
Latin American Research Review, Special Issue © 2010 by the Latin American Studies Association.

T H E  E LU S I V E  D E M O C R AC Y

Political Parties, Democratic Institutions, and 
Civil Society in Mexico

Alberto J. Olvera
Universidad Veracruzana, Mexico

Abstract: The Mexican transition to democracy has not been completed in terms 
of either the destitution of the authoritarian regime or the establishment of a demo-
cratic regime, a situation that explains the continuity of authoritarian practices 
and culture in public life. Not only did the Partido Revolucionario Institucional 
preserve impressive veto power over constitutional reforms and even small changes 
in matters of public policy, but also the other two main political parties (Partido 
Acción Nacional and Partido de la Revolución Democrática) had no alternative 
democratic projects and reproduced the clientelistic and particularistic political cul-
ture of the past; civil society was (and is) both socially and politically weak, and its 
popular sectors suffered important strategic defeats along the process. Not surpris-
ingly, democratic innovations have been scarce, and the few interesting ones are at 
risk. The emergence of new social and political actors, as well as new public spaces, 
is urgent and necessary to counter the paradoxical combination of depoliticization 
of public life and overpoliticization of democratic institutions the country suffers 
nowadays, a situation that explains the current simultaneous crisis of representa-
tion and governability.

INTRODUCTION

Mexico is living through a time of political uncertainty. The democ-
racy so recently achieved appears weak before the threat of organized 
crime, powerless before the political strength of the old union and peasant 
corporate organizations, unable to produce an effi cient government, and 
captured by political parties that make instrumental use of democratic in-
stitutions for the sake of their own private interests. Mexico’s democracy 
suffers from the structural political and legal stalemate created by both 
a constitution and a political system that stand in the way of processes 
conducive to the consolidation and strengthening of democracy. And if all 
of the foregoing were not suffi cient cause for concern, the country seems 
condemned to suffer, as a consequence of both political paralysis and eco-
nomic stagnation, the worsening of the social and political cleavages that 
have historically characterized its public life.

The problems of democratic institutional consolidation and the weak-
ness of both civil society and the cultures and practices that could push 
democratic innovation in Mexico require an explanation that considers 
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both the legal and institutional obstacles that democracy confronts and 
the cultural processes that allow old values, practices, and methods of 
politics to survive. Existing literature on transitions to and consolidation 
of democracy has concentrated mainly on the institutional frameworks 
of politics and the power games of political elites, ignoring both the nor-
mative learning processes democratization entails and the emergence 
of social actors whose practices and cultures are the only guarantee of 
long-term, substantive democratization (for a complete theoretical discus-
sion of this issue, see Avritzer 2002; for an analysis of the debate on the 
construction of democracy in Latin America, see Dagnino, Olvera, and 
Panfi chi 2006). From the vantage point of these theories, transition to de-
mocracy in Mexico is a fi nished process (insofar as free elections have 
characterized the past two presidential elections), and democratic consoli-
dation has been achieved insofar as it seems that “democracy is the only 
game in town” (Linz and Stepan 1996, 7). But elections can be carried out 
continuously without necessarily serving to develop citizenship or im-
prove the quality of democracy.1 Even if we agree with Whitehead (2002, 6) 
in understanding democratization as “a long process of social construc-
tion,” we still have to explain what concept of democracy we are thinking 
of, what actors we look at, and what processes we analyze when we speak 
of democratization.

Avritzer (2002) has demonstrated that theories of transition to and con-
solidation of democracy share a common dual foundation: a sociological 
vision based on a diagnosis of mass society, which implies an analytical 
separation between a disordered and anarchic society and a political sys-
tem whose autonomy from that society is its very condition of stability, 
and a minimalist concept of democracy defi ned solely in terms of the legal 
and free election of political representatives. It is not possible, within this 
theoretical framework, to explain the limits of actual democracies or to 
locate the actors and processes that may further the democratization of 
public life and the transformation of political culture. A more comprehen-
sive concept of democratization requires a broader concept of politics and 
a better diagnosis of society.

The elite democracy approach shares with the still-hegemonic neolib-
eral project a concept of politics that defi nes it as the exclusive terrain of 

1. The citizenship argument is from the infl uential informe coordinated by O’Donnell 

(2004), which correctly locates the weaknesses of citizenship in Latin America but fails 

to offer an explanation of such a drama. For a critique, see the introduction to Dagnino, 

Olvera, and Panfi chi 2006. The burgeoning literature on the quality of democracy, in its 

different versions, evaluates the difference between the formal and legal foundations of 

democratic regimes and their practical shortcomings in terms of citizen rights, institutional 

performance, and effectiveness of public policies (see O’Donnell, Vargas, and Iazzetta 2004; 

Cansino and Covarrubias 2007).

P5338.indb   80P5338.indb   80 12/20/10   11:43:30 AM12/20/10   11:43:30 AM



THE ELUSIVE DEMOCRACY 81

political parties and governments. Social movements, protest, and mobi-
lization belong to the sphere of the nonpolitical, being a mere expression 
of confl icts that must be channeled to the political system to be processed 
(for a thorough discussion of this point, see Dagnino et al. 2006); if they 
remain active outside the system, they become dangerous and must be 
criminalized.2 Against this reductive paradigm a different concept of 
politics has emerged in Latin America in the past two decades, a concept 
whose main feature is its consideration of confl ict and contestation as the 
center of politics. Social movements (and more generally, civil society in 
its heterogeneity) are political actors in the sense that they try to open up 
the closed space of electoral politics by calling public attention to new is-
sues and demands; developing forms of social control over governments; 
and creating public spaces of civil participation in the defi nition, imple-
mentation, and evaluation of public policies. Social, ideological, and cul-
tural confl icts can be recognized, debated, and resolved democratically 
through deliberation in public spaces (Avritzer 2002). Deliberation implies 
a process that connects civil and political society in a continuum of prac-
tices centered on public space, transparency, and participatory decision 
making in various areas of public policy. This is the core of what can be 
labeled the “democratic participatory project” (for a presentation of the 
concept and the types of political projects that dispute hegemony in Latin 
America today, see Dagnino et al. 2006). From this vantage point, the main 
spaces of democratization are the practices and institutions that defi ne 
the relationships between state and society (for an analysis of concrete 
experiences of innovation in state-society relationships in Latin America 
in recent years, see Isunza Vera and Olvera 2006).

This perspective helps us understand what is at stake in processes of 
democratization: political projects whose carriers are actors situated in 
both spheres, that is, political and civil society. Against the elite democ-
racy school and the transition and consolidation theories, which radically 
separate political society from civil society, this vision of democratic con-
struction underscores the continuity of these spheres of social action and 
the fact that the struggle for hegemony is fought in both civil and political 
realms.

In this article, I interpret Mexico’s contemporary political processes in 
this light. To do so, in the fi rst section of the article, I briefl y analyze the 
historical foundations of the Mexican authoritarian political regime and 
the trajectory of its crisis. In the second section, I characterize the nature 
of the Mexican transition to democracy. In the third section, I concentrate 

2. This is a very common expression in Latin America today. Governments criminalize 

social protest by not recognizing its legitimacy or its legality. For a complete analysis, see 

Svampa 2008.
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on the political processes that have occurred in the past two years, which 
jeopardize the process of democratic consolidation. In the fourth section, 
I analyze the composition and the spaces of action of contemporary civil 
society in an attempt to explain the shortcomings of the societal input 
to democratic innovation. In the concluding remarks, I suggest the more 
general elements of an agenda for the deepening of the democratization 
process.

