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Introduction

Mexico’s political landscape reflects a rich tapestry of history, culture, and dynamic
change. As the most populous Spanish-speaking country in the world and one of Latin
America’s largest economies, Mexico occupies an important position both regionally
and globally. Yet, understanding contemporary Mexican politics requires a nuanced
appreciation of its long and complex journey from pre-Columbian civilizations through
centuries of colonial rule, fractious independence, revolution, authoritarianism, and,
most recently, a hard-fought transition to democracy.

At the heart of Mexico’s political system is the federal presidential representative
democratic republic, outlined by the Constitution of 1917. While this system shares
broad features with other presidential democracies, it retains distinct characteristics
shaped by Mexico’s experiences with centralized power, social revolution, and the long
dominance of a single political party. Over the course of the 20th century, the
Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) engineered a period of remarkable political
stability—albeit one frequently described as a “perfect dictatorship.” This era was
ultimately supplanted by the rise of competitive, multi-party democracy at the turn of
the 21st century, marking a new chapter in Mexican political life.

Despite significant advances, contemporary Mexican politics continues to grapple with
profound challenges. Corruption, organized crime, and impunity often undermine
public trust in institutions, while inequality and unmet social needs fuel ongoing
debates. The delicate balance of power between federal and state authorities, the
increasing role of autonomous bodies, and evolving constitutional reforms all
contribute to a constantly shifting political environment. Judicial independence, once
seen as aspirational, faces new tests amid proposals to elect judges by popular
vote—raising questions about the separation of powers and the potential for
politicization.

Equally significant is the vibrant pluralism characterizing Mexico’s modern party
system. The transition away from PRI hegemony has enabled once-marginalized
parties and social movements to gain new political ground, culminating in pivotal
electoral victories and legislative realignment. Still, this pluralism exists side by side
with growing concerns about electoral fairness, campaign financing, media influence,
and political violence—especially at the local level where criminal organizations wield
considerable power.

This book, The Politics of Mexico: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in Mexico,

seeks to offer a comprehensive and accessible exploration of Mexico’s political
journey, its current system of governance, key institutions, and the major issues facing
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its leaders and citizens today. Through a blend of historical context, structural
analysis, and thematic chapters, readers will encounter the forces that have shaped
Mexican politics and the ongoing struggles to achieve a more just, democratic, and
inclusive society. By understanding how Mexico’s political system operates—and the
enduring challenges it confronts—one gains a deeper appreciation for the complexities
and opportunities embedded within one of the world’s most fascinating democracies.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Roots of Mexican
Politics

To understand the intricate web of Mexican politics today, we must first journey back
to its deep historical roots, long before the arrival of Europeans. Mesoamerica, the
cultural area encompassing much of modern-day central and southern Mexico, was a
cradle of complex civilizations with sophisticated political structures. While often
painted with broad strokes, these pre-Columbian societies, such as the Olmecs,
Teotihuacanos, Maya, Toltecs, and Aztecs, developed distinct forms of governance,
social organization, and political interaction.

These civilizations were not simply collections of thatched huts; they were centers of
learning, trade, and power, with elaborate urban centers and intricate social
hierarchies. Political power often intertwined with religious authority, with rulers
sometimes claiming divine right or a close relationship with deities. This blend of the
sacred and the secular in governance would, in various forms, echo through later
periods of Mexican history.

Among the most well-known were the Aztecs, who, by the time of the Spanish arrival,
had forged a powerful empire centered around their capital, Tenochtitlan, on an island
in Lake Texcoco. The Aztec political system was a hierarchical one, with a supreme
ruler, the Tlatoani, who held significant authority. However, this was not a simple
hereditary monarchy; the Tlatoani was selected by a council of nobles. This element of
selection, even within an elite structure, offers a glimpse of a political system that,
while centralized, had some mechanisms for choosing its leadership.

The Aztec Empire, while powerful, was not a monolithic entity. It was built upon a
network of conquered city-states and territories that paid tribute to Tenochtitlan. This
tributary system was a crucial aspect of Aztec politics and economy, channeling
resources and goods to the center. It also meant that the empire's control over its vast
territory was, in some ways, a delicate balance of power and obligation. The
conquered peoples, while subject to Aztec rule, often retained some degree of local
governance.

Beyond the grand empires, city-states were a fundamental unit of political
organization throughout Mesoamerica. These independent entities, often controlling
surrounding agricultural lands, engaged in complex relationships of alliance, trade,
and warfare. This fragmented yet interconnected political landscape meant that
diplomacy and military strength were vital for survival and prosperity. The Maya
civilization, for instance, was characterized by a network of competing city-states,
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each with its own ruler and distinct political trajectory.

Social structures within these pre-Columbian societies were often rigid, with clear
divisions between nobles, priests, commoners, and sometimes slaves. Kinship
networks played a significant role in social and political organization, particularly at
the local level. The calpulli system among the Aztecs, for example, served as a basic
administrative and social unit, responsible for land allocation, tax collection, and even
education. These local structures provided a degree of community cohesion and self-
governance within the larger political framework.

The arrival of the Spanish in the early 16th century dramatically altered the political
landscape of Mesoamerica. The conquest, led by Hernan Cortés, was not simply a
clash of two armies; it was a complex process involving alliances with indigenous
groups who were rivals of the Aztecs. The fall of Tenochtitlan in 1521 marked the end
of the Aztec Empire and the beginning of a new era: three centuries of Spanish
colonial rule.

