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discussion of the potential for industr ial pol icy to play a dynantic and consr.ruct ive
role in less developed nations within the current context of the global econony,
see Cypher (2007), Rodrik (2004) and Shapiro (2006).

l1 See, lor example. a work which part ial ly breaks rank with the neoliberal ortho-
doxy by Rend Vil larreal,  r .vho has been associated with past neol iberal govern-
ments (vi l larreal 2004). Although doubts have been expressed and alternatrves
broached to the currcnt economic model, the margins of rnanoeuvre are uow
limited: in latc 2006, in the context ol a highly disputed presidential elect ion. the
Lightist party, PAN, assumcd power r.vi th a very strong ' free market ' /neol iberal
orientat ion that wi l l  complicate any attempts to resolve the exist ing crisis of
developnrent stratcgy rvhich is the currcnt legacy of the labour export model
analyzed in thrs chapter.

l2 lrr  November of 2006 the N' lexican Government decreed that the jurrdical dif fer-
ence between the maquila and disguised maquila sectors would cease to exist.  In
200'7 all formerly rnaquila firms and all firms operating under special provrsrons
as temporary importers of inputs (the disguised maquilas) wi l l  be registered
under the same decree know as lhe'Decreto puru el Fontento de la Industr ia
ManuJacturera, Maquiladora y de Scryicios dt: Erportacirjn'. Hencefor.th, the
combined areas, maquila + disguised maquila, rvi l l  be know as the IMMEX
sector, and at the off icial level the term maquiladora wil l  no longer be used
(Saldafra 2006: l9).

I  3 In actual i ty the situation is even more restr ict ive given that 78 per cent of
maclui la act ivi ty remains along the US frontier where a considerable port ion of
rvorkers consumption is diverted into the US economy, further undermining
whatever potential mult ipl ier effects rnight be anticipated through r ising * 'age
payments.

l4 The estimated Jobs defici t ' in Mexico ( iobs created jobs nceded to employ
school dropouts + high school graduutes * university graduates]) stated on an
annual basis has been estimated at 500,000 per year, on average, from 1988 to
2003 (Dussel Peters 2006a: 75).

10 Contesting neoliberal globalism in
Mexico
Challenges for the political and the social
left

Gerardo Otero

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the sociopolit ical forces contesting
neoliberal globalism in Mexico. To what extent are they l ikely to transcencl
or significantly modify Mexico's current polit ical economic power struc-
tures? In particular, to rvhat extent are these forces capable of, and likely to,
challenge the neoliberal model that is now dominant in Mexico? As out-
l ined in the previous chapteq the existing North American Free Trade
Agreement rvith Canada and the USA (NAFTA) may be seen as the cul-
mination of a series of state policies geared to introduce neoliberalism in
Nlexico. From an economy focused primarily on its internal market, with
heavy doses of trade protectionism, state subsidies and state regulation, the
reforms introduced in the mid-1980s by pro-neoliberal governments were
geared to l iberalise the economy, open it to foreign trade and investmcnt,
eliminate subsidies, privatise state firms and introduce a range of othcr
neoliberal policies. The socioeconomic impact of the neoliberal reforms has
been profound (Dussel Pcters 2001; 2004), and has provoked contestation
from both civil society and the polit ical left. Both the polit ical and the
sociai left are crit ical of the increasing influence of neoliberal globalism and
of the hegemonic influence of US corporations over the Mexican economy.
Sirnilarly. both regard NAFTA as having had a disastrous effcct on Mex-
ico's economy. However, in spite of the influence of the USA in pronroting
r-reoliberal globalism, it is domestic anti-democratic and pro-neoliberal
forces that are seen by Mexico's progressive groups as the main obstacle to
any alternative paradigm. In opposing neoliberal globalism, the social left is
more radical than the polit ical left. It is sceptical of polit ical parties and the
polit ical class at large and focuses prirnarily on mobil isation within civil
society. This chapter wil l look at the alternative responses of these two
strands of the 1eft, the one acting within the politrcal institutions of gov-
crnnrent, and the other centred in civil society uti l ising sociai movement
stratcgies to chal lenge neol iberal  g lobal ism.

'f he chapter begins by outl inrng the crisis of hegemony set olf by Mexico's
urrtronlrl elcctions in 2006 and the resistance movement launched by supporters
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of the left-of-centre coahtion's candidate, Andres N{anucl Lopez Obrador
(hereafter referred to as AMLO). This is follorved by a discussion outl ining
several of Gramsci's key concepts that theoretically frames the rest of the
argument. The followrng section then describes the development of N{ex-
ico's Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN) since its armed upnsing in
1994. A central question raised in this discussion is: are these two movements
mutually exclusive or is there any possibil i ty for convergence? The ansrver to
this question hoids the key to the prospects for successful contestation of
neoliberal globalism in Mexico. The concluding section addresses the main
cherllenges confronting the social and pohtical left.r

2006: a missed opportunity

While both Australia and Canada have liberal democracies with parlia-
mentary systems inherited from the United Kingdorn. Mexico has an
authoritariern presidential system, formaily based on US-type republican
derrocracy. The 2000 election was supposed to have put Mexico on a
dernocratic transition to a l iberal democracy after 71 years of uninterrupted
rule by a single dominant party, the PP.I (Partido Revolucionario Institucio-
rral or L.rstitutional Revolutionary Party). In the 2000 elections, many cit i-
zens on the left voted for Vicente Fox, the right-of-centre PAN's (Partido

Acciort Nacional or National Action Party) candidate. Their belief u'as that
rcmoving the PRI from the presidency would init iate a democratic transi-
tion (Chand 200i: Otero 2004a). Howeveq the hopes of those seeking a
democratic tr:rnsition were quickly dashed by the continuing authoritarian
neoliberal policy approach of the Fox regime and many then looked to the
2006 clection to provide another opportunity for democratic reform
through thc electior-r of the progressive candidate AMLO.