FOUNDATIONS AND CRISIS OF THE MEXICAN AUTHORITARIAN REGIME

The long-lasting Mexican developmental-authoritarian regime was an-
chored in a corporatist model in which society was integrated into the 
state by means of state-controlled social corporations, which were at the 
same time the main components of the sole offi cial party. Corporatism 
promoted a culture of clientelism and segmentation in the application of 
rights.3 The formal democracy prescribed in the 1917 constitution was in 
open contradiction with the single-party political system, creating a rup-
ture between legality and legitimacy.4 The regime’s legitimacy was based 
on its historical mission: to promote substantive justice through state pro-
motion of economic modernization, which encouraged massive state in-
tervention in the economy and offi cial patronage of the business sector.

To guarantee governability, the regime developed informal but effec-
tive means of centralization of power in the hands of the president, which 
in turn required a weak legislative branch. This was achieved by man-
dating a short (three-year) tenure for federal and state deputies, without 
reelection. The no-reelection principle applied to all elected posts, such 
that the political class was in a condition of permanent rotation and un-
certainty.5 As a consequence, in Mexico, elections were held all the time, 
but their only function was to legalize the periodical renovation of the 
political class. The judiciary, moreover, was completely subordinated to 
the president’s will.

After 1968, the Mexican authoritarian regime experienced increasing 
problems of legitimization in the wake of the massive repression of the 

3. The workers’ corporation (Confederación de Trabajadores de México), the peasants’ 

corporation (Confederación Nacional Campesina), and the popular corporation (Confe-

deración Nacional de Organizaciones Populares) were the backbone of the offi cial party, 

the PRI.

4. The regime claimed to be the carrier of a mission: the implementation of the project of 

the Mexican Revolution, seen as a combination of national sovereignty, political inclusion, 

social justice, and state-led economic development.

5. The no-reelection principle is heavily legitimized by the narrative of the Mexican Rev-

olution: offi cially, the revolution was an uprising against the dictatorship of Porfi rio Díaz, 

who stayed thirty years in power (1880–1910).
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student movement (Volpi 1998). But it was the presidential election of 
1988 in which the government carried out massive electoral fraud, which 
launched the prolonged process of democratic transition. The massive 
protests of the time fed the emerging opposition parties and forced the 
regime to accelerate a process of internal reform (Olvera 2003b).6

In the period 1988–1994, three fundamental changes took place in Mex-
ico. First, the turn toward neoliberalism that President Carlos Salinas ac-
tively strove for led to profound changes in the economy. The neoliberal 
turn deepened the legitimation crisis of a regime whose historical project 
was nationalist, antiliberal, and anchored in the promise of substantive 
social justice. Second, for the fi rst time since the Mexican Revolution, a 
party system consolidated and electoral politics appeared as a potential 
means for regime change. Third, several civic-cultural movements spread 
across the country, creating a civil society centered on the struggle for 
political rights, democracy, and the rule of law (Olvera 2004).

Neoliberalism meant opening the doors to three great transformations: 
the integration of the Mexican economy with that of the United States, 
with Mexico as a subordinate partner; the privatization of public enter-
prises; and several amendments to the constitution intended to purge 
it of its antiliberal substance7. In the political sphere, liberalization was 
modest. The federal government retained the ability to recognize (or not) 
opposition victories, and campaigns were openly unequal, with the of-
fi cial party controlling all resources. Only after complex and prolonged 
negotiations were some opposition victories accepted. Thus, the Partido 
 Acción Nacional (PAN), the historical right-wing party that had been since 
1938 a sort of testimonial opposition, obtained for the fi rst time in history 
three governorships and dozens of mayoralties,8 whereas the recently cre-
ated left-wing party Partido de la Revolución Democrática (PRD) had to 
stage enormous popular mobilizations to defend its victories in municipal 
elections.9

6. A modest process of liberalization had begun early on, in the 1970s, when President 

Luis Echeverría allowed the emergence of independent class-based civil society organiza-

tions; in 1977, the fi rst of a long chain of electoral reforms was launched to allow the left to 

participate in what were still noncompetitive electoral processes, guaranteeing it at least a 

modest proportional representation.

7. Between 1988 and 1994, 54 constitutional amendments and 225 amendments to sec-

ondary or regulatory laws were enacted. It was a virtual process of constitution making.

8. The PAN acted pragmatically, backing all the constitutional reforms promoted by 

President Salinas.

9. In mid-1989, the PRD was created through an alliance of communists, nationalists, 

social democrats, and social movement activists, all under the charismatic leadership of 

Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, son of one of the creators of the modern Mexican state, former pres-

ident Lázaro Cárdenas. The PRD seemed to offer a vehicle to recover old political identities 

that the neoliberal policies had deconstructed.
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THE MEXICAN TRANSITION TO DEMOCRACY

Mexico’s transition to democracy was a prolonged process of perma-
nent electoral reform characterized by (often-violent) postelectoral con-
fl icts, most of them in the period 1986–1995. The incremental nature of 
this process allowed opposition parties to become, during the 1990s, na-
tional electoral machines with competitive power vis-à-vis the offi cial 
party. Electoral laws and institutions became the main focus of national 
debates and political negotiations monopolized by political actors. Up 
to this point, the Mexican transition had fi t the rational-choice model in 
which the authoritarian elite negotiate with the democratic opposition the 
path to democratization. But the turning point of the process, the electoral 
reform of 1996, was the result not of the democratic elite’s strength, or of 
the mobilization of a national pro-democratic civil movement (the pro-
democratic movement is analyzed in the next section), but of the regime’s 
fear of both the political radicalization of the popular sectors, desperate in 
light of the effects of the terrible 1995 economic crisis, and of the recently 
emerged Zapatista Army of National Liberation (Ejército Zapatista de Li-
beración Nacional, or EZLN) (on the 1995 economic crisis and its political 
effects, see Olvera 1997; for a suggestive analysis of the role of the EZLN in 
this process, see Trejo 2004). Trying to channel popular discontent toward 
the electoral fi eld, President Ernesto Zedillo (1994–2000) agreed to lift gov-
ernment control over electoral institutions and to grant public fi nancing 
to political parties to level the ground for political competition.

The 1996 Federal Electoral Law represented a major breakthrough in-
sofar as, for the fi rst time, it gave true legal and political autonomy to 
the entity in charge of organizing elections, the Federal Electoral Institute 
(Instituto Federal Electoral, or IFE). The IFE was given a steering commit-
tee composed of nine “electoral counselors,” all of them politically inde-
pendent professors or recognized professionals (see Isunza Vera 2006).10 
At the same time, a new social policy was implemented that was designed 
to deal with extreme poverty, and in this way avert massive protest. The 
“targeted subsidies” reached poor families by means of the Programa de 
Educación, Salud y Alimentación (PROGRESA) (see Valencia 2005).

The elections of 1997 were the fi rst to be carried out under the new law, 
and they resulted in a half transition to democracy. First, elections for the 
chief of government (an offi ce akin to governor) of the federal district of 
Mexico City were held for the fi rst time in sixty years, with the winner 
being Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, leader of the PRD. The left thus conquered 
a stronghold of utmost importance. Second, for the fi rst time in seventy 
years, the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) lost its absolute ma-

10. The new law authorized public fi nancing of both political parties and electoral cam-

paigns, severely limiting private donations to parties (Crespo 2004).
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jority in the Chamber of Deputies. Suddenly, one of the pillars of the old 
political system, presidential control over the legislative power, was gone. 
This new situation exposed the legal precariousness of the formerly un-
controlled presidential power in Mexico. Indeed, according to the consti-
tution, the president does not have real veto power over legislation and 
lacks a legislative capacity of his own (minimal authorization to issue 
decrees).

