a government confused about
its objectives and the instruments need-
ed to achieve them, a handful of good
intentions with no de facto possibilities.
The story of President Vicente Fox’s

administration would be different if
from the beginning he had been aware
of the significance of governing with a
congressional minority. We know that a
large part of the plans and projects of
the so-called “government of change”
was tied to forging a stable majority
coalition in Congress.
The options were on the table from

the beginning: either you renounced
puritanism, those foundational aspi-
rations, and sought a major alliance
with the reformist wing of the Institu -
tional Revolutionary Party (PRI) —that
same group that Fox’s forces had de -
feated at the ballot box but that had
worked for the previous two terms on
economic reforms— or you threw every -
 thing into destroying what remained of
the old regime, including the PRI itself.
What happened was neither one

nor the other. At the end of the term,
the president neither forged an alliance

nor has he been able to pass the legis la -
tive reforms in fiscal, energy and labor
matters that he wanted. His party did
not advance one centimeter in Con g ress
or in the different states, and in the cur -
rent race for Los Pinos, the Na tional
Action Party (PAN) is lagging behind.

NO NEGOTIATOR IN SIGHT

Up until now, Andrés Manuel López
Obrador (AMLO) is the most serious
hopeful in the presidential race. All
the polls consistently put him at least
10 points ahead of his closest adver-
sary; but in legislative terms, López
Obra dor could be a weaker president
than Vicente Fox.
The first reason is that his party

would only get 26 percent of the seats
in Congress, while the remainder of
the ones won by the coalition support-
ing his candidacy would be distrib uted
between the Labor Party (PT) and Con -
vergence.

The second reason is that the ex -
perience of Mexico City’s Legis lative
Assembly does not speak highly of
AMLO because during the second half
of his term as mayor, he and his Party of
the Democratic Re vo lution (PRD), mak-
ing legitimate use of their majority,
steamrollered the PAN, PRI and Green
Party of Mexico (PVEM) caucuses on
innumerable occa sions. That was the
only way they could get their most em -
blematic programs passed.
López Obrador, in contrast with

Vicente Fox, probably knows how to
negotiate with Congress and has bet-
ter political operatives. But we should
not forget that any negotiation is based
on strength; that is, you can only ne -
gotiate as well as your weight allows.
López Obrador would be dealing with
a Congress where he had a minority,
with only six governors out of 32 from
his party, and only 13 percent of the
country’s city halls in hands of the PRD.
In the case of the PAN and the PRI,

things are even more complicated.

López Obrador is not worried 
that though the polls put him ahead in the presidential 

race, his party is lagging behind. He is calculating 
that once in office, the members of the PRI in Con gress 

will be malleable.

POLLING RESULTS
(PERCENTAGE)

PARTY FOR PRESIDENT FOR THE CHAMBER
OF DEPUTIES

PAN 30.6 32.5
PRI 28.8 37.0
PRD 37.5 29.0
Other 3.1 1.5

Source: Consulta Mitofsky National Poll, March 2006.



For Felipe Calderón and the PAN, the
most obvious problem is their already
proven inability to build alliances in
Congress.
Clearly, if the PAN won the presi-

dency, it would once again have to seek
a negotiation with the PRI because the
liberal agenda Felipe Calderón has
under his arm has no place in the PRD.
But the future of that project is sub-
ject to several conditions.
The first is that Calderón Hi no josa

would not have the very high popular
support Vicente Fox started out his
ad ministration with because his elec-
tion would not be a novelty, or alterna-
tion in office or end the old regime. As
the scenario is unfolding, Felipe Cal -
de rón would also not have an easy win
like the current president did, much less

Fox’s charisma that has helped him
weath er constant mistakes.
We should also not forget that Fe -

lipe Calderón was a central actor in Vi -
cente Fox’s first legislative defeats. As
leader of the PAN congressional caucus,
he did not wish to, or could not, make
sure some of the president’s bills got
passed, bills that despite re sistances,
never faced a legislature as hostile as
this one. It was in this first period of the
term when conditions existed to further
these reforms; in the second half, they
just stagnated.
The PRI and its candidate have few

options. Stuck in third place in the polls,
they are facing a scenario in which the
PRI would have the smallest congres-
sional caucus in its entire history. PRI
members are used to ne gotiating from

strength in their own interests, but with -
out that, negotiation is impossible.
If they once again lose the presi-

dency, as political animals used to power,
it will be very difficult for PRI members
to adapt to the new conditions. If they
have sur vived Vicente Fox it has been
more be cause of his mistakes than their
successes.
Scattered, anxious about their fu -

ture and facing an open door, they will
seek refuge in the PRD. That is perhaps
the reason why López Obrador is not
worried about the fact that though the
polls give him 39 percent of voter’s sup -
 port, their forecasts only give his party
26 percent of the seats. He is calculating
that once in office, PRI congress persons
will be mal leable, willing to be con vinced
and susceptible to pressure.
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I
n July 2005, issue 149 of the magazine
Voz y Voto (The Right to Speak and Vote)
published the first version of the prospec-

tive model for Mexico’s 2006 presidential elec-
tions it has been developing for several years
with the Center for Studies for an Alternative
National Project. It dealt with the trends de -
ri ved from each party’s vote counts from 1994

to 2003 and the surveys produced by the main
polling firms and the media.
The second exercise, published in this arti -

cle, incorporates local elections from 1994 to 2005
and polling data up until the December 2005
to January 2006 Christmas “truce of silen ce”,
when the three largest parties’ presidential can -
didates had already been nominated. In con-
trast with the first exercise, we now incorporate
factors that seek to reflect each presi dential
candidate’s possible impact on overall party
trends and one other important element: the

Mexico 2006
Scenarios of Competition1

Jorge Alcocer V.*
Armando Robinson Álamo**

* Editor-in-Chief of Voz y Voto magazine.
** Researcher at the Center for Studies for an Alter -
native National Project (CEPNA).
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two electoral coalitions approved by
the Fe deral Electoral Institute. In this
sense, the prospects for Party of the
Democratic Revo lu tion (PRD) pres iden -
tial candidate Andrés Ma nuel Ló pez
Obrador were calculated on the basis of
the historic voting re cord of the parties
that form the “Alliance for the Welfare
of All” coalition (the PRD, the Workers
Party [PT] and Con ver gence); the same
procedure was followed for the “Alliance
for Mexico” coalition, made up of the
Institu tio nal Revo lutionary Party (PRI)
and the Green Ecologist Party of Mex -
ico (PVEM).
In the last two presidential elec-

tions (1994 and 2000) increased party
competition during the campaigns did
not change opinions about who the pro b -
 able winner would be.2 But, in the
current campaign, which will end with
the balloting on July 2 this year, it has
become commonplace to say, with no
proof whatsoever, that any of the three
main candidates could win the pres -
idency for the term beginning De cem -
ber 1, 2006 and ending Novem ber 30,
2012. This idea is accompanied by a
prediction that the electorate will di -
vide into three practically equal parts.
“Whoever wins the 2006 presidential
elections,” say the futurologists, “will
win by a maximum of one percent.” If,
as is also anticipated, at least 50 per-
cent of the 35 million registered vot-
ers go to the polls, one percent would
mean a win by 350,000 votes.3

These kinds of predictions and fig -
ures have been the basis for construct-
ing catastrophic scenarios for Mexico,
including possible conflicts after the
elections in which one or more of the
de feated candidates could refuse to re c -
ognize the victor.
In this article, we intend to pre-

sent empirical evidence that points to

other, less extreme scenarios without
arguing that the conflict could not arise
because the possibility of its occur-
ring and its intensity is inversely pro-
portional to the size of the difference
between the first and second places
in the balloting.
Our central hypothesis is that noth -

ing indicates that the most probable
outcome of the next presidential elec-
tions is the vote being equally divided
among the three main contenders.

THE PARTY SYSTEM

The current party system is made up
of eight national organizations regis-
tered with the electoral authorities.4

By law, only national political parties
can register candidates for federal elec -
tion. There is no place, therefore, for
independent candidates or for other
non-registered organizations to run can -
 didates.
However, under federal law, two

national electoral coalitions have been
registered that have fielded common
candidates for all elected posts.5 There
are five presidential hopefuls for 2006,
then: Roberto Ma drazo Pin ta do for the
coalition “Alliance for Me xico”; Andrés
Manuel López Obrador for the “Alliance
for the Welfare of All”; and the three
candidates for the parties with no coa -
lition, Felipe Cal de rón Hinojosa for

the PAN, Patri cia Mercado for Alter -
native and Rober to Campa for New
Alliance. 
This means that there are three

central contenders and two marginal
ones (those fielded by the two newly
registered parties, whose main chal-
lenge is to get enough votes to main-
tain their registration and rights, at
least two percent of the national vote
each). Based on prior federal election
results, we can predict that together,
the two newly registered parties will
get between three and four percent of
the vote. Therefore, between 96 and 97
percent of the votes will be distrib-
uted among the main contenders.
If we pay heed to popular thinking,

divvying up the vote into three nearly
equal parts would mean that the win-
ner would get 33 percent of the votes,
the runner-up, 32 percent and the can -
didate to come in third, 31 percent.
Many more combinations could be
used, but let us use this one, which
illustrates the consequences of there
being a one-point difference between
each contender.
At the time this article was writ-

ten, no poll in Mexico predicted this.
But the most important fact is that
there is no prior empirical evidence to
back up this hypothetical result. That
is, we have no proof that the electo rate
would behave dividing its votes in three
almost equal parts. What is more, we

Our central hypothesis is that 
nothing indicates that the most probable outcome 

of the next presidential elections is the vote being equally 
divided among the three main contenders.
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do not even know of a case in which
the winner and the runner-up in a pres-
idential election had almost equal vote
counts.
What the historical data from the

1988, 1994 and 2000 presidential elec -
tions show is a distribution of votes
between the two main contenders with
a significant advantage for the victor,
leaving the party in third place with a
high vote count, but not nearly as much
as the first and second places.6 The
results of the 1991, 1997 and 2003
mid-term elections confirm this trend.7

In addition, the vote distribution in
the many gubernatorial elections held
during this period confirms the model
of competition be tween two parties,
with a third left far behind. In several
cases of hotly contested state elec-
tions, the difference between the win-
ner and the runner-up was minimal
(Tabasco, Colima, Veracruz, Sinaloa,
Tlaxcala, Zacate cas, Sonora and Mex -
ico City’s Federal District).
All this makes it possible to put

forward the following three facts: 

1. The system of competition, which
seems to be multi-party, is in reali-
ty bi-polar, with a third party left
way behind and two or more small,
marginal parties. This is the case both
on a national and a state level.

2. The PRI continues to be the only party
with a national presence. Although
the PAN has grown significantly in
recent years, it continues to get very
few votes in several states of Mex -
ico’s South-southwest.

3. From its foundation in 1990 until
2003, the PRD has never gotten more
than 25 percent of the national vote
in federal elections, and its strength
is concentrated in only a few states
(Mexico City, Mi choa cán, Zaca te -

cas, Baja Cali fornia Sur and Gue -
rrero). Its electoral weakness in cen -
tral, northern and Pacific-north states
is a constant.

In the Voz y Voto issue mentioned
at the beginning of this article, we of -
fered scenarios designed on the basis
of the highest percentages achieved by
each of the three large parties in fe deral
and state elections between 1994 and
2003. What we obtained was reveal-
ing, although contrary to widespread,
prevalent public opinion in Mexico: if
in 2006, the PRD and its pre sidential
candidate, Andrés Manuel López Obra -
dor, repeated the party’s best historic
vote count state by state, they would
come in in third place on July 2. A
later study by the Consulta Mitofsky
polling firm came up with the same
results.8

Naturally, it is possible that López
Obrador’s popularity, which has shown
up in the polls for months now, will
make it possible to turn around the
decision of more than six million citi-
zens who have never voted for the PRD,
to the point of giving him 33 percent
or more of the national vote. The fact
that Vicente Fox achieved this turn-
around in 2000 argues in favor of this
scenario: if it happened once, it can
happen again.
In 2000, when Fox (the PAN-PVEM

candidate) won the presidency, his

party, the PAN, had already approached
10 million votes in the previous pres-
idential election. It also sat in the go v -
ernor’s seat in seven states nation-
wide and held more than half the city
halls of the country’s most populated
munic ipalities. In contrast, in 2006, the
PRD has gotten less than 15 percent of
the vote in more than two-thirds of the
states, including some of the most mo d -
ern, populated ones like Nuevo León,
Coahuila, Chihuahua, Baja Cali for -
nia, Sonora, Sinaloa, Ja lis co, Puebla
and Guanajuato. In the state with the
largest number of registered voters,
the State of Mexico, in the 2005 local
elections, the PRD came in a distant
third. In the 2000 presidential elec-
tions, the PRD candidate, supported by
other smaller parties, received a little
over six million votes.
In summary, without totally dis-

carding a possible turn-around in pre -
ferences and voting by millions of
Mex icans, we want to warn about the
strength of prior trends which, with-
out being inescapable, do seem a sign
indicating what could happen in Mex -
ico on July 2, 2006.

SCENARIOS

In 1991 we published the first results of
our prospective model which, with the
passage of time and the very di ver se

The system of competition, which seems 
to be multi-party, is in reality bi-polar, with a third party left way 

behind and two or more small, marginal parties. This is 
the case both on a national and a state level.
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changes that have come about since
then, has been strengthened and per-
fected.9 Thanks to advances in de mo c -
racy that make reliable results possi-
ble, to generalized use and the spread
of polling and to advances in technol-
ogy, we now are able to create numer-
ical si mulations of the results of prac-
tically any federal or state election in
Mexico.
The model’s methodological bases

can be consulted in issue 149 of the
magazine Voz y Voto. We would only like
to state that for the following scenar-
ios, we have considered previous fed-
eral and state election results as a first
factor of importance, so that the dom-
inant element in this exercise is vot-
ers’ inertia. National polls about vot-
ers’ intentions for 2006 carried out or
published by Mexico’s most prestigious
companies and media are part of the
data incorporated into the model. To
consider the effect of having created
the two coalitions, we added togeth er
the historic results of the PRI and the
PVEM, and those of the PRD with those
of the PT and Conver gence. We have
also factored in “subjective” issues that,
though supported by prior results, are
very optimistic: we are supposing that
both the PAN and the PRD would have
a very high possibility of repeating in
July 2006 their best historic percent-
age from the years 1994 to 2003 and
that, in addition, in some states, the
PRD would enjoy a plus derived from
its presidential candidate’s charisma.
Let us examine the model’s results,

starting with the most favorable for
the “Alliance for the Welfare of All,”
made up of the PRD, PT and Conver -
gence, headed up by López Obrador.
It is clear that, even supposing that

this coalition maximizes its results state
by state and granting it its additional

advantage be cause of its candidate’s
popularity in states like Mexico, Gue -
rrero, Tlax cala, Tabasco and Yucatán,
the highest pro bable vote count would
be 33.2 percent, with its lowest at
31.4 percent and the intermediate esti-
mation at 32.3 percent. But even in the
most favorable scenario for the PRD,
these numbers are lower than what the
PRI would get. Even if the PRD regis-
tered the highest possible number of
votes, it would be lower than the PRI’s
lowest projected vote count of 35.8
percent. This means that if the iner -
tia of the past predominates, the PRD
would come in second, pushing the PAN
into third place. It should be pointed
out that in this scenario, the difference
between the winner and the runner-
up might be minimal, opening the door
to a pos sible post-electoral conflict.
In the second scenario, we have

eliminated the subjective factors favo r -
able to the PRD, maintaining only its
current trend. The other difference is
that in this second scenario, using only
the trend of inertia, we suppose that
it was the PAN and its candidate that
achieved their best results, leaving out
of the equation the coalition with the
PVEM for the elections be tween 1993
and 2003. We also suppose that the
PRI will perform exactly as its inertia
indicates.
In this scenario, the possibility of

a win for Felipe Calderón and the PAN

is established in a single hypothesis:
the PAN would get its maximum num-
ber of votes (38.3 percent) and the PRI
would get its minimum (38 percent),
with a bare 0.3 percent difference.
However, if the PAN and the PRI both
got their minimum number of votes
(36.1 percent and 38 percent respec-
tively), the PRI would come out the
winner. The PRD would break the 20-
percent barrier, but even if it did its
absolute best (22.7 percent), it would
still be 10 percentage points below the
PAN or the PRI, whichever of the two
secured the victory.
In the third scenario, we have given

the PRI the advantage, supposing that,
in alliance with the Greens, in 2006 it
will be able to achieve the best cumu-
lative result reached in the last two
federal elections.
In this scenario, the PRI would win

by a comfortable margin, beating the
PAN in any of the possible combina-
tions. As is clear, if the PRI achieved
its maximum result of 40.8 percent and
the PAN ended up with 33.6 percent,
its minimum, there would be a seven-
point difference. In the inverse situa-
tion, if the PRI got its minimum and
the PAN its maximum, the PRI would
still have a four-point advantage over
the PAN. The PRD vote would be be -
tween 23 and 25 percent, confirming
the positive effect of its presidential
candidate on its vote count.

Despite its defeat in the 2000 presidential elections, 
the PRI has consistently been the party with 

the highest vote in state elections since then and 
in the 2003 mid-term elections. 
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CONCLUSIONS

In our first scenario, inertia seems to
predominate over charisma and sub-
jectivity. Even if López Obrador and
the “Alliance for the Welfare of All”
are given the plus that the polls for
the last year gives them, they would
come in second, with the PRI coming
out on top, although possibly in a close
race. The PAN would pay the price of
the polarization between its rivals and
would come in third.
In the second scenario, the PAN

would maximize its possibilities of en -
ter ing into frank competition with the
“Alliance for Mexico” coalition, which
includes its erstwhile ally, now a com-
petitor, the PVEM, calculated to have
contributed four percentage points to
Fox’s vote count in the 2000 presiden -
tial elections. The PRD would come in
third, several points behind the win-
ner and runner-up.
In the third scenario, the PRI would

capitalize on its recent electoral his-
tory and its alliance with the PVEM,
coming out the winner by a consider-
able margin. In this case, competition
for second place would be heavy,
although the model indicates that the
PRI’s strength would have more dam-
aging collateral effects for the PRD than
for the PAN, explained by the exis tence
of an important segment of voters
whose preferences in clude either of

these two parties. In other words, the
PRI and the PRD are fervently compet-
ing for a group of voters whose first
choice is their rejection of the PAN.
We would like to re-emphasize our

initial warning: the scenarios present-
ed here are only statistical prospective
exercises. They are not predictions,
much less auguries or pro phesies. The
strength of the PRI in the three sce-
narios can be explained by the impor-
tance in the model of each party’s vote
counts in the recent past. It should be
remembered that despite its defeat in
the 2000 presidential elections, the PRI
has consistently been the party with
the highest vote in state elections since
then and in the 2003 mid-term elec-
tions. For the same reason, the PAN and
the PRD, even with the optimistic sup-
positions we have incorporated to arrive
at their best scenarios, are negatively
affected by their specific recent elec-
toral histories.
The PAN is hard hit by its poor re -

sults in several states in Mexico’s South-
Southeast, like Oaxaca, Gue rre ro and
Tabasco. During the five years it has
occupied the presidency, it has seen a
lower than 10-percent vote count in
several states, which has not happened
to the PRI as an opposition party.
The PRD is limited by the inertia

of its structural weakness in almost
all of the North and in a good part of
Central Mexico. It seems only re mo te -

ly possible that it go from under 10
percent of the vote in states like Nue -
vo León and Coahuila, Baja Cali fornia
and Guanajuato to break the 30-per-
cent barrier. If we add that in 15 of the
32 states in 2003, the PRD got less than
15 percent of the vote, the difficulties
it faces in aspiring to win the July 2006
presidential elections, even with a coa li -
tion, become understandable.
Heavy electoral competition seems

unavoidable, with three parties occu-
pying center stage and capturing most
of the votes, barely leaving open the
possibility for the two new parties that
will have to compete alone. But tri-
partisan competition does not me cha n -
ically lead to divvying up the vote
equally three ways with only a mini-
mum lead for the winner. Only in the
scenario in which the PRD and the PAN
do their best is this likely, but in both
cases with the PRI as the competing
party.
Finally, it should be pointed out

that given these suppositions and con -
siderations, in no case does the PRI
come in third, and therefore, no sce-
nario makes the most heated compe-
tition between the PAN and the PRD.
The prospective model confirms

the possibility of a change in the pre-
vious trends that had been traced in
the months before the 2006 electoral
process began. While Andrés Manuel
López Obrador invigorates the PRD’s
ability to compete and Felipe Calde -
rón’s candidacy has given the PAN’s ex -
pec tations new life, the PRI’s strength
is almost exclusively based on its na -
tional presence, its more than tempered
structure and its electoral recovery
since 2001.
The aforementioned trends and sce -

narios are not immutable; as the com-
petition advances and the campaigns

It is possible that López Obrador’s popularity 
will make it possible to turn around 

the decision of more than six million citizens who 
have never voted for the PRD. 
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unfold, future polls will reveal the va ria -
tions in voters’ preferences.

NOTES

1 With slight style changes, this article was
published in the February 2006 issue of the
Mexico City-based magazine Voz y Voto (The
Right to Speak and Vote).

2 In 1994, the PRI maintained its advantage in
the presidential election during the entire
campaign, while in 2000, even though polling
gave the advantage to Vicente Fox from the
National Action Party (PAN), most believed that
the winner would be the PRI candidate. 

3 In 1994, the PRI candidate beat his closest
competitor by more than seven million votes.

In 2000, Vicente Fox beat the PRI candidate
by more than 2.4 million votes and the PRD
candidate by more than 9 million votes.

4 The PAN, PRI, PRD, PVEM, PT, Convergence,
Social Democratic and Peasant Alternative
and New Alliance. The last two were official-
ly registered in 2005 and electoral legislation
forbids them from making alliances.

5 The PRI and the PVEM and the PRD with the PT
and Convergence, which, in addition to a
presidential hopeful, must field common can -
didates for deputies and senators.

6 In 1988, even given all the reservations peo-
ple have about official figures, the real com-
petition was between the PRI and the multi-
party coalition that backed Cuauhtémoc
Cár denas, leaving the PAN and its presidential
candidate in third place. In 1994 and 2000,

the PRD ended up in third place with Cár -
denas again as candidate.

7 In 1997 the PRD and the PAN received practi-
cally the same number of votes and the PRI
emerged the victor. In 2000 and 2003, in the
elections for federal deputies, the PRI contin-
ued in first place, followed by the PAN, with
the PRD coming in third. In 2000, the PAN
beat the PRI in the presidential elections, but
not in the balloting for deputies and senators,
which only reinforces the expectation that in
2006 none of the parties will achieve an
absolute majority in Congress.

8 ”Votos duros y potenciales, rumbo al 2006” at
www.consulta.com, Consulta Mitofsky’s website.

9 The first exercise of the prospective model for
electoral results for a federal election, with
the same methodological framework as we
have produced today, was published in Mex -
ico City’s Nexos magazine in August 1991.

METHODOLOGY

When voters deposit their ballots in the ballot box, they are supporting a candidate. Pollsters and electoral ana-
lysts aspire to knowing as precisely as possible how voters intend to vote before the election. Given the practi-
cal impossibility of actually knowing what those intentions are, it is increasingly important to design electoral
models that, although they simplify real processes, reflect the essential aspects of voters’ behavior and thus
explain rationally and methodically the possible way the vote will go in the immediate future.

The numerical simulation model used in this analysis is based on the historic information available about
federal and state electoral results and voters’ intentions and their acceptance or rejection of candidates shown
more recently by polling. This makes it possible to construct a probabilistic distribution function, with its mean
value and standard deviation for each party, defined as a set of voters who vote for a specific political party,
according to the desired level of aggregation, by municipality, district, state or nationwide, thus defining what we
will call the “elector” of the process.

The next step is to hold a virtual election. To do this, through a numerical simulation method, each “elec-
tor” decides randomly, but within the range of possibilities that defines the mathematical function that identifies
him/her, whom he/she will vote for. By adding up all the votes, we obtain the result of this virtual election. That
is the first step, although it is insufficient.

By design and for statistical purposes, we must generate not a value, but a new distribution function capa-
ble of defining the most probable scenario for the election under examination. This means that it is inevitable
that we carry out as many virtual elections as necessary to achieve statistical validity. The final result is not a sin-
gle value, but a set of intervals of values defined by the statistical margin of error, among which the most prob-
able is picked, that is, the one in which the results of each of the virtual elections has occurred most frequent-
ly. The scenarios laid out are constructed using these most probable intervals that result from the hypotheses
considered at the beginning of the analysis. 
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S
ide by side, Mexico and the United States
are X-raying the heart of their political
systems, the former through presidential

elections, and the latter through renewal of the
Supreme Court. They are re defining political
authority in each case. The health of each affects
the other. 

It is easy to make the mistake of drawing pa r -
allels between the presidencies of the two coun -
tries. Indeed, Mexico and the U.S. have the
same skeletal structure —executive, legislature,
judiciary— less by chance, or even shared cause,

than as a now historic curiosity: the anti-monar-
chic political elite in nineteenth-century Mex ico
was inspired by the liberal democratic republic,
as a sort of “American” (writ-large) initiative. Na t -
urally, the Mexican model was more presiden-
tialist, or French (even when emerging from
French domination) while the U.S. model —for
all the francophilia of the founders— was cut
on an English pattern: a traditional but indepen -
dent justice system being the best prophylactic
for kingly overreach. 

Jumping to 2006, the U.S. Supreme Court
and the Mexican presidency are the institutions
in which political authority arguably centers.
Normally, the importance of the courts in U.S.
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politics goes unnoticed because of the
attention paid to the country’s elec-
toral contests. But the comparison is
unique ly perceptible, though as fleet-
ing as a comet, be cause of the present
convergence of the Mex ican political
scene, revved up around the July pre s -
idential election, and the U.S. polit-
ical debate focused on the water shed
shift in the Supreme Court due to two
new appoint ments. 

The X-ray of authority has to see
through power. Power, in either of its
forms —a whip or a gift— is basically
material and works by way of a mechan-
ical kind of cause and effect. Political
authority, like gravity, is as hard to see
as it is easy to feel. Autho rity is the
polit ical force which convinces others
based on principles, their just applica-
tion and their interpretation via leader-
ship. Authority and power finally rely
on each other, and the whole endeavor
of politics is to combine the two —author -
itative power/ powerful authority— like
fizzy-water in danger of going flat.

Authority necessarily comes with a
pedigree, always referring back to its ori -
gins, which are mythical to some degree.
All societies depend on origin-myths
and the two countries at hand share
very dissimilar revolutions as authori-
tative beginnings of the respective Mex -
ican and U.S. republics. The spirit of the
U.S. revolution —more distant— is
alive in the Constitution of 1791. In
U.S. culture, it is only slightly less
sacred than the Ten Com mand ments
and more than a little related. 

The U.S. Constitution, of course,
establishes the Supreme Court as the
fi  nal arbiter of legality, sufficiently
grand for at least one president, Will -
iam Howard Taft, to have left the White
House at the foot of Capitol Hill and
climbed to a place on the bench of the

Supreme Court, located on the top of
the Hill. The synecdochic terminolo-
gy in U.S. parlance speaks for itself:
those who belong to the highest court
no longer receive the title of “judge”,
but “justice” itself. Supreme Court jus -
tices come closest to wearing the man-
tle of the founders, and their charge is
to interpret the Constitution, even in
situations now unimaginable to those
founding fathers. (The complexions and
genders seen among the justices today
help maintain the author ity of the Court
far more than if they had continued to
resemble the now-interred Northern
European founding fathers.) 

Had this vision of the institution
been formed in Mexico, the justices
might have worn lively masks in the
manner of the British’s flamboyant
wigs rather than pastoral black. Indeed,
the justices’ mandate is more rabbinical
—exegetic— than priestly (exhortatory).
But in the popular mind, the function
of exculpation and punishment can
only be prophetic.       

MEXICO

Mexico’s 1917 Constitution shines, of
course, with a very different mythical
light, cast by the more recent Mexican
Revolution, with its inspired linking

of social to political justice. But even
though the Zapata-Villa popular forces
walked away from the seat of power,
thus forever constituting a certain ex -
tra-institutional autho rity, the Consti tu -
tion was a moment of conceptual inspi-
ration and consensual foundation, with
the most affirming view of social-eco-
nomic rights to this day. 

The Mexican Constitution, amended
hundreds of times by a weak legisla-
ture, has lost much of its authoritative
power; far from improving the vision of
the document, the modifications feel
more like hundreds of cuts and hun-
dreds of bandages. The Constitution’s
authority became secondary to the gov -
ernment’s managing power, first to
cement the peace after 1920, and then
to establish institutions; it was the pres-
identialist Insti tutional Revolutionary
Party (PRI) which held sway. Authority
oscillated within this dyad of president
and party in a diminishing shuffle, to
the point that Vicente Fox and the Na -
tional Action Party (PAN) could triumph
in 2000.

In contrast to the U.S., the Mex -
ican Supreme Court has never been
either roof or platform for Mexico’s
visionary leaders. The Mexican judiciary
suffers from low prestige. The political
class was more likely to train as engi-
neers, more recently as economists or
financiers, than as lawyers.

The Mexican soft —very soft—
revolution of 2000 overcame the PRI’s
authority-less authoritarianism by inau -
gurating a non-party man as president
whom even the United States could not
feel threatened by. Now that Washing -
ton and, not less importantly, Mexico’s
political class have shed their respec-
tive instinctive jitters, in 2006 the Mex -
ican people seem disposed to opt for
insisting on the creation of a social, in
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addition to liberal, democracy as the
urgent change needed. Can the elec-
toral process in today’s political context
achieve this end?  

The most important, if least con-
sidered, query is: On what authority?  

1. The Federal Electoral Institute (IFE)
was the jewel in the crown of Mex -
ico’s late twentieth-century democ-
ratization process; but it is already
losing some of its gleam. The polit -
ical parties, who name IFE mem-
bers, face their own severe crisis of
authority. Now not even all the par-
ties deign to participate, naming their
representatives. 

2. Catholic Church pronouncements,
almost quaintly, are the stuff of the
political sections of even the leftist
press, signifying more anti-clerical-
ism’s demise than religious authority;  

3. The human rights ombudsmen’s bark
belies the fact that their recommen -
dations have no teeth;

4. The non-governmental sectors
(unions, civil society, private enter -
 prise) have the authority of the weak. 

5. The current president seems to
have experimented with the alche -
my of making authority out of po p -
ularity; he lost both. 

In this set of circumstances, “pop-
ulism” is the only source of authority to
which we can resort. “We the people”
is the ultimate source of all authority.
Either a populist leader will embody
authority or the call eventually will be
heeded for a new Constitution.