Mexico's potential to successfully contest and transcend neoliberal global-
ism was at its peak during the 2006 presideutial electoral process. Polit ical
developments in Mexico historically have been limited or conditioned by its
proximity to the USA. Sincc 2001, howeveq the USA has been largely dis-
tracted from its Latin American concerns with its wars in Afghanrstan and
Iraq; the conjuncture was thus particularly well suited for popular democratic
forces to advance their cause. But this election failed to producc a progressive

alternative. I lad the result favoured AMLO, as expeoted by most polls, a

social democratic alternative at the very least rvould have ensued. The left
regarded the eiection as tainted zrnd largely fraudulent. ANILO led most opi-
nion polls by 5 l0 percentage points from 2004, even up to the week before
the 2 July 2006 elections. He had been the most popular hcad of N{cxico City's
government since 2000. It took major ' irregularit ies' that iunount to an eiec-
torai fraud to keep the right-of-centre PAN in power, offici l l ly clir irning less
than 37 per cent of the votc. and a mere 0.56 per cent dil ' fcre ncc rvith AMLO.
If relations betwecu the electoral-pofit ical left and tlre soc:i:rl l t: l ' t  Ir lcl been
stronger. it may have bccn harcler for the state to engitrccr l l tc l l .rrtrt l.. l
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Mexico's 2006 presidential elections also seemed to be an exceptionally
appropriate time for it to join several other Latin American nations in
contesting neoliberal globalism. The countries around MERCOSUR
(Argentina, Brazll, Paraguay, Uruguay and Venezuela; and associate mem-
bers Bo|via, Peru and Chile), in particular, are moving in the directjon of
an economic community that goes beyond simply adopting common exter-
nal tariffs and facil i tating the free flow of commodities and investments, as
in NAFTA. More similar to the European Union, at least in goals, MER-
COSUR also allows the free flow of labour and is entertaining the possibi-
l i ty of institutional mechanisms that could well support a form of
progressive internationalist nationalisml witit the potential to challenge US-
promoted neoliberal globalism.

The argument presented here is that since the 2006 election Mexico has
experienced a crisis of hegemony that could lead either to a hardened ancl
repressive right-wing regime or to deeper democracy emerging from a con-
vergence of the social and the polit ical left around a popular democratic
programme. A middle-of-the road possibil i ty is that the rightist parties,
PAN and the PRI, wil l manage to implement progressive welfirre-stutc
policies, taking over some of the left 's banners and offsetting to somc extent
t ',vo decades of neoliberal reform in an attempt to quell and co-opt leftist
opposition. The resulting regrme would continue to be a 'democracy of
elites'(Semo 1996), but one that could condemn the polit ical leflto cle facto
irrelevance in formal polit ical l i f 'e. Continued mobil isation would remaln a
latent possibil i ty if r ightist populist reformism were not sufficiently sig-
nificant. Unfortunately, however, the most l ikely scenano duling the pre-
sidency of Felipe Calderon (2006 12) is a hardened rightist regimc thar wil l
strengthen the repressive forces of the state and establish an all iancc with
the PRI, not to engage in populist reformism but to deepen the neolibcral
globalist agenda. Nevertheless, the fraudulent nature of the 2006 election set
off a crisis of hegemony lor neoliberal globalism whose final outcome is
hard to predict.

Civil society and the state: a crisis of hegemony?

In order to explain lv{exico's 2006 crisis of hegemony, I wil l draw upon
several concepts elziborated by Antonio Gramsci (191 l). Gramsci had both
a narrow and an expanded definitron of the state. The 'expanded state'
refers to the articulation of civil society, the realm of hegemony or consent,
'polit ical society', the realm of domination and violence (legitimatc or r.rot).
Thus, polit ical society is rvhat Gramscj regarded as the state in its stl ict or
narrow sense. It is understood in a manner similar to Max Weber's (1958)
definit ion of the statc as the institution which holds the legitimate mono-
poly of the use of physical violence over a given territory. And yet, Grams-
ci's main developnienl of', and departure from, Weber's polit ical sociology
lies in hrs view that t l ic i ieepening of democracy involves a much greater
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focus on consensus or hegemony than or-r domination or violence. The pri-

mary realm for building hegernony and a counter-hegemonic project. ag3in.

is civil society. The fact that, prior to Mexico's 2006 elections, Viceute Irox's

administration (2000 6) increasingly resorted to violertcea w'as an earlv

indication of a hcgerronic crisis in Mexico. The ' intellectual and moral lea-

dership', that is to say the hegemony of the ruling c)lass, was no longer suf-

ficient to sustain polit ical legitimacy.
One rnight say that violetrce was used against social and polit ical actors

that were on the margins of polit ical and civil society, so that hegemon-v per

.rc was not rcally being contested. But thc 2 Juiy 2006 electrons brouglrt this

interpretation into question. There emerged a widespread belief that the

clections r.vere riggecl. and this led to challenges for the entire dominant

polit ical class. On one hand. the Irox administration lost its claim to legiti-

macy over the use of violetlce, and rt did not even respect the legal-rational

basis of elections. On the other, the electoral-polit ical left found that the

very b:rsis on which it conducts its activit ies was shaky. In the 1988 pre-

sidential elections. the left-of-centre coalit ion's candidate, Cuauht6moc

Cardenas, is widely believed to have won but was deprived of his victory by

the autbor i tar ian PRI regime (Chand 2001; Otero 1996).  The quest ion tn

2006 once again became: does it make any sense for the left to engage irl

electoral polit ics when Mcxico has an elite dcmocracy that wil l not allow

the left to reach office in 'certain, fair. legal, equitable and transparent

elections'? These are the prirtciplcs enslirined in the Mexican constitution

and which electoral institutiotts are mandated to guarantee. Before further

explor-ing this question, let us l lrst turn to u'hat constitutes a crisis ol hege-

mony.
According to Gramsci. ar-r organic crisis is produced when classes become

cletaclte<i ftorn their traclit ional parties and the situatiotl becomes ripe for

charismatic polit icians to cmerge. This is a crisis of t l ie ruling class's irege-

mony, rvhich occurs either 'because the ruiing class has failed in some major

polit ical undertaking for whtch it has requested, or forcibll '  extracted, the

consent of the broad masses' (war. for exarnple), or 'because huge masses

(especially of peasants and petit bourgeois intellectuals) have passed sud-

denly from a state of polit ical passivity to a certain actir, ity, and put fbr-

war<l dernands which taken together, albeit not organically formulated. add

up to a revolution' (Grarnsci 191 l ' .210).

