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Is civil society good to think? No, at least according to Mexico’s
current president, Andres Manuel López Obrador (AMLO). In
February 2019, AMLO confessed that he did not know many members
of “so-called civil society.” The reason was simple. “Civil society” was
not something “of the left.” In Mexico, it was intimately linked to
conservatism. It was big business that promoted the concept
(presumably excluding his chief of staff, Alfonso Romo, who
contented himself with running a political party). And in reality, it
was little more than a convenient “flag.”1 As researchers have pointed
out, this kind of disparaging of civil society is nothing new. In fact, it
has become a feature of AMLO’s morning press conferences. Of the
thirty-two times he has mentioned “civil society,” twenty-nine times
he has conferred negative connotations on it.2
For most of the twentieth century, most commentators agreed
with the notion of civil society now promoted by AMLO. Intellectuals,
social scientists, and historians played down the scope, force, and
import of Mexico’s civil society. As Ben Fallaw demonstrates in his
article below, in the immediate aftermath of the Revolution, left-wing
intellectuals dismissed civil society as the preserve of counterrevolutionaries, while right-wing thinkers often struggled against the organizing power and potentially egalitarian urges of the Mexican masses.3
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During the heyday of the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI),
Mexican public intellectuals and foreign observers continued to hold
this line, arguing that certain traditional outlooks, interpersonal
distrust, inequality, patron-client relations, and, perhaps most
importantly, the expansion of the corporatist party system militated
against the formation of a strong civil society. 4 Now after over
a decade of a bloody drug war, there is considerable doubt about its
very existence.5
In one of the most damning appreciations, Jorge Castañeda pulls
together historical works, cultural caricatures, and the old joke about
Mexican crabs pulling each other back into the pot to conclude that
“civil society . . . is so disorganized and is to such a degree impotent
because Mexican citizens have never believed that collective action
can effect change on a grand scale, neither in their colonias, nor in
their children’s schools, nor in the local health centers.”6 (A cynic
might speculate that this may be true for Castañeda’s walled
mansions and private colleges, but it is not so as soon as you step
outside the Lomas de Chapultepec.)
Just as the Lomas de Chapultepec do not represent Mexico, so
Castañeda does not represent most Mexicanists. And over the past
three decades, academics have started to pick apart some of these
assertions. Sociologist Carlos Forment has argued that it was
Mexico’s strong “associative life,” civic Catholicism, and vibrant public
sphere that generated and shaped its early nineteenth-century
democracy.7 Recent histories of religious organizations, electoral
politics, public spaces, and the printing press have only strengthened
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his case.8 New cultural historians have used a revised version of
Antonio Gramsci’s ideas on hegemony to argue that bottom-up negotiations over the postrevolutionary cultural projects did initially lead to
the “growth and deepening of civil society.”9 But even these appreciations of civil society are tinged with disappointment. Nineteenthcentury democracy ended with the Porfirian dictatorship. Cultural
negotiations produced the eventual fusing of political and civil society
and the creation of a national hegemonic system.10
On a handful of occasions, reformers have gazed down on
Mexico’s masses and perceived the green shoots of civil society stirring. In the wake of the 1985 earthquake, amidst the indigenous
movements of the 1990s, and in the run up to the 2000 presidential
election, commentators and scholars declared that civil society had
finally arrived. (Carlos Monsiváis wrote ironically that the quake had
“produced a new thing called ‘civil society.’”11) Depending on one’s
political viewpoint, modern capitalism, bottom-up organizing, a free
