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Abstract: 
This thesis seeks to explain the change in Mexico's external human rights 
policy that occurred over the last two decades. Mexican governments moved 
from almost complete rejection under President Salinas to whole-hearted 
acceptance of international human rights institutions and democracy clauses 
under President Fox. 
I will argue that this foreign policy change is best understood by 
constructivist theory and, in particular by Risse and Sikkink's spiral 
model. In this vein, a focus on norm socialisation implying changes in the 
country's identity and its approach to sovereignty will help us to explain 
the shift in Mexico's external human rights policy. 
 
 
  
Résumé: 
Ce travail vise à expliquer le changement de la politique étrangère du 
Mexique en matière des droits de l'homme qui s'est fait à travers les vingt 
dernières années.  Sous le Président Salinas le pays a mené une politique de refus quasi-
total vis-à-vis les institutions internationales dans le domaine des 
droits de l'homme et face à la clause démocratique.  Cette politique à été par la 
suite substitué par un engagement ferme en faveur de ces valeurs sous le Président 
Fox.   
Nous verrons que la théorie constructiviste et, en particulier, le modèle 
de la spirale de Risse et Sikkink, nous aidera à mieux comprendre ce changement de 
la politique étrangère du Mexique. À cet égard, ce travail mettra l'accent 
sur la socialisation normative qui comprend le changement de l'identité 
nationale ainsi que l'approche du pays envers la souveraineté. Ce choix nous 
permettra d'expliquer l'évolution de la politique étrangère mexicaine en ce 
qui concerne les droits de l'homme.  
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1. Introduction 

 

Just a few months ago, Mexico became the 100th state to ratify the Rome Statute, 

thereby accepting jurisdiction of the International Criminal Court (ICC).1  This decision is 

only one prominent example of the country’s active international human rights policy and 

its engagement for the promotion of democracy.  Why has a country whose governments 

have until the mid-1990s categorically refused adherence to many international human 

rights institutions, changed so radically its policy in this domain?   

In July 2000, the candidate of the oppositional National Action Party (PAN), 

Vicente Fox, was elected president.  For the first time in more than seventy years, Mexico 

ceased to be governed by the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI).  Mexican democracy 

was not born as a result of this single event.  The elections in 2000 were only a reflection of 

a long, and sometimes delayed, process of democratic transformation underway for almost 

two decades.2  

Since 1988, the Mexican presidency has lost or voluntarily ceded control over key 

areas of its traditional domain due to a combination of political will, partisan negotiations, 

and public pressure.3  During the PRI’s reign, Mexican presidents wielded great power with 

little accountability.  Their personal styles diverged but they shared a common purpose: to 

preserve the PRI-dominated system through discretionary presidential intervention.4   

The Mexican transition to democracy was built election after election through a 

gradual, evolutionary process wherein the PRI lost power with the passage of time.  Prior to 

1982, the PRI vote stood at 70 to 90 percent.  In the 1997 congressional election PRI 

support fell to a historic low point of 39.1 percent and, in 2000 the ruling party’s vote 

decreased to an unprecedented 36.9 percent.  Increased electoral competitiveness and 

several significant electoral reforms took their toll and led to the victory of an opposition 

                                                 
I would like to thank Louis Bélanger, Érick Duchesne, Gordon Mace, Thomas Risse, Frédéric Massé, Myrna 
Lorena Rodríguez Jáquez, Klas Roggenkamp, Nicolas Lacroix, Derry O’Connor, Jane Houston and Sebastian 
Meyer for their helpful comments and suggestions. 
1 International Criminal Court (ICC) – Assembly of State Parties: Mexico,  
Hwww.icc-cpi.int/asp/statesparties/country&id=103.htmlH, accessed: 1 March 2006. 
2 Ugalde 2001: 115. 
3 Becerra Chávez 1998; Dominguez 1999. 
4 Dresser 2003: 325; Prud’homme 2003. 



Introduction 

party in 2000.5  Traditionally, Mexico’s government was suspicious about international 

human rights agreements, and refused to sign them on the grounds that they would violate 

the country’s sovereignty.  After opening its external trade policy during the 1980s and 

1990s, Mexico became more receptive towards international human rights agreements in 

the second part of the 1990s.  The aim of this thesis is therefore to explain the shift in 

Mexico’s position towards democracy and human rights.   

One of the most frequently used International Relations (IR) theories to explain a 

state’s adherence to human rights agreements is the liberal approach.6  The most prominent 

theorist of this approach is Andrew Moravcsik.  According to Moravcsik, reducing political 

uncertainty lies at the heart of a national government’s decision to accept external 

normative and institutional constraints on its sovereignty.7  Hence, politicians delegate 

power to human rights regimes, such as international courts and administrative agencies to 

constrain the behaviour of future national governments.  In the republican liberal view, 

human rights norms are expressions of the self-interest of democratic governments in 

”locking in” democratic rule through the enforcement of human rights.8  This strategic 

move secures political reforms by delegating interpretation of democracy and human rights 

issues to supra-national authorities, thereby protecting reforms from future non-democratic 

or democratic governments that aim at subverting democracy from within.  Following 

rational choice-theory, Moravcsik states, that actors weigh the potential sovereignty costs 

against the benefits of establishing human rights regimes.  

In their contribution to the Legalisation and World Politics issue, Abbott and Snidal 

state that sovereignty costs can range from simple differences in outcome on particular 

issues, to loss of decision making in an issue-area, to more fundamental encroachments on 

                                                 
5 Dresser 2003: 329; Dominguez 1999. 
6 Confusingly, the term liberal has also been used to describe neo-liberal institutionalism.  Regarding the 
latter, I agree with Schmitz and Sikkink (2002:521) that “human rights violations rarely represent a classical 
dilemma of interdependence.  Co-operation in the area of human rights is therefore difficult to explain from a 
neo-liberal institutional perspective.”  Instead, I refer to Andrew Moravcsik’s approach (applied as well by 
other authors such as Helen Milner) that explains outcomes on the international level by analysing domestic 
preferences.  For an outline of Moravcsik’s Liberal Theory as well as the branch of Republican Liberalism, 
see: Moravcsik 1997. 
7 Moravcsik 2000: 228.  
8 Ibid.: 228-229.  This is the argument of historical institutionalists (Thelen and Steinmo 1992; Pierson 2000), 
who contend that institutional choices taken in the past can persist, or become “locked in,” thereby shaping 
and constraining actors later in time.  See also North’s (1990) concept of path-dependency.  
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Introduction 

state sovereignty.9  Sovereignty costs are particularly high “whenever international 

arrangements impinge on relations between a state and its citizens or territory, the 

traditional hallmarks of (Westphalian) sovereignty.”10  According to the authors, 

international human rights regimes come along with high sovereignty costs because they 

regulate the relationship between a state and its citizens.   

It is worthwhile quoting Moravcsik at length to understand how republican 

liberalism explains why state leaders decide to adhere to human rights regimes.  In his 

words:  

A country is most likely to support a human rights regime when its government is 

firmly committed to democratic governance but faces strong internal challenges 

that may threaten it in the future.  Its willingness to tolerate sovereignty costs 

increases insofar as the costs are outweighed by the benefits of reducing domestic 

political uncertainty.  If the republican liberal view is correct, the strongest support 

for binding human rights regimes should come not from established democracies 

but from recently established and potentially unstable democracies.  Only where 

democracy is established but non-democratic groups (military officers, communists, 

fascists, and religious fundamentalists, for example) pose real threats to its future is 

the reduction of political uncertainty likely to outweigh the inconvenience of supra-

national adjudication.  It is obvious that opposition will come in part from 

dictatorships (or transitional regimes), since such governments both lack any 

interest in democracy and suffer particularly large inconveniences from persistent 

challenges to their (non-democratic) domestic order.11  

 

In Moravcsik’s view, newly democratising states are most likely to ratify legal 

human rights instruments in order to protect the still unstable democratic regime against 

non-democratic opponents.  The acceptance of binding human rights treaties thus serves 

mainly as a means of domestic political survival.12   

                                                 
9 Abbott and Snidal 2001: 52 
10 Ibid.: 53 
11 Moravcsik 2000: 228-229. 
12 Ibid.: 228. See as well: Schmitz and Sikkink 2002: 522. 
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With regard to Mexico, republican liberalism provides at best only partial 

explanation for the country’s international human rights policy.  The motivation of the Fox 

government to sign international human rights agreements could eventually be seen as the 

government’s willingness to secure the democratisation process in Mexico.  However, if we 

read carefully Moravcsik’s argument, some doubts remain if his description fits the 

Mexican case.  Mexico was never on the verge of a coup d’état during the Fox presidency.  

The PRI that had hitherto been in power did not threaten the viability of Mexico’s 

democracy. Instead, the party carried out important reforms, which prepared the ground for 

Fox’s victory in the 2000 presidential elections.  

Furthermore, the approach cannot account for previous acceptance of human rights 

regimes under the Zedillo administration.  During his sexenio (six-year term), Mexico 

ratified several human rights agreements in the Americas – most importantly it accepted the 

jurisdiction of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights.  The fact that a president from 

the PRI – a party which had at that time been in power for about seventy years – concluded 

with the EU a free-trade agreement with a democracy clause remains unexplained by the 

liberal approach.  Moravcsik’s hypothesis would have predicted a fierce opposition to 

human rights agreements from the PRI because Zedillo’s actions challenged the party’s 

dominant position.   

Republican liberalism is flawed when it depicts international human rights regimes 

as mere tools to lock in democracy while at the same time bypassing domestic opposition.  

PAN and PRD (Party of the Democratic Revolution), the two main opposition parties 

embraced the important domestic political and judicial reforms that were carried out by the 

Zedillo administration.13  It would therefore be misleading to label these parties or the 

Zapatista movement as a threat to Mexican democracy.  In light of an absent threat to 

Mexico’s democratisation process –in the Zedillo as well as in the Fox era – the rational 

calculus to bear high sovereignty costs in order to secure democracy does hardly make 

sense.   

In sum, republican liberalism fails to grasp the change in Mexico’s attitude towards 

international human rights regimes.  At the heart of this flaw are two basic assumptions: 

that actors’ preferences remain stable; and that the international realm does not alter actors’ 

                                                 
13 These reforms will be described in the case studies. 
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interests.  For these reasons, the theory cannot explain convincingly why in the absence of 

non-democratic opposition, an authoritarian or semi-authoritarian government will 

undertake democratic reforms and accept binding international human rights accords. 

Instead, I will argue that the change in Mexican foreign policy is best understood by 

a process of norm socialisation.  According to constructivist theory in International 

Relations (IR), increased norm internalisation – in this case democratisation and the 

acceptance of human rights norms – alter the identity of states and consequently, also their 

foreign policy.  In other words, I consider domestic democratisation, which profoundly 

changed the country’s identity, as the predominant explanatory factor for Mexico’s growing 

acceptance of international human rights institutions.  International actors played an 

important role in Mexico’s norm socialisation as they pushed the country to reform its 

political system.   

 When it comes to explaining political outcomes, constructivism attributes great 

importance to normative factors such as identity, norms, and rules.  Thus, it is suitable to 

include also treaties, conventions, and declarations in the observation of Mexico’s foreign 

policy where material factors play a significant role.  For this reason, we will pay particular 

attention to those agreements where democracy and human rights are linked to economic 

agreements.  If constructivism can as well explain Mexico’s external human rights policy in 

a context where material benefits are at stake, we can assume that the theory is plausible 

and, furthermore, that its emphasis on normative factors is justified.14

 Beside the analysis of conventional human rights accords, the case studies will thus 

also focus on agreements that establish a link between trade (or, more generally, economic 

co-operation) on the one hand, and democracy and human rights on the other.15   This link, 

the so-called democracy clause, enables member states to suspend a Free Trade Agreement 

                                                 
14 In Chapter 3, the methodological aspects of this work will be explained in more detail.  
15 In recent years, we have witnessed that a growing number of trade agreements are enlarging their scope to 
incorporate other non-economic issues.  The NAFTA side agreements for instance cover labour and 
environment; support for democracy and human rights are a precondition for EU membership, and similarly 
some wish to include environmental, labour and human rights issues in the WTO trade rounds.  See for 
example: Cameron and Tomlin 2000; EU 8 May 2001; Jha 2002; Keohane and Nye 2001; Liemt 1999; Linan 
Nogueras and Hinojosa Martinez 2001; Mayer 1998; Sampson 1999; Tay 2002 and; VanGrasstek 1999. 
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(FTA) or participation in an economic forum when serious human rights violations or 

alteration of the democratic order in one of the signatory states occur.16   

 

Table 1.1: Democracy Clauses in economic co-operation agreements and FTA – The Case 

of Mexico 

Name of the 

declaration/treaty 

Parties (other than 

Mexico) 

Date of 

signature 

Mexican 

position  

Treaty w/  

democracy clause 

Framework 

Agreement17  

European Community18 26 Apr 

1991 

R No 

 NAFTA Canada, USA 17 Dec 

1992 

(R)19 No 

Global Agreement20  European Union21  8 Dec 1997 A Yes 

Quebec Declaration 

(SOA) 

Member states of the 

OAS22  

22 Apr 

2001 

A Yes 

San Salvador 

Declaration (PPP) 

Central American 

states23

15 Jun 

2001 

A Yes 

Key: A: acceptance of democracy clause; R: rejection of the clause 

 

                                                 
16 Democracy clause is defined as one or several binding and unambiguous articles in an agreement 
demanding respect for democracy and fundamental rights and freedoms.  A distinction between democracy 
clauses and human rights clauses in agreements would be only analytical.  Although I use the term 
“democracy clause” throughout the text, in practice these clauses always cover both issues democracy and 
human rights. 
17 The official name of the treaty is Framework Agreement for Co-operation between the EC and Mexico. 
18 The member states of the European Community (EC) are: Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, 
Ireland, Italy, Luxemburg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, and the United Kingdom 
19 NAFTA is a particular case because the negotiating parties did not intend to include a democracy clause to 
the FTA.  I will get back to this point later in the Introduction as well as in Chapter 5.    
20 The official name of the treaty is Economic Partnership, Political Co-ordination and Co-operation 
Agreement between the European Community and Mexico.   
21 Members of the European Union in 1997 were all states mentioned in the previous footnote as well as 
Austria, Finland, and Sweden.  
22 The following countries are members of the Organisation of American States (OAS): Antigua and Barbuda; 
Argentina, the Bahamas; Barbados; Belize; Bolivia; Brazil; Canada; Chile; Colombia; Costa Rica; Dominica; 
Dominican Republic; Ecuador; El Salvador; Grenada; Guatemala; Guyana; Haiti; Honduras; Jamaica; 
Mexico; Nicaragua; Panama; Paraguay; Peru; Saint Kitts and Nevis; Saint Lucia; Saint Vincent and the 
Grenadines; Suriname; Trinidad and Tobago; United States of America; Uruguay; Venezuela.  
23 Belize, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic (since 2004), El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, 
Nicaragua, and Panama.  Note that the Tuxtla Mechanism for Dialogue is a forum for economic and political 
co-operation not a trade agreement per se.  See also: Chapter 7. 
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Mexico is currently the country that has signed the most free trade agreements in the 

world.24  However, as Table 1.1 shows, it is noteworthy that until the mid-1990s Mexico 

vehemently objected to tie economic agreements to democracy and human rights issues.   

In relation to the economic co-operation agreement with the European Community 

in 1991, rejection referred to a concrete proposal of a democracy clause.  Concerning 

NAFTA, none of the three signatories did foresee the inclusion of a democracy clause to 

the treaty.  Mexican opposition was therefore in large parts “preventive” and directed 

towards potential attempts (from U.S. Congress or other groups) to add any reference 

regarding democracy.   

The turning point came in 1997, when Mexico agreed for the first time to sign a 

democracy clause as part of a free trade agreement with the European Union.25  In the 

empirical part, we will see why the Mexican government under President Zedillo (PRI) 

changed its approach to the clause and afterwards adhered to a number of other human 

rights agreements. 

During the Fox term of office, the Mexican government took an active approach 

towards democracy and human rights.  The country adhered to a large number of human 

rights institutions and conventions and, in addition, promoted democracy clauses.  

Acceptance in regard to the clauses implied agreeing to the Quebec Declaration that makes 

democracy a necessary condition for the participation in the Summit of the Americas 

(SOA) meeting.  The latter is the forum which overlooks the current negotiations for a Pan-

American free trade area (FTAA).  As well Mexico took the lead to include a clause in the 

Puebla-Panama Plan (PPP), which is an economic co-operation programme with Central 

American states.  

                                                 
24 Mexican trade agreements, in parenthesis the year of entry into force: Chile (1992, updated in 1999), 
NAFTA: Canada and the U.S. (1994); G-3: Colombia and Venezuela (1995); Costa Rica (1995); Bolivia 
(1995); Nicaragua (1998); European Union (2000); Israel (2000); Northern Triangle: El Salvador, Guatemala 
and Honduras (2001); European Free Trade Association: Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway and Switzerland 
(2001); Uruguay (2004) and; Japan (2005).  Mexico adhered to General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT) in 1986 and joined the WTO in 1995.  Since 1994 the country is a member of the OECD.  Currently 
the Mexican government is negotiating among others the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA). 
Organisation of American States, SICE (Foreign Trade Information System): Mexican Free Trade 
Agreements, Hwww.sice.oas.org/Trade/mex_e.aspH, accessed: 1 March 2006.  
25 The Global Agreement is not a free trade accord but is linked to the EU-Mexico FTA that has been signed 
separately.  A democracy clause is part of both agreements.  
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Drawing on constructivism, I will introduce Risse and Sikkink’s spiral model and 

discuss the theory’s concepts of sovereignty (explained in Chapter 2). In the Chapter 3, I 

will propose an analytical framework to understand under which conditions actors agree to 

join human rights agreements.  Moreover, I will formulate hypotheses in relation to 

Mexico’s norm socialisation, which will be tested thereafter in the empirical part of this 

thesis.  

In the case studies (Chapter 4-7), which consist of three Mexican presidencies (1988 

to present), I will test the constructivist hypotheses and show that constructivism can indeed 

explain Mexico’s changing position vis-à-vis democracy clauses and human rights 

institutions.  The final Chapter 8 (Conclusion) will summarise the findings and discuss 

whether these are also applicable to other countries or issue areas. 

 8



2. Constructivism 
 

This chapter is divided into three different parts.  Before taking a closer look at the 

spiral model, it is important to recall the main aspects of constructivist theory on which the 

former is grounded.  The first part will therefore provide a brief overview of 

constructivism.  Afterwards, I will discuss in more detail the theory’s contribution to the 

human rights field and introduce the spiral model.  In the remainder of this chapter, we will 

further explore constructivist concepts on sovereignty with the aim to refine the spiral 

model.  