An organic cr is is is also cal led a 'cr is is ol 'author i ty '  or  a general  cr is is of

the state. The solution via a charismatic leader results from the inrrtl;.rttrrit l

of the progressive forces, rvl-rich prevents them from posing an altcrnattvc

solut ion:  nei ther conservat ives nor progfcssivcs have the strength for  v ieto11.

Hence a meciiating force such as Caesarism rnust emerge. This is a sittritt iorl

in which the main contending forces balancc cach other in a catastropl t ic

manner and a th i rd forcc ruust step in to cotr l ro l  thc s i tuat ion. ' I 'h is th i l t l

forcc could be ei thel  a char ismat ic leader or lhc bt t reaucracy control lct l  l lv

t l re pet i t  bourge ois ic (Gramsci  191 1:  210 l  5 )  ( 'aesar ism can bc c i t l rcr
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progressive. as with Napoleon in France, or reactionary as with Napoleon
III or Mussolini in Ital-v. It should be noted that Gramsci proposed the
notion of Caesarism as a polemical-ideological formula, not as a canon for
interpretation.

ln Mexico's contcmporary situation, we can adapt Gramsci's ernalysis in
the following way: we could say that the masses are being forced to accept
the PAN's Felipe Calder6n as president, even though there is much eviclence
that the elections were considerably less than 'certain, legal, faiq equitable
and transparent'. One could argue that AIVILO banked on his charisrna to
keep the anti-fraud mobil isation going, and that this is not positive for the
long term development of progressive forces, rvhich would be rnuch better off
u'ith a parliamentary republic rather than a strong charismatic and populist
leader. But given that AMLO is one of the two poles in the electoral confl ict.
even if his leadershrp has a charismatic style, it is highly unlikely that he wil l
end up leadrng the country, at least in the short term. Caesarism in Mexico
has come from the state bureaucracy, solidif ied by the PRI-PAN all iance in
Congress. Furthermore, Felipe Calder6n has resorted to the military to
strengthen the state's monopoly on violence by launching an all-out war
against drug traffickers. However, the jury is sti l l  out whether this war can bc
won by the state (The Econornist ,200l) .

The trouble with the polit ical crisis in Mexico l ies in the numbers.
According to the official count, neither presidential candidate reached even
37 per cent of the vote. Therefore, Calderon's supporters may well try to
carry on if they can get away with it. If, however, his supporters in Congress
deem that the organic crisis is untenable, they could decide to removc hirrr
from office and appoint an interim president to call a new electoral proccss.
Calder6n's stepping down would trigger the same result. This is what
AMLO's coaiit ion is norv seeking: an interim presidency that calls for a new
electoral process. If this were achieved without an all iance with the Zapa-
tistas, the polit ical left wil l most l ikely abandon its social mobii isation and
get back to its old habits rn polit ical society, perhaps with a more radical
social programme of government. But if Calder6n's irnposil ion succeecls,
then it becomes more l ikely that AMLO's coalit ion wil l seek an all iancc
with the social left in order to sustain its mobil isation.

Challenges for Nlexico's electoral-political left

Nlexico's legendary polit ical stabil ity for the better part of the twentieth
centur)' came about after t l-re pacil ication of revolutionary factions in 1929.
'fhese factions became centred on a single polit ical party (the PRI) that
cloruinated polit ical l i fe unti l 2000. In the early 1970s, the state virtually
clinrinated the armed guerri l la movements that had emerged as a sequel to
tlrc rcpressed student and popular movement of 1968. This domination by
t l rc I ' l t l .  l . ro ' "vever was f i rst  shaken in 1916 when the main' loyal  opposi t ion'
Pirrtv, PAN. was incapable of nonrinating a presidential candidate because
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of internal strife. The only electoral oppositron was offered by the thcn-
proscribed Mexican Communist Party, rvhich nonetireless received about
800,000 votes.  By 1979,the state started a s low process ofelectoral  reform
from above to avert a legitimacy crisis. It began by authorizing leftist parties

to enter electoral pohtics. However, it v'rould take the 1994 EZLN's armed
insurrection for more significant electoral reforms to be intrclduced. In

1996, an independent, cit izen-run Federal Electoral Institute (IFE) was
cstablished. Previously, elections were organised and controlled by the
Ministry of Government or Interior (Gobernucion). Along with a series of

other elcctoral reforms, this change made it possible for the PAN to r.vin the
presidential race ir.t 2000. A few years earlier. Mexico City tvas given the
right to elect its mayor. a right that had been taken away in the 1920s. In
1997, Cuauht6moc Cdrdenas, who was robbed of his triumph in the i988
presidential elections, won this race and became the first elected mayor of
Mexico City in almost a century.

During the first three years of the Fox administration, most observers
thought that Mexico had finally eutered a democratic transition (Otero

2004a). Doubts about this belief started in 2003 with the renerval of the
IFE's nine cit izen council lors, led unti l then by its widely acclaimed first

independcnt president, Jos6 Woldenberg. The nine new 'cit izen' counsellors

of IFE wet'e selected only by PRI and PAN members of Congress, com-
pletely disr:egarding the objections of the PRD. Most council lors were

selccted behind the scenes by Elba Esther Gordrllo, the powerful and long-

tirne leader of the teachcrs' union and at the time also leader of the PRI

deputies in the lower chamber of Congress. This imposition of councii lors
,,vould eventually haunt the 2006 electoral process.