His control over the governors, meanwhile, was mostly informal and 
was diminishing insofar as a growing number of them had become op-
position leaders. President Ernesto Zedillo himself had promoted early 
on, in 1995, a profound reform of the Supreme Court, whose past (and 
obedient) members were retired and new ones named by the legislative 
power, giving the Supreme Court for the fi rst time true autonomy from 
the executive power (Magaloni and Zepeda 2004). The political class came 
to realize that the so-called absolute presidency in Mexico was of meta-
constitutional character. However, President Zedillo still had control of 
the Senate, and the executive branch still held control of almost 80 percent 
of both the public sector’s revenue and expenditures, an inheritance of 
the time of almost-absolute centralization of power in the hands of the 
president. However, step by step, President Zedillo negotiated with PAN 
the relative decentralization of public spending, a process that led to the 
empowerment of state governors (Díaz-Cayeros 2004).

In the elections of 2000, the PRI, weakened by the loss of control of elec-
toral institutions and the decentralization of power, lost the presidency 
for the fi rst time in seventy years. The PAN candidate, Vicente Fox, was 
elected president. But the democratic breakthrough was not complete 
even in electoral terms. First of all, local elections were still organized 
by state electoral councils, most of which governors controlled. Not sur-
prisingly, virtually all the actually competitive local elections up to 2005 
ended up being decided by the Federal Electoral Tribunal, an institution 
created along with IFE in the early 1990s, which slowly gained both au-
tonomy from the government and recognition from the parties. There 
was a difference, of course, from the era of massive postelectoral protests 
(1986–1996). Now the parties accepted the established legal procedures, 
but political confl icts were still expected in almost every local election. 
The so-called judicialization of electoral politics meant that the informal 
pact the parties had reached at the federal level did not extend to local 
politics (for an analysis of party strategies and electoral institutions in the 
Mexican  process of democratization, see Eisenstandt 2004). In a federal 
republic, such a situation called into question the profundity of the demo-
cratic transition.

The composition of the party system led to diverse governability prob-
lems. Indeed, the results of the 2000 presidential and congressional elec-
tions prolonged the stalemate experienced since 1997: the impossibility 
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for the president to build a parliamentary majority.11 The party system’s 
composition was as follows: three major parties (already mentioned), with 
around 30 percent of the votes each, and three minor parties, with very 
local and specifi c clienteles. The Green Party (Partido Verde) was (and is) 
a family business, a small organization with no background in the envi-
ronmental movement, whose main merit was the early monopolization 
in Mexico of the international “green prestige.” The Green Party allied 
with the PAN in the 2000 elections and with the PRI in the 2006 elec-
tions. It has also been the PRD’s ally in some local elections. This oppor-
tunistic policy of alliances has been instrumental for the party to keep its 
legal recognition and, therefore, its public fi nancing. The Workers’ Party 
(Partido del Trabajo) emerged twenty-fi ve years ago as a small leftist party 
and later allied with the neoliberal president Carlos Salinas de Gortari. 
From 1997 on, the PT allied with the PRD consistently, without risking go-
ing to national elections alone. It is not clear what its clientele is today (if 
any). Convergence for Democracy (Convergencia) is an extended-family 
business based mainly in the state of Veracruz. Convergence picks up lo-
cal politicians whom the PRI does not support. Since the 2000 elections, 
Convergence has been the PRD’s most trusted ally. It is unclear how many 
votes these small parties may be able to attract by themselves. The lack 
of agreements among parties since 1997 has led to the impossibility of 
building a workable majority. The only viable agreements have been ad 
hoc and temporary.

Vicente Fox seemed to understand that, to complete the transition, the 
legal foundations of the authoritarian system had to be removed and the 
bases of a new democratic governability lain. On February 5, 2001, Presi-
dent Fox called for the drafting of a new constitution. But the very con-
stitution of 1917 prescribes a U.S.-style system called permanent constitu-
ent power (constituyente permanente), which means that a constitutional 
amendment needs two-thirds of the votes (i.e., qualifi ed majority) in both 
chambers and two-thirds approval by state legislatures.12 This system, 
under the authoritarian regime, allowed the incumbent president (who 
controlled both federal and state congresses by means of the PRI) to push 
forward the constitutional amendments he considered necessary. But in 
the new political correlation of forces, the construction of a qualifi ed ma-

11. Vicente Fox, the PAN candidate, won the presidential election with 38.23 percent of 

the valid votes, whereas the PRI’s candidate had 36.9 percent, and the PRD’s 18.69 percent. 

The president’s party obtained 42.1 percent of the seats in the Chamber of Deputies, and the 

PRI 42.2 percent, the proportions being inverted in the Chamber of Senators. The PRD was 

left with barely 10 percent of seats in both chambers (Aziz Nassif 2007).

12. This supermajoritarian system of constitutional change has worked in the United 

States as a guarantee of constitutional stability by making it almost impossible to amend 

the constitution without a strong national consensus (Eisgruber 2001). But in the authoritar-

ian Mexican regime, it has worked in exactly the opposite way.
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jority was almost impossible, given that a PAN-PRD pact was insuffi cient 
for that purpose (and unlikely given the ideological divide) and that a 
PAN-PRI pact was unlikely (after the neoliberal agreement), given that 
PRI wanted to preserve the old regime’s remaining institutions. The po-
litical stalemate was further compounded by the results of the 2003 con-
gressional elections, given that the PRI increased its veto power.13

The few reformist political actors remained isolated in civil society. 
Some of them worked together and developed a program called Reform 
of the State, which involved a vast collection of proposals for reforms in 
many areas: a French-style system of executive government (a president 
plus a prime minister), which was considered more adequate for a multi-
party political system; the reelection of mayors and deputies; the legaliza-
tion of independent candidacies to elected posts to circumvent an electoral 
law that favors the monopoly of politics in the hands of the registered par-
ties; changes in the judicial system to allow for oral trials and to clean up 
a slow and corrupt system; new rights for women, indigenous peoples, 
and youths; new rights of access to information and new institutions for 
the promotion of transparency; a new media law (covering television and 
radio) to establish effective public regulation of broadcast media; the cre-
ation of the Professional Career Service in the public sector; and so on. 
Lack of ideas was not the problem in those years. The problem was that it 
was impossible to push the reforms through the political system.

The tragedy of the Mexican transition, which in formal theoretical 
terms ended after the 2000 election, was twofold. On the one hand, op-
position to the authoritarian system was divided between two radically 
opposite parties, one on the left and one on the right, whose leaders were 
completely blind to the historical opportunity (and urgent need) to build 
an alliance to carry out the political transformations required to consoli-
date democracy and to guarantee governability. On the other hand, the 
PRI retained veto power over constitutional amendments and the control 
of multiple authoritarian enclaves that populated both society and poli-
tics. The PRI still held the majority of state and municipal governments, 
as well as control over union and peasant corporations and infl uence over 
the rank-and-fi le bureaucracy. Moreover, the PRI governors and regional 
caciques were (and are) the carriers and benefi ciaries of a dense web of 
agreements with the de facto powers, that is, the national and regional 
media, entrepreneurs, and even criminal organizations.

