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Introduction:
The Challenges of Democratic

Change in Mexico

Russell Crandall

In 1994, Mexico was simultaneously experiencing social, economic, and
political crises: the indigenous uprising in the southern state of Chiapas,
the economic effects from the December 1994 devaluation of the peso,
and several high-profile political scandals within the ruling Institutional
Revolutionary Party (Partido Revolucionario Institucional, or PRI). More
recently, however, Mexico has witnessed a peaceful transition of power
from one-party rule—a transition accompanied by macroeconomic stabil-
ity—and limited, yet important, improvements in addressing the country’s
many social problems.

This rapid and radical transformation from an “emerging market” in
critical condition in the mid-1990s to a more economically stable, demo-
cratic country might have suggested in 2000, when optimism ran high,
that Mexico had finally embarked on a path toward what Francis
Fukuyama calls the “end of history,” where the most pressing political,
social, and economic issues have been resolved.1 Yet a central theme of
Mexico’s Democracy at Work is that the country is still far from the end of
history. Rather, although the political and economic reforms carried out
over the past several years are noteworthy and impressive, Mexico
remains confronted by a seemingly endless list of issues that the country
desperately needs to address effectively if it is to fully institutionalize its
political, economic, and social progress.

What is readily apparent after additional scrutiny is that behind Mex-
ico’s genuine success story lies a set of unresolved challenges. Take, for
example, the case of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA),
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the avenue through which Mexican exports to the United States have sky-
rocketed. Since NAFTA’s inception in 1994, the explosion of bilateral trade
has been predicated on an increasingly precarious maquiladora (export-ori-
ented manufacturing businesses) sector in northern Mexico that is facing
fierce competition from Asian manufacturers. The Mexican export sector
was also severely damaged by the post–September 11, 2001, economic
downturn in the United States, demonstrating that macroeconomic stabi-
lization has not guaranteed that Mexico’s economic strategies are without
risk.

The difficulties with NAFTA were reinforced on January 1, 2003,
when the United States and Mexico completely eliminated tariffs on a
number of tradable items. Although the significance of these tariff reduc-
tions was hardly noticed in the United States, the move was met with sig-
nificant media coverage and civil protest in Mexico. In particular, Mexican
farmers feared that the elimination of trade restrictions on a number of agri-
cultural items would unleash a flood of U.S. imports into Mexico, virtually
wiping out Mexican producers in the process. Although contrary to some
of the goals set forth by the Mexican government in the 1990s, little was
done to prepare the Mexican agricultural sector for this day of reckoning.
This example illustrates that Mexico’s admirable reform path—in this case,
NAFTA—has not always been accompanied by the necessary public poli-
cies that would better allow Mexico to more effectively manage NAFTA in
the future.

As the contributors to this volume show, for a majority of Mexicans
to see benefits from the liberalization process, Mexico needs to reinforce
its reform path with aggressive and effective policies in more than just the
economic realm. The chapters in this volume make it clear that Mexico’s
challenges are as much political and social as economic. More specifi-
cally, the authors are concerned that, with the democratic transition now
in the consolidation stage, Mexican political institutions might not be up
to the task of addressing the many still-unresolved challenges of the
upcoming years and decades.

Many pressing issues were necessarily overlooked while the political
system was undergoing major reforms in the 1990s, and as Mexico
entered the twenty-first century the country was, understandably, singu-
larly focused on the historic elections in 2000 that ushered in the first non-
PRI president in Mexico’s modern political history. Yet overall, as several
authors in this volume demonstrate, gains made by Mexico’s political
authorities during the 1990s can be seen as remarkable in their own right.

At the start of the new millennium, Mexico can be characterized as
managing the paradox of success. Through the country’s achievements on
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the broad political and economic issues—for example, the hotly contested
midterm congressional elections in July 2003—Mexico has the luxury (and
obligation) to start focusing on the matters that have previously taken a
backseat to macroeconomic stabilization: stable employment, income dis-
tribution, tax collection, demographics, investments in education and other
sorts of human capital, immigration accords with the United States, to
name several key concerns. These issues certainly warranted great atten-
tion and were never completely off the policy radar screen; however, it is
only now that they increasingly are becoming policy priorities. By paying
attention to the so-called micro issues, this volume hopes to shed light on
the most pressing challenges confronting the country both today and
tomorrow.