THE U.S.

As it is the least powerful, so the Sup -
reme Court is the most authoritative

institution in the U.S. political system.
Its grandeur of mission is joined to its
workaday hegemony in —as everyone
knows— the “most litigious society in
the world.”

The Supreme Court —unlike the
other branches of the federal govern-
ment— is not elected by the people.
The post, for life, of a Supreme Court
justice, nominated by the president
and approved by the Senate, is based
on distilled popular wisdom. But demo -
cratic deliberation is again brought into
play: the Supreme Court is a synod of
nine, and the odd-numbered body, far

from claiming to define or discover ab -
solute truth or justice, recognizes the
importance of dissenting positions,
which are made public and form part
of the accumulating body of law under
continual precedent-sensitive review.
The public debate seeking justice, as
ordered by the Constitution, is intend-
ed to go on and on. While veiled and
recondite —as the Masonic-inspired
designerswished— the interpretation of
the law is part of the political process.

Today, the interpretation of the law
is the most effective means of influ-
encing the political process. With its
own authority now greatly flagging,
even the U.S. electoral system has had
to resort to the judiciary’s muscular

authority for validation in the last elec-
tions. Of course expediency always dic -
tates a certain collective inattention to
the fine points of electoral democracy;
that is when it enjoys sufficient author -
ity. For example, whether John Kennedy
won the presidential race of 1960 be -
cause of bigger spending, vote-rigging
in Chicago, or Democratic acumen, in
the American consciousness, he won!
By contrast, in 2000, George W. Bush’s
victory in the Elec toral College ballot
occurred in the Supr eme Court.

Naturally, there are long-term con -
sequences for the system. The boost
in authority that the Supreme Court
lent the presidency results, simulta-
neously, in the diminishing of authori-
ty of the Supreme Court. The result is
entropy of authority, and this decon-
struction of authority is greatly hastened
by an unprovoked war, and domestic
defense priorities turning civil liberties
upside down. There is a tidal change
under way in U.S. affairs around the ef -
 fort to re-authorize politics. The insti-
tutions are unlikely to fall prey to a
coup; U.S. society has shifted direc-
tion various times without that need.
Indeed, Franklin Delano Roosevelt ac -
 complished a soft revolution around
economic rights by merely packing the
Supreme Court.     

What would a Supreme Court-
authorized soft revolution look like
today? The project is, if anything, ex -
tremist, reinforcing both extremes: con -
centrate power in the pre sident/ concen -
trate power in the localities (sta tes and
municipalities). As in Mexico, the tenor
is, naturally, populist. Congress —the
net loser here— is critiqued, or “de-
authorized,” for being rife with para-
institutionalized privilege, and for
having lost touch with the people, and
their political culture —religious, enter -
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prising. The political project, especial-
ly with the country on a long-term war
footing, is best pursued through strong
leadership, not in a debating society.
That encapsulates the first ex treme,
of centralized power.

The other extreme is “anti-federal-
ist” neo-regionalism. (The sentiment,
mirrored in Mexico, curiously, is called
“federalismo.”) This movement chan-
nels sempiternal U.S. distrust and re -
sentment of big government into a
renewed confidence in not “small”, but
local government. The U.S. Civil War
is the starting place. That war defined
the primacy of the national project
over a contradictory sub-regional one,
based on the state’s transformation of
the status of male African-descendents
from being pro perty to being citizens.
(Later African-descendent and other
women were enfranchised.)  But the
political project of racial integration
only gained clout in the second half of
the twentieth century when the prin-
ciple of the autonomy of the states
failed to prevail over that of non-dis-
crimination, when the Supreme Court
used its supreme authority to set the
tone for a new national culture, spark -
ing “affirmative action” to compensate
for historic discrimination and guar-
antee living above levels of misery.
(This, in the U.S. lexicon is the “lib-
eral” agenda, which today internatio -
nally is called “human rights”.)

There was a secret, hardly discer n -
ible below the din of a loudly churn-
ing national economy. The national
government had been an auda cious
proposal from the view point of framers
whose identities were far more de fined
in terms of their local states only re -
cent ly —and not entirely harmonious -
ly— united. The constitutional basis
for the increasingly Herculean project

of the twentieth-century liberal so -
 cial-economic construction balances in
good measure on the fulcrum of the
Cons ti tution according the federal gov -
 ern ment the power to regulate “inter-
state commerce.”

Even for a nation whose consolida-
tion has been built largely on its eco-
nomic project, the inter-state commerce
clause is confessedly an unstea dy foun-
dation on which to rest much of the
federal government’s authority. Conser -
vative iconoclasts say as much.

A Supreme Court justice of this
bent faces a dilemma. She represents

the culmination of the Anglo-Saxon
common law system, which is tradi-
tionalist, confident of carrying out jus -
tice by respecting the accumulation
of wisdom through time. Justice is the
product of a deliberative process; the
system which requires that horizontal
deliberation (among judges at the same
time) be cross-referenced with vertical
deliberation (between courts now and
in the past) is more authoritative…if
slower to change. But that same jus-
tice is simultaneously charged above
all with strictly and dispassionately
sticking to the text of the Constitution.

That is the reason why U.S. liber-
als are conservative and U.S. conser-
vatives are radicals these days. De mo -

cratic senators critically queried George
Bush’s Supreme Court nominees re -
garding their respect for precedent,
while Republican senators hoped to
hear free and daring thinking from John
Roberts and Samuel Alito as expo-
nents of “originalism.” This doctrine
is consonant with the times, being fun -
damentalist in nature. Beyond Re for -
mation-like claims that justice-seek-
ers should read the text far more than
the commentaries, ju dicial “original-
ism” in the U.S. debate argues that the
Supreme Court’s mission is to voice
the framers’ “original intent.” The
bestowal of founder-like responsibili-
ties, described above, leads to the faith
that those bestowed be able to reveal
the information on intent that is sim-
ply not assured by any recourse to
reason. 

The “Conservative Revolution” was
the term favored by those passionate
about cutting government economic
redistribution commitments. Since its
launch a quarter of a century ago, it has
revealed itself to be nihilistic, based
on the generic hope that busting the
present system will bring about some-
thing better. A favorite conservative
strategy has been to pressure social pro -
grams into bankruptcy, requiring their
down-sizing or closure, for example. 

But suddenly the great issues be -
fore the U.S. public today are more
po litical than economic, as the nation
is in war mode against a particularly
elusive, foreign terrorism. Questions
like how long the indigent should re -
ceive welfare have been replaced by
whether non- and U.S. citizens im -
prisoned on a U.S. military base in
Guan  tanamo, Cuba, are protected by
the Constitution. For the federal gov-
ernment to assume its lean, militarist
nature, it is argued that policies and
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pro grams promoting economic and so -
cial rights must be decentralized, their
determination left to the realm of once
again newly autonomous states and
localities. Particularly with its recent-
ly changed political composition, the
Supreme Court is quite cer tain to rel-
egate its duty to precedent to second
place, raising in its stead a direct in -
ter pretation of the original text.

CONCLUSION

Coincidentally, Mexico and the United
States are opening up new eras, re -
casting their political cultures. Crises
of authority are the common denomi-
nator. In Mexico the authority of gov-
ernmental institutions is severely de -
plet ed; the presidential candidates hope
that they can reconstruct a state by
virtue of their own election, read as di -
rect authorization “by the people.”  In
the U.S., the crisis will be acted out
within the authoritative structure of
the Supreme Court. 

In both cases, governmental power
has been reduced. Whether renewed
from “below,” popularly, or from “above,”
judicially, both national projects are
marked by the search for a new injec-
tion of authority into governmental
structures.

Mexico and the U.S. share anoth-
er characteristic: each is extraordinar-
ily inward looking, one out of over-
confidence, the other out of a lack of
confidence. Not withstanding its asym -
 metry in terms of power, the bilateral
relationship is essential in terms of each
country’s struggle to imbue new author -
ity into the state, including reorder ing
the relations of relative author ity among
state institutions. The discourse used
in the bilateral relationship centers on

economics at the negotiating table and
on sovereignty and internationally-de -
fined rights from the balconies; it should
focus attention on differing state reform
in each country. 

Instead, one take from Washing -
ton is that Mexico need only enjoy its
trade libera(liza)tion, reinforced by a
more efficient judiciary, and ensuing
prosperity. That is the hold-over of an
over-confident vision shared between
the two political-economic elites in the
1990s. But by now, most Mexicans
figure that whatever miracle the free
trade agreement promised has oc curred,

and has left Mexico economically want -
ing. The political now has more sway
than the economic in Mexico, too.
The political fact —only made more
obvious by the U.S. proposal to fence
out Mexico— is that Mexico is essen-
tially part of Latin Amer ica. That fact
suggests that Mexico will ride the wave
of Latin American neo-socialism. 

This neo-socialism has little to do
with the Latin American version of
socialism from the era of the capitalist-
communist Cold War, which ex celled
as an expression of anti-(Northern)-
imperialism. Today, even Hugo Cha -
vez’ Bolivarian socialism, if “anti-Amer -
ican” in a show of sympathy for the
militarist nationalism of Castro’s Cuba,

is far more defined by its savvy and
audacious investment of oil power
across the continent in solidarity with
a Latin American economy. Not a mil-
itary general among them, the other
Latin American socialist leaders autho -
rized by elections in Brazil, Argentina,
Uruguay, Bolivia and Chile, are de ci d -
edly social democratic in their polit-
ical economy. They are defining a rea-
soned nationalism/Latin American
regionalism, a renewal or reauthoriza-
tion of previously authoritarian gov-
ernmental institutions, and they un der -
stand that the first order of economic
policy today must be to close the gap
between rich and poor.

But in the case of Mexico, the bi -
lateral relationship with the U.S. is a
particularly important variable re gard -
ing the country’s participation in neo-
socialist political renewal. And the na -
ture of that bilateral relationship will
be defined by how the radical conser-
vative agenda plays out in the United
States. If these U.S. radicals achieve the
new balance of authority between
the extremes of a defense-mandated,
lean federal government and local gov -
ernments empowered with social and
development policy, the complex re-
authorizing of the U.S. state could favor
Mex ico’s own experimentation with
neo-socialist re-authorization of its state.
That assumes that the focus of U.S.
politics is on the domestic, with an ap -
preciation for international plurality.
Should, on the other hand, the pow-
ers of a warring Washington, freed of
draining debates on social and develop -
ment policy, eclipse U.S. neo-re gio  n -
alism, Mexico, recast as a possible beach-
head for terrorists, even perceived as
clad in neo-socialist guise, is unlikely to
enjoy a field of action wide enough to re-
authorize its state.
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T
he panic caused by the threat of fenc-
ing in even more the already “rebordered
border” has had a terrible effect among

Mexicans and sparked a loud debate in the
United States.1 Mounting border violence and
the increase in the number of deaths of our
com patriots who try to cross the border, re cent
incursions across the border by people who
look like Mexican military personnel and the
shameful incident involving the expulsion of
16 Cubans from Mexico City’s María Isabel
Sheraton Hotel under U.S. Treasury Depart -
ment orders to enforce the Helms-Burton Act

in Mexican territory are just a few examples of
the many problems that continually tense bi-
lateral relations between Mexico and the United
States and that require not only practical solu-
tions, but diplomatic measures.2

In the 12 years the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) has been in effect,
important economic interaction and dynamic
trade and investment have been generated, spur -
ring the creation of new businesses and jobs.
From 1994 to 2005, interdependence between
the two countries grew sig ni ficantly because of
the broad technically sophisticated social net-
works that have increasingly rooted themselves
in both labor markets, the huge remittances
sent to Mexico from the U.S. (by 2005 they
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came to almost U.S.$20 billion), but,
above all, due to the important wage
differentials that reached a ratio of up
to one to ten.
There were great expectations that

NAFTA would reduce the migration of
Mexicans to the United States. How -
ever, not only did this not happen, but
the flow of migrants actually rose sub -
s tantially.3 During those years, policy
discussions about border control, labor
mobility and economic integration of
Mexico and the United States have
been separate. The logic of security
imposed itself on the recognition that
migration between the two countries
is a function of the de facto labor mar-
kets based on the supply and demand
of labor.
Since the terrorist attacks, Mexico

has been collaborating with the United
States to establish accords that would
reinforce security on our shared bor-
der, an interminable source of tension
between both countries. Today, diffe r -
ent immigration reform bills are under
discussion, including proposals that go
from building almost 700 miles of fenc -
ing along the 1,920-mile border, which
in recent years has already been laced
with high-tech surveillance gadgetry,
to setting up guest-worker programs
and undocumented worker regular-
ization plans, all proposals that deserve

the attention of our government offi-
cials and the Mexican public, given
their transcendental impact.

THE FENCE BILL

The Border Protection, Anti-terrorism
and Illegal Immigration Control Act
(HR4437), better known as the Sen -
sen brenner Bill after its sponsor James
Sensenbrenner (R-Wisconsin), chair-
man of the House Judiciary Committee,
passed the House 239 to 182 in De -
cember 2005. The bill, pending Senate
passage, authorizes the construction
of a double fence with ditches mainly
along the Ari zona-Sonora border, where
migration flows are larger since tradi-
tional crossing points through Cali for nia
and Texas have been closed. Un do cu -
mented migrants will be considered
criminals and will be disqualified for
obtaining a temporary work visa or qua l -
ifying for immigrant status. That is,
illegal crossing would go from being a
misdemeanor to a felony, incurring jail
time.4 Inspired in the Clear Act, which
turns all policemen into immigration
officials,5 any foreigner can be de tained
and required to prove his or her legal
status, and, if he/she does not do so,
arrested.6

In addition, this law mandates em -
ployers to verify the authenticity of
their employees’ documents. To do so,
they must send copies to Homeland
Security, which has three days to no -
tify them whether the documents are
authentic or not.7 It also stipulates that
any company that hires an undocu-
mented worker can be fined up to
U.S.$25,000.8 These sanctions are
much more rigid than those imposed
by the Immigration Reform and Con -
trol Act of 1986 (IRCA), which includes

lower fines and does not require em -
ployers to demonstrate the authentici-
ty of migratory documents displayed by
employees when hired.9 That is, while
the border is over-policed, the work-
place has been practically un-policed
given that employers have tend ed to dis -
like the provision for pe nalties against
them.
The Sensenbrenner Bill is a clear

manifestation of the conservative, ex -
treme right-wing movements that have
zealously emerged since the 2001 ter-
rorist attacks. The fear of the “other”,
the “unknown” and, in general, the
fear of insecurity has led these con-
servative citizens to greater isolation-
ism and xenophobia. They see a very
porous southern border penetrated by
everything from drug trafficking gangs
to what they call terrorists under the
cover of illegals.10 However, these same
citizens continue to hire undocument-
ed Mexicans in their labor market.
While many Democrats in the United
States want to curb the inflow of for-
eign goods, many Republicans want
to curb that of foreigners. The pro-
posed fence shows U.S. isolationist
feelings: allowing fewer foreigners in
their country.11

THE “REBORDERIZATION” PROCESS

The climate created by the terrorist
attacks is similar to the one prevalent
in the early 1990s. At that time, peo-
ple thought undocumented immigra-
tion was out of control and that what
was required was fostering a “rebor-
derization” process to dampen anxiety.
To that end, costly border operations
were approved and one of the most
restrictive laws in the history of U.S.
immigration was passed, the Illegal Im -
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There were great 
expectations that NAFTA would

reduce the migration of Mexicans 
to the United States. However, 

the flow of migrants 
actually rose substantially.



migration Reform and Immigrant Res -
ponsibility Act of 1996 (IIRIRA).
From 1992 to 2005, the number

of border patrol agents skyrocketed
from 2,500 to 11,200.12 The budget
for rein forcing the southern border
quadru pled in 12 years, jumping from
U.S.$1 billion to more than U.S.$4
billion, accompanied by an increase
in detentions and human rights viola-
tions.13As controls increased, the num -
 ber of deaths mounted.14

This brutal reinforcement of secu-
rity after the terrorist attacks has brought
about the “securitization” of the bilat-
eral agenda.15 For three years after
9/11, immigration was put on the back
burner and the only discussion was
about how to strengthen weakened se -
 curity. The Fox administration stopped
pressuring for a migratory accord, think -
ing that the only way to advance on
this issue was to establish ac cords about
security in the hopes that eventually,
at least part of the “enchilada” could be
negotiated. Mexico’s government also
stopped insisting on the tri-laterlization
of a project that would include labor
mobility or a NAFTA-Plus. In that vein,
then, several agreements aimed at
strengthening security mechanisms
were signed. One of the most impor-
tant initiatives has been the Security
and Prosperity Partner ship for North
America. Despite these agreements,
both organized crime in Mexico and
border violence have in creased signif-
icantly, indicating just how urgent it is
that they be addressed and immedi-
ate action taken.
Contrary to the “reborderization po l -

icy,” market forces established their
own rules: after the 1990s U.S. eco-
nomic boom, U.S. employers stepped
up their custom of hiring low-skilled
and highly-skilled workers in several

sectors of the economy, registering im -
portant changes in traditional migra -
tory patterns, moving away from mainly
male, agricultural, temporary migration
to a family-based, multi-sectoral, multi-
spacial, and, above all, more permanent
migration.16

Despite the process of “reborder-
ization,” a large number of foreigners
in general and Mexicans in particular
enter the U.S. annually. From 1994 to
2004, about one million immigrants a
year were admitted, among them an aver -
age of 150,000 Mexicans. Almost 600,000
legal residents were naturalized, an
aver age of 100,000 of them Mexicans.
And, in 2004, 630,000 temporary work-
ers entered the country, 113,000 of
them Mexicans who obtained various
kinds of visas to work in different sec-
tors of the labor market. These figures
do not include the nearly 5.5 million
undocumented workers living in the
United States and the nearly 400,000
who enter yearly.

FOREIGN GUEST WORKER PROGRAMS
AND REGULARIZATION BILLS

To counteract the Sensenbrenner Bill,
Senate Judiciary Committee Chairman
Arlen Specter (R-Pennsyl vania) intro-
duced a draft immigration bill on Fe b -
ruary 27, 2006. The bill proposes
allow ing employed illegal aliens to
remain in the United States indefini te -
ly but requiring them to return home
before applying for citizenship. It also
proposes an unlimited foreign guest
worker program that gives access to
nearly all Amer ican jobs.17 Specter’s
plan also includes reinforcing the border
through better use of technology for
those seeking to enter the country, just
like the Sen senbrenner Bill. It would

tighten deportation laws and would
require employers to check the Social
Security numbers of new em ployees
against a computerized federal data
base. Specter’s draft plan calls for an
annual increase in green cards to 290,000
and more visas for un skilled workers.

The Sensenbrenner Bill and other
instruments are part of the process of
“reborderization”. By no means new,
they are nonetheless much more bru-
tal. While President Bush has tough-
ened his position about migration and
repeatedly come out for greater bor-
der control, he does not support build-
ing the fence. He is openly opposed to
an amnesty because it would support
“lawbreakers”, but he recognizes the
need to make labor available, and there -
fore supports a Federal Guest Workers
Programm (FGWP).
In the midst of an increasingly con -

servative environment that wants to
impose greater security measures, Pre s -
ident Bush has attempted to convince
Republicans and Democrats alike of
the importance of reforming the im -
mi gration system. Never theless, he has
been sensitive to pressures from busi-
nessmen who for years have ex pressed
their traditional, insatiable appetite
for hiring cheap, undocumented labor,
whether because they find no likely
candidates for certain jobs or because

While many Democrats 
in the United States want to curb

the inflow of foreign goods, 
many Republicans want to curb
that of foreigners. The proposed

fence shows U.S. isolationist 
feelings: allowing fewer foreigners

in their country.
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it is a significantly cheaper and more
easily exploitable work force than the
do mestic one, so they can remain com -
peti tive domestically and internationally.
It should be remembered that dur-

ing President Bush’s electoral cam-
paign, he courted the Latino commu-
nity by coming out in favor of a FGWP
in January 2004. The “Bush Plan” was
never sent to Congress for fear of it
being rejected by the members of his
own party, but he did send a signal about
reviving the discussion on the issue. In
addition to a reasonable increase in the
number of visas issued annually, Bush
supports the creation of a three-year
FGWP, with the possibility of renewal.
Since the president is opposed to an
amnesty and is convinced of the tem-
porary nature of migrants’ stay in the
U.S., he proposes that these employees
be given credits toward their retire-
ment as an incentive to return to their
home countries.
The White House has been work-

ing with congresspersons from both par -
ties to come to a consensus between its
plan and other bills like the Cornyn-Kyl
and the McCain-Kennedy bills.18 The
Cornyn-Kyl bill stipulates stiffer border
control measures, but also the creation
of a FGWP that would demand mi grants
return to their countries of origin once
the authorized stay was over, as Senator
Specter proposes. The McCain-Ken -
nedy Bill is bipartisan and less restric-
tive than the other. It is similar to the
unsuccessful Mi gratory Accord Mex -
ico proposed in 2001 and includes
some of President Bush’s pro posals. That
is, at the same time that it puts forward
an increase in border security and the
fight against smuggling of individuals,
it proposes a FGWP that would allow
for hiring up to 400,000 people a year
who would be considered “guests.”

The guests would have to work for four
years and comply with a long list of
prerequisites before obtaining perma-
nent resident status.
The three bills have pro-business

provisions that would guarantee a sup -
ply of foreign laborers, the aim of a host
of businessmen. In order to bring 11
million undocumented aliens out of the
shadows, the amnesty they propose is
forward-looking, in contrast to the one
established in 1986 by IRCA, which
was backward-looking.

THE FENCE AND ITS CONSEQUENCES

For better or worse, the issue of mi -
gration has once again become a mat-

ter of debate among Republican and
Democratic leaders. The public is aware
of the need to reform the immigration
system and there is a willingness to dis -
cuss reforms that tend to both con trol
border security and es tablish a kind of
regularization that would satisfy the
growing demand for foreign labor in
the U.S., obtained by paying a fine for
having entered and remained without
immigration papers.
The “reborderization policy,” which

contradicts the spirit of NAFTA, has not
significantly deterred illegal crossings,
but has prompted shifts in migration

patterns. Continuing this virulent pol-
icy would probably prompt even more
negative consequences, among them:

1. Shifts in the location and methods
of entry, pushing migrants to cross at
even more hazardous points.

2. A more permanent stay of Mexican
undocumented immigrants, contrary
to the spirit of migratory circularity, a
consequence unforeseen by Amer -
icans, who like to play by the rules of
“you work, then you leave.”19

3. Strengthening the power of human
traffickers who, the more the govern-
ment reinforces the border, the more
they charge for transporting undocu-
mented migrants. In that sense, the
Sensenbrenner Bill will end up being
good business for smugglers.

4. Increasing the number of human
rights and labor violations and, un -
fortunately, of deaths.

We hope that the Sensenbrenner
Bill has little chance of passing the Se n -
ate since it is exaggerated, aggressive,
un-NAFTA, unfriendly, and police-heavy.
The Mexican government must invest
time and effort in lobbying in favor of
the McCain-Kennedy and Specter Bills
and to discredit the Sen sen bren ner Bill.
The ideal situation would be to estab-
lish a well-defined lobbying campaign
with concrete objectives to influence
con gressional leaders and po licy makers.
We must insist on legal access to the
labor market through the issuance of
more new temporary work visas, a re gu -
larization program that would eventu-
ally lead to naturalization. It is urgent
that we em phasize the need to devel-
op incentives for reestablishing circular
migration, since one of the main pro b -
lems of our towns, despite the large
amounts of remittances sent by migrants
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to support their families, is the ab sence
of labor that has decided to mi grate
north and of productive projects to at -
tract migrants to return to their places
of origin.
Unfortunately, we are immersed in

a presidential campaign in which the
current administration, frustrated be -
cause it “migratized” the bilateral agen-
da, may not be willing to invest more

effort in migratory relations without
getting anything back but security agree -
ments. Recent statements by differ-
ent members of Mex ican society about
Mexico’s being willing to discourage
undocumented migration, without ex -
plaining how it would be done, is wish-
ful thinking unless it is coercive or done
through important investment in mi -
grants’ places of origin. It is difficult to

establish a differentiated policy for those
who go and those who stay. We must
start from the premise that undocu-
mented Mexican labor is an important
piece of our nation’s human capital that
we are increasingly losing. Unfor tu -
nately, it seems that this will continue
to be dealt with as a border control issue
instead of a labor market regulation
problem.
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The More You Contemplate, 
The Freer You Are

(1920-2006)

Jaime Moreno Villarreal*

Dove, 70 x 60 x 60 cm, 1991 (bronze).
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I
was looking at Juan Soriano’s hands. As he talked, sitting in a
straight-backed armchair, Juan rested them on his legs in an
alert pose. Now that I look closely at a small bronze sculpture

from the Dafne series (1997 and 2005), I am surprised at how his
hand has modeled and smoothed each millimeter. Dafne represents
a delicate woman-tree, whose head and arms are twisted like a single
branch that ends in her breasts covered in front modestly by her
hands. Juan would laugh at this description; he would wave his hands
saying that that is what I see and that that’s fine. Juan used to tell
me that his hands were clumsy. I didn’t believe him. Perhaps he was
referring to a certain way he handled materials, that constant refin-
ishing that discovers for us more the artist’s feeling than his touch.
Some of his most intimate works, like Portrait of Diego de Mesa (1948)
or Portrait of Marek in ink (1977), reveal touches that are small strokes
taken much further than the technical solution: they are paintings
done with caresses.
One day I asked Juan about how his hands behaved when he

was working.
“My hands work on their own. I don’t even notice that there’s

a lapse between what I see, what I think and what I do. By contrast,
there are times that it is very difficult for me to achieve a form and
I might work on it ten times, a thousand times; do it, redo it, remake
it, take it another way, until I get it the way I want it. But I can’t tell
you how I want it until it comes out of the material. Other times I
work very fast; it almost frightens me, as though my hand were
doing the thinking and not my head.”
“Can you work with somebody watching you?”
“If someone is watching me, I have to grab my hand because it

shakes and I can’t control myself. And when I’m making a form
and I hesitate, the tool falls to the floor. It happens to me all the
time; I hesitate and hesitate, and when I am finally about to create
the form, I break the brush or I break the pencil!”

*    *    *

Juan had the privilege of changing without needing to let himself
be influenced. The changes of skin in his pictorial work are almost
always notable as a sign of rebirth. He knew how to leave himself
behind, once, twice, five times and radically. For example, his work
from the 1950s, after his 1954 trip to Crete, which confirmed his
modern quest of burning his ships behind him, is one of the most
influential moments in Mexican twentieth century easel painting
with works like The Return to France (1954), Apollo and the Muses

* Art critic.Lupe Marín, 236 x 70 cm, 1962 (oil on canvas) 
(Oaxaca Museum Collection).
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The Return to France, 92 x 135 cm, 1954 (oil on canvas) (Modern Art Museum Collection).

He was a painter who opened up new terrain. 
From his early youth he had declined to join the avant gardes, 
much less their followers. He was very aware that copying 

an inter national style led to parody.
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The Memory, 80 x 45 x 26 cm, 1981 (bronze) (Juan Soriano and Marek
Keller Foundation Collection).

The Bull, 120 x 175 x 167 cm, 1987 (bronze) (Alfonso Pasquel Collection).

“My hands work on their own. I don’t even
notice that there’s a lapse between what I see,
what I think and what I do. By contrast, there
are times that it is very difficult for me to

achieve a form, but I can’t tell how I want it
until it comes out of the material.” 
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(1955) and the crowning glory of that period, Portraits of Lupe
Marín (1961 and 1962). He was a painter who opened up new ter-
rain. From his early youth he had declined to join the avant gardes,
much less their followers. He was very aware that copying an inter -
national style led to parody.
“For me, art had no before. Everything was the present. Even today

I have never gotten excited about something because its sup posedly
yesterday’s invention or the latest thing.”
“Well, Juan, I thought it was noteworthy that Rodolfo Nieto

allowed himself to be influenced by your painting when he was very
young. I mean how he soon took that influence into a different,
fertile terrain. It’s an example of how influences do not have to ne c -
essarily be negative.”
“Yes, I had followers in another time, but not for very long. Now

I have no followers or imitators. I’m glad they don’t follow me be -
cau se they’d get lost (laughs). When somebody follows an artist, he
prostitutes himself. Look, they followed Tamayo a lot, even in Italy,
and these weren’t mediocre artists following him. But the things they
did following Tamayo were horrible! Once Tamayo asked me, ‘And
you, why haven’t you ever let yourself be influenced by me?’ And I
answered him, ‘Because I respect you too much.’ How was I going to
paint Tamayos? I always say that every day I get up in the morning
to paint a Velázquez, but I can’t get it right.”

*    *    *

A while back I heard someone say that Juan Soriano was an im -
provised sculptor. I stared at him in surprise and he felt intimidat-
ed. Why is this wrong impression out there? Many people believe
that Juan began sculpting when he was almost an old man. The
reason is very simple: he did not begin to do monumental sculpture
until the 1980s. Usually, the public only identifies large-scale pieces
in plazas and buildings with the name Soriano. But Juan has been
sculpting since he was very young.
“I did sculpture in terra-cotta and lots of ceramics, but I didn’t

cast it in bronze because it was too expensive. The first work I did
in bronze must have been when I was already about 50. And it was-
n’t until I was 60-something that my first public work was accepted
in Tabasco, The Bull (1987). Then came The Dove (1989) for the
MARCO museum in Monterrey. If I hadn’t lived to be 70, all the large-
scale sculpture that I’ve done would have remained sketches. What
luck! Not everybody lives to be 70! For example, there’s Head of
María Luisa (1962). I always wanted to do it in a large format, but
I couldn’t even dream of paying to have it cast. Besides, I had a tiny
studio. Where was it going to fit? It was only recently that I was able
to make it large in bronze.”

The changes of skin in his pictorial 
work are almost always notable 

as a sign of rebirth. He knew how 
to leave himself behind, once, twice, 

five times and radically.

Lupe Marín, 170.3 x 75.3 cm, 1962 (oil on canvas) 
(Andres Blaisten Collection).
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“Did you decide you were going to make money?”
“I never had the desire to tire myself out making money. It is

very expensive to be a painter and sculptor. You spend your whole
life saving to buy paints. You spend your whole life, and when you
start being successful, you don’t care anymore. You don’t need money
anymore except to pay doctors’ bills!”

*    *    *

“This sculpture is very strange, Juan. It’s different from your other
pieces. What’s it called?”
“That one’s called The Memory (1981). I have always liked the

theater and this piece comes out of a play by Agustín Lazo called
The Print, a play about the Revolution in which the characters talk
a lot about the print a hand leaves. Lazo was a great painter and he
wrote really good plays. The play starred María Douglas, a very
beautiful actress. A long time after I saw the play I thought of doing
the sculpture. The hand is the hole in the piece and it has something
like a fan. I don’t remember now what else it was about, just that
the heroine had something to do with her hand print.”

