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PREFACE 

As a research topic, Mexican corruption appears exotic, daring 

and even romantic. In a way, it is; but it also invites certain mis

understandings. First, corruption is an extremely broad concept and 

carries a variety of moral overtones. Focus here is on political 

corruption, however, and is not intended to depict the Mexican people 

or society as any less or more moral than any other peoples. Second, 

exposing scanqals and wrongdoing of Mexican officials, naming names and 

pointing fingers is not the objective of the study. This is an academic 

endeavor not investigative journalism. Scandals are discussed and 

examples of corruption used for illustrative purposes, but the discus

sion is far more theoreticsl than anecdotal. Finally, although 

corruption is clearly widespread in Mexico, the study does not compare 

corruption in Mexico to corruption in other countries. Thus, the mere 

existence of the study does not indicate that Mexico's suffers more or 

less corruption than other countries. By no stretch of the imagination 

should this suggest that corruption does not exist in my own country, 

the us. 

Such qualifications and disclaimers help show the focus of the 

inquiry; but they also raise questions concerning the stimuli behind 

the study and why Mexico was chosen. Actually, two personal experiences 

marking my earliest encounters with Mexico triggered the intense 

curiosity underlying the study. 
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The first incident crystallized a key conceptual prejudice of 

mine, nourished largely by my training in political science. Upon 

observing the incredible pollution in Mexico City and the buses that 

spewed layers of black smoke into the atmosphere, 1 asked why the 

government did not pass laws to deal with the obvious environmental 

problem. Laughingly, my Mexican colleagues responded that such laws in 

fact existed, but were non-effective due to widespread corruption. This 

illustrated first, a perhaps North American predisposition to consider 

mere rule-making sufficient to respond to social problems; and second. 

the curious state of things when one part of the government acts in one 

way while another part acts to the contrary. 

The second stimulus involved the payment of a mordida to a 

Mexican police. Stopped for an illegal turn on the picturesque Paseo de 

1a Reforma, I engaged the police in what I'thought was the proper pre

mordida dialogue: the philosophical nature of time and space (or "I'm 

in a hurry, can we take care of this matter here"). After arriving at 

the negotiated price of 200 pesos (about US$ 8), however, my Mexican 

companion urged me to request the citation rather than pay what 

appeared to me a reasonable amount. Leaving it to the more experienced, 

I essentially bowed out of the uniquely political affair. Following 

further negotiations between the police and my companion, 1 gladly 

forfeited the 50 peso mordida (about US$ 2). Ashamed at my obvious lack 

of negotiating skill, my partner informed me that such a price was more 

or less the maximum one should pay for an illegal turn. Obviously it 

was not my negotiating skills, but my lack of a price list. Wiser from 

the experience, 1 realized that despite corruption's chaotic and 

----,----,~- ---- --~---



disordered appearance, unwritten rules, norms and patterns obviously 

exist. As such, the systematic study of corruption was both possible 

and enticing. 

vi 

Inquisitiveness bred from these realizations led to the study 

of corruption in the Mexican polity and the search for answers. For 

years, the curiosity grew, and like most dissertation topics, eventu

ally became a veritable obsession. The study that follows is thus the 

result of a personal quest to answer my own burning queries on the 

causes, consequences and dynamics of political corruption in Mexico. As 

always, obstacles, dead ends and headaches dotted the search for 

answers. Moreover, the inquiry was often intermittent with time and 

attention often devoted to classes and other business. By and large, 

however, the result has quenched much of the driving curiosity although 

many questions and doubts still remain. 

* * * 
Since the research has extended over a period of years, many 

intellectual and personal debts have been acquired. At the insti

tutional level, the Universidad de las Americas in Puebla, where I 

served as a Visiting Professor from 1985 to 1986, provided important 

logistical and clerical support; the Graduate College at the University 

of Arizona assisted the effort through a Summer Dissertation Support 

Grant in 1987; tIle American Graduate School of International Management 

sponsored a conference trip to present ideas included in Chapter 6; and 

the journal Corruption and Reform published an article on the topic in 

1987 that set out many of the ideas included throughout (Morris 1987). 



vii 

People from the Hemeroteca Nacional at~ the I National University in 

Mexico City were particularly kind andl helpful during my hours there. 

Scores of colleagues have aideld inlthis endeavor as well. The 

public opinion survey conducted in 19a~6 coald not have been accom

plished without the field work of somel 35 students in my comparative 

politics classes in Puebla. Their assjlstan~e was both crucial to the 

project and an important educational dlevice for them. Certain students 

from Puebla also assisted in arranginB~ the I elite-interviews, par

ticularly Hector Franco Rey and Ferna~ldo G6nzalez. The collection of 

news articles enjoyed the diligent effrort of mis compadres Ernesto 

Alvarado Ruiz and Lucy Diaz Solorzano who spent hours in the library of 

the National University reading newspBlperslduring the summer of 1984. 

Of those at the University of Arizmna, " I am especially indebted 

to the members of the dissertation conwittee, Professors Edward Muller 

and John Wahlke, for their comments O~l earlier drafts and encourage

ments. Gratitude also extends to my fxriend and colleague John T. Smith 

for his time-saving assistance on metbodo1ogica1 problems and money

saving use of his powerful personal CQlmputer. 

Finally, special appreciation accraes to those closest to both 

the project and me. Professor Edward J. Williams, the dissertation 

director, assisted me from the very st~art mf my doctoral career at 

Arizona and the dissertation from its ince~tion. He provided invaluable 

direction to the project and insightf~11 comments on rough drafts; he 

pushed me to think through and develot> certain ideas; he struggled to 

help improve my murky syntax and sty1~~; an(i, most of all, he instilled 

confidence. To my mentor, I am foreve~r indebted and proudly identified. 



viii 

Thanks also extends to my wife Celina who participated in 

virtually every step and stage of the project: she helped in the 

collection of data, did most of the coding of the data, patiently 

listened to every single draft that was ever made, provided comments 

and suggestions, and encouragement and confidence. In the final 

analysis, she weathered' the storm. Each page of this dissertation 

reflects in large measure her efforts and her love: both are forever 

appreciated. Finally, to my children David and Tania, ya tesis no. 

Without the help of these people, there would be no final 

product. Still, I alone am responsible for its contents, conclusions 

and even translations. I alone must account for it. 

--------------_._--



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 

LIST OF TABLES • • • • • . xii 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS xv 

ABSTRACT • • • • . • • • • xvi 

1. INTRODUCTION: POLITICAL CORRUPTION IN MEXICO • 1 

Looking Ahead: The Organization of the Study • 8 

2. THE STUDY OF POLITICAL CORRUPTION: CONCEPTS 
AND THEORIES . • • • • • • • • • • 11 

The Concept of Corruption 
The Normative Meaning 
The Behavioral Dimension 
The Role of "Private Gain" 

Corruption and the State 
Typologies of Corruption 
Theories of Corruption 

The Theories Explained 
The Theories Critiqued 

A Comprehensive State-Society Theory 
Conclusion • • • • • • • • • 

3. MEXICAN POLITICS: AN OVERVIEW 

. . . . . 

of Corruption • 

The Ideological, Structural and Personalistic 

11 
12 
15 
16. 
17 
19 
23 
23 
33 
35 
40 

42 

Aspects of the Mexican State • • • • • • • • 45 
·The Legitimizing Ideology • • • • • • • 45 
The Structural-Organizational Component •••• 47 
The Personalistic-Behavioral Dimension 53 

Contradictions and Interactions • • • • 
The Democratic/Authoritarian Theme • • • • • • 
The Centralization/Decentralization Theme • 
Interactions • • • • 

Conclusion 

ix 

57 
58 
65 
66 
71 



4. 

TABLE OF CONTENTS -- Continued 
Page 

THE CAUSES OF CORRUPTION IN MEXICO: 
THE STATE-SOCIETY BALANCE • • • • 73 

The State-Society Equation • • • • • • 74 
Factors Internal to the State • . • • • • • • • • 74 
State-Society Linkages •••• 
Societal Factors 

Empirical Patterns of Corruption in Mexico 
Patterns of Corruption 
Testing Some Hypotheses • 

Conclusion • • • • • • • • • 

. . . . . 83 
90 
93 
93 
99 

• • • 102 

5. THE CONSEQUENCES OF CORRUPTION IN MEXICO: 
CORRUPTION AND POLITICAL STABILITY • 

Corruption and The Personalistic System 
Secondary Impact • • • • • • 

Corruption. The Public and Stability 

• 104 

• • • • • • 106 
• 111 

112 
Culture of Corruption in Mexico • • • • • 113 
Corruption and the Accountability Factor • • • • • • 117 

122 
• • • • 124 

• 127 

Corruption and Change • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
Conditions for the Relationship • • • • • • • • 
Conclusion •••••••••• 

6. CORRUPTION AND THE MEXICAN SEXENIO: SHORT-TERM PATTERNS 

7. 

AND THE ANTI-CORRUPTION CAMPAIGN • • • • • • • 128 

• • 128 Sexenial Patterns of Corruption 
Anti-Corruption Campaigns and Rituals • • • • • 137 

The Anti-Corruption Campaign of President Jose 
LOpez Portillo • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
De la Madrid·s Campaign of "Renovaci6n Moral" 
Analysis • • • • • 

Conclusion • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

CORRUPTION AND PUBLIC OPINION IN MEXICO 

Attitudes towards Corruption • • • . 
Corruption and Trust in Government 

Determinants of Public Opinion on Corruption • 
Demographic Factors • • • • • • • • • • • • 
Socio-Economic Status • • • • • • • • • • • 
Political Involvement • • • • • 
Controlling for Trust in Government • • • • • • 

• 138 
• • 143 

• 148 
• • 151 

• • 153 

• 155 
• • 162 

167 
• • 168 
• • 170 
• • 174 

• 177 
Analysis • • • • • • • • 178 
Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . · • 181 

x 



TABLE OF CONTENTS -- Continued 

8. THE "CRISIS OF CORRUPTION" IN THE 1980s 

The Crises of the 1980s 
The "Crisis of Corruption" ••••• 

Scarce Resources and the Anti-Corruption Campaign 
Changes in Corruption • • • • • • • • 
Changes in the State-Society Balance • • 

Changes in the State and Society 
Effects on Corruption • • • • 

Analysis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Conclusion • • • • • • • • • • • 

Page 

• 183 

• 184 
• • 185 

188 
• 191 
• 196 
• 196 

• • 199 
• • 205 

• 206 

9. CONCLUSION: POLITICAL CORRUPTION AND MEXICAN POLITICS ••• 208 

Political Corruption • • • • 
Future Direction • • • • • 
Theoretical Implication • 

Mexican Politics • • • • • • • • 
Policy Implications • • • 

APPENDIX A: POLITICAL SCANDALS IN MEXICO 

APPENDIX B: METHODS . 

Collection and Coding of News Articles • 
The Survey • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

• • • •• • 208 
• • •• • 211 

. . • . . . . . 213 
• • • • • • 214 

• • • 216 

220 

• • 246 

• • 246 
• 248 

Survey Questionnaire •••••••• 
English Translation of the Questionnaire 

The Elite-Interviews • • • • • 

• 249 
251 

• • • 254 
• • 255 Interview List 

REFERENCES • • • • • • • 256 

xi 



LIST OF TABLES 

Table Page 

1. Theories of Corruption . . . . . . . . 24 

2. Type of Corruption Reported in Mexico City 
Press 1970-1984 • • • • . • • • 95 

3. Bureaucratic Locus of Incidences of Corruption 96 

4. Parties Denouncing Corruption and Specific Cases 
of Corruption • • • • • • . • • . • • • . 98 

5. Article Type by Year 136 

6. Need to Bribe . 156 

7. Evaluation of Reports. • 156 

8. Frequency Rankings of Corrupt Acts • 158 

9. Impropriety Rankings of Corrupt Acts • • • • 160 

10. Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" I • • • • 161 

11. Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" II • • • • 161 

12. Relationships among the Dependent Variables • • • 163 

13. Problem Ranking by Evaluation of Reports • 163 

14. Crisis Ranking by Evaluation of Reports • • 164 

15. Problem Ranking by Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" I •.• 164 

16. Crisis Ranking by Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" II .•• 164 

17. Problem Ranking by Trust in Government • • • 165 

18. Crisis Ranking by Trust in Government • 165 

19. Need to Bribe by Trust in Government • • • 165 

20. Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" I by Trust in Government • 165 

21. Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" II by Trust in 
Government • . • • • • 166 

xii 



LIST OF TABLES -- Continued 

Table Page 

22. Evaluation of Repor'ts by Trust in Government . • • • • • • 166 

23. Problem Ranking by Location 

24. Crisis Ranking by Location 

25. Evaluation of Reports by Location 

26. Problem Ranking by Age .••• 

27. Crisis Ranking by Age . • 

28. Problem Ranking by Gender . 

29. 

30. 

31. 

32. 

33. 

Crisis Ranking by Gender 

Problem Ranking by Income 

Crisis Ranking by Income 

Evaluation of Reports by Income 

Problem Ranking by Education 

34. Crisis Ranking by Education •• 

. 168 

• • • 168 

• • . 169 

. . • . • • 169 

· • . 169 

. . . . . . . 170 

170 

171 

• • 172 

• ••. 172 

· .. 172 

· .' 173 

35. Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" I by Education . 173 

36. Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" II by Education .•• 173 

37. Evaluation of Reports by Education ••••••. 173 

38. Problem Ranking by Party ID . • •• 174 

39. Crisis Ranking by Party ID • . • 174 

• • 175 40. 

41. 

42. 

Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" I by Party ID 

Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" II by Party ID • • • 175 

Evaluation of Reports by Party ID • . • • • • • 175 

43. Problem Ranking by Voting Frequency • . . . . . 176 

44. Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" I by Voting Frequency •• 176 

---'------,,---------,--- - - ---------

xiii 



xiv 

LIST OF TABLES -- Continued 

Table 

45. Problem Ranking by Interest in Politics ••.•••. 

Page 

. 177 

46. Crisis Ranking by Interest in Politics •. 177 

47. Evaluation of Reports by Interest in Politics •..•..• 177 

48. Party ID by Trust in Government. • • . . • • • • .• 180 



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 

Figure Page 

1. State-Society Theory of Corruption • • • • • . • • • • • • • 37 

2. Sexenial Patterns of Corruption and 
Anti-Corruption Campaigns • • • • • • • • • • 133 

3. Corruption-Related News Articles by Year 
in the Mexico City Press 1970-1984 • • • • • • • • • • • • • 135 

xv 



ABSTRACT 

Despite the pervasiveness of political corruption in Mexico, 

the topic has received little scholarly attention. Two objectives guide 

the current study: to contribute to the comparative literature on 

political corruption, and to incorporate corruption into an analysis of 

Mexican politics broadly conceived. 

Prompted by a host of problems with prior approaches to the 

study of corruption, the theoretical framework highlights the 

separation of the normative and behavioral dimensions of the central 

concept, ties corruption to a three-part model of the state and 

identifies bribery and extortion as two primary types of corruption. A 

state-society theory of corruption is presented that underscores the 

relative balance of state and social forces to offer routes of social 

mobility as the major determinant of political corruption. The 

direction of the imbalance between state and society determines, in 

turn, the bribery or extortion type of corruption dominating the 

system. 

Applying this framework, attention centers on the causes, 

consequences and dynamics of political corruption in Mexico. As to 

cause, it is argued that the overwhelming power of the Mexican state 

and the relative weakness of social organizations create the incentives 

for widespread extortion. Analysis focuses on factors internal to the 

state, the linkages between state and society and general aspects of 

society. Data on corruption are used to examine types of corruption, 

bureaucratic location and denouncing parties. In terms of the 

consequences of corruption, analysis underscores its contribution to 

xvi 
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political stability by integrating the political elite, cushioning the 

impact of policy, displacing political accountability and serving as a 

symbolic device to mobilize society. Although corruption has fostered 

widespread distrust of the government and governmental officials among 

the public, it is portrayed and seen as a non-systemic problem and 

hence does not erode diffuse system support. A survey of public opinion 

confirms high levels of distrust and shows such factors as socio

economic status and political involvement to be weak yet significant 

determinants of opinions towards corruption. Examination of the 

dynamics of corruption center on the short-term impact of the Mexican 

sexenio (six year political term) on the incidence and intensity of 

corruption and anti-corruption campaigns. Also, analysis focuses on the 

"crisis of corruption" characterizing Mexico in the decade of the 

eighties. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: 
POLITICAL CORRUPTION IN MEXICO 

From the lower to the upper echelons of the Mexican government 

and spanning a massive bureaucratic empire, political corruption is 

pervasive. It is clearly an institutionalized part of the political 

system. In addition, according to the editor of the popular Mexican 

magazine Contenido, "corruption is Mexico's number one problem" (Goddsell 

1982:1). Yet despite its antiquity and centrality, corruption in Mexico 

has rarely enjoyed ~ystematic scholarly attention. Indeed, little is 

known about the role or nature of political corruption in Mexico. 

The most conspicuous form of corruption in Mexico transpires at 

the lower levels, particularly among the police. The famed mordida 

(literally "the bite") or small-scale bribery/extortion is widely 

acknowledged as "business-as-usual" in most parts of the country. While 

normally the mordida refers only to small payments to police in exchange 

for "overlooking" both real and imagined traffic violations, this form of 

petty corruption scarcely constitutes a petty problem or a simple 

solution to the policeman's low wage. Insider accounts of the Mexico 

City police department under the leadership of Arturo Durazo Moreno 

(1976-1982), for example, revealed a sophisticated network of extortion, 

fraud and kickbacks that involved almost every member of the police force 

(see GonzAlez G. 1983). The windfalls from this mafia-style system 

1 
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afforded the police chief a life of regal luxury until his denouncement 

and subsequent incarceration in the mid-1980s. 

Beyond the relatively mild mordida, local, state and federal 

judicial police have been known to engage in kidnappings, robberies, 

thefts, drug-trafficking and other criminal activities (see Brinkley 

1986; Cooper 1986). In 1983, a large auto-theft ring and a bank

robbery gang were found to be composed of police officers. One report 

in 1985, for example, exposed the police stealing the pay of industrial 

workers as they left the factory (Mexico City News, November 14, 1985). 

Cases of police involvement in drug-trafficking have become 

particularly common in the 1980s. Investigations related to the murder 

of US DEA agent Enrique Camarena in 1985, for example, uncovered 

extensive police involvement in protecting drug dealers and aiding in 

their illicit transactions. Police corruption has attained such sordid 

levels that one observer sadly concludes that "society has come to fear 

the police more than it fears the criminal" (Riding, 1983:10). 

Unfortunately, at times it is difficult to distinguish police and 

criminal in Mexico. 

Despite the greater visibility, the Mexican police have no 

monopoly on corruption. At the upper levels of the governmental 

pyramid, cases of bribery, extortion, fraud, kickbacks, nepotism, 

unexplained wealth, etc. are common. In 1976, for example, two state 

governors (out of thirty-one) were accused of the misuse of 36 million 

and 400 million pesos (EI Universal January 5, 1976:1; Excelsior March 

11, 1976:28). In the mid 1980s, public investigations and scandals 

stemming from allegations of impropriety struck hard at the head of the 



huge PEMEX oil monopoly, prominent leaders of national unions, 

governors from the states of Sonora and Coahuila, ex-president Jose 

LOpez Portillo and members of his family and other once highly re

spected and powerful actors in the system. In addition to providing 

employment for many family members, it has been estimated that LOpez 

Portillo skimmed from one to three billion dollars from the national 

treasury1 (Anderson 1984b). According to one report, the pilfered sums 

involved in the more notable cases of the early 1980s totaled an 

estimated twenty billion dollars, enough to have paid the interest on 

the Mexican debt for 1983, 1984 and the first five months of 1985 

(Murray, 1984). 

3 

In addition to its pervasiveness at lower and upper levels, 

corruption also permeates horizontally the massive Mexican bureaucracy. 

"It [corruption] exists on all levels and affects every office or 

formalized position" (Romanucci-Ross 1973:117). Indeed, few parts of 

the government have been unseduced by the enticements of political 

corruption. Reports indicate, for example, that the Mexican customs 

houses are "plagued by corruption and abuse of authority" (The Mexico 

City News January 24, 1986:4); that businessman routinely pay 

"political middlemen" to secure through illegal means an array of 

operating permits and licenses (Stockton 1986:3); that sinecures are 

commonplace throughout the bureaucracy; that illegal land sales are 

widespread; and that sobrecitos or payoffs from bureaucrats and 

politicians to journalists are standard. As the Mexican proverb goes, 

con dinero bai1a e1 perro ("money makes the dog dance"), and in fact 

money has been known to secure virtually everything in Mexico including 



the release of criminals from prison (Unomasuno December 4, 1985), 

college degrees, government or union jobs, and even exams in 

elementary schools (Appendix A presents brief discussions of various 

"scandals" in Mexico from the 1970s and 1980s). 

4 

The noted per.vasiveness of corruption in Mexico does not seem 

to be a recent phenomenon, however. Wolf (1959), for example, points to 

widespread corruption by the socially disadvantaged mestizo during the 

colonial era. Lucas Alaman (cited in Lieuwen 1960:102) refers to the 

corrupt privileges enjoyed by the Mexican military during the middle of 

the nineteenth century. Both Knight (1986:10) and Vanderwood (1981) 

discuss the common practice under pre and post-revolutionary regimes of 

"converting" bandits into police. In the aftermath of the bloody 

revolution of 1910-1917, President Alvaro Obregon is reported to have 

said tQat "there is no general that can resist a barrage of 50,000 

pesos" (quoted in Sloan 1984:147). Further illustrating the historical 

significance of corruption, Tannenbaum (1950:79) provided the following 

observation in the 1940s: "Perhaps worst of all is the mordida -- that 

has grown in a widening circle from official to unofficial persons and 

is now perhaps the greatest single impediment both morally and 

politically to good government and economic progress". 

That corruption is ubiquitous in Mexico is hardly a novel idea; 

it is in fact well known both inside and outside of the country. One 

indication of this is the countless "anti-corruption" campaigns that 

dot Mexican political history. President Luis Echeverria (1970-1976), 

for instance, called corruption a "cancer of the Revolution", adding 

that "for no one is it a secret that the police abuse [their 
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authority]", resulting in what he referred to as "the payment of the 

fatal 'mordida'." (El Nacional June 7, 1972:5). President L6pez 

Portillo (1976-1982) suggested during his anti-corruption campaign that 

if famed revolutionary Zapata were alive today, he would fight against 

dishonest government officials (El Excelsior February II, 1976). 

President Miguel de la Madrid's (1982-1988) much-touted campaign of 

"Moral Renovation" has mobilized the anti-corruption sentiment to 

heretofore unknown heights. Despite all their rhetorical campaigns, 

legal reforms and prosecutions of public officials, however, none has 

substantially reduced corruption in the Mexican poU.ty. 

In spite of the pervasiveness of corruption in Mexican 

politics, its longevity or consistency, few analysts have 

systematically examined this esoteric dimension of Mexican politics or 

incorporated the theme into a general analysis of the political system. 

Reviewing the indices of general texts and writings on Mexican 

politics, for example, reveals the extent of neglect of the topic. In 

many cases, absolutely no listing appears under the heading 

"corruption" . 

This academic inattention to Mexican corruption generally 

reflects the conceptual and empirical obstacles that hamper the study 

in all settings. Due to the seemingly "systematic" nature of the legal 

order compared to the "chaotic" aura of corruption, there is a tendency 

to consider the legal order more important than corruption to 

understanding the social world a priori; a tendency to emphasize the 

relevancy of the nominal rule beyond that of its prevalent exception. 

Moreover, the study of corruption has been severely handicapped by the 

~ ~----~-------'--- --~-----



difficulties of measurement. As many have discovered, it is virtually 

impossible to quantify the concept, collect data and pursue sound 

empirical research. 
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Whatever the relative importance of these obstacles, the study 

of political corruption has been relegated to the fringes of Political 

Science in the company of such creatures as secrecy, violence, treason 

and propaganda (Friedrich 1972). As with works about Mexico, few 

general comparative texts or seminars address this important political 

phenomenon or attempt its incorporation into mainstream comparative 

theory. Universally, the political saliency of corruption surpasses its 

scholarly importance. 

Together, these two factors interact to forge an unwieldy 

academic challenge: the pervasiveness of corruption in Mexico piques 

the curiosity, while the current state of knowledge provides little 

help to satisfy it. Pressing questions concerning the basic 

determinants and functions of corruption in Mexico, the dominant 

patterns of corrupt acts, the dynamics and history of corruption, the 

effects of corruption on legitimacy, stability, development and public 

policy, for instance, all beg systematic scrutiny. With such queries 

left unattended, understanding of how the Mexican system really 

operates is incomplete. 

This study addresses in a systematic way the overriding 

causes, consequences and dynamics of political corruption in Mexico. 

The purpose is twofold: first, to use the Mexican case to examine 

corruption and generate broad theory; and second, to incorporate 

corruption into a broader analysis of Mexican politics. 



The case study method has been adopted for the study. Although 

severely limited in its theory-confirming potential, the case study 

method is ideal for generating new theory and is especially called for 

when dealing with phenomena as difficult to operationalize as 

corruption. Rather than the mere descriptive or anecdotal approach to 

the study of corruption, this inquiry develops a state-centered 

approach and postulates a comprehensive state-society theory on the 

causes and consequences of corruption. 

7 

The study utilizes three major sources of data collected in 

Mexico in 1984, 1985 and 1986. The first data set is composed of 

relevant news articles (reported corrupt acts, court cases, 

governmental and other non-official statements, and anti-corruption 

measures) from the Mexico City press during the period 1970 to 1985. 

These data yield important clues to overall patterns of corrupt 

behavior in Mexico, including type and location. The second data set 

involves a general survey of attitudes and opinions regarding 

corruption conducted in early 1986 in Mexico City, in the large 

provincial city of Puebla and in Huejotzingo, a small rural town in the 

state of Puebla. Approximately 750 persons were interviewed. These data 

aid in focusing on the consequences of corruption, the effectiveness of 

anti-corruption measures, subjective measures cf corruption in society 

and other variables. The third data source is a series of open-ended 

interviews with members of the business community and some bureaucrats 

and political activists in Puebla and Mexico City carried out in Mexico 

in early 1986. Generally, the last data serve a complementary role to 

the other data (Appendix B provides more detailed explanations of the 
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methods used for collecting and coding all three data sets, including a 

copy and translation of the survey questionnaire). 

Looking Ahead: 
The Organization of the Study 

Meaningful, non-descriptive analysis of corruption requires 

clear conceptualizations and the use of a concise analytic framework. 

Chapter 2 sets out the basic analytical instruments based on a review 

of the literature and an elaboration of a state-society theory of 

corruption. Linking corruption to the state, a gap separating the 

ideal-abstract level of the state and its individual-behavioral level 

defines corruption. The state-society theory on the causes of 

corruption subsequently highlights the relative balance of state and 

societal organizations as the primary determinant of corruption. The 

direction of the asymmetry between state and society determines in turn 

the type of corruption in society. 

Building on the model of the state developed in the previous 

chapter, Chapter 3 presents a basic overview of Mexican politics. It 

underscores the state's legitimizing ideology, the strength of the 

Mexican state organization, the nature of the closed elitist system and 

the breaches in the Mexican system between form and substance. Such an 

overview facilitates subsequent examination of more specific aspects of 

the system related to the causes and consequences of corruption. 

Following these partially introductory sections on theory and 

Mexican politics, analysis concentrates in Chapter 4 on the mechanics 

by which the state-society imbalance in Mexico leads to widespread 

political corruption. Several factors are: the cohesiveness of the 

-------------- --- ---------- ------------------------ -- --- -------



political elite and the state's monopolistic route to political 

advancement, the role of the Mexican state in the economy, the 

historical lack of opportunities for wealth outside of the political 

arena, and the seductive nature of corporatism. In addition, the 

chapter examines empirically a number of cases of political corruption 

in Mexico, helping to test certain hypotheses derived from the general 

theory. 

Moving from the question of cause to consequence, chapter 5 

explores the linkage between corruption and political stability. 

Discussion highlights corruption's integrating tendencies wihtin the 

political elite and its role as a symbolic referent used by the elite 

to sustain, protect and rejuvenate popular faith in its legitimizing 

ideology. Although it has produced public cynicism and widespread 

distrust of governmental officials, corruption is touted as a non

systemic problem and thus helps deflect attention from other issues. 

Chapter 6 unites cause and consequence by focusing on the 

patterns of corruption and anti-corruption campaigns during the course 

of the six-year (sexenio) presidential term. In addition, the anti

corruption campaigns of Presidents LOpez Portillo and de la Madrid are 

examined and compared. 
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Chapter 7 presents and discusses the r~sults of the opinion 

poll. The data describe the public's perception of corruption as a 

national problem and a cause of the economic crisis, its frequency, and 

its evaluations of the "Moral Renovation" reforms directed by de la 

Madrid. In addition, the chapter exmines the impact of a series of 

independent variables on the corruption-related views. This includes 



such factors as trust in government, socio-economic status and 

political involvement. 
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Chapter 8 then focuses on the turbulent and disappointing 

decade of the 1980s in Mexico and its impact on political corruption. 

Noting the heightened popular awareness, opposition and protest to 

political corruption during the period, analysis centers on whether 

this once stabilizing agent of the system has become costly in the wake 

of the economic and political crisis. Several factors are: the impact 

of the scarcity of resources to the system. the anti-corruption 

campaign, changes in the nature of corruption during the late 1970s, 

and broad changes in public policy. 

Finally, a brief 'concluding chapter sets out and discusses the 

inquiry's conceptual and theoretical contributions to the comparative 

study of political corruption, and presents possible new directions and 

implications. In addition. it discusses contributions with respect to 

the study of Mexican politics. Policy implications for dealing with 

corruption are briefly examined in the closing section • 

. ----- ------------------------------------------------------------------------------



CHAPTER 2 

THE STUDY OF POLITICAL CORRUPTION: 
CONCEPTS AND THEORIES 

The study of political corruption features intense definitional 

controversy and a variety of classificatory schemes and theoretical 

formulations (for reviews see Ben-Dor 1974; Deysine 1980; Werner 1983). 

This chapter examines the general body of literature, setting out the 

basic concepts and theoretical framework for the current study. The 

first section explores the concept of corruption, highlighting in 

particular its normative and behavioral dimensions and the role of 

private gain. The following section ties corruption to the state and 

offers a multifaceted model of the state. The third section of the 

chapter then differentiates two basic types of political corruption, 

extortion and bribery, based on direction of influence. The final 

section reviews and critiques existing theory on the causes of 

corruption. Finding existing formulations fragmented, unmanageable and 

producing contradictory hypotheses, a comprehensive state-society 

theory of corruption is presented. 

The Concept of Corruption 

Defining corruption has long proved to be a nightmarish task. 

In fact, debate in the literature over nomenclature seems at times to 

rival more important concerns. Nas, Price, et. al. (1986:108), for 

11 
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example, define corruption as "the illegitimate use of public power for 

private gain." Benson (1978:xiii) considers it "all illegal or 

unethical use of governmental activity as a result of considerations of 

personal or political gain." Brasz (1970:42) defines the term simply 

as "the arbitrary use of power." 

As a specific class of political behavior that deviates from 

recognized public norms, most definitions of corruption contain both 

behavioral and normative referents. Yet it is unclear exactly what 

norms define corruption or what observable traits characterize it. 

These two dimensions of the concept warrant separate attention. 

The Normative Meaning 

The normative dimension of corruption centers on the valuative 

standards or rules that guide "proper" political behavior. Normally 

articulated by written law, such public norms provide the basic 

criteria needed to judge the legitimacy or illegitimacy (i.e. the 

"corruptness") of a political act. Specifying normative criteria, 

however, has triggered intense controversy. As Johnston (1986:46) 

correctly asks, "by what standards are we to identify 'abuse'" of 

authority? 

Heidenheimer (1970:3-9) presents three standards traditionally 

used to identify the norms defining corruption: the law, popular 

opinion and the public interest. The most preferred and precise 

yardstick (Holloway and Meyers 1985:3) is the legal approach which 

relies on the law to determine what is and what is not corrupt. Despite 

its operational clarity, however, the legal rule poses certain 

problems. As Brooks (1970:56) points out, the law relates only to acts 
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which "sentiment has crystallized into statutory prohibitions." In 

other words, man's incredible ingenuity and imagination to manipulate 

the law to his own advantage has a tendency to surpass and predate his 

capacity to legislate, thereby leaving a host of putative "corrupt" 

acts beyond the definition of the written law. 

The other two standards, popular opinion and public interest, 

complement or refine the legal definition by taking into account the 

subjective views of the people or an objective scale based on what is 

in their best interests. Weighing popular opinion in gauging 

corruption, for example, helps exclude illegal acts considered fully 

legitimate by the public and includd acts deemed illegitimate even 

though legal. For instance, given the adoption or grafting of advanced 

legal codes onto colonial societies, a tendency surfaced for common 

political practices such as gift-giving to be technically illegal while 

enjoying the support of long-standing custom and tradition among the 

people (Scott 1972:6; Huntington 1968:59-71). The popular opinion 

criterion further aids by including as corrupt those acts popularly 

condemned as "unethical" which fall within the breach of the written 

law. 

Positing the public interest to demarcate corruption has 

generally meant the use of an objective scale to determine what is or 

is not in the best interests of the population. Rather than the people 

deciding what is corrupt, such a criterion suggests an evaluation of 

the consequences of an act to determine its degree of corruption. 

Accordingly, much of the corruption that contributes to political 

development (see for example Huntington 1968:59-71) would have to be 

---_. ------------
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considered as furthering the public interest rather than detracting 

from it. A contradiction seems to arise. however. since if corruption 

exhibits positive outcomes (such as political development) it no longer 

meets the definition of corruption. 

Being a value-laden term. a certain degree of definitional 

ambiguity is unavoidable (Johnson 1975:47). Even popular opinion and 

public interest are ambiguous concepts. thus providing little help in 

specifying the concept of corruption. Since it is impossible to 

construct a complete and static guideline to determine ethical or 

corrupt behavior. it is therefore crucial to emphasize the basic 

underpinnings of the legal. popular opinion and public interest 

standards: a utilitarian concern for the common or public interest 

(Rogow and Lasswell 1963:132). Positing a subjective image of the 

"common interest" as a loose criterion determining the boundaries of 

corruption accomplishes a twofold purpose. First. it maintains a 

subjective evaluative dimension while incorporating such objective 

standards as the law. Thus. regardless of whether a law actually 

promotes or detracts from the common interest in an objective sense. 

laws are fundamentally imbued with the same political legitimacy 

possessed by the state which makes them. Indeed. it is the modern state 

that embodies. promotes and represents the common interest; the 

fundamental basis of modern political legitimacy. Second. in contrast 

to the legal code. the common interest criterion emphasizes the moral. 

historical and political nature of corruption over and above its legal 

manifestations (Johnson 1975:47). Not only is a concern for the common 

interest a product of nineteenth century liberalism. but the items 



believed to promote it vary considerably among nations. Thus, 

corruption should be considered a political rather than a legal 

concept. 
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Since corruption reflects abstract subjective evaluations, the 

standards determining corrupt activity may, on close inspection, appear 

exceedingly vague, elusive and, at times, even illogical. Simply 

stated, if determining precisely what is or what is not in the common 

interest of society prompts dispute, then locating its antithesis is no 

less evasive. Patronage and favoritism, for example. while seemingly 

similar types of political acts, evoke considerably different emotional 

responses. Although both entail the granting of a government job to a 

friend or acquaintance, favoritism is condemned while patronage is not. 

Except when the recipient is "too close a friend" or "wholly 

unqualified" or "a relative", presidential appointments seldom invite 

the scandal or charges of impropriety that favoriti~m does. 

The Behavioral Dimension 

In addition to normative criteria, corruption also consists of 

a specific type of political behavior performed by public officials and 

private citizens. On the behavioral level, corruption is characterized 

by such observable traits as i) particularistic political acts spawning 

ii) particularistic outcomes within iii) a furtive enviornment. Whether 

corruption truly entails iv) a promotion of personal, selfish gain, as 

most tend to suggest, however, is less clear. 

Like patron-client relationships (see Lemarchand 1980:15), 

corruption involves first, a type of particularistic behavior: limited 

face-to-face dyadic encounters, unwritten agreements and the personal 
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exchange of resources. More precise than traditional patron-client 

dealings. corruption--at least as used here--relates only to political 

acts. This means that the term applies only to acts involving public 

officials and/or acts which impi~ge on the authoritative allocation of 

values in society. Second. as a particularistic political act. the 

effects of a corrupt exchange do not extend out universally. but are 

limited to the particular corrupt agreement or circumstance. Third. due 

to their illegitimacy and illegality. corrupt acts are normally cloaked 

in secrecy and hidden from public view (Brasz 1970:43). Despite the 

fact that corruption is well-known throughout Mexico. few are willing 

to admit to specific acts of impropriety. 

The Role of "Private Gain" 

In addition to these identifiable aspects of corruption. most 

definitions of the term also refer to personal gain. Sherman's 

(1978:120) definition of cvrruption is typical: "the illegal use of 

organizational power for personal gain" (emphasis added). 

Including personal gain or what is tantamount to private 

interest in a definition of corruption presents two problems. They 

correspond to two key assumptions of the current analysis. First. a 

long intellectual tradition expressed through formal theory holds that 

all acts are a function of personal gain; this indeed defines 

"rationality". Therefore. all acts by governmental officials whether 

corrupt or not are thought to be motivated by a rational promotion of 

private interest. Since this is an assumption of human behavior and a 

constant. its inclusion in a definition seems wholly unnecessary. 
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A second problem with the personal gain motif is that corrupt 

acts do not always exclusively promote private concerns. As Ben-Dor 

(1974:69) points out, "corruption may benefit oneself, one's family, 

one's friends or acquaintances, an ethnic group, an institution or even 

a cause." Consequently, Andreski (1970:352) distinguishes between 

"egoistic" and "solidaristic" or group-level forms of corruption. 

Nepotism or conf1ict-of-interest, for example, tend to yield selfish 

benefits to the individual public official. but also promote the 

interests of his/her family or corporate affiliate. Likewise. the 

"coerced" involvement of a police officer in a corrupt network directed 

by his/her superior hardly qualifies as an example of avaricious 

behavior by the officer. 

In sum. corruption represents an act by a public official that 

deviates from the sanctioned promotion of the common interest. The act 

may correspond exclusively to a rational promotion of the individua1's 

interests or it may also further broader organizational objectives. 

Tying the concept to the state. it is possible to conceptually locate 

each of the three levels of interests identified here with different 

dimensions of the state. 

Corruption and the State 

As an individual, micro··level concept, corruption involves 

behavior that deviates from accepted norms; on a collective. systemic 

level. it involves a representative of the state acting contrary to the 

rules of the state. It is a type of discord between two levels or parts 

of a single state. Moreover. given that the act may further 

organizational objectives in addition to individual goals, it is 
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possible that corruption may correspond to the demands or objectives of 

state or social organizations. Hence, tying the concept to the state, 

corruption corresponds to variable inconsistencies between three 

abstract levels of the state: a legitimizing ideology, an 

organizational-structural level and an individual-behavioral level. 

As a legitimizing ideology, the state represents the abstract 

core of political legitimacy in society. Like Mosca's (1939) classic 

notion of "political formula", this ideal dimension of the state finds 

expression through broad philosophical principles, ideological 

currents, constitutional drafts, legal statutes and mythical codes: it 

is the transcendental grounds upon which political authority in a given 

society and at a given time rests. The normative dimension of 

corruption, of course, represents a component of the legitimizing 

ideology. It sanctions the pursuit of the common interest, particularly 

for representatives of the state itself, and projects a sharp 

differentiation between the public and the private spheres of society. 

The political heresy of corruption, indeed, derives from its inherent 

negation of a basic principle of the state's legitimizing ideology. 

At a lower level of abstraction, the structural-organizational 

level of the state refers to "an independent group of institutions that 

form the apparatus in which the power and resources of political 

domination are concentrated" (Oszlak 1981:15). This realm of the state 

encompasses all the organizational components related to the government 

such as bureaucracies, congresses, political parties, etc. These 

organizations have both written and perhaps unwritten rules concerning 

the obj ectives and goals -of the organizations themselves. As 

--------- --- ---------------
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instruments of the state, powers delegated to the state's organizations 

are derived from the state's legitimizing ideology. 

Finally, the concept of the state encompasses the individuals 

occupying the roles of government and their conduct as representatives 

of the state's organizations (Johnson 1975:48). At this level of 

abstraction, the state is personified by its representatives: the 

police in the street, the person serving as president, etc. It is here, 

of course, where corrupt acts take place: among individuals occupying 

positions within the state. 

Persons in government are not expected to denounce "private 

interest" pursuits and substitute instead a pursuit of the "common 

good"; rather, their rational pursuit of "private interest" should 

ideally promote the goals of their organization (e.g. the bureaucracy) 

whi.ch in turn gives operational meaning to the common good. In other 

words, the ideal state exhibits no breaches among the dictates of the 

legitimizing ideology, the goals of the state's organizations and the 

behavior of its employees; it reveals no distinction between form and 

substance. This, however, is rarely true in the real world. As 

conceptualized here, corruption provides an important example of the 

possible inconsistencies and gaps characterizing the three levels of 

the state. 

Typologies of Corruption 

Previous analyses of corruption have engendered an assortment 

of classificatory schemes. Typologies of corrupt acts have been based 

on such variables as the degree of deviance of the act according to 

elite and mass opinions (i.e. black-gray-white corruption) 
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(Heidenheimer 1970:26-28; Holloway and Meyers 1985), the bureaucratic 

location of the officials involved (i.e. upper level/lower levels; 

bureaucratic/ electoral), the flow of political resources (Johnson 

1975:49), the frequency of the political exchange (Dowse 1977:244; 

Johnston 1986:465-466), the nature of the political favor (Key 1980:46-

48; Johnston 1986:465-466; Peters and Welsh 1978) or the underlying 

motivation of the corrupt act (Andreski 1970:352). Given the variety of 

schemes it is impractical to discuss them all here; instead, attention 

centers on discerning two forms of corruption based broadly on 

direction of political influence. 

A useful starting point for classifying corrupt acts involves 

the direction of influence effected by a corrupt exchange. The two 

fundamental types are bribery and extortion. In bribery, the citizen 

induces a desired respons~ on the part of the public official through 

the use of positive sanctions such as a bribe. In extortion, by 

contrast, the direction of influence is the reverse: the public 

official influences the behavior of the citizen. 