From a rational-choice theory point of view, the transition was too 
limited in two senses. In terms of the destitution of the authoritarian 

13. The PAN lost votes, getting this time only 30.7 percent of the total, whereas the PRI 

kept its share of 36.6 percent and the PRD obtained 17.6 percent. Without the Fox effect, 

the PAN returned to its more or less normal share of 30 percent. Absenteeism reached 59 

percent, against 36 percent in 2000.
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system, the old regime’s legal and institutional infrastructure remained 
untouched, and its political power was enough to survive both as an in-
stitution and as a culture in society and in politics (see Przeworski 1992; 
Cansino 2000). In terms of the establishment of a democratic regime, the 
process was mostly blocked insofar as it was not possible to change the 
authoritarian constitution, or most public policies and programs (for a 
complete theoretical discussion of this issue, see Cansino 2000). The pacts 
between the federal government as an institution and both the union cor-
porations and most of the de facto powers remained in place by inertia, in 
a context of increasing fragmentation of political power.14

The federal and local elections carried out between 2000 and 2006 had 
as a central feature the unfolding of a very negative process: as long as all 
the parties received a share of power (at municipal, state, or federal levels), 
all of them made use of the resources, programs, and means of infl uence 
under their control to create their own clientele networks. Instead of the 
emergence of the new political practices that the PAN and the PRD had 
promised to promote, the PRI’s methods and culture were generalized. 
Indeed, the very weakness of the former opposition parties in most states 
forced them, to be locally competitive, to attract local former PRI leaders, 
who brought with them networks, resources, and clienteles. Being small 
and relatively new national parties, the PAN and PRD lacked the capac-
ity to develop their own networks in most regions of the country. They 
had no option but to receive former PRI cadres, but this practice meant 
the reproduction of clientelism, electoral manipulation, and pacts with 
the local de facto powers, precisely the political illnesses the democratic 
opposition was supposed to cure (for the PRD, see Sánchez 1999, 2001; for 
the PAN, see Middlebrook 2001). The generalization of the old regime’s 
electoral practices and political culture undermined reconstruction of the 
links between legality and legitimacy achieved through legal and cred-
ible elections.15

Given the centrality of elections in the fragile process of democratiza-
tion, IFE, the benchmark of the democratic transition, should have been 
protected from partisan and government pressures. However, the parties 

14. An unexpected outcome of the partial rupture of the old regime’s pacts with some de 

facto powers was the worsening of an internal war between drug cartels as well as a war 

of all of them against the state, an ongoing war that has caused thousands of casualties 

(Astorga 2005).

15. This fact has been demonstrated by the research carried out by civil organizations 

(Alianza Cívica 2006) and by the UN Development Programme (2006) during the 2006 pres-

idential elections, and by the Council of Social Policy in 2005, which commissioned a poll in 

four states, governed by different parties, to fi nd out whether the targeted subsidies to poor 

people (PROGRESA) had been used in clientelistic manipulation (FUNDAR y Berumen 

2006). Even though the percentage of likely manipulation was not impressive (6–12 percent), 

the fact matters much in a context of competitive elections.
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managed to achieve precisely the contrary in 2003, with the designation 
of new electoral counselors at the conclusion of the seven-year term of 
the previous counselors. The PAN and the PRI had been hit in 2001 by 
extremely heavy fi nes imposed by the IFE, as both parties had used il-
legal fi nancing schemes in the presidential elections of 2000.16 The parties 
decided they did not care for such independent, high-profi le counselors 
who did not hesitate to punish parties for their legal transgressions. They 
opted this time for low-profi le, less-open-minded counselors, even though 
this decision represented the institution’s symbolic and political weaken-
ing. Even worse, the PRD insisted on the reelection of one of the former 
counselors and ultimately did not participate in the selection process. As 
a result, the new counselors not only were low-profi le but also carried a 
problem of legitimacy from the outset of their tenure.

The Mexican transition to democracy, because of the previously men-
tioned reasons, was limited, in practice, to the political pluralization of the 
ruling elite. A transition without a pact, as in the Mexican case, implied a 
high degree of continuity with the past. The absence of relevant changes 
at the constitutional level blocked the creation of spaces of innovation. The 
monopolization of politics in parties’ hands limited both civil society’s in-
fl uence over (and interaction with) the political system and civil society’s 
capacity to control the state’s action (or lack thereof). The fact that none of 
the main political parties represented a new political culture—but rather 
the rescue or reproduction of old political projects (PRD); an outdated ver-
sion of conservative thought (PAN); or even worse, mere political oppor-
tunism (PT, Convergence, Green Party)—meant that the new political elite 
could not be a bearer of democratic innovation.

The only exception to this conservative trend was a legal reform that 
turned out to be important because of its promotion of elements of a new 
language of rights. In late 2003, the Chamber of Deputies unanimously 
approved the Federal Law of Transparency and Access to Public Infor-
mation. Some states had already approved laws of access to information, 
taking a lead in the weak area of democratic innovation. To guarantee 
citizens’ right to information, the law created an independent agency, the 
Federal Institute of Transparency and Access to Information (Instituto 
Federal de Acceso a la Información, or IFAI), the leadership structure of 
which included fi ve commissioners and was modeled after IFE’s directive 
council (Ackerman 2007).17 The law has met with much resistance from 

16. The PRI had illegally received US$80 million from the oil workers’ union. The PAN 

created a scheme that allowed Vicente Fox to receive almost US$50 million from private do-

nors, circumventing electoral law. The only punishment for these crimes was a multi million 

dollar fi ne to both parties. No one was indicted or legally condemned (Crespo 2004).

17. In the fi rst three years of its application, the new law allowed the presentation of 

159,639 petitions of information, of which 88.9 percent were addressed. The process is being 

replicated in all states (Alonso 2007).
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municipal governments, political parties, and the legislative and judicial 
branches. Nevertheless, important cultural and political changes could 
take place in the long run if the new law is enforced.

President Fox’s tenure was marked by his failure to transform politics 
as usual but also by economic stagnation. The gross national product 
(GNP) grew only an average of 2.1 percent per year in a time in which 
Latin America as a region grew more than 5 percent a year. Incredibly, 
slow growth coincided with historical increases in currency derived from 
higher oil prices and seemingly ever-increasing remittances from Mexi-
can migrants in the United States. So the loss of opportunity was not only 
in the political fi eld but in the economy as well. Fortunately enough, the 
Mexican recession coincided with rapid expansion in the United States, 
which meant jobs for up to 3 million Mexican migrants. Without this es-
cape valve, the social crisis provoked by unemployment may have had 
unpredictable political consequences.

THE 2006 POLITICAL CRISIS: OBSTACLES TO CONSOLIDATION

The 2006 elections of president, federal deputies, and senators com-
plicated the precarious process of democratic consolidation. A profound 
polarization of political forces marked the election. Early on, the leading 
presidential hopeful was PRD leader Andrés Manuel López Obrador, 
Mexico City’s chief of government. In 2005, President Fox, supported by 
PRI, tried to bring López Obrador to court, allegedly because he had by-
passed a Supreme Court order, which, under Mexican law, opened up the 
legal possibility of a desafuero, a process akin to impeachment.18 The PRI 
and the PAN considered this an opportunity to get rid of the popular 
politician. However, this move proved a serious miscalculation, because 
most citizens saw it as an illegitimate way to force the left’s leader out of 
the presidential competition.

The PRI and the PAN went through painful processes of internal pri-
maries, thus appearing divided shortly before the presidential election. 
López Obrador was by far the front-running candidate all the way un-
til one month before the election. But he made unbelievable mistakes, 
and President Fox, powerful entrepreneurs, and a sector of the media 
launched an impressive campaign against him. The end result was a close 
election, in which Felipe Calderón, the PAN candidate, won by a margin 
of 0.5 percent (35.89 percent against López Obrador’s 35.31 percent). The 
PRI suffered a collapse, falling to only 22.26 percent of the votes, having 

18. The problem was that the city government had not obeyed a Supreme Court order to 

pay a stratospheric price for an expropriated urban lot. López Obrador lost in legal terms 

but managed to win the public-opinion battle and even to force the Supreme Court to revise 

its own decision, which was certainly unjust.
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lost 4.5 million votes relative to the 2000 elections. On the contrary, PRD 
won 8 million additional votes, a historical 18 percent increase in six years 
(Aziz Nassif 2007).