The Spanish Crown quickly moved to establish its authority over the vast conquered
territories, which they named New Spain. The establishment of a viceroyalty in 1535,
with a viceroy appointed by the Spanish monarch, solidified centralized control.
Mexico City was established on the ruins of Tenochtitlan, becoming the seat of
Spanish power in the Americas.

The political system of New Spain was fundamentally hierarchical and designed to
serve the interests of the Spanish Crown. At the apex was the King of Spain, whose
authority was absolute. In New Spain, the Viceroy was the King's direct representative,
wielding immense executive, legislative, and judicial power. Assisting the Viceroy were
institutions like the Audiencia, a high court that also held significant administrative
functions.

Below the viceregal level, a complex bureaucracy of Spanish officials governed the
various regions and towns of New Spain. This system, while aiming for centralized
control, often encountered challenges due to the vastness of the territory and the
difficulties of communication. Local administration was often in the hands of Spanish
officials and, in some cases, co-opted indigenous elites who were granted a degree of
autonomy in exchange for loyalty and tribute.

The colonial period saw the imposition of Spanish law, institutions, and social
structures, fundamentally reshaping the existing indigenous systems. However,
elements of the pre-Columbian past persisted, particularly at the local level.
Indigenous communities, though subjugated, often maintained some traditional forms
of organization and governance within the new colonial framework. These
communities were, in a sense, semi-autonomous, managing their own affairs while still
subject to Spanish authority.
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One of the significant impacts of Spanish rule was the introduction of a rigid social
hierarchy based on race and origin. Peninsular Spaniards (born in Spain) were at the
top, holding the most powerful positions in government and the church. Below them
were the Creoles (of Spanish descent but born in the Americas), followed by mestizos
(of mixed Spanish and indigenous ancestry), and then indigenous peoples and
enslaved Africans. This caste system deeply influenced social, economic, and political
opportunities, creating tensions that would simmer throughout the colonial era.

The economy of New Spain was largely based on resource extraction, particularly
silver mining, which became the economic engine of the colony and fueled the
Spanish Empire. This economic system relied heavily on the labor of indigenous
peoples, often through exploitative systems like the encomienda. While the Spanish
Crown and the Catholic Church officially prohibited the enslavement of indigenous
people, various forms of forced labor and tribute collection were implemented.

The Catholic Church played a crucial role in the political and social life of New Spain. It
was not merely a religious institution but also a powerful political and economic force.
The Church owned vast tracts of land, controlled education, and exerted considerable
influence over the population. The conversion of indigenous peoples to Catholicism
was a key objective of the Spanish colonizers, and the Church's hierarchy often
worked closely with the colonial administration.

Resistance to Spanish rule, both overt and subtle, was a constant feature of the
colonial period. Indigenous communities, despite the immense challenges they faced,
found ways to preserve aspects of their cultures, languages, and social structures.
There were also numerous rebellions and uprisings against Spanish authority, driven
by grievances over exploitation, land dispossession, and cultural imposition.

By the late 18th and early 19th centuries, a confluence of factors began to weaken
Spain's grip on its American colonies. The Bourbon Reforms, a series of administrative
and economic changes implemented by the Spanish Crown, aimed to centralize power
and increase revenue from the colonies. While intended to strengthen the empire,
these reforms often alienated Creole elites and increased resentment among the
population.

The Napoleonic Wars in Europe further destabilized the Spanish monarchy. Napoleon's
invasion of Spain in 1808 created a power vacuum and sparked a crisis of legitimacy
in New Spain. Debates about sovereignty erupted, and various factions within New
Spain began to consider the possibility of independence. This period of uncertainty
and political ferment set the stage for the outbreak of the Mexican War of
Independence in 1810.

The movement for independence was a complex and multifaceted struggle, involving
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a diverse range of actors with different motivations. Initially led by figures like Miguel
Hidalgo y Costilla and José Maria Morelos, the insurgency gained significant popular
support, particularly among indigenous peoples and mestizos who had long suffered
under colonial rule.

However, the path to independence was neither linear nor easy. The insurgency faced
strong opposition from royalist forces, and the war was marked by years of brutal
conflict and shifting alliances. Ultimately, independence was achieved in 1821, not
solely through the efforts of the initial insurgents, but also through a pact between a
former royalist officer, Agustin de Iturbide, and a rebel leader, Vicente Guerrero. This
alliance, embodied in the Plan of Iguala, offered a vision of an independent Mexico
that would protect the privileges of the Catholic Church and ensure equality between
Spaniards and Creoles, while also guaranteeing independence.

The achievement of independence in 1821 marked a profound turning point in
Mexican history, ending three centuries of Spanish rule. However, it did not
automatically lead to political stability or a clear path forward. The legacy of the
colonial period, including its social inequalities, economic structures, and political
traditions, would continue to shape the new nation for decades to come. The transition
from a colony to an independent state was fraught with challenges, including internal
divisions, economic difficulties, and external threats. The political structures that
emerged in the immediate aftermath of independence would be tested and
transformed by the complex forces unleashed by the break with Spain.
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