Marek, 33.5 x 25 cm, 1977 (ink on paper) 
(Juan Soriano and Marek Keller Foundation Collection).

Head of María Luisa, 105 x 96 x 68 cm, 1994 (bronze) (Andres Blaisten Collection).

Some of his most intimate works, like the
Portrait of Marek in ink, reveal touches that
are small strokes taken much further than
the technical solution: they are paintings

done with caresses.
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Dafne 1, 180 x 132 x 80 cm, 1995 (Juan Soriano and Marek
Keller Foundation Collection).

Portrait of Lupe Marín, 87 x 107 cm, 1962 (oil on canvas) (Horazio Fontanot Collection).

Juan had no teacher and was never really 
anyone’s disciple. His childhood was not 
a happy one. He was educated among 
magazines and books, among useless

and exquisite objects. 
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Portrait of Don Diego de Mesa with Dog, 124 x 163 cm, 1948 (oil on canvas) 
(Juan Soriano and Marek Keller Foundation Collection).
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“And why is it called The Memory?”
“It’s very simple. Even though I don’t remember much about it,

it’s my memory of the play.”

*    *    *

Juan confesses that his childhood was not a happy one and that he
became involved in morally ambiguous situations from the age of
nine, when his sister Martha began to introduce him to an adult
world full of “bohemians.” Perhaps because of this rather brutal
initiation, the idea of being an artist was repellent, the worst pos-
sible thing he could do.
Once I asked him how old he was when he sold his first paint-

ing. About ten, he answered, when he began to sell to Chucho
Reyes.
“Did he buy your work to collect it?”
“No way! It was business.”
He was part of a group of young boys who made triptychs and

devotional folk paintings for Chucho Reyes who sold them as pieces
of colonial and nineteenth-century painting. They did them on tin
and the most pretentious on copper sheeting. The young coun ter -
feiters turned old images of Saint Ignatius of Loyola, which were
very plentiful in those days, into paintings of New Spain gentlemen.
Chucho bought moth-eaten wood that the boys “perfected” by
shooting it with a shotgun, covered with white lead paint and then
painted with “virgins of the Sienese school.” The gang of counter-
feiters met together in Chucho’s patio to urinate together in a pool
where they then put the paintings to age them.”
“What did you get out of all of that?”
“You have to reinvent all the techniques,” he said, laughing. “If

you can’t reinvent techniques, your things will be like what they
call ‘academic’.”
Juan had no teacher and was never really anyone’s disciple. He

was born into bad company. In Chucho Reyes’s house he was edu-
cated among magazines and books, among useless and exquisite
objects. There he met Luis Barragán, he became a painter and
prepared his first exhibition. Every artistic discipline has its coun-
terfeiters who, in the blink of an eye, become a sun peeping through
the pupils. The artist springs forth from the worst possible thing
he could do.

*    *    *

“You’ve seen a lot, Juan,” I said.
“The more you contemplate, the freer you are.” Lupe Marín, 355 x 88.5 cm, 1962 (oil on canvas) 

(Carlos García Ponce Collection).
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F
or a long time it was thought that the only alcoholic beverage the pre-His panic peoples
of Mesoamerica knew was pulque, made from fermented maguey sap. However, data
found at the Nativitas digs, located in one of the Xochitécatl and Cacaxtla monumental

zones in Tlaxcala state, seems to indicate that they distilled mezcal in this area before the arrival
of the Spaniards.

When housing units from the mid- and late Formative Period (400 B.C. to A.D. 200) and from
the Epiclassical Period (A.D. 650-950) were excavated, archaeologists found earthen and stone
ovens next to several houses. Based on laboratory studies, we know that these ovens were used
for cooking and also for physically and chemically transforming the heart of the maguey. 

An analysis of the excavated ovens and the context in which they were found suggests that
we are dealing with a complex of artifacts possibly created to produce mezcal. In addition to
telling us that they were used for cooking maguey, a chemical analysis of the ovens’ content indi-
cates that the inhabitants burned pine as fuel. 

Maguey hearts ready to be cut up and cooked.



In order to prove the
validity of this idea, four lines of research

were opened up, among which was the ethno-
archaeological project called “The Road of Mezcal”.

Combining procedures from ethnology (the study of human
cultural variability) and archaeology, several dozen units of mezcal

production have been studied and registered in the states of Oaxaca,
Tlaxcala and many other parts of the country. The aim has been to estab-

lish the similarities and differences between current implements and forms of
production and the ancient ovens and to recognize the social relations involved in
producing this beverage.

THE INDIGENOUS AND MEZCAL

Preliminary results of the ethno-archa eological studies indicate that almost everywhere in the
country the ma guey plant has been widely used to produce different items, including two kinds of
distilled beverages: tequila and the even purer mezcal. These results point to the idea that distilling
mezcal, long considered a technique imported from Europe during the colonial period, may have been
known in the pre-Hispanic world.

One of the main objectives of “The Road of Mezcal” project has been to see how many indige-
nous communities still produce this beverage. Our study reveals that many societies with pre-
Hispanic origins produce mezcal not only in a very craft-based way, but very primitively.
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Distilling mezcal, long considered a technique imported 
from Europe during the colonial period, may have been 

known in the pre-Hispanic world.

Steer hide used to ferment the cooked maguey in the Huichol community of Guadalupe Ocotlán, Nayarit.



For example, in the Pai Pai community in the northern part of Baja California, ovens are made
for produc ing the fermented beverage tepache and from time immemorial, since the period when
the Pai Pai were hunter-gatherers, they made use of maguey hearts, known locally as lechuguilla.
In agriculture-based pre-Hispanic tribal and class societies, mezcal was produced locally, but
the varieties of agave and the tools differed from one place to another. This is also the case today
in the Nahua community of Zi tlala, Guerrero, among some Zapotecs in Oaxaca and Huichols
from the Guadalupe Ocotlán, Nayarit, community.

In the specific case of the Huichol of Gua dalupe Ocotlán, we have been surprised
not only by the production techniques used, but also by the reasons they have for
producing it and their tools, particularly the ones used for distilling. Their still,
made out of tree bark and zacate fiber, consists of a series of 40-centimeter
rings placed on top of each other to a height of 80 centimeters, which is
then covered with mud. On the inside, they place a small wooden con-
duit that drains the alcohol produced from the condensation of
the fermented maguey sap into a recipient at the bottom

of the still. The drain is also connected to a reed per-
forating the wall of the still through which the

mezcal flows and is collected in a pot
or gourd.
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Oven with stone walls at the Nativitas, Tlaxcala archaeological site. Huichol still covered with mud, ready to produce mezcal.
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VARIETIES OF MEZCAL

With very few exceptions, such as Aguas ca lien tes and Hidalgo (a major pulque producer), we
have found that the vast majority of the states produce mezcal, including the states in the
peninsulas of Yucatán and Baja California. We have also discovered the existence of an impor -
tant variety of mezcals, which are given local names, like bacanora, produced in Sonora.

Almost all the mezcals are pure (that is, no artificial chemicals or yeasts are added) and
have a high alcohol content. However, most con tinue to be produced mainly for consump-
tion during each community’s festivities.

Without a doubt, the great variety in flavor is linked to the tools used to produce the mez-
cal and, above all, the different species of agave that grow throughout Mexico. Some of the
plants used are the angustifolia, salmiana, ma ximiliano, te quilana, cupreata, po ta to rum, karwinskii
and the American agave. In several states, mezcal is allowed to age and it therefore acquires
the flavors and aromas of the different woods used to make the casks where it is stored.

The best known mezcal in the country comes from Oaxaca and is made by craftsmen
in places called palenques. Oaxaca’s mezcal producers make four main varieties: breast
mezcal (during distillation, they put several chicken breasts in the still so their juices mix
with the agave-based alcohol); fruit mezcal; benevá, made with wild agave; and pot mezcal,
made with either wild or cultivated agaves distilled in pots. The latter procedure, although
disappearing, is fundamental for our research because there seems to be a direct association
between it and its tools and the pots and ovens found in the archaeological digs at the
Nativitas site.

It should be reiterated that mezcal does not come exclusively from Oaxaca, but that
there are many other varieties produced in the North and Southeast of Mexico.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The know-how for producing this beverage has been passed down from generation to gen-
eration empirically, and many pieces of evidence lead us to believe that distillation was a tech -
nique known to the pre-Hispanic world. Ethno-archaeological research continues and its results
will be added to that of ethno-historical, archaeological and chemical research in order to deter-

[1] [2]
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mine with certainty whether mezcal was produced at the
Na tivitas site during the mid-Formative Period (400 B.C.),
many centuries before the arrival of the Spaniards.

FURTHER READING

Conabio, “Agave, mezcales y diversidad. Mapa sobre la di  ver sidad de las
plantas de agaves y mezcal en Mé xico,” Jorge Larson, comp., Mez ca les
y diversidad biológica (Me  x ico City: Conabio, 2005).

Serra Puche, Mari Carmen, et al., “Primera tem porada de la Ruta del Mez -
cal,” technical report (Mexico City: Ins tituto de Inves tigaciones An tro -
pológicas-UNAM, 2001).

Serra Puche, Mari Carmen, J. Carlos Lazcano Arce and Sa muel Her nán dez
H., “¿Hornos para la producción de mez cal en un sitio del Formativo en
Tlaxcala?”, Ar queo lo gía no. 24 (Mexico City), July-December 2000,
pp. 149-157.

Serra Puche, Mari Carmen, J. Carlos Lazcano Arce and Samuel Her nán -
dez H., “El hombre y sus recursos en el sur del valle de Tlax cala du -
rante el For mativo y el Epi clá sico,” technical ceramics report (Mexico
City: n/p, 2000).

3[1] Still made of clay pots. The reed allows the condensed alcohol to
escape. San Juan Bautista Sola de Vega.

3[2] Mezcal production site or palenque at Santa Catarina Minas, Oaxaca. In
the foreground is an earth-lined oven.

[3] Huichol still made from rings of zacate fiber and tree bark. 4

[3]
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I
n academia, politics and public opinion, it
is commonly said that one of the most obvi -
ous aspects of recent Mexican administra -

tions is the disarticulation of their foreign pol-
icy. What is most visible is the lack of a clear
orientation with a state perspective about what
a country understands as national interests safe -
guarded in its foreign relations.
In the second half of the twentieth centu-

ry particularly, Mexican diplomacy’s classical
principles (the peaceful resolution of conflicts,
the respect for the self-determination of peo-
ples and its corollary of non-intervention in the
internal affairs of states)1 allowed the country

to become a regional leader and situate itself as
a reference point for Latin America. This has
gradually weakened and on some occasions
changed into complete identification with U.S.
interests.
Given this situation, we ask ourselves why

Mexican foreign policy has become disarticulat-
ed. Two reasons come to mind immediately. The
first is structural, linked to the strengt hening of
a pattern of secondary export accumulation, the
result of which has been a one-sided opening of
the market, favoring closer links with U.S. so -
ciety and its economy.
A second reason is political and ideologi-

cal and is linked to the forms and functions of
the Mexican state, conditioned by structural
changes. My perspective is that globalization
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conditions the form and degree of eco n -
omies’ insertion into the world mar-
ket, but does not determine the ex -
pression of the state. The latter is
derived from the balance of political
forces and the manifestation of eco-
nomic and political interests. There -
fore, it is a clear characteristic of hege -
 mony and national power. So, agree ing
with the U.S. project for the region, with
the proposal of a trade and financial
opening, with the belief that the best
option is a free market, and working
for the construction of a modernity that
ignores the historical process, geo-eco -
nomics and geo-politics are what are
causing imprecisions in Mexico’s for-
eign policy, which we could dub the
uncertainties of its iden tification with
Latin America.
Taking into consideration these ele -

ments, this article is a reflection about
Mexico’s position at the Fourth Summit
of the Americas. It seeks to interpret
the future of a relationship that is struc -
tured pragmatically, with contradicto-
ry actions, without clear definitions
and with a great deal of uncertainty.
In recent months, Mexico’s posi-

tion in Latin America has been char-
acterized by differences with several
governments in the region, such as the
friction with Cuba leading to a with-
drawal of their respective ambassadors;
the discrepancies with the government
of Venezuela; what happened at the
Río de la Plata Summit, concretely with
the president of Argentina; and the
distancing from the current Bolivian
administration. On the other hand, the
Mexican government has expressed in -
terest in becoming part of the Mer -
cosur, in reactivating Free Trade Area
of the Americas negotiations, and in
strength ening its commitments to the
goals of the Puebla-Panama Plan, of

Me soame r  ican Regional Develop ment
and of the Mesoamerican Energy Pro -
 ject, all of which merits a detailed re -
view given the scenario that is emerg ing.

A BRIEF REVIEW

Mexican governments’ active foreign
policy vis-à-vis Latin America during the
1970s and the first half of the 1980s
established the country as a valid bro-
ker on a regional level, especially with
regard to relations with the United
States. The country was seen as an
older brother that defended regional
interests and was relatively autono -
mous from U.S. domination. The cur-
rent administration can be seen to most
determinedly abandon this position,
although this change was already hap -
pening in the 1980s when a new pat-
tern of accumulation was consolidat-
ing based on the pro cess of opening,
privatization, deregulation and state
reform. Since then, the priority has
been structuring a new kind of inser-
tion —which we will characterize as
passive— in the world economy that
led to strengthening relations with the
U.S. economy, leading our country to
center its economic relations on that
country. Today, Mexico sends 89 per-
cent of its exports to the U.S., while
62 percent of its imports come from
there.2

The strategy of the Mexican econ-
omy’s trade and financial opening
dates from 1983 when adjustment and
stabilization policies were implement-
ed, substantially modifying the re la tion -
ship between the state and the market,
providing more space for the private
sector and foreign actors. This orien-
tation was refined with Mexico’s entry
into the General Agreement on Tariffs
and Trade in 1986. The interest in bet-
ter international insertion would re sult
in rapid growth of the export sector.
Average annual export growth be -
tween 1988 and 2003 was 15.1 per cent,
and the export coefficient soared from
7.7 percent to 26 percent. As a result,
the Mexican economy is more open, but
imports have grown more dynamically
than exports because of the changes
in the country’s productive structure,
with productive chains orienting more
toward sectors outside the domestic
market, mainly in the United States,
a trend that has been deepened by the
North American Free Trade Agree ment
(NAFTA) coming into effect. Between
1988 and 2003, imports have grown an
average of 19 percent annually, while
the import coefficient has increased
from 8.8 percent to 27 percent.3

Another important trait of the ex -
port structure indicative of the changes
in the structure of production is the
par ticipation of manufacturing. In 1980,
with the clear importance of oil pro-

In the second half of the twentieth century 
particularly, Mexican diplomacy’s classical principles allowed
the country to become a regional leader and situate

itself as a reference point for Latin America. 
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duction and export, manufacturing re -
presented 30 percent. By 1999, it came
to 89 percent of the total. How ever, by
2004, manufacturing exports dropped
to 84 percent, although the most sig-
nificant figure is that maquila and
assem bly plants represented 45.5 per-
cent of all exports and 55 percent of
manufacturing exports.4 This in cludes
products like television sets, television
set parts, telephones, computers, pri-
vate vehicles, videocassette ma chines,
circuits, processors, memories, engines,
auto parts, machinery, apparatuses and
electrical materials. Of all these items,
products from the electronics, auto and
garment industries, are the ones most
exported to the United States.5

I have presented a long character-
ization of the Mexican opening and
the specificities of Mexico’s insertion
into the international sphere in order
to point out that Latin America has
experienced a differentiated special-
ization, although the productive and
export structure linked to U.S. con-
glomerates typical to Mexico is repli-
cated with similar characteristics in
assembly plants in Central America
and some countries of the Caribbean,
although there, what dominates are
the textile and garment industries. In
order for them to continue to be part
of globalized production chains, there
is a strong inclination to attract invest -
ment to service sectors linked to tele -

communications, energy generation
and distribution, tourism and the envi-
ronment. This leads to the in cen tive
to forge free trade agreements and to
the idea of creating a regional market
through the Initiative of the Americas.
This is the perspective of the gov -

ern  ments of Central America and the
northern part of South America. The dif   -
 ference with the countries of the South -
ern Cone is that the former insert them -
 selves in globalized productive chains
mainly by processing natural resources.
The demand for their production forces
them to diversify their markets. In this
way, the countries of the Mercosur,
mainly Chile, do one-third of their
trade with the United States, one-third
with Europe and the remainder with
Latin America and Asia. In accordance
with this productive and trade struc-
ture, their international trade priori-
ties are to achieve access and greater
equa lity in the trade of agricultural
products and strengthen infrastruc-
ture used for intra-regional communi-
cation and the exchange of services.
It should be pointed out, however, that
they are not in a hurry to sign in order
to achieve better conditions of access
to the U.S. market for their manufac-
tured products; and Chile has already
signed a free trade agreement with
the United States. 
Another very important factor is the

change in the political context. In an

exercise of representative democracy,
the population, faced with in creasing
unemployment and lower incomes, has
given its vote to political parties iden-
tified as center-left that emphasize
reinforcing the local and the national.
This is the case of Luiz Inácio “Lula”
da Silva in Brazil, Néstor Kirchner in
Argentina, Hugo Chávez in Vene zuela
and, recently, Evo Mo ra les in Bolivia
and Michèlle Bachelet in Chile.
If they manage to change the ori-

entation of the growth strategy to one
that encourages development, it would
be possible to demonstrate what has
already been mentioned in the sense
that globalization conditions but does
not determine the constitution of a na -
tional strategy, and that this de pends
on creating a balance of political forces
to sustain it.

INTEGRATION PROJECTS
AND LATIN AMERICAN
GOVERNMENTS’ PERSPECTIVE

The impact of neoliberal policies in La t -
in America can be seen in employment,
income and living conditions; in all
these spheres, the population has suf-
fered from stagnant productivity, in -
formal sector growth and job instability
and precariousness, and therefore an
increase in poverty and exclusion.
With those precedents, the Summit

of the Americas made a priority of the
commitment to fight poverty, inequal-
ity, hunger and social exclusion and
strengthen democratic governability.6

The idea was to center attention on the
right to work, the creation of public
environmental policies and the for mu -
lation of a regional position on econom -
ic opening and integration, aban doning
the passive view that free trade solves

What is most visible in recent Mexican administrations 
is the lack of a clear orientation with a state perspective about 

what a country understands as national interests 
safeguarded in its foreign relations.
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everything and assuming an orientation
that would strengthen human capital.
These priorities run the risk of being

changed and even inverted with the
intervention of President Vicente Fox,
whose administration has shown itself
to be a fierce defender of free trade per
se, subscribing to the proposal of cre-
ating the Free Trade Area of the Amer -
icas (FTAA) proposed by the U.S. gov-
ernment since 1994.
Since the 1980s, Mexico’s govern-

ments have thought that the results of
Mexico’s global insertion and produc-
tive structure, implemented for the last
25 years, as well as the role of NAFTA,
have been extremely important for pro-
ductive specialization and designing
an economic space. These administra-
tions have shared the view of passive
insertion, relations with big capital and
the main multinational cor pora tions,
and do not take into account the dete-
rioration of local production and the
domestic market; neither do they rec-
ognize the stagnation of the labor mar-
ket and income, and the increased
he terogeneity and disarticulation of pro -
duction and society.
The FTAA is supported by 26 gov-

ernments in the region, versus five that
want to change priorities.7 The rele-
vant question here is what the objec-
tive and subjective conditions are that
have led to unrestrained support for
free trade.

One development perspective close -
ly linked to the Washington Con sensus
considers that, among other things,
the gradual increase in a coun try’s pro-
ductive capacity is a pre-condition for
growth and is sufficient to foster gen-
uine development. How ever, the evi-
dence shows that these productive
capabilities are very fragile. There is no
increase in employment, in education
spending or in research and develop-
ment that would lead to broadening
out productive capabilities and im prov -
ing productivity. To the contrary, the
informal sector is growing and growth
in average education levels is slow, with
high drop-out rates and a significant
brain drain.
In addition, the productive struc-

ture that receives incentives is exclu-
sively  the one linked to global produc -
tion networks, where Latin American
coun tries participate in assembly ac -
tivities and commercialization. The
centers for knowl edge and design
remain in the central countries, which
generate a process of self-expanding
accumulation.
For these reasons, the governments

of Venezuela, Argentina and Brazil warn
that one of the dangers of launching
the FTAA would be to weaken intra-
regional trade by introducing U.S. pro -
ducts. Without active, compensatory
state policies, local production would
be weakened even more. On the other

hand, if the only aim is a ma quiladora
model, we should not forget that it is
labor intensive, centered on the final
product of the production process and
that the plants are foreign-owned.8

At the Americas Summit, Argen -
tinean President Néstor Kirchner said,
“We do not want integration that favors
big [interests] but integration that fa -
vors all....We want economic integra tion
in which the interests of our peoples
are respected...without asymmetries,
without subsidies, without pro tec -
tionism.”9

Representatives of the Brazilian
gov ernment, for their part, said that
to sign the FTAA, they would require
the elimination of agricultural subsi-
dies and real, effective access to the
U.S. market.10 In addition, Brazil’s po -
sition is more oriented to strengthen-
ing integration through foreign di rect
investment in infrastructure, which is
the aim of the Initiative for the Inte -
gration of Regional Infras truc ture in
South America.11

There may not be substantial dif-
ferences about free trade, because all
the countries have tried to insert them -
selves significantly in the world mar-
ket. But there is a difference in empha-
sis and in the steps to be taken. The
countries that do not support the FTAA
prefer to first strengthen their inter-
nal conditions and only then move out
into international com petition. The dis -
cussions about whether the market is
the best mechanism for assigning
resour ces and its other advantages have
taken on an ideological tone because
it has been said that the five countries
that do not support the FTAA have taken
an anti-free trade stance.
However, what the governments

that promoted a different agenda seem
to be supporting is the recognition of

Agreeing with the U.S. project for the region 
and the construction of a modernity that ignores the historical process, 

geo-economics and geo-politics are causing imprecisions 
in Mexico’s foreign policy, which we could dub the uncertainties 

of its identification with Latin America.
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productive differences and the need
for fair, equitable treatment. This does
not distance them from the proposal
by international bodies about the need
to gradually broaden out people’s indi-
vidual and collective opportunities and
capabilities (UNPD) or what the ILO
and the UN itself have proposed with
regard to their concern about grow ing
poverty.
The Millennium Summit has fo -

 cu sed the problems of developing coun -
 tries in the same way. Partici pating
countries consider that economic growth
is fostered by policies that encourage
competitiveness and the creation of com -
petitive conditions in which investment
in education and development is fun-
damental.
What the five countries that do not

support the FTAA do not have a con-
sensus on is how to formulate a per -
s pective for integration based on inter-
nal conditions; whether it should be
done through state intervention; and
how they could propose a normative
framework for policies oriented toward
national integration as a pre-requisite
for international insertion.
Another element in the discussion

about the FTAA has to do with sub-re -
gional powers. Brazil’s participation in
the Mercosur, its economic weight
in the region and its having fostered
proposals like the Initiative for Inte -
gra tion of Regional Infrastructure in
South America or the Community of
Nations of the South favor and con-
solidate this view of integration, which
has benefited from President Kirchner’s
perspective and his support for re gio -
nal proposals.
The new initiative, which is begin -

 ning to bear fruit and will be strength-
ened by Bolivia’s possible participation
is the one announced by Venezuela

and Cuba in 2003: the Bolivarian Alter -
n ative for the Americas (ALBA).12 Its
aim is to integrate the peoples of Latin
America and the Caribbean by pro-
moting cooperation, solidarity and their
complementing each other. It has begun
to indicate the path forward toward a
different way for the Latin American
countries to relate to each other.
Given these proposals, the position

President Fox presented in Río de la
Plata does not seem to take into account
the fact that despite the virtues he
points to in the free trade agreements,
the reality is that Mex ico’s GDP growth
from 1980 to 2005 was only 2.5 per-
cent; 48 percent of the work force is in
the informal sector; 55 percent earns
three times the minimum wage or less;
only 37 percent have social be nefits;
the minimum wage has drop ped 70
percent in the last 25 years; and migra-
tion to the United States has in creased.
In this context, remittances have be -
come the pillar of domestic market
activity.
As part of his defense of free trade

and foreign investment, in January
2006, during his visit to Honduras for
the presidential inauguration, Fox an -
nounced the Central American Ener  gy
Project, involving Mexico and the coun -
tries of the region. It includes the
construction of a refinery, a hy draulic
electrical plant, a gas process ing plant

and a gas pipeline, which, accord ing to
Fox would be a real solution to high
energy costs because it would achieve
more competitive prices for the energy
consumed by Central Amer icans. It is
of note that this project’s funding will
come from both public and private
sources, as well as regional and inter-
national agencies.
Several points are worth examining,

but the most important is that this pro -
ject was not announced in Mex ico,
which shows that conditions in Central
America were riper: that is, there is an
absence of state companies in these
sectors, electricity and gas are privately
owned, and thus, the big multinational
corporations have a better chance of
placing winning bids.

Another important issue is finding
out what the distribution network of
the gas processing plant, the hydro-
electric plant and the refinery will look
like. Are they programs for cooperation,
for strengthening in frastructure or just
new spaces for foreign direct invest-
ment?
Among his contradictory actions

aimed at recovering leadership in the
region, on January 26, 2006, Pre sident
Fox signed the Strategic Partnership
Accord with the Chilean government.
The aim is to reinforce the Free Trade
Agreement and the Economic Com -
plementarity Accord signed with Chile

If the presidents of Brazil, Argentina, Vene zuela, 
Bolivia and Chile manage to change the growth strategy 

to one that encourages development, 
it would demonstrate that globalization conditions but does not 

determine the constitution of a national strategy. 
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in 1993 with an instrument that will
make it possible to “institutionally
strengthen public policies as well as
lay the foundation for international
cooperation, which will be reflected
in consultations and permanent rela-
tions between both nations for com-
mon political proposals.”13

These actions take place 10 months
after having signed with George W.
Bush and then-Prime Minister of Ca n -
a da Paul Martin the Security and Pros -
perity Partnership of North Amer   ica (SPP)
in Waco, Texas, on March 23, 2005.
The SPP seeks greater integration of the
three countries through an agenda for
prosperity that emphasizes growth, com -
petitiveness based on deep  en ing market
freedom, with a big dose of criteria to
reinforce re gio nal security to prevent
and respond to threats both within and
from outside North America, as well
as the establishment of a closed eco -
nomic bloc that reaffirms the region-
al division of labor the United States
has proposed. The agree  ment thus sti -
pulates the following:

• Establishing a trilateral system to mo n -
itor steel imports in order to have
timely information about sudden in -
creases in imports from third coun-
tries which could damage regional
production.
• Setting up trilateral working groups
to come up with measures to improve

competitiveness in the auto and auto
parts sector.
• Identifying other sectors, like texti les,
in which trilateral measures could
improve competitiveness.
• Exploring with the private sector the
possible review of tariffs and rules
of origin in the textile industry, as well
as the integration of supply chains
using other trade agreements in the
region.

The mistakes in Mexican foreign
policy derive from the tacit acceptance
of passive integration, which bets that
through free trade agreements, the
market will find the best perspectives.
What has not been taken into ac count
is that the most successful countries
in the world concert have implement-
ed active policies, clearly making their
priorities count, the most important of
which is strengthening the domestic
market, and things local and regional.
This perspective does exist among the
countries of the Southern Cone and
in strategies like the ALBA.
As long as it is not understood that

state intervention for a national and
regional project is necessary in a mar-
ket economy, the certainties deriv ed
from the Mexican government’s actions
will make the construc tion of a na tio n -
al and Latin American identity in -
creasingly difficult. Without those
identities, it will not be possible to

sustain or make coherent a state per-
spective that is also manifests itself in
foreign relations.
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What the five countries that do not support 
the FTAA do not have a consensus on is 

whether integration based on internal conditions 
should be achieved through state intervention.
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INTRODUCTION

Almost inadvertently, Mexico’s informal eco n -
omy has reached a worrisome size that no
society or government can wish away as a
simple statistic. Today, three out of 10 Mex -
icans earn their livings in the informal eco n -
omy. This arti cle will develop the premise
that the regulatory frame work has lagged
behind the economy’s increasing dynamism,
making the informal eco nomy an attractive
alternative for a large number of fa m ilies in
Mexico.

On an institutional level, the debate about
the informal economy has its origins in the
1972 International Labor Organization’s Ke n -
ya Re port. More than 30 years after this doc -
ument was published, the informal eco n omy
has be come a universal problem. In differ-
ent ways, the non-structured, hidden or un -
derground eco n omy —as it is also known in
other countries— takes different shapes ac -
cording to each coun try’s geography and so cio-
economic conditions. Latin America, and Mexico
in particular, have been no exception.

Mexico’s informal economy began to be tal -
lied by Labor Ministry reports in 1979. Today,
28.2 percent of the emp loyed population in
Mexico works in the informal economy. This is
the same as saying that 11,865,000 people carry

out their economic activity outside any regu-
latory framework. Also, the informal sector
represents almost 12.2 percent of the eco nomy’s
total gross value added, but of even greater con-
cern is the growing emergence of in formal mi -
cro-businesses from 2002 to 2004 in contrast
with the de cline in formal micro-businesses
in the same period. According to data from the
Mex  ican Social Se curity Institute (IMSS) and the
Natio nal Statistics Ins titute (INEGI), during
those years, almost 260,000 informal micro-
businesses were created, while 10,176 formal
ones disappeared. 

The Informal Economy in Mexico
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NO CONSENSUS ON

DEFINING INFORMALITY

Defining the term “informality” is com -
plicated. Different authors have dealt
with it according to their object of study,
without coming to any consensus. How -
ever, one way or another, “informality”
implies economic activities that do not
comply with a country’s legal regula-
tions; in the Mexican case this may be
Finance Ministry regulations, or those
of the Social Security Institute, the
banking system or chambers of com-
merce and industry.1

However, the definition of the con -
cept of informality cited in the previous
paragraph continues to be ambiguous
since a company that does not com-
ply with only one regulation has a dif-
ferent impact from one which ignores
the regulatory framework altogether.
In other words, informality cannot be
defined in terms of all or nothing, but
must be conceived of as a continuum
on which companies’ behavior oscillates
between compliance and non-compli-
ance with certain regulations. Na tu ral -
ly, it is important to delimit the object
to be defined, whether for economic re -
search or for designing a specific pub-
lic policy. For the effects of this article,
we will stick to the definition used by
the INEGI, which considers com panies
and workers to be part of the in formal
sector when they are part of the non-
structured part of the economy.