At the two extremes, the distinction between bribery and 

extortion is rather straightforward and conforms to popular wisdom. As 

used here, however, the terms are a bit more specific. In some cases, 

the bribery/extortion disti~ction can only be analytical and not 

operational. For example, it is common in many countries for people to 

pay a bureaucrat in order to "speed-up" a procedure: to cut through the 

red tape. Although commonly thought of as bribery, this act can also be 

a form of extortion if the public official purposefully constructs 

bureaucratic obstacles in order to solicit the bribe (Myrdal 1970:541). 
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In the former case, bureaucratic "red-tape" is the cause of corruption 

while in the latter case, it is merely a consequence. 

As noted earlier. corruption always promotes the private 

interests of its participants. and in this sense is a rational act. 

This is true in both bribery and extortion. although there are some 

differences. Although paying 1.000 pesos is preferable to a traffic 

citation of 2.000 pesos regardless of whether or not the traffic 

violation was actually committed. extortion differs from bribery in 

that the relationship is generally more asymmetrical with greater power 

residing with and more benefits accruing to the public official. 

Other types of corrupt acts can be easily classified under 

these two sub-headings. What Key (1970:46-48) refers to as auto

corruption (popularly known as graft or peculation), for example, 

easily fits into the category of extortion since the abuse of power is 

initiated solely by the public official. Auto-corruption is distinct. 

of course, in that only one person is involved and no exchange of 

resources occurs. Similarly. kickbacks. a bribe delivered after the 

favor is grantad rather than before. falls into the category of 

bribery. Even favoritism and nepotism (the granting of political favors 

to friends and relatives). although not normally characterized by any 

explicit reciprocal exchange of resources except loyalty, can also be 

denoted by the nature of the relationship. Normally, it is the strength 

of family norms and the institution of the family itself which induces 

the behavior on the part of the public official (Migdal 1986:51}. 

A further means of illustrating this dichotomy is to highlight 

the similarities of the extortion/bribery distinction and other 
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concepts in general theories of the state. In corporatist theory in 

particular, a distinction is often made between state and social 

corporatism. According to O'Donnell (1977), social corporatism denotes 

the capturing ofa portion of the state by a social organization 

whereby the state 3ctually promotes the interests of that organization. 

Although some treat this as a variable (meaning that it could occur in 

only one part of a government but not in another), the orthodox Marxist 

view of the state depicts the entire state apparatus as under the con

trol and an instrument of the bourgeois class. State corporatism, by 

contrast, entails the opposite situation: where the state pursues its 

autonomous interests, capturing and using key social organizations in 

the process. The essential "prize" in the state/society battle in 

corporatist theory is the "organizational objectives of the state", 

while in the bribery/extortion dichotomy it is the Individual act of 

members of the state and/or society. Despite this difference, 

corporatism illustrates this determining "direction of influence" 

factor in borader state-society interchanges. 

In addition to classifying corrupt acts as either bribery or 

extortion, a second-order typology centers on the types of interests 

promoted by the corrupt act or, at a minimum, the organization(s) 

involved. If corrupt acts may further the interests of the family, a 

political clique, a business, etc., then the nature of the organization 

involved constitutes an important variable. Later in Chapter 4, such a 

scheme will be used to empirically examine corruption in Mexico and 

detect predominant patterns and location within society. 
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Theories of Corruption 

Theories of corruption can be broadly classified as either 

value or structural theories (Nas et.al. 1986:109). Structural theories 

can be broken down further and grouped according to level of analysis 

with some focusing on factors internal to the state and others relating 

to the state and/or society (Table 1 provides a convenient summation of 

previous theories). Although a host of causal variables have been 

identified, most theories link the crucial value or structural agents 

causing corruption to the process of modernization. Following an 

explanation of the classes of theory, the theories are then critiqued, 

illustrating the need for a new, more comprehensive theory of political 

corruption. 

The Theories Explained 

The first set of theories identified in Table 1 tie corruption 

to values. Early explanations of corruption, for example, focused on 

individual values and motives. Many felt that corruption was caused, 

for instance, by " ••• the insatiable avarice that is one of the human 

weaknesses ••• " (van Klaveren 1970:40). Later, the range of values 

associated with corruption expanded to include more systematic and 

variable value patterns. Merton (1957), for instance, associated. 

organized crime and corruption in the US to the "American dream". 

Typifying a Ma~xist stance, de Vera (1978) tied corruption to the 

contradictions of the capitalist system, particularly the false 

consciousness of the superstructure. Contrasting these views indicting 

the capitalist spirit, Wraith and Simpkins (1963:180) found the values 

associated with commerce (i.e. the doctrine of fair trade) to inhibit 

------------------------
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Theories of Corruption 
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-----------------------------------------------------------------------
Type Major causal agent 
-----------------------------------------------------------------------
Values 

Structure of: 
the State 

- The American dream (Merton 1957); 
- The Ideology of capitalism (de Vera 1977, 1978); or 

materialism (Wraith and Simpkins 1963) 
~ Clash of traditional and modern values (e.g. 

parochialism versus universalism, particularistic 
versus collective, loyalty to the extended family 
versus loyalty to the nation-state, etc. [Huntington 
1968; McMullen 1961; Wraith and Simpkins 1963]). 

- Increasing size of the government (Huntington 1968) 
- Lack of political institutionalization (Hose1itz 

1970; Huntington 1968) 
- Strong organizations leading to unarticulated 

internal norms promoting corruption (Brasz 1970; 
Reisman 1978) 

- Centralization (Rogow and Laswell 1963; Rose
Ackerman 1978) 

- Decentralization (Benson 1978; Wilson 1960) 
- Bureaucratic Obstacles (Johnson 1975; Rose-

Ackerman 1978;Nas, et.a1. 1986) 

State-Society Linkages 

Society 

Demand for governmental services outstrips supply 
(Andreski 1970; Tillman 1970; Quezada 1980) 

- Lack of access to legitimate means of influencing 
the government by certain groups (McMullen 1961; 
Scott 1969,1972) 

- Lack of access to legitimate means of wealth by 
certain groups (Kling 1956; Wolf 1957; Hansen 1963) 

- Lack of democracy (Johnson 1975); lack of 
governmental accountability (Rose-Ackerman 1978; 
McMullen 1961; Nas, et.al. 1986) 

- Poverty (Andreski 1973) 
- Lack of cohesive class structure (Benson 1978; 

Huntington 1968) 
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rather than promote corruption in historic England. Still, the authors 

underscored materialism in Africa as a factor promoting corruption 

there (p181). 

In addition to values such as greed and materialism, many 

analysts have highlighted the pattern values of modernization to 

uncover the dominant causes of political corruption. Basically, it is 

suggested that corruption is an outgrowth of the conflict between 

traditional and modern values played out in the transitional setting. 

Modern values serve to delineate the norms that determine corruption, 

while traditional values continue to guide behavior (see Heidenheimer 

·1970; Huntington 1968:59-60; McMullen 1961:186; Wraith and Simpkins 

1963:208). This results in widespread corruption. As modernization 

precedes, however, values change, undermining and inhibiting corrupt 

activities. A perceptive distinction in society's consciousness of the 

private and public domain emerges; allegiance and loyalty shift form 

the family and tribe to impersonal institutions and the nation 

resulting in different political attitudes; and principles of 

universality and justice diffuse. But until this transition is 

complete, such modern conceptions spark a conflictual co-existence with 

more traditional values. 

In contrast to these value-oriented theories, structural 

theories of corruption assume that corrupt behavior is wholly rational 

and a reflection of structural conditions. Among the many theories 

identifying structural variables, some relate to factors internal to 

the state organization while others posit factors of state-society 

relations or of the social structure. 
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The first category of structural theory ties corruption to 

structural conditions internal to the state or government. First, some 

highlight the extension or growth of government as a fundamental factor 

promoting corruption. According to Huntington (1968:62), enhancing the 

size and reach of the government "multiples the possibilities of 

corruption." This is particularly relevant in the process of 

modernization as governments take on ever greater tasks and powers. 

Alan Riding (1984:133), for example, highlights the expanding role of 

the Mexican government in precipitating an increase in political 

corruption since the oil boom of the late 1970s. 

A second type of theory in this category underscores the 

weakness of political institutions (see Huntington 1968:58-71; Hoselitz 

1970:76; Riggs 1970:213) as the principle cause of corruption. This 

broadly includes a lack of professionalism or the politicization of the 

bureaucracy as conditions favoring corrupt potential. Huntington 

(1968:71), for example, underscores the weakness of political parties 

to overcome particularistic interests and promote more institutional 

concerns as an important determinant of corruption. In contrast to 

these views, however, both Brasz (1970:244) and Reisman (1978) claim 

that strong, not weak, organizational norms in the governmental 

bureaucracy inhibit the reporting of corruption within the 

organization, thus encouraging rather than discouraging corrupt 

behavior. 

A third type of internal structure involves the effects of 

governmental centralization or decentralization on corruption. On the 

one hand, Rose-Ackerman (1978) and others in relation to Latin America 
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(i.e. Hansen 1971:125; Hanson 1974; Sloan 1984:141) point to 

governmental centralization as an important underlying cause of 

corruption. Basically. the idea is that centralization does not negate 

the needs and conditions of local forces, it merely forces them to find 

expression through corrupt means. Supporting this view, Rogow and 

Lasswell (1963), who tend to support Lord Acton's classic thesis that 

"power corrupts", contend that a lack of functional division of power 

within the government will lead to greater corruption. 

On the other hand, Benson (1978:232) and Wilson (1970) both 

argue that decentralization not centralization breeds corruption. 

Benson (1978:232). for example. found that the US' system of checks and 

balances did little to prevent corruption in that country, while Wilson 

(1970) postulates that by mUltiplying the access points to influence 

government. decentralization actually increases the opportunities for 

corruption. Similarly. Merton (1957) argued that part of the 

"structural context" that fostered political machines in the US 

included the diffusion and fragmentation of political power. 

A final type of internal structural condition linked to 

corruption relates to specific bureaucratic arrangements. Johnson's 

(1982:22-24) "bottleneck theory". typical of this approach. posits 

bur'eaucratic inertia as causing people to circumvent official 

governmental channels through bribery. Nas et.al. (1986:109). for 

example. refer to the "inability to accomplish public purposes due to 

impediments created by bureaucratic organization" as causing 

corruption. Probably Rose-Ackerman's (1978) study provides the most 

comprehensive analysis of the specific bureaucratic structures 
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promoting corruption. Yet despite the apparent importance of the types 

of ques or bureaucratic structures in explaining corruption, some 

contend, as noted previously, that such bureaucratic obstacles do not 

promote corrupt behavior but are simply created to solicit the "bribe" 

rather than the other way around (see Myrdal 1970:541). In this view, 

such bureaucratic obstacles are an expression of corrupt potential 

rather than a cause. 

Looking beyond structures internal to the state, a second set of 

theories highlight structural conditions linking the state to society. 

Generally, the concern here is with some degree of incongruence between 

the government and the public that produces the objective conditions 

fostering corruption. One type of state-society formulation concerns an 

imbalance between rising demands and government's capacity to respond. 

Borrowed from economic theory, Andreski (1970:349), Tilman (1970:62) 

and Quezada (1980:19) all emphasize the corrupt results of the public's 

demand for a governmental service outpacing supply. The government 

promises free health care, yet f~ils to devote sufficient resources to 

the program; hence, black- market solutions to the allocation dilemma 

emerge. Extending this principle to the process of modernization, 

Tilman (1970:62) points out that such a situation tends to occur more 

often in developing countries since they suffer the double impact of 

weak~nd inefficient bureaucracies (curtailing supply) and a revolution 

of rising expectations (enhancing demand). 

A second type of state-society theory is elaborated by McMullen 

(1961) and Scott (1972). It relates to the ability of social groups to 

influence policy in a way consistent with their political capacity. 
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Scott (1972), for example, shows in both historical and Third World 

settings how laws that prohibit or limit the political participation of 

certain groups in society in fact serve to rechannel their 

participation towards corrupt avenues. This is particularly important 

for limitations on the participation of key ethnic or economic groups 

which demonstrate strong internal norms and cohesion. Facing such 

constraints on the policy-making stage of the system, the group 

marshals its resources to influence policy at the more personalistic 

implementation stage through such illegal inducements as bribes and 

kickbacks. Similar in a sense to the idea linking centralization to 

corruption, the underlying notion is that the l~w may reflect a 

different set of factors (a legitimizing ideology that prohibits the 

political participation of certain groups) than those which determine 

behavior (the ability of the groups to influence policy via their 

control of important resources). This theory is particularly relevant 

in terms of modernization since modernization breeds new sources of 

wealth and power, forges new organizations and heightens the relevancy 

of government decisions to major groups (Huntington 1968:60). 

A similar argument concerns the use of the state as a source of 

wealth and power when other avenues of wealth are closed or relatively 

less attractive. In other words, while Scott (1972) argues that certain 

discriminated groups may illegally "buy" their way into political 

circles, others have argued that legitimate sources of wealth may be 

closed to cer~ain individuals or groups, leaving only the state as an 

avenue to gain wealth. Focusing on Latin American, for example, Kling 

(1956) found that with business dominated by foreigners, the only 



available means of mobility for the Latin American elite was through 

control of the state, which they exploited avariciously. In Mexico, 

both Wolf (1957) and Hansen (1963) adopt a similar posture, but high

light the social prejudices and dislocations suffered by the mestizos 

as restricting their opportunities to pursue legitimate avenues of 

wealth, pushing them towards an·involvement in corrupt political 

dealings. 
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A final state-society theory of corruption relates most broadly 

to the quality of citizen involvement. In general terms, the underlying 

hypothesis of this theory suggests an inverse relationship between 

democracy and corruption. Specifically, Johnson (1975:52) contends that 

a democratic constitutional system, an independent judiciary, 

availability of information to the electorate an4 a good legal system 

serve as strong external constraints on corruption. Similar notions can 

be gleaned from McMullen's (1961) and Rose-Ackerman (1978) concern for 

accountability among public officials as a factor discouraging 

corruption. Nas, et. al. (1986:109), for instance, argue that "If 

officials are not closely scrutinized, it would seem more likely that 

they would feel unconstrained in seeking their own benefit over that of 

the public." 

The last group of structural theories associate corruption with 

broad characteristics of society. Included in this category is 

Andreski's (1973:10) view that poverty aggravates the incidence of 

graft. To a large extent, this view is frequently expressed at the 

micro-level by positing low wages as the major cause of petty forms of 

corruption. A study by the National University of Mexico, for example, 
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cited low salaries as the primary cause of the widespread corruption in 

the agricultural sector of the country (El Sol 10-23-83:2). On the 

macro-level, this thesis corresponds generally to the modernization 

theme, since it is the poverty of the underdeveloped society that 

underlies it value patterns and structural constellations. 

Finally, it has been argued that a lack of class structure or 

weak classes facilitate corruption (Benson 1978:218; Huntington 

1968:64-65). According to Huntington (1968:64-65), corruption is 

inversely related to the degree of social stratification since a highly 

articulated class structure denotes more enforced norms against 

corruption. 

As noted, despite the assortment of theses, many of the causal 

agents are linked to the common theme of modernization. Most obviously 

the values as noted, but also the structural problems are considered 

incumbent of the modernization process. This unifying theme contains 

two important nuances. First, besides promoting corruption, it seems 

that the process of modernization also leads to a greater expectation 

of corruption on the part of the population regardless of the objective 

conditions. Both Myrdal (1970:231-232) and Banfield (1958), for 

example, find that a "folklore of corruption" or "amoral familism" lead 

to the widely-held view-that all public officials are corrupt whether 

or not they are. In other words, a widespread assumption pervades the 
4 

transitional society that all individuals will promote personal or 

family-based interests to the detriment of the interests of the society 

at large. 
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The second nuance of the modernization approach is its 

underlying optimism: since corruption is due to factors associated with 

modernization, corruption is therefore merely a transitory problem that 

will eventually wither away. Focusing on modern developed societie.s 

such as the US and England, Wilson (1970:31) pointed to the spread of 

middle-class values as the crucial factor leading to a decline of 

corrupt municipal machines in the US, while Wraith and Simpkins 

(1963:208) identified the rise of nationalism, education, the evolution 

of public opinion and protestant values as factors reducing the role of 

corruption in the development of English society. According to some, 

such a path is being followed by the Third World. Even in reference to 

structures, it is widely believed that in the course of political 

development, bureaucratic professionalism increases, political 

institutionalization progresses and, as a result, corruption suffers a 

precipitous decline. 

The "revisionistic" argument amplifies this optimism. It holds 

that corruption in the developing country may not be necessarily 

negative, but may in fact perform critical functions that facilitate 

stable development and, hence, corruption's own demise (Deysine 

1980:451). Among the more tonic contributions of corruption identified 

in the literature are the integreation of the elite (Abueva 1966; 

Bayley, 1966), the accumulation of needed capital (Nye 1967) and the 

promotion of political stability (Huntington 1968:59-71). In Mexico, 

the functionality of corruption is expressed by Alan Riding (1984) as 

the "oil and glue" that keeps the political machine operating smoothly. 
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The Theories Critiqued 

Existing theories of corruption have indeed elucidated a variety 

of factors thought to be associated with political corruption. It is 

impractical to examine critically each of the theories here1 • On a more 

general level, however, they can be attacked for producing many 

contradictory hypotheses, for being fragmentary and for failing to 

differentiate types of corrupt behavior. Moreover, since many relate to 

modernization, they suffer some of the same problems commonly 

associated with the modernization paradigm. 

First, previous theories produce a complex and contradictory web 

of hypotheses. It has been argued, for example, that both weak and 

strong political institutions, centralization and decentralization, and 

closed political and economic avenues of influence and wealth all 

trigger corrupt behavior. Even modernization theories seem to suggest 

the rather contradictory notion that while traditional values held by 

traditional peoples foster corruption, it is basically those in the 

modern sector (modern businessmen, government officials and 

bureaucrats) who benefit the most from corrupt gains. 

1. One exception worth noting concerns the view linking cor
ruption to the size of the government because of increases in 
opportunities for corruption. This statement, while apparently 
logical, is tautological since corruption by definition involves the 
government and hence requires government to occur. In a sense then it 
is like saying that divorces increase with the number of marriages. 
While true, the thesis is of limited use. It would perhaps be more 
useful and a matter of debate whether corruption in a relative sense 
(i.e. corrupt acts as a percentage of all governmental acts) increases 
with an increase in the size of government. 
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Second, besides producing contradictory hypotheses, the theories 

are also widely fragmented and disjointed. Few attempt to link the 

structure of the state to the structure of state-society relations in 

order to evaluate their overall impact on corrupt potential. How might 

centralization relate to the level of institutionalization or the 

degree of access to legitimate means of influencing public policy in an 

elaborate equation of corruption? Indeed, the only unifying theme to 

date is modernization which seems less than satisfactory. 

Third, theories of corruption fail to differentiate the various 

forms of the dependent variable. In all the cases noted, the basic 

argument is that the major causal agent produces corruption; none 

really specifies what type of corruption or posits different factors to 

explain different types of corrupt acts. Scott (1972), for example, 

theorizes that when a group is denied access to political influence, 

the group will gain influence through bribery. Although such a theory 

may go a long way in explaining bribery, it fails to provide any expla

nation of extorti~n or nepotism. Indeed, part of the problem of 

fragmentation and contradictory formulations may be related to this 

failure to discriminate types of corrupt acts. Instead of being 

contradictory, for instance, governmental centralization may produce 

one type of corruption while governmental decentralization may promote 

a different type. 

Finally, the unifying theme of modernization underlying theories 

of corruption is problematic. Besides the value-structural 

contradiction noted, modernization-related theories of corruption 

suffer generally from the approach's basic shortcomings. It is doubtful 
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that the experience of the now developed countries in corruption is in 

anyway similar to that of the currently developing (or as some would 

argue "underdeve1oping") world. Particularly in terms of structure, 

given the role of foreign forces, the weakness of internal capitalist 

classes and the strong role of the state in today's Third World, any 

similarities are probably of limited-significance. Competing 

"paradigms" in the study of the Third World such as dependency, 

corporatism and state-society would seem to facilitate a much greater 

understanding of corruption in the developing country today. Even 

modernization's underlying premise concerning the eventual elimination 

of corruption can be seriously questioned. As Pinto-Duchinsky (1978) 

suggests, even in the developed world corruption has hardly disap

peared. 

Resolving contradictory theory, fusing theoretical formulations, 

differentiating the dependent variable and moving beyond modernization 

all demand a new, more comprehensive approach to an understanding of 

corruption. Building on the statist conceptualization and typology of 

corruption provided earlier, a state-society theory of corruption can 

now be elaborated. 

A Comprehensive State-Society Theory of Corruption 

Corruption is considered here a rational act: a response to the 

immediate structure of rewards and punishments. As noted, the act is 

illegitimate in that it may not promote the interests of society at 

large; but it still may further organizational interests above and 

beyond those of the individual. As one analyst notes, corruption is 

"behavior according to dissenting rules" (Migdal 1985:51). In 
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elaborating a state-society theory of corruption, interest centers 

first on the structural determinants of behavior and secondly, on the 

nature of state and society organizational balances and their impact on 

political corruption. 

Migdal (1985:46) argues that all social organizations (which 

includes the state) attempt to "subordinate individual inclinations to 

the behavior these organizations prescribe" by offering a variety of 

positive and negative, tangible and intangible sanctions. Acting 

rationally, the individual responds to the organizations offering the 

best opportunity for upward mobility and survival. Members of the . . 

state, he goes on to argue, are often thus "caught in a vise, with 

clear instructions from state superiors on how to use resources but 

with counterpressures from other social groups to employ different 

priorities" (p49-50). 

Extending the point to the analysis of corruption, a corrupt act 

finds individuals from state and social organizations engaged in 

behavior that reflects the immediate balance of organizational norms 

and structures, particularly the relative ability of competing 

organizations to offer and effect sources of mobility and survival. In 

one case, a bureaucrat may follow a business' superior ability to 

provide a strategy of mobility and survival by accepting a payment for 

the illegal awarding of a government contract. In another case, 

however, a bureaucrat's demand for an illegal payment for a legal 

service from a business corresponds to the ability of the bureaucracy 

to dictate its terms to the business. In this case, it is not 

necessarily the organizational interests of the bureaucracy that are 
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being promoted (although this is possible), but rather the balance of 

the organizational forces that determine the limit to which a member of 

an organization can promote exclusively his own personal interests. 

Based on these assumptions, the following propositions 

concerning broad systemic patterns of state-society relations and forms 

of corruption can be noted. Figure 1 aids in depicting the proposed 

theoretical relationships. 

Ability of the 
State to Offer 
Mobility 
Opportunities 

extortion 
no 

corruption 

bribery 

Ability of Social 
Organizations to 
Offer Mobility 
Opportunities 

FIGURE 1 
State-Society Theory of Corruption 

First, corruption occurs due to an essential imbalance between 

the ability and capacity of the state and social organizations to 

influence behavior. Where a balance exists, as in the center portion of 

the graph, the counterpressures from the state and social organizations 

produce a situation in which the state representative rationally 

pursues an interest that parallels the norms of the system. By state 

and social organizations each protecting and promoting their own 

interests and attempting to control "personal inclinations", the 

stalemate produced by the cross-currents results in such things as: i) 

social demands for a non-politicized and professional bureaucracy that 

------------ ----
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follo~s (sometimes religiously) the articulated rules of the political 

institution and the spirit of the written law; ii) high degrees of 

accountability of public officials and bureaucrats; and iii) the 

profusion of values antithetical to corruption on a moral level. From a 

micro perspective, it is only under these unique structural conditions 

that an individual is afforded the luxury of being able to follow 

virtuous, altruistic values and principles. 

Second, where state organizations are far more powerful than 

social organizations and hence better able to control mobility 

opportunities--at the upper left-hand portion of the graph--the result 

is widespread extortion. Given the superior ability of the state 

organizations to influence behavior and, concomitantly, the weakness of 

social organizations to constrain the power of the state, the state 

official is able to fully exploit his superior position at times 

exclusively for personal gain. Left in a disadvantageous position, the 

other member to the corrupt exchange (or the public at large in the 

case of auto-corruption) is forced to capitulate before the superior 

power of the state official. 

Third, in the opposite case, where the strength of social 

organizations surpasses that of the state, the result is widespread 

bribery. In this case, it is hypothesized that the ability of social 

organizations such as businesses, ethnic groups or even the family to 

determine (or influence) the conduct of a public official reflects the 

superior capacity of these organizations to effect the mobility and 

survival opportunities of the public official. As noted, through the 
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bribe, such organizations exert undue influence over the government in 

terms of their own narrow objectives. 

To further clarify the state-society theory, it is important to 

examine in greater detail first, what is meant by the strength of the 

state or society; second, the comprehensiveness of the theory; and 

third, the role of values in the theory. First, state or social 

organizational strength is defined here as the ability of the 

organizations to offer, effect and control opportunities for social 

mobility. The concept refers to more than simply the size of the two or 

their respective control of resources. Most importantly, the concept 

hinges on autonomy. Factors enhancing the power of the state --and 

hence weakening social organization-- therefore include governmental 

centralization, strong internal organizational norms in the 

bureaucracy, cumbersome legal regulations over society, the state's 

monopolistic or monopsonistic position in a particular area of the 

economy, strict controls over governmental recruitment, or a superior 

ideological posture. By contrast, a decentralized or fragmented 

governmental structure may divide the state into competing autonomous 

state organizations and open it to influence by social organizations. 

For social organizations, on the other hand, strength may derive from 

centralization, control of recruitment, ability to offer avenues of 

wealth or ideological strength. 

Second, the state-society theory demonstrates greater 

comprehensiveness by integrating and expanding prior theoretical 

formulas. This is accomplished in two ways. First, the theory 

incorporates all three levels of structural theories (state, state-

~. - --~----------
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society and society) and highlights certain interrelationships among 

them. For example. the notion of a strong state may link an internal 

factor of the state (e.g. centralization) to a state-society linkage 

(e.g. lack of avenues of wealth in the private sector) and an aspect of 

society (e.g poverty). This helps overcome the fragmentary nature of 

prior theories. Second. the state-society theory incorporates 

previously contradictory hypotheses by differentiating types of 

corruption. For instance. the theory suggests that centralization may 

be related to one type of corruption (extortion) while decentralization 

to another (bribery). 

Finally. the position of the state-society theory with regards 

to values and value-oriented theories should be explicit. The theory 

does not deny the existence of such values or thier association with 

corruption. yet it rejects the notion of causality. As noted. values 

are thought to express a proclivity towards corruption or an antipathy 

towards corruption only where the proper structural conditions exist. 

Thus. the contention that values determine corruption is rejected. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter has been to set out the conceptual 

and theoretical framework for studying political corruption in Mexico. 

This has meant tying the concept of corruption to the state. 

elaborating a three part model of the state. differentiating two basic 

types of corruption and developing a comprehensive state-society theory 

of corruption. Viewed as a gap or discrepancy between the legitimizing 

ideology (the highest level of the state which prescribes norms) and 

the conduct of government officials (the lowest level of the state 
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where behavior occurs), corruption is considered a rational response to 

the structural conditions imposed by the balance of state (the 

organizational-structural level of the state) and social organizational 

forces. The direction of the imbalance between state and social forces 

in turn determines the general type-- either extortion or bribery-- of 

corruption prevelant in the system. 

_ .. , '..-.....~l 



CHAPTER 3 

MEXICAN POLITICS: AN OVERVIEW 

The previous chapter conceptually tied corruption to the state, 

the breaches among various levels of the state and the relative 

strength of the state organization. This chapter employs the model of 

the state elaborated previously to examine Mexican politics, the 

strength of its state organization, the discernible rift between form 

and substance and the overall functioning of the political system. By 

providing the broad stroke, the chapter promotes the incorporation of 

corruption into a general analysis of Mexican politics. 

The Mexican political system is unique, almost enigmatically so 

(for reviews see Needleman and Needleman 1969; or Koslow and Mumme 

1978). As Needler (1976:339) points out, "appraisals of the political 

regime of Mexico vary widely, indeed, bewilderingly". Some analysts 

(i.e. Glade and Anderson 1963; Huntington 1968; Needler, 1971; Padget 

1966; Scott 1959, 1964) lean towards an essentially democratic 

interpretation, while others promote a more authoritarian view (i.e. 

Anderson and Cockcroft 1960; Brandenburg 1964; Hansen 1971; Purcell 

1973; Reyna and Weinert 1977; Stevens 1974). Although the authoritarian 

assessment currently dominates the field, certain case studies suggest 

a softer, more disaggregated view of Mexican authoritarianism based on 

the relative autonomy of business (Purcell 1975; Story 1986), the 

42 
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bureaucracy (Grindle 1977) and the universities (Levy 1984). 

Compromising the dominant authoritarian thesis further, Mexico 

consistently ranks relatively high on image indicies of Latin American 

democracy (Johnson 1982), its citizens seem to share a democratic 

evaluation of the system (Coleman 1972:48), exhibit pride in it (Almond 

and Verba 1963) and boast a pro-democratic political culture (Booth and 

Seligson 1984). The scope and degree of individual liberties in Mexico 

are comparatively broad and high (Levy and Szekely 1983), and, in 

contrast to many of its Latin American counterparts, the Mexican 

military has long maintained its distance from the political arena. 

Just as corruption blurs the precise nature of things, the 

Mexican political system boasts a wide range of appearances. It is 

neither fully democratic nor blatantly authoritarian; public policies 

are neither wholly capitalistic nor decidedly socialistic; interest 

groups both mobilize while also demobilizing; and elections "are 

neither honest nor completely fraudulent" (Needler 1976:343). Mexico's 

political moderation undermines the use of easy labels and broad 

generalizations. 

This overview attempts to bring together many seemingly 

contradictory interpretations into a single framework while qualifying 

the attending controversies. Attention centers first on the basic 

features and characteristics of the ideological, organizational and 

personalistic levels of the Mexican state. This aids in setting out the 

various generalizations of Mexican politics in the literature and 

highlighting the principal debates and controversies. It is also 

_._-_._-------------------
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intended to show the incredible relative power of the Mexican state. 

The second section concentrates on key "contradictions" or gaps between 

the three levels of the system, moving towards a resolution of the 

controversies by qualifying the scope of their generalizations. The 

breaches in what could also be considered formal and informal aspects 

of the system are crucial in not only understanding how the system 

functions, but also in locating the place of corruption in the system. 

Finally, forging a new model of Mexican politics, the final section 

illustrates the complementary interaction of the three aspects of the 

system, examining how such interactions create a most unique, highly 

stable and seemingly "paradoxical" political phenomenon. 

This framework provides a useful device to explicate the 

Mexican polity and underscore the place of corruption in the system. 

While the strength of the organization of the Mexican state is examined 

here, the subsequent chapter focuses on the mechanics of how such state 

strength translates into widespread political corruption. Moreover, 

while attention is given here to a differentiation between the 

legitimizing ideology and the pervasive personalistic political system 

in Mexico, subsequent discussion demonstrates how corruption buttresses 

both the symbolic legitimacy of the state's ideology and the material 

legitimacy of the personalistic, patron-client networks. Finally, the 

basically static picture of the system provided here gives way in 

subsequent analysis to a focus on the more dynamic dimensions of both 

corruption, the impact of the crises of the 1980s and other changes in 

the system. 



The Ideological. Structural and Personalistic 
Aspects of the Mexican State 

The Legitimizing Ideology 

The legitimizing ideology of the Mexican state is best 

characterized as nationalistic and social-democratic. Formally and 

eloquently expressed in the Constitution of 1917, the textbooks of 
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Mexican public schools, the glowing rhetoric and ambitious policies of 

the political elite or even the dominant political culture (Booth and 

Seligson 1984; Davis 1974), these ideals constitute the basis and 

boundaries of political legitimacy in Mexico. Highly coherent, 

consistent and unchanging (Padgett 1976:60), the impressive ideological 

consensus often referred to as "the symbolic capital of the Mexican 

Revolution" (Fagen and Tuohy 1972:20) evolves from historical 

circumstance (the 1910-1917 Revolution) and conscious policy designed 

to promote an "official interpretation of history" (Padgett 1976:9; 

Sanders 1986:19). 

Three prominent strains make up the legitimizing ideology: 

democracy, national-socialism and the principle of no re-election. The 

first component, democracy, involves the essential modern-day notions 

of elections, individual rights, popular sovereignty, popular 

consultation, etc. In Mexico, the democratic tradition is deeply rooted 

in the triumph of the liberals in the mid-1800s and reflected in the 

official glorification of the liberal leader Benito Juarez. According 

to Meyer (1977:3), the victory of the liberals (mainly Juarez) is 

officially considered the country's major step towards democracy. Not 



only did Juarez's Constitution of 1857 incorporate the paradigmatic 

language and organizational paraphernalia of democracy based on the 

French and US experience, but it also served as the model for the 

current 1917 magna carta. 
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The second ingredient in the ideal formula is national

socialism. It is best exemplified by Articles 27 and 123 of the Mexican 

Constitution which mandate the state's ownership of sub-soil rights 

(among other things) and liberal labor rights. Nationalist-socialist 

principles underlie the accepted role of the Mexican state to protect 

the rights of labor, promote land reform for peasants and generally 

direct and manage the process of development. Profit-sharing programs 

for workers, a system of paid vacations and social security benefits, 

the establishment of collective ejido farms for peasants and the 

state's extensive control over public resources through both ownership 

and regulation likewise embody these principles. So well entrenched are 

these policies that it would be virtual political suicide to publicly 

discuss· the return of oil rights to foreigners, the elimination or 

reversal of the ejido program or the overt negation of workers social 

rights. 

The third element of the Mexican legitimizing ideology is the 

principle of no re-election. Important in both the rise and fall of 

Porfirio Diaz, the principle of no re-election has multiple historical 

roots in Mexico. In practice, however, the principle translates into a 

total constitutional ban on the immediate re-election to any political 



position in the Mexican government. This includes not only the chief 

executive, but all seats in the federal and state 1egis1atures1 • 

The normative dimension of corruption is subsumed under the 

social-democratic principles of the Mexican ideology. As alluded to 
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earlier, it entails the idealistic separation of the public and private 

spheres of activity, and the view that public officials should pursue 

utilitarian goals. But just as those operating in the name of the state 

often fail to abide by the ideals nominally guiding behavior, the 

Mexican political system often fails to attain the goals supported by 

its ideology. Despite the relative futility of the goals in determining 

outcome, however, such principles are nonetheless important in 

sustaining the system's legitimacy and fomenting its stability. By and 

large, the same is true with respect to political corruption. In order 

to understand why the system may frequently falter in its pursuit of 

the legitimizing ideology, it is important to focus on the 

organizational and personalistic levels of the state. 

The Structural-Organizational Component 

The organizational level of the Mexican political system 

comprises its basic institutional components. The organizational model 

can be characterized generally as authoritarian-corporatist, although 

1. The compatibility of this principle of no re-election with the 
other two is a matter of some debate. One delegate to the 
Constitutional Convention in Queretaro, for example, pointed out that 
"the no re-election principle, as you all know, is not democratic; •• " 
(Carpizo 1983:10). Brandenburg (1964:3-7) takes a different view, 
however, arguing that the principle of no re-election in Mexico is the 
system's only deviation from a totally authoritarian regime. 
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it is important to distinguish between a dominant set of institutions 

and processes and a weaker set. The dominant set includes a highly 

centralized system of authority residing with the chief executive, 

corporatist controls over key social organizations, one-party dominance 

of political office and elections, a distinct "rule from the top" 

authoritarian tendency, and repression. This effective organizational 

apparatus decisively tilts the state-society equation towards the 

state. The weaker set of institutions, on the other hand, reflects thE 

organizational trappings of liberal democracy, including the nominal 

separation of powers, federalism, social pluralism, and elections. 

Although reflecting democratic ideals, these institutions "are generally 

subordinate to the dominant authoritarian-corporatist patterns of 

Mexican organizational life and, as such, function in a non-democratic 

manner. 

A major organizational characteristic of the Mexican system is 

its extreme centralization of political power in the federal executive 

(see Grindle 1977 and Purcell 1975). Virtually all governmental and 

party decisions from the most mundane to the most important come out of 

the executive in Mexico City. According to Ugalde (1970:95), even local 

and regional PRI organizations are virtually powerless. Everything 

requires contact with the Federal District. Most of this power is 

concentrated in the hands of the president (on the power of the Mexican 

president see Kelley 1981). Many (for a typical view see Brandenburg 

1964) find the power of the Mexican president to be virtually 

unlimited, with literary parallels often drawn between the president, 
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old Aztec emperors or .Spanish kings. So powerful, in fact, that Mexican 

presidents have for more than a half-century hand-picked their own 

successor following their six-year reign and have generally left office 

wealthier than when they entered. 

In addition to the profound centralization of power around the 

president, a second dominant feature of the organizational design is 

the corporatist structuring of interest representation (for a review of 

Mexican corporatism see Anderson and Cockroft 1966; Spalding 1981; 

Stevens 1977). Often considered the quintessential corporatist organ, 

the PRI, for example, is composed of three sectors: a labor, peasant 

and popular sectors. Numerous officially sanctioned organizations 

such as industrial unions -- are tied to one of the three sectors of 

the party. By structuring participation from above, such corporate 

arrangements tend to restrict and channel opportunities for change 

(Davis 1974:12), or quite often opportunities for corrupt wealth. As 

the Purcells (1977:23) note, "corporate structures ••• are less a 

reflection of Mexican society or even key political alliances, than 

they are a technique of control developed by the association of ruling 

groups." Reyna (1977:161) concurs, referring to the PRI as a type of 

"political mobilization in order ••• to demobilize" . 

While the PRI effectively incorporates the lower sectors 

through its dependent organizations, other groups outside of the 

official party are subject to corporatist controls flowing from the 

government. The three chambers of industrialists and commercial 

interests, CONCAMIN, CONACINTRA and CONCANACO, for example, are 



functionally specific organizations sanctioned by the state to 

represent the interests of business in its dealings with the state. 

Although exercising far greater. autonomy than labor or peasant 

organizations (see Story 1986), they nonetheless follow the dominant 

corporatist framework of the system. 
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In a slight variation on the corporatist theme, other nominally 

autonomous sectors such as the press, opposition political parties and 

even intellectuals depend on the government in one form or another for 

their well-being which implicitly mutes their opposition to the 

government. The press, for example, while formally uncensored, 

nonetheless engages in a sort of auto-censorship cognizant of the fact 

that the government controls its supply of newsprint, through the state 

firm PIPSA, and from 25% to 30% of its advertising revenue (Stevens 

1977). Cox (19.85:43) notes that certain "opposition parties", such as 

the Popular Socialist Party (PPS) and Socialist Workers Party (PST), 

depend on the system for their very survival. As will be seen later, it 

is precisely this preponderance of power yielded by Mexican bureaucrats 

that create the incentives for widespread corruption. 

The third feature of the organizational system is the electoral 

dominance of the PRI. Since its formation in 1929 by the great caudillo 

Calles, the PRI and its predecessors have won all presidential 

elections, every seat in the federal senate, all governorships and the 

vast majority of the seats in the lower federal chamber, state 

legislatures and municipalities. 
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A complex and paradoxical institution, the PRI is both 

intensely ideological (embodying the goals and ideals of the Mexican 

Revolution) and yet highly pragmatic (exhibiting virtually all 

ideological tendencies and open to all [Meyer, 1977:16]). Similarly, 

its functions are both broad (it serves as recruiter, broker, 

integrator [Fagen/Tuohy 1972:30], an aggregator of diverse interests 

[Padgett 1966; Scott 1964], .and a mobilizer of popular diffuse support 

or "symbolic" support for the regime), yet extremely circumscribed in 

the area of policy-making. Rather than a governing party (as in the 

Soviet Union), the PRI concentrates only on the electoral and 

recruitment functions (Brandenburg 1964), remaining otherwise 

subservient to the government bureaucracy (Purcell and Purcell 

1976:354). 

The weaker set of institutional structures --- although ideally 

making the democratic goals operational are actually subordinate to 

the themes of executive control, corporate party discipline and 

authoritarianism. Despite official rhetoric and ambitions to the 

contrary, notions of the separation of powers or federalism, for 

instance, are meaningless in an institutional sense. With both branches 

of Congress controlled by PRI majorities, for example, Congress is a 

virtual rubber stamp to presidential desires (see Gonzalez Casanova 

1983). In some cases, "proposed" legislation from the president is 

hardly debated or considered carefully by the legislators before its 

near unanimous approval (state legislatures are similarly subservient 

..... _--------



to the state executive [see Ugalde 1970:106]). In this way, few 

internal checks'exists on the exercise of political power. 

52 

A similar situation characterizes the relationship of the 

executive to the judiciary or state and local governments. Not only 

does the president appoint the principal personnel of the courts, but 

most importantly can easily remove judges for "bad conduct" with only a 

majority vote in Congress (see Biles 1980: 292-294). The president also 

possesses the stronger hand with state and local governments (on 

Mexican federalism see Acosta 1982), appointing and removing public 

officials virtually at will (see Graham 1968). As Meyer (1977:12) 

asserts, "The entire political life of a governor is controlled by the 

center, from his nomination by the Party to the selection of his 

successor". 

Finally, Mexican elections, although considered the 

quintessential democratic institution, function quite differently 

within the authoritarian-corporatist organizational model. To a large 

extent, corporatist structures effectively channel political rewards so 

as to produce actual PRI e'lectora1 victories (similar to the city 

machine), while the authoritarianism translates into the use (at times 

widespread) of electoral fraud to shape the desired outcome. Neither 

totally honest nor totally fraudulent, Mexican elections represent in 

practice something besides a vehicle for the popular expression of 

popular political will. 

By centralizing political mobility within the state and 

controlling the mobilization of social organizations, the Mexican state 
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tends to hold a preponderance of power in society. As will be shown in 

the subsequent chapter, widespread political corruption flows from this 

essential structure of the system. In other words, the basic 

authoritarian-corporatist organization of the system encourages 

behavior inconsistent with the goals of the system's legitimizing 

ideology. But corruption is a behavioral phenomenon, not an 

organizational one; its prevalence indeed underscores the centrality of 

pervasive personalistic politics in Mexico. 

The Personalistic-Behavioral Dimension 

While most works on Mexican politics underscore centralization, 

corporatism or the dominance of the PRI, many have gone beyond the 

formal organizational trappings of the system to uncover an important, 

complex and ubiquitous personalistic system (see for example Purcell 

and Purcell 1976, 19777; Smith 1979; Whitehead 1979). As the Purcells 

(1976:357) conclude, there is "little sense of coll~ctive solidarity 

[~n Mexico]; rather, individualism or personalistic interactions ••• 

predominate". 