L,ven be lore the elections, there were several crit ical i l legal acts that tain-

1ed the process (Esquivel and Vil lamil2001 16-22). During and after the

elections. IFE, rnade a series of communication crrors which lend themselves

to the widespread belief thert an electoral fraud had occurred on 2 Jull l The

only hope was for the Electoral Tribunal of t l ie Federal Judicial Power
(I 'EPJF fol its Spanish acronym) to fix the situation. The left coalit ion

presented proof that nearly 900,000 false votes r'vere added to the balloting

boxes for Calderon and 122,326 were i l legally eliminated. The officral dif-

ference between the two candidates was about 244,000 (Sheinbaum and

lmaz 2007). The TEPJF could have ordered a vote recount ancl, ult imately.

null ify the elections. But it ordered a vote recount for only a l itt lc ovcr 9 per

cent of the balloting boxes, setting off a tremendous amount of trnct'r ' tatntl '

in the entire institutional process. After t l 're l imited recount, lvhich firund a

considerable amount of irregularit ies (opert boxes, boxes witltout scals. ctc.).

the TEPJtr decided that, although there h1d been irregularit ics rrrrt l thc

president and the Centro Coordinacktr Enrprt'.surial (Entreprertcttrirrl ( 'oor-

dinating Centre) actcd i l legally, these factots had not significantly rrrotl i l ictl

the f inal  resul ts.  Accorcl ing to some opinion l lo l ls ,  l iorvevcr,46 pcl  ccrr l  s l i l l

believed that the elcctiotrs were fraudttlc'rtt.
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In vie.,v of this situation, AMLO's discourse became increasingly radical.
From having promised that he rvould accept TEPJF's determination, he
later announced that the only result he would accept was recognition of his
electoral triumph. He called for a series of mobil isations in Mexico City's
main square, the Zocalo, one of which gathered over i mil l ion people.
Eventually, coalit ion sympathizers took control of Mexico City's main
traffic artery, El Paseo de la Reforma, and set up camps for about two
months unti l just befbre 16 September, when the Army was supposed to
hold its traditional Independence Day parade. On I September, when Vice-
nte Fox was supposed to deliver his last state-of-the-nation address in
Congress, all of the coalit ion's deputies took over the podium and prevented
him from coming to the front. Fox then left the precinct and delivered his
speech on national TV.

On the evening of 16 September, the coalit ion held the National
Democratic Convention (CND) with participants from all over the coun-
try. One of the main questions put to the convention was whether to
name AMLO 'leader of the civil and peaceful resistance movement', or
Mexico's ' legitimate president'. The masses were fairly clear in choosing
the latter option. The next decision was whether AMLO would takc ovcr
as legrtimate president on I Decembeq the same day as Felipe Calderon,
the official president-elect, or on 20 Novembeq the Day of the Revolution
(of 1910-20). People voted for the latter date, so as to be free on I
December to prevent Calderon from taking over as president, something
the coalit ion vowed to do. As ' legitimate president', AMLO was supposecl
to be based in Mexico City's Zocalo, but his presidency was also supposcrl
to be it inerant, vrsit ing mzrn)/ communities around the country. l-he ncxt
session of the CND *'as scheduled to start on 21 March2007, on thc day
of Benito Juarez's birthday.s The problem with the convention's 'general
assemblies', f irst on 16 September 2006 and again on 25 March 2007, is
that it was too large a gathering to be considered deliberative and too
small to be representative of the nation (Cameron 2006). Decisions were
made by a shou'  of  hands, but there was no chance to discrrss thcir
implications.

Atler the first assembly of the CND, there have been some voices on the
left that have distanced themselves from the coalit ion's radical stance and
programme. By 2007 it was clear that the polit ical left had expanded its
polit ical activity well beyond the realm of electoral polit ics and adopted a
mobilisation strategy in civil society.b For its part, the EZLN reinit iated the
Other Campaign in mid September 2006, and made several declarations
about the fraudulent character of the elections. Yet, it did not show any
signs of seeking an all iance with the left parties' coalit ion. However, ncithcr
did the left parties pursue an all iance u,ith tl ie EZLN. The question thus
becomes: under what circumstances and with rvhat programme might an
all iance of the social lcfi ancl the polit ical left be obtarned? I turn to this
rlrrcstion in my conch,rding remarks but f irst it is necessary to review the
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circumstances that led to the developrnent of thc social left as a powerfr,rl

a l ternat ive forec in Mexico.

EZLN: from class struggle to Indian movement and back

The Zapatista Inovelreltt, together with the Atenco and the Oaxaca People's

Assenrbly (APPO) social movements, make up the most active parts of

Mexico's sooial left. Thcse groups have been against dlrectly engaging in the

fbrmal electoral process from the outset. The EZLN captured international

at tent ion on 1 January 1994, when i t  launched an armed upr is ing in the

south-eerstern state of Chiapas. Deliberately executed on the day that

NAITTA went into effect. the insurrection was a statement against the

savage neoliberal policies that were threatening the survival of indigenous

peasants throughout the region. The participants in the insurrection (over-

whehningly Mayan peasants who depended on land and agriculture for

their l ivelihood) explained their uprising as being primarrly anti-neoliberal

ancl class based. State intervention had been so systematically exploitative

and oppressive tor.vzrrds Indian peiiselnts rn Chiapas that their only resort

was to form an oppositional class organisation. Flaving exhausted all legal

means of redressing its grievances, the EZLN had no way out but to rebel.

as it statcd in the First Declaration of the Lacand6n Jungle:

' lb prevent the continuation of t lte above [explortation, exclusion, etc.],

and as our last hope, after having tricd to utrl ize all legal means based

on our Const i tut ion,  we go to our Const i tut ion,  to apply Art ic le 39,

r.vhich sitys: 'National Sovereignty essentially and originally resides in

the pcople. All polit ical power emanates from the people and its pur-

pose is to help the people. The people have. at all t imes, the inahenable

light to aiter or rnoclify their forrn of government' (EZLN 1994)

Only alier 12 days of armed struggle in 1994, and under tremendous

national and international pressure for a peaceful response to tltc upnsing,

did the goventment propose an armistice and init iate peace talks. The first

government proposal to address the EZLN's demands was rejected by the

Zapatista base commttnities in June 1994, after a iong process of denrocratic

consultation and decision-making. ln early August 1994, before thc national

prcsidential elections, the EZLN managed to assemble morc than 6,000

representativcs ft-om forces of the left and other democratic civil socrety

organisations at the National Democratic Conventlon.

Nevertheless,  the rul ing PRI st i l l  won the presidency al l lc i t  by the nar-

ro\,vest majority in its 65-year history. New President Ernest() Zcdil lo started

his term with a pro-peace discourse. Yet, less than thrcc l l lol lt l is later he

launched a rnil i tary offensive to capture the EZLN's leadcrship in February

1995. Instead of  conl iorr l ing the army, thc EZLN rvi thclrov into t l le. lungle

u' i th more than 22,000 pcoplc f rom i ts base communit ics.  I I I  t l tc  I t tc l lnt tme,
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the army ransacked the empty homes of indigenous peasants. Althor,rgh
such state aggression generated divisions, and a few turned to the state for
assistance, the core of the Zapatista base communities remained firmly in
support of the EZLN. The state intervention against indigenous peasants
strengthened their determination to remain an oppositional force. Later in
1995, 38 municipalit ies in Chiapas were declared 'rebel municipalit ies' by
the EZLN and its constituents. In these areas, autonomy and self-govern-
ment $'ere put into practice (Van der Haar 2001).