López Obrador did not accept the results of the presidential election 
and did not dispute those of the deputies’ and senators’ races. Certainly, 
IFE made several mistakes during the electoral process. There were thou-
sands and thousands of electoral acts (i.e., the documents recording the 
offi cial results of each polling place) with “mathematical errors” that had 
to be corrected the day of the offi cial recounting, which always takes place 
two days after the election. But IFE allowed only a few of those acts to 
be revised and corrected. The PRD appealed to the Federal Electoral Tri-
bunal, which ordered the revision of 12 percent of the acts. The recount 
changed only marginally the fi nal results, the arithmetical errors being 
distributed more or less evenly between parties. Therefore, after almost 
three months of debate, the Federal Electoral Tribunal decided that the 
presidential elections of July 2006 were valid and legal.19

During this prolonged legal process, the PRD occupied the main 
streets of Mexico City’s center, a strategy that altered the life of many or-
dinary citizens for weeks. In a massive popular meeting in the city center, 
dubbed the “National Democratic Convention,” López Obrador took oath 
as “legitimate president” and named a group of high-ranking offi cials 
to form the Government in Rebellion (Olvera 2007). The PRD’s deputies 
and senators, as well as those of the PRD’s allies, the Workers’ Party and 
Convergence, which had formed the Coalition for Everybody’s Welfare 
(Coalición por el Bien de Todos), decided not to recognize Calderón as 
president.

The radical and antisystemic character of the PRD’s protest backfi red. 
Most people rejected the occupation of the streets. López Obrador’s radi-
cal discourse, calling President Calderón a puppet, illegitimate, and so 
on, was considered inappropriate; the calling of “conventions” in which 
only López Obrador spoke and in which “decisions” were made by ac-
clamation, were considered disturbing demonstrations of the leader’s ten-
dencies toward the personalization of politics (Cansino and Covarrubias 
2006). The PRD’s major strength and its worst weakness were the same: 
López Obrador. The leader was the only factor of unity in an otherwise 
fragmented party. But at the same time, the extreme personalization of the 
left in the person of its leader further deepened the PRD’s deinstitutional-
ization, its lack of a political program, and its isolation from civil society 
(Olvera 2007).

Once Calderón took offi ce on December 1, 2006, a slow process of nor-
malization began. The coalition’s parliamentary groups started to work as 

19. José Antonio Crespo (2008), Mexico’s leading electoral analyst, considers that the ac-

counting errors in the acts were so great that we cannot possible know the true results.
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usual, even without recognizing Calderón, and thus the political process 
went on.

Once secure in offi ce by mid-2007, Calderón and the PAN started their 
own internal civil war. Former president Vicente Fox had named the PAN’s 
national leader and most of its deputies and senators. Calderón made it 
his priority to recover control of his own party. He distributed govern-
ment posts on the basis of personal—not party—loyalty, with no concern 
for capacities or experience. The resulting government has been charac-
terized by its dramatic political and operative incapacity. Yet Calderón did 
in fact achieve control of the PAN in late 2007, when the party’s internal 
election took place. Now the PAN is, as in the time of the PRI, simply the 
president’s party.

The PRI came out of the terrible defeat more divided than ever. Sev-
eral power centers emerged, including the federal parliamentary coor-
dinators, the governors, the formal party leader, and the union corpo-
rations’ leaders. Notwithstanding its weakness, the PRI has become the 
true center of power in the current political situation. Given that the PRD 
refuses to negotiate with the government, the PRI is the president’s only 
potential ally.

To bring the PRD to the negotiation table, the PAN and the PRI agreed 
on the change of electoral counselors, especially and immediately IFE’s 
president, Luis Carlos Ugalde, whom the PRD blamed for the electoral 
“fraud” it had supposedly suffered. To do this, the Federal Electoral Law 
was amended in September 2007. Under the former law, the counselors 
were designated for a seven-year period, whereas as of 2007, their terms 
were reduced to four years. This destitution was illegal and created a 
negative precedent: parties could change inconvenient electoral counsel-
ors at will, thereby destroying the foundation of the electoral institutions’ 
autonomy. Following this example, in the past two years, commissioners 
of institutes of transparency and access to information and counselors of 
local electoral institutes have been removed and the legal and operative 
capacities of the institutions weakened in several states.20

A new crisis in the PRD has worsened the current situation. In March 
2008, elections were held for president of the party and for all state and 
even municipal party authorities. The election was riddled with all sorts 
of fraud.21 If the PRD as a party had until then preserved some moral au-
thority, this process exhausted it.

20. This is precisely what happened in 2008 in several states: Jalisco, Querétaro, Estado 

de Mexico, and even Mexico City. This trend has compromised the political autonomy of 

electoral institutions (Granados Chapa 2008).

21. For fi ve months, there was no legal winner and the dispute was fought in the Federal 

Electoral Tribunal. Finally, the internal elections were declared invalid.
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This unfortunate sequence of events in the past two years has deepened 
political polarization in Mexico and compromised the very consolidation 
of democracy. By rejecting IFE’s and the Federal Electoral Tribunal’s de-
cisions in 2006, the PRD jeopardized the institutions of the democratic 
transition. By colonizing the institutions that are supposed to guarantee 
citizens’ rights (IFE, IFAI, human rights commissions), all the parties have 
undermined the few democratic innovations that developed in Mexico 
during the transition.

In the context of this governability crisis, coupled with economic stag-
nation, the likeliness of the PRI’s restoration grows. But this would not be 
the return to power of a renovated formerly authoritarian party, democ-
ratized by the process of transition, as some Eastern European transitions 
seem to suggest. The PRI remains the same. The party has come out in 
defense of the worse governors in Mexico’s recent history, and its cadres 
are the same as before.22 No generational change, no clear project, no new 
practices. Such a restoration would thus be a blow to years of democratic 
struggles.

CIVIL SOCIETY IN THE TIME OF POLITICAL TRANSITION

The politics of civil society was, during the prolonged period of the 
authoritarian regime’s hegemony, a very limited practice. Offi cial corpo-
rations engulfed social actors, or they were organized in state-sponsored 
entrepreneurial or professional organizations. Only associations strongly 
connected with the private worlds of religion, cultural affi nity, sports, and 
some areas of private business remained autonomous, but these had a re-
duced public profi le. Any confl ict between social actors and the different 
levels of government implied a political confrontation, as there were no 
available spaces of mediation.

In the 1970s, President Luis Echeverría’s politics of relative liberaliza-
tion, combined with vast social transformations (urbanization, indus-
trialization, demographic boom), opened some room for the creation of 
peasants’, workers’, urban dwellers’, and entrepreneurs’ independent or-
ganizations, without this trend menacing offi cial corporations’ hegemony. 
In the rapidly growing system of public universities, a politically radical 
culture prospered, creating a tradition of leftist activism that supported 
the activation of the popular sectors. The student movement contained 
elements of both revolutionary radicalism and pro-democratic orienta-

22. The governor of Puebla ordered the detention in another state of a human rights 

activist who had denounced one of the governor’s friends on charges of child abuse (Cacho 

2005). The scandal was enormous, yet the governor remains in offi ce, defended by the PRI. 

The governor of Oaxaca is an even worse case, as we will see later.
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tion. From this matrix there would emerge new cultural forces like the 
women’s, environmental, and human rights movements (Olvera 2003b; 
Isunza Vera 2001).

As mentioned before, the 1988 elections opened up a new political pe-
riod. Civil organizations whose leaders did not enter into party politics 
decided that their main task had to be to create a pro-democratic social 
movement to struggle for democratization. The actors involved were non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), conservative Catholic groups, and 
cultural groups with roots in the university system. Entrepreneurs’ as-
sociations became a battlefi eld between pro-PAN and pro-PRI tendencies, 
though most professional associations preserved their private character. 
Civil society in the 1990s acquired a marked NGO profi le, given that 
NGOs were its most organized and visible sector (Reygadas 1998).