Contrary to rationalist theories of International Relations, constructivism 

understands an actor as homo sociologicus, whose actions are guided by intersubjectively 

shared, value-based expectations of appropriate behaviour.  His or her decisions are made 

on the basis of identities, norms and rules.  Regarding interests, constructivists consider 

them as being formed by normative factors and do not take them as exogenously given.26  

According to sociological institutionalism, political actors associate specific actions with 

specific situations by rules of appropriateness.27  What is appropriate for a particular person 

in a particular situation is defined by political and social institutions and transmitted 

through socialisation.28  The logic of appropriateness conceives actors as role-players.  For 

sociological institutionalism, identities endure, with individuals learning and pursuing the 

rules of behaviour consistent with the roles.29   

With time, the rules themselves change through a mixture of analysis, negotiation, 

learning, selection, and diffusion.  As the rules change, identities and decision making 

behaviour changes, too.30  Norms are expected to be intersubjective; i.e. they are widely 

shared within a society or the international community.31  Following Katzenstein, norms 

are defined as a standard of appropriate behaviour for actors with a given identity.32  This 

                                                 
26 “Actors do not have a portfolio of interests that they carry around independent of social context; instead, 
they define their interests in the process of defining the situation.” (Wendt 1992: 398). 
27 March and Olsen 1989: 23, 160.  
28 Socialisation could be defined as the “induction of new members […] into the ways of behaviour that are 
preferred in a society” (Risse and Sikkink 1999: 11). 
29 March and Olsen 1998: 311.  See also Alexander Wendt’s (1999) description of different “national 
identity” concepts. 
30 March 1994: 77. 
31 Wendt 1992 
32 Katzenstein 1996: 5. 



Constructivism 

definition shows that norms also have a constitutive effect, because norms legitimise goals 

and thus define actors’ interests.33  However, norms are not inalterable structures and over 

time actors may engage in the reconstruction of the aforementioned.  From a 

methodological perspective, constructivism does not describe the behaviour of actors with a 

top-down determinism but, instead, also leaves room for bottom-up explanations.34  In 

other words, constructivism follows Anthony Giddens’ structuration theory and combines 

top-down (holism) with bottom-up explanations (methodological individualism).35   

The strength of a norm depends on two properties: on its commonality, i.e. on how 

many actors of a social system share a value-based expectation of behaviour, and on its 

specificity, i.e. on how precisely a norm distinguishes appropriate from inappropriate 

behaviour.36   

Identity changes – occurring through the adaptation of norms – are closely related to 

the above-mentioned process of socialisation.  In regard to these processes, socialisation 

could be trans-national, when government decision-makers internalise international norms 

or societal when government decision-makers internalise norms that are shared by the 

citizens of their state.37  As Jeffrey Checkel states: “Norm empowerment occurs as agents 

are taught new values and interests; their behaviour comes to be governed by logics of 

appropriateness that are learned, through a process of interaction, from global norms.  This 

is the mutual constitution that lies at the heart of the constructivist method.”38  

 

                                                 
33 Ibid. 1996: 22-25. 
34 In a similar fashion, Emanuel Adler (1997: 330) writes that “constructivism seizes the middle ground 
because it is interested in understanding how the material, subjective and intersubjective worlds interact in the 
social construction of reality, and because, rather than focussing exclusively on how structures constitute 
agents’ identities and interests, it also seeks to explain how individual agents socially construct these 
structures in the first place. “ See also: Berger and Luckmann 1966. 
35 Giddens 1984. 
36 Boekle, Rittberger, Wagner 1999: 7. 
37 Ibid.: 9. 
38 Checkel 1997: 477; see also: Finnemore 1993. 
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 Constructivism and Human Rights 
 

This section will present the factors that constructivists consider to be crucial in 

explaining human rights change.  Human rights are defined as a “set of principled ideas 

about the treatment to which all individuals are entitled by virtue of being human.”39  

According to Risse and Sikkink, human rights norms have a special status because “they 

both prescribe rules for appropriate behaviour and help define identities of liberal states.”40  

In the constructivist view, actors accept binding international human rights norms 

because they are swayed by the overpowering ideological and normative appeal of the 

values that underlie them.  A constructivist argument would support Donelly’s position that 

“the underlying motive for the development of new international human rights policies by 

states, intergovernmental organisations, and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) alike 

is moral, not material.”41  Constructivists reject rational choice-models and instead 

emphasise the transformative power of moral discourse.  Characteristically, the political 

action in the human rights area relies on principled ideas, i.e. altruistic and moral motives 

of actors that in themselves have persuasive power.  

Thus, without referring to principled ideas, it is impossible to understand why 

organisations, states, and individuals are concerned about human rights.  Furthermore, 

normative motivations help to explain the action of countries changing their internal 

situation as a response to international human rights pressure.  Moral interdependence – 

based on intersubjectively shared norms – has led to the emergence and proliferation of 

human rights regimes.42  Therefore, compliance with the latter regimes not only reflects the 

acceptance of international values but also relies on consistent domestic values.  The most 

important driving force behind international human rights regimes is norm socialisation 

through a logic of appropriateness.43  In this process, advocacy networks relying on 

                                                 
39 Schmitz and Sikkink 2002: 517.  Principles ideas are “beliefs about right and wrong held by individuals” 
(Risse and Sikkink 1999: 7). 
40 Risse and Sikkink 1999: 8 
41 Donnelly 1995: 145. 
42 “This central role of moral interdependence is crucial to explaining the weakness of most international 
human rights policies.  States are often, perhaps even increasingly, willing to accept the cost of strained 
relations.  On very rare occasions, they may even accept a modest loss of trade” (Donnelly 1995: 145). 
43 March and Olsen 1989; Risse and Sikkink 1999: 11. 
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principled ideas are powerful agents.44  According to Risse and Sikkink, advocacy 

networks contribute to domestic human rights change in three different ways45:  

1. They put norm-violating states on the international agenda in terms of moral 

consciousness-raising.  In doing so, they also remind liberal states of their own 

identity as promoters of human rights. 

2. They empower and legitimate the claims of domestic opposition groups against 

norm-violating governments, and they partially protect the physical integrity of 

such groups from governmental repression.  Thus, they are crucial in mobilising 

domestic opposition, social movements, and NGOs in target countries. 

3. They challenge norm-violating governments by creating a trans-national 

structure pressuring such regimes simultaneously “from above” and “from 

below”.  The more these pressures can be sustained, the fewer options are 

available to political rulers to continue repression. 

 

There are two emerging strands within the constructivist effort for a more 

sociological understanding of the international system.  First, a group of sociologists from 

Stanford, who argue that individuals and groups rhetorically adopt such rules not through a 

conscious process, but rather because “they conform or emulate scripts of legitimate 

statehood.”46  Second, Risse and Sikkink, who view norm socialisation and internalisation 

as leading to a profound change in actors’ identities.47  To elucidate, the willingness to 

embrace shared ideas and norms of state behaviour does not only regulate state behaviour, 

more crucially, it (re) constitutes state identities.   

To understand the impact of human rights norms in changing a state’s domestic and 

international human rights policy, I will briefly present Finnemore and Sikkink’s life cycle 

                                                 
44 Advocacy networks are domestic or trans-national networks of activists in a particular issue area (e.g. 
NGOs concerned with human rights).  Although the importance of NGOs is crucial to explain change in a 
country’s human rights situation, this work will give more attention to other important actors – such as 
international governmental organisations and particular states.  For a detailed account on the role of advocacy 
networks in the human rights arena, see: Keck and Sikkink 1998. 
45 Risse and Sikkink 1999: 5. 
46 Schmitz and Sikkink 2002: 522; Boli and Thomas 1999.  See also: Powell and DiMaggio (1991) who argue 
that isomorphism leads to a convergence of different institutional forms.   
47 “Moral discourses in particular not only challenge and seek justifications of norms, they also entail identity-
related arguments” (Risse and Sikkink 1999: 13). 
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of a norm model.  Subsequently, I will describe in more detail Risse and Sikkink’s spiral 

model, which will be applied in the case studies.  

According to Finnemore and Sikkink, norms experience a life cycle, which involves 

three different stages:  

The first stage is norm emergence, that is, when norm entrepreneurs – for instance 

NGOs – use organisational platforms to convince a critical mass of state leaders to embrace 

new norms.  Norms are “actively built by agents having strong notions about appropriate or 

desirable behaviour in their community.”48  Eventually, norms must compete against other 

existing norms to establish themselves.49   

In order to gain acceptance, an international norm must reach a threshold, or tipping 

point, to become “institutionalised in specific sets of international rules and 

organisations.”50  The tipping point usually occurs after two conditions are met:  Two thirds 

of all states in the system must have adopted the norm and/or, key states must adopt the 

norm.51  

During the second stage, the norm cascade, countries begin to adopt the new norm 

through a process of socialisation by external actors.  The agents of socialisation are states, 

trans-national advocacy networks, and international organisations.52  Some authors argue 

that after 1985 the world experienced a genuine international norm cascade.53  

The final stage in this model is norm internalisation.  States conform automatically 

to the norms, making thereby norm violation harder for non-compliants.54  

                                                 
48 Finnemore and Sikkink 1998: 895-896. 
49 In the Mexican case for instance, human rights norms conflicted with sovereignty.  
50 Finnemore and Sikkink 1998:  900. 
51 Ibid.: 901. 
52 Ibid.: 902. 
53 Risse and Sikkink 1999: 21. 
54 Finnemore and Sikkink 1998: 904. 
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The Spiral Model of Human Rights Change 

 
 In Risse and Sikkink’s model, socialisation to international norms is the crucial 

process through which a state becomes a member of international society.  The effect of 

socialisation is that actors internalise norms, and compliance is no longer ensured by 

external pressure.  Three types of socialisation processes are necessary for enduring change 

in the human rights area (see: Figure 2.1.):55  

1. Processes of adaptation and strategic bargaining;  

2. Processes of moral consciousness-raising, “shaming,” argumentation, dialogue, 

and persuasion; 

3. Processes of institutionalisation and habitualisation. 

 

Figure 2.1: The Process of Norm Socialisation 

 
Source: Risse and Sikkink 1999: 12. 

 

Initially, a human rights change almost always starts with some instrumentally or 

strategically motivated adaptation by national governments to growing domestic and/or 

trans-national pressures.  According to Risse and Sikkink, “the instrumental adoption of 

human rights norms, if it leads to domestic structural change such as re-democratisation, 

                                                 
55 Risse and Sikkink 1999: 5, 11. 
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sets into motion a process of identity transformation, so that norms initially adopted for 

instrumental reasons, are later maintained for reasons of belief and identity.”56   

In this regard, shaming involves a process of persuasion because leaders violating 

human rights norms are constantly reminded that their actions are inconsistent with an 

identity to which they aspire.57  This is particularly harmful for leaders who intend to 

establish their country as a member of the international community. 

Drawing on Habermas’ theory of communicative action, Risse and Sikkink 

strengthen that socialisation occurs through moral discourse which comprehends processes 

of communication, argumentation, and persuasion.58  During this process, actors accept the 

validity and significance of norms in their discursive practices.  In contrast to processes of 

instrumental bargaining between actors with fixed interests, the transformative power of 

moral discourse is evident when actors develop a collective understanding that forms part 

of their identities and lead them to determine their interests.59

With the aim to describe this socialisation process, Risse and Sikkink develop a 

spiral model of human rights change which consists of five phases (Figure 2.2):60

1) Repression and activation of network; 

2) Denial; 

3) Tactical concessions; 

4) Prescriptive status; 

5) Rule-consistent behaviour. 

As a response to human rights violations in a country, pressure is exerted upon 

Western governments and policy-makers by international human rights organisations and 

this is augmented by lobbying from trans-national networks. Relying on Western public 

opinion, the networks try to persuade these actors to intervene in the country.  Often, 

domestic groups bypass their repressive state to gain crucial support from international 

                                                 
56 Ibid.: 10. 
57 Ibid.: 15. 
58 Risse (2000) provides a detailed account of arguing processes.  
59 “Those principled ideas carry the day when they persuade actors in potentially winning coalitions to 
interpret their material and political interests and preferences in light of the idea and to accept its social 
obligations as appropriate” (Risse and Sikkink 1999: 14). 
60 Risse and Sikkink 1999: 22-35. 
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actors when trying to bring pressure on their state from outside.  This “boomerang pattern” 

forms a trans-national human rights coalition.61  

 

Figure 2.2: The Spiral Model of Human Rights Change 

 
Source: Risse and Sikkink 1999: 20. 

 
 

 Usually, the first reaction of norm-violating governments is to refuse the validity of 

international human rights norms (denial), emphasising its human rights practices are 

subject to domestic jurisdiction.  These governments, in return, accuse the international 

actors of illegitimate violation of national sovereignty.  In this respect, the fact that the state 

embarks on an argumentative process by denying charges and defending its position shows 

that a process of socialisation is already under way.  As Risse and Sikkink state,  

                                                 
61 Keck and Sikkink 1998: 12-13; Risse and Sikkink 1999: 18-19. 
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…governments which publicly deny the validity of international human rights norms 

as interference in internal affairs are at least implicitly aware that they face a 

problem in terms of their international reputation.  It is interesting in this context 

that denial of the norm almost never takes the form of open rejection of human 

rights, but is mostly expressed in terms of reference to an allegedly more valid 

international norm, in this case national sovereignty.62

 

The third stage in the model consists of tactical concessions, which are made by the 

norm-violating country in the form of instrumental adaptation.  The government of the 

latter responds by some adjustments to both domestic and international pressures.  

Examples for tactical concessions may be for instance the establishment of a dialogue with 

the opposition, the release of political prisoners or the adherence to a human rights regime.   

Contrary to stages that follow tactical concessions, these changes can occur without 

the government actually believing in the validity of the human rights norms.63  Although 

they may not be convinced of the norms, the government will refrain from denying the 

validity of particular international human rights norms.64  Actors who make minor tactical 

concessions are generally unaware that this may endanger their own power position.  They 

underestimate the impact of these changes, and may realise only too late that the situation 

has gone out of their control.65   

 Thereafter, principled ideas gain prescriptive status, which means that at this stage 

the government fully accepts the validity of human rights.  Moreover, the actors “regularly 

refer to the human rights norm to describe and comment on their own behaviour.”66  

For Risse and Sikkink the following four government actions serve as indicators for 

prescriptive status:67

1. governments ratify the respective international human rights conventions including 

the optional protocols; 
                                                 
62 Risse and Sikkink 1999: 23-24. 
63 The authors note that rational choice-approaches, ignoring the explanatory power of norms, can 
nevertheless fully account for the stage of tactical concessions (Risse and Sikkink 1999: 12). 
64 “The more norm-violating governments argue with their critics, the more likely they are to make 
argumentative concessions and to specify their justifications and the less likely they are to leave the arguing 
mode by openly denouncing their critics.” (Risse and Sikkink 1999: 28). 
65 Risse and Sikkink 1999: 27. 
66 Ibid.: 29. 
67 Ibid.: 29. 
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2. the norms are institutionalised in the constitution and/or domestic law; 

3. there is some institutionalised mechanism for citizens to complain about human 

rights violations; 

4. the discursive practices of the government acknowledge the validity of the human 

rights norms irrespective of the (domestic or international) audience, no longer 

denounce criticism as “interference in internal affairs,” and engage in a dialogue 

with their critics. 

 

The final stage in the socialisation process is rule-consistent behaviour.  In contrast to 

prescriptive status when governments might still violate human rights despite their 

acceptance of the norm, this stage implies that international human rights norms are fully 

institutionalised domestically and norm compliance becomes a habitual practice of actors 

and is enforced by the rule of law.  The incorporation of human rights in the “standard 

operating procedures” of domestic institutions shows that they have been fully internalised.  

Similarly to Finnemore and Sikkink’s model, at this stage norms are “taken for granted” 

which means their implementation occurs independently from government changes and 

beliefs of particular actors.68  

 

Constructivism and Sovereignty 
 

Any action from transnational human rights networks is likely to infringe the 

sovereignty of a given state.  As a consequence this may result in a conflict between two 

norms, human rights on the one hand and, sovereignty on the other. For that reason, I will 

broaden the spiral model and take also different aspects of sovereignty into account.  

Constructivism assumes that the concepts of state, sovereignty and territory are each 

socially constructed.69  They are defined by rules, actions and practices of different agents.  

The latter can be states themselves as well as international organisations or non-state actors 

like trans-national NGOs.  According to Biersteker and Weber, “the modern state is not 

based on some timeless principle of sovereignty, but on the production of a normative 

                                                 
68 Ibid.: 17. 
69 Biersteker 2002: 157. 
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conception that links authority, territory, population (society, nation), and recognition in a 

unique way and in a particular place (the state).”70  Sovereignty, defined as institution or 

discourse, means an intersubjectively shared understanding that brings about an 

international society of states.71  Central to the viability of this society is the mutual 

recognition of claims to sovereignty.72  The empowerment that stems from the norm of 

sovereignty is twofold, on one hand, it entails state’s exclusive right to regulate the 

relationship with its citizens, on the other, it empowers the state to act on the international 

scene.  

 States are not agents with an invariable identity, similarly, sovereignty should not be 

assumed as fixed.  On the contrary, they are mutually constitutive and constantly 

undergoing change and transformation.73  It is therefore important to understand the 

changes of meaning regarding sovereignty, and to identify the interrelationship between 

sovereignty and state.  

 Sovereignty could be further separated into a positive and a negative form.  

Following Robert Jackson, positive sovereignty refers to freedom to act or deter in the 

international arena, and negative sovereignty refers to the freedom from the actions of 

others in that arena (the principle of non-intervention).74  Moreover, intervention and 

sovereignty could be linked in two different ways:  Intervention can be perceived as 

legitimate to secure democracy (as in the case of advanced, post-industrial states) or, the 

principle of non-intervention in domestic affairs can be inviolable (as in most developing 

states).75  In this respect, Biersteker points out that sovereignty does not only change over 

time but that at the same moment in time different meanings of sovereignty co-exist in 

different places.  Further, he states that, “it is no accident that those who have historically 

borne the brunt of external intervention in the developing world are the most ardent 

                                                 
70 Biersteker and Weber 1996: 3. 
71 For a more “traditional” definition of sovereignty, see: Krasner 1999. 
72 Biersteker and Weber 1996: 1-2.  Mutual recognitions means that, “non-intervention is the duty correlative 
to the right of sovereignty.  Other states are obliged not to interfere with the internal actions of a sovereign 
state.  A state’s action are a legitimate concern of other states only if they impinge on the sovereignty of those 
states.” Donnelly 1995: 118. 
73 Biersteker and Weber 1996: 11. 
74 Jackson 1990.  One of the most commonly known examples for negative sovereignty is Article 2.7 of the 
United Nations Charter, expressing that “nothing contained in the present Charter shall authorise the United 
Nations to intervene in matters which are essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any state.” 
75 Biersteker 2002: 166, Table 8.2 
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defenders of traditional conceptions of state sovereignty, the inviolability of state borders 

and the principle of non-intervention.”76  According to Jack Donnelly, there are four 

possible types of intervention:77

1) authorised coercive interference 

2) prohibited coercive interference 

3) authorised non-coercive interference 

4) unregulated non-coercive interference 

 

The interventions that Mexico faced, for instance, mandatory reporting procedures 

established by human rights treaties, belong to types of non-coercive interference (in 

particular type 3).  

To understand the legitimisation of particular forms of external intervention, it is 

crucial to have an awareness of sovereignty as a changing concept.  Since the late twentieth 

century, the world has experienced that mutual recognition of a state’s sovereignty depends 

more and more on how it organises the relationship with its citizens.  The maintenance of 

democratic institutions and the respect for universal human rights could be used to justify 

external intervention.  As a consequence, “traditional state claims of sovereign authority are 

increasingly competing with other sources of legitimate authority in the international 

system, especially the emerging moral authority of expertise represented by trans-national 

issue networks.”78   

Hence, the global human rights discourse leads to a partial erosion of the protection 

that negative sovereignty provides to non-compliants.  In this sense, sovereignty gradually 

moves from a universal right to a privilege that is granted only to democratic states 

defending human rights. 