In March 1995, the Mexican Congress passed a law of Accord and Paci-
fication, rvhich granted amnesty to the EZLN leadership so that it could
negotiate a peaceful settlement. From then on, the government followed a
trvo-pronged policy. On one hand, it pledged to negotiate with the
EZLN on issues of indigenous rights and culture, democracy and state
reform, economic and land issues, and women's rights. On the other, it
began to sponsor the formation of a series of paramilitary groups, some of
which were formed by local ruling-class members of the PRI (Centro de
Derechos Humanos Fray Bartolom6 de Las Casas 1998; Human Rights
Watch 1997).

On February 16 1996, the government and the EZLN's representatives
reached the first peace accords on indigenous rights and culture in San
Andr6s. Peirt of the Constitution and a numbcr of state and federal laws
would have to be modified in order to enable the implementation of thesc
accords. In view of the fact that no advancement was taking place to imple-
ment the San Andr6s Accords, the EZLN suspended talks on the other
issues. By November 1996, the Congressional Commission for I larmony and
Pacification (Comisi1n para la Concordia y la PaciJicacion, COCOPA) had
elaborated a proposal to implement the Accords. The COCOPA decidcd that
both parties, the Mexican government and the EZLN, had to either agrcc to
the entire package or reject it. After a brief consultation period with its
support bases, the EZLN accepted COCOPAs proposal, even though it was
below its expectations. President Zedl\lo, however, requested a 15-day perrod
to 'study' the proposal and then made a counterproposai, thus derail ing the
negotiation process (Hern6ndez Navarro and Vera Herrera 1998). In sunr-
mary, Zedll lo's administration granted a concession (the San Andr6s
Accords) on rvhich it later reneged, and became primarily repressive in
character. It was at this point, 1996, that the EZLN transformed itself into
an Indian movement. thus becoming ratirer isolated in Chiapas.

The EZLN undoubtedly played a role in the victory of Vicente Fox on
July of 2000, however. Several factors contributed to this event, including
the continuous thickening of civil society after the student movement of
1968 (Fox 1996), the struggle of democratic teachers and electricity workers,
the peasant movement of  the 1970s and 1980s, and the organisat ional
upsurge in the erfterrnath of Mexico City's earthquake of 1985 (Foweraker
and Craig i990). \tt, r crit ical factor also was the EZLN's struggle outside
of the polit ical s),stcnr ri 'hich prompted the polit ical parties to introduce
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sufficient electoral refonns to make it viable fbr an opposition party to wln
the eleotions.

Upon taking office in December 2000, Prcsident Vicente Fox encountered
a polit ical and legrslative inpassc that had been in place since the end of
I996, aggravated by a war of lorv intensity against the Zapatista base com-
munities since 1995. Although one of Fox's first acts of government was to
send the COCOPA legislative proposal to Congress, he thereafter pursued an
ambiguous policy toward thc EZLN. For its part, the EZLN responded with
the announcement on 2 December 2000 that 24 of its representatives would
travel to Mexico City in February 2001 to address the Congress in support of
that legal init iative (Marcos 2000). The EZLN announced tirree conditions
for the leinstatement of negotiations with the newly elected governtnent: the
rvit lrdrarval of seven military positions fron Zapatista base communities
(out of more than 50), the release of presumed Zapatista sympathisers from
jai l ,  and the passage ol  the San Andr6s Accords legis lat ion.

Lrit ially, Fbx partially fulf i l led these conditions. FIe withdrerv four mili-
tary positions and released 20 polit ical prisoners (out of more than 90). Fox
seemcd to believe that the insurrection would disappear because the PRI no
longer held the presidency. However, the underlying economic, social and
polit ical power struoturcs in Mexico remained unchanged. The corporatrst
mechanisrns for polit ical control remained, the mass media for ideological
manipulation had been rein{brced and marry technocrats from the prerious
two admirristrations were sti l l  in government (Garndo 2001:25-9; see Otero
2004a for an assessffrent of 20 yezrrs of neoliberalism in Mexico in vartous
sectors).

Perhaps the main diff iculty fcrr Fox and Congress in fulf i l l ing the Zapatista
denrands was the economic interests that would have had to be forgone to
grant autononty to Indian communit ies.  According to H6ctor Diaz Polanco,
Fox wanted to force the EZLN into a peace without change. Part of the

obstacle to real change is Ihe Plctn Puebla-Paruntd, a megapro1ect that

intends to appropriatc natural resources in the Zapatista regions, commodify
incligenous communities and uti l ise its inhabitants as a source of labour
power (cited in Conea 2001: 22; see also Carlsen 2004). For Diaz-Polanco,
the Sirn Andr6s Accords 'would have tl.re elTect of turning these incligenous

peoples (pueblos indios) into [social] actors thtrt could become obstacles in

tlrese [cconomic] projeots' (cited in Corrca 2001: 22).
Fox's arnbiguous approach to addressing thc Chiapas conll ict came to the

fore after the arrival of the EZLN leadership to Mexico City in March 200i.

Once the dcbate began in Cotrgress on wltether or not to allor.v tltc EZLN

lcadership to have a plenary hearing, it emerged that the staut'rchcst oppo-

ncnts to granting this hearing were lttembers of Fox's own part! ' . II le hard-

liners of both PRI and PAN did not warlt to olfet Zapattstas thc rigltt to

acldress the plenary of  Congress but should only 'address a corntr t iss ion of  i0

lternbers lrom cach charnbcr. Orrl-v'- rvhcn thc Zapitt istas threaterrcel t() lcturn

to Chiapns to scarch fcrr'nerv ways'o1'aclvlrrrcing their cause did Firx r '" ' i lhclrarv
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three additional mil itary positions and, by a thin margin, Congress voted to
grant a plenar,v hearing to the EZLN leadership. The tight vote anticipated
that passing the law (which entailed a constitutional change) would be very
hard, as it requires a two-thirds majority in the federal congress and a
ma.lority of state legislatures. Nevertheless, four indigenous representatives of
the EZLN gave their speeches in the historical hearing on 29 March 2001,
marking the first t ime that Indians spoke at the highest tribune in the nation
(Thompson and \Veiner 2001; Comandanta 2006).