In the early 1990s, pro-democratic movements emerged in several cit-
ies as a response to local electoral frauds. These movements were politi-
cally different from region to region. Simultaneously, a national alliance 
of NGOs, Convergencia de Organismos Civiles por la Democracia, was 
created to collectively resist the government’s effort to tax income coming 
from international and national donations (Reygadas 1998). An agreement 
between these social actors to oversee the 1994 presidential elections led 
to the formation of the Civic Alliance (Alianza Cívica, or AC), the fi rst 
national pro-democratic movement in Mexico’s history (Olvera 2003a). 
This was quite an innovation insofar as it was plural in political and so-
cial terms. The movement’s leadership was in the hands of professional 
NGO leaders living in Mexico City, but the movement was overwhelm-
ingly situated in the states, especially those with recent experiences of 
electoral fraud. In the July 1994 elections, the AC was able to enlist the help 
of twenty thousand people who watched over almost a fi fth of the polls, in 
the largest operation of this kind in Mexican history (Olvera 2003a). This 
huge mobilization was fed by both citizens’ disposition to use the polls to 
get rid of the PRI and the fear of a likely violent collapse of the regime.

The sudden emergence of the Zapatista Army of National Libera-
tion (EZLN) on January 1, 1994, in the armed takeover of the city of San 
 Cristóbal de Las Casas, Chiapas, was a shock to the country. For the fi rst 
time in decades, indigenous peasants dared to confront the state (albeit 
based on an old-fashioned revolutionary program). The government, 
which was celebrating the fi rst day of the North American Free Trade 
Agreement’s implementation, at fi rst tried to repress the insurrection, but 
the killing of some indigenous Zapatistas caused outrage on the part of 
Mexican citizens and provoked the sudden and spontaneous formation of 
a national solidarity movement that demanded (of both sides) an end to 
the hostilities. The Mexican government reacted by suspending the mili-
tary offensive and offering to negotiate, and the Zapatistas, surprised by 
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the citizen reaction, agreed to talk with the government, beginning a pro-
cess of negotiation.23

The unprecedented surprise killing of the PRI’s presidential candi-
date in March 1994 added anxiety to the electoral conjuncture. To make 
the electoral process internationally credible, President Salinas fi nanced 
United Nations–supervised citizen electoral observation and even agreed 
to name new and independent electoral counselors to the Federal Electoral 
Institute. The bet proved effective, insofar as the PRI, against all odds, 
won both the presidential and the congressional elections. The PRI had an 
enormous advantage in terms of resources and political machinery, but 
there was no massive electoral fraud the day of the election, a fact that the 
electoral observation itself demonstrated (Aguayo 1998). Fear of the un-
known, and the effectiveness of the PRI’s electoral machinery, explained 
the unexpected PRI triumph.

The 1994 election marked the emergence of an active, urban, pro-
 democratic civil society, which acted mainly in two fi elds of a new  political 
public sphere: on the one hand, electoral observation and the promotion 
of democratic reforms; on the other hand, the defense of indigenous rights 
and solidarity with the Zapatista movement. At the same time, other sec-
tors of this modern civil society became more public: the feminist, en-
vironmental, and human rights movements, all of which achieved new 
levels of visibility.

The AC postulated the need for an electoral reform (basically achieved 
at the federal level in 1996) but also developed projects in three decisive 
areas: public consultations, access to information and transparency, and 
civil society agendas (Olvera 2003a). The AC extended its sphere of action 
from 1995 on in an effort to develop a more comprehensive concept and 
practice of democracy. It was not a conscious and planned effort, but an 
intuitive one. Public consultations were a symbolic attempt to press the 
government and political parties on specifi c issues that political actors did 
not consider relevant; the struggle for transparency and access to informa-
tion was a result of an effort to force the president to publicly explain the 
use of the public budget; and the civil society agenda was both the end 
result of a process of NGO unifi cation and an attempt to publicize the 
NGOs’ democratic, rights-oriented agenda.24

In the elections of 1997, in which a half transition to democracy was 
achieved, a process that is natural in all democratic transitions began. 

23. Hundreds of articles and books have been written about the EZLN, most of them 

supporting the movement. The fi rst serious research on the issue is by Estrada (2007).

24. The most successful of the consultations was the Zapatistas’, which attracted almost 

1 million people to the informal polls in which opinions were collected. The three others 

ranged from 350,000 to 570,000 voters (Olvera 2003b).
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Some civil society leaders were chosen as high-level offi cials, which led 
to political confusion about the false problem of the boundaries between 
civil and political society. The confusion was greater within the ranks of 
the left, given that the political culture developed therein had always been 
one of opposition to, struggle against, and resistance to the regime. In the 
NGO world, antipolitics was a culture as well, but it derived from a moral 
critique of illegality, corruption, and cynicism as politics’ constitutive fea-
tures (Olvera 2003b).

For the right-wing sectors of civil society, the problems were of a differ-
ent nature. Conservative Catholic associations, emergent entrepreneurs’ 
associations, and even ultraconservative quasi-clandestine cliques nur-
tured the PAN’s ranks and offered it administrative cadres. But the PAN’s 
ideology did not recognize the contributions of civil society. For the party, 
the intermediary bodies were important for social integration, the gener-
alization of a conservative morality, and the creation of bonds of solidar-
ity. But those practices were not public—or political. They belonged to the 
private realm. So, politics could only be a matter of parties (Loaeza 1999). 
This radical separation between public and private, politics and civil soci-
ety, was (and is) a feature of right-wing Mexican political thinking.

This and other programmatic limitations were clearly visible in all the 
PAN’s state governments.25 The PAN was not able to create a new relation-
ship between society and government, not even where it had a congressio-
nal majority. However, by the late 1990s, some interesting new laws were 
issued in some of those states, notably laws of transparency and access to 
information (Jalisco, Baja California) and the so-called laws of citizen par-
ticipation, which legalized forms of direct democracy, such as plebiscites, 
referenda, and popular legal initiatives, this being the case in Jalisco, Mo-
relos, and Baja California (Ramírez 2002).26

The only important PRD government, that of Cuauhtémoc Cardenas 
in Mexico City (1997–2000), tried with limited success to create new mod-
els of relationships between civil actors and government. There were 
some collaborative experiments in local development, health, education, 
 women-oriented, and youth-oriented projects (Sánchez-Mejorada and Ál-
varez 2003). Advisory councils were created in the areas of social policy, 
public safety, and women’s rights. There were experiments with local par-
ticipatory planning (Ziccardi 2002). Several former civil society leaders 

25. Baja California, from 1989 on (Guillén 1993; Hernández 2000); Jalisco, from 1995 on 

(Ramírez 1998); Guanajuato, from 1991 on; Chihuahua, 1992–1998 (Aziz 2000), Nuevo León, 

1997–2003, Morelos, from 1998 on; Querétaro, from 1998 on (Díaz 2007). For an overall vision 

up to 1998, see Cornelius, Einsestadt, and Hindley 1999.