In a sense, this new Mexico is many “Mexicos.” It is certainly global;
it certainly means a country inextricably linked to NAFTA and economic
integration with the United States, the Mexico of democracy, and the
Mexico of increased participation and growing assertiveness in interna-
tional affairs. As Riordan Roett makes clear in Chapter 7, after decades of
suspicion of outsiders and a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy regarding inter-
national issues, Mexico is expanding its international role. The country’s
new foreign policy maturity even includes experimenting with openly dis-
agreeing with the United States on key global issues, as revealed when
officials in Mexico City publicly debated siding against the United States
during United Nations Security Council deliberations over Iraq in
2002–2003. The Fox administration has pressured the United States to
reform its immigration policy in order to accommodate the nearly 25 per-
cent of the Mexican adult workforce that is employed in the United States,
four to five million of whom reside there illegally.2 In addition, Mexico
has partnered with the United States to create a more secure border.3

At the same time, however, this is the Mexico whose capital city has
one of the world’s highest kidnapping rates. Additionally, the nation suf-
fers from an alarming level of poverty, a poor investment in infrastructure
and education, and a profound lack of public security in some parts of the
country. Mexico has enjoyed an explosion of foreign investment intent on
taking advantage of the country’s propitious geographic and economic
relationship with the United States, but is largely unprepared to assist its
farmers with the inevitable increased competition brought about by trade
liberalization.

This volume provides a snapshot of the challenges of democratic
change in Mexico. In addition to chronicling the evolution of the country’s
recent political and economic transformations, this book takes the impor-
tant, yet often difficult, step of suggesting Mexico’s direction in upcom-
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ing years. What is readily clear is that, despite what NAFTA, low inflation
and macroeconomic stability, and “amigo diplomacy”4 with the United
States suggest, Mexico’s political and economic development will con-
tinue to be difficult and, unfortunately, rife with frustrations and setbacks.

Manuel Pastor and Carol Wise write in Chapter 5 that part of the dif-
ficulty rests in the nature of Mexico’s path of political liberalization that
led to the democratic transfer of national power in 2000. Unlike the more
dramatic political transitions that occurred in Argentina and Brazil in the
mid-1980s, for example, Mexico’s transition was a gradual unraveling of
a one-party state. Andreas Schedler’s term for this process (see Chapter 2),
one that ended 71 years of electoral authoritarianism in Mexico, is democ-
ratization by elections. Pastor, Wise, and Schedler believe that the para-
doxical result of such a gradual democratization process is that Mexico’s
political and economic institutions are not fully equipped to handle the
challenges of continuing reform in democratic, politically liberalized eco-
nomic systems.

Gary Gereffi and Martha Martínez reinforce that point in Chapter 6
when they argue that Mexico’s impressive liberalization of the economy
beginning in 1985—and, more specifically, the export-oriented strate-
gies—masked several “missed opportunities”; overlooking those opportu-
nities made Mexico’s economy more vulnerable to external and internal
shocks. Paralleling Gereffi and Martínez, in Chapter 8 Javier Santiso
addresses Mexico’s “great transformation” into a North American econ-
omy and how that poses formidable obstacles—and opportunities—for
Mexico’s economic relationship with the European Union.

Although cautionary, this volume’s message should not be viewed as
pessimistic; rather, Mexico is firmly situated in phase two of its political
and economic reform path. Yet, unlike the dramatic phase one of democ-
ratization at the national level and an unprecedented restructuring of its
economy during the 1980s and 1990s, phase two is a lower-profile, long-
term process. Indeed, in many respects phase two represents efforts to
move reform from the “macro” to the “micro,” both economically and
politically. Federico Reyes-Heroles (Chapter 3) sees this second phase as
a social and political revolution of sorts. Mexico’s twenty-first-century
demographics and social problems will place tremendous pressure on the
country’s still-fragile democratic institutions and relatively untested eco-
nomic strategies.

Only when the second phase is completed—most likely decades from
now—will Mexico enter into the end of history, when the country’s eco-
nomic, political, and social debates will resemble Australia and Denmark
more than Brazil and Guatemala. Membership in this exclusive club is not
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guaranteed, however; in fact, Mexico could easily remain in phase two
indefinitely. What is clear is that Mexico needs to confront its current
position as aggressively as it did democratization and economic liberal-
ization over the past decade. This volume does not pretend to cover every
aspect of Mexico’s contemporary political, economic, and social fabric.
Instead, the book attempts to set the appropriate framework within which
to continue to analyze Mexico’s future paths.
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