Very often informality is confused
with itinerant and street sales, a com-
pletely justified confusion since this
activity is one of the most important in
Mexico’s informal economy, the fastest
growing and undoubtedly the most vi s -
ible: itinerant sales grew 11 percent
annually between 2000 and 2004, ex -
panding by 135,000 persons a year ac -

cording to the National Employ ment
Survey. However, Mex ico’s informal sec -
 tor is much larger and more complex.

According to the last Cuenta Sa té -
lite del Subsector Informal (Satellite
Ac count of the Informal Sub-Sector),
published by INEGI in 2002, gross out-
put in this sector came to 987.55 bil-
lion pesos in that year. But when this
sum was broken down by kind of eco-
nomic activity, “trade, and informal
restaurants and hotels” (which includes
itinerant and street sales) accounted
for 318.90 billion pesos, or 32.3 per -
 cent of the total. This means that there
are other kinds of informal activities
that cannot be left out of any serious
analysis, particularly considering that
“services” and “manufacturing” repre-
sented 33.8 percent and 18.1 percent
respectively of the informal sector’s
gross output.

THE INFORMAL ECONOMY: 
AN ATTRACTIVE ALTERNATIVE

JOB MARKET

In June 2002, William Maloney pre-
sented a research document at Stanford
University about the Mex ican labor
market. He came to several interesting
conclusions for understanding why in -
formal job oppor tunities continue to
exist. First of all, he says that the Mex -

ican labor market is highly dynamic,
considering the relatively rapid turn-
over rate for workers changing from
one job to another. More concretely,
in manufacturing, workers remain in
the same job for an average of five and
a half years, a relatively short time in
comparison with other countries. It is
even more surprising to see that in a
six-month period in the same sector,
85 percent of workers who changed
jobs had resigned, not been fired or
laid off. A large number of these work-
ers end up self-employed or with a job
in the informal sector. Maloney re ports
that by 1992, in the middle of an eco-
nomic boom in Mexico, 70 percent of
those who left their formal jobs to go
into the informal market did so to in -
crease their incomes or achieve more
flexible working conditions.

Although it is often thought that
wages in the formal sector are higher
than in the informal sector, this is ques -
tionable. The first figure that brings this
into doubt is the fact that in 1992,
formal sector workers who went into
the informal sector reported an increase
in income of around 25 percent, while
those who moved from the informal
to the formal sector only reported an
increase of 15 percent. The differences
in income between the workers in the
two sectors can be explained mainly
by three factors: those in the informal
sector must earn more since they need
to compensate for the lack of fringe
benefits afforded by jobs in the for-
mal sector; secondly, they must also
have higher incomes because of the risks
they run, the implicit costs of the cap-
ital they invest and the value of unpaid
work by family members who work in
their informal economic activities; and
third, formal sector workers’ gross wage
would tend to be greater than those in

Of greater concern is the 
growing emergence

of informal micro-businesses 
from 2002 to 2004 in contrast

with the de cline in formal 
micro-businesses 

in the same period.
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the informal sector to compensate for the
former’s paying taxes. For this reason,
it is not necessarily clear in which sec-
tor workers earn more.

With regard to the fringe benefits
afforded to workers with formal sector
jobs, it is not clear if they compensate
for the dues or deductions in the wages
that must be paid. To quote one par-
adigmatic example, when a worker signs
up with the IMSS, he/she receives me di -
cal coverage for him/herself and some
members of his/her family. This implies
that a second family with a formal job
whose paycheck deducts the IMSS fees
for his/her membership receives no be n -
efit (because he/she is already bene-
fitting free from the first family mem-
ber’s deduction), and therefore he/she
will avoid at all costs paying the fee (thus
earning less) to be signed up with the
IMSS. This is the same as saying that
this second —or third or fourth— fa m -
ily member will prefer a job classified
as informal in which he/she will not
incur these costs.2

Finally, it is important to emphasize
that between 1990 and 1992, when the
Mexican economy enjoyed sustained
growth, formal employment shrank
and informal employment expanded.3

What is more, wage increases in the in -

formal sector surpassed those of the for -
mal sector (relative wage increases).
While these figures are not conclusive,
at least they show that informal employ -
ment has become an attractive alterna -
tive for a large number of Mexicans.

WHY GO INTO THE

INFORMAL SECTOR?

Informal employment being perceived
as an attractive alternative for a large
percentage of the active work force does
not mean that we are inevitably con-
demned to informality. Public policies
do exist that can contribute to making
the formal sector more attractive than
the non-structured sector.

According to Maloney’s study, com -
panies decide on different levels of for -
mality because they incur different costs
and benefits from regulatory require-
ments.4 Smaller companies tend to
de mand less participation in the insti-
tutions of formality since their relative
costs are higher and they receive fewer
benefits.

An examination of the information
gleaned from different surveys about
Mexico’s informal sector shows that
small companies tend to have three

specific characteristics: they are new;
they have limited information about the
markets they are immersed in; and,
therefore, they run a high risk of going
bankrupt. These three variables, togeth -
er with their very inefficient operations,
result in their opting to vary more or
less from formal functioning. That is,
as Maloney said, causality goes from
inefficiency to informality since for
these small, new companies, it is un -
clear whether paying the costs of for-
mality is worth it. As they grow, the
likelihood that they will go bankrupt
lessens and, analogously, their need to
obtain the benefits of formality (such
as legally binding contracts, access to
capital and the entry into larger mar-
kets, just to mention a few) increases.

However, the cost of formality is by
no means a constant; rather, it varies
according to each country’s regulatory
framework. There is a general consen sus
that an improvement in institutional
quality decreases the size of the shad-
ow economy.5 The World Bank Doing
Business studies aim to investigate the
way in which regulations are incentives
for or a brake on entrepreneurial acti vi -
ties in different countries, with the aim
of proposing reforms to facilitate the
opening of businesses to create new
job opportunities.6 In order to evaluate
a country’s regulatory framework, the
study presents comparable quantitative
indicators of con ditions and help avail -
able for opening businesses there; these
indicators are used as tools of econo m -
ic analysis to identify the reforms need -
ed to create those conditions.

The result of the study puts Mex -
ico in seventy-third place worldwide
(barely above El Salvador, Jordan and
Sri Lanka), while countries like Kenya,
Peru and Uganda have better regula-
tions. It is worth pointing out that the

QUALITY OF THE REGULATORY FRAMEWORK

Source: Doing Business 2005 (World Bank, 2005).
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two most alarming aspects of the Mex -
 ican regulatory framework are “pro tec -
 tion of investors” and the “flexibility of
the labor market.” Me x ico occupies
125th place for both indicators and is
comparable to Haiti, Jordan, Senegal
and Gua  te mala. However, we should
recognize that with regard to “ease of
closing a business”, Mexico’s regula-
tory framework occupies twenty-sec-
ond place, comparable to New Zea -
land, the Uni t ed States, Sweden and
Denmark.

The alarming thing is the odyssey
and average citizen would have to un -
dertake to open and operate a formal
business in Mexico. According to Doing
Business 2005, an entrepreneur who
wants to open a business and comply
with all the regulations would have to
go through 58 days of red tape, carrying
out nine different procedures, even
today when the government SARE pro-
gram is up and running.7 If the busi-
nessman or woman had to register his/
her property, it would take him/her 74
days to do it. Supposing that he or she
wanted to get an operating license, it
would take him/her 222 days to carry
out 12 different governmental proce-
dures. If this hypothetical entrepre-
neur managed to “survive” all of this
and wanted to pay taxes from his/her
first day of operations, it would take
him/her 536 hours to make 49 differ-
ent payments. Even more, if he/she
had to lay off staff, it would cost him/
her the equivalent of 74 weeks wages
per worker. Finally, if the company had
to enforce a contract, it would take 420
days to carry out 37 different pro ce dures
to get a resolution.

Most probably, whoever attempted
to open and operate a business would
opt for some degree of informality along
the way. That is, he/she would decide

not to comply with one or another of
Mexico’s regulations. In summary, open -
ing up a fully formal business in Mex -
ico would require an inexhaustible store
of patience.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The shadow economy should not be
neglected: it is a priority on the coun-
try’s political and economic agenda. The
next administration will have to be clear
that unofficial activity is a worldwide
phenomenon which is difficult to ex -
plain and today is part of many of the
country’s economic activities. It will also
be necessary to take into account that
informality can be explained as a way
forward that is an attractive alternative
and not necessarily the res ponse to a
lack of growth. Therefore, actions must
be aimed at improving the regulatory
framework, which has a direct im pact
on the size and nature of this pheno -
me non, to make it lest costly to become
part of the formal sector of the econ-
omy. That is, making it easier to ac -
cess formality as a way to fight infor-
mality.

The public policies the country de -
mands for the next presidential term
—particularly in fiscal and labor mat-
ters and the simplification of the reg-
ulatory framework— cannot wait. If
they are not well designed and imple-
mented, Mexico runs three risks: ques -
tioning the rule of law and therefore
negatively affecting flows of foreign
direct investment; weakening tax col-
lection; and putting a growing sector of
the work force at risk in terms of their
labor rights. 

If this is not dealt with, these risks
will eventually translate into a drop in
living standards.

NOTES

1 By regulations, we understand forms of long-
term contracts in which institutions offer ser-
vices to companies, which in exchange must
pay fees or taxes. That is, there is a supply of
regulations that are then demanded by every
economic unit and, therefore become part of
their productive process. See Eugenio Rivera
Urrutia, “Teorías de la regulación en la perspec -
tiva de las políticas públicas,” Gestión y Política
Pública no. 2, vol. 13 (2004).

2 To explain what we mean by “second family
member,” let us look at an example: if in a
four-person family (father, mother and two
children), the father is affiliated to the IMSS,
the mother has no incentive to work in a for-
mal job (and therefore receive the benefit of
medical care) since it is sufficient to have one
family member signed up with the IMSS to get
coverage for the entire family. This is why this
study says that this is the reason someone in
that situation would prefer an informal to a
formal job, since he/she would prefer to not
pay for the cost of health care and other so -
cial benefits.

3 GDP growth in 1990, 1991 and 1992 was 4.4
percent, 3.6 percent and 2.7 percent, respec-
tively.

4 W. F. Maloney, “Distortion and Pro tec tion in the
Mexican Labor Market,” at http://scid.stan-
ford.edu/pdf/credpr138.pdf

5 See Alex Dreher et al., “How Do Institutions
Affect Corruption and the Shadow Eco no my,”
at http://econwpa.wustl.edu:8089/eps/pe/pa -
pers/0502/0502012.pdf. Also recommended
is the article by E. Friedman, S. Johnson, D.
Kauf mann and P. Zoido-Lobaton, “Dodging
the Grabbing Hand: The Determinants of
Unofficial Activity in 69 Coun tries,” Journal
of Public Economics 76 (2000), pp. 459-493.

6 World Bank and the International Finance
Cor poration, “Doing Business in 2006: Creat -
 ing Jobs,” (Washington, D.C.: World Bank/
In ternational Finance Corporation, 2005).

7 The SARE program stands for the Quick Com -
pany Opening System, a program of the Fe d -
eral Commission for Regulatory Improv ement
(Cofer  mer), which went into effect March 1,
2002.





INTRODUCTION

Since water is the basis of life on our planet
and an essential resource for the progress of hu -
manity, undoubtedly one of this year’s most
important international events is the 4th World
Water Forum, held March 16 to 22, 2006 in
Mexico City.1

Its sessions’ crosscutting themes were
water management for food and the mainte-
nance of ecosystems and water for growth,
development and sanitation that we all have

the right to. But what concrete proposals are
there for using this resource in this way at the
same time that we reduce risks? The sessions
were planned taking into consideration the
commitments made in past summits to share
the advances in the application of measures to
improve local water management.

We should ask ourselves about how possi-
ble it is for a world forum, whose main goal is
to explicitly include the exchange of experi-
ences among a multiplicity of the highest level
stakeholders, to really motivate participation and
dialogue since locally, people do not share the
idea that global accords can directly be imple-
mented successfully given the multiplicity and
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diversity of geographic areas and in -
terests.2

Despite the diversity of conditions
and interests, it has been nine years
since the first world forum in Moro c -
co and interest in the issue clearly has
not declined. On the contrary, more
and more representatives from differ-
ent spheres have come with a broad
spectrum of proposals and expecta-
tions.3 A large number of non-govern-
mental or ganizations, scientists, pro-
fessionals, aca demics, bu siness  persons
and other members of civil society at -
tended.

It was a big contrast to see sun-
burned peasants wearing cowboy hats
attending the sessions and eating next
to high governmental officials, scien-
tists and international delegates. The
presence of poor delegates is particu-
larly noteworthy because the registra-
tion fee of U.S.$240 to U.S.$600 was
too expensive for anyone who did not
have the economic backing of a pub-
lic or private organization.

To get an idea of participants’ pro-
files, we should first of all consider
that the forum was co-organized and
promoted by the World Water Council
(WWC) and the National Water Com -
mission (Conagua), the host organiza-
tion.4 The characteristics of both the
organizers and the forum make it easy
to foresee the exclusion of certain sec -
tors with limited or no presence among

these high-level circles, despite the le -
gitimacy of their interests. 

For some local interest groups, for
example, the 4th World Water Forum
proposes and defends an ideological
platform conceived from the highest
levels of power. This fact alone brings
into doubt the authenticity of its inte r -
est in disseminating plural, diverse opi -
nions about water, one of the issues that
has some of the greatest political im pli -
cations capable of generating con flicts
of interest on a world scale.

However, it was a great surprise to
hear the voices of participants and pa n -
elists alike who opposed official po -
 sitions, and to see anti-forum partici-
pants distributing pamphlets and
in viting people to so-called local “em -
pow   erment sessions”. These people
echoed deeper scientific postulations
and promoters of social inclusion in de -
manding an agenda centered not on
certainties, but on the great challenges
and the difficulties in facing them.

How much were these voices and
alternative proposals represented and
how were their proposals included?
The answer to these questions would
allow us to determine whether the po -
sitions for and against the spirit of the
forum are completely antagonistic or
if some level of consensus is feasible
that would make convergence and, in
the long run, the prevention of con-
flicts possible. In this article, I ex plore

this point, based on an overview of the
main debates and the profile of the dif -
ferent proponents. Then, I will briefly
deal with the issues and challenges that
emerged from the sessions, and con-
clude with the matter of how “alter-
native” proposals were represented in
the final declaration.

THE BIG DEBATES AND

THEIR PROPONENTS

This forum’s central objective was to
share experiences and learn from one
another. Despite its simplicity, this
idea, present in the inaugural speech-
es, reflects a strong practical bent and
puts forward a difficult-to-achieve goal.
That is because learning is complicat-
ed by sharp ideological clashes, as
Loïc Fauchon, this year’s co-president
and the president of the WWC, in the
inaugural session, pointed out when
he said that no issue is as big a concern
and matter for disagreement world-
wide as water.5

In the sessions led by international
organizations like the World Bank, the
Organization for Economic Coope r -
ation and Development (OECD) and
the Global Water Partnership, among
others, the discourse was moderate,
perhaps given the global strength of
groups fighting against the participa-
tion of multinational corporations in
water management. These discourses
that apparently included more oppos-
ing opinions touched only tangential-
ly on the controversies that emerged
in previous fora since, from their per-
spective, those discussions limited the
establishment of mechanisms for coop -
eration and the achievement of com-
mon goals. An example of this attitude
was that these institutions relegated to
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In recent decades the problem 
of environmental deterioration linked to social inequality 
and poverty has made it necessary to reformulate 

the meaning of the term “progress”.



second place the debate about whether
water should be considered a human
right or an economic good subjected
to market forces as well as the contro-
versies about whether pro ces ses of
de regulation, privatization and decen-
tralization are the only means for chan -
nel ing demands effectively. They also
consider the conflicts of interests that
these issues are creating in all spheres
a secondary matter.

By contrast, the great dilemmas
that water management and the con-
flicts it can create were discussed. For
example, David Grey, from the World
Bank, spoke about the differences that
can exist between local and global in -
terests and between current demands
and future necessities. He accepted
that they could be legitimate, though
counterposed interests, and therefore
expressed the need to advance beyond
a “minimum platform” of ac cords.
Never theless, the effort to in clude
these debating points was un suc cess -
ful: what was considered important
was satisfying the global need for fi -
nancial resources and in vestment in
infrastructure as a means to success-
fully deal with the vulnerability of many
regions exposed to climate change and
thus advance in meeting the millen-
nium goals.6

This moderate discourse may be
understandable in light of an ideology
sustained by a great many discourses
emanating from international institu-
tions, but also from national agencies,
private enterprise and government re -
presentatives of Mexico and other coun -
tries. Another vein of this ideology
may be the WWC view regarding the
human right to water: 

“The human right to water entitles every -

one to sufficient, safe, acceptable, phys-

ically accessible and affordable water

for personal and domestic uses. An

adequate amount of safe water is nec-

essary to prevent death from dehydra-

tion, reduce the risk of water-related

disease and provide for consumption,

cooking, personal and domestic hygie n -

ic requirements.”7

In view of this, it would seem that
the principle of the right to water is
limited to covering the basic necessi-
ties.8 On the other hand, the accep-
tance of this principle by governments
worldwide would seem to indicate that
there is consensus that every individ-
ual should have access to a minimum
amount of water for covering his/her
needs. Up to this point, we would all
seem to be in agree ment. However,
when we discuss what the key local
action should be for achieving the goal
of “water for all,” the voices empha-
sizing the lack of resources to invest
in infrastructure and the strategies for
increasing it managed to make them-
selves heard over those that underlined
the need to improve technical and in -
s titutional capabilities of local and com -
munity inhabitants as the means to
strengthen their autonomy in manag-
ing their resources without requiring
financing of any kind.

People went so far as to say that the
debate about counterposing public and
private water management was a false

one given the successful experiences in
local management when a public, com-
munity effort has in clud ed private par-
ticipation. At the end of the day, as
the OECD and the World Bank said, it
does not matter where the resources
come from; what matters is getting
enough of them to take the local action
required and pre vent the risks associ-
ated with water scarcity. Never the less,
the alternative voices disagreed with
this position and asked for the public-
private controversy about water to be
reformulated as a political priority.

In this context, in his magnificent
presentation, Erik Swyngedouw sug-
gested that before taking concrete
action, the political nature of the water
issue should be recognized, as well as
the limits of market forces, particularly
when dealing with social and en viron -
mental problems. Thus, the dile m ma
between public or private par ticipa tion
was reaffirmed, analyzing both from
the perspective of equality, communi-
ty and citizens’ autonomy, environ-
mental deterioration and the respon-
sibility for it. Therefore, the issue of
water and its unequal distribution was
also examined from the socio-econo m -
ic and po litical standpoint and not just
as a matter of geographical, demo graph -
ic or climate change heterogeneity.

For its part, the “highest-level” dis -
course argued for a consensus, empha-
sizing that at the forum, no one was
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Guaranteeing water as a human 
right continues to be a topic of discussion 

for bodies like the WWC, whose aims favor this principle 
and are oriented to finding a way to concretize it.
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trying to impose privatization, since, as
Mexican Minister of Environment and
Natural Resources José Luis Luege
Tamargo said, “This debate is about a
dialogue and sharing ideas.” However,
at the same time, he welcomed private
and foreign investment for sanitation
infrastructure. To justify this contra-
diction, he reiterated that having effi-
cient public bodies and greater social
commitment did not solve the problem
of infrastructure and the challenges
implied in comprehensive management
of water resources. Des pite this argu-
ment, the debates continued at the fo -
rum about this supposed public need
for infrastructure. However, it is not
enough to know that these investments
foster development and create jobs.
What must be clarified is up to what
point taxpayers would be taking on
the responsibility for paying for a raw
material, water, destined to insure the
maintenance of very lucrative private,
multinational businesses.9

EMERGING ISSUES AND
NEW CHALLENGES

Water is a political issue. This means
that it can create greater polarization
if we consider the participation of broad
sectors on all levels, something that
could be seen at the forum when new
key issues emerged during the discus-
sions that to a certain extent revealed
the complexity of social and environ-
mental phenomena that are difficult
to see and deal with using current
focuses. Although paradoxically it was
not re cognized in the final declara-
tions, some of these emerg ing themes
are of strategic importance for dev -
eloping countries and particularly for
Mexico: 

1) Transborder water management. This
matter requires further attention in
light of free trade agreements given
the existing legal vacuum which gives
multinationals the power to control
all forms of commercialization not
explicitly regulated by treaties as
currently written.

2) The protection and sustainable ma n -
agement of underground water and
water ecosystems. These are neces-
sary if we consider strategic means
to deal with climate variability and
environmental deterioration. More
than investing in infrastructure, this
would imply reconsidering priori-
ties regarding water.

3) Empowerment of communities and
the citizenry. This would give the
population autonomy in managing
its resources based on a new culture
that would make water, conceived
as a human right, a priority.

4) The governability of water. This implies
recognizing everyone’s right to water
and the obligation to act ethically
when dealing with the challenges its
management brings with it.

THE BIG CONCLUSIONS: 
WATER FOR ALL?

Despite the only slight optimism about
the forum’s plurality and objectivity, it
is true that many voices did make them -

selves heard and the most important
debates did happen. How e ver, the peo -
ple who talked about privatization never
managed to dialogue with those who
defended access to water as a human
right, and vice versa, despite the suc-
cess stories told by the proponents of
both models. Thus, voices were heard
affirming that public participation im -
proved access to water and increased
communities’ autonomy, but others said
that private participation “educated” com -
munities in caring for their re sources.
Despite this back and forth of ideas,
access to water was not de clared a fun -
damental human right.10

The question remains whether the
forum’s organizers considered it a total
failure or a resounding success. Given
its format and the presence of many
interests, it is not out of the question
to think that the objective was to con-
solidate strategies to strength en the in -
fluence and local control over resources
and in this way increase profits from
investments and minimize the con-
flicts that could arise from the exis-
tence of alternative positions and val-
ues that, to our surprise, were also
presented at the forum.11

Although these voices could be
heard loud and clear, presenting solid
arguments based more on fact than the -
ory, at the end of the forum, the doubt
remained about whether there could
have been greater consensus or at least
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if it would have been possible to strike
a chord amongst those who were re luc -
tant to learn from others. Un fortu na -
tely, there was never enough time to
ask these and other questions.

NOTES

1 In recent decades the problem of environment -
al deterioration linked to social inequality and
poverty makes it necessary to reformulate the
meaning of the term “progress” to at least ques-
tion its ethical basis. Thus, for example, we
should ask ourselves whether it is ethical to
move entire populations from their places of ori -
gin or take away their traditional means of sub -
 sistence in order to consolidate an economic
development project like the cons truction of a
hydroelectric plant or an industrial belt.

2 I am referring particularly to groups that are
fighting to maintain structural living condi-
tions and autonomous organization in their
communities, such as indigenous confedera-
tions, ejido collective farm members and peas-
ants, as well as some sectors of academics and
social scientists committed to different causes
like the fight against big dam projects.

3 Many meetings with alternative proposals
and evident social commitment were held in
Mexico City parallel to the official forum.

However, I was surprised by the active partic-
ipation in the official forum itself of activist
committees like the one made up of people
from Baja California against the relining of
the All American Canal.

4 The WWC was founded in 1996 as a multilater-
al platform that brings together a variety of high-
level actors, including explicit and implicit links
to the governments of several countries, the
United Nations, the World Bank and different
ministries and national, regional and global pu b -
lic and private networks. In September 2005,
the World Water Council was granted special
consultative status by the UN Economic and
Social Council. This special status gives the
council the opportunity to designate official
representatives to the United Nations head-
quarters in New York and their offices in Ge -
neva and Vienna (www.worldwatercouncil.org).
Conagua is Mexico’s autonomous federal body
with full authority to manage and preserve Mex -
ico’s water resources, and is obviously an active
partner in the WWC.

5 Fauchon heads up one of the main subsi dia -
ries of SUEZ, one of the most profitable multi-
nationals in the water industry.

6 At the UN Millennium Summit in Sep tem ber
2000, world leaders signed the Millennium De -
claration which inspired the eight objectives
included in the Millennium Develop ment doc-
ument, and the 18 goals, including the one that
proposes that by 2015, the number of people
without access to drinking water should be
reduced by half. <www.un.org/millenniumgoals>,
consulted March 30, 2006.

7 Guaranteeing water as a human right contin-
ues to be a topic of discussion for bodies like the
WWC whose aims favor this principle and are
oriented to finding a way to concretize it in
rural and urban projects. See General Com -
ment 15, CESCR, 2002 at <www.worldwater-
council.org>, consulted March 29, 2006.

8 In some sessions, it was even proposed that
30 liters of free drinking water was the min-
imum amount any individual should have
access to. In the case of Mexico City, given
the uncertainty about the amount of potable
water piped into houses, many people pay
between four and ten pesos a liter for puri-
fied water. During the 4th Forum, a 500-mil-
liliter bottle of water sold for 15 pesos.

9 In North America alone, the water industry’s
annual profits come to more than U.S.$115.8
billion in the United States, U.S.$1.084 bil-
lion in Canada and U.S.$707 million in Mex -
ico. In all three cases, the industry’s growth in
the first decade of this century will be over 20
percent. See <www. datamonitor.com>.

10 The almost 150 countries who were signato-
ries to the final declaration of the 4th World
Water Forum did not want to include the
access to water as one of the fundamental
rights of human beings as Venezuela, Cuba,
Uruguay and Bolivia proposed.

11 At the end of the forum, the weakest voices con -
tinued to argue for the right to develop their com -
munities, to preserve the quality of their rivers
and lagoons and to autonomously decide to
carry out economic activities in their lands
with better living and health conditions.
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T
oday, no national political campaign can
be successful without the broadcast
media. Candidates and parties, govern-

ments and institutions all seek attention in the
media to reach society. Thus, they subordinate
what they want to say to television and radio
formats. So, they end up saying only what they
are allowed to say.

The media has monopolized the public are -
 na to such an extent that its approval seems
in dis pensable for the success of any effort at
publicity and campaigning. As everyone knows,
broadcast media companies shade, temper and
even determine the public affairs agenda accord -
ing to their interests.

But it is one thing for television and radio
to be irreplaceable in forging consensuses in
contemporary societies, and it is quite another
for them be so omnipotent that the rest of the
powers in society (state, political, judicial and
formal powers) should be subordinate to them.
The power of the media is important, but it is
often magnified out of ignorance, obfuscation
or just getting too comfortable.

Most state officials, political leaders and
legislators believe, at least in Mexico, that the
media has unlimited power. They forget that
in societies like ours, the media is, or should
be, limited by legal frameworks, social de mands
and the action of state institutions. Together
with this, they overlook the existence of other
sources of information and persuasion —so cial
and family surroundings, the context, experi-
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ence, etc.— that citizens pay as much,
or more, attention to than the media.

Precisely because it has singular,
and habitually excessive, power and
because it has a daily, intense capabi l -
ity to influence society, it is important
that the broadcast media be competi-
tive and plural and that both the state
and society itself continually make
demands upon it. When this does not
happen, like in Mexico, then the broad -
cast media behaves as if it were a su -
perlative power.

It is natural for communications com -
 panies to want to dominate like they
have in Mexico today with a power that
often subjugates governments, par lia -
ments and institutions. And it is not
often that those profiting from power
want to get rid of or stop exercising it.
The most disturbing thing in the Mex -
ican case is that among what some call
the political class and, in general, in the
state institutions res ponsible for orga-
nizing and guaranteeing society’s abil-
ity to get along, the fear of the media
amplifies these companies’ already im -
portant power. Particularly during the
administration of President Vicente
Fox (2000-2006), the federal govern-
ment’s subjection to the ambitions of
Mexico’s two television monopolies, the
reluctance of all the political parties
to meet the challenge that they mean
for democracy in the country and the
docility the vast majority of federal de p -
uties and senators vis-à-vis the televi-

sion corporations have been part of the
causes of the state’s paralysis and sub -
ordination to the power of the media.

Within this panorama, it may be
useful to delimit what the mass me -
dia is capable of —and what it is not—
with regard to electoral processes. In
the following pages, I will analyze four
myths that are frequently repeated
about the relationship between the me -
 dia and politics.

FIRST MYTH: ELECTIONS

ARE DECIDED IN THE MEDIA

Present almost in every public space
today, the mass media has undeniable,
often unavoidable, weight in forging
public opinion. Above all, the media is
the most important conduit for people
finding out about public affairs. What
candidates say and do during a political
campaign is made known through the
mass media before any other means.

Today, television is the main source
of socialization of public affairs. People
are informed by it although they later
supplement the knowledge gained there
by consuming other media and addi-
tional spaces of socialization, de pend -
ing on the groups and relational circuits
each individual has.

In addition to information, as we
all know, the mass media generates a
large number of opinions about the
facts they inform their audiences of.

The very selection and editing of that
information implies preferences, de -
ci sions and biases in the presentation
of public affairs. And, of course, the
political opinions of presenters, re por t -
ers and announcers, whether ex pres sed
explicitly or not, influence one way or
another in the value judgments peo ple
make about these affairs.

According to Reforma news  paper
polls, during Mexico’s 2000 electoral
season, 66 percent of citizens said they
heard the news on television, but only
47 percent said they believed “a great
deal” or “something” of what they
heard on those broad casts. This is what
Alejandro Moreno, the head of the
polling process called a “credibility
deficit.” “At least one-fifth of the elec -
torate gets its informa tion about poli-
tics from television, but people do not
believe what they see and hear,” he
said.1 And the im por tance of other
sources for finding out about public
affairs but also to discuss them —that
is, to forge an opinion about them— is
so great that it is noteworthy how un -
derestimated they are in political par-
ties’ campaign strategy design.

Campaigning fundamentally based
on merchandising in the large mass
media often underestimates the role
of conversations in the family and on
the job, among other places. On elec-
tion day in 2000, the Reforma news-
paper reported that exit polls showed
that 64 percent of voters had heard “a
great deal” or “something” about the
news thanks to their personal relation -
 ships. These answers led Reforma’s
polling specialist to conclude that,
“Con   ver sations with the family and
friends are the second most credible
source of in formation for Mexican
voters: 44 per cent said they believed
a great deal or something about pres-
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idential candidates, compared with 47
percent who believed television news;
41 percent, radio news; 40 percent,
newspapers; and 37 percent, other peo -
ple who are not relatives or friends.
Almost certainly, however, what these
voters talk about or find out from
friends and relatives is a reproduction
and, in the best of cases, a reinterpre-
tation of what was seen and heard on
television.”2 This process of reinterpre -
tation opens an important margin for
citizens to have opinions that do not
necessarily agree with the ones the
mass media is trying to induce. 