It is, of course, in the closed and isolated setting of 

personalistic politics where corruption abounds. At this level, Mexican 

politics are characterized not only by widespread corruption, but also 

by patron-clientelism, personalism, equipos and camarillas, political 

entrepreneurs and middlemen, co-optation and other modes of interaction 

(Purcell and Purcell 1977:2). The predominance of these particularistic 

modes of action both facilitate corruption and structure corrupt 

political deals. 
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Personalistic politics in Mexico pervades inter-elite relations 

and elite-mass relations. By far the clearest and best documented of 

these involves the role of personalism among the political elite. In an 

elaborate "pyramid of patronage" (Cox 1985:31), political careers are 

centered around personal loyalties (Fagen and Tuohy 1972:25). As de la 

Pefia argues, "the rules of the game are ••• a function of personal 

protection by a patron" (de la Pefia 1981:245). Political participants 

are generally tied vertically to a powerful patron and a host of 

clients in what are referred to as equipos and camarillas, exchanging 

unmitigated loyalty for patronage as they follow their chosen patron 

from political post to political post in s constant reshuffling of PRI, 

electoral and governmental positions (see Romanucci-Ross 1973:94). 

Given the electoral dominance of the PRI, the large role of government 

in society and the notable lack of a civil service system (Ugalde 

1970:95 and 121), the sheer quantity of the system's spoils, including 

the opportunities for corrupt gains, is impressive. 

Smith (1979) provides by far the most comprehensive picture of 

this dimension of Mexican politics. In a detailed and imaginative 

study, Smith traces political careers in Mexico through a clientelistic 

labyrinth, articulating a series of perhaps "unarticulated" norms or 

rules for political success in Mexico (p242-277). Among such rules are: 

pick the leader of your camarilla with care, study law at the National 

University, refer most decisions upwards, be kind to subordinates, 

avoid creating controversy and make friends, especially among 

superiors. 
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Transcending the inter-elite system, this personalistic style 

of politics also enters into government-citizen interactions. As a host 

of studies have demonstrated, political demands are often articulated 

outside of the formal organizational contexts and through personal 

contacts and, of course, often via the exchange of personal favors 

(corruption). Cornelius' (1975) study of the migrant poor in Mexico 

City, for example, found that only 11.5% of those interviewed preferred 

to channel their demands through the PRI: the majority felt it better 

to personally contact bureaucratic officials. Similarly, Ugalde 

(1970:85) discovered that locally in Ensenada, Baja California, neither 

unions nor federal bureaucrats employ the party or the CNOP (the 

popular sector of the PRI) to articulate their demands, preferring 

instead personal contacts in the government (p182). In fact, contrary 

to popular belief, Ugalde (1970:89) found very little involvement in 

the official organizations of the party at the local level. Although 

not always corrupt, the pattern brims with the potential for corrupt 

transactions. 

Other studies have similarly emphasized the importance of 

personalism among peasants, business, and in the relationship of the 

government to potentially powerful social organizations. Among 

peasants, for example, Ronfeldt (1973) uncovered the pervasive 

personalism of the party, particularly the importance of having access 

to party officials in order to successfully influence policy among the 

peasants (cited in Purcell and Purcell 1976:352). Similarly, Story 

(1980: 7) found that a "personalistic style of influence" prevails 
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between government and the business community. Although few have placed 

particular emphasis on corruption in such studies, it nonetheless 

frequently enters into these personalistic dealings so ubiquitous to 

Mexican politics. 

The amparo provides a further illustration of this 

personalisitc dimension of Mexican politics. A unique type of judicial 

injunction, the amparo is a legal device used to block an 

unconstitutional governmental action; but its application extends only 

to those requesting the amparo and not to all those unjustly treated. 

In a sense, it is a particularistic style of judicial review. 

Finally, personalism, and its attendant corruption, pervades 

the state's relationship to the leaders of large organizations. Long 

recognized as a 'principal modus operandi of the Mexican political 

system, Mexican leaders go to extensive lengths to co-opt the leaders 

of important organizations such as labor unions, peasant organizations 

or even neighborhood associations. Anderson and Cockcroft (1966), for 

example, refer to a strategy of co-optation in which dissidents are 

made to give qualified support to th.e regime in exchange for a hearing 

of their concerns and some concessions. In the labor sector, the 

popular pejorative term charro is commonly employed to describe the 

selling-out of labor to government (on co-optation of labor leaders see 

Stevens 1970:71). Among peasant organizations, Adie (1970) finds a 

similar situation in which the leaders of peasant organizations make 

personal gains at the expense of any gains to the peasants. Obviously, 
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political corruption represents an important device in the co-optation 

of important social leaders. 

Given the patron-client networks of the political elite, the 

use of personal channels of demand articulation and influence, the 

personal co-optation of organizational leaders as well as the 

widespread practice of corruption that often characterizes these 

secretive personal exchanges, there can be little doubt as to the 

fundamental importance of personalism for the Mexican system. In a 

subsequent chapter, corruption will be shown to be a major factor 

stabilizing the closed elitist system and in "buying" political support 

from key actors. 

Viewed in isolation, however, such a system appears chaotic, 

uncontrollable and totally devoid of morality or guidance. But such a 

partial view is misleading since personalistic politics represent just 

one part of a delicate balance between the ideal, organizational and 

personalistic levels of a single political system. It is to the 

interrelationships of the three to which attention now turns. 

Contradictions and Interactions 

The first task in examining the interactions of this seemingly 

"paradoxical" social-democratic, authoritarian-corporate and 

clientelistic system is to identify and resolve the major 

"contradictions". Of course, a contradiction exists only where 

competing interpretations pertain to the same thing; hence, resolving a 

contradiction may merely require greater specificity so that the two 

interpretations apply to two different aspects of the system. 
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The above model features two principal "contradictions": One 

disjoining the legitimizing ideology and organizational levels relates 

to the democratic/authoritarian thesis referred to earlier. 

Essentially, how can the system be democratic in idea yet authoritarian 

in practice? The second contradiction separates the organizational and 

personalistic levels and centers, to a large extent, on the debate in 

the literature over the power of the Mexican president. The 

contradictions parallel the essence of political corruption: an 

incongruence between norm and behavior or between form and substance. 

The Democratic/Authoritarian Theme 

Many have encountered the striking gap separating the ideal 

social-democratic facade of Mexican politics and its authoritarian

corporatist reality. In fact, most students of Mexican politics are 

accustomed to stressing a distinction between form and substance. 

Vernon (1963:125 and 126), for instance, goes to great lengths to make 

the point, stating on consecutive pages "Once again •.• it is well to 

distin~uish substance from spirit" and "The di~tinction between form 

and substance needs to be emphasized once more, however." 

In examining this contradiction between ideals and reality, it 

is important to distinguish between how the elite and how the masses 

deal with the apparent paradox. While many have discussed the role of 

ideology and ritual in the system for the elites (Cockcroft 1972:259), 

the special circumlocutory style of public speaking ["Cantinflesco"] 

(Stevens 1974: 24-), and the importance of adopting the "revolutionary" 

language for successful political careers (Smith 1979:242-277), few 
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have sufficiently resolved the central question: how does the Mexican 

political elite deal with the democratic/authoritarian paradox?; 

rephrased, how can the Mexican elite constantly and consistently bow to 

the social-democratic ideals of the system and the fidelity of 

ineffective democratic institutions while operating and enjoying the 

benefits of an authoritarian-corporatist reality? 

Apparently the most prominent approach to account for the gap 

(since the system cannot be both democratic and authoritarian at the 

same time) and often to explain the widespread corruption is to treat 

the ruling elite as a gang of hypocrites engaged in a massive and 

well-orchestrated campaigll of deception for egoistic purposes. This is 

the hypocritical or conspirational thesis. Of the various examples of 

such arguments, one of the most striking is that of Luis Villoro who 

wrote in Exc~lsior (quoted in Davis 1974:49): "The real meaning of the 

words remains the concealment, to serve in practice a contrary 

objective. A revolutionary language is able to be turned into an 

instrument of conservatism ••• lt [the political language] is used ••• to 

deceive and thus for power to dominate." 

While expectedly popular among critiques of the regime, this 

view also seems to hold sway among North American scholars. Judging the 

system basedon system outcomes, Hansen (1971:7-8), for example, 

concludes 

The gap between the governing elite's rhetorical dedication to 
the social goals of the Mexican revolution and the resources it 
has allocated toward their fulfillment can only [emphasis 
added] be explained by an interpretation of Mexican politics 
sharply at odds with those which stress government commitment 
to 'nation-building', 'democratization', and 'social justice'. 
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Although apparently hard-pressed, Coleman (1972:5) seems to arrive at a 

similar conclusion: " ••• it is hard to believe that Mexico's inequality 

of income distribution is a product of inability to control the private 

sector and not substantially the result of conscious [emphasis added] 

design". Even such apparently subtle statements as Cockcroft's 

(1972:259) reference to certain pluralistic features as ritual "to 

dramatize a normative version of the system" depict this conception of 

a conscious, conspiratory effort to mislead and disinform the public 

for the sake of sustaining legitimacy and pursuing schemes of personal 

enrichment (Schyer 1976:5). 

Explanations besides hypocrisy can be found to account for the 

gap, however. In discussing Mexico's past, for example, many have 

acknowledged the objective need to go beyond the system's ideals in 

order to achieve those same goals. Vernon (1963:33-38), for instance, 

discusses how the Juarez liberals, despite their ideological affinity 

for decentralization and federalism, were forced to use centralized 

control to eradicate barriers to a free internal market. Ballard 

(1974:649-655) poses a similar argument, pointing to such factors as 

the lack of popular democratic training, capital, infrastructure and 

government funds to explain the anti-democratic tendencies of the 

Juarez government. Rarely, however, is Juarez depicted as a ruthless 

dictator who behind the facade favored non-liberal goals. 

Extending this line of reasoning to the current Mexican elite, 

it is possible that the elite does not see the authoritarian reality of 

the system as "contradicting" its democratic ideals; rather, they view 
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the authoritarian tendencies of the system as the necessary 

organizational means to achieve the idealized ends. As Cockcroft 

(1972:259) points out, "the idealized pictures of the PRI given by 

informants were, then, normative models of political reality, and these 

can co-exist, within the same mind, with an accurate descriptive model 

of sordid reality". Contrasting a more western, Hegelian view of ideals 

as an expressio~ of the social environment, the social-democratic 

ideals of the Mexican Revolution are thus viewed in a more Kantian 

manner as "the progressive development of ideas in an endless march 

toward equality and democracy" (Perez Correa 1982:60). 

By separating the normative from the real, the elite comes to 

view stability and "orderly" change from above as the sine gua non of 

achieving, albeit in small incremental steps, the social-democratic 

goals of the Revolution. Thus, while committed in principle to 

substantial pluralism, the leadership is nonetheless determined to 

maintain de facto political power (Anderson/Cockcroft 1966), treat 

autonomous organizations as a political threat and not give in publicly 

to the demands of major organizations (Stevens 1970:67 and 71). This 

"crisis-management" assessment of Mexican politics thus envisions a 

ruling elite committed to long-term transformation as a major 

governmental objective but, in its efforts to maintain order and 

stability, generally unable to effect such changes (Whitehead 1979: 

10). As we will see later, many political leaders in fact sight 

corruption as a major factor undermining the impact of sound 

governmental policies. 
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Underlying this. crisis-management view is the saliency and 

overriding concern for political stability in Mexico. For many, Mexico 

brims with the potential for extreme political fragmentation that, 

historically, has only been successfully checked by centralization 

(Meyer 1977:5). Camp (1984) finds an emphasis on peace and order rather 

than ideology as underlying a broad value consensus among the political 

elite. This intense preoccupation for stability has prompted Padgett 

(1976:74) and others to characterize the post-revolutionary system as a 

pragmatic venture in elite accommodation. This is consistent with the 

view that a certain level of corruption may be tolerated as a pragmatiG 

device to help ensure political stability. 

Turning to how the public deals with the apparent 

contradiction, it is important to examine first whether the Mexicans 

see any contradiction between what the government says (its guiding 

ideals) and what it does; and secondly how the system has endured 

despite this gap. To a certain extent, these questions are important in 

understanding how the public's interpretation of widespread corruption 

in the government impacts on legitimacy and stability. 

First, little doubt exists that the masses are cognizant of the 

paradox or the glaring gap between form and substance. Like the elite, 

the masses "entertain both a descriptive and a normative model of their 

political system" (Cornelius 1975:54). Popular opinion surveys 

conducted in Mexico have uncovered this paradox, noting a seemingly 

perplexing mix of pride in and support for the system combined with 



exaggeratedly low respect for the system's operation (see Almond and 

Verba 1964; Booth and Seligson 1984; Cornelius 1975; Davis 1974). 
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One interpretation of this contradiction widely supported in 

the past has been that the public differentiates intentions from 

reality (like the elite) and, most critically, the dominant party from 

government. As Padgett (1976:61) asserts, "Evidence indicates that 

loyalty of Mexicans is directed much more toward the nation and 

revolutionary symbolism than toward the ruling elite." 

Davis (1974) provided some empirical confirmation for this view 

through a survey conducted in the early 1970s. He found little 

relationship between popular evaluations of policies (ideals) and 

services delivered. High system support was associated to positive 

evaluations of the PRI, while negative evaluations of the government 

were linked to poor governmental performance. Thus, the PRI mobilized 

popular support around the social-democratic ideals of the system and 

was concomitantly associated with those goals, while the government 

received the blame for the system's poor performance. Indicative of 

this apparent contradiction, Davis (1974:93) concluded that •• "the 

major determinant of loyalty to the political system may well not be 

the accomplishments of the regime but rather perceptions of intentions" 

(Davis 1974:93). This would help explain why popular support remained 

"relatively high despite objectively inadequate regime performance in 

redressing existing inequities of wealth and power" (Davis 1974:84). 

With reference to corruption, this suggests that while corruption may 

have fostered distrust of government officials, it may not have 
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system. 
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The absence of a relationship between diffuse support for the 

system and evaluation of government performance, a most curious 

paradox, was also confirmed in Booth and Seligson's (1984) survey of 

the Mexican democratic culture in the later 1970s. Even after 

correcting for the various problems of prior measures of system support 

and using a superior methodological device, the researchers confirmed a 

relatively high level of system support combined with pro-democratic 

values. In other words, they discovered a citizenry that simultaneously 

supported democratic values and an authoritarian political system. 

Noting that the pro-democratic values "harmonize with the current 

official political ideology", they concluded that the public's 

"democratic attitudes may ironically both result from and help sustain 

the very authoritarian and undemocratic system under which they live" 

(pp 119-120). 

Clearly, corruption has played an important role in sustaining 

this curious paradox. Chapter 5, in fact, will detail how the normative 

dimension of corruption has helped the government reaffirm and mobilize 

support for the system while focusing public cyncism and distrust on 

the personalistic side of the system (e.g. casting the problem as a 

"few bad apples ••• "). A most crucial question, however, also to be 

dealt with later, concerns whether governmental performance and diffuse 

system support continue to be unrelated. Indeed, survey data from 

chapter 7 and an analysis of Mexico in the turbulent decade of the 
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1980s suggest that the high level of system support has faded and that 

the rift between form and substance has become far more problematic and 

destablizing than in the past. 

The Centralization/Decentralization Theme 

The second "contradiction" underscores even more poignantly the 

factor of corruption, pitting a centralized authoritarian-corporatist 

organizational system with a strong president against a decentralized, 

flexible and accommodative personalistic system with a weak president. 

Widespread corruption, the effective influence of certain individuals 

at the implementation stage of public policy, the accommodations of 

major clients in the bureaucracy (see Poitras 1974) and the important 

role of the bureaucracy in policy-making (Grindle 1977) [all conducive 

to political corruption], for instance, certainly depict a system 

contrary to the "formal" one characterized by centralization and 

omnipotent presidential control (on this type of "formally" centralized 

yet "informally" decentralized arrangement during Spanish colonialism 

see Hanson 1974). 

Meyer (1977:12) provides a good illustration of this paradox. 

He describes centralized presidential power as almost unlimited ("No 

matter how irrational a project may be in the eyes of specialists, if 

the president approves it, it must be carried out"); yet on the 

subsequent page in alluding to corruption, he argues that the Mexican 

bureaucracy is unable to carry out policy effectively. As Fagen and 

Tuohy (1972:28) suggest " ••• any rationalization or coordination of 

Mexican public policy that might result from centralization is lost 
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through the corruption, inefficiency, and personalistic careerism that 

are the other side of the centralization coin". 

Since the system cannot be both centralized and decentralized, 

nor can the president possess virtually unlimited powers and yet be 

circumscribed by an intransigent or corrupt bureaucracy, the 

"contradiction" begs greater specificity. Rather than blatantly and 

categorically viewing the system as centralized or decentralized, it is 

important to assign centralized presidential power in the areas of 

political recruitment and policy initiatives and decentralized 

bureaucratic and particularistic influence to the actual implementation 

stage of public policy. The president's centralized control involves 

the more "public" side of the political system (broad policy programs, 

political appointments and rhetorical campaigns), while the 

decentralized decision-making process entails the more private and 

closed personalistic side of the system. Thus while the president may 

direct broad anti-corruption campaigns, gain the prosecution of certain 

high-level corrupt officials or even threaten public officials, the 

president may be limited in his power to truly curb the political 

corruption that pervades the accommodative elitist system. 

Interactions 

Having resolved these "contradictions", it is possible now to 

examine the complementary nature of the three aspects of the system. 

Despite their analytical separation, the three have historically 

functioned in concert to provide for a stable political environment. As 

alluded to earlier, the legitimizing ideology has long carried popular 
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mobilizations and structured clientelistic relationships, and the 

personalistic system has obviated "the formal and public exercise of 

political controls" by channelling particularistic demands towards a 

highly flexible system of implementation (Fagen/Tuohy 1972:18). 

Attention here centers first, on the role of the PRI as the central 

mechanism of the. system and second, on the governing style resulting 

from the internal interactions of the system. 
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Perhaps the key to understanding the interaction of the three 

levels of the Mexican state is the PRI's mUltiple functions. First, the 

PRI incorporates the legacy of the Mexican Revolution. monopolizes and 

promotes the "revolutionary myth". This helps maintain system 

legitimacy boosting the revolutionary pride of the Mexicans and the 

identification of the PRI with the revolutionary symbols. Second, the 

PRl mobilizes the masses into populist organizations lending further 

legitimacy to its revolutionary role while effectively controlling the 

articulation of political demands from below (Cornelius 1975:80). The 

system's corporate controls over the press and intellectuals, further 

enhances the regime's ability to perpetuate PRI's monopoly over 

patriotic ideals by swaying popular opinion and continuously providing 

"symbolic reassurances" to the public (Kautsky 1975:39-41; Whitehead 

1979:4). Third, a combination of monopoly control over the system's 

ideals and patronage translates into electoral victories (with 

electoral fraud playing a back-up role) (see Ames 1960), and hence 

control of governmental personnel. Finally, by controlling recruitment 
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and governm~nt office, the PRI dominates the personalistic side of the 

system by administering a secure and permanent spoils system (Needler 

1970:9) for those willing to abide by the political rules of the game. 

Such spoils include not only political patronage, but the attending 

opportunities for corrupt wealth flowing from an activist state. 

Interactions among the three aspects forge a unique Mexican 

style of governance. It includes the ability of the government to 

effectively fend off attacks from opponents, cripple the capacity of 

horizontally based organizations and transform divisive political 

issues into administrative haggles. First, PRI's monopoly over the 

system's ideals (patriotism, social- democratic legitimacy, etc.) 

provides the government with significant political capital to offset 

threats to its organizational authoritarian/corporatist control. 

Mobilizing its followers by manipulating revolutionary symbolism, the 

government can easily undercut the appeals of any opposition movement 

or horizontal organization that may desire greater autonomy. The 

government thus engages in a system of altering coalitions and 

alliances to offset the attacks of other sectors (Lomnitz 1984:176). 

The government, for example, has generally been able to hold its 

rightist opposition, the PAN, at bay by publicly associating the PAN 

with the Chur~h, and the US, and by staging popular campaigns centering 

on the alleged anti-Mexican actions of the Mexican business community. 

To accomplish this feat, it generally mobilizes the party's labor 

sector, the CTM. 
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Second, the effective control of the PRI and the government 

over organizational channels combined with the relative effectiveness 

of the personalistic system to accommodate particularistic demands 

effectively inhibits members from using the group to serve collective 

interests (Eckstein 1977). As Cornelius (1975:80) rightly notes, 

"approaching public officials to seek help in satisfying particu

laristic personal or local needs is both permitted and encouraged; but 

demanding major changes in public policy or government priorities is 

viewed as threatening and illegitimate activity". 

Since diffuse support appears in the past to have been 

unrelated to governmental performance, the resulting gaps between 

policy intention and actual bureaucratic output would not seem to 

compromise the system's overall legitimacy. Thus, as Poitras (1973) 

found with respect to the Mexican social security system, 

administrative policy can accommodate major client groups and serve the 

goals of stability and the ma~ntenance of the status-quo rather than 

developmental objFctives. As will be seen later, corruption has 

historically produced the same effect, protecting the status-quo by 

altering public policy at its point of impact, yet failing to ignite 

destabilizing opposition. 

Vernon (1963:126) provides a good example of this "double

faced" style of rule. Noting government's control of pharmacy prices, 

he recounts a case in which the pharmaceutical company made a strong 

and convincing argument for a price increase. The government, finding 

it politically unwise to be publicly associated with such an unpopular 
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move, quietly advised the company that if it were to violate the law by 

raising prices, the infraction would be ignored. In this way, the 

government simultaneously satisfied the demands of the industry and 

those of the public. 

A final aspect of the Mexican governing style is to reduce 

political questions to administrative ones. This relates to the duality 

in which the president has virtually unlimited control over policy 

direction, but the personalistic system accommodates particularistic 

demands in a process of negotiations over the implementation of the 

president's program. Purcell (1975), for example, found that although 

the push for the profit-sharing program originated with labor, 

President L6pez Mateos adopted it as his own in order to protect the 

tradition of centralized control. Once having made the fundamentally 

political decision that there would be a profit-sharing program, the 

details of the program were turned over to an advisory committee 

representing all affected interests (business, labor and government). 

Thus, while effectively excluded at the policy- making stage, major 

interests can be effective in influencing public policy at the 

implementation stage. 

Political corruption is, of course, a crucial ingredient in the 

unique governing style of Mexico. By allocating particularistic 

rewards, for example, corruption helps undermine the potential of 

organizations to threaten the system and thus alleviate class-based 

demands. Although widespread corruption may translate into low levels 

of trust in the performance of government, this may not lead to the 
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questioning of the goals of the system or generally the policies of the 

government. Indeed, blaming human avarice for the system's failures 

provides an easy escape for the government, thereby taming a political 

explosive issue. 

Conclusion 

Just as corruption represents a form of political behavior 

contrary to recognized norms, the Mexican system functions somewhat 

differently than its ideals suggest. The current model of the Mexican 

state presents a useful framework for the analysis of Mexican politics 

and, of course, the causes and consequences of political corruption. 

The model depicts a system rooted in long-term social-democratic goals, 

evincing extensive authoritarian-corporatist structural controls over 

society and a de facto labyrinth of patron-client ties uniting a 

pragmatic political elite. The analysis shows the Mexican state 

organization to be highly centralized and activist in its controls over 

social organiza·tions. 

As attention shifts specifically to the causes, consequences 

and dynamics of political corruption, this basic overview provides the 

essential framework. Emphasizing the salient organizational components 

of the state and its relative strength, the following chapter on cause, 

for example, examines the mechanics by which the strong Mexican state 

produces widespread extortion. Subsequent attention to consequences, 

moreover, alludes to the stability and maintenance of both the 

legitimizing ideology and the personalistic level of the system. It 

will be shown that widespread corruption is a product of this unique 

.. _---_ .... __ . --_._---------------- -------- ----------------
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political system, makes significant contributions to its operation and 

changes in response to changes in the Mexican polity and society. 

-- .. _ .. _ .. ---. ------------'--------------------------



CHAPTER 4 

THE CAUSES OF CORRUPTION IN MEXICO: 
THE STATE-SOCIETY BALANCE 

Highlighting its supportive national-socialist ideology, one-

party control, c~ntralization and corporatism, the previous chapter 

demonstrated the strength of the Mexican state organization. This 

chapter examines in greater detail the ingredients of the state-society 

equation and the mechanics by which they facilitate widespread 

political corruption in the system. The first section of the chapter 

elaborates on various ingredients of the state-society balance in 

Mexico, identifying the principal structural traits of the state and 

society that promote corruption. The second section empirically 

examines corruption in Mexico based on a review and analysis of 

hundreds of cases of corruption featured in the Mexico City press from 

1970 to 1984. Cognizant of the limitations and pitfalls of the 

empirical study of corruption, this section nonetheless attempts to 

gauge the broad patterns of corruption in Mexico, including type, 

bureaucratic location and the parties involved in its detection. 

To reiterate the basic theoretical argument, it is suggested 

here that corruption arises from the structural balance of state and 

social forces. In the case of Mexico, corruption flows from an historic 

state/society imbalance which grants the state and its representatives 

a virtual monopoly over opportunities for wealth and mobility. The 
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structural asymmetry foments a particular pattern of corrupt behavior 

characterized by widespread extortion. 

The State-Society Eguation 
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In Mexico, the state-society equation shows the state in a 

superior position to structure opportunities for mobility and survival; 

this imbalance, in turn, fosters the conditions favorable to widespread 

political corruption. Three parts of the equation can be discerned: 

attributes internal to the state, state-society linkages and broad 

factors of society. 

Factors Internal to the State 

A large part of the state's strength vis-a-vis society and a 

major factor explicating corruption derives from attributes internal to 

the Mexican state. This includes everything from the basic structure of 

the government and the role of the party, to the state's own laws 

covering its employees and bureaucratic procedures. Most crucially, the 

Mexican political system projects only a single, centralized avenue of 

social mobility: a monolith. Rapid turnover rates in public office, the 

prohibition against re-election and a dominant executive branch all serve 

to solidify this monopolistic pattern. This structure, in turn, enhances 

the possibilities for widespread political corruption by sustaining an 

upward-flowing pattern of political loyalty. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, control over recruitment in 

the vast Mexican public sector resides with the top political elite in 

the PRI and the government. With few exceptions, no alternative poles 
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poles attracting talent and inspiring loyalty in the public sector 

compete with the centralized control of the party and the bureaucracy. 

This means that only one route to social advancement in the state is 

available. As a result, most employees of the government are wholly 

dependent on their good-standing in the party and/or among upper level 

officials for any mobility opportunities. 

The prominent juridical classification "employees of 

confidence" underscores the fact that position and political future in 

Mexico rests solely on sustaining that confidence. Greenberg's 

(1970:112) study of the Ministry of Water (SAHOP), for example, 

revealed that a full 75% of employees in the agency were confidence 

employees and, further, that "who one knows" was the key to their 

employment. 

This monopolistic control of mobility opportunities in one party 

--helping to consolidate the power of the state-- is further enhanced 

by a high turnover rate, a constant "shuffling of positions within the 

government and the dominance of the executive branch over the other 

branches of government. In terms of turnover, Hansen (1971:78) 

estimated that 18,000 elective and 25,000 appointive positions in the 

Mexican government changed hands every six years. Similarly, Smith 

(1979:159-187) discovered that at least a third of all public positions 

in the government were occupied by new entrants into the government 

during the change from one sexenio to another. Such high turnover rates 

obviously affect feelings of job security (or insecurity), and 



reinforce the importance of maintaining the confidence of one's 

superiors. 
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Second and closely related to the high turnover rate in 

government is the constant shuffling or re-distribution of government 

jobs. Most Mexican officials rarely occupy the same post for more than 

a single administrative term. One observer estimated that 45,000 top 

posts change hands every six years .( "Clinging to ••• " Insight 10-5-

1987:10). In elective positions, of course, incumbency is illegal. But 

even in the bureaucracy, such constant movement is the norm. As Kelley 

(1981:8) points out, "In the US public servants tend to make a career 

in a particular bureau or agency, whereas in Mexico they are 

horizontally mobile, serving in a wide range of positions throughout 

the bureaucracy." Even at the local level, high turnover rates are 

common, resulting in highly unstable bureaucratic directorships (Ugalde 

1970:98). 

A third factor compounding the centralized, monopolistic route 

of state-centered mobility is the imbalances that characterize' 

relations between the federal and state and local governments, the 

executive and the legislative and judicial branches. Rather than 

exercising autonomous power -- and thus checking the power of the 

executive or offering alternative poles of social advancement within 

the state these instit~tions are incorporated into the patron-client 

labyrinth and depend on the executive either for their institutional or 

individual political survival. Members of Congress, for instance, must 

look to the centralized apparatus of the party and the patron-client 
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networks of the bureaucracy for their next political appointment (given 

no re-elections). A similar structural arrangement characterizes the 

relationship between the judiciary and the executive and state/local 

governments and the federal government. 

Whether referring to bureaucrats or members of congress, the 

basic effect of this monopolistic avenue of political fortune is to 

reinforce loyalty upwards towards a centralized source and· away from 

clients. constituents, particular bureaucratic ethos or alternative 

poles of loyalty. This occurs through two mechanisms: first, since 

future employment is not assured. the bureaucra.t or politician must 

constantly nurture his political relationships to enhance future 

employment prospects (Greenberg 1970:71); and second. by being unable 

to deve~op contacts, expertise or sympathy with and for the clients of 

a particular bureau or agency or with constituents (due to the limited 

time of the appointment and the futility of doing so) the bureaucrat 

scarcely nurtures any sense of bureaucratic professionalism. acquires 

any sense of loyalty to the agency itself or forges a unique political 

ideology (Purcell and Purcell 1977:24-25). As Kelley (1981:8) notes, 

"The Mexican administrator does not consider himself tied to 

administrative performance nor bound by a code of administrative 

conduct enforced legally and socially by his peers. His loyalty is to 

his superior ••. ". 

Together, these factors underpin strong internal norms (both 

written and unwritten) promoting political corruption. First, the high 

turnover rates and lack of job security (combined with inadequate 
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retirement plans) creates strong pressures for public officials to come 

up with imaginative personal pension schemes to "prepare for their own 

exits" from government (Greenberg 1970:71). Second, the existence of 

upwardly-focused loyalty patterns encourage officials to engage in or 

acquiesce to corrupt networks within a particular agency. Since an 

unsure political future rests with higher-ups, few jeopardize the 

confidence gained by questioning the procedures or exposing the corrupt 

operating rules of one's superior. Indeed, the only way to survive 

politically is to abide by the rules of the system and enjoy the 

"benefits" of political office. Quite often, sharing in corrupt gains 

forms a crucial part of the superior's "management style" since it 

helps instill a deeper sense of loyalty and dependency among his 

underlings. 

Strong internal norms essentially force officials to 

participate in corrupt networks in order to maintain employment. The 

head of Consciencia Ciudana, for example, noted that ~even kids that 

enter (a police force) with the best of intentions have to conform to 

the norm (participate in corruption) or get out" (Rosenblaum 1987:1). 

That norm, as described in detail by one police sergeant, meant the 

obligatory payment of a portion of a policeman's daily bribes to his 

superior. As one police officer noted, "all the bosses receive a·share 

from us" (Rosenblaum 1987:1). Such exploitation of police employees 

constituted a fundamental ingredient in Durazo's management of the 

Mexico City police force: continued employment was incumbent on 

payments "up the ladder" (see Gonzalez G. 1983). 



79 . 

Besides fac.ilitating pyramidal networks of corruption, such 

factors also forge strong norms against reporting corruption or 

cooperating in official investigations. In a sense, everyone involved 

must rationally calculate where the best opportunity lies, and in so 

many cases, it rests with supporting one's superior suffering attack 

rather than those orchestrating the assault. According to the secretary 

general of the PRI, the party represses members that do not follow the 

rules of the game, thus making it hard to denounce others engaged in 

wrongdoing (Unomasuno July 29, 1983:5). Such suppression was reportedly 

illustrated by the local legislature in Chilapa, Guerrero which 

protected the interests and businesses of it's chief executive (El Sol 

March 24, 1983:5B); of a police chief who protected his men from 

investigation (Excelsior September 12, 1976); or even the handling of 

official denunciations against former president L6pez Portillo. 

In addition to fostering unwritten, unarticulated norms 

promoting corruption, the preponderant strength of the state is also 

illustrated by weak and ineffective written laws covering corruption 

directly or general bureaucratic procedures. Generally, the written 

norms simply reflect unwritten rules. Faulty legal devices add to the 

potential for corruption, of course, by failing to create any structure 

of deterrence. As the legal expert Raul Cardenas (Chavez 1981a:13) 

points out, "the Law of Responsibilities (LR) is 'an authentic 

disaster' ••• Mexico lacks an adequate legal structure to combat 

corruption (Chavez 1981a:13). 
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Specifically, the inadequacies of the law dealing with 

corruption are twofold. First, the law inhibits the reporting of 

corruption by outside parties by requiring exorbitant amounts of proof 

and holding the accuser libel for unsubstantiated accusations. The 

Comite Coordinador de la Ciudania, for example, claimed that the Puebla 

state congress would not permit it to denounce corruption in the state 

government based on legal technicalities, adding that various members 

of the group actually received threats (Unomasuno November 6, 1985). 

Sometimes, in fact, attempting to contribute to the anti-corruption 

fight can prove costly. In July 1984, for instance, a professor of the 

National University who falsely accused the head of SEP of extortion 

was arrested for false declarations (IS July 1984:37). Indeed, the much 

touted campaign of reforms under Miguel de la Madrid to fight 

corruption was seen by many as further hampering the reporting of 

corrupt acts. The President of the Union de Universidades at the Third 

Ibero-American Congress of International Law, for example, complained 

that the new Law of Responsibilities (revised in 1983) "is contra

dictory since it makes it difficult for citizens to denounce corruption 

if they cannot prove the charges" (Unomasuno November 6, 1985). 

The second deficiency of the law relates to the lack of a legal 

basis for the punishment of officials for corruption. Prior to the 1983 

reforms, castigation meant simply returning a portion of the "ill

gotten-gains" to the state. Charges of fraud against 18 officials of 

the state cinema industry were dropped in 1979, for example. following 

the return of 120 million pesos (Unomasuno August 2, 1979:1). A similar 



81 

incident found 26 officials convicted for fraud being released ten days 

later when the president of the private organization returned ~.4 

million pesos to the office of the Attorney General (Unomasuno November 

23, 1979:27). Such mild forms of punishment prompted the opposition to 

wittingly criticize the law as "rob now and pay later" (La Prensa 

August 2, 1979:21). 

In addition to light punishment, the law also provides public 

officials convenient cushions against prosecution. Officials actually 

holding public office, for example, enjoy immunity from prosecution 

which must be removed prior to further legal action. Moreover, a 

"period of responsibility" (or statute of limitations) is stipulated in 

the law which restricts prosecution for wrongdoing while in office to 

one year following the officilas removal from the specific post. An 

effort to increase the limit to four years was defeated in Congress in 

1978 (Medina Macias 1983:38). 

Finally, an im~ortant corollary to the punishment factor is 

that even those punished are often granted avenues to return to public 
. 

life. Although the PGR claims to provide a list of officials prosecuted 

to prevent their return to state employment, (Universal August 15, 

1980:21), journalist Manuel Buendia notes that of the 2,000 public 

officials prosecuted in recent years, half have returned to public life 

(Exc~lsiorAugust 22, 1980:1). One notable case involves the political 

resurrection of the deposed governor of Sonora removed amid charges of 

"unexplained wealth" (see Biebrich under "Scandals"). Today, the 

politico occupies an important position in the government of the state 
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of Hidalgo. According to Buendia, being so branded often evokes 

respect within the closed elitist circle (Excelsior August 22, 1980:1). 

Just as with the law dealing specifically with corruption, 

general bureaucratic regulations also seem inadequate in discouraging 

corruption. A report by the Chamber of Deputies, for example, revealed 

that the administration of Hank Gonzalez (1976-1982) in the Mexico City 

government never solicited competitive bids in its public works (El Dia 

December 3, 1983:3M). Ramirez (1981:6), similarly, estimates that a 

full 85% of PEMEX contracts were made without competitive bidding as 

requred by law in the late 1970s. Even at the state level, Ugalde 

(1970:120-121) discovered huge amounts in the budget spent with very 

few records being kept and large amounts destined for "personal 

expenses". 

Despite the apparent importance of these legal factors, it 

remains questionable whether better laws would change anything. It is 

not so much that the laws are bad, but rather that they are ignored. In 

1977 legislators of the PRI openly complained, for example, that the 

Law of Responsibilities had never been enforced (Exc~lsior November 22, 

1977:5). Again, just as a written constitution does not make a 

functioning democracy, the proper legal framework is not a sufficient 

factor preventing corruption. Being illegal, the non-functioning of 

laws against corruption is to be expected. Still, inadequate laws 

inhibiting the prosecution and punishment of corruption combined with 

weak enforcement do seem to reflect the lack of alternative, competing 
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organizations to check the power of state officials. 

State-Society Linkages 
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While these internal factors help consolidate the strength of 

the Mexican state, the bonds linking it to society further intensify 

the state's dominant position. Traditional indicators of the size of 

the state vis-a-vis society provide a somewhat mixed picture. Following 

a discussion of these, a number of other factors supporting a strong 

state are examined, including legitimizing ideology, the state's 

ability to impinge on opportunities for wealth and mobility, 

corporatism and other structural-legal arrangements. Together, these 

factors reveal a strong state that adds to the potential for corruption 

by inhibiting societal chec~s on its power and by forcing weaker social 

organizations into exploitable positions vis-a-vis state 

representatives. A review of business, union and press corruption 

clearly illustrates this balance. 

Size of the state is normally cited as an indicator of the role 

of the state in society, although size is hardly synonomous with 

strength. In the Mexican case, in fact, this approach is of limited 

use, since up until the mid-1970s at least, the size of the Mexican 

state was not impressive, ranking extremely low in cross-national 

comparisons. According to figures provided by Wilkie (1985:37), central 

government expenditures in Mexico equaled 12.2% of gross domestic 

product under Diaz Ordaz (1964-1970), 15.9% under Echeverria (1970-

1976) and a full 26.9% under L6pez Portillo. Expenditures for 
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decentralized state firms accounted for an additional 11.7%, 15.4% and 

22.6% under the three administrations. 

Other indicators of size of government, however, provide a 

somewhat different picture. Figures from the mid-1980s, for example, 

show the government employing some 4.35 million people or 18% of the 

workforce ("Clinging to ••• " Insight October 5, 1987:11). This compares 

roughly to 16% in the US. Grindle's (1977:3) figures from the mid-

1970s, also seem to point to a large if not proliferated state. Her 

count revealed the Mexican bureaucracy to contain 18 regular ministries 

and departments, 123 decentralized agencies, 292 public enterprises, 

187 official commissions and 160 development trusts. That compares to 

17 executive offices, boards and councils, 11 departments, 59 agencies, 

6 quasi-official agencies and 64 other commissions in the US at a 

similar time (Sloan 1984:134). 

These figures hardly give a clear indication of state strength. 

Yet as noted, such figures are somewhat misleading since they do not 

measure state strength as such. They do not take into account, for 

example, the autonomy of the state, its ideological mandate, its 

regulatory or recruitment controls over other state entities and/or 

society. A review of these factors indeed confirms the view supporting 

a strong state in Mexico. 

For a variety of cultural, historical, economic and political 

reasons, Mexico's legitimizing ideology, as noted, supports a strong 

interventionist state. The Mexican state shoulders responsibility for 

administering, directing and guiding the developmental process, 

-------------------------------
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guaranteeing social justice, aiding the private sector in its 

disadvantageous relationships with foreign capital and forging social 

harmony and peace among all sectors of society. Such an ideological 

posture effectively translates into the state's ownership of some of 

the nation's largest enterprises (i.e. PEMEX, CFE, Telefonos de Mexico, 

etc.), its control over large portions of the nation's savings to 

finance development, extensive laws and bureaucratic regulations 

touching virtually all areas of social life -- especially 

organizational life -- and, finally, a correspondingly weak tradition 

for the ideas of pluralism. 

Although greatly enhanced by the Revolution, Mexico has enjoyed 

a long history of a strong, domineering state. Sloan (1984:129), for 

example, points out that the Spanish colonial system was highly. 

paternalistic, bureaucratic and imposing on all areas of society. Even 

prior to the end of the Hapsburg era, Brading (1974:555) contends, 

"Mexico was governed by an enormous bureaucracy residing many 

kilometers away". This resulted in "an administrative system which was 

as complex as it was unrealistic" (Hanson 1974:203). In linking this to 

corruption, Wolf (1959:237) most succinctly notes, "there was little 

correspondence between law and reality in the utopian order of New 

Spain" • 

Similarly, this conception of an activist, organic state would 

appear to be common throughout Latin America. In the case of Mexico, 

however, the power of the state has been enhanced by the revolutionary 

credentials of the PRI and the general weakening and virtual 
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destruction of the domestic bourgeoisie, the Church, landowners and 

other groups during the Revolution/Civil War of 1910-1917, all unique 

to the region. In post-revolutionary Mexico, the revival of many of 

these social forces occurred under the tu·telary role of the state. 

Still today, such a position of the state facilitates corruption by 

strengthening its power in its relation with major social organizations 

and by limiting the autonomy of such organizations to offer mobility 

opportunities and hence check the power of state representatives. In 

effect, this serves to leave large portions of the government virtually 

uncontrolled and vulnerable to the avaricious proclivities of its 

employees. Attention to business, union and press corruption 

illustrates these causal concerns. 

Part of the government's activism includes the use of 

regulations, subsidies, licensing, permits, exchange-rate brokering, 

supplying and purchasing of products from the private sector. The 

plethora of administrative devices -- what one businessman referred to 

as "reglamentismo" -- gives the bureaucrat significant power in his 

dealings with business (Interview 3-E). Indeed, the state effectively 

structures the business environment, displacing other "rules" of 

entrepreneurship; the public sector is in a position to make or break 

any private firm (Interview 3-H; Smith 1979:191-216). Since government 

decisions rarely follow economic guidelines, it is therefore often 

"more important to have good political connections than 

entrepreneurial skills" (Lewis 1980:91). As one observer points out, 

" ••• there are ••• a relatively small number of large private sector 
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interests dependent on a favorable relationship with an interventionist 

government that maintains a huge regulatory apparatus and equally large 

proprietary holdings" (Rubin 1987:92) 

With this powerful advantage to the state, it becomes routine 

for businesses to pay bribes to acquire operating licensing, permits 

and other governmental services. Ugalde (1970:100), for example, found 

it customary to give 10% of construction costs to the bureaucratic 

chief. One businessman stated that bribes were routinely needed to 

obtain permits or to pay judges who refuse to accept papers (Interview 

3-H). Another added that even to pay taxes, bribes were required to 

nspeed-upn the process, to obtain import and export licenses and even 

to narrange n an overcharged bill from the electric company (Interview 

3-G). One case in 1980, exposed officials granting import permits for a 

set price (Unomasuno July 8, 1980:26). 