By mid-2001, the federal Congress had passed a watered-dorvn version of
the San Andres Accords that did not satisfy the EZLN. Fail ing to grant
autonomy to Indian peoples and to consider them subjects of public rights
had perpetuated the commodification of Indian labour power, their lands
and territories, leaving them vulnerable to capitalist developrnent and
exploitation without any say on the matter (Harvey 2002). After almost two
years in silence as a protest against this legislation, the EZLN support bases
launched a massive demonstration, taking over the highland city of San
Crist6bal de Las Casas, Chiapas, on I January 2003. More than 20,000
iudigenous men, women and children, many with machetes in hand. f i l lecl
the central plaza for more than three hours, during which seven EZLN
commanders spoke to the masses (Bell inghausen 2003). In August of that
year, the EZLN moved on to unilaterally implement the San Andres
Accords wrthin its territory of influence. It organised five regions around
Juntas de Buen Gobierno (Good Government Councils) with rotating
authoritres. Intended to become intermediary governance structures
between municipalit ies and the state, these councils have also functioned as
democratic leadership training grounds.

The paradox of the EZLN then is that although its insurrection was
launched rvith ciass grievances at the forefront, it then became isolated for
over a decade as a regional indigenous movement in Chiapas. As of June of
2005, however, the EZLN launched the Sixth Declaration of the Lacand6n
Jungle, in rvhich it called for anti-capitalist mobil isation of all the sub-
ordinate groups and classes in N{exico. One feature of this call is that it
heavily crit iqued all electoral polit ical parties, rncluding the left-of-centre
Party of the Democratrc Revolution (PRD) and AMLO, its presidential
candidate for the 2006 elections. Rather than playing the polit ics of 'those
on top', the EZLN callcd instead for strengthening civil society organisation
against neoliberalism and the caprtalist state 'from below and on the left ' .
To promote this approach, the EZLN launched the Other Campaign in this
declaration.

EZLN's focus on civil society and Indian demands

The most no'u'el contrast to the Leninist and vanguardist trend in Lattn
Amencan guerri l la organisations, as well as to that of polit ical parties, has
bcen representecl by thc EZLN's focus on civil society (Harvey 1998;
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Gi lbreth and Otero 2001;Diaz-Polanco and Sdnchez 2003).  Unl ike al l  pre-
vious guerri l la movements, the EZLN does not seek state power directly.
Rather it is counting on the subordinate sections of 'civi l society' to get
organised and force upon the state a peaceful solution to the military con-
fl ict. From its nrst public communiqu6 in Januarl ' of 1994, the EZLN
revealed itself as an institutional actor. While it branded the government of
Carlos Salinas as i l legitimate and the product of electoral fraud, it never-
theless called on the other two powers, the legislative and the judiciary. to
do what they must to get rid of the usurper. As mentioned above, this
comnruniqu6 also invoked Article 39 of the Mexican Constitution to pro-
clairn EZLN's legitimate right to rebel (EZLN 1994). After seeing the tre-
menclous mobil isation of civil society organisations to stop the conflict,
howeveq tire EZLN decided to change its armed strateg),. Another crit ical
change occurred soon after the uprising in reiation to the EZLN's demands.
Although the vast rnajority of its constituency u'as made up of indigenous
communities in Chiapas, the EZLN's init ial grievances \vere t1'prcally class-
based demancls, summed up as: 'work, land, housing, food, healthcare,
cducation. independence, freedom, democracy, justice and peace' (EZLN
1994). Eventual dialogue with a multiplicity of indigenous organisations led
the EZLN to place the struggle for indigenous rights aud culture at the
forefront of its demands.

The EZLN's locus on reinvigorating civil society ris-ri-r, is the state, horv-
ever, was not without precedent. In f act, most popular movements in Mexico
during the 1970s and 1980s had a different goal from that of polit icai parties.

Rather than challenge state power directly in polit ical society, they tvanted to

strengthen the organisatioual capacity of subordinate groups and classes
within civil society to struggle for their nghts. While doing so, most move-
ments were very jealous to preserve their independence from the state and
their autonomy from other polit ical organisations (Nloguel et tt l . 1992;
Foweraker and Crarg 1990; I ' Iellman 1994 Otero i999). Hence, all of these
organisations may be appropriately called the 'social left '  to the extent that a

core part of their polit ical practice is based on an arm's-length relation with
polit ical parties and the state (Castaieda 1993).

The EZLN's rebell ion and eventual social mobil isation of subordinate
groups and classes have fortif ied this trend of consolidating civil societl '  as

the means to achieve a democratic transition in Mexico. Its novelty conslsts

in having adcled the 'war of rnovements' (direct rri l i tary confrontation

against the state in the narrow sense) to the 'war of positions' (struggies rn

the cultLrral and rnoral realm of civil society) that had been dcvcloped by
previous social movements as a strategy to promote a democratic transttion.

The hope was, however, that promoting a dcmocratic transitiort rvoulcl surely
make ar further 'war of movements' unnecessary. It might bc rrrgued that

Mexico's init ial transition to electoral clernocracy in 2000 lvus chic111'dr-re to

the pressure exertecl frorn outside of t lrc polit ical svstem by thc l:Zt-N, lvhich

conrpcllccl polit ioal parties to lcgislatc cnough significant cli lrngcs in clectoral
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rules to have an opposition party win the presidency. Prior to the
EZLN's uprising, polit ical parties, overwhelmed by the ruling PRI,
usually passed electoral legislation that kept the authoritarian nature of the
s.vstem virtually intact. One might say that, prior to 1994, electoral legisla-
tion changed primarily to modernise the authoritarian system, but not to
allow for fair and equitable democratic competit ion (Chand 2001; Otero
1 99s).