press, the decline of the ruling party, and the influence of the United
States combined in one way or another to generate a bewildering array
of cross-class networks and organizations. These, in turn, pushed politics in new antihierarchical, liberating, and democratic directions.12
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In one of the most cogent and influential analyses, Leonardo Avritzer
described how different traditions of authoritarianism, mobilization,
and economic liberalization generated very different patterns of civil
society in different Latin American countries.13 In Mexico, nearly half
a million Alianza Cı́vica members played crucial roles in monitoring
and reporting PRI electoral fraud; they made sure that the 2000 presidential elections did not turn out like those of 1988.14
Yet, even these pronouncements were short-lived. The disappointing neoliberalism of Vicente Fox’s term, the violence of Felipe
Calderón’s, and the return of an even more sclerotic and repressive
PRI under Enrique Peña Nieto merged to dampen—if not kill off—
both academic and popular usage of the expression, except in plaintive or nostalgic terms.15 Jon Schefner, who spent twenty years
observing organizations in the poorer barrios of urban Guadalajara,
argued that civil society was so “differentiated by social, economic,
political power manifested in the social hierarchies pertinent to the
particular society under examination” that it was almost entirely
meaningless; in fact, he titled his book, The Illusion of Civil Society.16
No doubt, such critiques, especially when based on long-term
research in specific regions, have considerable value. The contributors
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to this volume do not view twentieth-century Mexico as some kind of
Tocquevillian utopia. Nor do we view the term “civil society” as what
Jacques M. Chevalier and Daniel Buckles (in a rather well-hidden note)
term an “amorphous lifeworld, a conceptual glory-hole that accommodates an undetermined and pluralistic sphere outside of politics and
economics.”17
This special issue comprises five articles, which broadly cover the
period of dictablanda Mexico from the 1930s through to the 1960s.
The first article, however, by Paul Gillingham, serves as a theoretical
and historical introduction. It is a broad-ranging analysis of citizenship, civil society, and the public sphere in Latin America as a whole.
Gillingham looks at how these imported concepts both meshed with
and clashed with existing social and racial hierarchies, forms of political organization, and violence. In doing so, he discovers that Latin
Americans mobilized all three concepts at the service of electoral
power, autonomy, and economic distribution. The second article,
by Ben Fallaw, examines the state’s harassment of the Diario de
Yucatán and the deliberate manipulation of liberal notions of civil
society. The third article, by David Tamayo, looks at how Monterrey’s
business organizations mobilized conservatives against state forces.
The fourth article, by Elizabeth Villa, focuses on the horizontal links
developed by Tijuana’s professional and neighborhood organizations. Finally, Benjamin T. Smith’s article recounts how Chihuahua
City’s press and citizens groups worked together to search for justice
and eventually lever an unpopular governor from power.
If there is a lacuna in this special issue, it is the lack of research on
civil society in rural areas of dictablanda Mexico. Certainly, as Alan
Knight argues, the closed corporate community with its relative egalitarian social structure, strong horizontal ties, and village organizations, from cofradias to school boards to ejido juntas, did share
certain similarities with traditional definitions of civil society.18 Local
formulations of the village, el pueblo, and civil society overlapped.19
Partido Acción Nacional (PAN) voting villages in the Mixteca Baja often
described themselves as representing “independent civil society” (as
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opposed to the PRI-voting state shills).20 Such notions clearly harked
back to the civic nineteenth-century Catholicism that Forment
describes. It was still being taught in schools over a century later.