The ideological supremacy of the state over business should be 

emphasize4 since it adds a certain degree of acceptance to corruption. 

Taking from those in an ideologically weak position is easier to 

justify. As Tannenbaum (1950:99) argues "Graft had a.kind of 

traditional sanction when most of the economy was in foreign hands, 

when government officials shared through special favors some of the 

profits of private concerns". Although business today is generally 

controlled by Mexican nationals, the government frequently portrays the 

private sector and its supporters as anti-nationalistic. 

Similar to the government's role in shaping the economy, its 

corporatist links to interest associations enhances its control over 
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mobility opportunities and thus promotes corruption among co-opted 

organizations. As discussed in Chapter 3, a host of chamber laws 

legally structure interest representation in Mexican society. Business 

associations, labor unions and peasant associations are particularly 

affected by these laws. A crucial effect of such corporative 

arrangemen~s is to weaken the autonomy of these groups by first, 

placing effective decision-making and recruitment authority outside of 

the organization itself and with the government and, secondly, by 

reducing the opportunities for competing organizations within the same 

functional area to vie for support of the rank and file. Since 

government leaders have a greater say in job security, mobility 

opportunities and political futures, corporatist organizations tend to 

maintain leadership more attuned to the needs of the government than 

the rank and file. 

This is particularly evident in the Mexican labor movement 

where corruption is pervasive. In exchange for labor stability, labor 

leaders enjoy the fruits of" sub-contracts (often referred to as 

"sweetheart" contracts), large pension funds and the control of 

lucrative public sector jobs and other patronage positions in the 

government. According to the Movimiento Naciona1 Petrolero, union 

leaders at PEMEX, for example, use union dues to support their own 

private businesses (Unomasuno December 22, 1979:7). Indeed, the STPRM 

(Sindicato de los Trabajadores Petro1eros Revolucionarios de Mexico) 

petroleum workers union has been involved in a variety of scandals in 

recent years dealing with the sale of jobs (E1 Dia June 20, 1981:2; El 
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Sol November 17, 1976), the awarding of "sweetheart" contracts to 

friends and family members of union officialdom as well as the outright 

extortion of union funds by top leaders (see Appendix A) •. 

Other "official" unions also engage in similar practices. 

According to one report, 200 unions leaders of the CTM were under 

investigation for corruption in 1985 (Mexico City News November 14, 

1985). As with the government proper, widespread corruption in unions 

reflects an utter lack of management controls. One report, for 

example, identified a union leader charged with corruption who had 

occupied ~is post for 12 years and had never produced accounts of union 

funds (Unomasuno September 14, 1981:6). A similar report exposed a 

union in Veracruz that had escaped being audited for 14 years 

(Exc~lsior April 5, 1971). 

In addition to government-business and government-union 

corruption, the government-press relationship also typifies the state

society imbalance. As noted in Chapter 3, the government-press 

relationship is unique, with subtle forms of control exercised by the 

state and widespread self-censorship on the part of the press. 

Corruption forms an important ingredient in the relationship. As Levy 

(1986:32) suggests "much of what makes government-media cooperation so 

mutually advantageous involves corruption". According to Rafael 

Rodriquez Castaneda (Proceso November 3, 1981:6-9), the press

government relation is one of a "vicious circle of corruption": "the 

embute (envelope with money) is a national institution". Again as with 

the business-government relationship, a member of the press finds it 
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rational to follow the mobility avenue offered by members of the state 

through corruption rather than attack the system. As Stevens (1974:44) 

notes, "it would be an exceptionally courageous publisher---or a very 

foolish one,--- who would bite the hands which feeds him". 

Besides "setting the conditions" for mobility possibilities and 

hence presenting the potential for corruption, the power of the state 

vis-a-vis society also inhibits the ability of business, unions and the 

press from checking the power of state officials. One business official 

bluntly suggested that if one tries to organize and fight, then he no 

longer receives government purchases (Interview 3-H). As regards 

unions, the official sanctioning of corporatism constrains the 

formation of independent unions. Although their formation is not 

illegal, independent unions seldom enjoy the benefits of sub

contracting or control of jobs. For the press, its lack of autonomy 

prevents it from protecting its members who attempt to expose 

corruption or generally forcing government towards an uncorrupt path. 

Indeed, if a member of the press does "bite" that hand, the 

consequences may be detrimental to his/her career. Sanders (1986:27), 

for example, refers to the firing of the editor of El Heraldo in Puebla 

in 1983 for reporting fraud in the elections. The politically

motivated removal of the entire editorial board of Excelsior in the 

late 1970s also illustrates the dangers of an "independent" press. 

Societal Factors 

Completing the state-society equation, it is important to 

identify specific structural features of Mexican society that detract 
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from its ability to offer competing routes of social mobility, and 

hence check the power of the state or the perquisites of its employees. 

In most respects these factors represent the opposite side of 

corporatism and bureaucratization and have already been discussed. 

Enrique Florescano (Proceso 39, August I, 1977:14-15) adequately sums 

up these factors, noting that the post-revolutionary state 

put a brake on the creation of a truly autonomous and vigorous 
business sector. The union movement was born as an extension of 
governmental political power in such a way that it lacked 
authentic autonomy and reproduced the same anti-democratic and 
corrupt forms of the system. Other sectors such as press, 
legislative and judiciary lacked the bases to preserve their 
autonomy and thus were incorporated into the corrupt system. 

One important societal trait facilitating corruption concerns 

the inability of social organizations to provide effective avenues of 

wealth. Historically, this has been a common factor associated with 

corruption in Mexico. Due to either the nature of business (controlled 

mainly by foreigners) or social-racial factors (legal discriminations 

against mestizos), opportunities for wealth outside of the state have 

historically been extremely limited. Hansen (1971:xiii) suggests that 

corruption "developed historically in Mexico as a response to the lack 

of opportunities for mobility within the country's economic and social 

systems". This view is supported by Wolf (1959:239) who found that in 

the colonial period such a situation left the rising mestizo little 

else but corrupt gains through control of the state, and Ballard 

(1974:656) who argues that during the liberal period "the lack of 

opportunities in business or professions led capable people to desire a 

government post". Although today other means of wealth are available in 

------------------
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society, the sheer wealth of the state in a sea of poverty cont~nues to 

make it an attractive means of acquiring wealth in modern Mexico and 

many still aspire to its ranks. According to one prominent political 

activist and journalist, "the idea of politics is corruption"; people 

get into politics with the idea of making money (Interview 3~A). , 

Finally, part of the weakness of social organizations vis-a-vis 

the state and their inability to offer effective avenues of social 

mobility is generally the lack of social organization in Mexico. Zaid 

(Vuelta May 1978:5-9) suggests that by and large corruption is more 

accepted when people do not respect the idea of organization. Clearly, 

without organization it becomes difficult to pursue collective goals. 

An official of CANACINTRA (Interview 3-E) pointed out, for example, 

that although strongly against corruption, the business community has 

been unable to fully articulate its demands due to the lack of 

organization. 

The weakness of organization in Mexico derives from variable 

sources. Obviously important is the lack of social differentiation, 

time, trust, consciousness, etc. associated with underdevelopment 

itself. But more specifically, Gabriel Zaid (Vuelta 276001, May 1978:5-

9) identifies an "anti-organization" ethos pervading Mexican society. 

To a certain extent, the absence of interest associations is the 

outcome of a conscious policy style on the part of the government to 

discourage organizational formation and/or block autonomous 

organizations from below. As noted earlier, such an official posture 

reflects the governments steadfast belief in the need to guide and 



direct change from above in order to avoid a recurrence of the social 

convulsions and explosions of the Revolutionary period. 

Empirical Patterns of Corruption in Mexico 

Patt~r.ns of Corruption 

93 

The foregoing analysis has shown how the asymmetry between 

state and society promotes widespread political corruption. At this 

point, attention centers on specific empirical patterns of corruption 

in Mexico with a view towards testing certain hypotheses derived from 

the state-society theory. Aithough not nearly as neat and conclus'ive as 

desired, the following data do provide some means of both gauging the 

merits of the general theory and moving beyond the anecdotal towards 

the empirical. 

Given the very nature of political corruption, no truly 

reliable method exists to measure it. The data presented here come from 

over nine hundred reports on corruption in the Mexico City press from 

1970, 1971, 1972, 1974 and 1976 to 1984. For the years 1970, 1971, 

1972, and 1974, a random sample of 52 issues of EI Nacional and 

Exc~lsior per year was examined and coded. For the years 1976 to 1984, 

articles were located using Informaci6n Sistematica, a complete 

indexation of virtually all the major newspapers of Mexico City. The 

news reports were coded for type of article (a case of corruption, a 

general denunciation of corruption or reform measures), type of 

corruption, bureaucratic location of the government official(s) 

involved, denouncing party, positive versus negative tone of the 

article and, finally, for the characterization of the problem (whether 

'----"------------
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personalistic, systemic or due to the citizenry). Given the quantity of 

the reports and the cases discussed, it is expected that the data 

represent a rough sampling of corrupt acts in the country. Appendix B 

explicates more fully the methods used for collecting and coding the 

data. 

Table 2 classifies cases according to type of corrupt act. 

"Extortion and fraud" were combined since both denote corrupt acts 

initiated and executed by government officials against either members 

of society or government itself. The second category, "bribery-private 

fraud or collusion" corresponds to acts by social organizations or 

private citizens to bribe government officials or defraud a private or 

public enterprise. Certain white-collar crimes characterized as 

corruption in Mexico fall in this category. Although generally a form 

of extortion or fraud, land fraud is statistically highlighted due to 

its obvious prevalence in Mexico. Similarly, contraband, black market 

and forgery, although captured by other categories, was also treated 

separately. Employment-related forms include the widespread practice of 

ghost workers in Mexico (aviadores) and the sale of jobs by labor 

unions. 

Table 3 classifies corrupt acts by bureaucratic or functional 

location. Classification is based on the area involved in the corrupt 

act as either the defrauded agency or the home agency of the officials 

involved. Most of the terms are clear. Generally, problems of cross

classification (such as how to code cases involving institutions such 

as BANRURAL, the Mexican agricultural development bank, or cases with 



TABLE 2 

Type of Corruption Reported in Mexico City Press 1970-1984 

Type 

Extortion and Fraud 
by Govt Officials 

Bribery, Fraud and 
Collusion by Private 
Persons or Organizations 

Land Fraud 

Contraband. Black 
Market and-Forgery 

Employment-Related 
(Aviadores-Sale of 
Plazas) 

Other 

Not Specified 

n-567 

Number % 

314 59.5% 

82 15.6% 

57 10.8% 

29 5.5% 

18 3.4% 

27 5.1% 

40 

95 . 



TABLE 3 

Bureaucratic Locus of Incidences of Corruption 

Area Number 

Agriculture 83 

Banking 48 

Communications, 
Transportation and 

Customs 39 

Congress 9 

Education 32 

Commerce, Industry 
and State Firms 44 

Judicial 10 

Military 4 

PEMEX 34 

Police 51 

Private Bus. 38 

Social-Welfare 16 

State and Local 
Govt. 

Unions 

Other 

81 

38 

40 

n=567 

% 

14.6% 

8.5% 

6.9% 

1.6% 

5.6% 

7.8% 

1.8% 

0.7% 

6.0% 

9.0% 

6.7% 

2.8% 

14.3% 

6.7% 

7.0% 

-.-._- .. _ .. __ ._------- -------- .. - ---------
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multiple actors from different agencies) were handled in a rather ad 

hoc fashion. BANRURAL. for example, was classified under agriculture 

while all other banks under banking. For multiple actors, the case was 

coded according to what was considered the more important actor to the 

case. 

Finally, Table 4 identifies the parties denouncing both 

specific cases of wrongdoing and those making more general 

condemnations of corruption. Three general comments are in order. 

First, the lower number of cases here reflect the many articles that 

discussed specific cases without mention of the denouncing party. It is 

possible. that such cases were exposed by the press itself although 

they were not coded or treated as such. Second. certain categories 

warrant additional explanation. "Same bureaucracy" refers to 

denunciations originating from within the agency or area of the 

government where the actual case occurred. For example, the police 

exposing police corruption. "Other Federal Agency" excludes those 

specifically listed in the table (the PGR, Contro1aria, Congress, etc). 

including "same bureaucracy". "Other organizations" refer to non

governmental organizations such as citizen groups or ad-hoc, sing1e

purpose interest associations. Finally. PRI and Congress were combined 

into one category because many articles made generic ~eferences to 

Congress without partisan distinction. Since the Mexican congress is 

overwhelmingly controlled by the PRI. any such generic reference was 

coded under this category. Conversely, any article referring to a 



TABLE 4 
Parties Denouncing Corruption and Specific Cases of Corruption 

President 

PGR, Controlaria 
and Police 

Same Bureaucracy 

Other Federal 
Agency 

State and Local 
Govt 

PRI/Congress 

Opposition Parties 

Business and Profes-
sional Organizations 

Unions 

Peasant Organizations 

Other Organizations 

Press and Other 

Case 

0 

128 (41.3%) 

49 (15.8%) 

16 (5.2%) 

8 (2.6%) 

10 (3.2%) 

7 (2.3%) 

7 (2.3%) 

22 (7.1%) 

24 (7.7%) 

27 (8.7%) 

12 (3.9%) 

General 
Denunciation 

1 (0.8%) 

13 (9.9%) 

14 (10.7%) 

9 (6.9%) 

5 (3.8%) 

6 (4.6%) 

19 (14.5%) 

7 (5.3%) 

10 (7.6%) 

6 (4.6%) 

19 (14.5%) 

22 (16.8%) 

------------------------------------------------
n=310 n=131 
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member of Congress from an opposition party was coded under "Opposition 

par~ies" rather than Congress. 

Testing Some Hypotheses 

These data offer the means to test certain hypotheses derived 

from the general state-society theory of corruption. First, the theory 

suggests that due to the overwhelming power of the Mexican state, the 

most basic form of corruption in Mexico would be extortion rather than 

bribery. This is clearly the case as Table 1 reveals. Extortion and 

fraud represented 59.5% of all cases noted (n-527). Although not 

differentiated here, most of these cases involved fraud in which the 

government official "stole" from or "conspired" against his own agency 

(a form of auto-corruption). The level of extortion/fraud is even 

higher than reported given the high incidence of land fraud. By 

contrast, bribery forms of corruption were much less prevalent, 

constituting only 15.5% of cases. Fiscal fraud seemed to be the most 

prominent type within this general category (see Appendix A). 

In addition to type of corruption, the theory suggests that 

corruption will occur most frequently in those bureaucratic areas where 

the state-society imbalance is the greatest. Although precise 

measurement of the imbalance is not attempted, the data prompt a number 

of relevant observations. First, among the bureaucratic areas with the 

most reported cases, agriculture and police are noteworthy for the 

utter lack of social organizations that might balance the power of 

these state organs. In agriculture, it is commonly the peasant or weak

ejido worker who is fraudulently exploited by members of the 
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agriculture bureaucracies. The prevalence of land fraud reported in 

Table 1 also illustrates this. The power of the police similarly tends 

to go virtually unchecked in most parts of the country. 

Besides the high figures for police and agriculture, it is 

interesting to note the high incidence of cases from state-local 

governments. To a certain extent this was not anticipated by the 

theory. On the one hand, state and local governments have limited 

control over resources; yet on the other hand, local organizations are 

also much weaker than national-level organizations, leaving many state 

and local governments unchecked in their handling of budgets and 

programs. The number may also reflect merely the multitude of such 

governments in Mexico. 

On the other end of the scale, certain areas with limited cases 

of corruption are instructive. The low ranking of Congress, for 

example, reflects its lack of decision-making power and non-involvement 

in policy-implementation. The low number of cases involving the Mexican 

military, mirror the relatively high levels of professionalism and the 

absence of high turnover rates in that corporate body. More recently, 

however, it should be noted, the military has been implicated in a 

number of drug-related cases of bribery. Finally, as expected, it does 

appear that some of the areas with the highest level of social 

organizational strength score somewhat lower in total number of cases. 

Specifically, the areas of banking and industry and commerce, despite 

their potential for corruption, exhibit a low number of cases. 

According to Riding (1986:174), it is in the Bank of Mexico and the 



Finance Ministry, for example, where "something of a career civil 

service exists". 
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These basic ~atterns of corruption also emerge from a review of 

scandals in Mexico in the past few years (see Appendix A). While 

scandals are included in the data here, scandals involved multiple news 

reports or interrelated cases. First, most of the more publicized cases 

of corruption sweeping Mexico have involved some sort of extortion or 

fraud on the part of high-level government officials rather than large

scale bribery schemes between business and government. The only 

scandals falling within the bribery category include the tax evasion 

scandals, a bribery case involving a judge from Zacatecas and some of 

the drug-related scandals. Second, among the areas most tarnished by 

recent scandals are PEMEX, the STPRM petroleum labor union, the 

agrarian reform sector, governorships, the police and even the 

presidency. In all, these cases have involved high level officials 

occupying political rather than highly technocratic posts. By and 

large, the bureaucratic areas highlighted in the scandals parallel 

those prominent in the general data. A third hypothesis relates 

to the data on denouncing parties. Here, the state-society theory 

suggests that strong social organizations inhibit corruption. Perhaps 

one way of doing so is through exposing and denouncing corrupt acts. 

Yet, the data are extremely difficult to interpret, since such a 

situation would also mean fewer cases of corruption to denounce. 

Nonetheless, it is interesting to note that what may be considered the 

most autonomous organizations in Mexico, business and professional 



associations, produced fewer denunciations than unions and peasant 

groups. This was totally unexpected. Other organizations including 

peasant and labor unions initiated far more denunciations than 

business. 
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It is interesting to note that the source of most denunciations 

was precisely those government agencies charged with enforcing the Law 

of Responsibilities: the PGR (Attorney General), the Controlaria 

(Comptroller after its formation in 1983) and the police. On the one 

hand, this may signify that these agencies successfully inculcate 

strong professional norms to combat corruption. These agencies are 

unique (as compared to social organizations) in their ability to 

denounce corruption. On the other hand, however, their strong role in 

detecting corruption may merely indicate a reactionary posture by the 

government in dealing with the problem. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has applied the state-society theory of corruption 

presented in Chapter 2 to the Mexican case in an effort to explicate 

and help explain the existence of widespread corruption in Mexico. The 

analysis has underscored the dominant position of the Mexican state for 

structuring and influencing mobility opportunities and survival 

strategies. Among the internal attributes of the state, the 

monopolization of avenues of mobility by the dominant PRI, buttressed 

by high turnover rates, facilitates corruption by inhibiting the 

reporting of corruption and by encouraging loyalty patterns towards 

superiors rather than constituents or bureaucratic interests. Adding to 
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this centralized strength of the state is its relationship to important 

social organizations. The state's massive role in the economy and 

society in particular tends to promote corruption in business and 

unions. Finally, general societal factors tend to inhibit the formation 

and limit the strength of social organizations in Mexico which might 

provide some countervailing strength to the state's power. Combined, 

these three aspects place representatives of the state in a position to 

exploit their authority and leave members of society with few options 

but capitulation. In an effort to provide some empirical 

support for the theory, data on reports on corruption in the Mexico 

City press were examined. As expected by the theoretical formula, the 

data clearly revealed extortion to be the predominant form of corrupt 

activity in Mexico. The bureaucratic arenas where corruption seems more 

prominent were those relatively uninhibited by strong social 

organizations. Attention to denouncing parties,however, failed to 

provide any clear pattern consistent with the theory. 



CHAPTER 5 

THE CONSEQUENCES OF CORRUPTION IN MEXICO: 
CORRUPTION AND POLITICAL STABILITY 

The consequences or social and political functions of 

corruption have long stood at the center of scholarly debate on the 

topic (see for example Bayley, 1966; Johnston 1986; Leff, 1964; Nye, 

1967; Werner 1983). Given its moral connotations, the notion that 

corruption is wrong and hence without positive consequence has always 

been prominent in the literature (Nas, et.al. 1986:110). Beginning in 

the 1960s, however, a number of analysts working under the banner of 

functionalism began to uncover tonic contributions of corruption to 

development, institu-tionalization, stability and modernization. Many 

argued that despite its obvious effects on efficiency and management, 

corruption was functional for the struggling developing nation. 

Clearly, widespread corruption has co-existed with a stable 

political system in Mexico. The basic objective of this chapter shows 

how historically corruption has contributed to that stability. Among 

the elite at the personalistic level of the state, corruption has 

contributed to stability by fostering elite accommodation and a stable 

"co-optive" system of rewards. A crucial secondary impact of this, 

however, has been widespread bureaucratic inefficiency and waste, and a 

basic negation of the impact of governmental programs. Among the 

general public, corruption has forged a "culture of corruption", 

104 
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including widespread distrust of the public towards government and 

government officials. The inability of the government to effectively 

pursue political goals due to the waste and mismanagement brought on by 

corruption further compounds the feelings of distrust and negative 

evaluations of governmental performance. Yet, due to the curious and 

unique normative nature o·f political corruption, such distrust has not 

led to widespread alienation in the political system and hence 

destabilizing protest. Rather, corruption has served as a type of 

"scapegoat" to detract attention and blame from other more divisive and 

destabilizing issues and focus blame on individual rather than systemic 

problems. To a certain extent, the regime imparts and mobilizes these 

views through frequent anti-corruption campaigns. Consequently, even 

among the public, corruption has generally served a stabilizing role. 

In elaborating a theory of the consequences of corruption in 

Mexico, discussion centers first on the effects of corruption on the 

personalistic level of the state among the elite and its crucial 

secondary impact. This is followed by analysis of the consequences of 

corruption on the general public. Finally, attention centers on the 

curious nature of corruption on change and the conditions required for 

the stable functioning of corruption. The chapter concludes by 

questioning whether corruption continues to add to system stability in 

the turbulent 1980s; a question to be dealt with specifically in 

Chapters 7 and 8. 
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Corruption and The Personalistic System 

Chapter 3 underscored the ubiquity of "personalistic" politics 

in Mexico. This includes patron-clientelism, political teams and 

middlemen, particularistic contacts and demands and, of course, 

corruption. Generally, this somewhat furtive dimension of Mexican 

politics involves a rather small group of elites. At this level, 

corruption plays a crucial stabilizing role by integrating or 

accommodating these important actors; it facilitates co-optation of 

both the elite and even members of the rising middle-class. This occurs 

through a variety of mechanisms, including the distribution of spoils, 

the flexible implementation of public policy, the facilitation of 

social mobility and the crippling of threatening mass-based 

organizations. 

By providing important material benefits to those within the 

political regime, corruption greatly enhances feelings of legitimacy 

among the political elite (on corruption as an allocative device see 

Tilman 1970:62-64; Nas, et.al. 1986.). The impressive opportunities for 

personal enrichment represented by political appointment (although not 

the only means to wealth, certainly a major one) indeed aids 

considerably in maintaining the political support and acquiescence of a 

diverse set of political elite (Huntington 1968:64); it helps guarantee 

that participants play by the rules of the game (McKitrick 1957) and 

avoid disrupting the system. The Purcells (1977:13) suggest that 

widespread corruption, for example, "is the Mexican solution to the 



problem of how to retire politicians without provoking intra-elite 

conflict". 
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. The use of corruption to integrate an elite and stabilize the 

system by "buying" support is perhaps best illustrated historically. In 

an analysis of the post-revolutionary period, for example, Knight 

(1986:459) found that "graft offered the central government a means of 

buying off generals that was cheap and convenient". General Obregon is 

renowned for his stated strategy of using graft to bring generals into 

line. Many would agree that such a strategy was significant in 

gradually removing the military from politics, institutionalizing 

civilian control (see Leiwuen 1960) and curbing regionalism. 

Corruption's ability to "buy-off" potential opponents extends 

also to its role in introducing much-needed flexibility and pragmatism 

to the implementation of public policy and thus secretively 

accommodating particularistic demands of important societal actors. On 

a macro level, this flexibility refers to the ability of actors to 

escape the constraints of ideologically-motivated policies which may 

not be in their best interest (Nye 1967: 420). One business official, 

for example, mentioned the illegal disposal of dangerous waste at a 

major Mexican factory through bribery as an important means of 

overcoming costly procedures. The easy bribing of inspectors, for 

instance, tends to soften the impact of nominally stringent and 

otherwise costly environmental controls. 

Moreover, by permitting some type of "hidden" or "behind-the

scenes" influence, corruption allows non-ideologically sanctioned 
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actors an "extra-legal" means of influencing public policy at the more 

secretive implementation stage (Leff 1964). Although business does not 

enjoy (or suffer) official inclusion into the party structure, it 

nonetheless is able to articulate its demands through personal and 

particularistic contacts (often accompanied by corrupt or questionable 

practices). By weakening the demands of official legislation or 

regulations at the implementation stage through bribery, for example, 

business can shape in some small way the immediate effects of public 

policy without really changing it. As Grindle (1977:75n) points out, 

dealing with government on a personal basis appears to be the norm: 

" ••• much of the accommodation with business takes place at the 

implementation stage. As one informant stated, 'The private sector gets 

along by coming to private and individual terms with the government'." 

One example of this involves the misuse of the legal amparo to 

block land reform measures. Frequently, the landed elite simply bribe 

judges into granting the legal injunction (see for example the Serrano 

Robles Scandal in Appendix A). In 1979, for instance, a subsecretary of 

the Secretariat of Agrarian Reform pointed to the need to "moralize 

justice in the countryside [so that] the amparo would no longer be a 

form of corruption and legal evasion". The official added that "the 

corruption of judges" has resulted in more than "five thousand agrarian 

amparos without legal basis (EI Sol February 24, 1979:1). 

On a more micro level, a similar degree of flexibility in 

policy implementation serves to facilitate personal-level demands 

through the system, accommodating most specifically the desire of the 
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Mexican middle-class a share in social mobility. While generally the 

rewards of corruption accrue to the governing elite, the Mexican middle 

class often utilizes this device to "arrange" a bureaucratic problem, 

"buy" his/her way out of criminal prosecution or "purchase" a college 

degree or a well-paying government job. For many members of the Mexican 

midd~e-class, corruption has at one time or another resolved a serious 

problem. According to one observer, this system of individual 

co-optation has given way to "a new middle-class morality" in Mexico 

one in which corruption constitutes a dependable and prominent tool for 

social advancement (Interview 3-B). 

A final mechanism by which corruption functions at the 

personalistic level to stabilize the system revolves around its use to 

discourage horizontal mobilization of classes or occupational groups 

(Scott 1972:). This occurs in two ways: first, leaders of potentially 

powerful and threatening horizontal groups (such as labor unions) are 

co-opted through corruption into supporting the position of the regime. 

Prior discussion of union-corruption in fact revealed the common 

practices in Mexico of "allowing" powerful labor leaders the 

opportunity to exploit their own organizations and/or enjoy other 

special privileges from the regime in return for their support in 

controlling the demands of labor. The sale of plazas (jobs) by union 

leaders and sweetheart contracts referred to earlier amply illustrate 

this lucrative corporatist arrangement (see El Nacional September 28, 

1983:5; El Sol July 2, 1983:1). The result of this arrangement, of 



course, is that labor has remained relatively docile during most of 

Mexico's recent history. 
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Second, corruption makes it much easier to channel political 

demands through the system in a personal fashion at the implementation 

stage rather than orchestrate broad-based pressures at the policy

making stage (Scott 1972:20-33). As one observer notes, "corruption 

discourages mobilization because its logic and incentives emphasize the 

divisible over the shared, the tangible over the intangible and the 

immediate over the long term" (anonymous reviewer of Corruption and 

Reform). By essentially rewarding those who pursue their demands on a 

particularistic level, corruption thus avoids the more destabilizing 

demands of groups or classes. 

In contrast to the difficulties of opposition parties or 

interest associations, using the personalistic level of the system to 

channel demands in a personal fashion appears quite effective in most 

cases. Cornelius (1975:209), for example, after obtaining negative 

responses on government performance generally, found that 90% of those 

who personally contacted public officials received good treatment and 

2/3 said that such personal contact was beneficial. As with business, 

such styles of political negotiation and political bargains seem to be 

common practice throughout the country. 

In sum, corruption promotes political stability among the elite 

due to its integrative tendencies. It encourages pragmatism, and it 

helps the elite escape the rough edges of public policies by altering 



their implementation. Moreover, corruption is used to "co_opt" the 

support of leaders of key organizations. 

Secondary Impact 
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By producing spoils for the elite and altering policy at the 

implementation stage, a crucial secondary consequence of corruption is 

to undermine bureaucratic efficiency and negate thp. impact of social 

programs. Rather than pursuing the objectives announced (part of the 

legitimizing ideology), public funds are generally diverted by and to 

those in the elite game, rewarding those previously served by the 

system. As Johnson (1984:32) asserts, corruption "defeats whatever 

quests there may be in Mexico for concrete government reforms". He even 

goes so far as to pinpoint corruption and other problems of the Mexican 

bureaucracy as part of the reason "why countries like Mexico seem to be 

always 'developing' but somehow never really develop" (Johnson 

1984:116). 

Examples of waste and inefficiency in the Mexican bureaucracy 

abound. The postal service, for example, noted the loss of 400 million 

pesos (approx. SUS 16 million) in 1979 due to the fraudulent sale of 

1,500 franguicias (franking privileges) (Unomasuno September 5, 

1979:1). According to PARM officials, a full thr~e-fourths of the local 

budget in Nuevo L~redo was lost to corruption in 1982 (Universal May 

19, 1982:17). Riding (1984:174) cites a British consultant's estimate 

of a loss of 15% of the $1 billion cost associated with the Las Truchas 

steel complex to corruption. 
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Funds lost to corruption, of course, are usually taken from 

already struggling social programs, thus undermining their 

effectiveness. The thirty million pesos taken by a municipal president 

in the state of Puebla, for example, was nominally destined for social 

works (Unomasuno November 12, 1985:6). Although it depends on how the 

official used the funds, it is doubtful that th~ money had any 

comparable impact on employment or development. 

In addition, funds are lost through the creation of complicated 

corrupt schemes and procedures. Riding (1984:175), for example, cites 

such practices as costly sub-contracting or the purchase of land by 

officials anticipating their more expensive re-sale to the government 

for a public works contract. Riding (1984:175) quotes one official 

complaining that "the problem with corruption is that a hundred pesos 

may be spent unnecessarily in order to steal ten pesos." 

While corruption may stabilize an elitist game, rewarding 

participants for the stability, questions arise as to its impact on the 

public at large and the state's popular legitimacy. It would seem that 

corruption combined with its concomitant bureaucratic inefficiency and 

a negation of important social programs would totally de legitimize the 

system in the eyes of the public. 

Corruption. The Public and Stability 

Generally, widespread corruption has led to a generalized 

"culture of political corruption" (LeVine 1975), a "climate of 

corruption" (McMullen (1961:194) or a "folklore of corruption" (Myrdal 

(1970:231) in Mexico. Yet, despite pervasive distrust and negative 
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evaluations of governmental performance stemming from corruption and 

the resulting ineffectiveness of governmental programs, the government 

has generally diverted accountability and channelled potentially 

destabilizing demands into less destabilizing arenas. Due to the 

curious relationship between corruption and change, corruption has 

added to (or at least not subtracted from) the overall stability of the 

system by fostering a somewhat paradoxical respect for the system yet 

disapproval of the system's operation. Following discussion of Mexico's 

"culture of corruption", attention centers on what is referred to here 

as the "accountability factor" that intervenes so as to keep the 

culture of corruption from leading to alienation and destabilizing 

protest. 

Culture of Corruption in Mexico 

According to LeVine (1975:8). a "culture of corruption" exists 

where "politically corrupt transactions become so pervasive in a 

political system that they are the expected norm". This 

characterization assuredly applies to the Mexican case. When asked how 

often it is necessary to pay a bribe when dealing with the government. 

for example. 40.4% of the respondents in a recent survey said "always" 

while another 38.3% indicated that it was required "much of the time" 

(see Table 5 in Chapter 6). 

The Mexican "culture of corruption" contains three important 

elements: the general proliferation of corruption throughout civil 

society, the cultural glorification of corruption among certain sectors 
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of the population, and the diffusion of ·distrust and cynicism towards 

the government and public officials. 

First, corruption is generalized throughout Mexico, invading 

other facets of social life, producing what Werner (1983:149-150·) 

refers to as the "spillover effect". In Mexico, the spillover entails 

the proliferation of corruption into non-governmental areas such as 

business, private education and even the church. Tannenbaum (1950:79) 

identified this diffusion early on: " ••• this blight [the mordida] has 

spread from public officeholders to inspectors, to clerks, and from 

them to petty labor leaders and even to private employees ••• " Enrique 

Florescano (Carballo 1977:14-15) echoes the point: "Since the 

government of Miguel Aleman, corruption invaded other sectors of 

national life such as .•• the centers of higher education ••• it 

[corruption] is a general phenomenon in the public and private 

sectors ••• " 

Examples of corruption in civil society abound. Not only does 

corruption pervade education as Florescano suggests (note the high 

number of cases [see Table 2 in Chapter 4], but according to the 

Archbishop in Hermosillo, even the Church and private business are 

tainted by corruption (Unomasuno November 23, 1983:5). IN the private 

sector, tax fraud and evasion are widespread. One official in Jalisco, 

for example, claimed that 97% of businesses fail to pay their taxes (El 

Sol May 18, 1976:11). Riding (1984:178) cites other forms of private

sector corruption including speculative hoarding and overpricing. In 

one incredible case in civil society, a medical school in the state of 
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Chihuahua was charged with the illegal extraction and fraudulent sale 

of retinas and corneas; a practice extending over a three-year period 

(Exc~lsior January 24, 1983:29). 

Second, the Mexican "culture of corruption" exhibits a certain 

cultural acceptance or glorification of corruption at certain times and 

among certain sectors. Just as corrupt gains made at the expense of 

foreigners carries a certain propriety and nationalistic pride, it 

often seems that those making illicit gains exhibit a certain immodesty 

in their accomplishments and are seemingly often the target of 

admiration. Plays, movies and even comic books depicting the corrupt 

maneuvers of police chief Arturo Durazo, for example, have enjoyed wide 

appeal in Mexico in the past few years. Despite the contemptuous and 

illegal nature of Durazo's activities, the man is apparently "heroized" 

by some. 

This glorification of corruption is detected most particularly 

in the accounts provided by rising young bureaucrats or politicians who 

often exalt their "commissions" or their "rapid mobility". In a sense, 

of course, this merely reflects the natural pride associated with 

"success", however a culture may define it. In the private sector, 

Manuel Buendia detected a similar phenomenon, pointing out that 

businessmen caught for tax fraud are often treated as heros of the 

"high society" (Exc~lsior August 22, 1980:1). 

On the one hand, the cultural glorification of corruption may 

find its roots in the popular notions of Mexican machismo. Octavio Paz' 

(1961) classic treatment of the'Mexican culture and the significance of 
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the verb chingar, for example, highlights the traditional Mexican 

dichotomy of prowess versus weakness; of either inflicting violent 

action or suffering its consequences. According to this framework, an 

individual partaking in corrupt gains seems at times to project a 

romantic image of the unrestrained and the unconquered. This machismo 

and the glorification phenomenon may, on the other hand, simply reflect 

the nation's general poverty and underdevelopment rather than cultural 

factors. 

The third characteristic of the "culture of corruption" is 

widespread cynicism and popular distrust of government and public 

officials (Werner 1983:149-150). As one businessman unequivocally 

asserts, "We Mexicans are very cynical and we doubt our Government and 

expect the worse from it ••• We are ready to believe that every 

government employee is a thief" (Stockton 1986). As Romanucci-Ross 

(1973:117) suggests, "political authority as such is discredited." This 

distrust results .both directly from widespread corruption and the 

resulting inefficiencies and waste of government funds noted earlier. 

Repeatedly, survey research in Mexico has confirmed the 

cynicism and distrust of the population as noted earlier (see Almond 

and Verba 1963; Cornileus 1975; Davis 1974). Despite major attacks, few 

doubt Almond and Verba's (1963:112) findings concerning evaluation of 

government performance. They found, for example, that more than 50% of 

those polled did not expect fair treatment from the government or the 

police. They quoted one small businessman as saying that, " ••• in the 

local government, they will do their duty for money" (p114). A similar 
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cynicism and distrust of public officials was detected in the Davis 

(1974) survey. Chapter 7 presents the results of a survey specifically 

on corruption that also underscores the high level of distrust and 

cynicism. 

Corruption and The Accountablity Factor 

Despite its potentially destabilizing tendencies, the distrust 

and cynicism fostered by widespread corruption and poor governmental 

performance historically have not resulted in a serious erosion of 

support for the political system. Of course, for the alienation and 

distrust to compromise the legitimacy of the system, they would have to 

be targeted and linked to the system itself. But due to the distinctive 

normative nature of corruption, this historically has not been the 

case. As noted earlier, surveys have often underscored the paradoxical 

negative evaluations of government performance concurrent with 

relatively high levels of system support. 

The normative meaning of corruption (as something "bad") is an 

unique political phenomenon in that it lends itself to displacing blame 

for social or governmental problems and therefore assigning culpability 

to less destabilizing targets. Such occurs in a number of ways. First, 

corruption is frequently touted and perceived as a personalistic 

problem rather than a systemic one. Emphasizing the unsavory outcome of 

"a few bad apples" detracts attention away from broader and perhaps 

more divisive problems relating to the overall system. One example 

stressing the personalized nature of the problem comes from an official 

statement by a PRI official (cited in Coleman 1972:9): "When a 
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candidate of the party fails, this failure should be attributed to the 

man himself, who is susceptible to being mistaken; it should not be 

attributed to the Party, nor to its doctrine, nor to its program". 

This type of personalistic rather than systemic interpretation 

of corruption clearly emerges from a review of the press. By about a 2 

to 1 margin, the news artic~es reviewed portrayed corruption as owing 

to personal inadequacies rather than systemic ones (for rules on coding 

see Appendix B). Few reports characterize the system or its 

organizational components as corrupt or recommend broad system-related 

changes; indeed, only individuals are corrupt or receive punishment for 

malfeasance. 

A second type of accountability shift concerns the use of 

corruption as a "scapegoat" to explain social problems or, similarly, 

the persistence of such problems. As Vera (1978:27) points out, blaming 

corruption for social problems implies that with honest politicians, 

such problems could be resolved. This consequently helps defuse 

important ideological conflict by reducing systemic issues to questions 

relating to idiosyncratic behavior; it turns questions of structure or 

policy into personnel questions. The governor of Guanajuato clearly 

made such an implication in one speech, noting that "traitors within 

the PRl produced political sabotage ••• with which they intend to devour 

the force of their own party". Such officials, he added, would 

henceforth be excluded from the party (Unomasuno November 6, 1985). 

Similarly, a member of Congress once cited the corrupt officials in the 

agricultural sector for "treason against President Miguel de la Madrid 
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for not achieving the objectives of his agricultural policy" (Excelsior 

February 17, 1986:2). 

Third, constantly blaming corruption for societal ills serves 

to divert individual responsibility for those problems, leading to a 

perpetuation of corruption itself. This dimension is adequately 

expressed by Romaucci-Ross (1973:121) when he asserts that "individual 

responsibility is submerged in the notion that everyone will steal 

given the opportunity". This interpretation of human nature indeed 

flourishes in the minds of many public officials in Mexico and, through 

the "culture of corruption", throughout the population. On a micro

orientation, of course, this type of view of human nature helps justify 

and excuse one's participation in corrupt activities. 

In addition to diverting attention away from more systemic 

issues, corruption is often empha~ized in an effort to disassociate one 

sexenio from another, the party from the government, or simply the 

"good guys" from the "bad guys". Reflecting the important distinction 

between party and government, for example, a PRI official once 

incredibly claimed that the PRI is not responsible for the fact of 

corrupt government officials (Unomasuno November 28, 1978:6). The 

powerful labor czar Fidel Velazquez provides an even more pointed 

example, noting categorically that "there are no corrupt individuals in 

the PRI. Those who were members and are found guilty of wrongdoing, are 

automatically removed (Informaci6n SistemAtica July 1984:39). 

Using corruption to disassociate the incoming administration 

from its predecessor by attacking the corruption of the prior regime 
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has often been an important bit of political strategy. A typical 

example of such disassociation, a Senator from the PRI publicly stated 

that in contrast to the corruption of the Echeverria period, posts in 

the new administration of L6pez Portillo would be filled by the best 

men (Heraldo October 19, 1976:3). Attacking this common practice, 

however, an editorial in El Heraldo (June 7, 1977:7) later asserted, 

"It is sad that all these scandals are only uncovered now ••• they should 

have appeared in that period when Mr. Echevarria was still in the 

government ••• with the responsibility as chief executive". 

The best vehicle to disassociate one administration from 

another and sustain these images of corruption is the anti-corruption 

campaign (for more on anti-corruption campaigns see Chapter 7). 

Independent of its effects on corruption, a massive public campaign to 

fight corruption normally stresses the view that the "bad apples" of 

the prior period have been rooted out and that, contrary to the past, 

the current administration is serious in pursuing much-needed reforms, 

including the eradication of corruption. Generally, an anti-corruption 

campaign underscores virtually all the dimensions of the accountability 

factor noted above. 

Not only do such campaigns socialize the public into viewing a 

perhaps systemic problem as an individual problem, but they serve an 

important mobilizing and ritualistic functioning. As Gronbeck (1978) 

suggests, this important ceremonial rite to "root the society of evil" 

serves to rejuvenate popular faith in the moral integrity of public 

office. In the Mexican case, anti-corruption rites help sustain or 
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reaffirm support for the goals of the Mexican Revolution and decry the 

corrupt officials who have thwarted their attainment. In this sense, 

attacking corruption becomes caught up in the patriotic fervor of the 

public and an important mobilization tool of the government; 

This ritualistic use of corruption moreover assists the 

government in filling the accountability vacuum created by the shifting 

of blame by targeting public frustrations toward those culpable of 

political heresy (corruption). The intense and spectacular media hype 

surrounding the scandalous cases of police chief Arturo Durazo or Jorge 

Diaz Serrano of PEMEX during de la Madrid's "Moral Renovation" 

campaign, for example, demonstrated the nature of this public rite. 

Much as a fisherman proudly displays his catch, Durazo's luxurious 

estate was, in fact, placed on temporary exhibition by the government 

as a "museum of corruption". 