It is clear that the media has an in -
fluence, but from there to say that its
influence is so strong that it ends up
defining election results in contem po -
rary societies, there is a distance well
worth very prudent contemplation.  The
mass media is no doubt one of the es sen -
 tial factors in defining political opi nions,
though not the only one and, on occa-
sions, not even the most decisive one.

SECOND MYTH: THE MEDIA

HAS THE SAME INFLUENCE

THROUGHOUT SOCIETY

In any mass society, media audiences
are, by definition, heterogeneous. Peo -
ple have different interests, preferences
and contexts. That is why research into
the media and its effects has been able
to say, as Mexican analyst Francisco

de Jesús Aceves clearly explains, “The
audience is not a monolithic conglo m -
e r ate. Quite to the contrary, there are
important sexual, age and socio-cultur-
al differences. This diversity will also
determine the media’s capacity to in -
fluence.”3

For several decades now, the most
serious studies in the field of mass
communications have rejected im pro -
vised or hurried interpretations that
attributed the media with a capability
of manipulating and influence so over -
whelming that, as some authors sup-
posed, its content could be just inject-
ed into people like with a hypodermic
syringe. At this point in communica-
tions research, it has been established
that the media of course has enormous
influence on society’s behav ior and opi n -
ions, but always in accordance with
the circumstances of each segment of
its audience and, naturally, according
to the circumstances and the intensi-
ty of exposure.

Depending on their content, some
messages will have more influence
among women than men and others
will be more persuasive among young
people or the unemployed, for exam-
ple. Still others will have scant influ-
ence in a society saturated by content
of all kinds, among which those of a
political nature get mixed up in a sea
of offers, incitements and media de -
mands. So, supposing that a message
designed to prompt intense impres-

sions or reactions will be able to change
people’s vote is a way of overestimat-
ing the effect the media has on elec-
toral processes.

THIRD MYTH: ELECTORAL

PROPAGANDA DOES NOT

COMPROMISE PARTIES

In 2006 the Mexican state, through the
Federal Electoral Institute, will ear-
mark almost 4.2 billion pesos in con-
tributions for national political parties’
operating and campaign costs. The de -
cision that the state fi nances the largest
part of party expenditures is one of the
key norms that this country has man-
aged to establish in electoral matters.
Because they depend basically on a
state subsidy, the parties are safe from
the risk of being funded by illegal or
extra-legal groups. When private and/or
unregistered backing exceeds legal lim-
its, the parties can be sanctioned. This
happened to the Institutional Revo lu -
tio nary Party and the National Action
Party, which were fined about one bil-
lion pesos and half a billion pesos,
res pectively, be cause of irregularities
dis covered by electoral authorities in
the cases known as Pemexgate and the
“Friends of Fox”. 

Together with safeguards like this,
being funded with tax monies has been
one of the most important guarantees
of political party independence. How -
ever, seen from another perspective,
being given large sums of money has
caused the parties’ growing de pen dence
on the media. Because they have large
sums of money —which once they are
legally registered they no longer attempt
to get for themselves because it is one
of the prerogatives they obtain from
the state— the parties can buy sizeable
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quantities of publicity spots in the me -
dia, particularly the broadcast media.
This right, part of the rules of equality in
Mex ico’s electoral processes, hypothe -
ti cally allows political messages to be
more widely and better known by the
citizenry. But it also has at least three
perverse consequences.

The first is the preeminence of
media buys over other kinds of political
activity. The media message allows the
parties and their candidates to reach
more people with less effort. But the
effects of campaigning at a distance
are not always better than the work
done close up in public meetings or
thanks to other kinds of contact with
the citizenry.

In the second place, the suprema-
cy of media ads molds campaigns ac -
cording to the formats and demands of
the electronic media, to the degree that
campaign speeches, statements, actions
and proposals tend to be re duced to
extremely short phrases, sound bites,
so concise that it is im possible to ex -
press the government project behind
them. This style is often prejudicial to
the profundity of the political discourse.

A third result of the preponderance
of the media over other political tools
is the construction of a new relation-
ship based on commercial interests be -
tween parties and media corporations.
Having vast sums of money to buy
ads and competing for air time turn
the parties into television and radio

customers —spending in the printed
media is often substantially less— and
they stop acting as the institutional
intermediaries of dialogue that under
other conditions they often are. This
move from being an institutional actor
to being a customer of a private com-
pany has political consequences when
the parties and the media corporations
negotiate the purchase of election ads
with agreements that go beyond the
simple acquisition of space at publicly
known prices. In Mexico, for example,
the most important television and radio
networks frequently offer parties space
in addition to what they have bought
for electoral ads: in terviews on news
programs, favorable commentary by
informational program hosts, friendly
treatment for their can didates on talk
shows, and even preferential treatment
of their interests in the publication of
polls are all part of what the media of -
fers the parties so that they spend their
considerable funds with them.4 In 2006,
Mexican parties will invest between
60 percent and 70 percent of their fe d -
eral campaign funds in ad buys, fun-
damentally from the broadcast media.

FOURTH MYTH: MORE PRESENCE

IN THE MEDIA LEADS

TO A HIGHER VOTE COUNT

When they find it easier to spend tax
monies on ad buys than making an

effort at other ways of doing politics,
the parties are feeding a grievous and,
to a certain extent, deceptive vicious
cycle: since they are convinced of the
supremacy of media publicity, they
earmark increasing amounts of funds
to it. And given that that investment
makes for expanded presence on tele-
vision and radio, the citizenry and po li t -
 ical leaders are feeding the omni pre s -
ence of the media in public affairs.

In each of Mexico’s national elec-
tions, at least since the end of the 1980s,
it has been shown that there is not ne -
cessarily a direct correlation be tween
a party or candidate’s presence in the
mass media and their vote count.

In 1988, we began a detailed review
of the space Mexico City’s main dailies
dedicated to national parties’ campaigns
on a  significant sample of dates. The PRI

presidential campaign got almost 55
percent of the coverage in those papers;
the PAN, 12.3 percent; and the left co -
a lition known as the National De mo -
cratic Front (FDN), 17.4 percent. Never -
 theless, on election day, official figures
put their vote count at 51 percent, 16.8
percent and 27.6 percent respectively.

In the same year, a group of re -
searchers from the University of Gua -
dalajara measured the air time the two
main national news broadcasts gave to
the presidential campaigns. The cov-
erage was so unilateral that PRI candi-
date Carlos Salinas de Gortari received
92 percent of the air time on those
programs. Manuel Clouthier, of the
PAN, received only 3.5 percent, and
Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas of the FDN less
than 4 percent. However, the official
vote count for the PAN was almost five
times greater than the percentage of
the time its candidate received on the
daily TV news, and that of Cárdenas
was seven times higher.5
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In the 1994 presidential elections,
the PRI received 32 percent of the air
time dedicated to the campaign on the
two highest rated national TV news
pro grams. It also received more than
34 percent of the time on radio and te -
levision news programs throughout the
country and 42 percent of the print space
in a sample of Mexico City dailies. Ac -
cording to official figures, Ernesto Ze -
dillo, the PRI candidate, re ceived 50.18
percent of the vote.

The PAN presidential candidate, Die -
 go Fernández de Cevallos, was given
17 percent of the air time on the two
main news programs, 19 percent on
radio and TV news programs nationwide
and 12.3 percent of the space in Mex -
ico City dailies. His vote count was
26.7 percent.

Party of the Democratic Revo lution
(PRD) candidate Cuauhtémoc Cár de nas
received 19 percent of the coverage
in the two main TV news broadcasts,
23 percent on television and radio na -
tionwide and 21.3 percent of the space
in the Mexico City print media, but only
got 17 percent of the vote.

In other words, the PRI and PAN can -
didates got a higher percentage of the
vote than the percentage of their cov-
erage in the broadcast and print media.
But the PRD hopeful had more presence
in the media than at the polling booth.

The same thing happened in the
2000 presidential elections. PRI can -
di date Francisco Labastida cornered

almost 40 percent of the air time ded-
icated to presidential campaigns on
national radio and television newscasts.
He got more coverage than Vi cente Fox,
the candidate of the coalition headed
by the National Action Party, who re -
ceived 27.4 percent. Fox got a little
more coverage on the two most im por -
tant national television newscasts: 30.7
percent versus La bas tida’s 28.1 percent.
But at the ballot box, Fox re ceived 42.5
percent of the vote, while the PRI can-
didate got 36.1 percent.

PRD candidate Cuauhtémoc Cár -
de  nas received 20.1 percent of televi-
sion and radio time nationwide in those
elections, 23 percent of the two main
telecasts and slightly less than 17 per-
cent of the national vote.

Fox, the winner of the election, re -
ceived 12 percentage points more in
votes than the percentage of the cov-
erage he got on the two main television
newscasts and 15 points more than his
share of the coverage on radio and te -
levision news programs nationwide.

Labastida received eight percent
more votes than the coverage he re -
ceived on the two main TV newscasts,
but almost four points less than his
coverage on radio and television news
programs nationwide. This greater pre s -
ence on those programs did not jibe
with the votes he would get.

Cárdenas and his campaign had de -
creasing media yields if we evaluate
them in the light of his results at the

ballot box. His vote count was 6 per-
cent and 3.5 percent, respectively, under
the coverage he received on the two
main television newscasts and on radio
and TV news programs nationwide.

This data deserves further analysis.
But we hope that the comments in this
article suffice to show that in Mex ican
electoral campaigns, more space in the
media has not necessarily meant more
votes on election day.

NOTES

1 Alejandro Moreno, El votante mexicano. De -
mocracia, actitudes políticas y conducta electo -
ral (Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Eco nó -
mica, 2003), p. 196.

2 Ibid., pp. 197-198.

3 Francisco de Jesús Aceves González, “La in -
fluencia de los medios en los procesos elec-
torales. Una panorámica desde la perspectiva
de la sociología empírica,” Comunicación y
Sociedad no. 18 and 19 (Guadalajara), May-
December 1993, p. 225.

4 Media corporations can make these offers in
exchange for other services by political parties.
In March 2006, Televisa proposed preferential
treatment for PRI and PAN presidential candi-
dates if their senators voted in favor of legisla-
tive reform favoring the company’s technologi-
cal and financial expansion. Several senators
from these parties denounced this deal even
though the reform, known as the “Te levisa Law”
passed with the vote of the majority of PRI and
PAN legislators. Testimony of this exchange of
media protection for legislative favors was pub-
lished by Senator Manuel Bartlett Díaz in the
article “Cómo fue y será esa ley” (What Hap -
pened and What that Law Will Be Like) in the
Enfoque supplement of the Mexico City daily
Reforma on April 9, 2006.

5 These figures and those that follow, as well as
the methodology used to arrive at them and the
complete series of information obtained in
the research on media coverage of Mexican
elections in 1988, 1991, 1994, 1997 and 2000
can be found in Raúl Trejo Delarbre, Medio cra -
cia sin mediaciones. Prensa, televisión y eleccio -
nes (Mexico City: Cal y Arena, 2001).
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S
tephen Harper’s government has inher-
ited a healthy economy. The Central Bank
has predicted that average growth in

2006 will be three percent, despite a project-
ed international increase in interest rates and
a probable drop in the demand for exports to the
United States. 

In addition to the economic initiatives Har -
per has proposed (among them the reduction
of the Goods and Services Tax, or GST, from 7

to 6 percent, an increase in the military bud-
get and making direct payments to parents of
Can$1,200 per year for each child under six),
other changes are also expected given the ide-
ological and political career of the recently elect -
ed prime minister.1

Some analysts foresee a close alliance with
President Bush, which has begun to be noted
in Harper’s statement that Canada will stay out
of the Kyoto Protocol. Others interpret this as
an answer favoring the large oil companies in
Alberta province, which are big polluters and
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clearly support Harper since his arrival
in office.

Actually, Harper and Bush have sev -
eral differences with regard to values
and interests. For example, Cana da has
firmly defended sovereignty in areas
of the Arctic Ocean, given the econom -
ic potential it represents in terms of
natural resources like water and pos-
sibly oil, which has caused irritation
in the United States. The Harper gov-
ernment promised to build three mil-
itary ice-breakers and install a sensitive
re mote network in the Arctic to detect
foreign ships and sub m arines travel-
ing through the region. These plans to
defend Arctic sovereignty would cost
approximately Can$5.3 billion.

Another difference with President
Bush is that Harper does not defend
Christian values to the hilt, although
the Conservative Party, under whose
leadership the Canadian right unified,
does include Christians for whom the
defense of family and society values is a

priority. In fact, the Conservative Party
has had a heated debate about whether
to support the legalization of homosex-
ual marriage or not, and Harper seems
more disposed to act motivated by po -
litical interests and consensuses than
to champion moral principles consid-
ered key for the development of society.

During his political career, his po -
sitions on the defense of the market
economy, in favor of a small state and
greater economic decentralization seem
more important, and the latter is key
for Canadian federalism.

A fundamental point in his platform
has been the so-called “fiscal imbal-
ance” between the federal government

and the provinces. While pre vious Prime
Minister Paul Martin denied the exis-
tence of such an im balance, Harper has
promised to combat it and that he will
achieve a long-term accord among the
pro vin ces to resolve it permanently.

This is a burning question in Ca n -
ada’s economic history, and the pro vin -
cial governments have already begun to
discuss it. For example, in Ontario, it has
been suggested that the way to achieve
fiscal balance between the federal go v -
ernment and the provinces is not only
increasing federal transfers, but chang ing
mechanisms for tax collection in order
to decrease federal taxes and aug  ment
provincial ones.2
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REGIONAL VOTE BY PROVINCE
(PERCENTAGE)

LIBERAL PROGRESSIVE NEW DEMOCRATIC

PARTY OF CANADIAN PARTY OF BLOC

CANADA (LIB) PARTY (PCP) CANADA (NDP) QUÉBÉCOIS (BQ) OTHERS

Newfoundland 42 42 13 - -  
Prince Edward Island 52 33 9 - 3  
Nova Scotia 37 29 29 - 2  
New Brunswick 39 35 21 - 2  
Quebec 20 24 7 42 -  
Ontario 39 35 19 - 4  
Manitoba 26 42 25 - 4  
Saskatchewan 22 48 24 - 3  
Alberta 15 64 11 - 6  
British Columbia 27 37 28 - 5  

Source: Data from http://www.cbc.ca/canadavotes/electionnigth/ [January 23, 2006].



As the political leader of Alberta pro v -
ince, Harper openly supported eco-
nomic measures to weaken the power
of the federal government and streng th -
en provincial governments, specifical-
ly, though not exclusively, those of the
western provinces.

In fact, at the close of the electoral
process, after his victory had been an -
nounced, Harper stated, “People of the
West, let me just say one thing, and let
me be clear. The West has wanted in.
The West is in now! Ca nada will work
for all of us!”3 The idea that the West
“wants in” alludes to the fact that it had
previously considered itself excluded
from national decision making.

As prime minister, Harper will have
to deal with a series of thorny regional
issues, but now from Ottawa, presid-

ing over an entire country with a great
diversity of interests and problems.

For example, during his political
career, Harper has made statements cri -
 ticizing equalization payments, trans-
fers sent to Canada’s less developed
pro vinces. A writer in the National Post
wrote that Harper “has spent much of
his life attacking the policies and ins ti -
tutions that made Canada great,” ad -
ding, “Harper’s open hostility to the role
of the national government is com  ple te -
ly at odds with Canadian tra dition and
history.”4 Equalization payments are im -
portant for the Atlantic pro vinces, for
Quebec and, in the West, for Manitoba
and to a lesser degree, Saskatchewan.

With regard to another regional issue,
Atlantic offshore oil, in No vem ber 2004,
when he was leader of the opposition,
Harper stated that New foundland’s eco -
nomic development should be achieved
following in the footsteps of Alberta,
through auto no mous management of
its oil resources.He exhorted then-Prime
Minister Paul Martin “to let New found -
 land and Labrador keep 100 percent
of its offshore oil revenues....Alberta’s fi -
 nancial arrangements with Ottawa have
allowed it to flourish, and New found -
land and Labrador and Nova Scotia
should receive similar treatment.”5 These
Atlantic provinces managed to estab-
lish maritime infrastructure for drilling
oil thanks to enormous federal financ-
ing, with the commitment of repaying
the money using oil revenues.

With regard to the Canadian social
welfare system, in 2004, Harper said,
“Canada is a Northern European wel-
fare state in the worst sense of the term,
and very proud of it. Canadians make no
connection between the fact that they
are a Northern European welfare state
and the fact that we have very low eco-
nomic growth, a standard of liv ing sub -
 stantially lower than yours [the United
States’], a massive brain drain of young
professionals and double the unem-
ployment rate of the United States.”6

This has created fears that Harper will
attempt to privatize the Canadian health
system, which is publicly managed and
provides universal coverage. During his

campaign, Harper said that the changes
the provinces would like to make to the
health system should be based on
the Canada Health Act; he has ratified
this statement to allay any fears about
a possible privatization of the health sys -
tem. The thing is that Premier Ralph
Klein of Alberta, Harper’s home pro v -
ince and political base, has put forward
the possibility of Ca nadians’ purchas-
ing medical insurance “for non-essential
problems”, and come out in favor of the
so-called “third road” which would
allow doctors to offer their services in
both private and public health systems.

In Canada, provincial governments
have constitutional jurisdiction over
health care, and to cover these costs,
they receive transfers from the federal
government. But if any province vio-
lated the Canada Health Act, the fed-
eral government could stop transferring
the money. Previous liberal go v ern ments
have warned Alberta that it should stay
within the confines of the act. The pre -
mier of Saskat chewan, Lorne Calvert,
has expressed his concern that Klein
could violate the act: “The federal gov -
ernment’s job is to ensure the act’s prin -
ciples and values are being adhered to so
that Cana dians can be confident health
care will be provided no matter where
they live or what is available in their
wallet.”7

The Canadian health system, togeth -
er with other social welfare measures,
have been an important factor in keep-
ing Canada united, have become part of
Canadian identity and have differenti-
ated it from its neighbor to the south,
the United States. 

Under his mandate, the new prime
minister will face the difficult task of
reconciling diverse regional interests at
the same time that he efficiently takes
on his federal responsibilities. Because
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As the political leader of Alberta pro vince, 
Harper openly supported economic measures to weaken 

the power of the federal government and streng then 
provincial governments, specifically, though not exclusively, 

those of the western provinces.
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of his government’s characteristics, the
positions Harper takes will depend on
how much he negotiates and how far
he moves toward the center in order to
neutralize the trends of the different
positions to stay in power as a minor-
ity government.

The expectations created around
his platform and declarations include
not only that he will constitute a more
transparent government, as he clearly
stated alluding critically to the rival
Liberal Party, but also that he will cre-
ate a favorable climate for provincial
go vernments, foreseeing possible clash-

es of interests with the federal gov-
ernment.

Harper maintains good political re -
lations with the population of the West,
who supported him, but he also needs
to negotiate in the House of Com mons
with parties whose votes he will need
to avoid being brought down like his
predecessor. 

NOTES
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C A N A D I A N   I S S U E SH I S T O R Y

Juárez, Statesman
Patricia Galeana*

Francisco Toledo, Juárez and the Mexican Republic, 1990.

D.R. © Francisco Toledo. Photo: Galería Juan Martín.



The people and the government 

must respect the rights of all. 

Among individuals as among nations, 

respect for others’ rights is peace.

BENITO JUÁREZ

A
fter 11 years of fighting, Mex -
ico’s War of Indepen dence con -
cluded in 1821 with a concilia -

tory program without structural re forms,
and the process of construction of the
nation-state began. The fol lowing di -
chotomies were posed to resolve the
dilemma of its organization: monarchy
or re public; federalism or centralism;
conservatism or liberalism.

The different national projects
sought the country’s political stability
through a strong government.1 The con -
servatives believed that monarchy was
the solution. When the first empire
failed, they opted for a uni fied republi-
can system, then for the dictatorship
of military strongman An tonio López
de Santa Anna, and finally for estab-
lishing a Second Empire with a foreign
prince. The liberals, for their part, be -
lieved in setting up a fe deral republic.

Mexican liberalism evolved through -
out the nineteenth century. First it
fought for independence from the
Spanish empire and later for the inde-
pendence of the state from the military
and church forces. There was a failed
attempt at reforming the state in 1833;
and from 1855 to 1863, the generation
headed by Benito Juárez transformed
the theocratic, estate-based state into
a secular na tio nal state. Dis  mantling
the old regime and abolishing the co -
lonial structures cost a three-year civil
war and a five-year foreign interven-

tion. The country was divided be tween
two governments for an entire decade.

During this whole period, Juárez
was president of the constitutional gov -
 ernment. He managed to bring togeth-
er the liberals and then forge a nation.
He achieved respect for civic author-
ity and subjected all forces to a single
command. “Without that unity, the idea
of a homeland would have eva porated,
as happened in the 1847 war.”2

Juárez led the defense of national
sovereignty in the face of foreign in ter -
vention, of the republic in the face of the
empire, of federalism in the face of cen -
tralism and of liberal reform in the face
of conservative tradition to esta blish a
secular state.

A member of the Zapotec nation,
he did not learn Spanish until the age
of 12. He went from being a servant to
a seminarian and then a well-known
professional. He was a teacher of Ro man,
canon and civil law and of experimen-
tal physics.3

His efficient, honest work as an
attorney brought him recognition in
the community. Among his legal writ-
ings is his proposal about a new form of
property, about checks and balances
of the branches of government, about
direct elections and a law about the
administration of justice which was
the first step for putting an end to the
immunity and privileges of the Catholic
Church and the army.4

Juárez occupied posts in municipal,
state and federal governments and in
the three branches of government.
In the judiciary, he was a judge, a mag-
istrate and president of the Supreme
Court. In the legislative branch, he
was a state and federal deputy. And in
the executive branch, he was a city
councilman, four times the governor
of his state, the minister of justice,
church business and public instruc-
tion, the minister of the interior and
president from 1858 until his death
in 1872.

Dubbed “The Worthy of the Amer -
icas,” he belonged to the most bril-
liant generation of nineteenth-centu-
ry Mexico, the generation that fought

against the whims of Santa Anna, the
military strongman without ideology
who became the arbiter of national po l -
 itics for the first three decades after
independence. It was also the gener-
ation that suffered the trauma of the
loss of more than half the nation’s ter-
ritory after the invasion and war of
conquest by the United States. It was
one of the generations that, as Arnold
Toynbee wrote, instead of disappear-
ing, was strengthened by crisis; the
generation that consummated the lib-
eral reform.

A man of few words, Juárez was con -
vincing more because of the strength
of his arguments than his oratory.
With his austere appearance, always
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Juárez defended national sovereignty in the face 
of foreign in ter vention, the republic in the face of the empire, 

federalism in the face of centralism and liberal reform 
in the face of conservative tradition to esta blish a secular state.

* Historian and professor at the UNAM
School of Philosophy and Letters.



dressed in black, he was the first ci -
vilian to impose his authority over the
military. His formality commanded
respect and was the personification of
authority. He was not only a great po l -
itician, but a great statesman, meaning
someone who designs long-term public
policies that transcend his own moment
in history.5

Like any good attorney, he always
believed that respect for the law was
the first step a civilized society need-
ed to take to achieve well-being:

I believe it my duty to speak to you to

urge you to double your efforts to put

an end to anarchy, reestablishing the

rule of law, the only guarantee of a

lasting peace in our country, the only

barrier to the bastardized ambitions of

those who have founded their well-

being in the high positions of the Re -

public. Outside the Constitution that

the Nation has given itself through the

free, spontaneous vote of its represen-

tatives, all is chaos. Any plan adopted,

any promise given outside this funda-

mental document will lead us inexorably

to anarchy and the loss of our Home -

land, no matter what the background

and position of the men who make it.

Profoundly convinced of this truth

and complying with the duty that the

law imposes, I did not doubt in pick-

ing up the constitutional banner that

Don Ignacio Comonfort had handed

over to the criminals of reaction. I con -

sidered that once legality was lost, anar-

chy took sway among us because the

men of Tacubaya, without the impar-

tial guidance of the law, would be led

by their passions from one crime to

another...taking with them the peace

of the Republic.6

He also thought that operating
within the law was the only way to
legitimize authorities and make them
respected by the governed. The law
was the only thing that should legit-
imize the authorities.7

In his first inaugural speech as
governor of Oaxaca, Juárez declared
himself to be a son of the people and

a defender of their rights, promising
that he would make sure that the peo-
ple would be educated to abandon “the
ways of disorder, vice and poverty”.8

He knew how to govern with the best
men and take criticism.

At a turning point in national his-
tory, the second independence of Mex -
ico, this time from French intervention,
was consummated around Juárez, as was
state independence from the Catholic
Church and the army.9

The Reform Laws passed by Juá rez
in the midst of the civil war marked the
birth of the secular state.10 Mexico was
the third country in the region to decree
the absolute separation between church
and state after a conflict around the

issue.11 The law of freedom of worship
conceived of religious freedom as a na t -
ural right of Man, “without any limit
except the rights of third parties and
the demands of public order.”12

Juárez fought clericalism, under-
stood as the use of the priestly in ves -
titure for purposes other than religious
worship and which has even been con-
demned by the Church itself at dif-
ferent times in its history.13

As the French abbe Testory warned
the Mexican clergy, when the church
becomes a fortress confronted with the
state, it is taken like a fortress. That is
why the state went from secularizing
the clergy’s property to its nationaliza-
tion. Nevertheless, in the words of Fran -
cisco de Paula Arran goiz, one of the most
important leaders of Mexican mo nar -
chism, the church enjoyed more free -
doms under Juárez’s republic than under
Maxi mi lian’s empire.

From the time that Miguel Hidal -
go abolished slavery and castes in 1810,
ratified by José María Morelos in 1814,
the liberals sought to suppress the racial
differences of the colonial regime. Every -
one was Mexican. Juárez was western-
ized and became the paradigm of those
who in the nineteenth century sought
to incorporate indigenous communi-
ties into modernity.

With the victory of the liberal re -
pu b lic, thanks to the establishment of
free, mandatory primary education,
women also gained access to educa-
tion.14 Women were able to begin their
emancipation through study.

Peoples find their paradigms in
the figures that stand out in their his-
tory. Mexico has in Juárez the para-
digm of the defense of national sover-
eignty against foreign intervention, of
the rule of law versus military coups,
of civil society versus corporations, of

Juárez was not only a great politician, but a great 
statesman, meaning someone who designs

long-term public policies that transcend
his own moment in history.
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secularism versus intolerance and of
the defense of the subjected race ver-
sus racial discrimination.

From the fight against interven -
 tio nism came the Juárez Doctrine, ac -
cording to which no one should seek
the recognition of foreign powers in
exchange for ruinous treaties, but should
demand equal treatment with respect
for the dignity that every sovereign
state deserves.

This doctrine was ratified by Pre s -
ident Venustiano Carranza at the vic tory

of Mexico’s 1910 Revolution15 and later
by Foreign Minister Genaro Estrada in
his doctrine about the re cognition of
foreign governments.16 These princi-
ples are included in Ar ti cle 89 of
Mexico’s current Cons ti tu tion which
deals with Mexico’s foreign po l icy: the
principles of non-intervention, the self-
determination of people s, the peaceful
solution of con troversies, the legal
equality of states and the fight for peace.

Mexico, wrote President Juárez, “is
a people as free, as sovereign, as indepen -

dent as the most powerful on earth....Let
us have faith in the justice of our cause.
Let us have faith in our own efforts, and
united we will save our Homeland”
and “the principles of respect and the
inviolability of the sovereignty of na -
tions.”17

Certainly, today, these ideals seem
utopian. But down through the histo-
ry of humanity, it has been the utopias
that have moved the noblest part of the
human spirit. Let us remember that
Juárez realized his utopia.
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O
rizaba has had many names. The first was of Nahuatl origin,
Ahuializapan, meaning “joy on the water.” During the time of
the conquistador Hernán Cortés, it was called Oricahua or

Ahui li caba. The current name, Orizaba, was first used in 1559. The
poet Rafael Delgado called it “rainy”; the populace called it the city of
“Our Lady of the Bridges” because of the 37 bridges crossing the Orizaba
River. Today, a tour of the river bank includes 13 of those bridges.

A LITTLE HISTORY

Located in a valley of central Veracruz, sur rounded by high moun-
tains, at the foot of Citlaltépetl or Orizaba Peak, the area was in habited
in pre-Hispanic times by Toltecs and Totonacs. Shortly before the arrival
of the Spaniards, despite ferocious resistance, Ahui lizapan was con-
quered by the Aztecs who demanded tribute. In the sixteenth centu-
ry Orizaba was born on what was an old indi genous settlement, and

* Promoter of cultural tours in the high mountain region of Veracruz.

The Iron Palace was brought from Belgium in three ships in the nineteenth century.
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deve loped thanks to commercial cultivation of sugar
cane and then tobacco and trade which sprang
from its being the stopping-off-point for travelers
between Veracruz, the viceroyalty’s main port, and
the capital of New Spain. It was at its viceregal
height around 1764 when Carlos III established
the tobacco mo nopoly, reserving the cul tivation, pro-
cessing and sale of tobacco to the re gion of Ori za ba,
Zongolica and Córdoba.

A century later, the Orizaba Valley became an
important industrial area thanks to its climate and
topography. Superb waterfalls favored the es ta blish -
ment of many hydro-electrical plants that provided
much-needed electricity to the region. With easy
communication, Orizaba was the birthplace of the
textile industry and has been an important produc-

er of paper, cement and beer. It was also the site for
decisive episodes in the history of the early twenti-
eth-century workers movement.

NATURAL AND CULTURAL ATTRACTIONS

Surrounded by heights like the easily climbed Bo -
rrego and Escámela Hills, Orizaba offers magnif-
icent trails for those who like walks in the open air.
Situated in the foothills of the mountains surround -
ing Orizaba Peak, it is crisscrossed with innume r -
able, crystal clear, cold springs fed by melting snows
that captivate the visitor. At the top of Borrego Hill,
an iron cross honors the Mex ican soldiers fallen
during the battle against invading French troops

The municipal cemetery is interesting not only because 
of the popular art work displayed in the sculptures over the tombs, but also because 
it holds the famous “Stone of the Giant” on whose surface pre-Hispanic sculptors 

carved out figures representing a ritual flaying.
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in 1862. The hill boasts a beautiful view of the city
with the bell towers of the San Miguel Cathe -
dral, the San José de Gracia Parish Church, the
Calvary Church, the Our Lady of Carmen Church
and many more beautiful examples of architecture
and sacred art. Orizaba has the largest number of
churches, 17, of any city in the state of Veracruz.