26. As a matter of fact, in the past ten years, several state governments of all parties, in-

cluding the PRD and the PRI, have promoted the legalization of forms of direct democracy, 

but these legal achievements have barely been applied in practice: the few experiments of 

this kind have been extremely limited (Ramírez Sáiz 2002; Garduño 2008).
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assumed relevant positions in the local government, such as the recently 
created Women’s Institute. The Law for the Promotion of the Activities of 
Civil Society Organizations was approved in 1999, and the Law of Social 
Development (2000) created spaces and forms of recognition of civil soci-
ety actors (Sánchez-Mejorada and Álvarez 2003; Canto 2002). The Law of 
Citizen Participation (1998) created a system of neighborhood representa-
tives (which failed completely) and legalized forms of direct democracy 
(Zermeño 2006). But the daily practice of government ran in a different 
direction, especially in the city’s delegations (delegaciones, urban quasi-
municipal districts). Clientelism, paternalism, and favoritism were the 
local government’s main way of dealing with citizens in daily life, not 
necessarily because the local offi cials (delegados) wanted it that way, but 
mainly because most organized social actors wanted special privileges or 
tried to mediate between government and society, following the political 
tradition (Álvarez 2005; Zermeño 2006). Ideologically and programmati-
cally, the modern, urban, sociocultural civil society had no infl uence on 
the PRD as a party or on popular civil society. A democratic participatory 
project existed on the fringes of real politics, sometimes in discourse but 
not in practice (Zermeño 2006).

Poder Ciudadano (Olvera 2003a), the only national social movement 
pressing for some kind of citizen participation in the 2000 electoral pro-
cess, disappeared after the elections (surviving only in the state of Jalisco) 
(see Almeida, Guzmán, Farías, and Martín 2001). The civil elite that carried 
out this project was soon absorbed by both the new democratic federal 
government and the government of Mexico City (almost half and half) (for 
an analysis of this kind of process and its political effects through the lens 
of trajectories, see Dagnino et al. 2006), but without this representing a 
translation of political projects from civil society to the government. Only 
a few leaders remained autonomous, and some of the most notorious had 
already embarked on the project of creating a new political party, México 
Posible, which launched in 2000 the presidential candidacy of feminist 
leader Patricia Mercado. Very soon the party was riddled with internal 
confl ict and was unable to maintain its legal registration.

In the federal government, during the Fox administration, there were 
some benchmarks in terms of rights and some democratic innovations, all 
of them promoted by civil society actors: the creation of the federal Wom-
en’s Institute, following Mexico City’s lead (Riquer 2005); the granting of 
government permission for the fi rst internationally backed monitoring 
of human rights in Mexico, which produced an important diagnostic on 
this issue (although no signifi cant action was taken in this area afterward) 
(Ofi cina de Alto Comisionado de las Naciones Unidas para los Derechos 
Humanos en México 2003); the approval in 2003 of the Law to Support the 
Activities of Civil Society Organizations (as in Mexico City previously), 
which publicly recognized for the fi rst time that civil society actors pro-
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moted the public interest (Tapia 2006). The Federal Law of Transparency 
and Access to Information was also enacted, and the Federal Institute of 
Transparency and Access to Information (2003) was created, following the 
example of Jalisco, Baja California, and other states (Alonso 2007). Finally, 
some (weak) mechanisms of social accountability were created, specifi -
cally in the area of transparency and monitoring of public policies (Hevia 
2005; Hevia and Isunza Vera 2006).27

These achievements were too limited compared with expectations. 
Civil society actors assumed that the fi rst democratic government in de-
cades would open up many new public spaces and experiment with citi-
zen participation in grand scale. None of this happened, given both the 
government’s programmatic and political limitations and civil society’s 
lack of concrete proposals and political strength.

López Obrador’s government in México City (2000–2006) meant a set-
back to even the limited experimentation of the previous city government. 
The pacts with civil society organizations were reduced to local cases and 
microprojects; the elections of neighborhood representatives were can-
celed, violating the Citizen Participation Law (Zermeño 2006). The con-
centration of power in López Obrador’s hands was extreme, thus leading 
to a kind of local presidential regime. López Obrador called for a referen-
dum, which only 6 percent of voters attended, and later put into practice 
several telephonic public consultations, which were openly manipulated 
(Olvera 2007). He did not allow the local Institute of Transparency to act 
effectively and entered into frequent confl icts with Mexico City’s ombuds-
man, the country’s best (Monsiváis 2007). Nevertheless, López Obrador 
managed to characterize himself as the embodiment of the moral opposi-
tion to both the PRI and the excesses and frivolity of the Fox government 
(Krauze 2007). Paradoxically, in some delegations, there were some inter-
esting participatory experiments (Flores 2005).

In the meantime, the Zapatista movement waned. In fact, the EZLN 
defeated itself by not knowing how to manage its stellar moment in 2001. 
The EZLN’s leaders spoke before the Chamber of Deputies after a pro-
longed national tour that President Fox had allowed them to carry out, 
but they did not propose an indigenous rights charter. The parties were 
left with the responsibility of writing such a charter, having as a reference 
the San Andrés Agreements, the result of the earlier negotiations with the 
government (Hernández y Vera 1998). The PRD’s senators did not know 
what terms of the law the EZLN was prepared to accept in a fi nal politi-
cal agreement, a situation that facilitated the unanimous approval in the 
Chamber of Deputies of a too-limited indigenous rights law. After that, 

27. Political parties negotiated most of these legal and institutional innovations with-

out consultation with civil society actors. The symbolic advance, however, was very 

important.
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the EZLN broke with the PRD and with the political system more gener-
ally, considering itself to have been deceived. From then on, the EZLN 
limited itself to a kind of distance politics, with its leaders disappearing 
for long periods. The EZLN’s leaders did not assume the direction of a 
national indigenous movement (which was a possibility in 2001), and even 
worse, they never allowed other leaders or social actors to do so. As a 
consequence, from 2002 on, the movement lost momentum, visibility, and 
centrality. The EZLN had proposed a new political culture, based on radi-
cal democratic ethical principles and on a critique of politics as usual (in 
fact, a critique of politics), but had failed to build an effective national in-
digenous movement, a task that would have required a dose of structure, 
organization, and leadership, that is, some kind of (democratic) politics.

The EZLN’s radical antipolitical politics led to a new experiment in the 
2006 electoral conjuncture. Subcommander Marcos, the EZLN’s spokes-
person and visible leader, launched in late 2005 La Otra Campaña (The 
Other Campaign), a movement aimed, on the one hand, to denounce the 
corruption of political parties, and on the other hand, to construct a new 
fi eld of politics from below by means of a national alliance of hundreds 
of small radicalized and marginalized local social movements. Marcos 
toured the country to denounce politicians’ corruption and their lack of 
interest in the real problems of the people. Hundreds of followers showed 
up in almost one hundred towns (Sandoval 2007). But their discontent was 
not channeled toward specifi c forms of collective action. Marcos proposed 
simply self-organization and the building of local political autonomy.

Most citizens attracted to The Other Campaign abstained from vot-
ing in the 2006 elections as a sign of rejecting the entire political class, 
something that affected López Obrador’s chances of winning the election. 
But The Other Campaign failed in organizational and political terms. 
The loose network built during the Marcos tour lacked capacity to act 
collectively and to open up new spaces of politics beyond those of mere 
public expression. There was no clear political project behind The Other 
Campaign, as the notion of building parallel and autonomous political 
power in every community made no sense. Whereas in the liberated ar-
eas in Chiapas some small communities could build political autonomy 
through autonomous municipalities, whose conditions of possibility were 
their very isolation and a politically constructed homogeneity,28 in the real 
world, urban and rural, indigenous or not, it is not possible to get rid of 
plurality, difference, confl ict, and multiple power relations, which have to 

28. Estrada (2007) demonstrates that in the Zapatista communities in Chiapas there were 

(and are) numerous internal confl icts, some of which were in the past resolved by means 

of the expulsion of those who opposed the EZLN. Sonnleitner (2001) rightly criticizes the 

“community myth” as an antidemocratic reduction of the complexity and richness of In-

dian communities’ political life. For a different vision, see Harvey 2000.
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be processed politically (in a democratic way). Marcos’s project was not 
participatory but antipolitical.