The Other Campaign and the Congreso lr{acional Indigena

81' 2005, the EZLN had focused on consolidating its organisation in Chia-
pas through the Juntas de Buen Gobierno. The third meeting of the National
Indigenous Congress (CND, spurred on by the EZLN, had taken place in
N{arch 2001, dunng the'Zapatour ' that  took the EZLN leadership to i ts
hearing in Congress. The Zapatistas had retreated from their init ial class
struggle into a regional Indian struggle for about a decade. Not only did
they consolidate the role of EZLN and all ied organisations but they also
began to experiment with the exercise of government at the loi.vest, vil lage,
municipal and regional levels.

The Sixth Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle in 2005 rvas the corning
out of the Zapatistas' isolation in their own region. They now set out to
articulate a broad mobil isatron of subordinate groups and classes around an
anti-capitahst and leftist programme. A sequel to the Sixth Declaration was
the EZLN's launching of the Other Campaign, which was to run parallel to
the electoral campaigns orchestrated by the formal polit icai parties leading
to the 2 July 2006 presidential eiections. During several months, Sr-rb-
comandante Marcos 'campaigned' in most states of Mexico unti l 4 May
2006. On this and the previous day, the Atenco community suffered tre-
mendous repression from the Federal Preventive Police force after some
flower vendors had resisted an attempted eviction from their lands by cor-
porate developers. At this point, Marcos stopped the Other Campaign
(Gonzalez Garcia 2006) and continued propagating the much morc radical
class message of the Sixth Declaration of the Lacand6n Jungle. Although it
init ially appeared likely that indigenous leaders at the CNI would distancc
themselves from Marcos' more radical discourse, this proved not to be so.7

T"vo important questions emerged frorn the CNI that have significance for
the role of the Mexican social left in the struggle against neoliberal globalism.
First, rvhat do the lndian peoples that did participate in this meeting have in
common, and 

"vhat 
distinguishes them from those that drd not participate? A

possible hypothesis is that participants were those with the greatest amount
of grievances and conflicts, but they could also be those with the greatest
levels of organisation; and that the others are those that have, one way or
another, 'acquiescetl '  rvith or been co-opted by the state and/or transnational
corporations or national cntcrprrises. Second, horv rvell or pooriy has the
second group farcd u'it l i  co-optation and possible assimilation?



174 Gerardo Otero

These are empirical questions worth pursuing in future research, What
slrould be clear frorn this discussion, though, is that Zapatista Indian com-
rnunities now have a much greater awareness about their major threats, and
that the only way to confront them successfully is by allying themselves with
other subordinate groups and classes. They are asking for nothing short of
rewrit ing Mexico's constitution so that indigenous rights are raised to the
appropriate level. Can struggles of the social left converge with those of the
polit ical left? The answer to this question depends to a great extent on the
way in which Mexico's prcsent crisis of hegemony is resolved. As wii l be
seen, though. the larger national-level peasant movement is also includrng
the demand for a nerv constitution that comprises, among other principles,
the nghts of incligenous peoples to autonomy.

Conclusion: a crisis of hegemony and its way out

Which way are things l ikely to go iu Mexico? After the events of 2006 and
their sequcl, we can only sketch out some possible scenarios, but cannot
clearly arrticipate which is the most viable. Although one can agree with Ilan
Semo (2006) that the most desirable outcorne is a parliamentary rcpublic,
AMLO's role is not nccessarily a bad thing for Mexico's left, at least to the
extent that he promotes the people's self organisation and conforms to the
criteria of democratic leadership (Otero 2004b; DusselPeters 2007). Perhaps
the greatest challenge for ANILO is to develop an abil ity for self-crit icism. If
he displays a degree of humility his popularity could increase and his calls
for organisation bear greater fruit.

In thct, AMLO has already invoked two examples of the people's self-
organisation: the APPO struggle in Oaxaca to oust its governor, rvhich
started before the elections in 2006; and the Zapatrsta Good Government
Councils. Hc invoked these examples to reaffirm the possibil i ty of sustaining
a parallel government to that of Felipe Calderon. Raising these examples
probably indicates that AMLO is wil l ing, and perhaps considering, an all i-
ancc with these popular movements. There is, of course, the question of
whether these movements, espeoially the Zapatistas, rvould accept. At t imes
Marcos has expressed a belief that a more rrghtist government u,i l l  radica-
lise the social left, while a more reformist one rvil l  promote an i l iusion that
things may be worked out within capitalism. From my perspective, however,
a social democratic alternative ett the very least makes repression more
unlikely: fewer l ives would be lost and more freedoms could be enjol 'ed for
organizing. If social democracy in government is accompanied by' greater

social organisation and mobihsation of the social and polit ical left, thc
rcsult could be not only a deeper democratisation, but also signrficant
reformist advancenrent in social welfare and greater aLltonomy and inde-
pendence iu Mexico's polit ical and economic relitt ionship with the USA.

Programmatically, trvo slrl ient issues were proltosctl b1' AMLO in otte ol '
thc discussion mect ings c l l ' the CND. First ,  hc 1t l 'oposcd the transformat ior t
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of public l i fe in Mexico. 'Without this', he said, 'we can achieve nothing. We
require a radical and profound renewal of public l i fe that encompasses all
f ields: economic, social, polit ical, cultural and spiritual'. Second, AMLO
argued that the left must protect the people and the nation's heritage
including the oil industry; otheru'ise there wil l be left only debris.8

Linking these proposals with other discussions in the CND, we can
identify several key issues that need to be addressed by the left in Mexico.
First, energy production must remain in tl ie public sphere. Second, the oil
industr.v in particular is crit ical to Mexico and needs to be defended against
neoliberal impetus for privatisation. Third, Mexico must resist NAFTAs
rvatering do."vn of the labour protections afforded in its labour legislation.
Fourth, agriculture is a crit ical sector that needs to be defended, and indeed
redeveloped, especially through a renegotiation of NAFTAs agriculture chap-
ter. Finally', democratic access to Mexico's resources needs to be guaranteed at
a constitutional 1evel, especially the right to water and the right to food.