One of the most special buildings worthy of a
visit is the old Mu ni cipal Palace. Built in Bel gium
in the nineteenth-century European architectural
style, its iron structure was sent in pieces to Mexico
aboard three steamships. The so-called Iron Palace,
an elegant building in the art nouveau style was

inau gurated on Independence Day 1894 after over -
coming problems like the lack of funds to pay the
Belgian manufacturer and the need to even out
the marshy ground it was to be erected on. For 90
years, the palace was the town hall, until it was
replaced by the current, neo-classical building con -
structed during the dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz,
which houses a mural by José Clemente Orozco.

The State Art Museum, with its large collec-
tion of works by Mexican and foreign artists, is
housed in a magnificent eighteenth-century reli-
gious building. Originally used as the Saint Felipe
Neri Oratory in 1776, it was built next to the sanc -

Orizaba was born in the sixteenth century on what was 
an old indigenous settlement, and deve loped thanks to commercial cultivation 

of sugar cane and tobacco, and trade which sprang from its being the stopping-off-point 
for travelers between Veracruz and Mexico City.
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Del Carmen Church. Orizaba has the largest number of churches, 17, of any city in the state of Veracruz.
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tuary of Our Lady of Guadalupe; in addition to its religious purposes,
for many years it was used as a hospital. The museum has eight rooms
and the collection includes works that go from the vi ceregal period to
contemporary art. Some of the rooms exhibit works by artists visiting
Veracruz, foreign artists like Rugendas, Hum boldt, Heidi or Claudio
Linati, who showed the New World to Europe, and works by Mexicans
like José María Ve las co and Diego Rivera, in clud ing a Rivera collec-
tion made up of 36 pieces in different techniques and formats.

The municipal cemetery is interesting not only because of the pop -
ular art work displayed in the sculptures over the tombs, but also be -
cause it holds the famous “Stone of the Giant.” This is the popular name
for a 8.3-meter x 6.8-meter megalithon on whose surface pre-His panic
sculptors carved out figures representing a ritual flaying during the ce r -
emony of Tlacaxipe hualiz tli, celebrated in honor of Xipe Totec. On the
surface of the calcareous, slightly chalky, irregular shap ed river stone
is a figure of a captive warrior being sacrificed, a frog, a picture of Tlaloc
and two dates that presumably mark important historical events.

Orizaba, previously an obligatory stopping-off-place for travelers,
is today a city with attractions of its own that prompt the contemporary
visitor to a longer stay. 

El
sie

 M
on

tie
l

El
sie

 M
on

tie
l

One of the city’s landmarks, the Mier y Pesado Foundation Building.

A walkway along the Orizaba River.
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C
órdoba is a privileged city. Stra te gi cal -
ly located in central Veracruz, it is with-
in a stone’s throw of the port of Vera -

cruz on the Gulf of Mexico and an easy distance
from Puebla and Mexico City in Central Mex -
ico. Its semi-warm, humid climate has given
birth to fertile lands and majestic scenery. Its
past includes one of the most important mo -

ments in national history. And, as if all that
were not enough, it is guarded on the horizon
by a snow-capped mountain, Mexico’s highest,
Orizaba Peak or Citlaltépetl.

Its foundation in 1618 is linked to the con-
stant robberies by escaped slaves, or cimarro nes,
holed up in the region’s mountains, of carriages
and stages carrying passengers, innumerable
colonial products, and gold and silver from New
Spain to the port of Veracruz, the only point of
departure for Europe.1 The settlement, origi-

The City of Córdoba
A Heroic Past

Cecilia Rábago*

* Promoter of cultural tours in the high mountain
region of Veracruz.
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Exact copy of the Treaties of Córdoba in the Municipal Palace.
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The Orizaba Peak guards the city’s horizon.
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nally set up to protect the Orizaba-Veracruz road, also benefitted from
nature’s bounty.

The plans matured when Don Juan de Miranda, Don García de
Arévalo and Don Andrés Núñez de Illescas, residents of the town of
Huatusco, presented a request to the thirteenth viceroy of New Spain,
Don Diego Fernández de Córdoba. The viceroy appreciated the great
service that they intended to do for the Spanish crown, but also the
fact that the place had an agreeable climate, healthy air, fertile land,
abundant water, mountains with plentiful stands of cedar, walnut groves
and innumerable robust, leafy trees, spacious valleys, lime deposits and
other materials useful to a future population. The licence for found-
ing the city, or villa, was granted in representation of Spain’s King
Felipe III, and included the stipulation that it should be named after
the viceroy.

On April 27, 1618, the so called 30 Gen tlemen, who, together with
their families were going to found the villa, proceeded in caravan from
the town of Amatlán to the place known as Lomería de Huilango, or

The Villa of Córdoba was under viceregal rule 
for two centuries, but toward the end of 

the colonial period, it would play an outstanding role in 
achieving independence.

The city’s cathedral, opposite the Municipal Palace. 
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Portal de la Gloria which hosted the head of the Insurgent Army, Agustín de Iturbide.
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“the place where doves abound”, where what is now the city of Cór -
doba was to be established.

The Villa of Córdoba was under viceregal rule for two centuries,
but toward the end of the colonial period, it would play an outstand-
ing role in the history of the fight for independence. First, its inhabi-
tants participated in the bloody battle against the well-armed forces
of the royal army, which ended in a victory for the insurgents on May
21, 1821. Shortly thereafter, on August 24 of the same year, it would
witness the consummation of independence, with the signing there of
the Treaties of Córdoba by the Lieu te nant General of the armies of Spain,
Don Juan de O’Donojú, the envoy of the Spanish crown and last vi ce -
 roy of New Spain, and Don Agustín de Iturbide, the commander of the
Insurgent Army.

Since conditions after more than 10 years of fighting were still criti-
cal, Viceroy O’Donojú feared for his safety and decided not to travel to
the capital. But the Veracruz climate was not to his liking either, so Cór -
doba was proposed for the meeting. When he arrived, the viceroy said,

The classical colonial portals, 
with their semi-circular arches, are the doorways 

to buildings that housed viceroys, emperors, presidents 
and great figures from the past.
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“Given the good faith and harmony with which we
proceed to this enterprise, it will be very easy for
us to untie the knot without cutting it.” Under
that premise, they negotiated the terms that would
change the links that had united the two conti-
nents for four centuries: Mexico became an in de -
pendent country.

Buildings, streets and monuments tell the city’s
history. The classical colonial portals, with their
semi-circular arches, are the doorways to build-
ings that housed viceroys, emperors, presidents
and great figures from the past, like the Portal de
Zevallos, which hosted Viceroy O’Donojú, or the
Portal de la Gloria, at the other end of the plaza,
that lodged the head of the insurgent army.

The Plaza de Armas is characterized by its cul-
ture and architectural beauty, its park boasting
ramrod straight palm trees swaying to the rhythm
of the wind from the port. Every Thursday in its

central esplanade, local inhabitants come together
to dance the danzón. On one end is the neo-clas-
sical municipal palace whose 21 columns com-
memorate the date of the May battle, as does the
Ca rrara marble obelisk right in front of it. The mu -
nicipal archives hold an exact copy of the Treaties
of Córdoba, as well as other treasures. Opposite
the palace is the cathedral, with its imposing
towers and bell towers, and inside, embossed gold
sheeting and Our Lady of Soledad, who hides a
legend that, like many others in the city, it will be
a pleasure to discover.

NOTES

1 New Spain was by no means free of the slave trade; African
slaves were used in agriculture and mining. Many ran away
and hid in the mountains, living from what they could steal
from stages and travelers on the Royal Road from the port
of Veracruz to Mexico City. These ex-slaves were known as
“black cimarrones”.
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F
rom the first years after Mexico’s inde pen -
dence and throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury, the railroad seemed the most prom -

ising tool for resolving all the country’s problems.
Or at least, that was the imaginary of a people
who had only just wrested their independence
from Spain. Despite being impoverished and dev -
astated by the years of fighting, Mexico would
still have to confront serious violent conflicts that
would coincide in time and space with the con-
struction of the first railway lines and would sig-
nificantly delay the completion of the country’s
first long-distance rail line.

This article reviews the progress of Mex ican
Railways through the Great Mountains in central
Veracruz. The story began in 1837 when the Mexi -
c an government granted Francisco Arrillaga the
first permit for building a railway. But he failed to
lay a single track.

Other more fortunate experiences followed, but
it was not until 1857 that the government granted
the license that would finally be used, overcom-
ing all difficulties, to connect the port of Vera cruz
with the nation’s capital. The route Arrillaga picked
was surprising to some, but the one the Es can dón
brothers chose in 1858 spurred irate protests. It
was the result of field research done by U.S. engi-
neer Andrés H. Talcott and his technical team,
hired by the licensees to determine the direction
an interoceanic railway to join the Gulf Coast with
Acapulco on the Paci fic should take.

The first stage of the route was planned to
leave the port of Veracruz, going through the towns
of Córdoba and Orizaba —known during the vi ce -
royalty as las Villas— and continue to ward Mex ico
City.

Córdoba was located on the edge of a hot,
marshy area, while Orizaba was situated in a fer-
tile, healthy valley irrigated by the waters of the
Citlaltépetl or Orizaba Peak. The two villas were
located on a road used for cattle drives, the least
favorable for setting up a railroad.
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* Architect, professor at the Veracruzana Uni ver sity
School of Architecture in Córdoba, Veracruz. Cu -
rren tly doing research about the architecture of rail-
way stations.
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The train first had to cross the coastal plain as
rapidly as possible; this area was uninhabited be -
cau se of the diseases that flourished there such as
“black vomit” and malaria. Then it had to go
through the deep White River or Metlac Ravi ne
canyon, where the most complicated viaduct of
the whole line had to be built. Finally, before re ach -
ing Mexico City’s 2,223-meter summit, it had to
ascend almost 1,000 meters over a short distance on
the steep slopes of the Eastern Sierra Madre.

To do the job, in 1861 the licensees founded
the Veracruz to Orizaba Railroad Company, in clud -
ing important political figures and well-known
regional merchants on its board. However, the ini-
tial construction the company began in the coas t -
al region coincided in late 1861 with the landing
of French Emperor Napoleon III’s invading troops
who came to impose a monarchy headed up by the
foreigner Maximilian of Hapsburg.

Under French control, the builders arrived at the
Macho Pass in 1864, a village 76 kilometers from
the port on the edge of a plain barely 460 meters
above sea level. The railroad would stop there for
almost six years without advancing an inch, fac-
ing the mountains and the Chiquihuite Ravine.

In 1867, lacking the support of the French army,
Maximilian was executed, national troops recov-
ered Mexico City and Benito Juárez reestab lished
constitutional order. The railroad then known as
Mexican Imperial [Railway] ran 139 kilo meters in the
opposite direction, from the ca pital to Apizaco in
the state of Tlaxcala.

President Benito Juárez’s intention of pardon -
ing Escandón’s dealings with the Empire in the
public interest caused a great deal of indignation
and political debate. However, Congress decided
in favor of the company, which changed licenses
for the fourth time in 1868. The railway that was
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Today, the ravine’s tunnels and bridges are not in service, 
and although the trains no longer run there, the whole structure maintains its ma jes ty 

and is a living demonstration of the ingenuity and skill of its builders.
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intended to reach the Pacific Ocean once more
lowered its expectations and changed its legal
status. The new Mexican Railway Com pa ny, Ltd.,
committed to build the 255 kilometers that the
Talcott project had established be tween Apizaco
and Macho Pass, besides adding a 50-kilometer
length of track to the city of Puebla.

Activities were immediately resumed in the
lowlands; crossing the Chiquihuite Ravine took a
year’s work, and, even though the village of Ato -
yac is only six kilometers from Macho Pass, the
steam engines did not arrive until January 1871.
Between Atoyac and Córdoba is the Atoyac River,
making it necessary to build a 100-meter bridge
today used for pedestrian traffic.

From the Chiquihuite Hill on, the scenery
changes; the temperature drops and the railroad
goes through a rich agricultural region, with a tem -
perate, humid climate, the home to innume rable
pre-Hispanic settlements and later, important
haciendas that cultivated sugar cane, coffee and
tobacco.

The villa of Córdoba, founded in 1618 to pro-
vide safety to freight and passenger traffic, saw its
first locomotive in August 1871. By that time, it
was nationally important be cause the treaties that
granted Mexico independence had been signed
there on August 24, 1821.

To allow the train to get closer to the town, engi -
neers George Foot and Donato Murray changed
the original route and built the station on a wide,
slightly sloping curve. Their gesture was well re -
ceived and motivated local inhabitants to also build
an urban train that would extend its service to the
new station.

The tracks stopped at Fortín Station, located
at the foot of Metlac Ravine. The technical team,
headed up by engineer Guillermo Cross Bu cha -
nan, had to build a 304-meter-long, 114-meter-
high viaduct, already planned in the time of the
Imperial Railway, or come up with a new design
to cut costs and construction time.

They decided to go around the ravine, going
down its slopes until they found the best place to
cross the Blanco River. They built several tunnels
and three bridges; the main bridge was a 135-meter-
long curve, 28.15 meters above the river itself.

The Metlac viaduct was finished in 1872 and
over it rode the famous, unique English double-boil-
er Fairlie locomotives, built especially for moun -
tainous regions. In 1928, with increased freight,
the mountain length of track was electrified and
new locomotives, built by the American Loco mo -
tive Company, ran over the Metlac Ravine.

Today, the ravine’s tunnels and bridges are not
in service, and although the trains no longer run
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there, the whole structure maintains its ma jes ty
and is a living demonstration of the ingenuity and
skill of its builders.

When you leave the ravine, the scenery chan -
ges; you can see to the end of the Sumidero Valley,
which looks narrow because of the closeness of
the mountains. The train went through this area
for the first time on September 5, 1872, when it
arrived at Orizaba station, outside the villa and
very close to Cocolapan, a prosperous thread fac-
tory owned by the Escandón family.

From the beginning it was a hum of activity;
the project was ambitious. The builders reported
the station house finished in 1875. It was an inter-
esting brick building on a long platform where
warehouses and restaurants were also built. The
complex kept growing: the most important ma chi ne
shop, carpenter’s shop and sheet metal and boiler shop
of the whole line were built in the patio.

The line between the port of Veracruz and Mex -
 ico City was inaugurated January 1, 1873. The first
trip, headed by President Sebastián Lerdo de Te -
jada, is considered historic and the beginning of
the railroad era in Mexico.

Today, Orizaba’s station no longer serves pas-
sengers and stands empty. The round house and
its rotating platform that saw so much service are
still recognizable and there is a nostalgic air about
the whole place.

How much did Mexican Railway influence the
region’s industrial development? It depends on how

you look at it. The fact is that since then, in addition
to the Cocolapan factory founded in 1836, other
important textile factories were built there: San
Lorenzo in 1881; Cerritos in 1882; the Orizaba In -
dus trial Company (CIDOSA) in 1889. New indus-
tries continued to be built: in 1893, Santa Gertru dis,
a plant specialized in jute processing was es ta b -
lished. The runoff from Ori zaba Peak, in addi tion
to being abundant, had a low mineral content, which
was taken advantage of by another new company,
the Moctezuma Brewery, starting in 1896.

Mute witnesses to all that activity are still left
today: the daring bridges, the tunnels that can be
walked through, and innumerable railway stations,
one for every town in the mountains.
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O
rizaba Peak is Mexico’s highest vol-
cano and the third highest mountain
in North America. Its 5,747-meter

height is surpassed only by Mount McKinley
in Alaska (6,187 meters) and Mount Logan in
the Canadian Yukon (6,050 meters). Orizaba
Peak is in the state of Vera cruz, bordering on
the state of Puebla, and is part of the orograp h -
 ical system known as the Eastern Sierra Madre.
It is world famous for the beauty of its almost
perfect cone shape, captured on film by in nu me -
r able professional and amateur photographers,
its different micro climates and its altitude.

PRE-HISPANIC PAST1

The obsidian mines that crisscrossed the insides
of Orizaba Peak were fundamental to the eco -
 nomy of Central Mexico and its east coast.
We know that it was used as long as 5,000
years ago in the area of Tehua cán. In the clas-
sical period it reached Guate mala and in the
post-classical period it supplied Mexica work-
shops. After repeated Mexica attempts to con-
quer the region with its capital Cuauhto chco,
they were finally victorious in the mid-fifteenth
century, gaining control of the mines.
The Gulf Coast and the area of Cozcatlán

and Tehuacán used the obsidian from these
deposits for more than 4,000 years. Cal ca hualco
and Cos co ma tepec, Veracruz, and La Mesa and
Cantona, Puebla, were all control points for
the trade routes the precious stone traveled.
Workshops that made all kinds of obsidian
products —utilitarian, ritual and crafts— were
set up in the agricultural areas of Jamapa, in
the High and Low Papaloapan Basins and on
the Blanco River. Spearheads and arrowheads,
scrapers and knives, made using pounding tech -
niques, are some of the most noteworthy arti-
cles. Working these mines was dangerous. In
addition to innumerable cuts and the risk of cave-
ins (obsi dian sticks out of the ground forming
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Innumerable chroniclers des  cribe 
the rocky, dusty pathways, the pine forests, 

the ravines of great sand beds and 
the intrepid beauty of its glacier brightly 

reflecting the light.



sharp points and blades, and the tunnels were
narrow), there was the cold and the altitude
(more than 3,600 meters above sea level), which
thinned the air and quickly caused fatigue. It
was so inhospitable a site that today there is
no town at that altitude.

THE REGION’S INFLUENCE

Orizaba Peak, also know as Citlaltépetl, has a
profoundly important influence on the sur-
rounding area: together with the Eastern Sierra
Madre, it blocks the humid winds from the
Gulf of Mexico, causing copious rainfall on
the eastern slope and slight precipitation on the
western slope.
Its ice and snow are an unending source of

crystalline water for the rivers that run through
deep ra vines, smothered in vegetation, that even
in the longest, deepest droughts maintain a
considerable flow.
The flora is determined by three different

kinds of climate: humid temperate, sub-humid
temperate and cold, with notable differences
be tween the eastern and western slopes. On
the eastern slope, vegetation is exuberant and
res plendent, evergreen, with large forests and
fertile land for cultivation; on the western slope,
the vegetation is scanty like a prairie, with few
forest areas, predominantly covered with herbs
and cactus.
Population density within a radius of 19

kilometers around the crater is quite low be -
cause a general lack of resources, communica -
tion and transportation, and in general, harsh
natural conditions make life very difficult at
these altitudes. There is not a single im por tant
city in the area: Serdán City is 19.3 kilometers
away and Orizaba, 26.4 kilometers. The few in -
habitants of the mountain spurs live in isolated
cabins or in small hamlets of no mo re than a
few hundred inhabitants; their main activities
are logging, agriculture and herding.
In 1937, to protect the region’s natural beau-

ty, particularly the wild flora and fauna, Pre s -
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ident Lázaro Cárdenas decreed the creation
of a na tional park extending 19,750 hectares
around the volcano.

VOLCANIC ACTIVITY

Orizaba Peak is considered an intermittent vol -
cano, alternating periods of activity with peri-
ods of inactivity. During the colonial era there
were several incidents between 1537 and 1687
but then it went dormant again.
Both the peak and its surrounding area have

suffered from numerous earthquakes, some of
them very destructive, such as the one that in
the early morning of August 28, 1973 devastat-
ed the cities of Córdoba, Orizaba, Río Blan co,
Mendoza City, Serdán City, and other small-
er towns. This is be cause Orizaba Peak and its
environs are at the foot of a great tectonic fault
line that runs across Mexico, from the Pa cific
Ocean to the Gulf of Mex ico, making the area
around it one of the most seismic and geolo g -
ically unstable in the world.

EXPLORERS AND CLIMBERS

A paradise for climbers and explorers, Citlal -
té petl was first scaled after Mexico’s inde pen -
dence. It was explored, but not climbed by En -
ri que Galeotti in 1839. In 1848, it was climbed
for the first time by French mountain climber
Ale xandre Doignon. Never thel ess, tradition has
it that the first to climb the volcano were the
U.S. soldiers of General Win f  ield Scott’s in vad -
ing army. It was also visited by many scholars,
among them botanist Hu go Fink in 1874, who
collected data about the volcano’s flora and des -
cribed the forests below the snow line. Others
who reached the top in 1883 were Mateo
Polwes and Pedro Vigil.
It was in the twentieth century that climb -

ing expeditions multiplied, with four routes
to the top. Professional climbers and adven-
turers from the world over challenge the cold,
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the alti tude and the rugged terrain, very often
without experience, guides or appropriate
equip  ment. Innumerable chronicles of the
climb des  cribe the rocky, dusty pathways,
the pine forests, the ravines of great sand beds
and the intrepid beauty of its glacier brightly
reflecting the light as obstacles the mountain
puts in the ex plorer’s path to prove whether
he/she is ready for anything in order to con-
quer the summit.

A FAMOUS NEIGHBOR

On the top of Tliltépetl, also known as the Sie -
rra Negra Volcano, just across from Ori zaba
Peak, is the Large Millimeter Teles cope (LMT),
a 50-meter-diameter optimized antenna that,
once in operation, will take astronomic read-
ings in millimetric waves. The telescope pro-
ject is the result of a collaboration between
Mexico and the United States, headed up by
the National Institute of Astrophysics, Optics
and Electronics (INAOE) and the University
of Massachusetts at Amherst. The LMT, the
largest and most sensitive of the world’s mil-
limeter telescopes with a simple aperture ope -
rating between 0.85 mm and 4 mm, will begin
scientific operations in 2008. It will research to p -
ics as diverse as the composition of comets
and the atmospheres of the planets, the for-
mation of planets outside the solar system, the
birth and evolution of the stars, the hierarchical
growth of galaxies, clusters of galaxies and their
large-scale distribution and cosmic microwave
radiation and its anisotropies.

NOTES

1 Information in this section was taken from Rubén B.
Morantes, “Túneles de cristal en el Pico de Orizaba,”
Mé xico desconocido 226, 1995, consulted online at http://
www.mexicodesconocido.com/español/cultura_y_so -
ciedad/actividades.economicas/detalle.cfm?idcat=3&i
dsec=

101

Orizaba Peak’s ice and snow 
are an unending source of crystalline water for 

the rivers that run through deep ra vines, smothered 
in vegetation, that even in the longest, deepest 

droughts maintain a considerable flow.
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OF MYTHS AND NAMES

The first name given to the volcano in pre-His panic times was Poyautécatl, “he who lives among light clouds,” or
“the lord of the mist.” However, it was better known as Citlaltépetl, which means “hill of the star” (citlallin, or star, and
tépetl, or hill), probably because its large snow cap shone perpetually or because the fire from its eruptions must
have looked like a star from afar.

During the colonial period, it was also known as San Andrés Hill, after the town San Andrés Chalchicomula
(today Serdán City), located only 19.3 kilometers from the volcano, even closer than the city of Orizaba, from
which it received its current name, located 26.4 kilometers away.

According to legend, the volcano was born of the friendship between Nahuani, a woman Olmec warrior, and her
advisor, a fishing eagle named Orizaba. Nahuani lost her life in one of many battles, and in reaction, Orizaba rose
to the heavens and then let herself fall back to earth to a place where, little by little, a mountain would grow. After a
time, Orizaba would remember what happened to Nahuani and erupt in fury on several occasions. To contain her
fury, the villagers would ascend to the top of the volcano to worship Nahuani, Ori zaba’s eternal friend.

Another pre-Hispanic legend says that when Quetzalcóatl left the city of Tula, he did not go to Coatzacoalcos,
as was generally thought, to take out a canoe with two intertwined serpents on its bow, nor was he lost forever
in the immensity of the sea, as mysteriously as he had arrived. Rather, this wise figure remained in beautiful Ahuia -
liza pan (Orizaba) until he closed his eyes forever. On the summit of Citlaltépetl, a funeral pyre was erected that
burned the body to ashes; and at the break of day, the ashes rose in the form of a splendorous cloud as a sign
that the spirit of Quetzalcóatl, transformed into a quetzal, had arrived to the man sion of the Great Spirit amongst the
twittering of thousands of beautiful birds. It is said that a moment later, the rising sun was hidden for four days by
the darkness in a sign of mourning. Then, a faint, muted light once again invaded the area. In the place the funer-
al pyre had been, the Indians gazed wide-eyed at a beautiful blue star. The elders say that that splendid star was
the apotheosis of wise Quetzalcóatl who thus announced his immortality to the four corners of the earth. That is
why ever since then, Poyautécatl, on whose summit rests the mysterious star, has been called Citlaltépetl, or “hill
of the star.”
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M U S E U M S

T
he Córdoba Museum was founded by local residents for exhibiting art works and pro-
moting cultural activities. The ultimate aim was to bring closer together the cities of the
same name in Mexico, Argentina, Spain and Alaska, and found a Museum of the Cór -

do bas, which so far has not been possible.
In 1972, the museum’s board had already acquired the building known as “the Portal of the

Favorite” as the site for their project. So, when representatives of the National Institute of Anthro -
 pology and History (INAH) proposed creating a community museum in the city, the board accept-
ed and decided to focus it on preserving and exhibiting archaeological pieces from the region.
The incipient collection would be formed with donations and loans of archaeological pieces

from board members themselves, in addition to the contribution of archaeologist Alfonso Medellín
Zenil, the director of the Veracruz University Anthropology Institute and of the Xalapa Museum,

The Córdoba Museum

Enrique Aguilar Zapién*

* Anthropologist and director of the Córdoba Mu seum.
Photos by Mauricio Degollado.
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who donated part of the objects found in
his excavations in the central semi-arid area
of Dicha Tuerta, No piloa and Re moja das.
These pieces date from the pre-classical
period (1200 to 200 B.C.) and the classi-
cal period (A.D. 200 to 900). The small
ini tial selection of 46 pieces has grown
in size and quality since then: today we
have 3,200 pieces representing the Olmec,
Huaxtec, Toto nac or Remojadas, Teo tihua -
 can, Mayan and Mix tec cultures. In addi-
tion, there are many locally-made clay and
stone receptacles and figurines, among
which are the outstanding sculptures from
the Palmillas archaeological dig, recog-
nizable by their facial deformations.
A strong earthquake in the Córdoba-

Orizaba region August 28, 1973 cracked
the building, originally restored by archi -
tect Flores Marini. Despite the damage,
the museum continued to promote the
city’s cultural development by organizing
concerts, exhibits, plays, workshops and
the traditional Day of the Dead offerings.
Once the building had been restored

again and the museography improved,
in 1984 the museum put on the exhibit

of central Veracruz archaeological pieces,
arranged in chronological order beginning
in the pre-classical period, followed by
the classical, post-classical and historical
periods. The exhibit gives preference to
objects from the central, semi-arid region
where the city of Córdoba is located.

MUSEUM ORGANIZATION

The museum is divided into six rooms:
four for archaeology, a room for history
and another for temporary exhibits.
The archaeological rooms show ob jects

from the Olmec, Huaxtec and To to nac (or
Remo ja das) cultures chronological ly, which
make up most of the mu seum’s collection
on display. Of special interest is the im pres -
sive reproduction of Mi ctlan  tecuhtli, god
of death, de picted seated on his throne in
the ninth underworld, or the place of noth -
ing. The original, made of un  fired clay, is dis-
played at the Zapotal archae ological site in
the municipality of Ignacio de la Llave. 
Tradition has it that Mictlantecuhtli

rules over the underworld and the forms

The archaeological rooms 
show ob jects from 
the Olmec, Huaxtec and 
To to nac cultures, 
which make up most of 
the mu seum’s collection.

The archaeological rooms exhibit pieces from six different Mesoamerican cultures.
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of death, two important aspects of any
Mesoamerican culture. Women who died
during childbirth and warriors fallen in
battle or killed on the stone of sacrifice
had the privilege of accompanying the
sun on his daily journey. Those who died
of common diseases or from old age went
to Mictlán, a place where “souls disappear
and die.” Each October 31, November 1
and 2, the Córdoba Museum celebrates
the Day of the Dead by building an altar
of offerings to Mictlantecuhtli.
Of the “ax, yokes, palms and padlocks”

complex displayed in the rooms, one im -
portant example is a palm made of basalt
from the early classical period, on the front
of which is carved a monkey and on the
back of which is a serpent, the animal
associated with the night.
On the stairway up to the History

Room is a relief depicting two of the most
important events in local history: the city’s
May 21, 1821 battle between the royal
Spanish army and the insurgent army
fighting at the end of the War of Inde pen -
 dence. That same year, on August 24,
the last viceroy of New Spain and Agus tín

de Iturbide, the head of the insurgent or Tri -
garante army, signed the Treaties of Cór -
doba that stipulated the separation of
New Spain from the mother country.
The last room is used for temporary

exhibitions of painting, sculpture and pho -
tography.

ARCHAEOLOGY IN THE
VALLEY OF CÓRDOBA

The Valley of Córdoba is located in the
Southern Sierra Madre, part of the east-
ern mountain ranges crowned by Orizaba
Peak, crisscrossed by fertile valleys like
Maltrata, Orizaba, Córdoba and Amatlán
de los Reyes. Archaeological evidence
found in this region leads us to believe
that groups of Olmecs occupied it from
1500 B.C. and founded small settlements
where they mingled with local cultures.
Their main economic activity was work-
ing the obsidian mined at Orizaba Peak.
This group of settlements became a stop-
ping-off-place for the caravans that unit-
ed the regions of Mesoamerica, the Cen -

Arranged in chronological 
order, the exhibit gives 

preference to objects from 
the central, semi-arid 

region where the city of
Córdoba is located.

The History Room. Relief depicting the signing of the treaty that made Mexico independent. Mayan vase, recently donated to the museum.
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tral Highland with the Southeast and the
Olmec area with the Mayan. From time
immemorial, the pass from the Central
Highland to the coastal plains of the Gulf
of Mexico and the Southeast where the
Olmec and Mayan cultures flourished had
been the caravans’ natural route. Cen turies
later, this same phenomenon gave rise
to the foundation of Villa de Córdoba in
1618. It would become a bastion that
protected the caravans that went from the
Highlands to the coast and then to Spain.
In 1200 B.C. during the pre-classical

period, groups of Olmecs began to ex -
ploit the obsidian mines at Orizaba Peak,
and so they opened up trade routes toward
the south of Puebla, the valley of Mo re los
and the Central Highland. This is con-
firmed by archaeological finds in the re gion:
Olmec-type figurines, known as “baby
faces,” among other items.
By the middle classical period, the

trade and regional intercommunication
routes were dominated by Teotihuacan.
To strengthen their domination, the Teo -

tihuacans established control posts like
Matacapan, where objects typical of that
culture have been found: the talud-panel,
orange ceramics and candelabra. In this
same period, important religious centers
were established like El Tajín, Xochi cal -
co and Cacaxtla, which took over trade
after the fall of Teoti huacan in A.D. 650.
In the Córdoba region, 66 sites from this
period have been found: four very large
ones, measuring over 100 hectares, like
the Toro Prieto Hill; other, medium-sized
and small ones boast structures like the
bases of pyramids, plazas and ball game
courts. There are, in addition, natural sites
like caves, springs and underground rivers
used for worship, and art work associat-
ed to these sites.
When the Spanish arrived, the region

ofCórdoba belonged to the land of Cuauh -
tochco, which stretched from the slopes
of Orizaba Peak to the plains of the Gulf of
Mexico, including the Valley of Córdoba,
Amatlán.