During this process, in the southern state of Oaxaca, a true popular 
uprising occurred. Starting in May 2006, the local chapter of the teach-
ers’ union, Section 22 of the Education Workers National Union (Sindicato 
Nacional de Trabajadores de la Educación, or SNTE), staged a long pro-
test in demand of higher salaries. On May 26, the union went on strike, 
occupying the historical center of Oaxaca’s capital city. In the meantime, 
several repressed confl icts came to the fore, and massive demonstrations 
against Governor Ulises Ruiz were staged in Oaxaca and other cities of 
the state. The political confrontation escalated. A front against Governor 
Ruiz formed, calling itself the Popular Assembly of the Peoples of Oaxaca 
(Asamblea Popular de los Pueblos de Oaxaca, or APPO), which united 
different local popular fronts, social movements, and the teachers’ union. 
The confrontation lasted several months, turning violent after the July 
2006 elections, in which the PRI lost for the fi rst time a federal contest in 
the state (Beas Torres 2007).

The movement occupied and used several radio stations. An alterna-
tive press was created, and Oaxaca’s city center turned into a political 
public space. Some neighborhoods put into practice for a brief time a sort 
of autonomous local government (Martínez 2009). A socially and politi-
cally plural front opposed Governor Ruiz’s violent authoritarianism, open 
corruption, and political incapacity. But Ruiz controlled both the local leg-
islature and the judicial power, and the national PRI decided to protect 
him, given that if he was impeached, the PRD would be sure to win a new 
election. The PAN and President Fox needed the PRI as a counterweight 
to López Obrador’s challenge. The PRD, meanwhile, was busy with the 
occupation of Mexico City’s streets and the overall postelectoral protest. 
So there were no available local or national political allies for the APPO 
movement, which was unable to break its political isolation.

The situation remained the same after President Calderón took offi ce. 
The new government desperately needed the PRI’s support, which came 
at a cost: the protection of Governor Ruiz. Therefore, against the Oaxacan 
people’s will, the hated governor remained in charge. In the process, a 
six-month strike left thousands of children without classes; the prolonged 
occupation of Oaxaca’s center destroyed tourism, the city’s economic base; 
and the popular front divided as a result of the radicalization of some 
of its factions. The economic and human cost of the prolonged mobili-
zation became unbearable for the participants in the movement and for 
Oaxaca’s citizens in general. Then, in mid-2007, APPO’s main leaders were 
detained, dealing a fi nal blow to the movement. The APPO’s defeat meant 
the survival of the country’s worst subnational authoritarian regime.

This unfortunate chain of processes weakened an already-weak civil 
society. The movement of leaders from civil society to political society did 
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not serve to introduce new public policies or to create innovative public 
spaces in the democratic regime. Parties rapidly colonized the few legal 
and institutional successes. The demobilization of the AC in a too-early 
stage of the democratic consolidation weakened the power and infl uence 
of civil society over the political system. The defeat of the radical popular 
movements further isolated the popular sectors from the middle-class ur-
ban components of civil society and from political society.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The Mexican transition was weak in terms of both the destitution of the 
authoritarian regime and the installation of a democratic regime, a situa-
tion that explains the continuity of a nondemocratic culture in public life. 
The 1917 constitution remains in place, as the PRI retains veto power over 
constitutional reforms and the other parties do not have a project to trans-
form it; institutions and most public policies are those the last neoliberal 
PRI government designed; the old corporations still exist and are able to 
block the modernization of labor law and to resist the slightest internal 
democratization of unions and peasant organizations; the governors and 
mayors of all parties reproduce the PRI’s practices in the exercise of gov-
ernment; political parties lack alternative political projects and are riddled 
with internal confl ict; and civil society is weak and its popular sectors 
have suffered important defeats. Democratic innovations are scarce and 
the few interesting ones are at risk.

The political system is full of perverse incentives. Multiple electoral re-
forms have not changed the frequency and dispersion of elections, or the 
no-reelection principle. Political representation is therefore terribly defi -
cient in its formal elements (Pitkin 1967): authorization and accountability, 
insofar as citizens cannot choose from political alternatives but only from 
different, politically undistinguishable names; moreover, citizens cannot 
force elected politicians to be accountable because they do not seek re-
election. Permanent electoral competition reduces the time span for in-
terparty negotiation at both local and federal levels. The sheer number of 
elections leads to multiple intraparty struggles, given the parties’ lack of 
internal institutionalization and the urgent need to come up with hun-
dreds of candidacies all the time. Thus, all the parties are in permanent 
fl ux, without clear direction, without control over their cadres, and with-
out capacity to maintain a minimum ideological common ground among 
their members.

The no-reelection principle and the frequency of elections have sev-
eral negative consequences: among others are that the legislative and the 
executive powers cannot develop cycles of professionalization and spe-
cialization; elected offi cials are not accountable to their constituencies; the 
political class is in the hands of a few governors, the president, and some 
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de facto powers who manage their careers; and the cost of the electoral 
system is enormous, which creates dependency on those who fi nance the 
campaigns. The problem is compounded by the monopoly of candidacies 
the parties have given themselves in the electoral law, because civic lead-
ers and politicians without party affi liation—who might otherwise intro-
duce some innovation—cannot compete in electoral processes.

No existing party represents a true break with the past. The PAN is in 
a way the logical extension of the neoliberal PRI wing, whereas the PRD 
is the rescuer of the old PRI’s national-popular discourse. The three small 
parties are merely opportunistic.

However, civil society has managed to introduce in the political agenda 
some democratic innovations. Even in the absence of relevant public 
 spaces—given the monopoly of the public sphere by governments, par-
ties, and private entrepreneurs—some new institutions for the promo-
tion of rights have been created, including institutes of transparency and 
|access to information, women’s institutes, public policy councils, and 
 pro-accountability programs.

But the fact is that political parties have ended up controlling even 
these modest democratic innovations. They decide who will be the citizen 
counselors in electoral institutions, which has led to a crisis of legitimacy 
of such institutions; they decide, without consultation, who will be the 
commissioners in institutes of transparency and access to information, 
the directors of women’s institutes and of human rights commissions, and 
even the staff in supposedly autonomous institutions of control and over-
sight, such as the contralorías (comptroller’s offi ces). Moreover, the political 
elite has managed to select on party lines the members of the multiple 
councils that exist alongside the public administration. This massive po-
litical colonization of the institutions and spaces in which civil society 
should have some voice and capacity to control the state can be explained 
only by the weakness of civil society itself and the effective monopoliza-
tion of politics by political parties.

The political radicalization of the most important popular social move-
ments in recent years has led to their isolation and ultimately to their de-
feat. Only an alliance of these movements with the scarce democratic civil 
society and with at least one major political party could have protected 
them. But there was a problem of political projects. A hegemonic sector 
of the APPO was close to the EZLN’s antipolitical project, and these and 
other civil society actors felt that a democratic transformation would have 
to be pushed without alliances with parties or even against them. This 
is understandable, given that the PRD has been captured by cliques and 
populist leaders and is ideologically alien to the project of participatory 
democracy.

An open and profound discussion of the political projects defended by 
different political, social, and civil actors is necessary to create a consen-
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sus regarding the reforms the country needs and the learning processes 
that should be promoted to change the hegemonic political culture. The 
creation of new public spaces seems urgent and necessary to counter the 
paradoxical combination of depoliticization of public life and overpoliti-
cization of democratic institutions from which the country suffers today. 
Such a project could be possible as a result of a democratic reform of the 
state, a political process that can be carried out only by an alliance of civil 
society and political actors. The agenda is clear and known. The problem 
is that the actors who could carry out this task are not yet in sight.
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