Using symbolic manipulation by mobilizing anti-corruption 

struggles have long been a favorite strategy of the Mexican government. 

In fact, most Mexican presidents have pinpointed corruption as a major 

problem plaguing Mexican society and vowed to root it out. President 

Calles' efforts to "uplift the moral level of the people", for example, 

was important "in that they formed a key element of the 

Constitutionalist ethos and claimed a great deal of political time and 

attention ••• " (Knight 1986:503). President Avila Camacho promised in 

1940 to foster 'stronger public morals.' Widespread corruption during 

the term of Miguel Aleman Valdes in the late 1940s and early 1950s led 

his successor, Adolfo Ruiz Cortines, to institute a series of reforms, 

------------------------------------------------------------_.-----------



including requiring public officials to submit financial statements 

upon taking office and again on leaving ("Clinging to ••• " Insight 

October 5, 1987:8). In more recent times, virtually every admini

stration has boasted some type of anti-corruption campaign. Two of 

these campaigns will be examined in greater detail in the subsequent 

chapter. 
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In sum, through frequent anti-corruption movements, the 

government socializes the public into viewing corruption as an 

individual problem of certain officials rather than a systemic problem. 

Moreover, incoming administrations promote the view that the personnel 

problems of the past have been resolved. The result is to separate 

feelings towards public officials and overall evaluations of the 

system. Even protests against corruption or corrupt officials become 

less destabilizing since the government does not defend the corruption 

as it would an "official" policy. In fact, the government leads the 

~ssault on corruption and thus sides with the public on the issue. With 

strong rhetoric, the government emphasizes its cooperation with the 

public on the matter, giving the appearance of responsiveness to 

popular demands. 

Corruption and Change 

Central to this idea linking corruption to stability is the 

somewhat paradoxical nature of corruption with regards to change. A 

distinctive feature of corruption is its ability to promote the status

quo by altering governmental programs and rewarding important 

governmental clients (impact among the elite), while simultaneously the 
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government responds to popular demands through the development of 

popularly-supported policy (including anti-corruption demands) and thus 

gives the appearance of supporting change. In other words, it allows a 

government the luxury of changing nothing while giving the solemn 

appearance of promoting change. 

Moreover, corruption provide~ a convenient tool for assigning 

blame for persistent ~ailu~es at achieving change. Individual 

scapegoats or, more generally, the natural avarice of human nature are 

depicted as the causes of corruption in Mexico, not the system. For 

those in society who rise above the alienation to attack the system, 

the enticements of corrupt spoils can be relied upon to quell their 

dissent. For most, however, the end result is to divert attention away 

from destabilizing issues or problems and cripple or tame opposition to 

the system. In Mexico, these consequences have long interacted to 

contribute to a remarkable record of political stability. 

Corruption has fostered a "paradoxical" system wherein the 

regime, in support of its "revolutionary" credentials, responds to 

popular pressures by making popular public policy (centralized in the 

hands of the executive) which do not threaten the elite or truly alter 

the essential functioning of the system given a stable decentralized 

personalistic system. While promoting the status-quo and rewarding the 

elite for its acquiesence, corruption is at the same time condemned, 

combatted and cursed in the public forum. Mobilizing the public in the 

anti-corruption fight, the regime thus reaffirms its support for the 

goals of the Revolution and co-opts popular opposition. 
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Conditions for the Relationship 

Corruption's contribution to stability is conditioned on two 

important factors: maintaining corruption within certain limits and the 

existence of abundant resources. First, corruption must be maintained 

within certain limits in order for some degree of centralized control 

to be retained; otherwise the system would totally disintegrate. To a 

large extent, the manipulation of the normative dimension of corruption 

(as something "bad") as a "scarlet letter" tactic to purge government 

officials who have either lost political favor or overly "abused" their 

privileges accomplishes this task (see Liu, 1983). The threat of being 

exposed and prosecuted for corruption is ever-present on the minds of 

bureaucrats and hence places an upper limit on their corrupt gains. As 

one official noted, 

There is a Law of Responsibility of Public Officials which we 
are all aware can be applied. Clearly, it isn't applied very 
rigidly now, but I trink in this sexenio the President 
[Echeverria] has made very clear to what point he is willing 
to tolerate deviant or dishonest behavior from public 
officials (quoted in Grindle 1977:58-59n). 

Using accusations of corruption to remove politicians who have 

lost favor is virtually impossible to prove. Ra~l Olmedo of Excelsior 

(March 23, 1978:10), however, strongly suggests that in the case of 

Eugenio Mendez Docurro (see Appendix A) such political motives were 

paramount: " ••• the accusation of corruption has other ends than to 

terminate with corruption. It is simply the utilization of a political 

weapon against someone who is to be politically destroyed (Excelsior 

March 23,1978:10). 
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Other purported examples of politically-motivated accusations 

abound in Mexico. Riding (1984:183), for example, suggests that the 

device was commonly used by Echeverria. Certain opposition parties 

suggested the case against Cantu Peda in 1978 was political charged 

(see Appendix A). In other examples, the alcalde (mayor) and vice

alcalde (vice-mayor) of Zapopan, Jalisco who were removed from their 

posts for forgery and fraud, for example, claimed they were political 

victims of the state governor, treasurer and attorney general (El Dia 

August 10, 1979:9). 

Even the more "glorious" case of Jorge Diaz Serrano of PEMEX 

prompted calls of "dirty-politics", since Diaz Serrano was at one point 

considered a likely successor to L6pez Portillo. An editorial in the 

Mexico City News (July 1, 1983:12) relating to the case of Diaz Serrano 

highlighted the curious inequalities in the implementation of justice, 

pondering why it is that "so many other far more obvious culprits have 

slipped away", including L6pez Portillo. Indeed, since "corruption is 

to such an extent an integral part of the system, to limit the 

application of justice only to .•• [one individual] has little value (El 

Universal October 4, 1977:5). 

The provision of abundant resources is the second basic 

condition for the stable functioning of corruption. This includes 

broadly economic growth or wellbeing and more specifically, abundant 

state-controlled resources as a source of spoils. The importance of 

this factor can be seen at both the elitist and public level. Among the 

elite, an abundant and perhaps even growing recourse base is needed to 
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~aintain the elite accommodation game. A situation of scarce or 

declining resources available to the system to co-opt key actors would 

incite greater elite competition for the rewards of the system, thus 

dividing rather than uniting the elite. 

Among the public as well, abundant resources permit corruption 

to contribute to system stability in a number of ways. Abundant 

resources support the system's capacity to respond to particularistic 

demands and open the means for social mobility. Thus during periods of 

economic growth, the public (particularly the middle-class) can also 

participate in some of the perceived benefits of corruption. 

Consequently, the public's level of acceptability of corruption tends 

to be high. In other words, the excesses of the political elite are 

more permissable when certain elements of society are also enjoying the 

fruits of the system. When resources become scarce, however, previously 

accepted levels of corruption are converted into sources of alienation 

and political protest. 

Of course, these conditions for the stable functioning of 

corruption have obtained virtually throughout the history of post

Revolutionary Mexico. The record of economic growth has been rather 

solid, particularly during the 1940-1970 period of the "Mexican 

Miracle" when it averaged some 6% per year, and the amount of resources 

controlled by the state has steadily increased. As a result, the middle 

sectors have expanded. Moreover, a degree of centralized control over 

the political elite has been maintained and corruption seemingly has 

remained within certain limits throughout the period. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has shown how a long history of corruption in 

Mexico has contributed to a remarkable record of political stability. 

Among the elite, corruption has helped foster an accommodative, 

pragmatic and stable relationship, whereas among the public, it has 

been used as a symbolic device to divert system accountability. The 

result has been a system that simultaneously responds to public demands 

(adding to popular legitimacy) and elite demands without seriously 

compromising system legitimacy or stability. The principle conditions 

for such. a system to obtain include the maintenance of corruption 

within certain limits and abundant resources (particularly for the 

state itself). 

The decade of the eighties raise serious questions as to 

whether corruption continues to enhance system stability. Consistent 

with the theory of consequences elaborated here, it seems that since 

the conditions for the stable functioning of corruption have not been 

met during this period, corruption has perhaps become destabilizing. 

This and other questions related to the crises of the 1980s and its 

impact on corruption will be examined in subsequent chapters. Attention 

centers first on patterns of corruption and anti-corruption campaigns 

during the Mexican sexenio, followed by an examination of two anti

corruption campaigns. 



CHAPTER 6 

CORRUPTION AND THE MEXICAN SEXENIQ 
SHORT-TERM PATTERNS AND THE ANTI-CORRUPTION CAMPAIGN 

The rhythm of the six year presidential term referred to as the 

sexenio greatly shapes Mexican politics. Government spending, 

bureaucratic behavior and public policy, for example, all react to and 

change in accordance to the progression of the sexenio (see Grindle 

1977; Smith 1979; Story 1985). So, too, does political corruption. This 

chapter brings together earlier analyses of cause and consequence to 

focus on the short-term patterns of corruption and anti-corruption 

campaigns in Mexico. The first of two sections underscores the impact 

of factors related to the sexenio on corruption and identifies broad 

patterns of corruption and anti-corruption campaigns during the six 

year political cycle. The second part of the chapter examines in much 

greater detail major aspects of anti-corruption campaigns orchestrated 

by Presidents L6pez Portillo (1976-1982) and de la Madrid (1982-1988). 

The comparison helps highlight major components of their respective 

campaigns and promote an understanding of this salient political ritual 

in Mexican politics. 

Sexenial Patterns of Corruption 

The major causes of corruption in Mexico and the anti-

corruption campaign discussed earlier all impact in a specific way to 

forge discernible patterns of corruption with respect to the sexenio. 
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As will be shown, the two clearly interact during the course of a 

presidential term. Analysis centers first, on the impact of sexenial 

factors on corruption, followed by a discussion of its importance to 

the anti-corruption campaign. The basic pattern is then confirmed 

empricially, using data from the 1970-1984 period. 
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The ~ack of an extensive civil service system and re-elections 

to public office combined with the extensive powers of the chief 

executive greatly magnifies the degree and scope of change from one 

presidential term to another. Not only is turnover high as noted 

earlier, but each new presidential administration brings with it a 

wholesale shift in programs, priorities and policies reflecting the 

views and wishes of the new chief executive. 

Various analysts have deciphered the impact of the sexenio on 

Mexican politics. Grindle (1977), Smith (1979) and Story (1985), in 

particular, emphasize major changes in the area of public policy and 

bureaucratic behavior during the course of a sexenio. Briefly. they 

find the first year of a sexenio to be a type of "get acquainted" 

period when the new government focuses its energies on filling the many 

bureaucratic posts in its empire and designing new programs and 

policies. Individual bureaucrats, meanwhile, spend time familiarizing 

themselves with their new surroundings, responsibilities and clients. 

By year two the president and his top officials take full charge, 

enthusiastically implementing and promoting comprehensive government 

programs and reforms. This posture generally holds true throughout the 

middle years of the term. 

------_._-----------------------------.-...;.--........ _-
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Around the fifth year of the sexenio, Mexican politics begin to 

exhibit certain changes. Rather than designing or initiating new 

programs or reforms, established programs receive a final push with 

marked increases in public spending and the strong support of 

bureaucratic leaders trying to leave a personal legacy within their 

agencies. Most importantly, officials start preparing for the next 

political transition. Particularly in the final year of the cycle, 

officials concentrate their energies on ways to enhance their prospects 

for political appointment in the next presidential administration or on 

the possibil~ties of exiting public service. Officials consolidate 

their political teams and cliques, praise the accomplishments of the 

outgoing administration, publicly articulate the standard revolutionary 

language and strive to avoid controversy. Presidential hopefuls, 

meanwhile, solidify their support among the upper elite, and without 

appearing to campaign, meticulously vie for the out-going president's 

attention and favor. The subsequent electoral confirmation of the 

selected PRI candidate caps a massive nation-wide campaign that 

replenishes faith in the Mexican Revolution, the PRI and the incoming 

president. As the new chief executive takes office, the six-year 

pattern continues. 

Certain aspects of sexenial politics bear directly on the 

causes and consequences of corruption. First, a host of factors 

conspire to enhance the prospects and opportunities for corruption 

during the final years of an administrative term. They include: i) the 

lack of job security resulting from high turnover rates among 

--- -- --------
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government personnel; ii) the absence of solid pension or retirement 

programs for most public officials; iii) the high probability of 

leaving a particular administrative post and no longer being 

accountable to its constituents; iv) the increases in public spending 

occurring during the last year of the term (Story 1985); and v) 

weakened anti-corruption controls (to be discussed momentarily). 

Together, these factors result in widespread political 

corruption during the final year of an administrative term. So 

widespread in fact, that the year has been popularly dubbed the "year 

of Hidalgo" (reference being made to Hidalgo's likeness on Mexican 

currency): "este es el ano de Hidalgo, chin-chin el que deja algo" 

("this is the 'year of Hidalgo', he is a fool [polite form] who leaves 

something"). 

Second, a host of factors operating at the beginning of a 

sexenio work to depress the level of corruption. Relevant factors 

include: i) officials are generally unfamiliar with their bureaucracies 

or responsibilities --due to the high turnover rate and re-shuffling of 

positions-- making it more difficult to elaborate complicated schemes 

to defraud the agency or its clients; ii) during the first few years of 

appointment there is obviously no pressure for officials to "get what 

they can" before leaving. Most feel secure in their posts generally for 

the entire six year period; iii) the initial years of a sexenio are 

generally marked by heightened anti-corruption controls, popular 

sentiments and reforms. By increasing the fear of detection, these 

generally tend to deter corruption for a time; and finally, iv) it is 
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during this period that officials wax enthusiastic about their new 

posts, the new president and the prospects of contributing positively 

to the Mexican Revolution. To a aarge extent this is a product of both 

the etectoral and anti.-corruption campaigns. 

Finally, the sexenio impacts on the anti-corruption campaign. 

As discussed with reference to consequences of corruption; the anti

corruption campaign fulfills a host of important social and political 

functions. It helps the incoming administration disassociate itself 

from the prior administration; it diverts attention from certain types 

of issues and problems; it attempts to boost the legitimacy of the new 

government among the popular sectors; and it helps firmly establish 

centralized, presidential control over virtually a new crop of 

bureaucratic officials. Generally, these functions coalesce around the 

initial years of a sexenio. Hence, the anti-corruption campaign is most 

marked in the opening years of a term and tends to run out of steam by 

the closing years. Gradually, the rhetoric fades, fewer scandals of 

corruption emerge, and confidence and enthusiasm erode within the 

bureaucratic ranks. These currents crystallize, of course, at a time 

when the opportunities for corruption are on the rise. Commenting on 

the anti-corruption campaign of the L6pez Portillo administration, for 

example, one observer notes: " the official war against the venality 

of public officials which, at the beginning of the sexenio, seemed to 

have great enthusiasm, has been loss in lethargy, tecnicalities and 

vitrual cover-ups" (Medina Macias 1983:78). 
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In sum, the sexenio produces a discernible pattern involving 

two major ingredients: the "year of Hidalgo" and the "anti-corruption 

campaign". This hypothesized relationship is graphically depicted in 

Figure 3. As shown, corruption gradually increases as the period 

unfolds, crowned by extensive corruption during the "year of Hidalgo" 

(the final year of the sexenio). The trasnition to a new regime brings 

a marked decline in the level of corruption, however, together with the 

emergence of an "anti-corruption campaign". As the administrative term 

wears on, however, the force of the "anti-corruption" sentiment erodes 

and the level of corruption gradually picks-up once again. 
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FIGURE 2 
Sexenial Patterns of Corruption and Anti-Corruption Ciimpaigns 

The "year of Hidalgo" and the "anti-corruption campaign" 

marking the sexenial pattern of corruption should not be viewed 

independently of one another, but as two sides of the same coin. On 

the one side, the excesses by public officials during the "year of 

~~-~ -~--. -------------------------------------_ ....... -
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Hidalgo" create the objective necessity for the subsequent campaign: a 

reaction designed to curb the abuses, re-institute control over public 

officials, channel popular outcries against corruption and generally 

boost the legitimacy of the new regime. On the other side of the coin, 

it is precisely the "anti-corruption" campaign that exposes the abuses 

of the "year of Hidalgo". In other words, the popular image of the 

"year of Hidalgo" is in"part a product of the "anti-corruption 

campaign". 

Prior to examining the nature of anti-corruption campaigns-and 

the abuses they helped uncover during the "year of Hidalgo", this basic 

pattern of corruption can be seen empirically using the data on 

corruption-related news articles. Classifying reports by type and year, 

Figure 3 and Table 5 conclusively show more corruption-related stories 

during the first year of the three sexenios examined than during the 

other years (1971, 1977 and 1983). The rise in the number of reports 

includes both substantial increases in the number of cases reported 

(reflecting the abuses of the "year of Hidalgo") as well as in the 

number of general denunciations and promises of anti-corruption reforms 

(reflecting the "anti-corruption campaign"). Since only a portion of 

these reports are from governmental sources, the pattern also 

underscores the role of the public generally in the periodic 

denunciation of and outcry against corruption every six years. 

Finally, note should be made that this basic pattern also seems 

to apply rather loosely to other sexenios in Mexico relating to state 

governments, although these sexenios do not run concurrent with the 
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FIGURE 3 
Corruption-Related News Articles by Year 

in the Mexico City Press 1970-1984 

Sexenia1 year 
1970 

(6) 
1971 

(1) 
1972 

(2 ) 
1974 

(4) 

1976 
(6) 

(based on a sample of newspapers per year) 

1977 
(1) 

1978 
(2) 

* 
1979 1980 1981 

(3) (4) (5) 
(exhaustive search) 

1982 
(6) 

1983 
(1) 

1984 
(2) 
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The 1979 figure is based on a review of only 9 months. The figure is 
thus adjusted to an estimated yearly basis by adding a quarter of the 
number of reports to the total. 
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TABLE 5 
Article Type by Year 

1970 1971 1972 1974 
Article Type (6) (1) (2) (4) 

Cases 1 17 10 10 

Gen. Denunciations 1 5 7 4 

Reforms 3 2 4 1 

---------------------------------
5 24 21 15 

1976 1977 1978 1979* 1980 1981 1982 
Article Type (6) (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Cases 63 80 56 22 48 36 47 

Gen. Den. 11 34 13 5 9 6 12 

Reforms 13 29 12 8 12 6 11 

-----------------------------------------------
87 143 81 35(47) 69 48 70 

1983 1984 
Article Type (1) (2) 

Cases 139 77 

Gen. Den. 38 12 

Reforms 32 8 
-------------

209 97 
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federal government's. Incoming state governors often ignite anti

corruption movements in their states during the initial year of their 

term, frequently exposing the corruption of the prior administration. 

Upon taking office, for example, the governor of Yucatan in 1978 

strongly pushed the anti-corruption theme (Excelsior January 6, 

1978:21). Similarly, the Governor of Hidalgo exposed the questionable 

finances of his predeccessor in 1978 (Medina Macias 1983: 37). Still, 

it appears that state officials are more often attacked or exposed for 

wrongdoing by federal officials than state officials (see for example 

the Biebrich scandal or the Flores Tapia scandal in Appendix A). 

Anti-Corruption Campaigns and Rituals 

Earlier discussion on the consequences of corruption 

underscored the importance and functionality of anti-corruption 

campaigns to Mexican politics. The major purpose here is to examine and 

compare the various components of two anti-corruption campaigns 

directed by Presidents L6pez Portillo and de la Madrid. The subsequent 

chapter will measure the public's evaluation of de la Madrid's program 

and the ability of the regime to use the anti-corruption device to help 

sustain the system. 

As noted in the prior chapter, the anti-corruption campaign has 

long been a common feature of Mexican politics. Each campaign. of 

course, seems deadly serious, inspiring optimism and hope; yet 

permanent change often proves elusive. Hellman (1978:150) lucidly 

illustrates this optimism in her description of President Luis 

Echeverria's efforts to fighc corruption: 

_ .. --.. ~-------------------------------------------



••. Echevarria •.• began to attack the laziness, incompetence and 
corruption of government bureaucrats in terms far more pointed 
than had been used by a Mexican official in two decades. He 
named names; he stressed the fact that corruption could not 
exist at the bottom of the bureaucratic chain if it did not 
exist at the top; and he declared himself dedicated to altering 
the very concept of public office, which he asserted 'is 
regarded by many so-called public servants as booty'. 

The Anti-Corruption Campaign of 
President Jose L6pez Portillo 

Despite the anti-corruption efforts, the final year of the 
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Echeverria administration saw corruption reach astounding proportions. 

As a result, corruption became a major theme of L6pez Portillo's 

electoral campaign. Soon after his designation as the ruling-party's 

candidate, L6pez Portillo denounced corruption in specific areas such 

as CONASUPO, the SRA [Agrarian Reform] and SRH [Hydraulic Resources] 

(Excelsior January 29, 1976), decrying corruption in sppeches at Atoyac 

de Alvarez (El Dia February 4, 1976:1) and Chilpancingo, both in the 

state of Mexico (El Dia February 7, 1976). Later in his campaign, he 

called for judicial reorganization, adding that "immorality" was 

practiced not by high-level officials but rather by administrative 

employees (El Dia June 25, 1976:1). 

Once in office, the rhetoric continued. In January 1977, for 

example, he lashed out at the poor administration of state industries, 

suggesting that their financial records should be made pubiic (El Dia 

January 16, 1977:3). A few days later, he called for the elimination of 

fraud in the customs department (Excelsior January 23, 1977:24). 

Frequently the attacks included appeals for popular mobilizations to 

fight corruption. In June of 1977, for example, he exhorted peasants to 
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form a common front to eliminate corruption in the agricultural sector 

(Exc~lsior June 19, 1977:1). 

Taking the President's lead, public assaults on corruption 

extended throughout the government. The Attorney General's office (PGR) 

promised to virulently attack corruption without showing favoritism to 

millionaires and politicians (Ovaciones October 5, 1977:1); the CTM 

[Mexican Labor Federation] vowed to fight corruption within the federal 

government (El Sol February 28, 1977:2); and Congress and opposition 

political parties demanded solid changes to deter corruption such as 

the registration of properties for public officials (E1 Hera1do October 

12, 1977:1; La Prensa December 8, 1980:3). Even officials of the SRA 

(Agrarian Reform) and the DGPT (Police) announced their resolve to 

cleanse their corruption-riddled agencies (E1 Dia April 16, 1978:1; 

Exc~lsior April 17, 1978:1; Unomasuno March 17, 1980:27). 

Besides engaging in rhetoric, the L6pez Portillo administration 

also pursued the investigation and prosecution of even high-level 

public officials for wrongdoing, particularly those of the prior 

administration. Although the PGR clarified that "we are not organizing 

a persecution of officials" (La Prensa June 24, 1977:9), the year 1977 

witnessed a barrage of political scandals and calls for further 

prosecutions. Details of the Felix Barra Garcia scandal, the Alfredo 

Rios Camarena scandal, the IMSS scandal and the Tax Evasion scandal in 

particular, flooded the pages of the major newspapers during the year. 

In the closing days of September, a rash of no less than sixteen 

editorials appeared praising the moves and urging greater action 
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against the corrupt officials of the prior administration (see for 

example. El Heraldo September 25, 1977:7; Universal September 27, 

1977:1). Later in the year, the Frente de Conciliaci6n Nacional went so 

far as to publicly demand the investigation of ex-President Echeverria 

for malfeasance in office (~eraldo November 22, 1977:11; Novedades 

November 24, 1977:1). 

Although less publicized or "scandalous", the PGR pursued the 

anit-corruption fight among lower levels of the bureaucracy. By May of 

1978, for example, the PGR claimed it had investigated 903 public 

officials (El Dia May 10, 1978:2) and handled a total of 3,000 

denunciations of corruption (Universal May 22, 1978:1). By October of 

1979, the PGR sta"ted that the L6pez Portillo administration had 

prosecuted 759 officials, investigated 1,500 and recovered 2 billion 

pesos. They boasted that such figures hardly compareu to the 125 

officials prosecuted and 250 million pesos recovered during tbe entire 

Echeverria period (Excelsior October 24, 1979:4). By February, 1980, 

the department claimed to have arrested more than 800 for fraud, tax 

evasion and similar offenses over a three year period, recovering a 

total of 4 billion pesos (Unomasuno February 10, 1980:27). 

Other agencies besides the PGR also joined the crusade. The 

chief of the Mexican City police, Arturo Durazo, for example, 

publicized the firing or reassignment of some 3,000 in an effort to 

curb police corruption (El Sol January 4, 1977:1). A few days later, 

the police chief stated that he would "achieve the moralization of the 

police or ••• retire" (E1 Dia January 8, 1977:17). By September of 1979, 
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Durazo claimed to have fired 6,000 police for corruption of which 800 

were prosecuted (Unomasuno September 8, 1979:1). Such internal 

campaigns involving the firing of corrupt officials were also 

undertaken in other areas of the bureaucracy (see Excelsior March 4, 

1977:23; El Sol March 8, 1977:10; Excelsior March 10, 1977:6; El Sol 

March 22, 1977:12; El Dia March 25, 1977:8; Excelsior March 29, 

1977:27). 

In addition to the rhetoric and prosecution of officials, L6pez 

Portillo's anti-corruption campaign also included actual reforms 

designed to curb the incidence of corruption. Four areas of reforms can 

be noted. First, L6pez Portillo promoted greater oversight powers among 

the population and Congress to check corruption. In February of 1977. 

for example. he authorized the creation by the PGR of a means to invite 

public participation in the fight (Excelsior February 19. 1977:1). 

although the result was a rather ineffective system of information 

centers in many bureaucratic locations. A reform in the Organic Law of 

Public Accounting. however. did grant the Chamber of Deputies greater 

powers to oversee and sanction the use of public monies by the 

executive (Unomasuno November 8, 1978:1). 

L6pez Portillo's political reforms of 1977 were also indirectly 

linked to the anti-corruption strategy. Basically, the reforms 

strengthened and increased the representation of opposition parties in 

the Chamber of Deputies. In that "the political monopoly of the PRI has 

been a determining factor in corruption", the political opening was 

expected to help fight corruption (Excelsior June 20. 1977:7). 
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Ironically perhaps, it was generally the opposition in Congress armed 

with its enhanced oversight powers that would eventually push 

unsuccessfully for the prosecution of L6pez Portillo himself for 

peculation of funds approaching the billions according to some 

estimates. 

The Law of Responsibilities covering public employees and 

officials implied the third area of change. Reforms to this code 

requried public officials to declare their properties with the Attorney 

General's officie (Unomasuno November 1, 1978:3). Additional changes 

eliminated the "rob now, pay later" type of fines, strengthening the 

legal base for punishing corrup~ officials (Universal November 7, 

1979:1). The PGR [Attornery General's Office] declared that the changes 

would also prevent the use of the Law of Responsibilities for purposes 

of political-revenge (Universal November 16, 1979:1). According to one 

observer, the legal changes meant that "the old taboo that high 

officials of the government enjoy impunity has been broken" (Medina 

Macias 1983:42). 

Finally, the most extensive reforms relating to L6pez 

Portillo's fight against corruption involved wholesale administrative 

reforms. Designed in part to confront the economic crisis of 1976 in 

addition to combating corruption, the four-part reforms initiated in 

1976 reassigned governmental functions, created a new bureaucratic 

agency to coordinate governmental spending and planning (the Secretary 

of Planning and Budgeting), and enhanced bureaucratic controls and 

supervision by mandating more public audits (see del Carmen Prado 
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1984). The basic premise of the reforms was "organize the government so 

as to organize the countryn (Tiempo 73 [July] 1978:7). Although not 

focused directly on corruption per se, one official of the PGR later 

claimed that the administrative reforms of L6pez Portillo had done more 

to fight corruption than the Penal Code itself (Exc~lsior October 24, 

1979:4). 

Although the bulk of L6pez Portillo's anti-corruption efforts 

concentrated in the initial years of the sexenio, it is interesting to 

note a renewed effort to combat corruption during the final days of the 

administration. In late 1982, for example, the PGR announced the 

investigation of Pesca [Fishing], SARH [Agriculture and Hydraulic 

Resources], SHCP [Treasury] and SRE [Foreign Relations] for suspected 

fraud (Unomasuno November 11, 1982:26); it publicly stated that it had 

received over ten thousand written complaints of bribery (Universal 

November 10, 1982:14); and it announced the initiation of the auditing 

of 1,683 public agencies (Universal November 19, 1982:1). This anti

corruption spirit can be seen generally as either a response to the 

economic crisis that befell the country in August of 1982 or as a 

response to the anti-corruption campaign already begun by PRI's 

presidential candidate Miguel de 1a Madrid. 

De 1a Madrid's Campaign of "Renovaci6n Mora1 n 

Just as Echeverria had in 1976, the L6pez Portillo 

administration closed in the midst of widespread corruption and 

economic crisis in 1982. And like his predecessor, Miguel de 1a Madrid 

began to attack corruption during his presidential campaign. Not long 
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after his selection as the PRI's candidate, in fact, de la Madrid 

criticized earlier anti-corruption efforts as pure demagogory and 

called for "a new moral revolution" (Universal October 1, 1981:1). 

Taking office a year later, the new president promised sweeping reforms 

to address the problem: 

••• we will introduce new methods in the public sector to 
prevent, detect, correct and, in such a case, punish immoral 
acts of public officials and public employees ••• You either 
govern or you conduct business. Public office should not be 
anyone's spoils (Renovaci6n Moral 1983:22). 

Dubbed the "Moral Renovation" campaign, de la Madrid's anti-

corruption movement surpassed earlier campaigns in terms of size, scope 

and importance. Legal-structural reforms directed specifically at the 

problem of corruption formed the cornerstone of the campaign (see 

Renovaci6n Moral, 1983; Las Razones 1984 and 1985). A variety of 

changes were undertaken. First, the nomenclature "public officials" in 

the Titulo Cuarto Constitutional was amended to "public servants". The 

effect of this was to expand the scope and application of anti-

corruption codes such as the Law of Responsibilities. Second, the 

crucial Law of Responsibilities was again altered. This time, changes 

in Title 3 established an extensive Code of Obligations for public 

officials, while changes to Title 4 required more adequate registration 

of properties of public officials. The document even added that failure 

to declare income or property was tantamount to a presumption of 

illicit enrichment. Other reforms in the law limited the value of a 

gift an official could receive to ten times the daily minimum wage and 
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specifically defined and outlawed nepotism. This was in response to the 

blatant nepotism of L6pez Portil19 (see Appendix A). 

Third, the penal code was modified to enhance the state's 

ability to punish corrupt officials. Five new categories of offenses 

were added, including such crimes as illicit use of public resou~ces, 

conflict of interest, influence peddling and illicit enrichment. 

Moreover, the legal definitions of such crimes as abuse of authority, 

bribery and extortion were broadened. 

Probably the most crucial structural reform of the campaign 

involved the Organic Law of the Federal Public Administration, creating 

a new agency charged specifically with the prevention and policing of 

corruption: La Secretaria General de la Controlaria de la Federacion 

(SGCF). The Office of Comptroller, or "corruption czar" as it has been 

called, was designed to implement the campaign's reforms. Three sub

secretariats were established: one charged with the application of the 

reformed Law of Responsibilities; one to conduct audits of government 

agenci~s; and a General Coordinating office to run Comptroller 

Commissions to be set up within each bureauc'ratic agency. Of the 

various activities of the Comptroller, one of the more crucial involved 

the creation of easily accessible offices to handle complaints and 

denunciations of corruption by the public (see Exc~lsior May 29, 

1983:4; Exc~lsior July 1, 1983:18). 

Still additional reforms in part fought corruption. They 

included the re-organization of the judicial police forces, including 

the elimination of the much feared and corrupt DIPD [Prevention of 
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Delincuency Force] special forces (secret police) and greater 

regulation of the Mexico City police (E1 Sol January 14. 1983:1). In 

1984. a program of "administrative simplification" pushed for the 

elimination of layers of "red-tape" in the Mexican bureaucratic 

labyrinth (see Razones 1985:528-530). The gradual reduction in the use 

of licensing arrangements. a frequently abused form of regulating 

business. was among the changes. 

Concurrent with these structural reforms. the government also 

diligently pursued the investigation and prosecution of public 

officials for malfeasance in office. The cases attracting greatest 

attention involved those of the ex-Director of PEMEX Jorge Diaz Serrano 

and the ex-chief of the Mexico City police. Arturo Durazo Moreno. Even 

before actual criminal trials. Diaz Serrano. charged with bribery. had 

to be stripped of his Senatorial immunity; while. Durazo had to be 

extradited from Los Angeles. Not only were both men ritualistically 

condemned and imprisoned for amassing illicit fortunes. but their cases 

were extremely well' publicized. occupying public attention for a 

considerable period of time. But in addition to the spectacular 

cases of the period. both the new SGCF and the PGR pursued corrupt 

officials en masse. In the first ten months of 1983. for example. the 

PGR announced that it had recovered some 11 billion. 200 million pesos 

from 30 officials jailed for corruption (Universal October 24. 1983:1): 

a figure far greater than those of their predessesors. The SGCF. 

meanwhile. conducted 600 audits in 353 departments in 1983 and 700 in 

1984 (Informaci6n Sistematica Septmeber 1984:35). From 1983 to 1986. 
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the SGCF prosecuted some 4,500 employees (Stockton 1986) and handled 

some 7,000 complaints and public denunciations (Rohter 1987a:7). 

Finally, in 1986, the SGCF made public for the first time the financial 

reports of some fifty government owned firms (Mexico Today October 

1986:7). 

Although the "Moral Renovation" campaign was nominally directed 

towards society .at large, the rhetoric and reforms targeted the public 

sector (Renovaci6n Moral 1983:21). Attacking the public sector, 

however, created two problems for de la Madrid. First, despite the 

"government-sponsored" publicity of widespread corruption, de la Madrid 

did not want to further erode confidence in the governme~t. Thus in 

1983, for example, he suggested that "it is inadmissable that the 

sanctioning of high level public officials ••• detract from the high 

prestige of the great majority of workers in service to the 

state ••• corruption is not solely the domain of the public sector, but 

of all society (Novedades December 6, 1983:1). In addition to the 

danger of destroying confidence in the public administration, de la 

Madrid also wanted to avoid a general "witch hunt". In characterizing 

his anti-corruption movement, he stated in 1983 that "we do not take 

the posture in this task of renovation to look backwards. We want to 

moralize the present and the future, because that is the true moral 

renovation" (Medina Macias 1983:13). 

The most crucial dilemma for de la Madrid, however, was 

responding to strong demands to prosecute L6pez Portillo for the 

presumed theft of billions from government coffers. Even before his 
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departure from office, reports that he was taking millions of ,dollars 

out of the country surfaced (see Goodsell 1982). Although an official 

denunciation was registered in the PGR and the Congress hotly debated 

the issue in 1983, L6pez Portillo was eventually cleared of wrongdoing 

(Unomasuno February 26, 1983:1). In fact, the denunciation against the 

ex-president was dubbed "counterrevolutionary" by one high-level PRI 

official (Heraldo February 11, 1983:3) and a well-organized tactic of 

the "traditional enemies of the PRI" by another (Exc~lsior February 17, 

1983:4). In light of such a reaction, de la Madrid probably concluded 

that the system and the office of the president could not withstand 

such an ominous blow. Not pursuing the L6pez Portillo case, however, in 

addition to reports of his own secret Swiss bank accounts in 1984 (see 

Anderson, 1984) and widespread electoral fraud in 1985, cost de la 

Madrid and his anti-corruption campaign huge doses of credibility. 

Analysis 

The campaigns of Presidents L6pez Portillo and de la Madrid 

seem in certain respects to be remarkably similar. Each contained three 

basic elements: i) public rhetoric denouncing corruption and promising 

change; ii) prosecution of public officials for malfeasance; and iii) 

actual reforms. In both cases, the public rhetoric began during the 

presidential campaign; both produced and staged some major political 

scandals and burned a number of lower-level officials, yet refused to 

attack the former president suspected of extreme corruption; and both 

introduced structural reforms to deter corruption, particularly the 
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government's power to police itself. 
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L6pez Portillo's campaign, however, failed to match in 

intensity o~ duration that of de la Madrid. L6pez Portillo's 

administrative reforms, for example, were only indirectly related to . 

curbing corruption, while de la Madrid's campaign of "Moral Renovation" 

was truly the President's priority during the first few years of his 

term. Moreover, although the intensity of both campaigns declined 

markedly as the terms wore on, de la Madrid's campaign survived into 

the middle and later years of his sexenio, although crippled and 

largely discredited. 

To a large extent, differences in the level of intensity of the 

campaigns may reflect major differences in the economic situation of 

the country. Although both entered office on the heels of economic 

crisis and were forced to adopt general austerity measures, economic 

recovery was achieved by 1978 under L6pez Portillo thanks to the rapid 

development of the oil industry. With economic growth restored, the 

regime felt little need to continue the assault on corruption. By 

contrast, de la Madrid's term was saddled with economic difficulties 

throughout and was forced to confront serious crises of legitimacy. 

The crucial question, of course, concerns the effectiv~ness of 

the campaigns. Like Echeverria's anti-corrup~ion efforts, there is 

little doubt that L6pez Portilio's campaign did little more than 

temporarily depress the level of corruption. Although the PAN decried 

corruption under the Echeverria administration as reaching "scandalous 
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proportions" (Heraldo April 28, 1978:2), such levels were eventually 

dwarfed by the massive corruption of the closing years of the LOpez 

Portillo period. Still, figures reported in chapter 4 do reveal the 

important role of the agencies charged with policing the public sector 

in denouncing corruption. Whereas these agencies may have been 

extremely active in pursuing corrupt officails, it seems that they were 

far less succsessful in actually decreasing the overal level of 

corruption in the system. 

It is perhaps somewhat incredible that even officials 

supposedly deeply involved in attacking corruption (including the 

president himself) were later either found to be culpable or strongly 

suspected of corruption. In addition to statements by LOpez Portillo 

and Durazo noted earlier, other examples include Diaz Serrano's 

declaration in 1976 that PEMEX was clean of corrupt networks (El Dia 

December 31, 1976:7); or Hank Gonzalez' (mayor of Mexico City who later 

was said to have acquired a fortune from the illegal sale of ejido or 

communal lands) attack on land fraud (El Dia December 15, 1976:21); or 

Hernandez Galicia's (prominent petroleum labor leader suspected of 

illicit fortunes) statement concerning the eradication of corruption in 

the petroleum industry (Excelsior October 13, 1977:12). Equally 

incredible, however, one agent of the Public Ministry provided the 

reassuring calcuation that corruption would be eliminated in 20 

sexenios (120 yearsl) (Excelsior June 6, 1980:4). 

The success of de la Madrid's campaign cannot be fully gauged. 

Both positive and negative evaluations of the campaign have been made. 
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Although the newly-created Controlaria agency has been highly active in 

detecting and prosecuting corrupt officials (see the figures on 

denouncing parties in Chapter 4), the overall impact of the campaign is 

a matter of debate. Sanders (1986:71), for example, categorically 

states that "De la Madrid's 'Renovacion Moral' has become a farce, 

overwhelmed by the magnitude of its task and the refusal of the regime 

to make the sharp, political break with the past •• " Similarly, one US 

State Department Official asserts that "there has not really been the 

type of crackdown on corruption that most people think is needed" 

(Brinkley 1986:4). Among the more optimistic evaluations, however, 

Larry Rohter (1987a:7), points to the SGCF as a highly successful 

enterprise. He quotes one foreign official as stating that "it is 

becoming more expensive to be dishonest now". A similar view is 

provided by Braningin (1987). The next chapter examines the public's 

reaction to the reforms. 

The true test for de la Madrid's campaign revolves around the 

"year of Hidalgo" (1988). Early reports, howver, suggest that little 

has changed. One account stated that the President has transferred 

between $10 to $20 million out of the country and that "others around 

the president have begun helping themselves to the public coffers" 

("Cling to ••• " Insight October 5, 1987:10). 

Conclusion 

This chapter has brought together aspects of the causes and 

consequences of corruption in Mexico to focus on patterns of corruption 

and anti-corruption campaigns during the sexenio. Basically, it was 



found that corruption increases during the course of a sexenio, 

particularly in the closing year, while the intensity of anti

corruption campaigns decline. These movements are tied to salient 

characteristics of the political system such as high turnover rates, 

the lack of a job security and low levels of bureaucratic 

professionalism. 
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Examination of the anti-corruption campaigns of Presidents 

L6pez Portillo and de la Madrid illustrated how these movements may 

trigger optimism and renew political legitimacy, yet be largely 

ineffective in curbing the incidence of corruption. As with prior 

reform efforts, the commitments, punishments and reforms designed to 

deal with the problem of corruption seemed remarkably serious and 

auspicious, yet the results were less than impressive. Above all, the 

failures of the reforms demonstrate the sheer difficulties involved in 

fighting corruption and/or the inappropriateness of the types of 

reforms undertaken. 



CHAPTER 7 

CORRUPTION AND PUBLIC OPINION IN MEXICO 

Previous chapters have underscored the significance of 

corruption to Mexican politics. its impact on popular feelings of 

distrust and the historic role of anti-corruption campaigns to divert 

system blame. Survey research provides a means of examining some of 

these factors. While prior surveys in Mexico have focused on civic 

culture (Almond and Verba 1963). system support and governmental 

performance (David 1974). support for democracy (Booth and Seligson 

1984) and the economic crisis (New York Times Poll 1986). none has 

focused directly on attitudes related to political corruption. The 

following survey conducted in 1986 in Mexico City and Puebla does 

precisly that. demonstrating high expectations of corruption. deep

seated distrust of government combined with mixed evaluations of the 

"Moral Renovation" camapign. Although not directly tested. the results 

also tend to suggest that the noted ability of the regime to maintain 

high system support despite these feelings of distrust may be wanning. 

A popular opinion survey on corruption aids in an examination 

of a number of interesting aspects of the phenomenon. First. as noted 

earlier. corruption usually means different things in different 

cultural settings. Heidenhiemer's (1970:3-7) "public-opinion-centered" 

definition of corruption. for instance. underscores the point. Despite 

frequent condemnation from its northern neighbor. questions often 
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surface concerning Mexican feelings about corruption, its perceived ill 

effects and its relative importance as a national issue. Second, public 

opinion provides a subjective measure of the elusive phenomenon. This 

is particularly important given the problems associated with other 

types of measures of corruption. Third, public opinion polling can 

detect the perceived effectiveness of the anti-corruption measures of 

President de la Madrid and possibly the ability to which corruption 

does not jeopardize the stability of the system. Although de la 

Madrid's campaign of "Moral Renovation" has gained both the praise and 

scorn of journalists, its effect on the population has never been 

examined. Finally, survey research facilitates the examination of the 

effect of such factors as education, income, party identification (ID) 

and other independent variables on corruption-related views. 