THE DEITIES FROM THE DARK WORLD

Other important discoveries in the Cór -
doba region are the figurines presumably
associated with the worship of the deities
of the dark world or the depths of the
Earth. The museum boasts a very inter-
esting piece shaped like a dog-bat-jaguar
(see figure), with a bowl on its haunch.
It may have been used to hold grain or
perhaps water. Some chroniclers like Ber -
nardino de Sahagún thought that figures
of this sort are related to the Mex ica con -
ception of the mountains as receptacles for
water that are reached through caves in
the dry season.
Another example of the importance

of the places where rivers spring from
the earth for deciding where to settle is
found in Atoyac, where an underground

The museum boasts 
a very interesting 
piece shaped like 
a dog-bat-jaguar, 
with a bowl on its haunch. 

Dog-bat-jaguar.

Palm made of basalt from the early
classical period.
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river formed by the Orizaba Peak’s melt-
ing ice comes out of the ground in hues
of turquoise blue. In 1980, archaeologist
Ramón Arellanos Melgarejo found pieces
of large ceramic recipients, plates, pots
and boxes, a flute and some fragments of
figurines at the bottom of a well. Of this
find, the museum displays two purpose-
ly broken yokes. Both represent the toad
or monster of the earth from which a fi g -
ure is emerging. The fact that they are
fragmented indicates that be fore being
thrown in, small holes were made in them
so that when they sank, the water that
entered through them would represent
Tlaloc’s tears. The same procedure was
followed with the recipients. Recently, that
same well has yielded smil ing little faces
and figurines representing Tlaloc.
Worshipping in caves did not disap-

pear with the Spanish conquest of 1521.
Some caves are still used to hold the Xo -
chitlalli, a ceremony in which the offi-
ciant digs a hole to communicate with the
inside of the Earth and ask its forgive-
ness for having stripped it of its leaves
and having burned it and to beg for a
better crop this year. Totomochapa Cave,
in the Zon golica Mountains is one such

place, where objects that make up an of -
fering have been found.
In the late post-classical period, groups

of Nahuas migrated to central Veracruz.
We can infer that from the ninth century
on, many groups of Nahuas migrated to
the region, changing the traditional pattern
of settlements. The last migration was of
the Mexicas, which had a great impact on
local groups’ cultural development. One
product of this contact-domination be -
tween the fiefdom of Cuauhtochco and
the Mexica empire is a circular basalt scul -
pture, perforated in the center and with
reliefs on the four points of the compass,
found in the city of Córdoba. The sculpture
has two possible uses: one as an anchor
for sacrifice of warriors and the other as
a marker for the mobile ball game.

MUSEO DE CÓRDOBA

CALLE 3, BETWEEN AVENIDA 3 AND AVENIDA 5, CENTRO, CÓRDOBA, VERACRUZ

TELEPHONE: (271) 405 2326

VISITING HOURS: MONDAY TO SUNDAY, 9 A.M. 

TO 2 P.M. AND 4 P.M. TO 8 P.M. 

GUIDED TOURS FROM 4 P.M. TO 8 P.M. FREE ADMISSION



E C O L O G Y

Las Cañadas Cloud Forest

Ricardo Romero*
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C
loud forests are one of nature’s most beau -
tiful sights. Also known as me so philic
mountain forests, they are made up of

ever green trees covered with lichen, moss, bro -
me lia and orchids with brightly colored flowers,
dozens of kinds of beautiful giant arborescent ferns,
enveloped in an almost permanent mist, sparking
fascination and res pect. Considered an area of
transition where species from the north and the
south coincide and live together, it is the ecosystem
with the greatest biodiversity per square foot in the
country and one of the world’s most endangered
tropical forests.
In Mexico, cloud forests have disappeared in

many places due mainly to the cultivation of cof-
fee, cattle raising and demographic pressure. The
effect of this deforestation has been soil erosion,
greater rural poverty, flooding, a diminishing water
supply and the massive extinction of animals and
plants. All this alters the ecosystem’s balance and
causes the irreversible loss of genetic resources.

This is why the 406-hectare community re -
ser ve Las Cañadas was born to protect one of the
remaining cloud forests in central Veracruz. A
private initiative, its aim is to contribute to chang-
ing the concept of protecting our natural re sources,
reverse the damage and inaugurate a different way
of living and producing.

CHANGING DIRECTION

Until 1995, a large part of the area that belongs to
Las Cañadas was used for large-scale cattle ranch -
ing for producing beef. The effect was clear: severe
soil erosion, just like what happened in many other
parts of Mexico. In order to reverse the damage,
we sold all the cattle and reforested 60 hectares
with 50,000 native trees (sweet gum, oak, walnut,
ash and beech), and the rest of the meadows were
left alone.
Since then there have been great changes be -

tween one spring and the next, thanks, in great
part, to the “heart of Las Cañadas”: an area of about
40 hectares of cloud forest, aided by an army of
birds, bats and squirrels, plus the wind, that un -

* Mexican ecologist and director of the Las Cañadas
project.

Las Cañadas was born 
to protect one of the remaining

cloud forests in central
Veracruz, reverse the damage
and inaugurate a different way

of living and producing.
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cea singly spread the seeds of innumerable kinds
of grass, shrubs and trees, sending new blood into
the recovering areas.
At first, the aim was to consolidate the project

as a conventional green company; that is, at the
same time that it respected and cared for the en -
vi ronment, it would grow economically in each
of its areas, improve profitability and insert itself
into and compete in the market, etc.
However, what we learned led us to understand

that more than simply complying with so-called
“sustainable development,” we are interested in
achieving a “sustainable life.” That is, now we not
only attempt to replace inputs and conventional
practices with “alternative” ones, but we also aim
to redesign our systems, needs, food, children’s
education and relationship with the communities.
In brief, we aim to redesign our culture.

GOALS AND REFLECTIONS

Our objectives include not only preserving and
recovering 365 hectares of cloud forest, but also

doing it in such a way as to guarantee the con-
tinued existence of the rural communities there
sustainably so that the generations that follow us
can do the same just as well or better. This natural -
ly implies changing our current life style inherited
from Western consumer society to one that does not
rapaciously exploit the planet’s natural re sources.
To do this, we began by involving local people (peas -
ants, schools, neighboring landowners, etc.) in the
conservation of our resources (the forest, water, soil
and culture).
We realized that true sustainable development

necessarily requires a change of paradigm. Eva l u -
a ting whether personal, community, na tio nal and
world activities really allow for “sustainable devel-
opment” or if it is all just posturing, a vacant dis-
course, with no real basis. Above all, we seek to
oppose the contradiction of aspiring to “preserve”
a place and at the same time live an unsustainable
life that ravages resources in many other parts of
this globalized world so that we do not directly see
—or we do not want or are not allowed to see—
the consequences of the life our society encour-
ages us to live.

We not only attempt to 
replace inputs and 
conventional practices with
“alternative” ones, but to
redesign our systems, needs,
food, children’s education 
and relationship 
with the communities.
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THE ECO-VILLAGE

Las Cañadas is organized as a community structure,
made up of 13 adults and seven children, called an
Ecoal dea or Eco-Village. Decisions are made by con -
sensus in the Eco-Village Council, made up of the
seven coordinators of the project’s different areas
who reside permanently on the reserve and share
the responsibilities and benefits of this way of life.
The Las Cañadas proposal is comprehensive,

holistic and aims to:
• reinforce the project’s sustainability over time;
• achieve a high degree of food security, pro-
ducing in situ and integrating neighboring pro -
ducers’ lands and others in the bio-region;

• guarantee the supply of potable water from the
cloud forest;
• educate our children and our neighbors’ chil -
dren to link up the next generation with the
work we have been doing;
• work in the region with the concept of mi -
cro-basin;
• have a regional and national impact.

To achieve our goals, we have developed in -
ter acting, complementary activities and instruments
to create economic, ecological and social stability
for the community.

1. Agricultural ecology. Research, train ing and sup -
port activities that include local and re gio n al peas -
ant organizations, municipal authorities, giving
workshops and a bio-intensive garden.

2. Environmental education. Mainly through stu-
dent and university group visits.

3. Eco-tourism. Guided tours of diffe rent duration,
visits to peasant farms, training and consulting
services.

4. Conservation. Through protective concepts like
an “ecological pledge” and the constant use of
eco-technologies like dry toilets, solar panels to
generate electricity, biodigesters and the treat-
ment of semi-waste or grey water with aquatic
plants, among others. We also foster links with
educational institutions, environmental, govern-
mental and non-governmental organizations, and
gov ernment authorities of all levels.
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THE ECOLOGICAL PLEDGE

In 1998, together with Pronatura, we constituted
the first “ecological pledge” in Mexico. This is a
legal me chanism for the conservation of land which
limits our use of our own land, so that the forest we
are caring for and the areas in recovery will always
be an island of cloud forest.
The ecological pledge is a commit ment that can

be short- or long-term or in perpetuity, as we decid -
ed on in Las Cañadas. Through it, the private, ejido
or commune owners commit to preserving or man-
aging their land in a certain way, creating zoning in
accordance with their own decisions. After zoning
the land, a document is drawn up before a notary
public and registered with the public property reg-
istry. An ecological pledge incumbrance is placed
on the land for the time agreed upon and this in -
cumbrance must be respected by the children of the
current owners or the new owners.

The ecological pledge is entered into by two
persons who may or may not be neighbors so that
each neighbor monitors the other. Normally, an
environmentalist organization can participate to
mo nitor both parties. Because of the way the do c -
u ments are made out, it is very easily to le ga lly obli -
gate either of the two neighbors (if the case arose)
to respect the agreements. The only way in which
an ecological pledge can be dissolved is when the
property comes under a single owner. At no time
during the process does the government or its bu -
reaucracy intervene, although its participation is
desirable to create incentives so that other parties
also create ecological pledges on their land. Our
project managed to involve the owners of neigh-
boring lands to increase the protected surface area
and the land managed sustainably. In 2004, 100
more hectares of land were incorporated, also in
perpetuity, through the ecological pledge of one
of Las Cañadas’s neighbors.
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“W
hen I rehearse, I turn into a war
ma chine,” Ludwik Mar gules
used to say. He liked to say things

that were very often ironic displays of affec-
tion. I remember the afternoon he told me about
his career as a soccer player. With the endear-
ing tendency of Poles to drop their articles, he
said, “I was impassable tank.” When he had only
recently arrived in Mexico, he had participat-
ed in a team made up of theater people. The
play he was most proud of was a terrible block
that sent a burly forward through the air. “That
giant died two years later. When I met his son,
I told him, ‘I killed your father.’ ” Ludwik punc-
tuated the story with his black humor laugh. To

protect himself from his inten se emotions, he
liked to boast about his evilness: “If I kick you
now, you die in two years.”
Few people have been as generous as this

player with his outbursts as an ogre. In 1988 he
phoned me. He had heard that I was translating
Lichtenberg’s aphorisms. He asked me to go see
him so he could tell me about his Polish commen -
tators. Out of the sessions in which he trans -
lated Jelénski emerged a friendship determined
by his unflagging interest in other people.
An epicure of excess, he breakfasted on sweet -

 meat menudo soup as though it were yog hurt.
If something upset his stomach, he used a ter-
rible experiment to see if he was really sick. I
remember the afternoon that he ate three pick-
led herrings to test his stomach, compensating
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Ludwik Margules
Master of the Scene1

(1933-2006)

Juan Villoro*

* Mexican writer.

Margules during a rehearsal.
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with bowl of rice pudding. His wife Lydia watched
the whole process with her sweet face, smiling
like one who understands barbarous behavior
as mischievous.
Ludwik had many interests: the corrido song

about drug traffickers (or narcocorrido) Ca me -
lia la texana, that he in clud ed in his production
of Molière’s Don Juan; the resurgence of anti-
semitism in Poland; the intolerance of the dog-
matic left (“they never rectify when they make a
mistake; on the contrary, they always believe their
mistake was not having been sufficiently inflex-
ible”); the town of Tlahui tol tepec in the Mixe
mountains, where the children learn to read mu -

sic before they learn to read words and where
he filmed a documentary; the talent of Roger
Daltrey, the Who vocalist, performing The Beg -
gars’ Opera.
His obsession with a production began with

the discussion of the script. The smoke from his
pipe announced a man with a mission. Ludwik
took in all the possibilities to then opt for the
essential. A minimalist trapped in the body of
someone from the baroque period.
I translated for him Heiner Müller’s Quartet,

based on Laclos’s Dangerous Liaisons. The text
allowed him to talk about the Enlightenment,
the insatiable career of the liber tines (he had done
a magnificent production of Stravinsky’s opera
The Rake’s Progress), the Marquis de Sade’s me -
c han ical eroticism, Bataille’s mystical eroticism,
the possession of the beloved, the degradation
of affection in an authoritarian environment.
Born into Warsaw’s Jewish community in 1933,

Ludwik was a child of war, an experience he
shared with Müller, a child of the German front.

A chronicle of devastation, Quartet takes place in
a bunker, depicted with frozen perfection by Mó -
nica Raya, a jail for the limits of Eros. The last
romance of Quartet’s main character happens
with his own body, as his cancer metastasizes.
While Margules was rehears ing, Müller died of
c an cer and his wife became gravely ill. “The pro -
duction is cursed,” he said, with the vehemence
of someone who understands theater as prophesy.
I admired Margules from the time I saw his

production of Harold Pinter’s Birthday Party in
the 1970s, but he was uncomfortable with praise.
When I congratulated him for his production of
Milan Kundera’s Jacques and His Master, he an -
s wered sadly, “Yes, but in a few months, who’s
going to remember the theater?” I asked him why
he answered complements like this, and he spread
his arms wide in resignation, “It’s the Slavic soul.”
To confirm that, he asked me to talk to Slaw o -
mir Mrozek on the telephone. Very few people
knew that the great Polish writer lived in Río Frío,
married to a Mexican woman.
“Tell him really nice things and you’ll see that

he gets sad,” Ludwik said, smiling his Mephis -
topheles smile. I thought it was ridiculous to talk
to the author of The Hump to measure the state
of his depression. 
“He makes jam in Río Frío,” added Ludwik,

as though compotes sadden men. For the first
time I felt what actors under his direction must
have felt: that there was no way to contradict him.
The conversation with Mrozek was a miniature
theater of the absurd. Ludwik looked at me with
sparkling eyes, sure that my praise was sinking his
friend. The last thing the playwright said was,
“I’d like to talk to you when I’m less de pressed.”
Ludwik raised his arms like the boxing champi-
on he had always wanted to be. He had shown
that Poles are plants made for the shade.
“Sad but brave” was another one of his mot-

tos. When I went to a photographic exhibit of
his production, he looked peevishly at the shot
of tequila I was drinking. “Oh, Jua ni to, you’re a
cocktail drunk.” Then he explained that alcohol
drinkers were divided into two kinds: the timo-
rous who sipped a little glass and the brave, who

Margules understood the theater 
as a crusade. His students had to display 

religious fervor for the cause. 
That is how he created the Con temporary 

Theater Forum. 



IN MEMORIAM

115

downed a bottle. “I did that on an opening night
and they had to hold my wake on stage,” he smiled
with the happiness of the tomb.
Margules understood the theater as a cru-

sade. His students had to display religious fervor
for the cause. That is how he created the Con -
temporary Theater Forum. When he took over
the Xola Theater, he brought together a group of
friends, took his pipe out of his mouth and ex -
claimed, “We have left the catacombs!” However,
that effort, which required a broader audience,
did not fit the minority, risky quest of the the-
atrical explorer. Rodolfo Obregón prepared Mar -
gules’s conversational memoirs, the indispens-
able log of that path of passion.
Ludwik got the news of his wife’s death dur -

ing a rehearsal of Janusz Glowacki’s Anti go ne

in New York. He came late to the funeral home,
as he always did, full of pain and life. He talked
about his loss without stopping talking about
his projects.
In his childhood, Margules knew the horror

of a century of extermination. He did not look
for calm in his adopted country where he re cen t -
ly died at the age of 72. “I believe in conflict. I
don’t believe in anything else,” he wrote to his
admired friend Heiner Müller. Ludwik made his
war among us. The dark hole of the theater was
his battlefront. Watching that struggle was our
victory.

NOTES

1 A version of this article was published in the daily news-
paper Reforma.
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Barking from the Stage1

Ludwik Margules, with a long and distinguished career, is considered one of the most brilliant directors in Mexican
theater. While we can detect certain recurring topics and obsessions in his many productions, Margules is an untir-
ing explorer of the means whereby he may, as he says, “bark from the stage.”…

Ludwik Margules (LM): I came to Mexico at the age of 24. I studied journalism in Poland. At that time, the
Journalism Department of the University of Warsaw was very vibrant politically. I’m referring to about 1956, a time
of great events... Stalinism, Hungary. It enveloped us all in an atmosphere of great artistic and cultural ferment. There
was a great flowering of Polish theater and European theater in general. Brecht in Warsaw. The great Polish theater
unfolded thanks to a permanent atmosphere of spiritual growth.…

The experience of the war and the invasion also made for a twisted childhood, or rather, the absence of a child-
hood in the conventional sense of the term.…

It was because of my skepticism about the goodness of Man that I became interested in a quest for his essen-
tial values. During the war, I saw things no one should ever see. That was what turned me into a mature person, I
would say, my greater knowledge of the world and the human condition.…

The myth of the “hard man” was propagated by people who are not very demanding of themselves. It is like
saying that you are demanding because you try to get the most out of everyone who collaborates in putting on a
play, and that’s not being hard. Not at all.…

I have always been tremendously attracted by the theater. Perhaps I went into the theater because I couldn’t do
film. I wanted to do cinema. I think that having been immersed in a theatrical culture also had an influence.

The director creates life on the stage.… The director is really a god, a creator who discovers worlds to shape a
fiction through which a poetic fiction is expressed. This is the way the director works.

María Tarriba (MT): How would you define stage poetry?
LM: It is the maximum capacity of synthesis for expressing something. Of synthesis and purity in articulating

words and other theatrical elements.
MT: What does the theater give you?
LM: A reason for living...the most important reason.…
MT: You often use the term “organicity” when talking about putting on a play. What does an “organic” perfor-

mance mean to you?
LM: I mean the lack of ornament, the merger of all the elements in the performance in a single style, a language

in itself. It is the preponderance of the structure of the performance, conceived in terms of the maximum economy
of means.…

MT: What character traits do you think favor the vocation of director?
LM: First of all, more than character traits, the conditions have to exist. One of these is having something to say

about art, the world, and having a vital need —instinctive and necessary for survival— to speak from the stage and
to create fictions. Character traits? You need to have poetic imagination, which includes sensibility, wanting to speak
truths through the mouths of others and stick to the story, which is very hard. Having organizational ability, leader-
ship and charisma.…

You should never confuse directing with a political event or a fight: in the end, it is an authorship. It is a ques-
tion of articulating the stuff of the director’s dreams through the participation of a group of people.…

MT: What are your obsessions?
LM: I have always been interested in the grotesque, in human degradation. Obsessions? I would also mention a

permanent obsession for speaking in the most precise manner in every play, for avoiding dispersion, avoiding digres-
sions, for communicating the stuff of dreams without ornament, for communicating its essence. I am extraordinari-
ly attracted to the encounter of the tragic spirit and discovering the different facets of its behavior. Sensual things,
the erotic world, violence. Trivializing the erotic has always interested me in my productions.…

LM: I am a great enemy of all that. I am an enemy of multimedia in the theater. Sophocles doesn’t need multimedia
and all that.

MT: Then, what is the theater for you?
LM: Well, it’s a staged operation of time and space that requires the presence of actors, movement, space, the

script and other elements that create images that condense into meaning.…

1 Passages of an interview by the Mexican theater critic María Tarriba Unger with Ludwik Margules. “Barking from the Stage. An Interview with Ludwik
Margules,” Voices of Mexico no. 43 (April-June, 1998), pp. 27-32.



A
few days before he turned 75, Raúl Be -
 ní tez, a member of a generation who de -
veloped de mography in this country, died

in Mex ico City. He was part of a group of citi-
zens who from their institutions called atten-
tion to the problems of population growth. They
prompted government to design a comprehensive
policy to deal with these problems through the
General Popu la tion Law and to create the bodies
responsible for putting this policy into practice.

Raúl Benítez Zenteno was the first Mexican
to be educated in the Latin American Center

for Demography thanks to a fellowship he was
given when he was already a member of the
UNAM Institute for Social Research that he would
later direct.

His contributions to the social sciences and
Mexican society’s knowledge were both diverse
and very significant. It is worthwhile remem-
bering some of them.

Commissioned by Mexico’s Central Bank,
together with his colleague and lifelong friend
Gustavo Cabrera, he developed Mexico’s first
population projections, valid for many years and
a fundamental input for economic planning.

This scientific work became even more im -
por tant because he did it at a time when the ne -
cessary statistical information was scanty and
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Raúl Benítez Zenteno
(1931-2006)
Carlos Welti Chanes*

* Researcher at the UNAM Institute for Social Re -
search.
Photo courtesy of Raúl Benítez Manaut.
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of low quality. Therefore, he needed to use all the
tools of demographic analyses and the suppositions
of so-called theoretical populations; through ob -
servable relations between fundamental demograph -
ic variables in conditions of stability or quasi-sta-
bility, like those of the Mex ican population until
the 1960s, they made indirect estimates about
fertility. In addition, what today may be a relative-
ly simple exercise using com puter tools and statis-
tical packages that work on practically any per-
sonal computer, at that time were demographic
calculations that all had to be done by hand, since
they did not even have electronic calculators.

The intellectual efforts of demographers like
Benítez Zenteno to establish the basis for modern
demography cannot be sufficiently appreciated if
we do not take into account the conditions in which
scientists carried out their work.

Raúl Benítez promoted and participated in large
demographic research projects both in Mex ico and
region-wide. One example is the Program of Com -
parative Fertility Surveys in Latin Amer ica, the
precedent for other world programs and a touch-
stone of the generation of statistical information
that made the basis for modern population poli-
cies possible.

His idea of a Latin American project to study
the relationship between the dynamics of demo-
graphics and economic development in order to
understand regional history gave rise to a large num -
ber of individual projects by researchers in the hemi -
sphere who continue to be interested in the topic.

Raúl Benítez Zenteno was also the general
coordinator of the Latin American Population Pro -
gram (Prolap) and the organizer of different aca-
demic meetings that resulted in the publication
of a series of books on population issues and the
development of an inventory of the research done
in the 1990s to plan future activities.

However, his task as coordinator of interna -
tio nal research projects was not restricted to de -
mo graphy; it also delved into highly significant
sociological issues like the analysis of social class-
es in Latin America.

His educational activities went beyond his job
as a professor at the UNAM and other universities

and academic centers in Mexico. He was also the
secretary of the Mexican Council of So cial Sciences,
which supported the creation of graduate programs
at universities in different states, thanks to which
dozens of master’s and doctoral candidates in the
social sciences re ceived their de grees and are now
part of the teaching and re search staffs at nation-
ally and internationally prestigious institutions.

The UNAM bestowed upon him the well-
deserved title of researcher emeritus and the Mex -
ican government, under the administration of Pre s -
ident Carlos Salinas de Gortari, gave him the
National Prize for Demography in 1989. In his
acceptance speech, in contrast with some intel-
lectuals at the service of those in power who
usually praise whoever is in office, Raúl Benítez
called attention to the growing inequality among
the social classes, which could be seen in the in -
crease in extreme poverty while a privileged sector
took advantage of the conditions offered by the
state to enrich themselves, thus putting Mex ican
society at risk of entering into crisis, which is
what finally happened. As Benítez Zenteno read
his speech, the president left the room, unable
to put up with anyone daring to contradict the of -
ficial discourse that said that poverty had been
“eradicated” in Mexico, which had become “part
of the first world.”

Lastly, we should remember his editorial work,
well represented by his labors as founder and edi-
tor of the magazine Demos. Carta Demo grá fica so -
bre México (Demos. Demogra phic Letter about
Mexico). He edited it for the 16 years before his
death, and in each issue brought together the most
outstanding specialists in national demographic
issues, disseminating our national situation through -
out the five continents since the magazine reached
practically every country on earth.

When Raúl Benítez Zenteno died, the Po pu la -
tion Area of the UNAM Institute for Social Re search
lost its founder; demographers lost a continual
prompter of discussion about the most significant
matters in his discipline; and society lost an in tel -
lectual whose actions to the end of his days were
consistent with his ideas in favor of national de -
velopment including all social classes.



Drug Trafficking 
And Literature

Miguel A. Cabañas Enríquez*

W
e are used to hearing polemics in the media about censorship of narcocorridos, or tra -
ditional corrido songs about drug trafficking. Many of us have also seen Mexican,
Colombian or U.S. movies in which a drug trafficker is a character or even the lead.

We can say that drug trafficking is part of global collective imaginaries. Who has not read or hear
about Spanish writer Arturo Pérez Reverte’s best seller La reina del Sur (Queen of the South)?
Who in Mexico and in the U.S. Southwest has not heard some song by the Tigres del Norte
about the topic? The thing is, as some people say rather ironically, drug culture is “in”. However,
that comment trivializes the reality of those people who for different reasons die or have to live
with the phenomenon.

More than being “in”, drug trafficking is not alien to international economies or policies or
to transnational societies. Moreover, this phenomenon extends to the global market of legal
products and is associated above all with money laundering.
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Also, recently, several Mexican authors have
been dealing with the issue and developing it sys -
tem atically, saying what the media has been
unable to say and what narcocorrido composers
have not been able to fit into their short narra-
tions. Writers from Sinaloa like Élmer Men  doza,
César López Cuevas, Juan José Ro dr í guez and
Leonides Alfaro, as well as writers living on the
northern border (Eduardo Ma nuel Parra and

Gerardo Cornejo, among others), pen fiction thrillers that come dangerously close to everyday
realities.

Mexico has experienced a kind of a boom in detective and spy novels. Examples are En busca
de Klingsor (Seeking Klingsor) by Jorge Volpi (1999), Espiral de artillería (Spiral of Artillery) by
Ignacio Padilla (2003) and Paco Ignacio Taibo II’s innumerable novels, among others. The exam ples
of this genre may have multiplied thanks to the paranoia produced by Salinism1 and the Insti -
tutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) “democratic dictatorship.” Thus, these novels offer us stories that,
in their own way, analyze Mexico’s past and future, as well as showing up what happens in the mar-
gins of the shadows.

Nevertheless, the novels of the genre we are dealing with here maintain a border and regional
vision of the theme, delving into the relationship between drug trafficking and power. As Federico
Campbell has pointed out in Máscara negra (Black Mask), “What we have here is one of the phras-
es from Política y delito [Politics and Crime, by Hans Magnus Enzensberger] most often quoted
in political essays of recent years: ‘There is an old, close, dark dependency between murder and
politics. This dependency is situated on the foundations of all power up until now: power is exer-
cised by whoever can kill the subjugated. He who governs is the survivor.’ ”2

The theme of drug trafficking is not alien to this continual debate about society, not even when
dealt with in literature, since literature is a reflection of the thirst for self-knowledge to which any
good writer aspires to also profoundly understand his/her society, his/her world. Thus, this kind of
novel presents drug trafficking not as isolated from the processes of hegemonic power, but rather
as part of the historical and transnational complexities that these processes involve.

In the case of Colombia, as illustrated in works like Rosario Tijeras by Enrique Franco (1999)
or La virgen de los sicarios (The Virgin of the Assassins for Hire) by Fernando Vallejo (1994), the
assassin for hire has begun to be a main character. So many novels have been written using this
theme that Colombian writer Héctor Abad Faciolince has called this kind of narrative sicaresca,
a play on words in Spanish making the word “sicario” or assassin, rhyme with “picaresque”, a kind
of narrative whose main character is a rogue. This leads us to reflect about the function of social
criticism that this character plays in the contemporary Colombian novel.

In Mexico, we are beginning to encounter main character-narrators who are assassins for hire
or gunmen, such as in Un asesino solitario (A Lone Assassin) by Élmer Mendoza (1999) and in
Nostalgia de la sombra (Nostalgia for the Shadow) by Eduardo Manuel Parra (2002). These char-
acters represent marginality and keep to the shadows, but in contact with the legal, legitimate
world with which they do their “business.” A Lone Assassin recreates the voice of the assassin of
a presidential candidate —which may sound familiar— although the important thing is that we
are offered the other side of the coin: the assassin’s association with personages who have dark,
disreputable links with political power and an ambivalent relationship with the drug world. Thus,
Sinaloa language, in the voice of the gunman, takes on a leading role in the novel, and the gunman

The novels of the genre 
we are dealing with here maintain a border 

and regional vision of the theme, 
delving into the relationship between 

drug trafficking and power.
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lets us enter into his world of ambiguity and shadow so we can discover and be surprised by the fact
that he is a charismatic, consummate man, just a cog in the machinery of a socio-political system.

One of the novels of northern literature that best condenses the historic networks of power
and crime is El amante de Janis Joplin (Janis Joplin’s Lover) by Élmer Mendoza (2001).3 The author
manages to bring together the ambiance of repression during the 1970s revolutionary movements,
linking it with the regime’s repressive forces lending a blind eye to the budding drug trafficking. If
A Lone Assassin —also by Mendoza— can be considered a 100-odd-page corrido, Janis Joplin’s Lover
establishes a cultural clash between two genres of music: rock and Mexican northern music;
that is, global versus local; marginalized ideology versus marginalized practice; the transnational
social revolution versus the business of drug trafficking.