                                                 
76 Biersteker and Weber 1996: 9-10. 
77 Donnelly 1995: 119-120. 
78 Biersteker 2002: 170. 
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With regard to the constructivist concepts, in this chapter I will specify the 

dependent and independent variables, and formulate a hypothesis, which will subsequently 

be tested in the case studies.  The cases consist of a sufficiently large amount of human 

rights conventions and, four different agreements, signed between 1991 and 2001, that 

potentially tie economic benefits to democracy.  The changing Mexican position towards 

the inclusion of a democracy clause and, more generally towards international human rights 

agreements will be analysed over the duration of three Mexican presidencies.  Accordingly, 

the cases will be divided into:79

1) The Salinas presidency (1989-1994) when the Mexican government rejected all 

critique regarding its human rights situation and, furthermore, opposed a democracy 

clause for the 1991 EC-Mexico Framework Agreement and attempted to prevent 

that NAFTA negotiations were linked to democracy; 

2) The Zedillo presidency (1995-2000) in which Mexico first accepted to include a 

democracy clause in its agreement with the European Union and, later, adhered to a 

number of important human rights institutions; 

3) The Fox presidency (2001-present) which saw Mexico promoting democracy and 

human rights as in the case of the 2001 Quebec Declaration, the Inter-American 

Democratic Charter and the Puebla-Panama Plan, its co-operation and development 

programme with Central American states. 

 

Through a detailed analysis of each presidency, I will show how we can understand 

Mexico’s change in relation to international human rights agreements.  In order to explain 

the outcome (rejection or; acceptance and promotion of treaties, conventions, declarations 

etc.), a number of key official documents and speeches by government officials will be 

analysed.  Discourses alone, however, cannot account for a significant change in the human 

rights policy of the country and, therefore this thesis will compare the discourses to 

                                                 
79 This division along presidential terms does not imply that the cases were chosen according to the dependent 
variable (see the following explanation of the independent variable).  For a detailed discussion of the 
methodological problems a selection on the dependent variable represents, see: King, Keohane, and Verba 
1994: 129-137, 41-146. 
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quantitative data on Mexico’s democratisation.  Moreover, though more qualitatively, I will 

address particularly important domestic reforms to show that the acceptance of democracy 

and human rights on the international level is coherent with domestic norm internalisation – 

and has not just been “cheap talk”.80

Despite variation over time, the case studies also aim to clarify Mexico’s behaviour 

in relation to different actors.  As Risse and Sikkink assert, “actors who change their 

arguments with regard to the idea depending on with whom they are dealing become 

suspect.  Prescriptive status can be particularly well investigated in those circumstances in 

which material and power-related interests ought to shift, but actors nevertheless continue 

adhering to the validity of the norm.”81  Compared to Mexico, the other signatories were in 

some aspects more powerful, as in the treaties with the U.S. and the EU, and in other 

aspects weaker, such as the Central American states in the case of the Puebla-Panama Plan.  

For this reason, I argue that despite these variations in relative power, Mexico’s attitude 

towards the democracy and human rights remains coherent with its level of norm 

internalisation.  In other words, if Mexico has internalised these norms, it should, as a 

consequence, also accept or promote human rights compliance and democracy clauses in 

agreements with weaker states.  In such case, one could dismiss the argument that human 

rights are promoted and implemented as a result of the interests, pressures, and capabilities 

of great powers (e.g. the U.S. or the EU).82

Similarly, taking into account democracy clauses, i.e. agreements that establish a 

link between economic aspects and human rights are also helpful to determine if Mexico’s 

commitment to norms remains coherent.  If the Mexican government for instance accepts a 

democracy clause in order to benefit from trade gains but at the same time would reject a 

human rights convention because the latter does not represent any palpable benefits, the 

behaviour would raise serious doubts regarding constructivist theory.  However, as 

mentioned in the introduction to this thesis, if constructivism explains Mexico’s external 

human rights policy – regardless of material benefits or changing power relations – the 

theory would have passed a difficult test.  One would not expect constructivism with its 

emphasis on norms and rules, to describe correctly situations in which variables such as 

                                                 
80 Risse-Kappen 1995. 
81 Risse and Sikkink 1999: 29-30.  
82 This is the argument of Stephen Krasner (1999: Chapter 4).  
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interests and power play a crucial role.  Normally, these variables are the focus of liberal or 

realist research designs.83  Nevertheless, the research design – though it may come close – 

does not represent a hard test, as this thesis does not compare in detail the explanatory 

power of different theories.84  Having said that, the aim of this paper is to assess whether 

constructivist explanations are plausible.  Reference to other approaches, especially 

republican liberalism, serve the purpose of raising attention to shortcomings of the latter, 

rather than to falsify the theory as such. 

Before turning to the variables, I will present the hypothesis that will be examined 

in the empirical part:  

• Considering the spiral model, I assume that growing norm internalisation 

should result in a greater acceptance of democracy clauses and international 

human rights agreements.  Regarding the variation in Mexico’s level of 

democratisation, I expect the foreign policies of the three administrations 

dealing with these agreements to change accordingly, i.e. moving from 

rejection to acceptance. 
 

In line with constructivist theory, I consider that sovereignty, understood as a 

discourse, adapts to different phases of norm socialisation.  Therefore, at a low level of 

democratisation, sovereignty is expected to conflict with other norms such as democracy 

and human rights.  When norms are internalised and identity changes occur, consequently, 

sovereignty will gradually be reconstructed to accommodate the new identity (and will no 

longer contradict democracy and human rights norms).   

The Variables 
 

In the following paragraphs, we will have a closer look at the variables of this 

research design.  The country’s position towards democracy clauses and human rights 

agreements is the dependent variable.  Simply speaking, this variable can take two forms, 

                                                 
83 Here, I use the distinction between power-based (realism), interest-based (liberalism), and knowledge-based 
(constructivism) IR theories, made by Hasenclever, Meyer and Rittberger (1997: Chapter 1). 
84 King, Keohane and Verba 1994: 209.  
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either a government and other relevant political actors agree to a human rights accord 

(acceptance) or they do not (rejection).85   

Furthermore, I differentiate between two types of acceptance: reluctant acceptance 

on the one hand and, active promotion of these norms on the other.  In the case of human 

rights agreements, acceptance implies a commitment from the government to protect the 

rights of particular groups (children, women, workers etc.) or to ban certain forms of 

violence (as torture for instance).  Rejection, in return, could mean that the government 

would resist signing the convention or, that because of opposition in the Congress the 

agreement would not be ratified.  More overtly, a government may even categorically 

refuse to discuss with other states its human rights situation.   

Regarding democracy clauses, acceptance means a state consents to one or several 

explicit articles that link the provisions of the free trade accord (or an economic co-

operation programme) to the respect of democracy and human rights.  The disruption of the 

democratic order or human rights violations in this state may allow the other signatories to 

the agreement to apply economic sanctions or to suspend the membership of this country.  

In contrast, rejection would mean that the state either opposes to sign the whole agreement 

or, that the state signs it only after the clause has been removed.  This distinction between 

acceptance and rejection should enable us to determine exactly the outcome of the 

dependent variable in a given situation. 

This research design however will not engage in any speculation on how a particular 

clause or human rights agreement would be enforced in case of a potential human rights 

violation.86  In addition, I will also not attempt to classify the treaties or conventions 

(strong vs. weak versions for instance) and leave this task to legal experts.87   

The selection of the cases allows for considerable variation on the dependent 

variable and enables us to answer questions integral to Mexico’s changing position on 

democracy and human rights.  Despite this variation, one should keep in mind that this 
                                                 
85 The reader may have noted that there is also a third possible outcome of the dependent variable, which 
would be abstention.  I have decided to omit this possibility because, though possible in theory, in the case 
studies it has almost never been applied by the Mexican government. Nevertheless, for other countries, it is 
conceivable to attribute abstention (dependent variable) to an intermediate level of norm socialisation 
(independent variable).    
86 Related to the question of enforcement is the IR debate on compliance. Chayes and Chayes 1993; Checkel 
2001; Downs, Rocke, and Barsoom 1996; Goldstein, Kahler, Keohane and Slaughter 2001; Finnemore and 
Toope 2001. 
87 See for instance the distinction between hard and soft law in Abbott and Snidal 2001. 
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research design is a modest one – compared to sophisticated large-n studies.  Although, I 

try to avoid a dependent variable-bias by including also cases of rejection (as the 

Washington Protocol or the co-operation programme with the EEC), the small number of 

observations and the missing comparison to other countries, evidently represent limitations 

to this thesis.88   

Drawing on constructivist theory, I assume that norms shape actors’ identities and 

preferences, define collective goals and proscribe behaviour.  Constructivists perceive 

states as role-players whose actions are in touch with their identity.89  Thus, norm 

socialisation is a far-reaching process involving important identity changes for both, 

individual leaders and Mexican society as a whole.  Moreover, identity changes do have a 

significant impact on actors’ preferences.  In contrast to most rationalist approaches, this 

implies that democratisation and human rights norms are not just a priori given goals of 

actors; instead, these norms also have the power to profoundly alter actors’ preferences.  

Alternative explanations such as Andrew Moravcsik’s republican liberalism, instead, argue 

that state leaders use international human rights agreements to “lock in” democratic reforms 

and thereby to strengthen their position against authoritarian groups.90   

Norm socialization takes place as an interaction between international and domestic 

agents.  Actors support a particular agreement on democracy and human rights according to 

a logic of appropriateness.  Applying Risse and Sikkink’s spiral model, I posit that 

acceptance or rejection of these agreements reflects the degree to which international 

human rights norms and democracy have been internalised by the actor.  Hence, the level of 

norm socialisation is the independent variable, which I expect to influence Mexico’s 

behaviour regarding the adherence to human rights institutions as well as the inclusion of 

democracy clauses in economic agreements (dependent variable).  This implies that a low 

level of norm socialisation is supposed to coincide with a rejection of human rights related 

accords (see: first and second stage of the spiral model).  We should however experience 

improved norm implementation and similarly active participation in the international 

promotion of the norms, once the norms cascade has reached Mexico.  Considering the two 

types of acceptance, active promotion of democracy and human rights is obviously due to a 

                                                 
88 See: King, Keohane, and Verba 1994, Chapter 4.3. 
89 March and Olsen 1998; Wendt 1992. 
90 Moravcsik 2000: 228-229.  
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higher level of norm socialisation than reluctant approval.  In regard to the spiral model, 

active promotion entails that norms have gained at least prescriptive status, whereas 

reluctant acceptance may just be a tactical concession. 

Concerning the causal link between the variables, the degree of possible variation of 

the dependent variable is not restricted.  Although international pressure may have 

contributed to Mexico’s norm socialisation in the past, this does not imply that the country 

would automatically agree to sign a specific human rights agreement in the present.   It 

would therefore be possible that Mexico accepts or rejects the agreement – regardless of its 

level of norm socialisation.  This means, that the causal link I propose is not constructed in 

a way that the cases would automatically confirm the hypothesis.91

According to the spiral model, both, international actors (international organisations 

and other states) as well as domestic actors contribute to the process of norm socialisation 

in a given country.  Since the model emphasises the intensive interaction of the 

international and domestic level, there is a risk that the argument becomes merely 

tautological.  That is, Mexico agrees to join human rights institutions because norm 

socialisation has improved as a result of the acceptance of human rights accords.92  If this 

were the case, acceptance of such agreements would not only be an indicator of the 

dependent but also of the independent variable. 

In order to avoid endogeneity and the possibility that the argument about the causes 

becomes circular, I use discourses, official statements and other publications from the 

government as an indicator for the level of norm socialisation.  Additionally, I will include 

quantitative data on Mexico’s political system in order to measure precisely the country’s 

democratisation.  This data represents an additional control factor, as we will be able to 

examine the changes within the Mexican political system over time and verify if 

commitments to democracy made in speeches or presidential programmes have not just 

been purely rhetorical but have also translated into institutional reforms or other 

democratisation measures.  In relation to the spiral model, measuring the level of 

                                                 
91 In this sense, the theory meets the requirement of being falsifiable.  See: King, Keohane, and Verba 1994: 
100-105.  
92 If the argument were circular, we would face a problem of endogeneity (the value the explanatory variable 
takes on is a consequence, rather than a cause, of the dependent variable).  See: King, Keohane, and Verba 
1994: 185-187.   
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democracy will be particularly helpful to determine whether norms have either gained 

prescriptive status (fourth stage) or have been fully internalised (fifth stage).93   

However, contrary to republican liberalism, I do not consider democratic transition 

as a necessary precondition for a government’s support to democracy and human rights on 

the international level.  Adherence to international human rights institutions, as a 

consequence of norm socialisation, may therefore take place at the same time or, sometimes 

may even precede, domestic democratisation.  The spiral model should therefore be able to 

explain also those cases, in which a country will adopt human rights norms at a moment 

when democratic transition has not yet occurred and domestic groups with a strong 

preference for democratisation are still marginalized within the political system.  

Though democratic transition may not necessarily precede a state’s decision to join 

a particular human rights agreement, nevertheless, I assume that democratisation (as an 

indicator of enhanced norm socialisation) positively affects the government’s attitude 

towards democracy clauses and human rights agreements.  Thus, the more democracy and 

human rights norms have been internalised in a country, hence becoming part of its 

identity, the greater should be the government’s support for these norms in its foreign 

policy.   

Measuring Norm Socialisation 
 

 Because norm socialisation plays an important role in order to understand the 

research question of this thesis, we need to determine precisely how democratic is a state.94  

Thus, to determine the degree of Mexican norm socialisation, it is crucial to measure – as 

accurately as possible – the country’s level of domestic democratisation.  

 Within the field of political science, several research projects have provided 

sophisticated methods to measure the level of democracy in a given state over time.  

Among the most frequently used datasets are the political rights and civil liberties scale of 
                                                 
93 One may, of course, object that democratisation is the cause of other factors, which are not related to  norm 
socialisation.  Instead of an abstract discussion in this chapter, I will address this point throughout case studies 
and describe in detail how socialisation to international norms contributed to Mexican democratisation.   
94 It is beyond the scope of this thesis to discuss in detail the different definitions of democracy.  Within the 
field of political science, there is a long-standing debate if elections are the only practical criterion to 
determine if a state is democratic.  Some authors like Huntington (1995) are advocates for this narrow 
definition, whereas others argue that pluralism (Dahl 1971) are also an integral part of democracies.  For a 
critique that elections have not always produced liberal democracies, see: Diamond 1997.   
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the non-partisan Freedom House, Tatu Vanhanen’s democratisation index, and the 

autocracy/democracy scale of the Polity IV project (primarily developed by Keith Jaggers 

and Ted Gurr).95   

 In this regard, I will focus on the findings of the Polity IV dataset, as well as on the 

political rights and civil liberties scale (Table 3.1).  I use the Polity IV dataset for two main 

reasons.  First, compared to other methods, it is more detailed as it takes into account a 

greater number of institutional variables to measure democratisation.  Second, its emphasis 

on executive constraints to determine levels of autocracy and democracy is particularly 

valuable to assess the changes in Mexico’s presidential system.96   

In addition to these institutional aspects, the political rights and civil liberties scale 

(Table 3.2) will help us to assess freedom from a citizen’s perspective.  The combination of 

both methods will provide a comprehensive image of Mexico’s situation regarding 

democracy. 

Starting with the Polity IV results, the second column (POLITY) of Table 3.1 shows 

that Mexico underwent a gradual democratic transition.  During the Salinas presidency, 

Mexico may be either described as a very weak democracy or a very weak autocracy 

because the Mexican political system equally contained elements of both governance 

forms.  Mexico especially lacked executive constraints as the president possessed 

considerable power in the absence of significant checks and balances.  The score remained 

stable over the whole period of Salinas’ term, meaning that the situation neither improved 

nor worsened.      

Thereafter, Mexico made important steps towards democratisation; and, during the 

first part of Zedillo’s stay in office (1994-1997) autocratic elements vanished (Table 3.1, 

fifth column) while, at the same time, institutionalisation of democracy increased (Table 

3.1, fourth column).97  Since 1994, there has been no backlash in Mexico’s democratization 

                                                 
95 For Freedom House, see their annually published “Freedom in the World. The Annual Survey of Political 
Rights and Civil Liberties, available at: Hwww.freedomhouse.orgH; and for Tatu Vanhanen “Polyarchy 
dataset”, see: Hwww.prio.no/cwp/vanhanenH.  Vanhanen (1997) uses indicators that Robert Dahl (1971) 
identified in his work on polyarchies.  The Polity IV dataset is available online at: Gurr, Ted Robert; Keith 
Jaggers and; Monty G. Marshall :Polity IV Project: Political Regime Characteristics and Transitions, 1800-
2002, University of Maryland Hwww.cidcm.umd.edu/inscr/polityH.  All three sources accessed on 1 March 
2006. 
96 The characteristics of Mexico’s presidential system will be explained in the following chapter. 
97 In Chapter 5, we will see that some of these improvements during Zedillo’s term can be attributed to 
reforms of the Salinas government. 
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as features of institutionalised autocracy in its political system definitely disappeared.  

From 1997 onwards, the country experienced a growing number of democratic reforms (see 

Table 3.1, column 3: PERSIST), which accelerated the pace of Mexico’s transition. 

 

Table 3.1: Mexico’s Democratisation (Polity IV) 

Key: 

Period 

(DD/MM/YYYY) PTY PST DEM AUT REG COM OPEN CON PREG PCOMP 

Salinas Presidency   

14/07/1988-15/08/1994 0 6 2 2 2 1 4 4 2 3 

Zedillo Presidency           

16/08/1994-05/07/1997 4 3 4 0 2 2 4 4 2 3 

06/07/1997-31/12/1998 6 1 6 0 2 2 4 5 2 4 

01/01/1999-30/11/2000 6 2 6 0 2 2 4 6 2 3 

Fox Presidency           

Since 01/12/200098 8 2 8 0 3 3 4 6 2 4 

PTY/POLITY: combined polity score; democracy score minus autocracy score, ranges from +10 (full 

democracy) to –10 (full autocracy) 

PST/PERSIST: number of years polity has persisted (in which there has not been a change in values on any of 

the six component variables) 

DEM/DEMOC: institutionalised democracy (ranges from 0 to 10, with 10 being strongly democratic) 

AUT/AUTOC: institutionalised autocracy (ranges from 0 to 10, with 10 being strongly autocratic) 

 

Component variables (0 being fully autocratic, highest possible score fully democratic): 

REG/XRREG: regulation of chief executive recruitment (ranges from 0 to 3) 

COM/XRCOMP: competitiveness of executive recruitment (ranges from 0 to 4) 

OPEN/XROPEN: openness of executive recruitment (ranges from 0 to 4) 

CON/XCONST: executive constraints (ranges from 0 to 7) 

PREG/PARREG: regulation of participation (ranges from 0 to 2) 

PCOMP/PARCOMP: the competitiveness of participation (ranges from 0 to 5) 

 

Source: Gurr, Jaggers and Marshall: Polity IV dataset, www.cidcm.umd.edu/inscr/polity, accessed: 1 March 
2006. 