Yet there are also problems with rolling ideas of civil society out
to rural Mexico. It blurs social, political, and age-based hierarchies. It
assumes a rather static vision of Mexican villages as closed corporate
communities. It is a vision that historians and anthropologists are
currently busy upending.21 And it plays down the ways in which the
PRI state, through co-option and the targeted use of violence, did
start to dominate certain parts of rural Mexico.22
Instead, the four case studies presented here deal with provincial
cities; each examines the development of civil society in a different
context. Yet there are certain common assertions and themes that run
through them. Perhaps the most important is that previous dismissals
of the scope, force, and import of civil society in Mexico have, at least
partially, been based on romanticized appreciations of civil society in
the United States and Europe, simplified cultural reifications (in
particular the alleged individualism of Mexicans), and the limited
observation of Mexico City and/or miscalculations of the co-optive
power of the state.23 Though more recent historical appreciations of
the limits of civil society have avoided some of these pitfalls, they have
tended to be based on official documents, which, by their very nature,
overestimate state influence.24
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Furthermore, by looking beyond state documents and at regions
infrequently studied by historians and social scientists, such as
provincial cities, it is possible to observe Mexican civil society.25 It
occurs both in the Tocquevillian sense, as a series of relatively autonomous, horizontally structured organizations and networks (like the
sports associations, leisure clubs, and infrastructure boards described
by Josefina Elizabeth Villa Pérez and like the church groups, charity
organizations, and business organizations laid out by David Tamayo),
and in the Habermasian sense, as independent, if geographically
limited, public spheres (like that of Mérida described by Ben
Fallaw).26
These localized iterations of civil society undoubtedly always
encountered and grappled with internal pressures, including
assumed hierarchies, traditions, and clientelist relations, and external
threats from capitalists, the state, or other powerful institutions, such
as the church. Contrary to liberal cant, civil society is not an intrinsically pure, positive, or liberating phenomenon. It has always been
warped by social and racial divisions and has produced moral panics,
as well as rational debates.27 In Mérida (as in the United States), an
association between whiteness and civility narrowed and distorted
what was deemed the public sphere. In Monterrey, class structures
did the same to associational life. But, as more resolute Marxists
might argue, civil society has not always been a bourgeois fiction,
dreamed up to give the illusion of popular democratic input. In
mid-century Chihuahua City and Tijuana, many more cross-class,
gender-balanced, and, as a result, representative versions of civil
society emerged; furthermore, they had genuine political force, from
building pavements to kicking out governors.
Diverse local circumstances, then, meant that what social scientists term “civil society’s density and power” ebbed and flowed.28 But,
as historians, we are very aware that these ebbs and flows almost
never followed a distinct teleology of Gramscian hegemony or
democratization, nor did they match up to traditional appreciations
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of the rise and fall of Mexican civil society, which tend to focus on
Mexico City and stress the 1985 earthquake as a key point of inflection. In fact, these articles suggest that at times (such as the 1910s,
1930s, or, one might speculate, the particularly violent stage of Cold
War conflict in the 1970s) or places (like Mérida, Monterrey, San
Cristóbal de las Casas, or even Mexico City) of extreme social or
political division, civil society was a narrow, relatively elite phenomenon. Yet even at these times, those outside the haute bourgeoisie
could occasionally reformulate and refashion it to encompass a more
representative cross section of society. But in other times (such as the
1940s–1960s and the 1980s–2000s) and many places (like the
northern boom towns or the state capitals), it was much more equitable, extensive, and politically viable.
Such assertions also lead to another finding. All of the articles—
but particularly Ben Fallaw’s, David Tamayo’s, and Benjamin T.
Smith’s—examine the conflicts between -emic and -etic definitions
of civil society. Who defined what civil society was? Was it the statebacked, often class-based groups, or was it the more organic but
perhaps less widely representative nonstate organizations? It seems
that conflicts over the nature, shape, and representativeness of civil
society are not a recent phenomenon or a product of AMLO’s rather
narrow definition. They have been sites of social and political
contests since the Revolution.
These articles also focus on the crucial role played by women in
these civil organizations. During the Second World War, they were
Tijuana’s volunteer nurses and the fundraisers for the Comités de
Defensa Civil. In Chihuahua City, they comprised most of the
members of the Comité Pro-Justicia y los Derechos de Ciudadanos
(CPJDC), whipped up the crowds at meetings, and extended the
organization’s ambit into charity work. In fact, it often appears that
civil-society work was the bridge for many mid-century Mexican
women to enter the still rather closed patriarchal world of formal
electoral politics. It is telling that the few women who did manage
to break through into municipal or state politics before the 1970s cut
their teeth (and showed their organizing capacity) within these
organizations.29
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Finally, all of the articles assert that by taking this relatively open
and critical attitude to civil society, it is possible to use it as a middlerange theory to understand both social processes within Mexican
communities and the relationship between these processes and more
formal politics. In particular, this attitude helps to explain the relative
political effervescence of mid-century Mexican politics, the very
gradual and faltering efforts of the PRI to secure urban support, and
the way in which conflicts in provincial cities were often solved by
some kind of consensus rather than by recourse to force.