The data presented here are based on 710 surveys conducted in 

March, 1986 in the cities of Puebla and Huejotzingo in the state of 

Puebla and the Federal District (Mexico City). For various reasons 

relating to promises of anonymity and the nature of the subject-matter, 

the sample design was not totally random; the sample frame included a 

non-randomly selected set of twenty-seven public locations (parks, 

shopping centers, markets, subway stations and centros) throughout the 

three cities. Convenience samples were taken within each area (see 

Appendix B for a more detailed discussion of the step-by-step 

procedures, including a copy of the questionnaire and an English 

translation). 
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Attitudes Towards Corruption 

Survey questions relating specifically to political corruption 

can be grouped into four general categories: problem evaluation, 

perception of occurrence, relative impropriety levels and effectiveness 

of de la Madrid's Moral Renovation reforms. Following a description of 

the aggregate responses, a'ctention focuses on their interrelationships, 

possible linkages with general measures of trust in government, and, 

finally, on possible determinants of those attitudes. 

First, under the heading of problem evaluation, respondents 

were asked to rank the importance of corruption among other national 

issues facing Mexico and secondly, to rank corruption as a cause of the 

economic crisis. Viewed with turmoil in Central America, inflation, 

relations with the U.S., the external debt, agricultural production and 

unemployment, respondents ranked corruption in the middle range. More 

than a quarter (28%) of respondents, however, cited corruption as 

Mexico's most pressing problem. The mean ranking was 3.2. As a cause 

of the economic crisis, corruption fell even further along the 7-point 

scale. Considered with such expedients as low petroleum prices, the 

devaluation of the peso, relations with the US, the public debt, low 

levels of productivity and labor demands, 20.5% of respondents 

classified corruption as the principal cause of the nation's economic 

ills. The mean response was 3.7. 

While these questions give some indication of the extent of 

corruption as a problem in society, similar queries measured the 

relative occurrence of corruption in Mexico. The question alluded to 
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earlier, for example, referred to the frequency of mordidas when 

dealing with the government (see Table 6). A similar question attempted 

to compare perceived extent of corruption to "reports" of corruption. 

In other words, respondents were asked whether corruption is "really 

as bad as they say it is". As shown in Table 7, a majority clearly 

felt that reports of corruption in Mexico fell far short of matching 

reality. 

TABLE 6 
Need to Bribe 

Question: Generally, to resolve a matter with the government, how 
necessary is it to pay a bribe? 

Always 
Many Times 
Qccasionally 
Almost Never 
No Response/ 
Don't Know 

40.4% 
38.3% 
13.2% 

6.2% 
1.8% 

100% (n=7l0) 

TABLE 7 
Evaluation of Reports 

Question: In your opinion, are the reports of corruption in Mexico 
exaggerated, accurate or understated? 

Exaggerated 
Accurate 
Understated 
No Response/ 
Don't Know 

18.9% 
27.9% 
51.4% 

1.8% 

100% (n-7l0) 

A final question relating to the occurrence of corruption asked 

respondents to rank-order seven different types of corrupt acts 



157 

according to their perceived frequency in Mexico. Table 8 presents the 

results of the rankings. 

A number of observations stem from these figures on the 

frequency of corruption. First, the perception is that corruption is 

pervasive in Mexico, even more so than reports of its ubiquity. Second, 

as expected, the most common type of corrupt exchange involves petty 

police corruption. The high ranking of police bribery reflects both the 

visibility and extensiveness of the institution of the mordida. Third, 

also ranking high is peculation of. funds by government officials. This 

high ranking provides some indication of cynicism and distrust among 

the population: people seem to anticipate that government officials 

will rob and/or people know that in fact the officials do rob. 

Moreover, the measure affirms the high incidence of extortion shown to 

be common in Mexico (see the figures in Chapter 4). The relatively high 

figure for bureaucratic bribery also tends to underscore the prevalence 

of this extortionist pattern of corruption. Finally, the limited 

perceived occurrence of conf1ict-of-interest may be seen as confirming 

the existence of a separate and distinct political and economic elite 

in Mexico (see Smith 1979:191-216) with those in po1iticia1 postions 

not involved in business, or as supporting Vernon's (1963:153) 

conclusion that conflict-of-interest is a relatively foreign concept to 

most Mexicans. 

The third area examined is relative impropriety levels among 

corrupt acts. Using the same examples as in the prior table, 

respondents ranked the corrupt acts according to degrees of seriousness 



158 

TABLE 8 

Frequency Rankings of Corrupt Acts 

% 11 Ranking/ 
Type of Corrupt Activity % 17 Ranking Mean Ranking 

A person pays a bribe to a police to 42.5%/6.0% 2.7 
avoid a traffic citation 
(n=664) 

A government official takes money 23.6%/7.9% 3.4 
from the government 
(n=624) 

A person pays a bribe to speed-up a 13.9%/6.6% 3.6 
bureaucratic matter 
(n-619) 

A government official provides a 6.0%/13.3% 4.2 
government job to a member of 
his family 
(n-617) 

A government official makes a 8.1%/15.2% 4.3 
governmental decision that benefits 
his own private business 
(conflict of interest) 
(n=619) 

A criminal buys his freedom 5.9%/.20.6% 4.6 
(n=622) 

A worker arrives at his job only 8.9%/35.9% 5.0 
to be paid (aviador/ghost worker) 
(n-644) 
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of the crime. As Table 9 reveals, the least serious forms of corruption 

were lower level police and bureaucratic bribes and ghost workers, 

while the more serious brands included peculation of funds and 

conflict-of-interest. A "we-versus-they" (citizen-government) pattern 

clearly suggests itself since the more serious examples clearly benefit 

"government officials" exclusively, while the less serious acts also 

benefit the "ave.rage person". As with previous measures, this pattern 

supports the notion of a high level of cynicism and distrust of 

government officials among the population. 

Finally, two questions focused on the effectiveness of the 

Moral Renovation ~eforms. The first asked respondents in a somewhat 

positive tone if due to President de la Madrid's reforms honesty in 

government had increased. Of those responding, a slight majority gave 

the reforms at least minimal credit for promoting positive change. 

Still, 44.5% issued a failing grade (see Table 10). The second question 

focus;,'d mord specifically on one dimension of the Moral Renovation 

campaign: the investigation and prosecution of government officials 

forcorrupt activities. As Table 11 clearly reveals, the government's 

record in this area was seen as wholly inadequate. Apparently, the 

belief that government officials enjoy impunity for their actions is 

widespread. 

Given the different questions on corruption, it is important to 

test whether these views simply express one underlying opinion on 

corruption. Consequently, relationships among the responses were 



TABLE 9 

Impropriety Rankings of Corrupt Acts 

% #1 Ranking/ 
Type of Corrupt Activity % #7 Ranking Mean Ranking 

A government official takes money 36.1%/3.9% 2.6 
from the government 
(n-642) 

A government official makes a 21.6%/6.9% 3.4 
governmental decision that benefits 
his own private business 
(conflict of interest) 
(n-626) 

A criminal buys his freedom 18.3%/13.4% 3.8 
(n-634) 

A government official provides a 8.3%/15.9% 4.0 
government job to a member of his family 
(n-623) 

A person pays a bribe to speed up a 
bureaucratic matter 
(n-629) 

A person pays a bribe to a police to 
avoid a traffic citation 
(n-658) 

A worker arrives at his job only 
to be paid (aviador/ghost worker) 
(n-639) 

5.7%/12.6% 

9.6%/21.4% 

10.8%/31.3% 

4.4 

4.7 

4.7 
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TABLE 10 

Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" I 

Question: President de la Madrid has undertaken a program of "Moral 
Renovation" since taking office. Generally, do you feel that 
the program has increased honesty in government a lot, a 
little or almost none? 

A Lot (Positive) 
A Little (Mediocre) 
Almost None (Negative) 
No Responsel 
Don't Know 

TABLE 11 

9.2% 
45.1% 
44.5% 
1.2% 

100% (nll:710) 

Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" II 

Question: Part of the' n "Moral Renovation" program includes the 
investigation and prosecution of public officials. Do you 
believe the current government is doing too much, enough or 
very little of this type of activity? 

Too Much 
Enough (Positive) 
Very Little (Negative) 
No Responsel 2.8% 
Don't Know 

3.0% 
13.8% 
80.4% 

100% (n-710) 
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examined. As indicated in Tables 12-16, most of the views were 

independent of one another. The two rankings of corruption (as a 

national problem and cause of the economic crisis) were closely 

associated as were the two reform evaluations. Assessments of the 

reports of corruption, however, were only weakly related to both 

rankings and reform evaluations, while the need to pay bribes 

correlated only weakly with reform evaluations. Clearly, the measures 

uncover more than just a uni-dimensional attitude on political 

corruption. 

Corruption and Trust in Government 

The views on corruption clearly suggest widespread distrust of 

public officials. Two additional questions taken from the Miller (1974) 

study on trust in government were used to further examine the linkage 

of trust in government and corruption-related opinion. Generally, it 

was hypothesized that trust in government would correlate posi~ively 

with evaluations of corruption and anti-corruption reforms. That is, 

more critical opinions on corruption and harsher a~praisals of the 

anti-corruption camapign would associate with low levels of trust in 

the government. Based on an observation of Tables 17-22, this pattern 

is clearly evident. Respondents more distrustful of the government 

tended to rank corruption higher as a national problem and cause of the 

economic crisis than those exhibiting higher levels of trust; they 

found the reports of corruption to be insufficient more often; they 

considered it more necessary to pay a bribe; and they evaluated recent 

reforms more critically than the other respondents. Viewed from the 



Prob.Rank 

CrisisRank 

Reform1 

Reform2 

Report 

TABLE 12 

Relationships among the Dependent Variables 
(at less than .05 level of significance) 

CrisisRank Reform1 Reform2 Report Bribe 

R=.48 R=-.19 R=-.09 R=-.14 R=.07 

R=-.20 R=-.14 R=-.13 R=.07 
gamma=.64 gamma=.22 gamma=-.23 
tau-b=.30 tau-b=.14 tau-b=-.15 

gamma=.24 gamma=-.27 
tau-b=.l1 tau-b=-.12 

None 

TABLE 13 

Problem Ranking by Evaluation of Reports 

Rankings 
Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

Evaluation of Reports 
Exagerrated Accurate Understated 

17.6 20.0 36.3 
9.6 11.1 5.4 
3.4 3.6 2.9 

- -----------------------------------
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TABLE 14 

Crisis Ranking by Evaluation of Reports 

Evaluation of Reports 
Rankings Exagerrated Accurate Understated 
Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

Problem Ranking 

Rankings 
Highest 
Lowest 
Mean 

by 

(%) 
(%) 

12.3 16.5 25.9 
10.7 12.2 8.2 

4.0 4.0 3.4 

TABLE 15 

Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" I 

Evaluation 
Positive Mediocre Negative 

12.9 23.3 35.3 
17.7 8.3 4.6 

4.0 3.4 2.8 

TABLE 16 

Crisis Ranking by Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" II 

Rankings 
Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

Evaluation 
Too Much Positive 

8.2 15.8 
14.8 11. 7 

4.7 3.9 

Negative 
27.3 

7.7 
3.4 

----------- ----------------------------
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TABLE 17 

Problem Ranking by Trust in Government 

Level of Trust 
Ranking High Medium Low 
Highest (%) 25.6 25.6 30.7 
Lowest (%) 14.6 8.0 5.1 
Mean 3.6 3.3 3.0 

TABLE 18 

Crisis Ranking by Trust in Government 

Ranking 
Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

Level of Trust 
High 
17.5 
17.5 

4.2 

TABLE 19 

Medium 
16.7 

9.9 
3.9 

Low 
26.5 
8.2 
3.4 

Need to Bribe by Trust in Government 

Level of Trust 
Need to Bribe High Medium Low 

High 
Medium High 
Medium Low 
Low 

gamma a -.36 

22.5 
40.0 
17.5 
20.0 

35.0 
43.3 
18.1 

3.7 

tau-c '" -.21 

TABLE 20 

Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" I by Trust 

Level of Trust 
Evaluation High Medium 
Positive 22.6 9.1 
Mediocre 45.2 55.7 
Negative 32.1 35.1 

gamma" .42 tau-b = .26 

in 

55.3 
32.4 
6.5 
5.7 

Government 

Low 
5.3 
32.1 

62.2 
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TABLE 21 

Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" II by Trust in Government 

Level of Trust 
Evaluation High Medium Low 

Too Much 1.2 3.2 3.1 
Positive 37.0 15.9 4.7 
Negative 61. 7 80.9 92.2 

gamma = .50 tau-b .... 22 

TABLE 22 

Evaluation of Reports by Trust in Government 

Reports 
Exaggerated 
Accurate 
Understated 

Level of Trust 
High Medium 
22.9 20.6 
33.7 31. 7 
43.4 47.7 

gamma = .20 tau-b = .12 

Low 
15.9 
23.1 
61.0 
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opposite perspective, it can be stated that respondents more critical 

of corruption and reform measures tended to have less trust in their 

government than those less critical of corruption. 

It is impossible of course to infer causal direction from 

statistical analyses. The relationship between trust in government and 

corruption-related opinion presents a slight causal puzzle. Rather than 

a clear cause and effect pattern, some type of reciprocal relationship 

probably exists. That is, specific opinions on corruption surely form a 

part of the basic attitudes on trust (inductive), while broad feelings 

of trust in government provide initial cues and predispositions to 

evaluate corruption and anti-corruption reforms (deductive). Obviously, 

corruption is not entirely responsible for popular sentiments of 

distrust towards the government; yet, it certainly adds to it. People 

become disillusioned about the functioning of government upon observing 

and even participating in widespread corruption. The figures thus 

support the notion of "a culture of corruption" in Mexico. 

Determinants of Public Opinion on Corruption 

The above figures describe certain attitudes held by Mexicans 

on political corruption, linking those views only to trust in 

government. At this point, it is possible to examtpe the impact of 

certain independent factors on those views. Independent variables 

meaured during the survey included certain demographic factors, socio

economic status and political involvement. 
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Demographic Factors 

The demogr;:-!:1hic factors of location (the Federal District and 

non-Federal District), age and gender make-up the first set of 

independent variables. 

Gecgraphic Location. Given governmental centralization in the 

Federal District, it was hypothesized that residents of Mexico City 

would be more critical of corruption than residents in the other two 

locations. The suspicion was slightly confirmed (see Tables 23-25). By 

a weak yet significant margin, respondents of the DF tended to rank 

corruption as a national problem and cause of the crisis higher than 

those from the other areas. Similarly, respondents in the capital city 

evaluated the reports on corruption more harshly. The impact of 

location on other measures such as need to pay bribes or reform 

evaiuations, however, was insignificant. 

TABLE 23 
Problem Ranking by Location 

Ranking 
Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

Location 
DF Other 

31. 2 23.9 
6.8 9.8 
3.1 3.3 

TABLE 24 
Crisis Ranking by Loction 

Ranking 
Highest (%) 

Lowest (%) 
Mean 

DF Other 
22.0 18.5 

9.1 11.3 
3.6 3.9 



TABLE 25 
Evaluation of Reports by Location 

Reports 
Exaggerated 
Accurate 
Understated 

gamma .. -.15 

Location 
DF Other 

16.3 23.2 
28.3 28.5 
55.4 48.3 

tau-c "" -.09 

Age. Age's impact on attitudes was expected to be in a 
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positive direction, with younger (more idealistic) respondents holding 

more critical views on corruption than older respondents. 

Interestingly, age proved to be weakly related to certain attitudes on 

corruption, but in the opposite direction. That is, younger respondents 

generally ranked corruption lower as a national problem and cause of 

the economic crisis than older respondents (see Tables 26 and 27). 

Again, age seemed to have no impact on the perceived need to pay a 

bribe, reports of corruption or evaluations of reform efforts. 

TABLE 26 
Problem Ranking by Age 

Ranking 
Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

to2l 
20.9 
12.2 
3.6 

Age 
22-35 
29.0 

7.1 
3.2 

Groups 
36-50 
31.9 
5.0 
2.9 

TABLE 27 
Crisis Ranking by Age 

Ranking 
Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

to2l 
14.6 
18.3 
4.2 

Age Group 
22-35 36-50 
22.4 22.3 
8.4 5.0 
3.7 3.4 

51+ 
35.1 
4.1 
2.6 

51+ 
23.2 
7.2 
3.5 



Gender. Although no relationship was anticipated based on 

prior theory, gender proved to be moderately associated with the two 

rankings of corruption. As can be seen in Tables 28 and 29, male 

respondents were somewhat more likely to rank corruption higher as a 

national problem and cause of the economic crisis than women. 

Why this may be so is not known. 

TABLE 28 
Problem Ranking by Gender 

Ranking Male 
Gender 

Female 

Socio-Economic Status 

Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

31.3 
5.3 
3.0 

TABLE 29 

23.6 
11.2 
3.5 

Crisis Ranking by Genuer 

Ranking 
Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

Male 
21.9 
8.2 
3.6 

Gender 
Female 
18.8 
12.9 
3.9 

170 

A second set of independent variables measured socio-economic 

status. Here, the value-oriented modernization theories of corruption 

are relevant (see Heidenheimer 1970; Wraith and Simplkins, 1963). They 

suggest that higher income and education fosters universalistic values 

that are critical of corruption. Although the relationships between 

corruption-related views and socio-economic status were perhaps not so 

strong, such a pattern clearly emerged. 
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occupation. Measures of occupation were nominally categorized 

as unemployed, teacher/student, business/professional, worker/peasant 

or service sector employee. The most clearly "modern" group, business/ 

professional, registered significantly more #1 rankings of corruption 

as a national problem (36.6% versus an average of 26.3% by other 

occupational groups) and cause of the economic crisis (28.6% compared 

to 18.9%) than other occupational groups. This same pattern emerged for 

reports of corruption: 61.6% of the business group found the reports 

insufficient compared to only 50.5% of other respondents. Occupation 

was not related to any of the other measures such as reform 

evaluations, or need to bribe, however. 

Income. Income also proved to be a weak yet significant 

determinant of certain corruption-related attitudes in the direction 

suggested by modernization theory (see Tables 30-32). That is, upper 

income groups were more likely to rank corruption higher as a national 

problem and cause of the economic crisis than lower income groups; 

and higher income respondents tended to find reports of corruption 

insufficient more often than their lower income counterparts. As with 

occupation, however, income did not correlate with the other views on 

corruption. 

Ranking 
Highest 
Lowest 
Mean 

TABLE 30 
Problem Ranking by Income 

Income 
High High-Middle Low-Middle 

(%) 38.3 30.8 28.7 
(%) 5.6 5.6 7.5 

2.7 3.1 3.3 

Low 
23.6 

9.6 
3.4 

-- -------------------------------



TABLE 31 
Crisis Ranking by Income 

Ranking High 
Income 

High-Middle Low-Middle Low 
Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

34.6 
6.5 
3.2 

25.2 19.7 
12.2 9.2 

3.8 3.6 

10.3 
10.8 

4.1 

TABLE 32 
Evaluation of Reports by Income 

Reports 
Exaggerated 
Accurate 
Understated 

High 
12.4 
24.8 
62.9 

Income 
High-Middle Low-Middle 

21.3 18.0 
26.7 24.6 
52.0 57.4 

gamma - -.13 tau-c - -.09 

Low 
23.0 
30.9 
46.1 

Education Likewise, education played a moderate role in 

shaping evaluations of corruption as a national problem and cause of 

the crisis and reports of corruption (Tables 33-35). If attention is 

directed particularly to percentage of #1 rankings, for example, the 

association appears to be even more pronounced. Although education 

proved to be unrelated with need to pay the mordida, it did reveal a 

moderate link, in contrast with income, with evaluations of anti-

corruption reforms. As expected, respondents with higher levels of 
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education were more critical of recent reform efforts (Tables 36 and 

37). 
TABLE 33 

Problem Ranking by Education 

Ranking 
Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

High 
34.5 

6.1 
2.9 

Education 
High-Middle Low-Middle 

21.9 28.5 
8.6 7.6 
3.6 3.2 

Low 
21.8 
10.5 
3.4 



Ranking 
Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

TABLE 34 
Crisis Ranking by Education 

High 
29.9 
6.9 
3.4 

Education 
High-Middle Low-Middle 

19.2 15.8 
13.0 11.8 

4.0 3'.9 

TABLE 35 

Low 
10.~ 

7.5 
3.8 

Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" I by Education 

Evaluation 
Positive 
Mediocre 
Negative 

High 
6.4 

41.2 
51.9 

Education 
High-Middle Low-Middle 

5.9 9.5 
46.4 52.1 
47.7 38.5 

gamma = -.19 tau-c = -.11 

TABLE 36 

Low 
16.8 
45.0 
38.2 

Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" II 'by Education 

Evaluation 
Too Much 
Positive 
Negative 

High 
0.0 

13.8 
86.2 

gamma = -.14 

Education 
High-Middle Low-Middle 

3.3 5.5 
13.8 14.0 
82.9 80.5 

tau-c .: -.05 

TABLE 37 
Evaluation of Reports by Education 

Reports 
Exaggerated 
Accurate 
Understated 

High 
12.1 
22.9 
64.9 

Education 
High-Middle Lo~:Middle 

18.2 20.0 
27.9 36.4 
53.9 43.6 

gamma = -.27 tau-c = -.18 

Low 
4.7 

14.8 
80.5 

Low 
32.8 
26.0 
41.2 
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Political Involvement 

A third and final set of independent factors dealt with 

political involvement. This included subjective measures of party 

identification, voting regularities and interest in political 

happenings. Generally, it was expected that those more politically 

involved in the system would hold less critical views of corruption. 

Party Identification. Categories for party 10 included the PRI 

and its affiliates [the PPS and PARM] (31% of respondents), parties of 

the opposition (17%), and non-partisans (52%). As expected. those 

identifying with the PRI tended to rank corruption lower and evaluate 

the reforms more positively than the opposition (Tables 38-42). The 

views of non-partisans more often fell between those identifying with 

the official party and those leaning towards the opposition. In other 

words, the most critical views were more often held by those 

identifying with the opposition rather than non-partisans. Party 10 had 

'no impact, however, on perceived need to pay the bribe. 

TABLE 38 
Problem Ranking by Party 10 

Ranking 
Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

PR1&Aff • 
23.9 
8.6 
3.3 

Party 10 
Non Partisan 

28.4 
7.9 
3.2 

TABLE 39 
Crisis Ranking by Party 10 

Ranking 
Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

PR1&Aff. 
16.6 
11. 7 

4.0 

Party 10 
Non Partisan 

21.4 
9.4 
3.8 

Opp. 
34.5 
5.3 
2.9 

Opp. 
24.5 
9.7 
3.7 



T,!\BLE 40 
. Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" I by Party ID 

Evaluation 
Positive 
Mediocre 
Negative 

PRI&Aff. 
15.0 
53.2 
31.8 

gamma = .24 

Party ID 
Non-Partisans 

6.5 
43.8 
49.5 

tau-b = .15 

TABLE 41 

Opp. 
7.0 

36.8 
56.1 

Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" II by Party ID 

Evaluation 
Too Much 
Positive 
Negative 

Party ID 
PRI&Aff. Non Partisan 

6.0 1.9 
18.4 11.9 
75.6 86.2 

gamma = .26 tau-b = .11 

TABLE 42 
Evaluation of Reports by Party ID 

Reports 
Exaggerated 
Accurate 
Understated 

PRI&Aff. 
26.2 
29.9 
43.9 

gamma a: .10 

Party ID 
Non Partisans 

17.4 
30.3 
52.3 

tau-b .... 06 

Opp. 
0.9 

13.5 
85.2 

Opp. 
11.5 
19.5 
69.0 
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Two possible explanations for this pattern can be noted: first. 

that attempts to foster symbolic legitimacy through anti-corruption 

campaigns are most effective on those predisposed to accepting the 

governing party's position; or second, that identifiers of the PRI are 

in a better position to observe and detect changes in government 

honesty. 
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Voting. Assuming that political dissillusionment underpins 

voter apathy, it was hypothesized that non-voters would hold more 

critical views on corruption than voters. As seen in Tables 43 and 44, 

voting was only weakly associated to problem ranking and reform 

evaluation, and this relationship virtually disappeared when 

controlling for the effects of trust in government. 

TABLE 43 
Problem Ranking by Voting Frequency 

Ranking 
Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

Voting 
Voter 

30.9. 
6.3 
3.0 

TABLE 44 

Frequency 
Non Voter 

26.2 
8.1 
3.3 

Evaluation of "Moral Renovation" I by Voting Frequency 

Evaluation 
Positive 
Mediocre 
Negative 

gamma .... 14 

Voting 
Voter 

9.8 
48.4 
41.8 

Frequency 
Non Voter 

8.9 
41.1 
49.6 

tau-c ... 08 

Interest in Politics. Much like voting, interest in politics 

measured by ~ubjective evaluation of how often one follows politics, 

proved to be weakly related to attitudes. As can be seen in Tables 45-

47, respondents who regularly followed political happenings tended to 

rank corruption higher than those uninterested in politics and more 

often considered the reports of corruption insufficient. Although not 

an important determinant, this can be explained since those following 



TABLE 45 
Problem Ranking by Interest in Politics 

Ranking 
Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

Level of Interest 
High Middle Low 
38.7 20.1 24.7 
5.9 8.7 5.9 
2.9 3.4 3.3 

TABLE 46 
Crisis Ranking by Interest in Politics 

Ranking 
Highest (%) 
Lowest (%) 
Mean 

Level 
High 
27.1 

7.2 
3.3 

TABLE 47 

of Interest 
Middle Low 

15.4 18.2 
14.2 8.4 

4.1 3.7 

Evaluation of Reports by Interest in Politics 

Reports 
Exaggerated 
Accurate 
Understated 

Interest 
High 
16.5 
21.4 
62.0 

gamma = -.15 

in Politics 
Middle 

23.2 
31.6 
45.1 

Low 
16.9 
35.1 
48.1 

tau-b - -.09 

politics during this period of time would be more conscious of the 

problem of corruption given press and governmental attention. 

Controlling for Trust in Government 

Due to limited number of cases, the use of ordinal measures 

makes it difficult to conclusively gauge the independent impact of 

certain variables through statistical controls. Since trust in 

government correlated significantly with measures of political 

involvement and location, however, the impact of these variables on 

attitudes on corruption were tested while controlling for trust. 

----------~ ~~- --~ ~--- -
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Although the number of cases in each cell was sufficiently low to 

preclude a high level of confidence, it appeared that party ID 

continued to play a moderate role on ranking, reform evaluations and 

reports at all levels of trust.' Trust did howeve~ account for a portion 

of the original association between party ID and these attitudes. 

On vote, the relationship seemed more specified. At medium and 

lower levels of trust, voters ranked corruption higher as a national 

problem, while among those exhibiting greater trust in the government, 

non-voters ranked corruption higher. A similar pattern occurred for 

ranking corruption as the cause of the crisis with voters among the 

least trustful group ranking it higher and non-voters ranking it higher 

at higher levels of trust. Again although the low number of cases 

preclude certainty, it appears that the original linkages between 

voting and reform evaluations were significantly reduced when 

controlling for trust. Finally, controlling for trust showed the 

interest in politics/attitudes on corruption and location/attitudes on 

corruption relationships to be largely spurious. Measures linking high 

levels of interest and less critical views on corruption reflected the 

relationship between level of interest and trust; while, respondents 

from the DF tended to express harsher views on the corruption due to 

the more generalized lack of trust in the DF than in the other 

locations. 

Analysis 

Generally~ the relationships uncovered seem to have produced 

few surprises. The expected distrust of government officials was shown 



179 

and the strongest associations with opinions on corruption proved to be 

trust in government, party identification and socio-economic status. It 

is interesting to note that only trust in government correlated (and 

weakly) with the need to bribe. T~is suggests that although socio

economic status and political involvement may effect evaluations (good

bad) of corruption and anti-corruption reforms, they do not seem to 

impinge on perceptions of the extent of corruption in the political 

system. 

Two crucial questions concern whether de la Madrid's anti

corruption efforts have effectively co-opted the public's anti

corruption senitment so as to divert system accountability and, 

similarly, whether negative evaluations towards the government and 

diffuse system support continue to be unrelated. Although the reforms 

did receive rather positive public support, many felt the government 

was not doing enough to punish corrupt officials who they tend to blame 

for the nation's problems. Indeed, the extremely low levels of trust 

and high expectation of corruption suggest that corruption may have 

reached such levels that it is compromising the system's capacity to 

maintain popular support. Unfortunantely, no direct measure of system 

support were employed. Still, it is significant that the numbers 

identifying with the PRI were much lower than those recorded by Booth 

and Seligson (1984) in their survey in 1978-1979 which does indicate 

perhaps a reduction of diffuse system support. According to the 

meausres of diffuse support developed by Muller, Jukam and Seligson 

(1982), support for the ruling-party is an important indicator of this 
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variable. Yet despite the noted correlations between trust in 

government and opinion towards corruption, trust (as the independent 

variable) and party ID were unrelated. As indicated in Table 48, the 

same percentage of respondents with low and high levels of trust 

identified with the official party, although when viewed from the 

oppositie perspective, a weak tendency existed for those in the party 

to exhibit more trust in the government than members of th opposition. 

This suggests that low levels of trust in government or negative 

evaluations of governmental performance has not translated into a mass 

exodus away from the official "system" party and towards the 

opposition. 

TABLE 48 
Party ID by Trust in Government 

Party ID 

PRI&Aff. 
Non Partisan 
Opposition 

Trust in Govt 
Low Medium 

26 
53 
21 

32 
55 
13 

High 

26 
53 
21 

Analyses in the next chapter on the impact of the economic 

crisis on corruption further examines these questions. It highlights, 

for example, a heightened level of protest against corruption which 

clearly reflect the opinions registered here. Moreover, it supports the 

conclusion that diffuse support has fallen and that perhaps the once 

stabilizing influences of corruption have been reversed. Although 

perhpas the opinions are in part a product of the regimes' anti-
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corruption efforts, it would appear that many now blame the system for 

not being able to curb the high incidence of corruption. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has examined public opinion in Mexico towards 

political corruption. The survey data support the following 

.conclusions: 1) Corruption is undoubtedly widespread in Mexico. Large 

segments of the 'population entertain high expectations of corruption 

and. consider corruption more pronounced than "reports" seem to suggest. 

2) Corruption is considered an important national problem and a cause 

of the economic crisis by many. Judging from the subjective rankings of 

frequency and impropriety of corrupt acts, it appears that the 

"problem" of corruption generally entails high-level peculation of 

funds by government officials. 3) The data indicate that recent 

reforms and rhetoric against corruption have produced some positive 

results particularly in the minds of PRI identifiers. Still, a large 

segment of the population found the reforms generally unsuccessful and 

most agreed that corrupt officials enjoy impunity. 4) As suggested by 

value-oriented modernization theory of cor~uption, higher levels of 

education and income correlate with more negative and critical 

evaluations of corruption and the measures designed to deal with it. 

5) Those identifying with the dominant party possess the least critical 

views on corruption and the anti-corruption measures independent of 

trust in government. By contrast, those identifying with the opposition 

parties tend to hold the most critical views on the subject. 6) The 
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data reveal widespread expectations of corruption and distrust of 

public officials. Yet, such low levels of trust have not translated 

into a movement away from the official PRI party and towards the 

opposition. Thus the relationship between evaluation of governmental 

performance and system support would seem to be tighter, resulting in 

higher levels of alienation and perhaps destablizing protest. 



CHAPTER 8 

THE "CRISIS OF CORRUPTION" IN THE 1980s 

Since 1982, Mexico has struggled with crisis; the once prosper

ous economy and stable political system have seemingly reversed course. 

Never before has the post-revolutionary system confronted such deep

seated and enduring problems. As economic and political crisis slowly 

became the norm, debate inside and outside the country has focused on 

the very survivability of Latin America's oldest political system. 

While the optimists point to that system's amazing capacity to adapt to 

past challenges, their counterparts invoke images of explosive politi

cal chaos (for a most pessimistic interpretation see Sanders 1986). 

To most, political corruption is considered a major aspect of 

the problem. Rather than contributing to stability as in the past, the 

current consensus is that corruption has outlived its usefulness and is 

now actually contributing to the system's downfall. This chapter 

examines the impact of the crises of the 1980s and, specifically, the 

"crisis of corruption" that has unfolded. Basically, it is suggested 

that the "crisis of corruption" reflects a confluence of factors: the 

economic crisis, the intensity of the anti-corruption campaign, changes 

in corruption brought on during the late 1970s and early 1980, and 

changes in the state-society balance. Analysis begins, however, with a 

brief discussion of the multiple crises of the system, including the 

"crisis of corruption". 

183 
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The Crises of the 1980s 

Multifaceted, deeply-rooted and inextricably linked problems 

exploded on the Mexican scene during the 1980s. The purpose here is to 

provide merelr a brief overview, highlighting the basic dimensions of 

the nation's ~conomic and political ills. Despite intense scholarly 

attention, the nuances of the crisis of the decade have not yet been 

fully explored (on various aspects of the crises see Camp 1986; Latell 

1986; Street 1987; Wyman 1983). 

Economically, the situation of the country during the decade 

has been especially poor. Suffering under the demands of a massive 

foreign debt (reaching US$ 107 billion by 1987), low petroleum prices, 

world recession and capital flight, Mexican national income declined in 

1982, 1983 and 1986. The Peso, once remarkably stable, fell from 25 to 

the dollar in 1980 to 2,200 to the dollar in 1988 (a decline of some 

10,000%1). Consequently, inflation --never before a problem in Mexico -

- gained momentum. By 1987, inflation had reached 159%, with clear 

signs of its solid institutionalization. For the average worker, the 

effects have been disastrous. According to Bortz (1987:107), real wages 

declined by almost 20% in 1982, 5.4% in 1983, 6.9% in 1984, 6.3% in 

1985 and another 20% in 1986. 

The on-going economic difficulties have worn on the nation's 

psyche. Probably the best indieatcr w&s the 61% of respondents to the 

national New York Times Poll (1986) conducted in November 1986 who said 

the economic situation would get worse in the following year and the 



54% who indicated that Mexico would never emerge from its economic 

crisisl 
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Political crisis has emerged largely as a consequence of the 

nation's economic downfall. Mexicans have lost confidence in the 

ability of the current political system and its leaders to resolve the 

nation's economic problems and relieve heightened social tensions. 

Increasingly, the political crisis rides the wave of alienation, 

pessimism and PRI's eroding credibility. Indications of greater 

political alienation include significant electoral gains by opposition 

parties and victories in 1985 for the PAN in Chihuahua and Ciudad 

Juarez, protests and civil disturbances in response to blatant 

electoral fraud in Chihuahua, Durango, Oaxaca and Zacatecas in 1985 and 

1986, autonomous mobilizations by the homeless of the 1985 earthquakes, 

widespread worker discontent with official unions and their corrupt 

leadership, attacks on the president himself (long considered taboo) 

(Rout 1982), and open divisions within the ranks of the PRI. As Levy 

(1987:115) succinctly notes, there is a "growing perception that the 

regime is outmoded, inefficient and corrupt ••• " 

The "Crisis of Corruption" 

The "crisis of corruption" feeds the political crisis. The 

"crisis of corruption" refers to heretofore unknown levels of public 

attention and opposition both at home and abroad to political 

corruption; popular mobilizations protesting and exposing corrupt 

officials; and the view that while perhaps once helping to stabilize 

the system, corruption is now contributing to the system's demise. As 
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one observer states, "never in its history has the Mexican public been 

so conscious of the problem of official corruption at all levels" 

(Heraldo July 10, 1983:1). 

Protests, strikes and demonstrations focusing in some way on 

political corruption provide clear indications of this crisis. As one 

interviewee noted, protests in Mexico generally produce demands not for 

changes in public policy, but merely for its proper implementation 

(Interview 3-A). Striking truckers in the states of Durango, Sinaloa 

and Sonora in 1983, for example, demanded among other things protection 

against the extortionist practices of the Highway Patrol (Excelsior 

April 8, 1983:5). A protest in Naucalpan in the state of Mexico by 

unions and neighborhood groups in 1983 centered similarly on police 

extortions (Informaci6n Sistematica May 1984:41). In December of 1985, 

300 prisoners at the Eastern Penitentiary in Mexico City rioted, 

demanding the end to the corrupt payments for clothes, food and family 

visits. The prisoners' attorney simply stated that "the inmates were 

provok~d to take such drastic measures because of the extreme levels of 

corruption among penal administration officials" (Mexico City News 

December 4, 1985). 

Besides underlying popular protests, many now see even more 

serious consequences of corruption in Mexico. Although probably only 

indirectly related to the economic crisis, corruption receives much 

blame for the nation's economic ills, as indicated by the survey. 

According to the PAN presidential candidate of 1982 "corruption is the 

principal cause of the [economic] crisis" (Universal August 3, 

---------- ----------------------------------
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1982:12). The Bishop of Tuxtla Gutierez, Chiapas asserted similarly 

that corruption did more harm to the economy than the major devaluation 

of the period (Informaci6n Sistematica February 1983 Ref 14030). 

Some go even further in decrying corruption as the root of the 

country's problems. In 1982, for example, the ex-President of the 

Supreme Court warned that corruption actually put the country at risk 

of falling to a .dictator (Heraldo May 17, 1982:1). On a theoretical 

level, Aaron (see Wertheim 1970:195) and Myrdal (1970:229) both 

underscored corruption as a factor contributing to revolution and 

military coups. According to the former u.s. Ambassador to Mexico John 

Gavin, "All of the many problems of Mexico, from the economy, to drugs, 

to mass migration, to the lack of democracy, are the results of a 

system that is corrupt" (cited in "Clinging to ••• " Insight October 5, 

1987:8). 

Before an examination of the factors underlying the "crisis of 

corruption", a final aspect of the nation's crises that deserves 

mention concerns the interactions among the vaious aspects of the 

crisis. A crucial dialectic exists: a response designed to temper the 

economic crisis, for example, may exacerbate the political crisis. As a 

system, a change in one part implies reactions in other parts of the 

system as well. Reducing the federal deficit or cutting official union 

privileges to confront economic problems, for example, may undermine 

the regime's political capacity to co-opt its opponents. This is 

germane to understanding the dynamics of corruption since real, 

potential or perceived changes in political corruption may reflect 
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other changes in the system not specifically designed to curb the 

incidence of corruption. In other words, while the crisis itself may 

impinge on corruption, so too do the changes brought on to confront it. 

Scarce Resources and the Anti-Corruption Campaign 

A crucial factor behind the "crisis of corruption" is the 

economic cris~s. As noted in the discussion on the stable functioning 

of corruption, a precondition for corruption to promote stability is 

abundant resources. Since 1982, scarce resources has seriously 

disrupted the functioning of the system and the role of corruption in 

the system. 

Among the elite, the scarcity of resources has seriously 

disrupted a previously stable and prosperous system. Fundamentally, it 

has introduced greater competition into the accommodative elite game 

and has eroded the regime's ability to "buy" support at a time when it 

is most desperately needed. Yet, the economic crisis has hardly subdued 

the thirsts of those who have patiently awaited their opportunity to 

partake in the system's spoils. Moreover, the scarcity of resources has 

shaken elite trust in the system's ability to continue to reward 

pragmatism and political obedience. In a sense, this feeds on itself 

since the prospects of the system's demise prompt a "get what you can" 

mentality. 

In the eyes of the public, the economic crisis has greatly 

lowered the level of what long constituted "acceptable" or 

"permissable" corruption. First, despite the "patience" of those now in 

a position to partake in the system's spoils, the public feels that the 
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brunt of austerity measures and other reductions should be shouldered 

by the political elite (see Rout 1982:28). The ill-gotten riches of the 

nation's political leaders could once be overlooked when many were 

enjoying social mobility, but these have now become a source of intense 

frustration and protest. Second, the mismanagement, inefficiencies and 

general inability of the government to pursue its nominal goals have 

become more glaring as the result of the economic downturn. As the 

problems of the masses and particularly the middle-classes have become 

more urgent and the demands more focal, the ability of corruption to 

smooth the operation of the system has declined. 

To a certain extent, these problems have been confronted and 

mobilized by one of the regime's responses to the economic crisis, the 

anti-corruption campaign. Indeed, a portion of the "crisis of 

corruption" must be seen as a typical result of the anti-corruption 

campaign to mobilize the public's frustration and deflect systemic 

blame: an ordinary political response to an extraordinary situation. 

Thus consistent with the earlier analysis of the symbolic uses of 

corruption, the recent outcries and mobilizations against corruption 

can be seen as part of the administration's on-going efforts to use 

corruption to divert attention away from the economic difficulties and 

ritualistically rejuvenate faith in the regime. Since corruption is 

perhaps the only issue upon which most agree, a concerted 

mobilizational effort to fight corruption and steer public opinion 

helps unite society with the government. 
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While anti-corruption campaigns have long been a common feature 

of Mexican politics, the anti-corruption wave of the 1980s has clearly 

gone beyond previous efforts due to the extraordinary nature of the 

crisis. AI~hough perhaps orchestrated to mobilize the public, control 

excessive graft and deflect attention from other problems, it does 

appear that the anti-corruption sentimenst of the public has gone beyond 

that mobilized and directed by the regime. Consequently, uncontrolled 

protests against corruption have erupted as many see the system as 

unable to curb widespread corruption or resolve any of the other 

pressing problems of the country. 

Due to the role of the anti-corruption campaign, it is 

difficult to determine exactly how destabilizing corruption in Mexico 

has become. Although it has undermined political authority and trust in 

public officials, its importance does not approach that of the economic 

crisis. To the extent that increased protests and opposition to 

corruption is a product of the anti-corruption campaign and helps 

divert attention away from the nation's crucial economic problems, then 

corruption may actually enhance overall stability. But to the extent 

that these reflect changes in the conditions necessary for corruption 

to contribute to political stability ancl/or have been stripped of 

governmental control, then corruption may have become serious~y 

destabilizing and far more costly than in the past. 

Nonetheless, viewed in this way, little has really changed with 

respect to corruption in Mexico. Once the situation of resource 

scarcity is resolved, then the corruption issue will fade, the system 
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will continue without significant alteration and the relationship 

between corruption and stability will be restored. Although the 

intensity of the outcry against corruption, the anti-corruption 

campaign and the economic crisis in 1977 were much less, such a 

resolution seemed to have occurred with the onset of the "oil boom" 

years. 

Changes in Corruption 

A second type of explanation of the "crisis of corruption" 

centers on actual changes in Mexican corruption. Sepcifically, both 

quantitative and qualitative changes brought on by various factors in 

the early 1980s inform the hypothesis. In contrast to the corruption of 

the past, such changes are transforming a previously controlled and 

stabilizing ingredient of the system into a costly political liability. 