                                                 
98 Data covers the period until 2003.    
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As a consequence of President Fox’s election – the first time in many decades an 

opposition leader came into power – democratisation further improved.  In summary, 

Mexico’s combined polity score (ranging from –10 in the case of a full autocracy to +10 for 

a full democracy) increased from 0 in the Salinas years to 4 and later to 6 during the Zedillo 

administration, finally reaching its highest score with 8 after the election of Vicente Fox.   

The political rights and civil liberties scale from Freedom House offers a similar 

picture (Table 3.2).  From 1988 to the mid-1990s, political rights and civil liberties 

oscillated between a score of 3 and 4.99   

 

Table 3.2: Political Rights and Civil Liberties in Mexico from 1988 to 2004 

 

 
Key: In relation to the score, 1 means citizens enjoy full political rights (or civil liberties); 7 means political 
rights (or civil liberties) are non-existent.  
Source: My own calculation, data from Freedom House: Freedom in the World. The Annual Survey of 
Political Rights and Civil Liberties, Ratings of All Countries, 
www.freedomhouse.org/ratings/allscores2005.xls, accessed: 1 March 2006.    

                                                 
99 According to Freedom House: “Political rights enable people to participate freely in the political process, 
including through the right to vote, compete for public office, and elect representatives who have a decisive 
impact on public policies and are accountable to the electorate. Civil liberties allow for the freedoms of 
expression and belief, associational and organizational rights, rule of law, and personal autonomy without 
interference from the state.” Freedom House: Freedom in the World: Survey Methodology, 
Hwww.freedomhouse.org/research/freeworld/2005/methodology.htmH, accessed: 1 March 2006.  
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Regarding political rights, we see that the situation improved between 1997 and 1999 under 

President Zedillo when these rights remained stable at a score of 3.   

Considerable progress was made once Vicente Fox was elected president and, as a 

consequence, Freedom House considered Mexico no longer as partly free but free.100  From 

2002 onwards, political rights as well as civil liberties were ranked 2 – a score that had 

hitherto never been achieved.  This implies that, despite some shortcomings, Mexican 

democracy and the country’s human rights situation can be considered to come close to the 

level of mature democracies. 

  
 

 
 

                                                 
100 See country ratings for Mexico: Hwww.freedomhouse.org/ratings/index.htmH, accessed: 1 March 2006.  

 31



4. The Case Studies  
 

As an introduction to the case studies, I will provide a brief overview of Mexico’s 

political situation before Salinas de Gortari came into power.  

 Previous to its democratic transition, various terms have been applied to describe 

Mexico’s political system.  Among the most commonly used were hyper-presidential, 

highly presidential, authoritarian presidency, absolute sexennial monarchy, and omnipotent 

presidency.101  The key element of Mexican presidency was the dual role played by the 

chief executive as head of both the PRI and the executive branch.102  Even though the 

president could not be re-elected for a second six-year stay in office, several informal rules 

nevertheless gave him additional powers.  Because of the latter, the president was able to 

influence the selection of PRI candidates for governorships, the Senate, key positions in 

Congress, and some mayoralties (Mexico City for instance).  Moreover, as a consequence 

of non re-election, the president chose personally his own successor.  Members of Congress 

are also barred from reelection and are therefore not in the position to balance the 

president’s power.103  

According to Luis Ugalde, 

The president had full control over the selection of PRI candidates for all elected 

offices.  The most important example was the use of the so-called dedazo 

(handpicking) in determining presidential succession.  This process operated via el 

destape (unveiling of the candidate), by which the president concealed his preferred 

candidate (el tapado) until the proper time and then simply communicated the 

choice to party leaders.  Then, the tapado was destapado, that is, the candidate was 

unveiled and nominated.  These terms denote a highly vertical and closed process, 

yet one that enjoyed legitimacy and effectiveness until the early 1980s.104   

 

                                                 
101 Ugalde 2001: 116. These expressions are with the exception of “absolute sexennial monarchy” quite self-
explaining.  Sexennial (as well as sexenio) refers to the six-year presidential term.  “Monarchy” is an allusion 
to the dedazo practice that will be explained later in this chapter.  
102 Ugalde 2001: 117. 
103 Today, the Mexican bicameral congress consists of the 128-member Senate elected for six years, with at 
least one minority senator from each state, and the 500-member Chamber of Deputies elected for three years, 
300 directly and 200 through proportional representation.   
104 Ugalde 2001: 120. 
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In addition to this, for a long time the PRI completely dominated Mexico’s political 

system.  The PRI coalition during its heyday from the thirties to the seventies, included a 

large number of social actors, which in more developed countries are not usually found in 

the same bag:105

1. the new bourgeoisie 

2. the military 

3. the top bureaucracy 

4. the urban middle classes 

5. the intellectuals 

6. the urban working class 

7. the peasantry and allied groups  

 

José López Portillo, the PRI candidate in the presidential elections of 1976 faced 

virtually no opposition and claimed 94 percent of the votes (see Table: 4.1 below).   

 

Table 4.1: Presidential Elections in Mexico since 1976: 

Year of 
election 

President (party) Percentage of 
votes for the 
president  

Percentage of votes for second-
ranked presidential candidate (party) 

1976 López Portillo (PRI) 94.4 N/A 

1982 De la Madrid Hurtado (PRI) 74.4 16.4 (PAN) 

1988 Salinas de Gortari (PRI) 50.7 31.0 (FDN) 

1994 Zedillo Ponce de León (PRI) 48.8 25.9 (PAN) 

2000 Fox Quesada (PAN) 43.4 36.9 (PRI) 

Source: Centre on Democratic Performance, Binghamton University, http://cdp.binghamton.edu  .   

 

The official party always filled no fewer than 80 percent of the seats in the Chamber 

of Deputies until 1982 and controlled all the seats in the Senate before the 1988 presidential 

elections.  Moreover, until 1989 none of the two opposition parties had been acknowledged 

to have won any State elections.106  

                                                 
105 Di Tella 2001: 54-58. 
106 Domínguez 1999: 3. 
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Although Mexico’s most serious human rights abuse dated back to the Tlatelolco 

massacre in 1968,107 human rights were frequently violated in the form of killings, torture, 

and mistreatment by the police during criminal investigations; disappearances; election-

related violence; violence related to land disputes; abuses against independent unions; and 

violations of freedom of the press.  

 Despite these abuses and the lack of democracy, Mexico was not criticised by the 

international public until the late 1980s because the international human rights network did 

not address the Mexican case and domestic human rights organisations were absent in the 

country.108  When Mexico met growing criticism over its lack of democracy and its human 

rights violations after the frauds in the 1988 presidential elections, its foreign policy 

became increasingly entangled with its domestic policy.109  The accusations by human 

rights networks and other international actors threatened the image of the Mexican regime 

abroad. 

 Traditionally, Mexican foreign policy has been described as passive, protectionist 

and isolationist aiming at preserving the country’s independence and self-determination.  

Furthermore, it was deeply routed in the principles of the Mexican revolution and 

characterised by left-wing, nationalist and anti-U.S. policies.110  

President Venustiano Carranza Garza established in 1918 the two pillars which 

should remain the guiding principles of Mexican foreign policy until the end of the 20th 

century: self-determination of every state and, non-intervention in internal matters of other 

states.111  Born out of the experience during the Mexican revolution when Germany and the 

US (by recognising Mexico’s temporary government) intended to intervene in the country’s 

domestic affairs, the so-called Carranza doctrine claimed that all countries are equal and 

pledged to respect the sovereign rights of states.112

                                                 
107 Army troops killed between three and five hundred students, more than two thousand were wounded after 
a peaceful demonstration in a central square in Mexico City.  
108 However, the number of Mexican NGOs in that field grew.  “In 1984 only four human rights NGOs 
existed in Mexico; seven years later there were sixty, and by 1993 there were more than two hundred.  In this 
relation, the creation of the Mexican Academy for Human Rights in 1984 represents an important turning 
point.  Set up by Amnesty International activist Mariclaire Acosta and a group of prestigious Mexican 
intellectuals, the academy focused on human rights issues in Mexico, provided training to human 
practitioners, and encouraged research and education.” (Keck and Sikkink 1998: 111). 
109 Chabat 1991: 2. 
110 Garza Elizondo 1998: 179. 
111 Hernández-Vela 1993; Meyer 2000: 40. 
112 Benítez-Manaut, Raúl 1996b; Seara Vázquez 1997.    
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In 1930, Genaro Estrada Félix, Minister of External Affairs, formulated how the 

principle of non-intervention should be applied in practice.  According to the Estrada 

doctrine, Mexico should establish diplomatic relations to a state only after the latter has 

been recognised by the international community and, in this context, should refrain to tie 

the recognition to a particular government (or regime-type).113  Thus, the doctrine rejected 

the use of recognition as a tool to influence other countries domestic affairs.114  In addition, 

the Estrada doctrine called to solve disputes in a non-violent way and proscribed the use of 

force in international relations.  

The decision of Mexican governments to apply both doctrines in its relations to 

other states, translated into a cautionary, passive, or at times, even isolationist foreign 

policy.  In conclusion, Mexico’s foreign policy is rooted in seven principles, which have 

been developed along the lines of the Carranza and Estrada doctrine:115   

• Self-determination of the people 

• Non-intervention 

• Non-violent resolution of international conflicts 

• Proscription of deterrence or the use of force in international relations 

• Legal equality of states 

• International cooperation to encourage development 

• Struggle for peace and international security    

 

Beginning with the Miguel de la Madrid administration, Mexico experienced an 

economisation of its foreign policy.116  Priority was given to the country’s external debt, 

trade liberalisation, and export promotion.  After the debt crisis in the 1980s, Mexico 

definitely abandoned import-substitution policies, and engaged in a number of trade 

liberalisation policies, most notably, it joined the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 

(GATT) in 1986.  Jorge Chabat, a Mexican political scientist, observed in 1991: “The 

concept of non-intervention is apparently at odds with the trend towards greater openness 

and integration into the world economy which had been evolving during the Salinas 

                                                 
113 Rosenzweig-Díaz 1984; Seara Vázquez 1997. 
114 Abizaid Bucio 2004: 13. 
115 Rabasa 2005. 
116 Chabat 1991: 1. 
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sexenio.”117  We shall see in the next chapter however, that both doctrines continued to 

guide the Mexican argumentation in respond to intensifying international criticism 

regarding its political situation. 

 

                                                 
117 Ibid.: 17.  
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5. The Salinas Administration  
 

Following the spiral model, the Salinas presidency can be characterised as denial 

stage; however, at the end of his term – due to mounting pressure from international actors 

– the government made some tactical concessions.  A democracy clause is absent in the 

NAFTA agreement, so I will first show why trade talks were not linked to democracy.  

Second, this chapter will further explore under which conditions Mexico made some 

structural adoptions of human rights norms – thereby enhancing democratisation.  

 

Democracia a la Mexicana – and its Critics 
 

 Before NAFTA talks are analysed in greater detail, it is important to assess the U.S. 

position towards Mexico.  The focus is on the position of U.S. officials but I will also point 

towards other actors (U.S. based NGOs for instance) that had an impact on Mexico’s 

democratisation. 

Historically, the priority of the United States’ policy towards Mexico has been the 

country’s stabilisation rather than its democratisation.118  Except for the Wilsonian period, 

the non-democratic nature of the Mexican political system has not been a significant factor 

in Mexico-U.S. relations.119  

The most serious criticism in the years prior to NAFTA was aimed at the 

irregularities in the 1985 legislative elections as well as the 1986 state elections in 

Chihuahua where the PAN claimed a victory.120  The PAN, founded in 1939, is the oldest 

opposition party in Mexico.  In contrast to all other opposition parties that were created 

until the 1970s, it has not disappeared.121  

                                                 
118 Covarrubias 2001a: 330. 
119 Meyer 1991. 
120 When questioning the government’s capacity to maintain stability in the country, the American 
government and other actors began to see the PAN as the best alternative to the PRI.  Ideologically, the PAN 
was closer to the United States than the official party.  The PAN was seen by the American press as a pro-
business and conservative party.  Among them there were even some that compared it to the Republican Party 
in the United States (Székely 1986).  A good explanation of the PAN’s history as well as its political ideas can 
be found in: Loaeza 2003. 
121 Magaloni and Moreno 2003: 248-9. 
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In May-June 1986, during hearings in a subcommittee of the U.S. Senate on 

Mexico’s political situation that were led by Senator Jesse Helms, Mexico was depicted as 

a corrupt, interventionist state characterised by widespread electoral fraud.  However, when 

the government and different political groups in Mexico – except the PAN – considered the 

Helms hearings as interference in domestic affairs, the U.S. Department of State responded 

that the hearings did not reflect the view of the U.S. administration.122  

During the NAFTA negotiations U.S. officials proved to be extremely reluctant to 

address democracy and human rights issues. According to Jacqueline Mazza,123  

In contrast to more upfront policies to promote democracy in other nations, U.S. 

officials avoided an explicit policy on emerging Mexican democracy.  Instead, U.S. 

officials were found to share a common belief that it was unwise to publicly criticize 

or confront anti-democratic practices in Mexico.  It was this belief that played a 

dominant role in shaping a pattern of relations characterised by public silence on 

anti-democratic abuses and praise for positive change. 

 

The U.S. officials were afraid that criticising Mexico could impede bilateral 

relations between the two countries; thereby threatening co-operation over other important 

issues such as trade, immigration, and drug trafficking.  They also did not want to 

undermine Salinas’ economic reforms which the U.S. approved.  Mexico’s stability 

continued to be the main concern of the American government but in this occasion, the 

political change, and not status quo, appeared to be the most advisable tool to guarantee 

it.124  The Mexican president was seen as a reformer whereas his main rival in the 1988 

presidential elections, Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas Solórzano,125 opposed the liberalisation 

measures adopted by President Miguel de la Madrid and Salinas.  Denise Dresser argues 

                                                 
122 The objection of the Mexican ambassador in Washington said, among other things: "the Government of 
Mexico does not accept that American officials pronounce themselves on matters of internal policy that 
concern only Mexicans and of which no government can attribute itself the right to emit normative 
judgments... it is surprising how much defamatory power and political irresponsibility some of the disclosed 
judgments imply." (Covarrubias 2001a: 334) 
123 Mazza 2001: 143. 
124 Covarrubias 2001a: 331. 
125 Cárdenas was formerly a PRI-backed governor of the state of Michoacán and son of Mexico’s most 
revered president Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-40) who nationalised the Mexican oil industry in 1938 (thereby 
expropriating several U.S. companies).  Later, Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas founded one of the main opposition 
parties to PRI, the PRD. 
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that “Mexico’s successes in economic stabilization and restructuring (along with the fears 

awakened by the near-triumph of a perceived leftist in 1988) dramatically reduced interest 

in political change in Mexico.”126  

In the first ever international hearing of electoral fraud in Mexico, in mid-May 

1990, the OAS Inter-American Commission for Human Rights issued a report in response 

to the complaint brought by the PAN that had protested against irregularities in the 

Durango and Chihuahua state elections held in 1985 and 1986.127  The OAS ruled that the 

electoral codes of the two states violated the American Human Rights Convention which 

guarantees citizens the right to vote in genuine and periodic elections.128  In its reply, the 

Mexican government stated that any comment on electoral matters “would not only 

constitute an extra limitation that conforms to the constitutional instrument that creates it 

but would also violate the principle of non-intervention.”129  Furthermore, it argued that the 

Commission conclusion on elections would constitute an intervention, according to the 

OAS Charter.  The OAS in return responded that Mexico had ratified the American 

Convention on Human Rights, which guaranteed the rights to vote and be elected.  

Eventually, the international organisation concluded that Mexico’s position was unfounded.  

In the end, the Mexican government refused to recognise the jurisdiction of the OAS.  

Again, in 1992, Mexico was the only state to vote against the Protocol of 

Washington, which allows the OAS to expel countries no longer conforming to the 

principles of representative democracy.  Completely isolated among the participating 

countries, Mexico fiercely opposed the Protocol.130  In its official statement appended to 

the protocol, the Mexican government insisted,  

Mexico has reacted swiftly and firmly to disruptions of the constitutional order on 

numerous occasions in the past but remains convinced, nonetheless, that democracy 

                                                 
126 Dresser 1993: 90. See also: Covarrubias 2001a: 337. 
127 The Inter-American human rights regime revolves around a commission and a court: The Inter-American 
Court of Human Rights and the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights (Donnelly 1995: 133-135). 
128 The text of the convention is available at: : OAS : Inter-American Commission on Human Rights: 
American Convention on Human Rights, Hwww.cidh.org/Basicos/basic3.htmH, accessed: 1 March 2006.  It 
was adopted at the Inter-American Specialized Conference on Human Rights in San José, Costa Rica, on 22 
November 1969.  The Mexican deposit of ratification was made on  3 April 1982. 
129 Chabat 1991: 11. The government added hat if a “State agreed to submit itself to international jurisdiction 
with respect to the election of its political bodies, a State would cease to be sovereign.” Cited in Keck and 
Sikkink 1998: 113. 
130 Gosselin and Thérien 1999: 179-180.   
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is a process which comes from the sovereign will of the people, and cannot be 

imposed from outside.  …  It insists, however, that it is unacceptable to give to 

regional organisations supranational powers and instruments for intervening in the 

internal affairs of our states.  …  Mexico is opposed to the punitive character 

ascribed to the OAS and reaffirms its conviction that cooperation and dialogue are 

the most effective means of resolving internal conflicts within states or conflicts 

between states.131  

 

In the preceding year, heavy pressure was required to secure in extremis Mexico’s 

vote in favour of OAS Resolution 1080, which obliges member states to consult each other 

when the democratic process is disrupted within the boundaries of a member country.  

Mexico also opposed OAS interventions to re-establish democracy in Haiti, Peru, and 

Guatemala and rejected the creation of a multinational force to protect democracy, all in the 

name of the principle of non-intervention in the internal affairs of a foreign country.132  It is 

fair to say that Mexico positioned itself alongside Brazil as one of the most conservative 

states in the hemisphere.  Mexico fiercely opposed an institutional and normative 

reinforcement of the Inter-American system.   

Because the OAS ruling and a critical Americas Watch report on Mexico’s human 

rights situation coincided with the announcements of NAFTA talks, the Mexican 

government felt pressured to take some actions.  In this atmosphere of external criticism, 

President Salinas created on 6 June 1990 the National Commission of Human Rights 

(CNDH), made up of well-known and highly regarded civilians.133   

Although its advisory body would conduct investigations on human rights cases and 

issue recommendations, the CDNH had neither the independent authority to compel 

adherence to its recommendations, nor could it take up political and labour rights.134  The 

Salinas government sought to avoid with this move scrutiny from both, the U.S. 

administration and U.S. Congress regarding democracy and human rights issues.  

                                                 
131 OAS: Amendments to the Protocol of Washington, Hwww.oas.org/juridico/english/Sigs/a-56.htmlH, 
accessed: 1 March 2006.  
132 Bélanger and Mace 1999: 164-165. 
133 For a detailed account of Mexican human rights organisations, see: Cleary 1997: 25-42. 
134 Nevertheless, through a reform in 1992 the CNDH was incorporated in the Mexican Constitution and 
similar organisations were created on a state level (López-Ayllón and Fix-Fierro 2000).  
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Shortly after that step, opposition forces in Mexico raised the possibility of the 

supervising Mexican elections by outside observers.  The Minister of Foreign Relations, 

Fernando Solana, refused this proposal and added,  

To the principle of sovereignty one wishes to subordinate the idea of 

interdependence.  The principle of non-intervention is set aside on the grounds of its 

alleged contradiction of the duty of teaching human rights and electoral processes.  