On the one hand, Janis Joplin’s Lover looks at the beginnings of the influence of drug trafficking
and the corruption of the political and legal system, and on the other hand, it examines urban and
rural guerrilla movements and the state government’s repression through the anti-guerrilla group
“The Dragons”, the historical equivalent of “The Hawks.” The novel’s perspective makes us think
about the origins of the social, political relationships between repression and what Mexican soci-
ologist Luis Astorga has called “narco-liberalism.”4 According to Astorga, narco-liberalism “is sanc -
tioned by the legal structure with the legitimate monopoly over establishing the rules of the game,”
but is not eliminated because of its economic, “entrepreneurial” power.5

It can be said, then, that the novel presents the problems Mexico has gone through in the last
30 years. As Mendoza said in an interview, “The time frame of the novel does not budge from 1970,
but ... given the comments I have heard, there is a very clear projection to today, above all re -
garding the administration of justice, the resurgence of the idea of clarifying the [cases of] the
disappeared-detainees, the strength of drug trafficking and corruption.”6

Janis Joplin’s Lover tells the story of David Valenzuela, a young man described as the town fool
in a Sinaloa mountain village, who gets into trouble because of his naivete. At a town fiesta,
David is attracted by a flirtatious young woman who has been “reserved” or forbidden contact
with other men by the younger son of an influential local “gomero” or drug trafficker.7 When the
young man attacks David for dancing with the girl, David kills him in self-defense by throwing
a rock at his head. Shortly after the incident, David escapes to Culiacán to go into hiding with his
uncle. These circumstances launch him on a series of adventures in which he is always the victim,

except one time when in Los Angeles and pitching for the Culiacán baseball
team “Los Tomateros”, he meets and makes love to a mysterious

woman. She turns out to be Janis Joplin herself, and
on that same day, the Dodgers offer David

a contract.
Despite the fact that he

tries to continue his life
and get away from his
cousin Chato, who has
become a member of
the guerrilla group “Sep -
 tember 23 Com munist

League”, and his friend Cho -
lo, an up-and-coming drug traf-

ficker, David is the object of state vio-
lence at the hands of Eduardo Mascareño of “The
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Dragons.” While Chato represents the Mar x -
ist ideology typical of the guerrillas, Cholo
becomes a metaphor for the development
of the illegal business and the expand-
ing economic system, not because he
is intrinsically evil, but because of his
great adaptability. In fact, in the end,
he is the only character who is left
standing after state repression, thanks
to his money and influence. Ac -
cording to the novel, pragmatism
is productive and the ideological
struggle becomes an over whelm -
 ing obstacle. 

María Fernanda, David’s cousin,
shows several times how excessive
force against ordinary people creates
re sistance because it breaks the law.
She says so, for example, when the family is
attacked and beaten by “The Dragons” who are looking for Chato: “We cannot stand for this
kind of mistreatment. Just imagine, they violate our civil rights; the next thing you know they’ll
do whatever they want with us....Of course we can [stop these outrages.] Why should we let the
police and the rest of those lowlifes break the law? Just think of the violence that’s going to
cause.”8

Don Gregorio, Chato’s father, who dies from the mistreatment he suffers at the hands of the
anti-guerrilla police, several times notes the defenselessness of peaceful citizens with no access
to economic power. The novel subtly sketches the excessive institutional violence and the emer-
gence of drug trafficking. This makes us think about the use of ideological and practical violence
to avoid the real democratization in the country, at the same time that it allows drug traffickers to
penetrate all spheres of Mexican society.

In that context, Chato the guerrilla’s idealistic discourse is clearly beaten by the drug traffick-
er’s pragmatic argument. This is summarized in a conversation between Cholo and Chato:

Cholo, you don’t know about this shit. You’re a drug trafficker, you son of a bitch. You can’t under-

stand that we want a more just system, a government of the people and for the people. Well, you’re

gonna eat my dick because you’re not going to get anything. Who says so? The government, the

bankers, the industrialists? I’m saying it, brother. I don’t know jack shit about politics, about imperial-

ism or any of that crap, but you’re not gonna win. I’ll cut off my balls if you win. We’re going to win,

Cholo. The future is ours. That’s a fucking pile of bullshit. Before this country goes socialist or com-

munist or whatever, I’ll bet you my balls everybody will turn into a drug trafficker like me. People don’t

want land, Chato, or factories. No fucking way. People want cash. They want make to some dough and

to drive cars like this one.9

The novel clearly makes Cholo’s discourse come out the winner, and the revolutionary dis-
course is metaphorically murdered and thrown into the sea (as Chato ends up), or jailed and
finally co-opted.
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The space of Sinaloa is enormously global-
ized despite the fact that the turn of the phras-
es in the language is totally regional. The novel
establishes this tension between Sinaloan and
U.S. symbols and space: on the one hand, David
lives only to marry Janis Joplin; Don Gregorio
is always watching his favorite baseball team,
the New York Yankees; Cholo has an enormous
Grand Marquis, and the music they listen to
on the radio is mostly in English (the Rolling
Stones, Janis Joplin, the Beatles, Simon and Garfunkel, Bob Dylan). On the other hand, after
Cholo becomes a drug trafficker, he starts listening to corridos “because it’s a man’s music,” and
María Fernanda likes popular balladist José José. Mexico is also represented as a liminal point
and the political pivot between the Nicaraguan revolution, Cuba and the United States. Chato
explains this, saying, “I don’t know. Sometimes this is a pile of shit. Usually you don’t know shit.
You can’t plan. Lots of dudes emigrating to Nicaragua. We’ve got the Cubans breathing down
our necks, the Tupas. We’re infiltrated by the CIA. Almost everything’s concentrated in Mexico
City; even in that we’re centralists.”10

It is well known that the U.S. government used drug money to finance arms for the Ni ca -
raguan Contra, and Culiacán then became the center for these new conflicts and crisis that re -
sulted from military, economic and political globalization. On one occasion, Cholo
says —not without irony— that “A gringo without pot is a crazy
gringo,”11 as though that were the motto of his new business.
And the book reminds us of the context of the war in Viet -
nam and the student movements as the point of depar-
ture for an increase in consumption in the United
States, symbolized in the novel by Janis Joplin’s
tragic death from an overdose.

Perhaps the most significant thing is that
drug trafficking is the link between these worlds
and, as a result, the new parallel power, strength -
ened by the impunity promoted from within
the state, which eliminates opposition through
violence and its iron-fisted control over the citi-
zenry. Actually, the criminalization of drug trafficking,
which already existed spurred on by U.S. consumption,
became more severe after the murder of DEA agent En -
rique “Kiki” Camarena in 1985.

Janis Joplin’s Lover reveals the gradual commercializa-
tion of existence and the clashes of social values viewed
through the lens of the capitalist meaning of money. The
city and the countryside appear fully in the networks of
globalization, and violence emerges from the trans -
national repression against ideologies that question that
economic globalization. The novel also audaciously ques-
tions the hypothesis of political corruption by drug traffickers,

This kind of novel presents drug trafficking 
not as isolated from the processes 

of hegemonic power, but as part of the historical 
and transnational complexities that 

these processes involve.
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although the novel’s hypothesis may be that so -
cio-political corruption predates the arrival of the
turbulent forces of drugs.

Peasants appear already inserted in global ca p -
italist networks, while inhabitants of the polis
gradually lose their rights. A foreshadowing of
voracious neo-liberalism and impunity; the begin -
n ing of the crisis of the nation and the end of
the great narratives that proposed progress and
liberty. The novel becomes the memory of the

student movements and its sinister outcome in Tlatelolco, while from the viewpoint of victorious
economic pragmatism, it presents the story’s ironies. It also reminds us that abuse of its charac-
ters did not end in Mexico City, but ex tended to the periphery. All the states in Mexico become
protagonists of international reality. Faced with a black-and-white reality presented to us by the
media, faced with amnesia, Janis Joplin’s Lover discovers the twists and turns and the intersections
of legality and illegality, leaving the reader to reflect about these murky connections.

Mendoza gives us a glimpse of that upside-down world where government officials do more
damage than “the revolutionaries” or “the traffickers.” In the book, the narcocultura, the traffick-
er culture, becomes fashionable because it offers protection and ways out and creates status for
people who would never have achieved it under other circumstances. If in some milieus individ-
uals become commercialized, in other mi lieus, violence comes from the centers of power, includ-
ing the state. In both cases, the results are wretched for ordinary characters-citizens. Vio lence
and memory; crisis of the legitimacy of the state and consolidation of the power of the drug-bour-
geoisie; revolution and repression; local pro ducts and global products; commercialization of
death and humanization of the murderer. These are some of the paradoxes these texts offer us.

The trafficker culture may be fashionable because it has become a source of illegal profit
worldwide. Undoubtedly, the legal world interacts in a complex way with this illegal industry:
banks launder money; construction companies use investment flows; and governments mount
anti-drug campaigns to renew the state’s monopoly on violence.

Meanwhile, in an atmosphere of politization and censure, literature —in a different way from
other media— tries to shed light on the issue, making a call to debate about how violence creates
social inequalities and impunity in the post-national, global world.
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Janis Joplin’s Lover*

by Élmer Mendoza

* Fragment of the novel by Élmer Mendoza, El amante de Janis Joplin (Mexico City: Tusquets, 2001),
pp. 113-118. The editors of Voices of Mexico thank the author, his agent and his publishers for their permis-
sion to translate and reprint this text.

A
50-foot yacht rocked in its mooring at the private
dock. Behind it was Don Sergio’s man sion that would
soon belong to Cholo: an immense house, a ter race with

a view of the beach, a swimming pool and a pool house with a liv-
ing room. Gregorio Palafox Valen  zue  la, alias Chato, alias Com mander Fonseca, was meticu-
lously ins pecting the entryways, the patio and each room. Cholo, who was euphoric, didn’t give a
hoot about security, and Da vid adapted without much fuss. They used only the left wing, three
of the seven bedrooms.

From the day he signed the papers, Cholo was completely involved with the family. In just a
few days, he showed Carvajal that he hadn’t made a mistake: he bought, packed and sold as though
he had been born for it. Soon, he won the respect of his partners and the government people he
had to negotiate with. He became known as expedite: one day he was escorting a shipment and
they were stopped as they entered Sonora. The dump-truck was filled to the top with Acapulco
Gold; it was impossible to hide so much marijuana. Where are you coming from? asked the PGR
federal narc. Just Cu liacán, bro. What you carrying? Tomatoes. Got your permit? No, but we got
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five hundred dollars. And they got through
with no trouble. As part of his metamorpho -
sis, Cholo wore a thick gold chain around
his neck and a grotesque man-bracelet with
his name on it. You, you son of a bitch. Next
you’re gonna put diamonds in your teeth.
Chato made fun of his style but fell short of
insulting him: Santos was his best friend
and he owed him a lot of favors. On his way
back from one of his trips to Las Vegas, he
had managed to bring in the most important
shipment of arms for the guerrilla movement:
Smith & Wesson pistols and Kalashnikov
rifles, ready for the assault.

David was determined to go back to Cha -
cala. His friends were having a hard time
convincing him not to go look for his money
at the house on the hill. Cholo even had to
lie to him: Look, you son of a bitch, I already
went for them. The neighbors were having a
party and there were a shitload of SUVs, ban -
da and beer. I had to jump over the back fence
and I went right to the hiding place. I found
the hole next to the bougainvillea, but there
wasn’t nothing there: it was empty, my man
Sandy. I already told you that the judicial cops
searched the whole place. So, Cholo, lend
me some cash for the ticket. Neither Chato
nor Cholo were going to let him go to Cha -
cala, but they couldn’t tell him that directly:
Look, cousin, I think you won’t be able to get
rid of my uncle’s murderers. They’re armed
and probably they’d beat you to the punch.
Besides, what’s up, my man Sandy? Don’t you
want to see Janis again? In a month I’ll get
paid and I’ll pay for your ticket to Los Ange -
les. Don’t accept, whispered the reincarnate-
able part of him that he had been listening
to a lot lately. You can’t postpone ven geance.
Get them to loan you the money you need
and that’s it. Cholo, he said, buy me the ticket
to Cha cala. Jesus, you’re stubborn, said Cholo,
changing tactics. Okay, count on it. I’ll also
lend you some for the return trip. But just one
thing: you can’t take the risk with the rocks.
Tell Chato that he should teach you to shoot

and that he lend you a pistol. Great idea, ap -
proved his karma. It has to be quick.

Chato took three days trying to get David
to learn the different parts of the pistol. Des -
pite his inner self ’s anger, he couldn’t man-
age to memorize the necessary instructions.
He often forgot to take off the safety and
when he shot the gun it would jam. On the
fourth day of his indoctrination, Chato gave
up: You’re not made for this, cousin. Go back
\to baseball. Every time he could, David re -
viewed Chato’s lessons, pushed by his inner
voice, which knew a lot about it. The bad
thing was that his desperation was driving
him nuts. Sometimes he’d go through the
new house, water the plants, sweep and cook
after working with Don Danilo, who thought
it was great that he had two jobs. It’s not a
bad idea that you work as a night watchman.
From the time he heard about his father’s
murder he hadn’t even been able to rest by
thinking about Janis. Whenever he took out
the clipping, the reincarnate-able part of him
berated him: How can you forget your father’s
death? Don’t think about her anymore. If
you fall into that woman’s clutches you’re
not going to get revenge. He didn’t know what
to do. He would have liked to talk about it to
someone, but who? He didn’t trust Rebeca
enough. He was embarrassed to talk to the old
man about it. When Chato was in the house,
he spent his time sleeping, and Santos Mo jar -
dín only showed up from time to time, with
his increasingly sibylline bleary-eyed gaze, ra -
diating that mistrust proper to criminals.

The only thing that allowed him to keep
his balance was fishing and his dates with
Rebeca. David continued his routine, in the
daytime, he was a fisherman; in the afternoon
he saw his friends; sometimes at night he went
to the boat to wait for Rebeca, always taking
Janis’s photo. Danilo’s daughter was no longer
the same. Even if she didn’t want to accept
it, the break with Rivera had driven her over
the edge. At first it was all the same: she made
a date with him at the boat; she came on
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strong and aggressive; she used blackmail to
seduce David, but then she would stand him
up or treat him like trash: My dog, don’t you
realize what I did for you? I left Rivera, sent
him to hell. David was confused. He liked going
out with Rebeca, smelling her aroma and
watching her dance. But he didn’t want to be
unfaithful to Janis. With blind faith, David
trust ed that destiny would unite him with the
singer, and little by little, Rebeca’s animosity
dwindled. The girl had no lack of people to
have fun with. Actually, everybody was dying
to be with her and not an afternoon went by
that somebody couldn’t be seen slinking over
to her house behind old Manzo’s back. Only
David was unavailable, and that’s why he in -
terested her.

By the middle of August, everything came
to a head. One day, Chato woke Cholo before
dawn. I have to scram, bro. Can you take me to
Navolato to the bus station? I’ll take you wher -
ever you want, bro, to hell itself if you want.
Just there is fine. You need anything? Money,
guns, weed? Nothing. Just take me to Navo -
lato before it gets light. It won’t be long before
the rain clears up. They went in the Mar quis.
David felt very alone: they had killed his
father; Cholo was changing; his cousin was
changing. He was the only one who was still

the same, and there were the heavens that
didn’t change either. Were there nine planets?
Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars…

His loneliness was not going to last very
long. That same week it became known that
the cell led by Commander Fon seca had made
three hits in the state: they held up three
banks and took over a toll booth for ten mi n -
utes under the nose of the police. Masca reño
was a wild man. His superiors threatened to
fire him or put him in jail for conspiring with
the guerrillas. He was nervous and got an
ulcer that didn’t stop bleeding. We demand
results, commander. Declare a state of siege.
As a result, they increased surveillance and
the number of checkpoints. They even de tained
two of Don Ser gio Carvajal’s drivers and closed
the highway with no explanation. Right now
we can’t work. The government is negotiat-
ing certification with the United States and
that complicates everything, ex plained Ugarte.
All we can do is wait. With the highways being
watched and Mascareño’s team working at
a fever pitch, both Cholo and Chato had to
stay at Altata. Chato arrived ready to plan the
assault on the military barracks. Cholo just
wanted to relax. Every time he came back from
fishing, David found his friends talking un -
concerned. One said Chato was one of the
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most wanted guerrilla fighters. What? Where?
The other said that Cholo was one of the young
up-and-coming drug dealers and some body
wanted to waste him. What do you mean?
When? They got quietly drunk as though
nothing was going on; they enjoyed the pool
and laughed themselves silly under the yellow
umbrella. What do you say, Sandy Koufax?
Where have you been? Did you see your
girlfriend? Oh, so you’ve got another squeeze.
Janis ain’t gonna like that for shit. I’m not up
to anything with her. You’d better not be, you
son of a bitch. You don’t play around with

Janis. You want to marry her, don’t you? Yes.
Well, behave, then. And if it works out, I’ll
throw you the party. 

Okay, whoever chickens out loses. When
have I every chickened out, you bastard?
Whatever I say when I’m drunk, I maintain
when I’m straight. You just better believe
that we’re brothers following this son of a
bitch: he wanted to go live in the middle of
nowhere and there we went. He wanted a
house at the beach and here we are. We
shouldn’t say anything more about it. No rea-
son to, bro. I already said so.

A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R
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first novel, A Lone Assassin, he has become known not only as “the first

narrator to deftly portray the effect of drug trafficking culture in our coun-

try,” but also as the author of a penetrating, lively linguistic exploration of

Mexico’s underworld, turning it into rigorous literary material.

Mendoza was born in the Popular neighborhood, or Colonia Popular,

which he mentions in his work as “Col Pop”, where some scenes, for exam-

ple from A Lone Assassin and Janis Joplin’s Lover, take place.



129

Información y democracia. 
Los medios de comunicación social 
y su influencia sobre la política. 

El caso de México
(Information and Democracy. The Media and Its
Influence on Politics. The Case of Mexico)

Roberto Gutiérrez López
Ediciones Pomares

Mexico City, 2005, 239 pp.

The media’s decisive role in forging public opinion
and influencing citizens’ political pre ferences has

become a challenge for democracy. Candidates and pu -
blic officials increasingly need the media, particularly the
elec tronic media, to promote and legitimize their politi-
cal proposals. This gives the media and those with the
economic resources to access it growing power, distorting
the exercise of democracy when media stra tegies are
subordinate to private interests and ine quitably favor one
position over another. In this scenario, the media impov-
erishes pluralism and misinforms society instead of in -

forming it. Under these conditions, citizens’ votes and
public opinion lack solid bases for making political de -
cisions in the public interest.
To deal with this challenge, the regimen of social com -

munications must be reformed to simultaneously gua -
rantee freedom of expression, the right to information and
the media’s democratic responsibility. In Mexico, this kind
of reform is being debated, so much so that one of the
pending issues on the national political agenda is the lim-
itation of the me dia’s excessive power. As a result, there
is great interest about the role it plays in our democratic
life. One example of this is an article by the presidential
spokesman Rubén Aguilar Valenzuela, “El papel de los
medios de comunicación en la consolidación de la de mo -
cracia mexicana” (The Role of the Media in Conso lidat ing
Mexican Democracy).1

Academia has made important contributions to the
study of the relationship between democracy and the
me dia. Among the most recent are those of Roberto J.
Gutiérrez López, well-known specialist in political culture
in general and of Mexico in particular. Gutiérrez received
his doctorate in social sciences from the Autonomous
Metropolitan University (UAM) and is currently the direc -
tor of the UAM’s Azcapotzalco campus Division of Social
Sciences and Humanities. He has published research
results about the relationship between the media and
democracy in the now defunct daily newspaper El Na -
cional from 1995 to 1996, in magazines like Casa del
Tiem po, published by the UAM, Voices of Mexico and
Me tapolítica.2 Now he has produced the book Infor ma -
ción y democracia. Los medios de comunicación social y su
influencia sobre la política. El caso de México (Infor ma tion
and Democracy. The Media and Its Influence on Politics.
The Case of Mexico), put out by a publishing house with
a market both in Spain and Latin America.
This book honors its title in two ways: by dealing

with the relationship between communications and dem -
ocracy based on first-hand theoretical, legal and journal-
istic documentary sources, and by presenting a critical

Reviews
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analysis of the positions of the nation’s political actors
with regard to the system of social communications from
the perspective of democratic ethics. In other words, Dr.
Gutiérrez’s book informs the reader about the state of the
debate and legislation in our coun try with regard to the
relationship among the state, the media and society, doing
so with a clear commitment to democracy.
This study is interdisciplinary and uses political soci-

ology as its theoretical-methodological platform. The book
is enriched with elements of political philosophy and has
a clear historiographic and journalistic vocation. Just as
the author himself did at his book launch at the UAM
venue Casa del Tiempo, the text narrates an unfinished
story: that of Mexico’s democratic transition vis-à-vis
social communication.
From that perspective, Gutiérrez demonstrates that

our prolonged political transition has created a gap be -
tw een the democratic transformation of our institutions
and the continued existence of our old regimen of social
com munication. The right to information has been a
by-word since the 1970s, but it was not until recently
that it was concre tized in the Federal Law of Trans pa r -
ency and Access to Governmental Public Information
and the creation of the Federal Institute for Access to
Inf ormation (IFAI). However, as the author points out,
regulating the media through the reforms needed in the
Federal Radio and Television Law and the creation of a
Federal Law on Social Com mu nication is still pending.
Gutiérrez explains this disparity by citing the ambiguity
of the political parties, which recognize the power wield-
ed by the private media, particularly the Televisa-TV
Azteca television duopoly, and the need to limit that
power, but which also fear the media magnates’ influence
on public opinion.
The way the author deals with the socio-political ef -

fects on the media of the lack of regulations is notewor-
thy. In his third chapter, he warns of the danger of the cit-
izenry being at the mercy of the way the media reports on
public issues, which it does favoring private criteria and
interests instead of being an open window on what is
going on in society and not only in government offices,
becoming a space for pluralistic debate and open pro-active
deliberation about the na tio nal agenda used to design so -
lutions to common problems in the public interest.
Gutiérrez’s reflections about the rules of the com-

munications game are no less important: his philosoph-

ical, practical proposal is oriented to the media finding
a balance be tween the principles of freedom and re s -
ponsibility consisting of limiting the former in favor of
the latter to the benefit of society. To argue this pro-
posal, the author resorts to the most outstanding ele-
ments of modern political philosophy, wielding a con cep -
tion of freedom as the responsible exercise of auto nomous
thought and as a source of the plurality of opinions, a
value consubstantial to democracy.
Together with its theoretical rigor and pre cision in

information management, Roberto Gutiérrez’s book puts
forward a very timely topic for discussion which the
author places in the context of the political reform of
the state. This unfinished reform process today re-emerges
both from the ranks of civil society and the government
itself.
For all these reasons, this book is a very lively, intrigu-

ing, provocative text which, as the author says in his pro-
logue, points to creating a demand for regulating the media
in Mexico. It is clear that if this reform does not happen,
our incipient national democracy will be endangered and
will run the risk of becoming a “mediocracy”, an empire
of the media.

Rubén R. García Clarck
Director of Mexico City’s Electoral Institute

Training and Development Center

NOTES

1 Rubén Aguilar Valenzuela, “El papel de los medios de comunicación
en la consolidación de la democracia mexicana,” Este País no. 174
(Mexico City), September 2005, pp. 4-8.

2 See the articles by Roberto J. Gutiérrez López, “La re forma del
Estado y el régimen de comunicación social,” Casa del Tiempo no. 51
(Mexico City), April 2003, pp. 2-8; “The Media in Mexico Today:
Politics as Spectacle,” Voices of Mexico no. 70 (Mexico City), January-
March 2005, pp. 16-19; and “Las coordenadas normativas de la comu -
nicación social: libertad y responsabilidad,” Metapolítica no. 40 (Mex -
ico City), March-April 2005, pp. 77-89. Gutiérrez is also the author of
specialized articles about political culture in the magazine Socio lógica,
produced at the UAM’s Azca potzalco campus, the essay Identidades
políticas y democracia (Political Identities and Demo cracy), pub-
lished by Mexico’s Federal Electoral Institute in 2001, and the booklet
Cultura política y discrimi nación (Political Culture and Dis crimi na tion),
put out by the Na tional Council for the Prevention of Discrimina -
tion (Conapred) in Mexico City in 2005.
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Nuevos actores en América del Norte.
Identidades culturales y políticas (vol. 2)

(New Actors in North America.
Cultural and Political Identities [vol. 2])

Edit Antal, ed.
CISAN-UNAM

Mexico City, 2005, 216 pp.

Volume two of Nuevos actores en América del Norte
(New Actors in North America), edited by Edit Antal,

continues the analysis of new non-state actors who are
forging new forms of political and social organization in
the region. Under the general topic of cultural and poli t -
i cal identities, the book presents different social reali-
ties, particularly local ones, that speak to the emergence
of different forms of political, social and cultural action
in North America.
Like in volume one, this book presents multi-disci-

plinary work by 12 authors about four issues linked to the
configuration of cultural and political identities: 1) the role
of immigrants or minorities in the production of film and lit-
erature; 2) indigenous movements, a diverse expe rience;
3) the empowerment of the Latino minority in the United
States; and 4) civil and social rights in North America.
In the first section, Graciela Martínez-Zalce, Laura

López Morales and Claudia Lucotti focus their articles on
identity in Canada based on the analysis of Cana dian film
and literature, explaining how minorities use these dis-
courses to recognize themselves in a multi-culturally com-

plex society. In the case of film, Mar tí nez-Zalce’s topic,
the bi-cultural nature of the Armenian minority is central
to understanding the recovery of personal identity through
a relationship that must be constructed in space.
Laura López and Claudia Lucotti contribute an article

historically reconstructing literary production in Ca na da
in order to understand the transformations ex perienced
by two important groups: the Quebecois and women.
While López centers on Quebecois literature and its
utilization for understanding change and the insertion of
this minority in Canada’s political, economic and cultural
development, Lucotti reviews women’s English-language
poetry in the light of identity. In both cases, literature helps
us to understand the movements of identity and, as Laura
López points out, writing be comes the means par excel-
lence to give body to the reflection and the formulation
of demands and expectations.
In the second section, about indigenous movements,

Radha Jhappan, Juan Anzaldo Meneses and Natividad
Gutiérrez Chong analyze historically the indigenous strug-
gle around cultural identity. These articles deal with the sit-
uation in the region’s three countries and the authors agree
that respect for indigenous identity is the only way to
achieve autonomy for indigenous peoples. Given the
clear differences in the scope and advances of the rights
won by the indigenous communities of Ca nada, the Unit -
ed States and Mexico, many paradoxes continue to exist
about these communities’ status and their insertion in the
national societies they belong to. Thus, for example, even
though Canada may be the most advanced country with
regard to conferring certain constitutional rights to indige-
nous peoples, it is not as advanced as it tries to equate
indi genous self-government with local government. In the
United States, indi genous peoples have a similar situation
of limited autonomy, par ticularly with regard to tribal gov-
ernments and the management of natural resources, a source
of tension with the federal government. In the case of Mex -
ico, says Anzaldo, times do not seem to have changed for
indigenous peoples and communities.
In the three cases, despite the differences, the authors

point to a revitalization of the indigenous struggle’s po -
litical and social action and organizations, beginning with
a reformulation of their relations with the state and
non-indigenous society.
The third section, perhaps the best theoretically and

empirically concatenated of all, presents articles by Bar -
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ba ra Driscoll, David Díaz and César Pérez Espinosa about
the power of Mexicans as a political minority in the Unit -
ed States. These contributions emphasize the efforts of
the Latino or “Chicano” movement to achieve greater po -
li  tical representation within the U.S. system. Driscoll does
a historical review of the politization of Mexicans living
in the United States, using as her starting point the strug-
gle for civil rights in the 1960s when Mexicans took on
the concept of “Chicano” to dignify it and turn it into a
sym bolic weapon of the political struggle, when they began
to organize socially and politically and learned a very impor-
tant lesson for their quest for greater representation: using
the democratic and legal instruments of the U.S. polit-
ical system itself instead of confronting it. Only in this
way can we un derstand the recent increase in Chicano
representation in U.S. legislatures and administrations.
A paradigmatic example is Antonio Villaraigosa’s suc -

cessful mayoral campaign in Los Angeles, California. In
his article, David Díaz describes the context of the 2001
mayoral election and the push that Villaraigosa meant
for empowering Chicanos. This politician’s political-elec -
toral strategy is interesting, including breaking with tra-
ditional forms of campaigning and going beyond Latino
barrios to get support from other social groups, for exam -
ple environmentalists, feminists and the Jewish communi-
ty, among others. Although Díaz does not say so because
his article is situated in a previous time, in effect resort-
ing to the values and tools of U.S. democracy served this
candidate in good stead for a victory in the 2005 Los
Angeles mayoral race, also aided by the politization of the
Chicano labor movement. According to Díaz, the Villa -
raigosa effect has fostered an important change in the
patterns of political representation of the Chicano com-
munity both because of the increase in its electoral par-
ticipation and because of the political victory of candi-
dates from this minority for elected posts.
César Pérez, for his part, talks about the fruits of this

growing electoral participation by examining Mexican-
origin legislators in the U.S. Congress who seek im pro ve -
ments in the quality of services to the Latino community.
Finally, the last section of the book touches on a topic

that is important for democracy in North America: the
struggle for civil and social rights. Margaret Andersen
and Silvia Núñez García study two cases of marginal
groups in the United States, while Jennifer Stoddart
deals with the importance of the right to information in

Quebec and Canada in a context of broadening out de m -
ocratic rights.
In her interesting article, Andersen describes the

theoretical, methodological and practical focuses of fe m -
inist action. Concerned with the marginal status of women
of color —whom she categorizes as anyone not of Euro -
pean descent— the author analyzes the patterns of social
links among races and genders. These patterns have been
transformed by the actions of certain social movements,
but mainly by the economic-productive res tructuring of
U.S. society. Pro-actively, Andersen proposes that mul-
tiracial feminism, which she clearly defines, is a way to
overcome the structures of domination that pervade these
marginalized women’s daily lives.
Silvia Núñez develops a small case study of the Na -

tional Coalition for the Homeless in order to deal with the
topic of community participation by marginalized actors.
Her analysis shows how a small local organization in New
York City proves the complexity of the organization of civil
society in the United States, and how it has the ability,
although limited, to influence national decisions through
lobbying Congress. The important thing in this case and the
previous one is the empowerment of marginalized groups
through social reorganization. In any case, as Núñez points
out, these kinds of movements for organized social action
help evaluate both the quality of U.S. democracy and the
progressive vitality of its civil society.

New Actors in North America. Cultural and Political
Identities complements the analysis in volume one and
de monstrates the complexity inherent to social and polit-
ical action undertaken by very different actors in contra-
dictory socio-political contexts that also exist in democra-
tic countries, particularly the United States and Canada.
Despite the heterogeneous quality of the articles and

the fact that some of the figures are out of date —their
update would allow us to more precisely understand
the region’s situation— this book edited by Edit Antal is
an interesting effort to present the reader, whether he
or she is familiar with these issues or not, with a broad
panoramic view of the reconfiguration of the societies
and the political and cultural and identities of North
America through the discourse of film and literature or
the study of social or political movements.

Bibiana Gómez and Esther Ponce
Internationalists



Juan  Soriano•
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