First is the notion of quantitative change: the perception that 

the level of corruption in the system has increased enormously since 

the mid-1970s, overstepping the bounds of contributing to the system's 

stability. By and large, this conclusion derives from the widespread 

corruption witnessed during the final years of the L6pez Portillo 

administration. A former adviser to de 1a Madrid, Samuel I. del Villar, 

underscores this change as well as its potential effect: 

What worries me is the velocity that corruption is accelerating 
through the Government. It's the most serious threat to 
national security we face. If the government doesn't do 
something about it, it will destroy our country (Brinkley 
1986:4) 

Riding (1984:167-168) echoes the po~nt, noting that "a system that had 
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never worked smoothly without corruption was no longer working 

smoothly b~cause of excessive corruption." 

While measuring the amount of corruption is fraught with 

difficulties, there can be little doubt that corruption did reach new 

absolute heights (and greater exposure) under the L6pez Portillo 

administration. This raises many difficult questions, however, con-

cerning the breakdown of previous boundaries and limits on corruption. 

In large measure, the increase may simply reflect the increased size of 

gov~rnment under L6pez Portillo. Moreover, it seems that the rapid 

influx of oil revenues from 1978 to 1981 fed a "boom" psychology that 

multiplied corruption and stripped away any traditional boundaries. But 

in addition to these; indications are that such quantitative changes 

may reflect certain key qualitative changes in corruption marking the 

decade. 

Two types of qualitative changes in Mexican corruption can be 

noted. The first is a shift in the bureaucratic location of corruption: 

specifically, the perception that corruption now pervades the upper 

levels of the government in addition to the lower levels. Riding 

(1984:167-168) describes this change, also pointing out how it has 

resulted in quantitative change and the "crisis of corruption" in 

general: 

••• since the 1970s, ••• the fruits of corruption began to move 
upward rather than downward. With top officials 
taking more for themselves and their bosses and sharing less 
with their political supporters, not only were larger illicit 
fortunes accumulated but this new wealth was also concentrated 
in fewer hands. Corruption was therefore working less as a 
system than as a racket and many of the traditional 
beneficiaries began to object. 
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Many, including Riding (1~84:167), explain this change in the location 

of corruption to the shift in Mexico during recent times away from the 

traditional politicos and towards the technocrat. Beginning with LOpez 

Portillo, high level officials have not had experience in elected 

posts, but have come from more technical bureaucracies. The basic 

premise of this view is that the traditional politicos were tied to key 

constituent groups which placed a certain limit on the amount of 

corruption they could engage in. The higher level technocrats, however, 

felt no such constraints and therefore exploited office on a much 

grander scale. 

It is extremely difficult to interpret this view. While the 

shift to technocratic leadership since the mid-1970s has clearly 

accompanied widespread corruption, it is not clear whether the two are 

in fact related. Furthermore, even despite their perhaps more 

technocratic background and training, many of those involved in 

acquiring illicit political fortunes in the 1980s have occupied clearly 

political posts (i.e. governor, police chief, president, union 

officials). Finally, such an interpretation linking technocratic rule 

with corruption does not seem to apply to the lower levels of the more 

technocratic bureaucratic agencies. Indeed, analysis in Chapter 4 

suggests that lower level officials in technocratic areas are far more 

professional and less often associated with corurption than their 

counterparts occupying more "political" posts. 

In addition to a shift in the bureaucratic location of 

:orruption, the second type of qualitative change refers to the growth 
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of new types or forms of corruption, specifically oil and drug-related 

corruption. Due to the huge influx of funds, the oil boom of 1978-1981 

precipitated the flurry of corruption in PEMEX (see Grayson 1981; 

Tavares 1983). Indeed, PEMEX has shoudlered many a political scandal 

since the mid-1970s with amounts reaching well into the billions of 

dollars (Ramirez 1981; see also Appendix A). To a certain extent, this 

was to be expected given the extraordinarily rapid growth of the 

industry in such a short period of time. 

The 1980s have also been noted for the conspicuous growth of 

drug-related corruption. According to both Mexican and US officials, 

drug-related corruption has grown ~emarkably since the early 1980s (see 

Brinkley 1986:4; Fialka 1986). One indication of the growth of the 

cocaine trade, for example, is the jump in seizures of the commodity 

from 13 lbs in 1982 to almost three tons in 1985 and five tons in the 

first 7 months of 1986 (Fialka 1986). 

The analysis of news articles reported in Chapter 4 largely 

confirms this view. Although drug-related corruption has existed for 

years, no reports surfaced in the study until 1980 when an official of 

the Sinaloa state judicial police was accused of bribery in the release 

of drug traffickers from police custody (Excelsior November 5, 1980:4). 

Since then, however, drug-related corruption has received more 

attention and is perhaps the most prevalent form of corruption covered 

by the press today. A host of scandals have implicated federal judicial 

police, the military and even higher level officials such as state 

governors for cooperating with and even protecting drug traffickers 
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(see for example Unomasuno October 18, ·1985:1; Unomasuno November 7, 

1985:1). The murder of DEA agent Enrique Camarena in 1985 in particular 

elicited strong US concern and exposed Mexican drug-related corruption 

to the world (Fialka 1986). 

Obviously, the quantitative and qualitative components 

interact. In other words, the perception that corruption has become 

excessive during the decade may be due to the growth of these new forms 

of corruption. The "crisis of corruption" may therefore simply 

represent a reaction to the increased levels. But in addition to this, 

it appears that these new prevalent forms of corruption trigger 

different consequences than earlier types. Referring to oil-related 

corruption, for example, Johnston (1986:473) highlights this outcome: 

"the growth of oil revenues •.• thus placed extraordinary resources in 

many hands, transforming formerly integrative forms of corruption into 

disintegrative crisis of corruption." A similar conclusion would seem 

to apply to drug-related corruption. Rather than uniting the elite, 

drug-related corruption seems to be more divisive, undermining 

political control and promoting greater societal opposition to 

corruption in general. This is certainly true with respect Mexico-US 

relations. Contrasting years of acquiesence to official corruption, for 

example, recent drug-corruption has attracted the attention and the 

wrath of the U.s. Government. 

Changes in the State-Society Balance 

A third interpretation of the "crisis of corruption" envisages 

fundamental changes in the state-society balance brought on by policy 
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designed to confront the economic and political crisis. A perceptible 

shift in recent years has occurred, tending towards the weakening of 

the state and the strengthening of social organizations. The changes 

seem to be altering the role of corruption in the system and may 

eventually impinge on its incidence. 

Changes in the State and Society 

Basic changes to the state in response to the crisis include 

reductions in its size and the adoption of an economic model that 

requires it to relinquish important controls over certain sectors of 

society. First, consistent with IMF conditionality, the government of 

de la Madrid has endeavored to cut the size of the public sector. This 

can be seen in a number of areas including the firing of some 50,000 

bureaucrats in 1983, the program of "administrative simplification" 

begun in 1984 that eliminated certain programs, the reduction and in 

some cases removal of price and production subsidies, and the gradual 

and timid process of privatization of public enterprises (see Rohter 

1987b). The public sector deficit fell from a high of 11.9% of GDP in 

1982 to 8.0% in 1985, with 30% of that devoted to interest payments 

(Social and Economic Progress Report 1987: 26). In 1985 and 1986, over 

300 public firms were privatized (Balassa, et.al. 1986:144). Among the 

state assets transferred to private ownership are the many firms 

acquired during the bank nationalization of 1982, much of the stock in 

the banks themselves, textiles, chemicals, secondary petrochemicals and 

others. 
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In addition to reductions in its size, the government has 

adopted a course of economic revitalization based on a less activist 

and interventionist state and a more open model of economic 

development. The cornerstone of this new model is Mexico's entry into 

the GATT in 1986. As Bortz (1987:127) suggests, by joining GATT "the 

Mexican Government in effect abandoned a protectionist policy that had 

been a basic feature of the nation's internal development strategy 

since World War 11." From 1983 to 1987, for example, the proportion of 

imports subject to license fell from 100% to 35% (Rubin 1987:4). In 

accordance to GATT rules, Mexico will eventually have to liberalize 

even further, eliminating certain subsidies, price controls and other 

controls over the private sector. 

On the side of society, the gradual decline in the power of the 

state has meant greater relative autonomy and political space for most 

social organizations. Sanderson (1985:323), for example, underscores 

this change, referring to the recent growth in private organizations 

which are "no longer totally dependent on the state for tutelary 

capitalist promotion" as leading to the "relative weakness of the 

state ••• " 

This "creeping pluralism" can be seen in virtually all areas. 

Bailey (1986:119-142), for example, detects a basic change in interest 

group politics, with greater autonomy going to previously co-opted 

organizations. Similarly, Smith (1986:104-109), finds the relationship 

between the state and intellectuals to have changed in recent years, 

stretching the "boundaries of permissibility". Levy (1986:32) arrives 
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at a like conclusion with respect to the press. "Overall ••• ", he 

contends, "the media appear more free to criticize the government than 

they were fifteen, ten or even fewer years ago." 

Three areas of particular importance to corruption include the 

strengthening of opposition parties (and concomitantly the Congress) 

and changes in state-union and state-business relations. First, 

opposition parties have gained in electoral, legal and visibility 

terms. The electoral gains are in large measure a result of the crisis 

and the declining appeal of the PRI. Beginning with the political 

reforms of 1977 and more recent reforms under de la Madrid, the 

opposition has been allocated more and more seats in the National 

Chamber of Deputies and greater oversight powers (see Mexico Today 

November 1986:2-4). These changes are converting a once docile and tame 

institution into a more formidable political arens. 

Second, the formerly cordial relationship between the 

government and its official labor unions is also undergoing change. 

Bortz (1987:108), for example, cites recent changes in this area, 

including governmental attacks on union privileges and significant cut

backs on other "subsidies" such as "sweetheart" contracts. Combined 

with the deleterious loss of worker's purchasing power, such moves may 

further erode mass support for the official unions (Sanderson 

1985:321). 

A final area of significant change is the relationship between 

the government and the private sector. First, the business community 

has begun to openly challenges the state's guiding philosophy. As Cox 

.. -. ---- --- --_. ~.---
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(1985:20) notes, the private sector sees the problems of Mexico tied to 

the "failure [of the state] to recognize the 'natural right' of 

society to organize itself free from the control or tutelage of 

government." Second, taking advantage of new political openings, the 

business community is acting in a more concerted effort to press its 

demands on the government (see Camp 1986:3). Recent years have seen-the 

formation of a number of independent business organizations, foremost 

of which is the CCE. Moreover, the business community is becoming more 

active politically, breaking from the revolutionary circle and 

beginning to more openly fund and support the opposition PAN (Cox 

1985:22). 

In sum, the Mexican state has embarked on a series of reforms 

that envisage a limiting of the power of the state and a greater 

reliance on the private sector. To a large degree, the changes mirror 

the recommendations of the IMF and the Reagan Administration. Although 

the road is rough given the nature of the Mexican system and the many 

entrenched interests, the committment of the Mexican government and its 

current leadership seems to be strong. 

Effects on Corruption 

Undoubtedly, these changes in the Mexican state and society are 

affecting the fundamental nature and operation of the political system. 

The effects of these changes on corruption specifically are manyfold: 

First, cutting back on the size of the state and its resource 

base reduces the opportunities for corruption and decreases the state's 

capacity to control mobility opportunities. In that the Mexican 
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bureaucracy has long depended on the expansion of its resource base to 

reward its supporters through corrupt opportunities (Purcell and 

Purcell 1917:12), cutting back on its growth is seriously disrupting 

the institutionalized game. The regime is increasingly unable to co-opt 

potential opponents due to a lack of resources or to the pernicious 

effects this would have on the private sectors ability to compete. 

Wilkie (1985:39) highlights this outcome of the crisis, suggesting that 

the ability of the Mexican president to co-opt his opponents has 

declined. 

Second, by reducing its growth, the state is diminishing its 

attractiveness a~ a route of social mobility. If the state's potential 
. 

for mobility has long promoted corruption, then the reverse should 

eventually reduce it. To a certain extent, this adds to problems of 

legitimacy since it effectively shuns the ambitions of those who might 

aspire to the once secure and fruitful public sector. One report 

suggested that de la Madrid's "key aids are said to believe that it is 

unfair for them to continue to try to reform a corrupt system just when 

it is their turn to exploit." ("Clinging to ••• " Insight October 5, 

1987:10) 

Third, a more independent press or scholarly community, for 

example, has a number of consequences. Generally, it tends to cut into 

the state's ability to propagate it's own interpretation of events. In 

relation to corruption, two outcomes are important. First, such an 

autonomy may help foster greater professionalism among the press, thus 

perhaps cutting into the long traditions of press corruption. Second. 
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it allows the media to. assume a more "watchdog" type role with respect 

to corruption. The clearest example of this is perhaps the local press 

in Hermosillo, Sonora which has strongly and routinely attacked 

corruption. It amazingly runs a column entitled "Se dijo ••• y no se 

hizo" (Said ••• but not done). 

Fourth, the new-found role of the opposition, particularly in 

Congress, has led to a strengthening of Congressional oversight powers 

to check corruption. In 1980, a congressional leader denounced fraud 

in the SAHOP, which eventually led to prosecutions (EI Dia August 1, 

1980:1). According to Manuel Buendia, this was the first time the 

Chamber of Deputies had moved against corruption (Exc~lsior August 21, 

1980:1). Since then, however, the congress has played a more active 

role (particularly the opposition in congress) in investigating and 

exposing political corruption. The PAN, PSD and PMT, for example, were 

instrumental in pushing the investigation of L6pez Portillo and Diaz 

Serrano. In fact, it was the PSD that brought suit against L6pez 

Portillo and 12 former officials for peculation of funds (Novedades 

January 29, 1983:3E); the PAN that pressured the PGR for copies of 

L6pez Portillo's and sixteen other officials statement of assets 

(Heraldo January 21, 1983:1); and the PMT that registered the official 

denouncement against Diaz Serrano for fraud (Heraldo March 31. 

1983:12), and later threatened to mobilize the population if the PGR 

did not pursue the case (Heraldo April 24, 1983:2). Later in October, 

1985, Congress investigated alleged "variations" in the budget of the 
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October 22, 1985). 
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Fifth, changes in the government-union relationship seriously 

impinge on corruption in two ways. First, rooting out the perquisites 

of union officialdom essentially out of economic necessity directly 

reduce& a major form of corruption in the system. Second, striking at 

these privileges diminishes the attractiveness of the "official" unions 

and serves to stimulate the rise of independent unions. Not only does 

this strain the corporatist model, but by expanding the number of 

unions, corruption becomes a less applicable means of social control. 

Sixth, by pursing its new model of economic development, the state 

places itself in a weaker ideological position than ever before. Not 

only is the philosophy embodied in the GATT contrary to the 

authoritarian-corporatist model of the Mexican state, but its reliance 

on the private sector tilts the ideological balance towards business. 

Asking the private sector to pursue the exportation of manufactured 

products, for example, puts the private sector in a more advantageous 

position to make demands on the government. Indeed, both the state and 

the private sector recognize that success of this new economic model 

requires economic efficiencies in the production and marketing of 

Mexican products on th~ world market. Prior forms of corruption are no 

longer consistent with such a system. Ten percent overhead for bribes 

or inefficient "sweet-heart" contracts for union leaders, for example, 

tend to defeat the entire economic strategy. 
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As one official from the private sector organization CANACINTRA 

noted, the private sector has long lacked the organizational strength 

necessary to press its anti-corruption demands (Interview 3-E). In 

light of these shifts, however, the balance seems to be changing. 

Business and professional organizations are reaching a new maturity in 

their organizational capacities and, among other things, are now 

pressing for an end to widespread corruption. In 1981, for example, a 

confederation of transport organization was instrumental in denouncing 

the sale of tags to taxi drivers in Mexico City (Unomasuno December 5, 

1981:32). In 1985 in Guadalajara, leaders from a number of professional 

organization united to orchestrate a massive campaign against police 

corruption (Mexico City News October 22, 1985). 

A further example involves the Hotel Association in Puebla. 

According to the President of the Association, one of its major 

priorities has been to pressure government for better trained 

inspectors and an end to corrupt practices. The results, according to 

this source, have been excellent. The days when inspectors might not 

even enter the Hotel or the Restaurant but await their bribe outside, 

he asserts, have passed (Interview 3-F). 

Perhaps the clearest "sign of the times" reflecting these 

changes concerns the emergence and activities of specifically anti

corruption organizations. For example, La Liga Mexicana Anti-Corrupto 

(The Mexican Anti-Corruption League) was founded in 1981 for the 

purpose of denouncing corruption and pressuring government for 

prosecutions of corrupt officials. It is composed of some twenty-six 
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civic organizations and is strongly tied to the PSD. La Fundaci6n 

contra la Corrupci6n (The Foundation against Corruption) (see Unomasuno 

January 27, 1983:4) and El Movimiento Popular Anti-Corrupcion [MFA) 

(The Popular Anti-Corruption Movement) both began their crusades 

against corruption in 1983. The MPA was active in denouncing fraud in 

Ciudad Victoria (Heraldo 5-2-83:2) and later in the Banco Confia 

(Novedades May 20, 1983:10). The group Consciencia Ciudadana (Citizen's 

Conscious) in Hermosillo, Sonora provides a further example of this 

movement. This-group has sponsored a program entitled "no al sobornar" 

("no to bribery") directed at the public generally and has exposed 

fraud in local PEMEX service stations. The group is composed of 

basically of members of the PAN, although it seems to enjoy widespread 

support among the population (see Rosenblum 1987:1,4). 

In sum, it is clear that recent changes in Mexico are gradually 

affecting the state-society balance. This means that the state has less 

control over mobility opportunities than in the past. As Smith 

(1986:106) asserts, "critics of the regime now have a place to go, an 

alternative to the politics of cooptation ••• ". The results of this are 

basically twofold: on the one hand, social organizations are now in a 

better position to check the abuses of state power; while on the other 

hand, state officials now have less of a power base to exploit. The 

recent "crisis of corruption" is thus an indicator of an adjustment 

process that may culminate in demands for greater levels of 

professionalism in the bureaucracy and eventually less corruption. 
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Analysis 

The three hypotheses offered to account for the "crisis of 

corruption" are not mutually exclusive and may in fact complement one 

another. Economic crisis and the "Moral Renovation" campaign have 

prompted a greater concern for corruption. Oil and drug-related 

corruption have grown during the period. Mexico is undergoing some 

rather fundamental changes. Still, it is difficult and perhaps too 

early to discern the relative validity of these three hypotheses or the 

future state of political corruption in Mexico. 

Nonetheless, indications suggest that the nature of corruption 

in Mexico has changed in the decade of the 1980s and that a previously 

stable aspect of the system has become a destabilizing and volatile 

issue. Not only is the corruption issue a source of alienation and 

protest, but the long history of corruption has complicated the 

government's ability to respond to other pressing issues. Among the 

elite, its veneer of cooperation built on the pragmatic sharing of 

corrupt spoils may be giving way to intense competition that 

compromises the regime's efforts to confront the crisis. 

For the public, years of acquired distrust hamper the 

government's ability to mobilize support for the changes needed to 

surmo~tnt the crisis. To a large extent, authority has been undermined 

by a history of corruption. Indeed, years of accumulated hatred and 

distrust towards the police led the public of Los Mochis, Sinaloa in 

April 1988 to identify with bank robbers rather than supp~rt the 

police. Such public displays bode extremely ill for the prospects of 
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maintaining public security. Moreover, while economic abundance helped 

ameliorate demands for more effective changes and underpinned the 

effectiveness of symbolic reassurances, the limited prospects for 

economic recovery feed the frustration of years of unfulfilled 

promises. 

Conclusion 

Despite a long and conspicuous history of political corruption, 

it has only become a "hot" political issue since the early 1980s. This 

chapter has focused on the "crisis of corruption" gripping Mexico, 

viewing it as one component of the general crisis of the 1980s. Three 

general hypothesis were presented to explain the specific crisis. They 

differ basically in terms of the types of changes they envisage in 

Mexico. 

The first depicted the "crisis of corruption" as an outgrowth 

of the economic crisis and, in part, of de la Madrid's "Moral 

Renovation" campaign. The reversal of the situation of abundant 

resources has disrupted the elite accommodation game and has raised the 

public's resentment towards government officials. The anti-corruption 

campaign of President de la Madrid has helped crystallize the public's 

sentiment and mobilize opposition to corruption arising from the 

economic crisis and thus deflect attention away from the economic roots 

of the crisis. Still, indications are that the "crisis of corruption" 

has reached beyond the typical anti-corruption. But rather than 

destabilizing, corruption is being used symbolically as in the past to 



rejuvenate faith in the system and divert attention away from the 

crucial economic issues. 
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The second hypothesis underscored both quantitative and 

qualitative changes in Mexican corruption during the recent past in 

promoting the "crisis of corruption". Of particular importance was the 

recent proliferation of oil and drug-related corruption. According to 

this view, today's corruption in Mexico is different from that 

practiced in the past, with different consequences. 

Finally, the third explanation for the "crisis of corruption" 

highlighted recent changes in the balance of state-social 

organizational forces. Rather than corruption changing, it was argued 

that the environment has changed. Specifically, the state is weakening 

while social organizations are gaining. This shifting balance is 

altering the role of corruption in the system and, it was predicted, 

eventually its incidence. 



CHAPTER 9 

CONCLUSION: 
POLITICAL CORRUPTION AND MEXICAN POLITICS 

This study grew from the realization that corruption has long 

permeated the Mexican polity, yet has been largely neglected by 

scholars working in the area. Given serious obstacles to the study of 

corruption generally and the absence of prior research on Mexican 

corruption specifically, the study has been exploratory and broadly 

designed. 

Two principal objectives underpinned the inquiry: first, to 

promote an understanding of political corruption based on an 

examination of the Mexican case; and second, to analyze corruption 

within the context of Mexican politics more broadly conceived. These 

two goals neatly order a discussion of the major results of the study, 

unanswered questions, new directions and implications. 

Political Corruption 

Besides the obvious difficulties of measuring or detecting 

corruption (and maybe due to them), the study of corruption suffers 

from significant conceptual and theoretical handicaps. Above all, 

corruption is a highly elusive term difficult to conceptualize, its 

analytic parts arduous to discern, and its relationship to other 

political phenomena rife with complexities. Studying corruption, as so 
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many are apt to note, means "opening Pandora's box" or a "can of 

worms" • 

Basically, the contributions of the study to the general 

inquiry of corruption are fourfold. First on the conceptual level, the 

normative and behavioral aspects of the phenomenon were differentiated. 

This facilitates greater analysis towards both the standards of a 

society concerning political behavior (its determinants, consequences, 

symbolic meanings, etc.) and the specific type of political behavior 

routinely condemned by those norms. The analysis moreover has rejected 

the simple common versus private interest dichotomy by assuming that 

people act rationally in pursuing their private interests. 

In addition, the conceptualization of the phenomenon has meant 

tying it to the state. Specifically, the normative aspect of the 

phenomenon corresponds to the state's legitimizing ideology and the 

behavioral ingredient to the personalistic level of the state. The 

breach between these two may correspond to either the lack of fit 

between the professed goals of the state and the state's organizational 

components or the organizational aspects and individual behavior. Thus 

as a systemic (as opposed to an individual) concept, corruption was 

cast as a gap separating the various levels of the state. 

A second aspect has involved the elaboration of a state-

society, structural theory on the causes of political corruption. The 

theory postulates corrupt behavior reflects the balance of state and 

social forces defined essentially by their respective abilities to 

influence strategies of social mobility and survival. Defining the 



relative power of state versus social organizations brought together 

previous theories and hypotheses 'concerning factors internal to the 

state, state-society linkages and social structure. The direction of 

asymmetry, in turn, determines the dominant type of corruption 

differentiated by direction of influence. Where social organizations 

enjoy greater power, the result is widespread bribery; whereas 

extortion grows from a relatively powerful state. 
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Third, a theory of the consequences of corruption to political 

stability has been presented. It posits that among the elite, 

corruption contributes to stability through its integrative tendencies. 

On the mass level, while it fosters a negative evaluation of government 

and widespread distrust, it does not translate into reduced system 

support given the tendency to view corruption as a personal rather than 

a systemic problem. To a large extent, this view of corruption is 

propagated by the regime itself. The relationship between corruption 

and stability requires, however, that corruption remain within certain 

bounds and the provision of abundant resources. 

Finally, the general study of corruption benefits from the 

addition of a case study. Examination here of the Mexican case has not 

only generated theories that can now be tested on other cases, but it 

has also highlighted the interactions of cause and consequence in the 

Mexican sexenio, the components of the anti-corruption campaign, 

popular opinion towards corruption and the impact of economic crisis on 

corruption. Comparing these with similar items in other countries could 

provide further steps towards an understanding of corruption. 
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Future Directions 

Beyond these contributions, the study has highlighted certain 

future directions of inquiry. Obviously, comparative analysis is needed 

to truly determine the utility of the state-society causal theory or 

the theory on the consequences of corruption. While comparing 

corruption in Mexico to that of other Latin American countries would be, 

useful, it would be particularly fruitful to compare US and Mexican 

corruption. The reason for this is that generally the weakness of the 

US state (see Krasner 1978) and the strength and autonomy of the 

bourgeois class (particularly in the nineteenth century when corruption 

was widespread) provides a broad degree of differences between the two 

nations. The causal theory would clearly predict a higher level of 

bribery in the US case and extortion in the Mexican case. If such is 

confirmed, this would then present important theoretical questions 

concerning the relative impact of bribery versus extortion on political 

stability. 

Any comparison of US and Mexican corruption should also focus 

on the greater "institutionalization" of what many consider corruption 

in the US as compared to Mexico. Such critical institutions as campaign 

contributions, congressional log rolling, plea bargaining, defense 

contracting, and lobbying, for example, would all probably be 

classified as corrupt by broad segments of the population if presented 

with a specific example. Yet, most would generally contend that 

corruption is not a systemic problem in the US. For some reason, the 



212 

gap between form and substance that so characterizes the Mexican system 

seems blurred in the US case. 

Generally, the comparative study should build mor~ on 

typologies. In comparing US and Mexican corruption, for example, a 

simple comparison of the incidence of corruption would hide major 

differences in terms of patterns and types. By failing to distinguish 

types of corruption, modernization theory creates the impression that 

Mexican corruption today is like US corruption in the nineteenth 

century. The patterns of corruption are probably as different as the 

societies themselves. Other typologies should be used in the study, 

spawning more middle-range theories of corruption. 

Moreover, the study of political corruption should be more 

closely articulated with mainstream political science. Two important 

steps could be taken in this direction. First, the study needs to break 

out of its modernization fold since that is precisely what the 

discipline has done. Although in certain ways modernization seems 

important in understanding corruption, the Mexican case indicates that 

a society can modernize in such a way (based, for example, on the 

predominant role of the state) that it may in fact increase the levels 

of corruption. Second, the study should attempt to adopt other 

theoretical approaches and tie corruption to other political phenomena. 

Here, corruption has been linked to theories of the state. It may prove 

useful to examine corruption under the guise of economic dependency, 

corporatism or even world systems theories. 

--------------------------------
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Finally, and of crucial "importance, more and better empirical 

methods are crucially needed to study corruption. Given the lack of 

direct methods, indirect means should be refined and various measures 

should be used simultaneously to enhance reliability. Additional 

empirical methods that could be used include the micro-study of certain 

bureaucratic agencies from within or "even semi-projective 

experimentation. 

The study of corruption continues to be fraught with many 

difficulties and pitfalls although important strides have been made. 

Still, the study lacks a certain maturity. Rather than refinement, the 

current study has hopefully contributed by raising certain issues and 

questions, suggesting new directions and avenues, offering a new theory 

and a adding a new case study. During the formative years of an 

important sub-field, any debate is fruitful. 

Theoretical Implication 

The underlying epistemological implication of the study also 

merits some emphasis. To wit: research should be counseled, despite 

conceptual and empirical obstacles, by what is deemed important and 

crucial to the polity and not by its mere researchability. Allowing 

ease of conceptualization or operationalization to overly determine the 

objects of inquiry can create non-isomorphic images of the political 

world that can detract more from knowledge that contribute to it. The 

study of political corruption clearly fits this mold; its neglect by 

mainstream political science has been unfqrtunate. 



The absence of the systematic study of corruption in Mexico 

exemplifies this problem. Given its incidence, scope and antiquity, 

corruption has long been crucial to Mexico and, arguably, equally 

important in forging an understanding of its most unique po~itical 

system. 

Mexican Politics 
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As with corruption generally, Mexican politics are scarcely 

understood (although it is not due to a la.ck of analysis). One possible 

reason for this is precisely the lack of attention given to Mexican 

political corruption. Viewed as a kind of "missing link", the second 

guiding objective of the study was thus the incorporation of corruption 

into a broad analysis of Mexican politics. 

To accomplish this task, the Mexican state was treated as a 

multifaceted and paradoxical phenomenon. The legitimizing ideology was 

characterized as social-democratic; the organizational framework was 

viewed as corporate-authoritarian; and the personalistic system was 

deemed patron-clientelistic. The basic theoretical premise was that 

political corruption constituted significant breaches among the three 

levels, sprang from this unique system (causes), formed an important 

ingredient in the stable interactions of the various levels of the 

system (consequences) and would react in response to changes in the 

system (dynamics). 

Attention to the underlying causes of corruption in Mexico 

centered on the overwhelming power of the state and its officials to 

dictate to weak social organizations. Such power included the state's 
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own centralization of control over mobility opportunities and its 

legal-corporatist controls over key sectors of society. Confirming the 

hypothesized relationship between state-society balance and type of 

corruption, extortion was found to be the dominant form of corruption 

in Mexico. 

A focus on consequences of corruption centered on the role of 

corruption in promoting political stability. On the personalistic level 

among the elite, corruption was found to provide important material 

benefits to unite a diverse group of elite. Among the public, however, 

it has fostered a "culture of corruption". This includes the 

proliferation of corruption throughout civil society and the forging of 

popular feelings of distrust and cynicism. Yet, this alienation and 

distrust was directed only to governmental performance and historically 

had not jeopardized system support. Thus by manipulating the symbolic 

meaning of corruption, the regime historically escaped political 

accountability and avoided more serious ideological conflict. At the 

same time, key supporters of the system were rewarded by an elaborate 

spoils system. 

Yet the conditions conducive to the corruption-stability 

relationship have changed during the 1980s. Despite the efforts of 

recent administrations to use the anti-corruption device to reaffirm 

the governments support of social goals, co-opt the public's anti

corruption outrage or displace system blame, trust has reached new 

lows, corruption new highs and system support has been affected. 

Results from the survey indeed confirmed the d~ree to which the public 
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feels corruption has become endemic to the system and a national 

problem. Lowered levels of support for the PRI revealed in the survey 

further suggest the view that system support has waned. 

Among the conditions that have changed include the reduction of 

the amount of spoils available to the system due to the economic 

crisis, increases in the levels of corruption-due to qualitative 

changes in the nature of corruption and, most crucially, changes 

affecting the state-society balance. These changes not only underlie 

the "corruption crisis" evident in heightened awareness and protest 

against corruption, but also precipitate changes in the level of 

corruption in the system. Indeed, recent changes in Mexico have altered 

an institutionalized political game and have converted a stabilizing 

ingredient of the system into a costly and difficult-to-deal-with 

political monster. 

Further research is obviously needed to examine the changing 

nature of corruption in Mexico. Questions relating to the ability of 

the system to respond to corruption under conditions of severe 'economic 

scarcity and how the history of corruption impinges on the direction of 

change should be examined. Just as understanding a hi~tory of 

corruption adds to an interpretation of more recent events, continued 

attention to corruption in Mexico is needed. 

Policy Implications 

Obviously when dealing with the subject of corruption, 

questions arise concerning policy implications or recommendations. 

Based on the current analysis, a number of reforms affecting the 
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essential state-society balance can be suggested. Many needed reforms 

have already been attempted, although not nearly so strongly as needed. 

It should be stressed, however, that while such reforms may help curb 

corruption, they may simultaneously create other, more destabilizing 

L!nd perhaps irreconcilable political problems. 

One area of reform concerns the internal structure and 

operation of the state. One goal would be to effectively reduce the 

scope and significance of the personalistic political arena. This could 

be accomplished by making policy-debates and other activities of 

government more public. This means opening the.closed-doors and 

allowing greater public scrutiny of official processes and procedures. 

Generally, the more "public" g~vernmental affairs are, the less corrupt 

they can be. 

A second class of changes internal to the state involves a 

reduction in the strength of the state. This includes promoting greater 

autonomy among the sub-systems of the government and creating an 

effective civil service system or merit system. These reforms would 

reverse the centralization in recruitment and temper the loyalty 

patterns. Recent political changes in the composition of the Congress, 

for example, have led·to more lively public debates and perhaps a 

curtailment of presidential authority. 

Another area of reform relates to the other side of the state

society balance. Changes here could include a strengthening of the 

autonomy of social organizations via the reduction of the tutelary role 

of government. By reducing dependency on the state, social 

.. - .. _._----------------------------------
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organizations would be freer to bring pressure on the government with 

respect to corruption and perhaps better respond to the popular demands 

of their members. 

Many of the changes undertaken during anti-corruption campaigns 

have emphasized these reforms. The law does require financial 

disclosure of public officials and competitive bids for public works 

contracts. Moreover, President de 1a Madrid has created more publicly 

accessible offices to denounce corrupt officials. While such reforms 

are undoubtedly useful, they have either not received enough political 

support to be effective or have been overwhelmed by the simultaneous 

changes that have added remarkably to the potential for political 

corruption in Mexico. Still, the role the Attorney General's office, 

the police and Comptroller's office in detecting corruption has been 

impressive. 

But while these reforms may curb the incidence of political 

corruption, the solutions may prove extremely difficult to implement. 

Moreover, the changes could prove even more destabilizing to the 

system. Particularly among the elite, curbing corruption would perhaps 

further reduce its pragmatic and accommodating spirit. If such a 

reduction comes at the expense of centralized control over the 

political elite and corporatist control over social organizations, the 

problem of elite integration becomes even more difficult to deal with. 

Furthermore, if eliminating corruption means accommodating the elite 

through actual policy (rather than hidden implementation), then crucial 
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ideological questions will surface that directly challenge the system's 

legitimizing ideology. 

To a large extent, this trade-off with respect to the problem 

of political corruption epitomizes the delicate prob1e~s faced by the 

Mexican regime in the late 1980s. However the regime responds, its task 

·is complicated by the low levels of trust and alienation of the public 

fostered by years of widespread corruption. Although Mexicans may 

support a democratic norms, it has become extremely difficult for them 

to trust their public officials in pursuing those goals. 

Clearly then, the Mexican political system stands at a most 

critical juncture. The once stable system seems to be in disarray; the 

remarkable social balance disrupted. As the system struggles to 

maintain itself, it is important to bear in mind that changes in one 

area greatly affect the system's structure and performance in other 

areas. This tends to limit the alternatives and complicate the choices 

for the future. Understanding that future, however, depends on a solid 

knowledge of an enigmatic and unique political system that has survived 

more effectively than most Latin American systems: one that has 

fostered and rested upon ubiquitous political corruption for most of 

its history. 



APPENDIX A 

POLITICAL SCANDALS 

For years. Mexico has been rocked by political scandals 

exposing widespread corruption in government and society. Many cases 

have been used for illustrative purposes throughout the study; but 

prompted by Moodie's (1980) emphasis on the importance of scandal as a 

social phenomenon and object of inquiry. the following list provides 

brief descriptions of major scandals in Mexico from 1976 to 1986. It is 

interesting to note that in many cases. what began as an exposure of 

corruption ends up triggering political debate. 

The following accounts are offered essentially for reference. 

They provide descriptive, anecdotal background. The listings are not 

exhaustive. but simply reflect the existence of multiple news reports 

on a single case or a series of related cases. Often, limited follow-up 

information could be found. The listings are arranged in rough 

chronological order. 

The Biebrich Scandal of 1976 

In October 1975. the Governor of the state of Sonora, Armando 

Biebrich, resigned following the violent eviction of peasants, 

resulting in seven deaths, at San Isidro and San Ignacio Rio Muerto. 

Later in January 1976, the former governor was accused by his successor 

and formally by the federal office of the Attorney General of fraud 
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against the state in the amount of 36 million pesos. The accusation was 

accompanied by an order to apprehend the former Governor and.freeze 50% 

of his assets (see E1 Dia January 4, 1976; E1 Universal January 5, 

1976; E1 Dia January 9, 1976). 

Throughout, the issue polarized the state of Sonora. Many 

supported Biebrich's claim that the charges were politically motivated. 

In May 1977, for examp1e,the offices of the Civic Movement 6f Sonora, 

set up to defend Biebrich, were burned (Excelsior 5-10-77:28): the 

group blamed the state government for the burning (Exr.e1sior 

5-10-77:14). Later in February 1978 when the state Supreme Court 

cleared Biebrich of certain charges and ordered the return of his 

properties (see Universal February 23, 1978:1), the State vowed to 

continue the investigation and appealed the case (Novedades February 

24, 1978:6). Two years later, the Supreme Court ruled against Biebrich 

for illicit enrichment (Unomasuno July 1, 1980:2; E1 Dia July 1, 

1980:7); the fraud charges were never proven. 

Claiming to be a victim of political vengeance, Biebrich denied 

guilt throughout (La Prensa July 3, 1980:3). According to one report, 

the young aspiring Governor was the victim of political hardball. The 

explosive problem involving the peasants that led to his resignation 

was orchestrated by a political enemy of the Governor. Moreover, with 

the charges of fraud unproven, Biebrich returned to public life in 1979 

as a delegate to the Executive Committee of the PRI in Zacatecas (see 

Galarza 1984). 
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The NAFINSA Scandal of 1976 

In June 1976, officials from NAFINSA, the national development 

bank, were accused of fraud in the amount of 80 million pesos 

(Excelsior June 16 and 17, 1976). All officials were fired (EI Dia June 

18, 1976); yet were freed after repaying most of the missing funds (El 

Dia June 26, 1976). 

The Nogueda Otero Scandal of 1976 

In August 1976, the ex-Governor of Guerrero, Israel Nogueda 

Otero, was arrested for defrauding peasants of 18 million pesos. The 

charge was reduced to "encubrimiento" [cover-up] (Excelsior August 6, 

1976:1). The ex-Governor was found innocent months later of all charges 

(Excelsior January 6, 1977). 

The IMSS Scandal of 1977 

The director of the IMSS (Social Security Institute) and the 

Attorney General held a press conference in February 1977 to announce 

the discovery of 6 clandestine laboratories and various officials of 

IMSS involved in the fraudulent sale of medicines at up to 300% above 

official prices (Excelsior February 9, 1977:1). The business 

organization CONCAMIN reacted in defense of the private companies, 

suggesting that the director of IMSS was mistaken due to his 

inexperience at his post (Universal February 9, 1977:1). The following 

day, however, the Attorney General's Office requested the arrest of 

various officials of both the private labs and the IMSS and ordered 

widespread audits of the industry (Excelsior February 10, 1977:1). At 



223 

the same time, additional denouncements were voiced by the CT [Labor 

Congress] (Exc~lsior February 10, 1977:10), prompting calls for the 

nationalization of the largely foreign-owned pharmaceutical industry 

(see Universal February 13, .1977:1). The polemic continued to mount 

with labor staunchly poised against the private sector which continued 

to claim the innocence of the firms (Novedades February 16, 1977:1). 

Seventy-seven IMSS providers were eventually convicted of fraud 

(Exc~lsior February 15, 1977:4). It appears the cases against the 

private firms were tabled. 

The PPM (State Fishing Firm> Scandal of 1977 

In May 1977, a high official of the state fishing company PPM 

denounced huge frauds in the purchase of 100 ships incurring a lost of 

some 359 million pesos during the prior administration (Universal May 

11, 1977:1). An official from the PAN claimed that he had warned of 

widespread corruption in the company two years earlier (El Sol May 12, 

1977:11). Besides the fraud, the Director of PPM also noted a 2 billion 

peso deficit incurred under the prior administration (El Sol May 12, 

1977:1). He concluded that the incapacity of the prior administration 

was probably worse than the fraud (La Prensa May 17, 1977:3). 

The Tax Evasion Scandal of 1977 

Also in May, the Attorney General's office uncovered extrotion, 

forgery and the sale by members of DIPD security police (including its 

director) of documents permitting tax fraud by private companies. This 

sparked a massive investigation of tax evasion directed by the Treasury 
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Department (El Dia June 1, 1977:2). Promptly, a number of companies 

were formally charged the Attorney General's office (Nacional June 3, 

1977:15). The national business organization CONCAMIN came out in 

support of the governments efforts (El Heraldo June 9, 1977:12). A week 

later, 25 companies requested amparos (Excelsior June 16, 1977:21), 

delaying the cases indefinitely. 

The Rlos Camarena Scandal of 1977 

In June 1977, the director of the Bahia de Banderas fidiecomiso 

[Trust], Alfredo Rios Camarena, was accused of extorting 500 million 

pesos. At the time of the denouncement, his whereabouts were unknown. 

He was captured in Miami in July and was extradited by a Miami judge in 

January 1978. In March 1978, he returned to Mexico to stand trial (see 

(Excelsior July 20, 1977:1; Excelsior January 3, 1978:1; Unomasuno 

March 17, 1978:1). 

In the interim, the real polit~cal drama unfolded. Reports 

surfaced that Rlos Camarena was the owner of luxurious condominiums in 

Acapulco, a house in Cocoyoc, Cuernavaca and one in Mexico City, and 

that he frequently engaged in lavish spending sprees. He was purported 

to have said "if 1 were to do that with what 1 earn it would have taken 

103 years of salary" (see L6pez Saucedo 1977). To counter the pressure, 

Rlos Camarena promised to expose other officials. He claimed, for 

example, that funds from the Trust were used to finance the political 

campaign of the Governor of the state of Nayarit (Excelsior July 26, 

1977:1). 
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The case dragged on for some time. In July 1979, charges were 

dropped relating to official responsibility, but not the fraud charges. 

In June 1980. he returned 11 million pesos and was granted conditional 

freedom while awaiting the results of del~yed appeals (see Medina 

Macias 1983:39. 47 and 52). 

The Barra Garcia Scandal of 1977 

In September 1977. the former Secretary of Agrarian Reform, 

Felix Barra Garcia, and three other former officials were arrested for 

extorting of 50 million pesos. Admitting to malfeasance. Barra and his 

colleagues returned 9.0 million pesos (see Exc~lsior Septmber 24. 

1977:1; Exc~lsior September 25, 1977:1; Exc~lsior September 26. 