We oppose the reversal of international law.135  

 

Rejection came also from President Salinas who expressed that, 

Our democracy is sovereign. Certainly, yours is the universal ideal of self-

government by means of presentation based on a universal secret ballot.  But one 

does not imitate nor subordinate oneself to foreign criteria.  Discussion on our 

democracy knows no bounds and has only one decisive judge:  the Mexican 

people.136   

 

Salinas’ government reacted to international critics in a symbolic way, without 

changing its policy.  Reforms such as the creation of the CNDH were after all only 

marginal tactical adjustments of a government which failed to improve significantly 

Mexican democracy. 
On 26 April 1991, in Luxembourg, the Mexican government signed a Framework 

Agreement for Co-operation with the European Community.137  Political, trade, and 

investment issues remained barely unchanged; this agreement expanded primarily 

development assistance.  The accord resembled the so-called third-generation agreements 

that the EEC concluded with most Latin American countries.  However, unlike the latter 

accords that included a democracy clause or a commitment to the “democratic foundations 

of co-operation,” the 1991 Framework Agreement did not contain such a clause.138  Mexico 

                                                 
135 Chabat 1991: 13. A month later Solana repeated his administration’s policy by declaring that the 
“problems of democracy would have to be resolved by the Mexicans and not by importing specialised 
observers from Atlanta or Milwaukee who tell us how to do things” (Ibid.: 14). 
136 Chabat 1991: 13. 
137 This accord replaced the first so-called Framework Agreement, which was signed on 16 September 1975. 
The 1991 Framework Agreement entered into force on 1 January 1992.  
138 Sanahuja 2000: 38. Third-generation agreements, which explicitly supported pacific transition and 
democracy, were negotiated with Argentina and Chile for instance.  
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considered the democracy clause a threat to the country’s non-interventionist foreign policy 

and therefore vigorously opposed its inclusion.  The Mexican government further expressed 

that the clause constituted a unilateral imposition and a clear intervention in Mexico’s 

domestic affairs.139  As Salinas came into power after a massive electoral fraud, he also had 

personal reasons to disapprove such a clause.  Instead, Mexico proposed the following text 

which would – as part of the preamble – only refer in general terms to human rights:  

Considering that the main beneficiary of co-operation is man, and that respect of 

his rights should therefore be promoted.140

 

Finally, this “non-binding” text was incorporated into the preamble, and the 

Mexican government successfully determined that a democracy clause would not be part of 

the actual agreement.141  

 

NAFTA and Mexican Democracy 
 

During NAFTA fast track debate, democracy was a minor issue, raising only 

concern from a few politicians in the U.S.  When NAFTA negotiations were initially 

announced, Mexican and U.S. high officials, as well as both presidents, never addressed a 

potential relationship between trade negotiations and democratic development, even on the 

positive side of arguing the trade agreement’s contribution to democracy.142  That said, the 

inclusion of a democracy clause to NAFTA was never really considered.  Canada and the 

U.S. did not attempt to link the trade agreement to democracy and human rights issues.143  

As a consequence, the Mexican government could have remained confident and calm in 

relation to this topic;  however, the Salinas administration proved to be very sensitive in 

regard to the matter and therefore tried to prevent any effort to raise the issue of Mexican 

democracy.  
                                                 
139 Arrieta Munguia 1996: 130-131; Sanahuja 2000: 38. 
140 European Union 1991. 
141 The position of Mexico and the European Union regarding the democracy clause will be the subject of the 
next chapter. 
142 Mazza 2001: 71-72. 
143 Besides, the Canada-U.S. Free Trade Agreement (CUSFTA), the precursor to NAFTA, did not contain a 
democracy clause. See: Canada, DFAIT: The Canada-United States Free Trade Agreement (CUSFTA): 
Hwww.dfait-maeci.gc.ca/tna-nac/documents/cusfta-e.pdfH, accessed: 1 March 2006.   
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When a minority of U.S. Congressmen began to talk about possible links between 

trade and democracy, President Salinas made clear, in his State of the Union address in 

early November 1990, that Mexico’s democracy was “not subject to external 

evaluation.”144  Furthermore, Mexican Foreign Relations Secretary Fernando Solana 

emphasised that any inclusion of political conditions in the accord would be rejected. 

Repeatedly, as in the case of the Monterrey summit (26 November 1990), officials 

of the Bush administration made clear, not only that political reform was not to be a part of 

the trade agenda, but also that the United States had no concerns at all about the nature of 

political reform in Mexico.145  Democracy was the only issue during the NAFTA 

negotiations in which the U.S. was not seeking to impose any model on Mexico.  

According to Gentleman and Zubek, “the momentum for political democracy in Mexico 

was undercut by Mexican elite perception that the United States would not insist upon 

democratic condition as a prerequisite for integration and was, in fact, prepared to sacrifice 

progress in this political area for the sake of protecting the initiative for economic 

integration.”146

Beside the reluctance of the Bush administration to put democracy on the agenda, 

NAFTA opposition in the U.S. did also not raise the issue.  For the majority of opponents, 

such as labour unions for instance, the issue had been discredited in their eyes by fierce 

NAFTA critics like the 1992 presidential candidate Ross Perot.  Moreover, the AFL-CIO 

had been known as supporting the Confederation of Mexican Workers (CTM), the PRI-

aligned trade union and therefore faced a credibility problem.  As a consequence, NAFTA 

opposition agreed to put U.S. job losses and, to lesser extent, environmental concerns at the 

forefront of their campaign.147  

When the treaty was signed on 17 December 1992, by President George Bush, 

Prime Minister Brian Mulroney, and President Carlos Salinas de Gortari it completely 

omitted the issue of democracy.  The only remaining possibility would have been to 

integrate democracy into the side agreements on labour and environment.  However, again, 

opponents to NAFTA neglected democracy and human rights, and chose job losses and 

                                                 
144 Mazza 2001: 72. 
145 Ibid.: 75. 
146 Gentleman and Zubek 1992. 
147 Mayer 1998: Chapter 7 and 8. 

 43



The Salinas Administration 

environmental concerns as their main arguments against the treaty.  In the months 

preceding the ratification of NAFTA in the U.S. Congress, President Clinton acknowledged 

Mexico’s lack of democracy.  However, he failed to address the omission of democracy in 

the agreement.  Instead, Clinton, a proponent of NAFTA, strengthened the crucial role the 

agreement could play in the further democratisation of Mexico.148  

Finally, when NAFTA – along with the two side agreements on labour and 

environment – was ratified in the U.S. Congress on 20 November 1993, neither the actual 

treaty nor the side deals included a reference to democracy.149  Nevertheless, the tough 

battle over the treaty’s ratification, had raised fear within the PRI that any delay would 

move the process too close to the 1994 presidential elections in Mexico – giving NAFTA 

opponents another possibility to link trade and democracy.  During the negotiations, 

Mexico had been largely exempted from U.S. officials’ criticism, and once NAFTA had 

been ratified, these fears were supposed to vanish.  Much to everyone’s surprise, at the end 

of the Salinas presidency, Mexican democracy was exposed to far greater criticism.  

Mexico’s image of political stability was rocked by the news of an armed uprising 

in Chiapas beginning on the 1 January 1994, the day NAFTA came into force.  Armed 

rebels which called themselves Zapatistas, an allusion to the hero of Mexico’s revolution, 

Emiliano Zapata, stood up for human rights, non-discrimination, and land tenure rights for 

the indigenous population.  The Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN) denounced the 

Salinas government as illegitimate and they declared that their uprising was aimed at 

bringing political reforms for the country.  When armed rebels seized several towns and 

took control of roadways in Chiapas,150 one hundred and forty-five people were left dead in 

brief fighting between the EZLN and the Mexican army.  During the fighting, the Mexican 

government was accused of severe human rights violations.151  It became clear that the 

government could no longer control information as it had done in 1968, the year of the 

Tlatelolco massacre.  The EZLN demonstrated a sophisticated awareness of the 

                                                 
148 Similarly, Former President Carter, argued that Mexico “still has a long way to go to have a truly honest, 
democratic election,” and claimed that “the single most important factor that will bring democracy and honest 
elections to our next-door neighbours is to have NAFTA approved and implemented.” (Mazza 2001: 97). 
149 This was also the case for NAFTA’s preamble, see: Canada 1992. 
150 Chiapas is the most Southern state of Mexico and borders Guatemala.  
151 Mazza 2001: 102. 
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international press and other trans-national actors.152  The events in Chiapas opened up a 

window of opportunity for domestic and foreign actors in favour of democracy to force the 

government to engage in more significant electoral reforms.  

In reaction to this conflict, on 2 February 1994, the U.S. Congress held hearings on 

Mexico’s democracy.  Not surprisingly, Mexico’s Assistant Secretary of Foreign Affairs 

Andrés Rosenthal, responded that: “It must be made very clear that the enactment of the 

free trade agreement does not give anyone outside Mexico the right to erect himself as a 

judge of affairs that only we Mexicans should resolve.”153

 The Salinas presidency came further under pressure when on the 23 March 1994, 

Luis Donaldo Colosio, the PRI’s presidential candidate, was assassinated.  Along with the 

Zapatista insurgency, this act of violence jolted the Mexican political establishment in the 

months before the presidential elections in August.154  Consequently, international criticism 

grew rapidly and pushed the Salinas government to accept international observation for the 

presidential elections.  Contrasting with the previous position of U.S. officials to avoid the 

subject of Mexican democracy, President Clinton wanted electoral fraud as in 1988 not to 

be repeated for the upcoming presidential elections.  The U.S. president, as well as U.S. 

Congress, overtly supported international observation of the elections and provided funds 

for a high-profile U.S. visitor delegation and a Mexican citizen alliance to observe the 

elections.155  Around the same time, Mexican pro-democracy groups formed the Alianza 

Civica (Civic Alliance) to assure the legitimacy of the elections.  The alliance was 

supported by several U.S. NGOs such as NED (National Endowment for Democracy) 

affiliates, and the NDI (National Democratic Institute for International Affairs).156

In May 1994, U.S. Secretary Warren Christopher traveled to Mexico in order to 

convince the Salinas government to accept international observation of the elections.  

Although the U.S. position did not change fundamentally and, harsh criticism was still 

avoided by U.S. officials, closer ties due to NAFTA increased the importance of democracy 

                                                 
152 Manuel Castells (1997) describes the EZLN as the “first informational guerrilla movement” 75-86. 
153 Mazza 2001: 104. 
154 Cameron and Tomlin 2000: 208. 
155 As Mazza (2001: 111-112) notes, the so-called Torricelli resolution (17 May 1994) was the first time in 
modern times that U.S. Congress commented on Mexico’s political system.  
156 Mazza 2001: 112. 
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in bilateral U.S.-Mexican relations.  In this respect, the Chiapas conflict and Colosio’s 

assassination had a considerable impact on the change of U.S. attitude towards Mexico.  

Shortly after the secretary’s visit, the Mexican government decided that Mexican 

citizens would be accredited as election observers.  In addition, it formally legalised 

“international visitors” who would also be accredited to be present during the elections.  

This change is remarkable considering that just a few months before, in October 1993, the 

Secretary of External Relations, Fernando Solana, had declared that the Mexican 

government would not accept foreign observers, only Mexicans.  Further, he had argued 

that “elections are the most fundamental exercise of sovereignty and they always should be 

in the hands of the citizens of Mexico.”157  

 As a reaction to the Zapatista uprising however, the government was forced to 

establish a pact by the end of January 1994 – the "Agreement for Peace, Justice and 

Democracy" – which allowed the Mexican Congress in March to modify article 41 of the 

Constitution and 31 articles of the Federal Code of Institutions and Electoral Procedures 

(COFIPE).  These modifications were necessary because the Mexican Constitution, as well 

as electoral laws, had hitherto prohibited the presence of foreigners in political processes.  

This reform extended the powers of national observers, and would later allow the 

counselling of the UN as well as international observation in the subsequent presidential 

elections.158  

The representative of Mexico at the UN, Ambassador Víctor Flores Olea, declared 

that the presence of international observers “did not mean abandonment of sovereignty but, 

to declare that there is nothing to hide and that electoral processes in Mexico could be 

observed freely.”159  Mexican officials would depict the international supervision as a 

consequence of globalisation.  Nevertheless, the acceptance of international observers does 

not indicate that Mexico’s government had been convinced of democratic norms.  Manuel 

Tello, the Secretary of External Relations, for instance maintained that he “still has not 

                                                 
157 Covarrubias 2001a: 341.  
158 Benítez Manaut 1996a. 
159 Covarrubias 2001a: 342.  
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been convinced of the necessity that people from outside the country would have to observe 

the election process.”160

As a response to the allegations of widespread fraud in 1988 presidential elections, 

and then, in 1994, in order to contain the political effects from the Zapatista rebellion and 

the Colosio assassination, the Salinas administration passed several electoral reform 

laws:161

 First, the most important reform was the guarantee of minority parties’ 

representation in the legislature; for instance no party would be allowed to hold a majority 

in the Chamber of Deputies which would enable it to change the constitution by itself.  This 

reform provided the ground for the 1997 victory of the opposition in the Chamber.  Second, 

the Federal Elections Institute (IFE) was strengthened, introducing a “check and balance” 

system between the parties in the supervision of elections.  Third, improvements in the 

efficiency and transparency of the election process were made; the electoral registry, the 

lists of voters, and the voter identification cards would be subject to external audits.  

Fourth, the president could no longer name the mayor of Mexico City, who would be 

elected by popular vote.  Furthermore, the Bank of Mexico formally became an 

autonomous institution, thus limiting the president’s capacity to dictate the country’s 

monetary policy.162

 

The Spiral Model and the Salinas Administration 
 

In the last section of this chapter, I will analyse whether constructivist theory is able 

to explain the Mexican government’s attitude towards democracy and human rights.  The 

Salinas’ administration has gone through three different phases regarding the spiral model.   

First, international human rights networks and foreign governments increasingly 

criticised the Salinas’ government in relation to Mexican democracy (e.g. electoral frauds) 

                                                 
160 Among other officials, Tello reportedly opposed international observation, while Salinas favoured it 
(Mazza 2001: 111). Colosio, too, had expressed his willingness to accept foreign observers for the 1994 
elections (Covarrubias 2001a: 341-342). 
161 For more information on the reforms, see: Domínguez (1999: 5-7). 
162 Dresser 2003: 323. 
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and human rights (the Chiapas uprising for instance).  These events are similar to the initial 

phase of the model which is characterised by repression and activation of network. 

The reaction of the government was to refuse the validity of international human 

rights norms and to emphasise that its human rights practices are subject to domestic 

jurisdiction (denial).  Mexico repeatedly accused international actors of illegitimate 

violation of national sovereignty.  This behaviour clearly indicates norm socialisation was 

stuck in the denial phase. Incidents like the creation of the CNDH were largely symbolic 

and motivated by strategic calculations.  

It was only towards the end of his term that Salinas accelerated the pace of reforms 

in order to shun his government from further outside criticism.  The results were a number 

of tactical concessions mainly consisting of reforms in Mexico’s electoral system.  

According to Risse and Sikkink, socialisation occurs already in the denial stage when actors 

enter an argumentative process to defend their position.163  The dispute between Mexico 

and the OAS is such a case in point and can be considered – among other things – to have 

pushed the Salinas administration to adopt electoral reforms.  

 Under Salinas, Mexico did no longer strive for economic independence; instead, it 

rejected the import substitution model and accepted interventions from external actors.  

During NAFTA negotiations, Canada and the U.S. made clear that Mexico had to change 

fundamentally its domestic laws to meet the requirements of the agreement’s chapters on 

investment, financial services, and dispute settlement.164  In this context, the Salinas 

government agreed for instance that NAFTA undermined the Calvo doctrine, which had 

been incorporated in Mexico’s constitution.  The latter states that foreign investors cannot 

turn to their home governments to support their claims against the Mexican government.165  

Mexico did not relinquish other non-interventionist principles (namely the Carranza 

and Estrada doctrines), which in the eyes of the Salinas administration continued to be the 

appropriate guiding rules for the political realm.  Thus, attempts to convince Mexican 

officials of the need to respect international human rights agreements to which it was a 

party or, to accept a democracy clause in its treaty with the EEC were in vain.   

                                                 
163 Risse and Sikkink 1999: 23-24. 
164 Cameron and Tomlin 2000; Mayer 1998; Canada 1992, Chapter 11, 14 and 20.  
165 The Calvo clause legitimised for example the nationalisation of Mexico’s oil industry under President 
Lázaro Cárdenas in the 1930s.  
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According to Risse, the first three phases of the spiral model do not differ much 

from rationalist expectations.166  The description of the tactical concessions that were made 

by the Salinas administration confirms this point.  Republican liberalism, too, would have 

correctly predicted the government’s attitude towards human rights agreements.  From an 

empirical standpoint, the debate whether the Salinas administration rejected human rights 

agreements on the grounds of high sovereignty costs or, because doctrines of sovereignty 

prevailed over human rights norms, seems futile.  In a similar way, the government’s 

attempts to prevent criticism regarding Mexico’s lack of democracy may be explained 

convincingly by both approaches.  We will see in the next chapter, however, that the spiral 

model and republican liberalism do diverge when it comes to explain Mexico’s shift 

towards acceptance of these norms. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

                                                 
166 Risse 2003: 120; see also Risse and Sikkink 1999: 12.  
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6. The Zedillo Administration  
 

This part describes Mexico’s changing attitude towards democracy and human 

rights under the Zedillo presidency.  I will start with an outline of the government’s reform 

policies before analysing in detail the democracy clause in the Global Agreement.  In 

addition, we will have a closer look at Mexico’s international human rights policy (in 

particular within the OAS).  At the end of this chapter, I will compare the empirical 

findings to the hypothesis regarding Mexico’s norm socialisation.  

 

Domestic Reforms of the Government 
  

Six days after Colosio’s murder, Ernesto Zedillo Ponce de León (1994-2000) was 

named as PRI’s new candidate for the presidential elections.  The former Minister of 

Education and Colosio’s campaign manager was chosen by President Salinas and the PRI 

state governors.167  As a consequence of widespread electoral frauds in the 1980s, 

provoking international criticism, the 1994 presidential elections represented an important 

challenge to the PRI.168  The main opponents of Zedillo were Diego Fernández de Cevallos 

for the PAN,169 and Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, who ran again for president, this time as the 

candidate of the PRD which he founded from the smaller parties that backed his first 

candidacy in 1988. 

On 21 August 1994, Zedillo was elected president.  Governmental, 

intergovernmental, and nongovernmental election observers helped guarantee that the 1994 

elections were relatively free of fraud (thus paradoxically legitimising the PRI victory).  

Although some cases of vote buying and fraud were reported, especially in rural areas, it is 

safe to say that the PRI would have won the elections anyway.  Zedillo’s party got half of 

the votes, PAN and PRD won 30 and 16 percent respectively.170  International reactions to 

                                                 
167 Domínguez 1999: 5. 
168 Covarrubias 2001a: 340. 
169 Fernandez de Cevallos had been the only candidate who was selected by internal primaries, unlike both 
Zedillo and Cárdenas (Cameron and Tomlin 2000: 215).  
170 Cameron and Tomlin 2000: 215.  
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the elections were mainly positive, though some criticism came from NGOs and the 

opposition parties. 