Certainly, the left is united in opposition to privatisation of Mexico's energy
resources. Partrcipants at thc CND expressed a common concern: energy
production must remain rn the public sphere, as it would be incompatible
rvith the pubfic good to transfer it to private firms, rvith their priority for
profit maximizing. Bolivia, Ecuador and Venezuela have provided a moclel
by demonstrating great popular resistance to defend their natural resources.
In particular, state ownership of PEMEX is seen as essential since oil could
be a crucial social-development tool (La Jornada 2007). Similarly, the left wil l
also continue to resist privatizing the two electricity-producing companies,
which happen to irave one of the few independent and combative unions in
Mexico: the Sindicato Mexicano de Electricislas. Along with other indepen-
dent unions, afhliated to the Uni6n de Trabajadores de Mtxico, the left will
resist watering down the labour protections afforded in Mexico's legendary
labour legislation, originally contained in the 1917 constitution, and one of
the most progressive in the world at the time. Neoliberals want to introduce
flexibil i ty and, among other things, moving from payment by the day to
hourly rates, eliminating seniority rights, privatizing pension plans, etc.

Another crit ical sector to be defended and indeed recovered is agriculture.
The key slogan in this regard rs'. sin maiz no hay pais ('without corn there is
r.ro country'). According to NAFTAs regulations, all remaining protectlons
for maize, beans, mrlk and sugar were l ifted as of I January 2008. Unlike
other agricultural crops that were protected only during the first seven years
of NAFTA. these goods were considered more 'basic' and had a 14 year
phase-off period. Sti l l , agnculture has been so battered by free trade that
Mexico is nolv highly dependent on the importation of several grains fiom
the USA, '"vhere their farmers are typically protected to the tune of bil l ions
of dollars per ) 'ear (Bartra 2004). While agriculture produced about 7 per
cent of  Gl- l ' in 1990, i ts contr ibut ion was only 3.4 per cent by 2006.
Neverthelcss, agricr-rlture absorbs 16 per cent of the economically active
populat ion and 36 per ccnt of  total  populat ion.  Mexico's countryside has
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lost over 3 milhon people who have nrigrated to cit ies and the USA since
2000 looking for a better l i fe. But xenophobic and racist US polit icrans are
pushing for butlding a wail along the US-Mexico border. Clearly, they arc
at odds with btrsinesses that require cheap labour offered only by migrants.
By supporting agriculture, Mexicans would no longer have to seek refuge in
international mi gration.

The starting point to advance toward a new agricuiture programme is the
renegotiation of NAFTAs agricultural chapter. The second step rs an
emergency programme to promote maize production. The third immediate
measure is to combat privilege and monopoly in the agrifood sector. The
fourth is to introduce a moratorium on transgenic corn. Fifth is the urgent
approval of' three legislative init iatives: (a) the estabiishment of a constitu-
tional right to food, (b) legislation on planning for food and nutrit ional
sovereignty and security ancl (c) legislation to establish a permanent
mcchanistn to manage corn and beans (and their derivatives) imports and
exports. Sixth is a serics of measures against the federal government's inef-
ficiency and lack of transparency in its rural programmes. Seventh is the
climination of the repression of peasant movements and organisations.

A radrcal transformation of power is under way throughout South
America.  Lcf t  governments in val ious countr ies are pursuing strategies that
could be taken up by the left in lVlexico. One of the most radrcal proposals
is to oppose not only the continuation of NAFTA but also the advancement
of the US-backed Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) and instead
move toward Latin American regional integration. The main leader of this
init iative is Venezuela's President l- lugo Chavez, who is reviving the ideas of
nineteenth-century l iberator Simon Bolivar. His dream was to build a single
Latin American state as a counter-force to the rising US empire. \ 'enezueia
joined Mercosur in 2006, and has been actively leading the construction of
an anti-imperialist block in the south. Trvo crucial ideas are to build an
independent TV channel for the Americas and to create a Bank of the
South. lf these init iatives were to materialise, they could be a significant
basis to promote clear alternative paradigms to neoliberal globalism, both
in culture and in actual economic development projects that are not t ied to
ei ther US corporat ions or to the usual  neol iberal  g lobal  inst i tut ions such as
the International Monetary Fund or the World Bank. Although interna-
tional trade as such wil l not be shunned, the key is that it r.vi l l  be sub-
ordinated to the social and polit ical goals of an organised and democratic
civil society. Perhaps it is this vision that potentially can unite the polit ical

and thc social left in Mexico.

Notes

I Besicles having monitored the EZLN's devclopment sirrce its inception in 199'1,
research for this chapter has been based on a three-month stay in Mexrco ovcr the
Summcr of 2006, with close monitorir-rg of the clectoral process and its aftcrrrrlth.
irarticipation in thc fourth meeting of- thc Natiortal Indrgenous Congrcss ((lNl)
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in early N{a-v of 2006, another three-month stay in early 2007 including part ici-
pation in the National Democratic Convention of 2l-5 March, 2007, and several
interviews with key Nlexican intel lectuals.
Some observers in the pol i t ical left  direct ly blame Subcomandante Marcos for i ts
electoral loss. Marcos is the spokesperson of the Zapatista National Liberation
Army (EZLN). He counters by saying that, at most, his cri t ic isms of the pol i t ical
left  subtracted about 15,000 votes the number ofpeople that subscribe to the
Other Campaign launched by the EZLN in 2005. This amounts to about { 

-4"
cent of the di l ference in votes between Calderrin and AMLO.
See Gordon Laxer's chapter in this volume for a definit ion of this term.
Violence was exercised against mrners on str ike, Indian peasants defending their
land in Atenco, and the Asamblea Popular de lo.s Pueblos de Oaxaca (Popular
Assembly of Oaxaca's Peoples or APPO) seeking to oust the repressive PRI
governor of  Oaxrca state
Benito Judrez was the l iberal president who expelled the French Empire from
Nlexico in 1867 and is AMLO's inspirat ion.
But at least one of the PRD's internal currents, Nueva lzquierdrz (New Left),
disagrees. Led by former Senator Jes[rs Ortega, this current happens to be the
hegemonic one inside the PRD. In l ine with i ts social democratic rnst incts, i t
would rather negotiate with the rul ing part ies and stay in the pol i t ical game
rather than become isolated in a mobil isatron strategy.
Author's f ield notes, 5-6 May 2006.
Speech by Andres Manuel L6pez Obrador on 23 March 2007, at the National
Democratic Convention's meeting on EI campo es primero (The Countrysidc
First).
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