1977:1). The defendants were promptly indicted, without bail (El Dia 

. September 27, 1977:1); however, by November. an appeal (amparo) was 

granted and the case was "frozen" (Excelsio'r November 26, 1977: 5) • 

Barra was released in November 1978 (Excelsior November 28, 1978:4) 

until his trial the following year. In March 1979, Barra was sentenced 

to 4 years in prison and fined 7.3 million pesos; the highest in fine 

in Mexican history for corruption (Excelsior March 21, 1979:1). IN 

October 1983, however, .Barra won another amparo and was supposedly 

freed (Universal October 2, 1983:7). 

The Noriega Pizano Scandal of ]',977 

The Governor of Colima, Arturo Noriega Pizano, was accused in 

October 1977 of unexplained wealth by a federal deputy (Universal 

October 2. 1977:1). The accusation was repeated in mid-November 



(Universal November 10, 1977:1). Soon afterwards, the governor was 

removed from his post without explanation (Universal November 24, 

1977:10). Strangely enough, however, the suspected governor was not 

legally pursued until his arrest in 1981 by the Attorney General's 

office for irregularities (Unomasuno June 14, 1981:6). 

The Mendez Docurro Scandal of 1978 
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In March 1978, the Subsecretary of Education, Eugenio Mendez 

Docurro, and four other officials were arrested for peculation and 

fraud of approximately 40 million pesos. The case ignited intense 

controversy. Many publicly expressed support of Mendez, surprised that 

someone of his merit could be accused of such crimes (Mendez was former 

Director of the National Poly technical Institute [IPN]) (Nacional March 

22, 1978:6; La Prensa March 22, 1978:10; Exc~lsior March 26, 1978:6). 

Opposition parties added their voices to the outcry, calling the case 

political motivated. The relatively tamed Popular Socialist Party 

(~PS), for example, pointed out that only officials with nationalist 

ideology were being charged with poor administration (El Dia March 23, 

1978:6), while the Communist Party (PCM) called the case a political 

"vendetta" (EI Dia March 23, 1978:6). Mendez also received public 

demonstrations of support from officials of the IPN (Exc~lsior March 

25, 1978:1) and the Director of ISSSTE (Social Service Institute for 

State Employees) (Exc~lsior March 26, 1978:8). 

In April 1978, Mendez was released on bail after returning 9 

million pesos (Medina Macias 1983:36). One report states that he paid 

75 million pesos and was released from prison (EI Dia April 6, 1978:1). 

-~-~--~-~~ ~-----~ ~~ ---------------------------
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In February 1981, he was formally sentenced to 6 months in prison and 

prevented from holding public office for two 'years (Medina Macias 

1983:56). 

The Cantu Pefia Scandal of 1978 

In April 1978, Cantu Pefia of the state coffee firm INMECAFE was 

arrested for fraud (see Excelsior April 26, 1978:1; El Dia April 27, 

1978:7; Medina Macias 1983:36). Again, a political conflict ensued. The 

Mexican Workers Party (PMT) and Socialist Workers Party (PST) called 

the detention part of the government's campaign "against progressive 

officials", while the National Peasant Confederation (CNC) and others 

declared their support for the Attorney General (Unomasuno April 27, 

1978:3). 

An investigation by the Attorney General's office resulted in 

the indictment of Cantu Pefta and three others for bribery, contraband, 

forgery, fraud and tax fraud (El Dia April 28, 1978:7). In July, 

Cantu's secret Swiss bank accounts were frozen by the Foreign Relations 

Secretary (Excelsior July 12, 1978:1). The following day, US customs 

agency informed the Mexican Attorney General that from December 1976 to 

March 1977, 157,000 tons of coffee entered the US illegally (Excelsior 

July 13, 1978:20). 

After a series of delays, Cantu was sentenced in January 1981 

to 10 years and 5 months in prison (Universal January 3, 1981:1). 

However, he was reportedly freed in December of the same year (Medina 

Macias 1983:69). 
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The Cinema Fraud Scandal of 1979 

In July 1979, 36 officials of nationalized cinematography 

industry were arrested for fraud involving the companies Conacine, 

Estudios Churubusco and Procinemex. 18 officials were later indicted, 

returning 120 million pesos (Medina Macias 1984:40-41). Eventually, the 

charges were dropped or tabled (see Ovaciones October 13, 1979; Medina 

Macias 1984:43) 

The Tax Evasion Scandal of 1980 

In January 1980, Treasury officials denounced before the 

Attorney General one hundred multi-national firms for tax evasion and 

the clandestine withdrawal of money from the country (Exc~lsior January 

22, 1980:1). The Attorney General's office publicly acknowledged their 

investigation of 800 companies (El Dia January 24, 1980:1). A member of 

the Chamber of Deputies used the occasion to argue that such fraud by 

foreign firms takes money from needed social programs (El Dia January 

24, 1980:6). A leftist coalition .called for tough measures against the 

companies (Exc~lsior January 25, 1980:1). To avoid future incidence, 

Treasury officials unveiled a tough new program of auditing businesses 

(Universal January 25, 1980:1) and announced its immediate plans of 

auditing 30,000 companies both public and private (Exc~lsior January 

27, 1980:1). The Attorney General's office noted that most of the 

companies caught for tax evasion had been investigated in 1975-76 

(Nacional January 31, 1980:8). Later, they stated that in the last 3 

years more than 800 had been arrested for fraud, tax evasion and 

similar offenses, leading to the recovery of 4 billion pesos (Unomasuno 



February 10, 1980:27). An official from the Associacion Politica 

Nacional estimated total 1979 tax evasion at 150 billion pesos 

(Nacional February 5, 1980:9). Adding to the public outcry, CONCM1IN 

denounced tax evaders as enemies of the iegal order and society 

(Excelsior February 2, 1980:5). 
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More than a month later, the Treasury's tax office confirmed 

the payment of 450 million pesos by companies caught for tax evasion, 

adding that the investigations would be permanent (Universal March 29, 

1980:1). In May, the same office announced the recovery of 60 million 

pesos from MNC's. adding that further investigations were underway (El 

Dia May 9, 1980:7). Noting the involvement of some forty companies, the 

~ttorney General's office announced it would request the extradition of 

officials of MNC's tied to tax fraud (Unomasuno June 11, 1980:27). 

The SerranG Robles Scandal of 1980 

In July 1980, Serrano Robles, a federal judge in the state of 

Zacatecas, was accused by a large peasant organization of accepting a 

50 million peso bribe in exchange for an amparo favoring a large 

landowner (El Dia July 2, 1980:2). The accusation ignited intense 

political controversy. The National Supreme Court and 24 other judicial 

officials in turn denounced the CCI peasant group (Excelsior July 5, 

1980:1). The Socialist Workers Party (PST) declared i.n defense of the 

peasant organizations (Excelsior July 6, 1980:12). 

Eventually, the debate centerd on the use or misuse of the 

amparo to block efforts at agrarian reform (see El Dia July 5, 1980:2; 

El Dia July 6, 1980:2; El Sol July 11, 1980:7). Finally, the CCl 



peasant organization backed down, firing the official who made the 

original accusation and stating publicly that it had to hard proof 

(Unomasuno July 5, 1980:1; La Prensa July 24, 1980:25). 

The BANRURAL Cases of 1981 

A series of unrelated cases involving BANRURAL (The Agrarian 

Development Bank) marked the first half of 1981: 
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In January, ten officials of BANRURAL's Pacific office and six 

contractors were indicted for a 50 million peso fraud (Exc~lsior 

January 3, 1981:5). One report calculated the fraud at 3 billion pesos 

(Medina Macias 1983:54). According to journalist Manuel Buendia, one of 

those implicated in the fraud was Guillermo L6pez Portillo (the 

President's son) (Exc~lsior February 28, 1981:1). 

In March, the Manager of BANRURAL in Ciudad Victoria was 

arrested for an 80 million peso fraud (Exc~lsior March 22. 1981:29). 

In May, officials of BANRURAL in Colima were denounced by a 

group of peasants for a series of abnormalities including extortion and 

forgery (Universal May 9, 1981:26). 

In June, the Manager of the BANRURAL Peninsular office was 

arrested for fraud together with 9 other officials (Exc~lsior June 13, 

1981:33). A similar fate befell the Manager the Veracruz office of 

BANRURAL, also accused of fraud (El Dia June 16, 1981:21). Nine other 

officials from the Veracruz office were later arrested in relation to 

the case (Exc~lsior October 11, 1981:22). 

~~~-----~.--------------------------
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The Flores Tapia Scandal of 1981 

In May 1981, the Governor of Coahuila, Oscar Flores Tapia was 

denounced for illicit enrichment. Concurrent with the official 

investigation by the Attorney General, Deputies from the opposition 

PAN, PDM and PCM requested in June 1981 the removal of the Governor's 

immunity by Congress; however, the PRI majority defeated the.measure 

(Exc~lsior June 10, 1981:4; Universal June 19, 1981:9). Nonetheless, 

the Governor was officially accused of "unexplained wealth" approaching 

some two billion pesos (Universal June 11, 1981:1). 

The official investigation moved slowly. Many in Coahuila 

refused to provide info~ation (Universal July 8, 1981:1), while the 

federal officials debated the question of jurisdiction. Members of the 

Attorney General's office asked the Treasury to investigate whether 

federal funds were involved in the case to determine their role. The 

Attorney General's office did discover, however, that Flores Tapia had 

never formally declared his property holdings as required by law 

(Medina Macias 1983:58-59). 

Subsequent developments in the case are unclear. One report 

(Chavez 1981) stated that in July 1981 a tribunal composed of officials 

of PRI, PPS, PST and PARM (all parties aligned with the PRI) and 

members of the state judiciary ("all of them owe favors •• to the 

governor") declared Flores Tapia innocent. Yet a second report noted 

that a legislative hearing in August 1981 found enough evidence to 

prosecute, noting that Flores Tapia had acquired 737 million pesos of 

assets in just ~ix months (Unomasuno August 7, 1981:1). In a court 
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appearance in December 1981, Flores Tapia was unable to justify his 

properties (El Sol December 10, 1981:1). Although he was allowed to go 

free, part of his properties were confiscated by the state (Medina 

Macias 1983:69). In February 1982, another 14 properties appraised at 

51 million pesos were taken (Medina Macias 1983:74). 

During this period, reports surfaced describing the 

incredible illicit fortune of the Governor. Cepeda (1981), for example, 

provided a list of his massive holdings including more than 18 

companies with capital of about 208 millon pesos. Subsequently, 

Castilla (1982) produced a book-length examination of the Flores Tapia 

case. The study describes extortion, nepotism and the gross misuse of 

state funds. 

The Telegraph Company Case of 1981 

In December 1981, Oscar Orrantia Hernandez, ex-director of 

Telegrafos Nacionales was arrested along with 14 other officials of the 

agency for fraud of 50 million pesos (Universal December 4, 1981:1; 

Universal December 8. 1981:1; Medina Macias 1983:69). A month later, 

the official investigation of the Attorney General's office revealed 

another fraud of 75 million pesos (Medina Macias 1983:69). The ex

director and the other officials were subsequently indicted and 

imprisoned (Novedades January 9, 1982:2). 

PEMEX Bribery Scandal of 1982 

US Department of Justice investigation led to grand jury 

indictments in May 1982 of a number of officials of US firms for 
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allegedly paying bribes or kickbacks to PEMEX officials (New York Times 

May 5, 1982:31). Among those involved were C.E. Miller Co (California

based oil-field equipment concern) and Crawford Enterprises) (Wall 

Street Journal September 20, 1982:4). The Mexican consultant firm, 

Grupo Industrial Delta, was charged with tax evasion on the sum 

supposedly paid to them by the US companies. Reportedly, their 

commission was 7% of sales of $647 million, most of which, according to 

the US case, went to bribes or kickbacks (New York Times May 5, 

1982:31). Although the government arrested three PEMEX officials and 

issued warrants on two others in connection with the case, it appears 

that no indictments were made (New York Times October 3D, 1982:21). 

The SEP (Secretariat of Public Education) Scandal of 1982 

In May 1982, seven officials from the auditing department of 

the Secretariat of Public Education were arrested for a 2.5 million 

peso fraud (Exc~lsior May 18, 1982:4; Unomasuno May 19, 1982:27). After 

denying bail (Universal May 20, 1982:2B), the officials were promptly 

imprisoned for falsification of do.cuments, fraud and peculation of 

funds (Novedades May 23, 1982:4). 

The L6pez Portillo Scandal of 1983 

By October 1982, reports surfaced describing L6pez Portillo's 

lavish spending on real estate in San Diego and in various parts of 

Mexico. Many suggested that the President was taking millions of 

dollars out of the country (see Goodsell 1982). Later, Anderson (1984a) 
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would estimate that LOpez Portillo took from $1 to $3 billion dollars 

from the nation·s coffersf 

Soon after his departure from office. opposition parties led 

the campaign to pursue the former president. In January. PAN requested 

a copy of LOpez Portillo·s statement of assets from the Attorney 

General (Heraldo January 21. 1983:1). The small Social Democratic Party 

(PSD) brought suit against LOpez Portillo and 12 former officials for 

peculation of funds soon afterwards (Novedades January 29. 1983:1E). 

The official denunciation registered with the Attorney General·s Office 

was filed by the President of the Confederacion de Colegios de Abogados 

de M~xico "to try to rescue the prestige and the image of Mexico 

abroad" (Heraldo February 8. 1983:3). Days later. the Mexican 

Democratic Party (PDM). the PAN and the Unified Socialist Party (PSUM) 

all declared their support for the denouncement (Heraldo February 10. 

1983:3). 

"Official" reaction was swift and decisive. An official from 

PRI·s Executive Committee (CEN-PRI) called the declaration 

"counterrevolutionary" (Heraldo February 11. 1983:3). The head of the 

Senate claimed the denouncement was well organized by those hurt by the 

last moves of LOpez Portillo and the "traditional enemies of the PRI" 

(Exc~lsior February 17. 1983:4). On February 25. the Office of the 

Attorney General cleared LOpez Portillo of wrongdoing (Unomasuno 2-26-

83:1). 
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PEMEX Scandals of 1983 

From 1976 to 1986, PEMEX and its associated labor union STPRM 

were involved in numerous scandals and allegations of wrongdoing. Even 

prior to the oil boom or the "Moral Renovation" campaign, oil and 

corruption seemed to be closely linked. A massive protest in the Zocalo 

in February 1976, for instance, decried widespread corruption in the 

state oil industry (Excelsior February 16, 1976). In March 1976, PEMEX 

officials admitted to the selling of jobs after a series of public 

accusations and denials (see El Dia March 16, 1976:1; Excelsior March 

19, 1976). In June 1977, the ex-Secretary of STPRM was convicted for 

engaging in similar activities (Universal June 26, 1977:1). 

During the boom years (1978-1981), PEMEX developed the 

reputation of being extremely corrupt. Ramirez (1981:6), for example, 

asserted that npEMEX is a state enterprise that does practically 

whatever it wants, passing above the law, regulations and official 

norms of control and is going through a period of ••• corruption and 

economic waste and chaos in its internal finances." 

The year 1983, however, witnessed an avalanche of denunciations 

and prosecutions of PEMEX and union officials with pilfered sums 

estimated in the billions of dollars. In January 1983, Applied Process 

Products Overseas, a Houston-based firm, admitted to paying a $342,000 

kickback to a purchasing agent of PEMEX (Novedades January 7, 1983:1). 

Three PEMEX officials were subsequently indicted for bribery (Excelsior 

January 7, 1983:9; Heraldo January 11, 1983:7). In March, a flood of 

PEMEX and union officials were denounced, charged and sought for frauds 
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totaling over 15 billion pesos Novedades March 7, 1983~1; Novedades 

March 8, 1983:8). In April, the Attorney General requested a complete 

audit of PEMEX (Universal April 12, 1983:1), while an official of 

Offset America was imprisoned for defrauding PEMEX (Unomasuno April 30, 

1983:30). June saw 3 PEMEX officials accused of a 250 million peso 

fraud and the confiscation of their properties (Unomasuno June 12, 

1983:23). In August, the Attorney General's investigation of PEMEX 

revealed frauds totaling over 10.5 billion pesos (E1 Sol July 2, 

1983:1). In September, the head of Technical and Administrative 

Services of PEMEX was indicted for conspiracy and fraud of 3 million 

pesos (Unomasuno September 1, 1983:2F), while the STPRM official in 

charge of a warehouse was imprisoned for fraud (Unomasuno September 3, 

1983:23). The following month closed with the ex-treasurer of PEMEX 

admitting to taking 250 million pesos (Excelsior November I, 1983:5) 

(for a good review see Riding 1984:253-258). 

The Diaz Serrano Scandal of 1983 

In March 1983, the Mexican Workers Party (PMT) denounced the 

former head of PEMEX, Jorge Diaz Serrano, for fraud and peculation in 

the amount of 10 billion pesos (Heraldo March 31, 1983:12). They also 

charged the former official and PRI Senator for making false statements 

on PEMEX financial reports (Excelsior March 17, 1983:4). The MPT 

independent labor union and the Socialist Workers Party also denounced 

Diaz Serrano the following month and requested an official 

investigation (Excelsior April 2, 1983:5). Citing government inaction, 

the PMT threatened to mobilize the population if the Attorney General 

- ------------------------------------------
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refused to pursue the case (Heraldo April 24, 1983:2). Diaz Serrano was 

arrested in June ~nd charged with a $34 million fraud in the purchase 

of two oil tankers (Mexi~o City News July 1, 1983:12). The Attorney 

Gener~l's office subsequently requested the Chamber of Deputies to 

suspend Diaz Serrano's legislative immunity so as to proceed with the 

prosecution (Novedades June 30, 1983:1). ~lthough Diaz Serrano remained 

imprisoned throughout the period, Marin (1983) likened the conditions 

to a hotel. The case has never gone to trial. 

STPRM (Petroleum Workers Union) Scandal of 1983 

Also beginning in September 1983. the powerful labor leaders of 

the STPRM came under virulent attack for wrongdoing on various fronts. 

The opposition Mexican Workers Party (PMT) officially denounced labor 

leaders Barragan Camacho and Garcia Hernandez for the illegal sale of 

petroleUm on the international black market (Universal September 4, 

1983:16). This was followed by a report that the Attorney General was 

withholding evidence implicating the labor leaders for "illicit 

enrichment" (Exc~lsior September 27, 1983:1). Subsequently, the Mexican 

Democratic Party (PDM) and the National Petroleum Movement (MNP) 

requested official investigations of Barragan Camacho and Hernandez 

Galicia (El Sol September 30, 1983:20; El Sol November 4, 1983:3). In 

response, Hernandez Galicia was purported to have said in November that 

"if the government intends to divide us, I have sufficient weapons and 

the support of four governors so as to rise up in arms" (Exc~lsior 

November 4, 1983:4). 
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During this period, an incredible drama unfolded centering 

around the three principal figures in the STPRM labor union, Barragan 

Salvador, Garcia Hernandez (El Trampa) and Hernandez Galicia (La 

Quina). Wanted for fraud charges, Garcia Hernandez implicated his two 

colleagues in an interview with a reporter from Excelsior, claiming 

that all corrupt union gains in PEMEX went to them. He also stated that 

if his protection could be assured, he would testify for the state 

(Excelsior September 9, 1983:1). At about this time, Garcia Hernandez 

was kidnapped, taken across the boarder and turned over to Mexican 

officials (Unomasuno September 9, 1983:27; Universal September 9, 

1983:21). The labor leader was promptly jailed without bail and his 

properties were frozen (El Sol September 21, 1983:1; Universal 

September 14, 1983:1). Days later, a man supposedly hired by Garcia 

Hernandez to assassinate Barragan Camacho was arrested (Novedades 

September 14, 1983:1). Two months later, a criminology report was 

released that led many to question Garcia Hernandez' credibility. The 

report characterized the former labor official as highly prone to 

criminal activity (Unomasuno November 6, 1983:7). 

Police Scandals of 1983 

Among the earliest areas of reform under President de la Madrid 

was the nations various police forces. This included the incorporation 

of the DIPD Special Forces with the Judicial Police and the elaboration 

of more extensive police regulations for Mexico City specifically (El 

Sol January 14, 1983:1). Many states followed suit. The state of 

Puebla, for instance, incorporated its Special Forces (the Servicios 
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Especia1es de Investigaci6n de Pueb1a with the state judicial police 

(Unomasuno,January 19, 1983:34). The reformistic climate centered 

massive public attention on police forces throughout the nation and led 

to many revelations of police corruption. As a result, by September 

there were 12,000 official denouncements against police corruption 

(Informaci6n SistemAtica September 1984:37). A selection of the 

storiesi 

In January, 84 detectives in Guadalajara were fired and another 

290 suspended for their criminal backgrounds (Exc~lsior January 19, 

1983:10b). Four commanders, three section chiefs and 100 agents of the 

state judicial police were indicted in Monterrey (E1 Sol January 19, 

1983:6b). 

In April, a representative of the large Confederation of 

Mexican Workers (CTM) denounced police extortion in a meeting with the 

Mexico City police chief (Universal April 14, 1983:15). The police 

chief promised to fight corruption and, to that end, announced a 40% 

pay increase for police (see Novedades April 14, 1983:1 and E1 Dia 

April 14, 1983:2M).The new police chief later suggested that 

corruption had reached intolerable levels yet asserted that it would be 

difficult to fight since it is "a phenomenon inherent in the human" 

(Naciona1 April 29, 1983:12). 

Also in April, 10 agents of the judicial police in the state of 

Mexico were arrested for kidnapping (Universal April 16, 2983:19); 3 

former officials of DIPD were accused by the state Attorney General for 

a bank robbery (E1 Universal April 16, 1983:19); and 3 municipal police 



The Nahmad Sitton Scandal of 1983 

In October 1983, the head of the National Indigenous Institute 

(Instituto Nacional Indigenista [INI]) was indicted for certain· 

irregularities including the fraudulent sale of lands to his brother 

(La Prensa October 21, 1983:1). Numerous reports surfaced suggesting 

that the charges were politically motivated (see El Sol October 20, 

1983:3; Exc~lsior October 22, 1983:4; and Unomasuno October 21, 

1983:3). A strong polemic ensued over the charges (see Heraldo October 
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24, 1983:6; Unomasuno October 24, 1983:5; Universal October 25, 

1983:22). When Nahmad was imprisoned later in the month, workers of the 

INI engaged in a work stoppage.· .They were joined by other indian groups 

requesting the officials freedom (Unomasuno October 26, 1983:23). 

The Durazo Moreno Scandal of 1984 

Probably the most "glorious" dimension of de la Madrid's "Moral 

Renovation" campaign was the Durazo scandal. Fleeing the country in 

late 1982 following charges of extortion by a number of police 

officials, the government confiscated Durazo's properties and froze his 

accounts. Months later, the national bestseller Lo Negro del Negro 

Durazo, written by Durazo's former head of security, revealed how on a 

$300 a month salary, Durazo acquired a multimillion dollar fortune. The 

author, Jos~ Gonz!lez y Gonz!lez, accused his former boss of murder, 

extortion and drug trafficking (see also Cabildo 1984). Meanwhile, the 

government temporarily placed Durazo's mansion on display as a "museum 

of corruption". 

Durazo was formally indicted for tax evasion in January 1984 

and the government requested his extradition for the tax evasion charge 

and also charges of extortion, smuggling and violation of Mexico's gun 

laws. In June, Durazo was arrested in Puerto Rico by the FBI and 

transferred to a federal prison in Los Angeles. His attempts to fight 

extradition were unsuccessful and he was returned to Mexico in June 

1986 to stand trial. 

The trial of Durazo which lasted more than a year was 

characterized by a series of recanted testimonies. Of the 14 police 
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captains who formally filed charges against Durazo, all but one refused 

to accuse Durazo of wrongdoing during the lengthy trial. Moreover, a 

number of former police employees testified in Durazo's favor and 

denounced the GonzAlez book. The case has yet to come to any type of 

conclusion and could continue for a number of years with appeals being 

filed on both sides. In 1987, Durazo was simultaneously being tried for 

both the extortion charges and the arms possession charge. As of this 

writing, Durazo remains in prison in Mexico City (see Mullen 1986 and 

1987). 

One interesting note in the case concerns revelations that 

Durazo was indicted by Dade Country. Florida District Court in January 

1976 for smuggling cocaine. Months later, the charges were dropped 

allegedly at the request of Durazo's childhood friend, Jose L6pez 

Portillo. A New York Times report in January 1984 asserted that when 

LOpez Portillo prepared to name Durazo as the Mexico City Police Chief, 

the US Embassy advised L6pez Portillo of their intelligence information 

(see Rodriguez C. 1986). 

Jack Anderson Article's of 1984 

Columnist Jack Anderson's (1984a and 1984b) articles in the 

Washington Post in May touched off a minor scandal. The articles 

discussed high level graft and extortion of Mexican presidents on the 

eve of de la Madrid's state visit to Washington. Even more damaging, 

one of the articles (1984b) alluded to de la Madrid's funnelling of 

millions of dollars to a secret Swiss bank account in December 1982. 



The source of the datum was "intelligent sources in the u.s.". The 

article was censored in Mexico (see Marin 1984). 
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In re,sponse, the Mexican Government formally lodged a protest 

with the US State Department. The State Department responded by issuing 

a public statement -praising de la Madrid's efforts to attack political 

corruption (Marin 198~). Meanwhile in Mexico, debate ensued over the 

denouncement and what many saw as US intervention. The Editor of the 

Mexico City News, for example, suggested that the article was part of a 

conscious strategy of the US Government to discredit Mexico due to its 

opposition to US policy in Central America (Maza 1984). 

The Rio Tula Case 

In February 1982. 14 bodies appeared in the River Tula in 

Hidalgo. Investigations revealed that the victims had been kidnapped 

and tortured before being shot. In August 1984, 12 ex-DIPD officials 

were arrested including the ey.-director of the secret police; many 

others were implicated. Further investigations brought to the fore a 

host of illegal activities by the then defunct DIPD forces including 87 

assassinations by secret death squads within the DIPD such as the 

"Jaguars" and the 15th Battalion. 

It was originally thought that the murders were part of gang 

warfare among rival drug mafias. Others suggested that it was related 

to a bank robbery band led by Durazo and DIPD agents (see Medina Macias 

1983: 75). Gonz!lez G. (1983) asserted that Purazo led the band of bank 

robbers and eventually had the DIPD silence the participants, fearing 

they would talk. In November 1985, the ex-director of the DIPD 
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implic~ted in the case was found dead in his prison cell in Mexico City 

(UnomasUno November 18. 1985). 

Drug Scandals of 1986 

The year 1986 witnessed a host of reports in both the US and 

Mexico decrying drug-related corruption (see for example Brinkley 1986; 

Stockton 1986). Investigations triggered ·by the February 1985 

kidnapping and murder of US Drug Enforcement agent Enrique Camarena and 

the abduction of DEA agent Victor Cortez in August 1986. in particular. 

revealed large-scale police corruption in the illicit drug industry 

(see Fialka 1986). Reports tied the Camarena murder to drug kingpin 

Caro Quintero and then tied his drug mafia to a host of police and 

military officials. According to US DEA officials. some 40 Mexican law 

enforcement officials were involved. including military officials. 

Allegations surfaced that officials of the Federal Security Directorate 

(FSD) in particular guarded the drug-smugglers and "accepted bribes and 

sold identification cards that allowed the drug dealers to masquerade 

as Federal Security Directorate inspectors". Following the revelations. 

the director of the FSD fled the country. Later. "the agency fired 427 

agents and 19 state commanders". 

Other state and local police officials were implicated as well. 

Reports surfaced that police frequently received payments from the drug 

traffickers--even riding in the marijuana trucks so as to avoid 

problems. Caro Quintero even claimed that he paid the commander of the 

Federal Judicial Police in the state of Chihuahua $43.000 a month. It 

was also revealed that the "escape" of a key member of the Guadalajara 
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drug mafia involved $16,000 in bribes to the head of the prison and 3 

local police in Tijuana (see Fialka 1986). 

The Earthquake-Related Scandals of 1986 

The destructive earthquakes of September 1986 revealed 

corruption in various parts of the government. Most notably, the 

destruction of many government buildings led to allegations of 

irregularities in the construction industry and the government agencies 

charged with regulating it. Reports surfaced that under the L6pez 

Portillo administration the problem had reached scandalous proportions 

"with public officials ,-contracting with firms they themselves owned to 

build projects under their jurisdiction". Besides the construction 

industry, the earthquakes also uncovered clandestine textile operations 

("sweat shops"), leading to charges of irregularities in the 

implementation of the labor code. Finally, the tortured bodies of a 

number of suspects thought dean were found in the ruble of the 

government's internal security office, prompting charges of torture and 

cover-up (see Morgan 1986). 



APPENDIX B 

METHODS 

Collection and Coding of News Articles 

Articles on political corruption in the Mexican press were 

identified using two methods, although the type of information 

retrieved followed the same basic rules. For the years 1970, 1971, 1972 

and 1974, a random sample of 52 editions per year of El Exc~lsior and 

El Nacional were reviewed; articles for 1976 to 1984 were located using 

the index Informaci6n SistemAtica, which normally provided the relevant 

information through abstracts of the reports. 

The collection and recording of the data followed simple rules 

on the type of information sought, some with open-ended categories. 

Coding of data, however, involved more rigorous guidelines and the 

continuous collapsing of categories. More than one person participated 

in the collection and recording stage, but only one person actually 

coded the data. Besides the newspaper and date, the following variables 

and values were coded: 

1. Type of Report. Reports were grouped into three categories: case, 

general denunciation and reform. A case report referred to a specific 

incident of corruption; a general denunciation would employ a more 

ambiguous tone in discussing corruption even in a particular area of 
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the government; and a reform article detailed promises, actual reforms 

or recommendations directed towards a reduction of corruption. 

2. Type of Corruption. Recording type of corrupt act relied basically 

on the nomenclature employed in the article itself (e.g. bribery, 

extortion, nepotism, etc.). This category was open-ended. Later, coding 

revealed about 14 different types of corruption. Hence, categories with 

very few entries were collapsed, as were categories sharing certain 

analytic characteristics. 

3. Bureaucratic Location. Also an open-ended category, bureaucratic 

location entailed merely noting the governmental agency or department 

mentioned in the report itself. As with the prior variable, the coding 

revealed an unmanageable set of agencies and departments that were 

later broken down by functional area including Congress, the Attorney 

General, the same bureaucraticagency, etc. 

4. Geographic Location. Although all the articles came from the Mexico 

City press, the location of the corrupt act was recorded following 

regional categories used by the Mexican Government. These data 

eventually were not used given the overwhelming bias of the reports 

relating to the Central Region and the OF. 

5. Denouncing Party. This variables referred to the source of the 

information on a particular case, or generally the author of the 

denunciation or reform. Also recorded as an open-ended category, the 

classifications were eventually collapsed following functional area as 

with bureaucratic location. 
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6. Tone. An article's tone was classified as either positive· or 

negative. Articles mentioning government action interpreted as 

contributing to the fight against corruption (e.g. investigation, 

prosecution, rhetoric or reforms) were coded positive; articles 

describing or decrying corruption, depicting it more as a problem with 

government inaction, were deemed negative in tone. 

7. Problem Perception. This variable dealt with the underlying and 

often unarticulated nature of the problem of corruption as depicted in 

the article. Three values were identified: personalistic, systemic or 

citizenry. Articles dealing with specific cases or any indication that 

the root of the problem laid with specific individuals were coded 

personalistic; systemic applied to articles depicting corruption as a 

flaw or ingredient in the system itself and not individual 

idiosyncracies; and articles which emphasized the inaction or referred 

to any other characteristics of the people as the root of the problem 

were coded under the citizenry category. 

The Survey 

The public opinion survey poll was carried out in the 

cities of Puebla and Huejotzingo on March 1, 1986 and Mexico City on 

March 8, 1986. Students from the Universidad de las Am~ricas in Puebla 

conducted the interviews as an optional assignment in a Comparative 

Politics class. A prior orientation session acquainted the students 

with the overall design of the study and the proper techniques and 

procedures to be followed while administering the questionnaire. All 

but one of the some 34 students participating were Mexican nationals. 
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Being a non-Mexican. I did not administer the questionnaire myself 

except during a pre-testing stage. 

Specific sites in the three cities were selected non-randomly 

with an effort made to include a good mix of lower. middle and upper-

class public areas. The locations included markets. parks. shopping 

centers. ·shopping malls. centros. and subway stations. Teams of 2 to 3 

students covered each area. Give!l the problem of follow-up checks. 

however. it was emphasized that supervisors were also assigned to each 

locale to ensure that proper procedures were being followed. In most 

cases, the students were unacquainted with the supervisors who 

eventually made themselves known. Fortunately. very few irregularities 

were uncovered. although some forty interviews were eventually excluded 

for various reasons. 

Survey Questionnaire 

Presentaci6n: Buenas tardes. Soy un estudiante de la Universidad de las 
Am~ricas (en Puebla). Estamos haciendo una investigaci6n sobre la 
opini6n pablica. ?Le gustaria Ud. participar contestando algunas 
preguntas? S610 nos tomaria de 3 a 5 minutos. Los datos que Ud. nos 
dara, seran conservados en anonimato. 

1. En una escala de 1 a 7. ordene Ud. los siguientes problemas que 
tiene M~xico del mas importante (como 1) al menos importante (como 7). 

1a crisis en centroam~rica 
-- inf1aci6n 
--. corrupci6n 

re1aciones con los Estados Unidos 
1a deuda externa 
producci6n agricola 
e1 desempleo 

2. En otra escala de 1 a 7, ordene Ud. las siguientes causas de la 
crisis econ6mica de 1a mas importante (como 1) a la menos importante 
(como 7). 

• 



bajos precios de ?etrOleo 
la devaluaciOn del peso 
re1aciones con los Estados Unidos 
la deuda externa 
corrupciOn 
bajo nive1 de productividad 
las exigencias sindicales 
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3. Ud. cree que e1 gobierno hace 10 correcto: todo el tiempo, muchas 
veces, pocas veces 0 casi nunC8. 

4. ?Diria Ud. que el gobierno se maneja por los intereses de unos pocos 
cuidandose a si mismo, 0 que los maneja para e1 beneficio del pueblo? 

5. Genera1mente, para arreglar un asunto con el gobierno ?es necesario 
pagar una mordida: siempre, muchas veces, pocas veces 0 casi nunca? 

6. El Presidente de 1a Madrid ha empeftado un programa de "RenovaciOn 
Moral" desde que asumiO el puesto. Generalmente, ?cree Ud. que el 
programa ha aumentado la honestidad en el gObierno: mucho, un poco 0 
casi nada? 

7. Parte del programa de "Renovacion Moral" incluye la investigaciOn y 
consignacion de funcionarios. ?Cree Ud. que el gobierno actual est! 
realizando: demasiada, suficiente 0 muy poca acciOn de este tipo? 

8. En una escala de 1 a 7, ordene Ud. las siguientes situaciones del 
crimen mAs grave (como 1) al menos grave (como 7). 

un trabajador llega a su trabajo sOlo para cobrar 
un funcionario toma dinero del gobierno 
un funcionario da un trabajo en el gobierno a un familiar 
un criminal compra su libertad 
una persona da una mordida para tramitar un asunto burocr!tico 
un funcionario toma una decisiOn gubernamental para beneficiar a su 

negocio particular 
una persona da una mordida al policia para evitar una infracciOn 

9. En otra escala de 1 a 7, ordene Ud. las mismas acciones de la mas 
c6mun (como 1) a la menos cOmun (como 7). 

un trabajador llega a su trabajo solo para cobrar 
un funcionario toma dinero del gobierno 
un funcionario da un trabajo en el gobierno a un familiar 
un criminal compra su liberts.d 
una persona da una mordida para tramitar un asunto burocrAtico 
un funcionario toma una decisiOn gubernamental para beneficiar a su 

negocio particular 
..;.- una persona da una mordida al policis para evitar una infracciOn 



10. En su opini6n, los reportajes de corrupci6n en Mexico son: 
?exagerados, suficientes 0 insuficientes? 

11. ?A que se dedica Ud.? 

12. ?Dentro de cual categoria se ubica su ingreso mensual? 

A. hasta $50,000 
B. de $50,000 a $100,000 
C. de $100,000 a $150,000 
D. de $150,000 a $200,000 
E. de $200,000 a $300,000 
F. mas que $300,000 
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13. ?Dentro de cual categoria se ubica su mas alto nivel de educaci6n? 

A. Primaria 
B. Secundaria 
C. Normal 
D. Preparatoria 
E. Universitario 
F. Posgrado 0 Profesional 

14. ?Es Ud. miembro de un partido politico? ?Cua1? 
*Si contestan no, entonces: ?Con cua1 partido mas se identifica? 

15. ?Es Ud. miembro de una organizaci6n social, econ6mica, religiosa 0 

cultural? ?Cuales? 

16. ?En las e1ecciones vota Ud.: siempre, la mayoria de las veces, 
pocas veces 0 casi nunca? 

17. ?Sigue Ud. los acontecimientos politicos y gubernamentales 
regularmente, de vez en cuando, 0 casi nunca? 

18. ?Cuantos aftos tiene? 

Anota el sexo M 0 F 

English Translation of Survey Questionnaire 

Presentation: Good afternoon. I am a student from the University of the 
Americas (in Puebla). We are conducting research on public opinion. 
Would you like to participate by answering a few questions? We will 
only take from 3 to 5 minutes. The information you give will be kept 
confidential. 

1. In a scale from 1 to 7, rank the following problems facing Mexico 
from the most important (as 1) to the least important (as 7). 



the crisis in Central America 
inflation 
corruption 
relations with the United States 
the foreign debt 
agricultural production 
unemployment 
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2. In another scale from 1 to 7, rank the following causes of the 
economic crisis from the most important (as 1) to the least important 
(as 7). 

low petroleum prices 
the devaluation of the peso 
relations with the U.S. 
the external debt 
corruption 
low level of productivity 
the demands of labor unions 

3. Do you believe the government does the correct thing all the time, 
much of the time, rarely or almost never? 

4. Would you say the government is driven by the interests of a few 
looking after themselves or that it is run for the benefit of all th~ 
people? 

5. Generally, to conclude a matter with the government, is it 
necessary to pay a bribe always, much of the time, rarely or almost 
never? 

6. President de la Madrid has undertaken a program of "Moral 
Renovation" since taking office. Generally, do you believe the program 
has increased honesty in government a lot, a little or almost none? 

7. Part of the "Moral Renovation" program includes the investigation 
and prosecution of public officials. Do you believe the current 
government is doing too much, enough or very little of this type of 
action? 

8. In a scale from 1 to 7, rank the following situations from the most 
serious crime (as 1) to the least serious (as 7). 

a worker arrives at his job only to receive his pay 
a public official takes money from the government 
a public official gives a job in the government to a member of his 

family 
a criminal buys his freedom 

-- a person gives a bribe to process a bureaucratic matter 

- ----------- -------------------
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-- a public official makes a governmental decision to benefit his own 
private business 

a person gives a bribe to the police to avoid a traffic citation 

9. In another scale from 1 to 7, rank these same situations from the 
most common (as 1) to the least common (as 7). 

a worker arrives a his job only to receive his pay 
a public official takes money from the government 
a public official gives a job in the government to a member of his 

family 
a criminal buys his freedom 
a person gives a bribe to process a bureaucratic matter 

a public official makes a governmental decision to benefit his own 
private business 
-- a person gives a bribe to the police to avoid a traffic citation 

10. In your opinion, are the reports of corruption in Mexico 
exaggerated, sufficient or insufficient? 

11. What is your occupation? 

12. Within which of the categories does your monthly income fall? 

A. to 50,000 pesos 
B. from 50,000 to 100,000 pesos 
c. from 100,000 to 150,000 pesos 
D. from 150,000 to 200,000 pesos 
E. from 200,000 to 300,000 pesos 
F. over 300,000 

13. Within whlch of the categories does your highest level of education 
fall? 

A. Elementary 
B. Jr. High School 
C. Normal School 
D. Senior High School 
E. College 
F. Graduate or Professional School 

14. Are you a member of a political party? If so, which one? If not, 
with which party to you most identify? 

15. Are you a member of a social, economic, religious or cultural 
organization? Which ones? 

'16. In the elections, do you vote always, most of the time, rarely or 
almost never? 



17. Do you follow political and governmental affairs regularly, 
occasionally or almost n~ver? 

18. What is your age. 

Note Male or Female respondent. 

Elite Interviews 

The elite interviews took one of two formats: an oral 
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interview or a written set of open-ended questions. Although the oral 

method was strongly preferred and desired, the written format was 

developed to allow respondents the opportunity to answer the questions 

at their convenience. By and large, the written responses proved far 

less in-depth than hoped for. 

The questions raised during the oral face-to-face interviews 

were similar to the written ones, although they provided only a basic 

guide for the interview. The following questions were broadly worded so 

as to elicit general opinions on corruption. In the oral interviews, 

these were followed-up by more specific questions relating to the 

interviewees area and his responses. In both, the respondents were 

advised of the scholarly intent of the interview or questionnaire and 

assured anonymity. 

The written questionnaire included the following questions: 

1. What do you think about the efforts of President Miguel de la Madrid 

in his program of "Moral Renovation"? What steps have you taken in your 

area to support the President's efforts? 

2. To what point do you consider corruption a national p~oblem? In what 

sectors of society is it most pronounced? 
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3. Generally, what do you consider to be the principle causes of 

corruption in Mexico? In addition to those things mentioned earlier, 

what reforms are needed to deal with the problem? 

4. In your specific area, what problems of this type are most 

evident? 

5. In your opinion, what are the consequences, both positive and 

negative, of corruption in Mexico? 

Interview List 

3-A Urban Communist activist and Journalist, April 19, 1986 in Mexico 
City. 

3-B Non-Active member of the Mexican Foreign Service, currently an 
academician, May 19, 1986 in Puebla. 

3-C Secretary to the Attorney General of Puebla (written response). 

3-D Judicial Police (written response). 

3-E Official of CANACINTRA of Puebla, May 22, 1986 in Puebla. 

3-F Official of Association of Hotels of Puebla, May 22, 1986 in 
Puebla. 

3-G Official of Consejo de Junta de Mejoramiento en Puebla, May 22, 
1986 in Puebla. 

3-H Official of Consejo de Coordinacion Empresarial de Puebla, May 22, 
1986 in Puebla. 

3-1 Official of CANACO (National Chamber of Commerce), May 23, 1986 in 
Puebla. 

3-J Official of IM~S (Social Security Institute) (written response). 

3-K Official of Controlaria, May 9, 1986 in Mexico City. 
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