Zedillo was aware that the economic changes implemented by Salinas, demanded 

further necessary political and economic reforms to create more openness in the Mexican 

political system.  Contrary to his predecessors, he offered a republican presidency, detached 

from the ruling PRI, and he frequently kept his word and left decisions to Congress.   

In one of the crowning achievements of his administration, the president negotiated 

a National Political Agreement on Electoral Reform, which was accepted by all political 

parties and passed by the Congress unanimously in July 1996.171  The Agreement further 

established the (IFE) as an independent body.  One-quarter of the senators would be chosen 

through proportional representation in a national constituency.  Public financing of the 

political parties was increased greatly, limiting private sources of financing to just 10 

percent of total campaign expenditures.  The access of the parties to mass media was also 

increased.  Moreover, since 1995, executive nominations for Supreme Court justices have 

to be ratified by two-thirds of the Senate, instead of a simple majority.172   

These reforms proved to have a considerable impact on the nationwide 

congressional elections (7 July 1997), which were generally free and fair, except for some 

instances of voter intimidation and violence.173  The elections brought a historic result, for 

the first time ever; the PRI lost its majority in the Chamber of Deputies.  The PRI won 

39.1% of the vote for the Chamber of Deputies, the PAN won 26,6%, and the PRD 

25,7%.174  PAN mayors governed nearly all of Mexico’s largest cities; and the PRD 

governed Mexico City.  The PRI held many mayoralties but mostly in medium and small 

cities and towns. According to Jorge Domínguez,  

As the PRI government’s economic performance plummeted in late 1994 and early 

1995, more voters broke with the ruling party.  Moreover, many voters experienced 

state or local governments organised by a party other than the PRI especially in 

1995 and 1996; this allowed them to update their information about these parties 
                                                 
171 Domínguez 1999: 8 
172 Dresser 2003: 323. 
173 This was the case in Chiapas for example.  
174 The PAN won a majority of a state’s delegation to the federal Chamber of Deputies in Baja California 
Norte, Guanajato, Jalisco, Nuevo León, and Querétaro, and it won a plurality in Sonora. The PRD won a 
majority of a state’s delegation to the Chamber of Deputies in Mexico City and in Michoacán.  In 1997, the 
PRD elected Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas as governor of the Federal District (Domínguez 1999: 9). 
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and learn that they could be trusted with greater political power – hence the 

opposition victories in 1997. 175

 

The same year, the governor of the Federal District (Mexico City), hitherto 

appointed by the president, would be elected for the first time directly by the city’s voters.  

Beside the electoral reforms that led to the Congressional victory of the opposition parties, 

Zedillo also changed previously existing informal rules.  As early as November 1994, 

Zedillo had proposed to establish a “healthy distance” (sana distancia) between his party 

and the presidency.  Although his proposal was not reflected in the way party leaders 

continued to be selected, the idea of holding primaries to select PRI candidates began to 

gain momentum after 1997.  The first open and regulated exercise in primary elections 

(within the PRI) occurred successfully in 1998, in the State of Chihuahua in Northern 

Mexico, when a variety of PRI candidates openly campaigned across the state.176  In the 

end, Patricio Martínez, a local politician with no direct ties either to the centre or to the 

president, was nominated to the governorship, which he subsequently won.  After that 

experiment, other states began to implement a similar selection process.177  

To quote Cameron and Tomlin, Zedillo’s biggest achievement, “is that he, as he 

liked to say, had cut off his own finger.”178  During his visit to California in June 1999, 

Zedillo proudly revealed to Governor Gray Davis that the PRI would conduct internal 

elections to nominate its candidate for presidential elections in 2000 – instead of the 

customary dedazo.179  Following the president’s announcement, in November 1999, the 

ruling PRI held primary elections to select its candidate for the presidential race of 2000.  

Francisco Labastida Ochoa won by a wide margin.  The use of primary elections, in which 

an estimated ten million people voted, to decide the future candidate, was hailed as a 

progress in Mexico’s process of democratisation.180  

                                                 
175 Domínguez 1999: 16. Greater transparency in the election process and improved access to mass media also 
explain the success of the opposition parties. 
176 For an overview on how internal party reforms in the state of Chihuahua contributed to the democratisation 
of the PRI, see: Chand 2001: 245-253. 
177 Ugalde 2001: 122. 
178 Cameron and Tomlin 2000: 223. 
179 Valverde Loya 2001: 691. 
180 Cameron and Tomlin 2000: 223. 
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According to Camp, Zedillo set in motion four fundamental patterns that altered the 

Mexican political context, all of which contributed to advances in democratisation.181  First, 

he decentralised presidential decision-making, rarely intervening in political disputes.  

Second, he granted governors increased autonomy, thereby strengthening their political 

resources and encouraging federalism.  Third, he separated the party from the state, and by 

encouraging public campaign financing, eliminated the government party’s financial 

advantages.  Fourth, and finally, he laid the groundwork for an independent judiciary and a 

stronger legislative branch. 

 

The Global Agreement 
 

As part of the Global Agreement with the European Union, Mexico accepted for the 

first time in an international agreement to link trade directly to democracy.  I will first 

explain the general motivations of the parties to conclude a trade and co-operation 

agreement, and further show the reasons why the European Union pushed for a democracy 

clause.  Thereafter, we will take a closer look at the arguing process between the two actors 

that led to the final inclusion of the clause.   

 The signing of the Global Agreement was a reaction to trade diversion that NAFTA 

provoked in bilateral EU-Mexican trade.182  European governments were driven by the 

need to secure some degree of engagement with Mexico to offset the halving of the EU’s 

share of the Mexican market in the wake of Mexico’s accession to NAFTA (see: Table 

6.1).183  The existing co-operation accords between the Mexico and the EU did not include 

specific commitments for trade liberalisation, consequently, several European firms lobbied 

intensively for the conclusion of a free trade agreement with Mexico.  Particularly active 

were British, Dutch and Spanish banks, Spanish telecommunications groups, and German 

automotive firms.184  Hence, in 1994, during the last year of Salinas’ presidency the 

                                                 
181 Camp 2003: 257. 
182 Sanahuja 2000: 47; Villegas M. 1999; Villegas M. 2001: 820-821. 
183 In this respect, it is important to recall President Salinas’s claim that he had turned to NAFTA after being 
rebuffed by the EU at the beginning of the 1990s (Cameron and Tomlin 2000: 1-2; 62). 
184 Manger 2004: 25-30. 

 53



The Zedillo Administration 

European Union proposed the idea of an agreement which would in terms of scope outreach 

by far the hitherto existing 1991 Framework Agreement.185

 The Zedillo administration was worried about the growing economic dependence on 

the United States (see Table 6.1).  In this regard, the National Development Plan 1995-2000 

strengthened the necessity to diversify Mexico’s trade relations.186  Zedillo’s government 

therefore concluded that the aim of diversification was best served with the signing of new 

trade and investment agreements.187  

 

Table 6.1: Regional Structure of Mexican Trade (1990, 1994, 1999) 

Country/Region Percentage of Mexican trade 

 1990 1994 1999 

EU-15 15.5 8.3 6.4 

United States 67.7 77.7 81.1 

MERCOSUR 2.2 2.0 1.1 

Japan 4.9 3.4 2.1 
Source: Modified table from Busse and Koopmann 2001: 6. 
 

In this context, Manuel Marín, vice-president of the European Commission, was an 

important advocate for an accord with Mexico.  More generally, Spain rapidly became 

Mexico’s privileged interlocutor in the following negotiations with Communitarian Europe.  

By coincidence, France had also promoted an agreement through her Minister of External 

Relations Alain Juppé, who visited Mexico in February of 1994.188  

 On 2 May 1995, the European Council, the European Commission, and the Mexican 

government signed in Paris a Joint Solemn Declaration which established the three pillars 

of a future agreement: a reinforced high-level political dialogue, a framework for 

investment and trade in goods and services and, the intensification of economic co-

operation.189  

                                                 
185 Garza Elizondo 1998: 183. 
186 Arès 2002: 31-32.  
187 Garza Elizondo 1998: 181-182. Bélanger 2004; Villegas 2001. 
188 Arrieta Munguía 1996: 138. 
189 Cruz Miramontes 2003: 162-163; Sanahuja 2000: 48. 
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Subsequently, these issues were accomplished with the help of three different 

judicial instruments:  

1) The Agreement on Economic and Political Association and Co-operation, the so-

called Global Agreement190 

2) The Interim Agreement Concerning Trade and Trade-Related Issues 

3) Joint Declaration on Services and Intellectual Property Matters 

 

This rather complicated formula was required because the different issue areas were 

divided in relation to the competence of EU institutions on the one hand, and EU member 

states on the other.  According to Article 133 of the Treaty of Amsterdam, treaties that deal 

exclusively with commercial issues only require the agreement of the European Parliament 

and not the national parliaments.191  For this reason, the Interim Agreement (which also 

contained a democracy clause) allowed the immediate start of negotiations in trade and 

trade-related issues.  Services and Intellectual Property Rights (IPRs), however, had to be 

dealt with separately under the competence of the member states.  As a consequence, the 

Interim Agreement was approved in a shorter amount of time than the other two 

components.192  

Leaving aside the economic aspects, we will now turn to the Global Agreement that 

included the democracy clause and established an institutional framework for political 

dialogue.193  The initiative to integrate a democracy clause in the agreement came from the 

EU, which made a considerable step in integrating human rights and democratic principles 

into the policies of the EU with the entry into force of the Treaty on European Union (TEU) 

                                                 
190 Supposedly, the expression “Global Agreement” was first used in a meeting by the European Comissioner 
Manuel Marín.  In the following it became the common designation for the Agreement of Economic 
Partnership Political Co-ordination and Co-operation Agreement (Degrelle 2002: 67). 
191 Cremona 2000. 
192 Cruz Miramontes 2003: 164; Zabludovsky 2004: 15.  The EU sought to facilitate trade liberalisation with 
Mexico and chose to deal with these issues in the Interim Agreement to avoid a slow process such as in the 
case of Mercosur-EU talks.  France, Sénat : Session ordinaire de 1998-1999, Annexe au procès-verbal de la 
séance, La ratification de l’accord de partenariat économique, de coordination politique et de coopération 
entre la Communauté européenne et les Etats-Unis du Mexique, October 1998, Hwww.senat.fr/leg/PJL98-
3.htmlH, accessed: 1 March 2006. 
193 See Cruz Miramontes (2003: Chapter 4) for a good overview of the trade accord; González Hernández 
(2002) on the Rules of Origin; Aguilar Antuñano, Casco Flores and Rosenzweig Pichardo (2002) on 
agriculture; López Ayllón (2002) on Dispute Settlement and; Manger (2004) on investment.  
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on 1 November 1993.194  According to the treaty, the development and consolidation of 

“democracy and the rule of law, and respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms” 

represents an important objective of the EU’s Common Security and Foreign Policy 

(CSFP).  At the same time, the new title on development co-operation includes a second 

direct reference to human rights and democratisation: “Community policy in this area shall 

contribute to the general objective of developing and consolidating democracy and the rule 

of law and to that of respecting human rights and fundamental freedoms.”195  

The basis for a dialogue on human rights and democracy is the essential elements 

clause included more or less systematically in all third country Community agreements 

since 1992.196  A Council decision on the basic modalities of this clause was approved in 

May 1995.197  Since then, the human rights clause has been included in all subsequently 

negotiated bilateral agreements of a general nature (excluding some sectoral agreements, 

for example on textiles and agricultural products).  More than twenty such agreements have 

already been signed.  These agreements come in addition to the more than thirty 

agreements negotiated before May 1995, which have a human rights clause not necessarily 

following the model launched in 1995.198  Thus far, the position of the then EEC had been 

different, as both, development policy and the CSFP had not evolved to the same extent.  

New EC rules about economic assistance to developing countries, passed in 1992, included 

an express commitment to democratic conditionality.  Furthermore, the Treaty of the 

European Union, in force since November 1993, makes the promotion of democracy one of 

the three main objectives of EU development policy.199

Article 181bis of the TEU extended the objective of promoting the respect of human 

rights and fundamental freedoms, from development co-operation to all forms of co-

                                                 
194 This treaty is also known as the Maastricht Treaty. 
195 European Union, European Commission: The EU’s Human Rights and Democratisation Policy, latest 
update: December 2001,Hwww.europa.eu.int/comm/external_relations/human_rights/intro/index.htmH, 
accessed:  1 March 2006.    
196 See: Moreno Fernández (1996) for a detailed description of the origins of EU democracy clauses and an 
explanation of  the different types of the clause: 1. the fundamental clause, 2. the essential elements clause, 3. 
the Baltic clause and, 4. the Bulgarian clause.      
197 In May 1995, the Council of Ministers of General Issues expressed that all EU agreements should include 
standard democracy clauses in accordance with a proposal of the European Commission of May of the same 
year. 
198  European Union, European Commission: The EU’s Human Rights and Democratisation Policy, latest 
update: December 2001,Hwww.europa.eu.int/comm/external_relations/human_rights/intro/index.htmH, 
accessed:  1 March 2006.    
199 Sanahuja 2000: 50. 
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operation with third countries.200  The promotion of human rights and democratisation 

policy is an essential complement to the EU’s support for multilateral trade and investment 

facilitation.201  Regarding its democracy promotion policy, the EU claims to be guided by a 

positive and comprehensive philosophy of democracy building, consistent with a socio-

economic approach to international relations.202  In the view of the EU, democracy and 

human rights in third countries are most effectively assured by “a positive and constructive 

partnership with governments, based on dialogue, support and encouragement.”203  This 

should improve mutual understanding and respect, and promote sustainable reform.  In case 

democratic rules are not respected or human rights violations occur in the third country, the 

EU may take negative measures to ensure compliance.  The EU requires that all avenues for 

progress are explored before it enforces the essential elements and suspension clauses of 

the agreement.204   

For the EU, it was important that the new association with Mexico were to be based 

explicitly on democratic principles, respect for the rule of law, and human rights.  Since 

1991, when the EC signed a framework agreement with Mexico (that did not include a 

democracy clause) the EU underwent important changes.  Between 1992 and 1995, the EU 

established a solid legal base for its co-operation and external human rights policy.205  

The legitimacy crisis of the Mexican political system, characterised by massive 

electoral fraud, political uprising, and continued human rights violations, made this clause 

highly problematic.  The European Parliament, on which the ratification of the Global 

Agreement and Interim Agreement depended, showed a special concern in relation to 

Mexican democracy and human rights situation.  The Parliament therefore repeatedly 

emphasised that the inclusion of this clause was nonnegotiable.  

As mentioned before, the democracy clause had already constituted an obstacle to 

the 1991 agreement.  Again in 1995, the initial Mexican position, which had wide domestic 

support, considered the clause a “unilateral imposition” and an “unacceptable condition.”  

                                                 
200 European Union 2001a: 3. 
201 Ibid.: 4. 
202 Youngs 2002. 
203 European Union, European Commission: The EU’s Human Rights and Democratisation Policy, latest 
update: December 2001,Hwww.europa.eu.int/comm/external_relations/human_rights/intro/index.htmH, 
accessed:  1 March 2006; European Union 2001a.  
204 Ibid. 
205 See for instance: Linan Nogueras and Hinojosa Martinez 2001; Shaver Duquette 2001. 
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This attitude was especially strong among the more conservative sectors of the PRI and the 

government.  The democracy clause was depicted as “humiliating” and typical of “a 

relationship of domination” also exemplified by the Helms-Burton Law.206  At the onset of 

negotiations, Mexico distrusted the linkage of commercial issues with non-commercial 

ones.  Often referring to the Helms-Burton Act, Mexico suspected that the democracy 

clause could hide protectionist motivations and in the future become the basis of economic 

sanctions or special urgency measures.  The Mexican attitude was reinforced by its recent 

experience in the NAFTA side agreement talks, in which labour and environmental issues 

served to protect U.S. markets.207   

Nevertheless, in relation to democracy and human rights, the Zedillo government 

took some important measures to respond to the conditionality of the new agreement with 

the EU.208  Among these measures, the reform of Mexico’s electoral system (which was 

implemented on 25 June 1996) had been of particular importance. 

 Most controversial during the Global Agreement’s negotiation process was how to 

define the democracy clause.  Originally, the EU proposed Mexico its standard clause – 

which had hitherto been integrated in several other agreements. The clause that in the end 

became Article 1 (Basis of the Agreement) of the Global Agreement states that:  

Respect for democratic principles and fundamental human rights, proclaimed by the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, underpins the domestic and external 

policies of both Parties and constitutes an essential element of this Agreement.209

 

The first article is linked to Article 58 (Fulfilment of Obligations), the so-called 

“Bulgarian clause”210 that enables each party to suspend the treaty in the case of serious 

human rights violations by the other party.  According to Article 58, 

                                                 
206 Excelsior of 14 October 1996, cited in Sanahuja 2000: 49.  The official name of the 1996 law is “Cuban 
Liberty and Democratic Solidarity (Libertad) Act”.  Among other things, it grants U.S. citizens whose 
property was expropriated by the Castro regime the right to sue in U.S. courts foreign companies and citizens 
“trafficking” in that property.  By imposing sanctions on foreign companies profiting from property 
confiscated by the Castro regime, the Helms-Burton Act seeks to discourage investment in Cuba.    
207 Zabludovsky 2004: 17. 
208 Villegas M. 2001: 825. 
209 European Union 2000b (emphasis added). 
210 The name refers to an agreement of the European Union with Bulgaria in which the clause was included 
for the first time and became thereafter the standard model. See: Degrelle 2002: 68; Linan Nogueras and 
Hinojosa Martínez 2001: 319-320;  Moreno Fernández 1996. 
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1. The Parties shall adopt any general or specific measure required for them to 

fulfil their obligations under this Agreement and shall ensure that they comply 

with the objectives laid down in the Agreement.  If either Party considers that 

the other Party has failed to fulfil an obligation under this Agreement, it may 

take appropriate measures.  Before doing so, except in cases of special urgency, 

it must supply the Joint Council with all the relevant information required for a 

thorough examination of the situation, within 30 days, with a view to seeking a 

solution acceptable to the Parties.  

2. The Parties agree that the term “cases of special urgency” in paragraph 1 of 

this Article means a case of material breach of the Agreement by one of the 

Parties.  A material breach of the Agreement consists of: (a) repudiation of the 

Agreement not sanctioned by the general rules of international law, (b) breach 

of the essential elements of the Agreement referred to in Article 1.211  

 

Furthermore, Article 39 of the Global Agreement’s part on co-operation stresses the 

promotion of human rights and democracy as stated in Article 1 as an important objective 

for the political co-operation between Mexico and the European Union.212  Similarly, 

Article 3 of the Global Agreement states “the parties agree to institutionalise an intensified 

political dialogue based on the principles referred to in Article 1.”  

The liberalisation of trade in goods (Article 5) and trade in services (Article 6) that 

were negotiated thereafter by the Joint Council, are part of the Global Agreement and 

linked to the democracy clause (Article 1).213  Before the entry into force of the Global 

Agreement, Mexico and the EU started trade talks based on the Interim Agreement on trade 

                                                 
211 European Union 2000b (emphasis added). 
212 Degrelle 2002: 73. 
213 For information on trade relations between the EU and Mexico, such as the Joint Council decisions, see:  
European Union, European Commission: Bilateral Trade Relations with Mexico: 
Hhttp://europa.eu.int/comm/trade/issues/bilateral/countries/mexico/index_en.htmH and; European Union, 
European Commission: The EU’s Relations with Mexico – Overview, 
Hhttp://europa.eu.int/comm/external_relations/mexico/intro/index.htmH, both pages accessed: 1 March 2006.   
Decision No 2/2000 of the EC-Mexico Joint Council of 23 March 2000 (European Union 2000a) provided the 
legal basis for the liberalisation of trade in goods.  Decision No 2/2001 (European Union 2001b) of the EU-
Mexico Joint Council of 27 February 2001 provided the legal basis for the liberalisation of trade in goods.  
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and trade-related matters.214  As the name says, the latter faded out once the Global 

Agreement went into force.  In order to avoid loopholes during the ratification process of 

the Global Agreement, Article 1 of the Interim Agreement contained the same provisions as 

the (aforementioned) Global Agreement’s first article.  Concerning the fulfilment of 

obligations, Article 58 of the Global Agreement was included as Article 17 in the Interim 

Agreement. 

 Mexico opposed the democracy clause, particularly the reference to domestic 

policies, which it rejected on the grounds of sovereignty and non-intervention.  Although 

the governments of some EU member states – Spain for instance – considered the 

possibility of modifying the clause, they faced fierce resistance to any changes from the 

European Parliament among others.   

In April 1996, the European Union and Mexico reached a compromise.  Mexico 

would formally accept the democracy clause according to the formula used in other 

agreements.  Notwithstanding the acceptance of the clause, Mexico succeeded to delete the 

reference to domestic policies and to replace it with a unilateral Mexican declaration 

enunciating the constitutional principles governing foreign policy, including non-

intervention.215  This move was coherent with the principle spelled out in the National 

Development Plan 1995-2000 of the Zedillo government that “sovereignty is the most 

important good of the Mexican people” and, that Mexico has to preserve the ability of 

taking its own decisions without foreign interference.216  When European Commission 

accepted the Mexican proposal, in theory, it agreed to close the negotiation.  

 However, at the Committee of Permanent Representatives (COREPER) meeting in 

June 1997, just before the Council of Ministers came together, the democracy clause again 

caused controversy.  Except for Denmark, Spain, and the United Kingdom, all member 

states opposed the modification of the democracy clause.217  France, at the head of the 

dissenting group, rejected the “exceptional treatment” accorded to Mexico and argued that 
                                                 
214 The full text of the Interim Agreement is available online at the representative office of Mexico in Europe: 
Mexico, Secretaría de Economía, Representative Office of Mexico in Europe: Interim Agreement on trade 
and trade-related matters,  
Hwww.economia-bruselas.gob.mx/sphp_pages/bruselas/business/interim_agreement.htmH, accessed: 1 
March 2006.  
215 Sanahuja 2000: 50-51. 
216 This plan, called Plan Nacional de Desarollo, summarises the most important guidelines of Mexican 
governments.  It is traditionally issued at the beginning of each term.  
217 Sanahuja 2000: 52. 
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a modified version of the democracy clause violated negotiation guidelines approved by the 

Council.  Moreover, other member states joined French criticism and rejected the 

possibility to make any modification to the model clause.  They feared to establish a 

precedent and were concerned with the possible impact a modification could have on the 

large number of previous agreements (especially renegotiation of existing democracy 

clauses).218  Mexico saw the dispute as a thinly veiled attempt by the French representatives 

to prevent agricultural liberalisation in a free trade agreement.  Similar accusations were 

made by the European Commission who “criticised some member states (a clear reference 

to France) that demanded of Mexico criteria that they neglected to mention in cases such as 

China.”219  

In order to facilitate and speed up the approval process by the EU institutions, 

Mexico finally accepted the original version of the democracy clause. The Zedillo 

government had to make some concessions because the Global Agreement was the 

administration’s most valuable foreign policy initiative.220  Nevertheless, Mexico 

maintained the unilateral declaration referring to the principles of sovereignty and non-

intervention.221  

 The fraud-free election of July 6, 1997, when the PRI lost its majority in Congress 

and the opposition PRD gained control of the capital, helped to dissolve the last EU 

hesitations, and the three agreements were finally signed on 8 December 1997 in 

Brussels.222  This change reinforced the democratic image of Mexico, an image that had 

been an important objective of the Zedillo administration.223  

According to Jaime Zabludovsky, the Mexican chief negotiator, at that time the 

general opinion falsely perceived Mexico to completely oppose an inclusion of the 

democracy clause.  Once Mexican officials understood scope and motivation of the 

democratic clause as well as the fact that its inclusion was common practice in all treaties 

                                                 
218 Zabludovsky 2004: 17-18. 
219 Sanahuja 2000: 52.  
220 Covarrubias 2001: 362. 
221 Degrelle 2002: 74. 
222 Cruz Miramontes 2003: 163; Sanahuja 2000: 52. 
223 Covarrubias 2001b: 71. “To some extent, Mexico remained anchored in the past any time the democracy 
issue was brought to discussion.  After the clean mid-term elections of 1997 were internationally 
acknowledged during Zedillo’s administration, Mexico was able to move forward with its electoral 
democracy.  In that context, Mexican officials accepted the democracy clause with the European Union.” 
(Dominguez-Rivera 2004: 6) 
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negotiated by the European Union, the decision of the government was a complete 

acceptance of the clause’s content.  Zabludovsky concludes that disagreement was more 

related to the formulation of the clause than its inclusion or the content.224   

Although one does not necessarily have to subscribe to this point of view, it is 

indeed true, that Mexico distrusted the linkage between commercial and non-commercial 

issues for other reasons.  In recent years, during the negotiation of NAFTA’s side 

agreements, Mexico had experienced that non-commercial items were only a pretext for 

protectionism.  Furthermore, Mexicans feared the clause could be the source of 

unjustifiable “special urgency” measures.225   

Similarly, for Mexican Secretary of Foreign Affairs, José Ángel Gurría, the clause 

did not constitute an impediment to co-operation with the EU.226  According to him Mexico 

already enjoyed democracy and was concerned about human rights, and the government 

also wished to include a reference that its foreign policy was inspired by democracy, human 

rights, as well as by its constitutional principles.  In his view, Mexico wanted to assure that 

the clause was consistent with its constitution.227  Ana Covarrubias, an expert on Mexico’s 

international human rights policy, describes the rapprochement between Mexico and the 

EU as balanced conditionality.  That is to say, Mexico accepted a clause that had hitherto 

been rejected as interventionist while the EU would take into consideration Mexican efforts 

in the area of human rights and avoid frequent use of special urgency measures.228  

 During the negotiation process of the Global Agreement a considerable and growing 

number of Mexican NGOs such as the Mexican Action Network Against Free Trade 

(RMALC) showed a great interest in the democracy clause.229  Contrary to the 

government’s view, some of these NGOs pushed even for a stricter supervision of Mexico’s 

                                                 
224 Zabludovsky 2004: 17. The director of Multilateral Affairs of the Mexican Foreign Office, Marco 
Provencio Muñoz, also affirmed: “There [never] was a difference of substance between the EU and Mexico 
because we both agreed in the importance of democratic principles and the respect of human rights.” 
(Covarrubias 2001a: 362) 
225 This refers to Art. 58 of the Global Agreement, which has been described earlier in this chapter. 
226 José Ángel Gurría served as Mexico’s Minister of Foreign Affairs from December 1994 to January 1998 
and will be the next Secretary-General of the OECD from June 2006. 
227 Covarrubias 2001b: 69. 
228 Covarrubias 2001a: 364. 
229 See: Degrelle (2002) for a description of the RMALC activities.  In comparison, the Inter-American 
Development Bank (2002) offers a more critical point-of-view of the organisation.  
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domestic human rights policy by the European Union.  In their view, the agreement lacked 

an enforcement mechanism.230  

 After signing the Interim Agreement in December 1997, free trade talks began on 

14 July 1998 and were finalised in November 1999.231  Several European governments, 

however, delayed ratification of the Global Agreement; especially Italy, who waited until 2 

July 2000, the day of Mexican presidential elections.232  Italy had made the consolidation 

of Mexican democracy a condition sine qua non for its final agreement.   

In an effort to encourage ratification of the Global Agreement in European national 

parliaments, Mexico departed from the traditional Carranza doctrine when Rosario Green, 

the foreign minister, announced on 14 April 1999 the country’s support for a resolution of 

the UN Commission on Human Rights which condemned practices of “ethnical cleansing” 

in Kosovo.  Obviously, the principle of non-intervention was relegated to a second rank as 

Mexico sought to convince EU member states to recognise the country’s 

democratisation.233  

When Vicente Fox, leader of the PAN, was elected president, the Italian Member of 

Parliament Rocco Buttiglione who participated as an observer to the Mexican election 

announced the following day that ratification of the agreement would be a mere formality.  

Furthermore, he pointed out that the invocation of the democracy clause would not have a 

predominant role for the future relations between Mexico and the European Union.234  

Consequently, after the election of Fox, the Global Agreement entered into force on 1 

October 2000.235

 

                                                 
230 Degrelle 2002: 75-80. 
231 The Interim Agreement was approved on 23 April 1998 by the Mexican Senate and, on 13 May of the 
same year by the European Parliament.  It entered into force the 1 September 1998.  
232 European Parliament and Mexican Senate had already approved the agreement on 6 May 1999 and 6 June 
2000 respectively.  The provisions on services, investment, intellectual property and public procurement 
became effective on 1 March 2001. 
233 Villegas M. 2001: 831-832. 
234 Villegas M. 2001: 819-820. 
235 For up-to-date information regarding the EU’s relations with Mexico, such as the latest Joint-Committee 
Meetings, see: European Union, European Commission: The EU’s Relations with Mexico – Overview,  
Hwww.europa.eu.int/comm/external_relations/mexico/intro/index.htmH, accessed: 1 March 2006.   
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International Human Rights Policy under President Zedillo 
 

In addition to the acceptance of the democracy clause, the Zedillo administration 

also joined several human rights agreements (see Table 6.2).236  Most notably, Mexico 

recognised the binding jurisdiction of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights on 16 

December 1998.  Before, in 1996, Mexico had already agreed to a visit from 

representatives of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights.237   

 

Table 6.2: The Zedillo Administration and Human Rights Agreements in the Americas 
Name of the Agreement, 

Convention, or Protocol 

Date of Signature Entry into Force Date of Mexican 

Accession 

Inter-American Convention on 
the Prevention, Punishment, and 
Eradication of Violence against 
Women “Convention of Belém 
do Pará” 

9 June 1994; 
Adopted at Belém do Pará, 
at the twenty-fourth 
regular session of the OAS 
General Assembly (GA) 

5 March 1995 12 November 1998 
 

American Convention on 
Human Rights “Pact of San 
Jose, Costa Rica” 

22 November 1969; 
Signed at San José, Costa 
Rica at the Inter-American 
Specialised Conference on 
Human Rights  

18 July 1978 
 

2 April 1982 
(Accession); 
 16 December 1998 
(Acceptance of the 
Court’s Jurisdiction) 

Additional Protocol to the 
American Convention on 
Human Rights in the Area of 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights “Protocol of San 
Salvador” 

17 November 1988; 
Signed at San Salvador, El 
Salvador at the eighteenth 
regular session of the OAS 
GA 

16 November 1999 16 April 1999  
(Deposit of 
Ratification) 

Inter-American Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of 
Discrimination against Persons 
with Disabilities 

7 June 1999;  
Adopted at Guatemala 
City, Guatemala at the 
twenty-ninth regular 
session of the OAS GA 

14 September 2001 25 January 2001 

Inter-American Convention on 
Forced Disappearance of 
Persons 

9 June 1994;  
Adopted at Belém do Pará 
at the twenty-fourth 
regular session of the OAS 
GA 

28 March 1996 9 April 2002  
(Deposit of 
Ratification) 
 

Source: Organisation of American States: Inter-American Commission on Human Rights: Basic Documents 
Pertaining to Human Rights in the Inter-American System, www.cidh.oas.org/basic.eng.htm, accessed: 1 
March 2006. 
  

                                                 
236 Gómez Camacho 2001. 
237 Ruiz y Ávila 2000: 166. 
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In this regard, it is noteworthy that the increasing importance of human rights was 

not just restricted to executive level.  On 11 May 1999, the Mexican Supreme Court 

modified the normative hierarchy of international treaties by a decision concerning Article 

133 of the Constitution.238  Subsequent to this decision, international treaties were 

considered second to the constitution but superior to federal law.239  Moreover, rights and 

liberties guaranteed by international treaties would ascend to a constitutional rank, 

equalling those rights already recognized by the Mexican constitution.  The latter represents 

an important “upgrade” for human rights in the Mexico’s legal system.  Consequently, with 

the recognition of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights’ competence, and the 

Supreme Court’s ruling, in legal terms, human rights ceased to be an exclusively domestic 

issue and, instead, became increasingly trans-national.     

Between August 1997 and November 1999, a number of high-profile UN 

delegations visited Mexico, among them the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, 

Mary Robinson; Secretary General, Kofi Annan; the UN Special Rapporteur on Torture of 

the Commission on Human Rights, Nigel Rodley; and, the UN Special Rapporteur on 

extrajudicial killings, Asma Jahangir.240  The delegations criticised such incidents as the 

militarisation of Chiapas, rapes in indigenous communities, and the treatment of 

immigrants.  It was the first time that Mexico agreed to be scrutinised and evaluated by 

special agencies of international experts. The Mexican government proved to be very 

sensitive to UN proposals on the country’s internal problems, it nevertheless accepted UN 

recommendations (as on the matter of torture) and expressed its will to ameliorate the 

human rights situation.  

Ángel Gurría, the Minister of External Relations, described the government’s 

approach “as new because it is not the way previous administrations had handled it before 

and, in fact, we took a cautious position on many occasions, an approach of great 

                                                 
238 Article 133 of the Mexican Constitution states: “This Constitution, the laws of the Congress of the Union 
that emanate there from, and all treaties that have been made and shall be made in accordance therewith by 
the President of the Republic, with approval of the Senate, shall be the supreme law of the whole Union.  The 
judges of each State shall conform to the said Constitution, the laws, and treaties, in spite of any contradictory 
provisions that may appear in the constitutions or laws of the States.”  
239 Vallarta Plata 2003: 154-155. 
240 For a detailed list of the most important OAS and UN visits to Mexico, see: Ruiz y Ávila 2000: 165-168. 
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carefulness regarding relations [with the UN] because we thought these were institutions 

that at any given moment could be questioning our country.”241  

A report by Asma Jahangir, a special rapporteur of the UN that urged Mexico to 

improve its legal enforcement system and to carry out other major reforms in the legal 

system evoked an outcry on the part of the Mexican government.242  For the Ministry of 

External Relations (SRE), it was unbalanced and lacked objectivity, “the special rapporteur 

clearly exceeded her mandate when she expanded on the area of electoral processes and of 

the role that play national institutions such as the Armed Forces.”  In addition, the 

document had omitted detailed information provided by the government to the special 

rapporteur and it recommended actions that were already carried out (such as to prevent the 

Armed Forces from participating in the fight against organised crime).  Moreover, the SRE 

reminded the presence of international observers in the elections of 1994 and 1997.243  

It is striking that government officials did not completely reject the 

recommendations as illegitimate intervention in domestic affairs.  Instead, they argued over 

the progress Mexico made in the domain of human rights and tried to convince the 

international organisation that the government made serious efforts to improve the 

situation.  I will return to this point later and compare it to the spiral model.  

The Zedillo administration also shifted its attitude towards opposition – internally as 

well as in its foreign policy.  Two months before the 1997 elections, U.S. President Clinton 

met with the leaders of all three major Mexican political parties in Mexico City.244  

Meetings with the opposition, which drew strong criticism in the 1980s, had at that time 

become acceptable in the eyes of the Mexican government.245  

 Even more remarkable was President Zedillo’s official trip to Cuba in 1999 when he 

publicly defended the right of the Cuban people to choose their government and authorised 

his foreign minister to meet with Cuba’s top dissidents.  Historically, PRI administrations 

supported Castro’s regime to show a certain degree of autonomy vis-à-vis the U.S. 

government and defended its principles of non-intervention.  Hence, this move was a 

                                                 
241 Covarrubias 2001a: 349-350. 
242 Ibid.: 352.  
243 Ibid.: 352-353. 
244 Domínguez and de Castro 2001 : 109. 
245 Mazza 2001: 146. 
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turning point in traditional Mexican foreign policy – and a clear departure from the Estrada 

doctrine.246   

Although Mexico had made an important step forward in the respect of democracy 

and human rights during the Zedillo presidency, some aspects still remained troublesome.  

This was especially the case in the government’s relation towards NGOs.  The expulsion of 

U.S. citizens, who provided humanitarian assistance in Chiapas, raised concerns within the 

Clinton administration and the Congress.  In June 1998, Secretary of State Madeleine 

Albright put pressure on the Mexican government to resolve the conflict by peaceful 

means.  At the same time, American human rights activists urged U.S. Congress to assure 

that the Mexican government reduced its military presence in Chiapas.247  The work of 

foreign activists was repeatedly obstructed; the Mexican government showed that it still 

had considerable leverage to regulate the activities of the NGOs, which were operating in 

the country.248

In regard to EU projects, on a number of occasions, foreign projects were agreed but 

then held back, as Mexican authorities balked when they could not control the aid’s 

deployment.  Mexico blocked for instance European funding for the National Commission 

for Mediation work on conciliation in Chiapas,249 and for an electoral education and 

information programme of the Mexican Academy of Human Rights (NGO).  These funds 

were depicted as unacceptable foreign interference with Mexico’s sovereignty and rejected 

on this ground.  As Youngs explains,  

The EU sought to use the democracy clause as a basis for securing wider access for 

work in Chiapas, offering assistance for improved policing (to displace the use of 

paramilitaries), judicial capacity building, and strengthening decentralised 

institutions.  Despite the evolution of political reform in Mexico, however, 

democracy assistance remained problematic.  The Mexican government drastically 

restricted the number of EU election observers permitted for the 1997 elections, and 

                                                 
246 Arès 2002 : 34; Dominguez-Rivera 2004: 18-19. 
247 Valverde Loya 2001: 691. 
248 Covarrubias 2001a: 368. 
249 Further, the government failed to implement the 1996 Agreement on Indigenous Rights in Chiapas. 
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at the 1999 Rio Summit, insisted on qualifying references to new work on building 

up independent civil society organisations and the rights of indigenous peoples.250  

 

These problems were a serious blow to those Mexican groups who viewed the 

democracy clause as a means to support negotiations in the Chiapas conflict.251  Despite 

Mexico’s acceptance of the democracy clause, the EU and Mexico still seemed to have 

divergent opinions about how democratisation measures shall be carried out in practice.   

During the second part of Zedillo’s presidency – after the mid-term elections in 

1997 – Mexico gradually accepted international human rights norms.  In this phase the 

country moved beyond tactical adjustments, joining three OAS human rights agreements, 

signing a democracy clause with the EU and accepting several visits from the U.N.   

Notwithstanding the general progress that has been made by the country regarding 

human rights in general, the domestic situation remained of concern.  

 

Table 6.3: Sources of Human Rights Abuses in Mexico, 1997252   

Responsible Party Percent 
Army 27 

State judicial police 14 

Local police 14 

Local authorities 11 

Public security forces 9 

Undetermined 9 

Paramilitary groups 7 

Secretariat of government 5 

Attorney general 4 
Source: Camp 2003: 259. 

 

                                                 
250 Youngs 2002. 
251 Villegas M. 2001: 826. 
252 The information has been collected by the Mexican Commission for the Defense and Promotion of Human 
Rights (Comisión Mexicana de Defensa y Promoción de los Derechos Humanos), and is based on 485 
reported violations from January to December 1997.   
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As Table 6.3 shows, the Mexican state officials, especially army and police, were 

responsible for a number of human rights abuses.253  Although the Mexican government 

welcomed visits from the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, the Special 

Rapporteur on the practice of torture from the UN Commission on Human Rights, and the 

commission’s secretary-general, it failed to change fundamentally its domestic human 

rights policy.254   

Mexican officials often indicated a willingness to abide by the recommendations of 

these international organisations, but the actual implementation of these recommendations 

was limited indeed.  In general, the Zedillo administration’s ability to cope with 

international human rights pressures was more impressive than its capacity to improve 

human rights conditions in Mexico.  Despite this valid criticism, it would be misleading to 

depict the government’s human rights policy as purely symbolic. 

 

The Spiral Model and the Zedillo Administration 
 

 In this final part, I will analyse the changes in Mexico’s human rights policy and 

compare them to constructivist explanations, in particular the spiral model.  At the 

beginning of Zedillo’s presidency, the government reacted to growing international 

pressure and made some tactical adjustments by reforming Mexico’s electoral system.  

These changes were more significant than previous reforms undertaken by President 

Salinas and signalled that the Mexican government was indeed willing to adopt further 

internal democratisation measures.   

Some authors compared Zedillo’s reforms with those of Gorbatchev, the last Soviet 

Head of State.  For Hodges and Gandy,  

In Zedillo, Mexico had found its Gorbatchev.  Like Gorbatchev, Zedillo did not 

know how to solve the nation’s economic problems. … Just as Gorbatchev lifted the 

heavy hand of state authoritarianism in the Soviet Union and released centrifugal 

                                                 
253 According to figures from the CNDH, the complaints with regard to torture have decreased significantly 
between 1990 and 2000.  In 1990, they ranked second of all complaints, whereas in 2000, they fell to the 51st 
rank (López Ayllón and Fix-Fierro 2000).  However, the figures were questioned by several Mexican human 
rights organisations.  
254 Domínguez and de Castro 2001: 110. 
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forces that spun of control, so Zedillo liberalised the Mexican political system. … 

Helmsman Zedillo did not intend to sink the PRI, but this nerd in the National 

Palace was unable to stem the rising storm of opposition to the oldest ruling party 

on earth.255

 

Mexico made a clear shift in its foreign policy when it accepted to sign a democracy 

clause in the treaty with the EU.  This meant that a Mexican government accepted for the 

first time the validity of conditions, evaluations and opinions from external actors in 

relation to policies, which have hitherto been considered as exclusively domestic.  The EU 

can be seen as one actor whose discourse on democracy prepared the ground for this 

change.  The negotiation process and the signing of the Global Agreement indicated a 

significant and sustainable change in Mexico’s human rights policy.256  President Fox, 

Zedillo’s successor, later reaffirmed in a speech Mexico’s “will to promote democratic 

values around the world.  A fundamental precedent for our work was the democracy clause 

in the Global Agreement, negotiated between our country and the European Union.”257  

According to Dominguez-Rivera, “To some extent, the acceptance of the democratic clause 

was the beginning of the end of the disfunctionality between foreign policy and internal 

democracy.”258  Therefore, in regard to the spiral model, Mexico made an important step in 

its process of norm socialisation.  The fact that the Zedillo government also signed several 

human rights conventions, obviously contradicts the hypothesis of Moravcsik’s approach.  

The latter would have expected the PRI administration to reject those agreements as well as 

any attempt (from the OAS or the UN) to evaluate Mexico’s politic system and the 

country’s human rights situation. 

For Mexico, NAFTA marked the beginning of a more active trade policy and the 

conclusion of numerous free trade accords.  The Global Agreement, proved to be the 

threshold of a new approach towards democracy clauses and human rights agreements.  As 

the treaty with the EU was much wider in its scope, negotiations on the Mexican side had 

                                                 
255 Hodges and Gandy 2002: 3. 
256 Covarrubias (2001b: 70-71) makes a similar point.  
257 Mexico, Presidencia de la República: Política Exterior de México en el Siglo XXI, Discourse by President 
Fox, Madrid, 16 May 2002, HHwww.presidencia.gob.mx/actividades/?contenido=3080HH, accessed: 1 
March 2006; European Union: Mexico-European Union Summit, Press Release, Madrid, 18 May 2002. 
258 Dominguez-Rivera 2004: 6. 
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not been left exclusively to the Secretariat of Trade and Industrial Development (SECOFI) 

as had been the case during NAFTA talks (the only exception was the investment part).  

Thus, the negotiation of the Global Agreement demanded a greater pluralism inside the 

Mexican negotiation team and resulted in the participation of other agencies of the Mexican 

government.  The task of drafting the political aspects of the Global Agreement for instance 

had been conveyed to the Secretariat of External Relations (SRE).259  

On various occasions (such as during the negotiation of the Global Agreement and 

the U.N. visits) Mexico repeatedly engaged in arguing processes.  Unlike previous 

governments, the Zedillo administration avoided to shield itself from outside criticism by 

referring to norms of non-intervention.  Instead, a growing number of Mexican officials 

sought to convince their counterparts of the progress the country made in terms of 

democracy and human rights.  

Similarly, the government’s perception and evaluation of the Mexican political 

system became increasingly guided by international norms.  Parallel to the process of norm 

socialisation, Mexico experienced a gradual decline in the importance of non-

interventionist doctrines.  As we have seen in this chapter, Mexico’s final response to the 

democracy clause was that the latter did not represent a pressure for its national 

sovereignty, because the consolidation of the rule of law and the defence of human rights 

are key principles of its Constitution.  In this respect, sovereignty has been reformulated to 

meet the requirements of international norms.  With time the Zedillo government would 

prevent itself from juxtaposing sovereignty on the hand, and issues concerning human 

rights and democracy on the other.  Although this was not a conscious process, the 

changing nature of sovereignty helped the Mexican government to legitimise the 

acceptance of external intervention. 

In conclusion, Mexico’s adherence to international human rights agreements, 

acceptance of the democracy clause, as well as domestic reforms reflect that the country 

moved towards an enhanced level of norm socialisation.  According to the spiral model, 

Mexico left the phase of tactical adjustments and entered the stage of prescriptive status.  

Furthermore, the Mexican government altered its attitude in relation to sovereignty, 

                                                 
259 Schiavon and Ortiz Mena 2001. 
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democracy, and human rights.  This process of norm adaptation should profoundly change 

Mexico’s identity as the next chapter will show.  

 72



7. The Fox Administration  
 

After a description of Mexico’s voted transition and the domestic reforms of the 

new government in regards to democracy and human rights, I will present the Mexican 

foreign policy changes under President Fox.  In the following subchapters, I will show that 

norm internalisation helps to us to understand Mexico’s policy in relation to the democracy 

clause and human rights institutions. 

 

Mexico’s Voted Transition 
 

The second of July 2000, the day Vicente Fox Quesada, was elected president, 

constitutes a milestone in Mexican history.  For the first time in more than 70 years, the 

opposition party won the presidential elections.  As a candidate for the PAN, Fox, governor 

of Guanajuato, obtained 43.5% of the votes against 36.9% obtained by Francisco Labastida 

(PRI) and 17.0% by Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas of the PRD.260   

If we take a closer look at the reasons for Fox’s victory, we notice a strong desire 

for change among the Mexican electorate.261  As Table 7.1 shows, 42% of the voters named 

“change” as their main reason of vote – a motivation that mainly benefited Fox.  In 2000, 

Mexicans viewed the PAN’s ability to govern more favourably than in 1994, the year of the 

previous presidential elections (See: Table 7.2).262  During the 1990s, the PAN not only 

demonstrated that it could win an important number of state elections but furthermore 

proved it was also able to successfully govern these states.  In this sense, the trust voters 

conferred to the PAN at a state level, “spilled over” to the federal level.  As a consequence, 

voters saw PAN and PRI equally competent to improve public safety, the economy, and the 

educational system (Table: 7.2), an aspect that laid the ground for the PAN’s success in the 

2000 presidential elections.   

 

                                                 
260 Crespo 2004: 76. 
261 In this section I focus on voters’ attitudes.  Of course, the reform of the Mexican electoral system that has 
been discussed in the previous chapter was also crucial to assure an “open race” in the 2000 presidential 
elections.  See: Camp 2003: 257. 
262 A detailed analysis (in terms of voter preferences and public opinion) of the 2000 Presidential Elections is 
provided by Domínguez and Lawson 2004. 
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Table 7.1: Main Reasons of Vote in the 2000 Presidential Elections 

Main reason of vote Fox  

(%) 

Labastida 

(%) 

Cárdenas 

(%) 

% of 

sample 

For a change 66 15 18 42 

For a candidate 27 50 19 9 

Felt obligated 28 60 12 3 

It’s a custom 11 84 5 7 

The least evil 35 41 21 4 

Loyalty 9 79 10 5 

Policy proposals 36 43 17 23 

Other 33 44 21 7 

Don’t know 21 52 19 2 
Source: Reforma, national exit poll (n = 3,377), cited in Magaloni and Moreno 2003: 269 (Table 8.6. excerpt). 

 

 Table 7.2: Comparison of Voter Attitudes, 1994 and 2000 

Which of the parties is more able of improving? 

 

1994 (1 month prior)  2000 (4 months prior) 

Public Safety PRI 48% Public Safety PRI 46% 

 PAN 22%  PAN 44% 

Economy PRI 51% Economy PRI 48% 

 PAN 18%  PAN 45% 

Education PRI 56% Education PRI 50% 

 PAN 16%  PAN 48% 
Source: Camp 2004: 37 (Table 2.3. abridged). 

 

In the legislative elections that were held the same day, PRI became the strongest 

party, obtaining 209 out of 500 seats.  PAN and PRD took 208 and 51 seats respectively. 

Out of 128 seats in the Senate, PRI got 60; PAN 46; and PRD 15.263  

                                                 
263 Prud’homme 2003: 2. 
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 With the 2000 presidential elections, in which 860 observers from 57 countries were 

present,264 Mexico underwent a voted transition.265  After three highly competitive 

elections since the watershed reforms of 1996, Mexico has clearly crossed the threshold of 

what is considered an electoral democracy.266   

 Mid-term elections held on 6 July 2003, the first major federal election in three 

years, not only were the most expensive in recent memory, but also yielded a record low 

voter turnout.  After these legislative elections, the PRI claimed 223 seats in the Chamber 

of Deputies, outscoring PAN and PRD, with 154 and 96 seats respectively.  The results of 

the vote, in which the PAN lost the governorship in the prosperous industrial state of Nuevo 

Leon, long a party stronghold, reaffirmed the dominant roles of opposition parties in both 

houses of congress.  Moreover, the PRI increased its representation in many state 

legislatures and governorships.267   

 Despite the PRI’s “comeback”, the party is not as dominant as it was at the 

beginning of the 1990s.268  We see in Table 7.3 that ten years before, in 1993, all of 

Mexico’s 32 states with the exception of three Northern states had a PRI-governor.  In 

2003, however, PRI was in power in 17 states, compared to 15 states controlled by either 

by PAN or PRD or by both parties in coalition.   

 In this respect, it is correct to speak of Mexico as a genuine three-party system; a 

fact that makes the coming presidential elections in 2006 highly competitive.  All three 

candidates, Roberto Madrazo Pintado (PRI), Felipe Calderón Hinojosa (PAN), and Andrés 

Manuel López Obrador (PRD) have a realistic chance to be the next Mexican president.269

 However, it is quite peculiar that despite growing competition among the parties 

and, thus, the possibility to choose among different policies, voters’ abstention in Mexican 

elections has actually increased over the years (See: Table: 7.4).   

                                                 
264 Covarrubias 2001a: 371. 
265 Dresser 2003: 321. 
266 See: Crespo (2004) for an overview of party competition in Mexico.  
267  Starr 2003:2 and Mexico, Instituto Federal Electoral, Hwww.ife.org.mxH, accessed: 1 March 2006. 
268 In this sense, Starr (2003:2) makes a valid point when she emphasises that the PRI’s resurgence has to be 
seen in the light of the low turnout in the 2003 elections.  The PRI received just 37% of the total vote cast in 
2003, i.e. 2 million fever votes than in 1997 (and 4.5 million fewer votes than in 2000. 
269 In the internal primaries, Madrazo defeated Eduardo Moreno; Calderón won against the former Minister of 
Interior, Santiago Creel and Alberto Cárdenas. PRI, Results of the Primaries for the 2006 Presidential 
Elections, Hwww.eleccionespri.com.mxH; Partido Acción Nacional (PAN), Hwww.pan.org.mxH, both 
accessed: 1 March 2006. 
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Table 7.3: Ruling Party in Mexican State Governments – 1993 and 2003 

State 1993 2003 State 1993 2003 
Aguascalientes PRI PAN Morelos PRI PAN 

Baja California PAN PAN Nayarit PRI PAN-PRD 

B.C. Sur  PRI PRD° Nuevo León PRI PRI 

Campeche PRI PRI Oaxaca PRI PRI 

Coahuila PRI PRI Puebla PRI PRI 

Colima PRI PRI Querétaro PRI PAN 

Chiapas PRI PAN-PRD° Quintana Roo PRI PRI 

Chihuahua PAN PRI San Luis Potosí PRI PAN 

Distrito Federal PRI PRD Sinaloa PRI PRI 

Durango  PRI PRI Sonora  PRI PRI 

Guanajuato PAN PAN Tabasco PRI PRI 

Guerrero PRI PRI Tamaulipas PRI PRI 

Hidalgo PRI PRI Tlaxcala PRI PRD° 

Jalisco PRI PAN Veracruz PRI PRI 

Edo. de México PRI PRI Yucatán PRI PAN 

Michoacan PRI  PRD Zacatecas PRI PAN-PRD° 

Key: °= in coalition with smaller parties 
Source: Franke 2004: 194 and Mexico, Instituto Federal Electoral,www.ife.org.mx, accessed: 1 March 2006. 

 

Table 7.4: Participation and Abstention in Mexican Elections, 1991-2003270

Year Percentage of 

Participation  

Percentage of 

Abstention  

1991 60 40 

1994 76 24 

1997 58 42 

2000 64 36 

2003 41 59 
Source: García Montaño 2004 : 144. 

 

 

                                                 
270 Elections, here, refers to the Mexican Congress; additionally, for 1994 and 2000, to Presidential Elections.  
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We will have to observe future elections to assess whether the high level of 

abstention is just a feature of a more mature political system – similar to a relatively low 

voter turnout in other well-established democracies such as in the U.S. – or, whether it 

develops into a fundamental disinterest in politics that poses a threat to further 

democratisation. 

To summarise, today, the country has a well-functioning system of electoral 

administration:  Fraud has been essentially eliminated; campaigns are largely publicly 

funded; ballots and vote-counting procedures for national elections are standardised across 

the country; and votes translate into offices in an equitable and eminently reasonable way.  

In addition, political representation now extends to previously marginalized or excluded 

groups which now have a “voice” in Mexican politics; a fact that is underlined by the 

growing number of women in office.271  The most prominent example is Amalia García 

Medina of the PRD who won the governorship of Zacatecas in 2004, becoming the first 

democratically elected woman governor in Mexican history.272

 

Domestic Human Rights Reforms under President Fox 
 

On President Fox’s second day in office, he signed an agreement with the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights to establish a Technical Co-operation 

Agreement whereby the UN would undertake an assessment (diagnosis) of Mexico’s 

human rights situation and make recommendations for policy reforms that would get at the 

root causes of human rights abuse.273  This agreement is unprecedented, as it marks the first 

time a Government asks the United Nations to make a general assessment of the situation 

of human rights in a country.  In December 2002, the Mexican Senate approved the 

establishment of an Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) in 

                                                 
271 On a federal level, the number of women in Congress has constantly risen the last years; the percentage of 
women is now 18% in the Chamber of Deputies and 15% in the Senate In comparison, between 1988 and 
1994 the percentage was 10% and 11% respectively (Camp 2003: 113-117); and Mexico, Instituto Nacional 
de Estadísticas, Geografía e Informática, Hwww.inegi.gob.mx/est/default.aspH), accessed: 1 March 2006. 
272 Mexico, Zacatecas, Gobierno del Estrado, Hwww.zacatecas.gob.mx/H, accessed: 1 March 2006.  
273 UNHCHR: Human Rights Field Presence in Mexico,Hwww.unhchr.ch/html/menu2/5/mexico.htmH, 
accessed: 1 March 2006.  
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Mexico with the mandate to co-ordinate the implementation of the Technical Co-operation 

Agreement.274   

The diagnosis was presented in December 2003, and included important 

recommendations aimed towards transforming Mexico’s police and justice system.275  

President Fox pledged to use it as the basis for his administration’s National Human Rights 

Plan, being developed by the Ministry of Interior in consultation with human rights 

organizations.  In his speech at a special session of the Inter-Ministerial Commission on 

Governmental Policy for Human Rights, Fox explained why his government agreed to open 

its activities to international observers: 

We did it because we know that human rights are not just a trend, we did it because 

the individual guarantees cannot be regarded as a public relations success; we did 

it because we have nothing to hide.  …  Mexico is the first country in the world to 

have invited in times of peace the High Commissioner on Human Rights to install its 

offices.  Equally, our country is the first whose government puts in the hands of the 

United Nations the making of a national diagnosis on this subject.276  

 

Unlike Salinas (and Zedillo at the beginning of his term) who brought sovereignty 

to the forefront in order to avoid international jurisdictions on human rights, the Fox 

administration based its position on the argument that human rights constitute values that 

are both absolute and universal.  Consequently, the Fox government argued that 

sovereignty could not be used for inhumane ends against any individual within the 

boundaries of that state.  In this vein, concrete actions were taken such as the appointment 

of an Ambassador for Special Missions on Human Rights and Democracy, the signing of a 

Technical Co-operation Programme with the Office of the UN High Commissioner of 

Human Rights, and the firm invitation to representatives of international human rights 

                                                 
274 Mexico, Diario Oficial, 21 February 2003: 4-5.  The agreement was signed by the OHCHR and the 
Mexican government on 1 July 2002.  
275 The recommendations call for reforms to the public human rights system (CNDH and state commissions), 
the justice system, the nature of indigenous rights in the constitution, and the protections to individual rights 
in the constitution. See diagnosis published by Office of UNHCR in Mexico 2003. 
276 UN Information Centre for Mexico (CINU), 
Hwww.cinu.org.mx/prensa/especiales/2003/dh_2003/fox.htmH, accessed : 1 March 2006.  
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organisations to visit Mexico.277  Between December 2000 and October 2003 Mexico 

accepted ten UN and four OAS visits from human rights representatives.278  

To support this policy, President Fox appointed Mariclaire Acosta, a former 

Amnesty International activist and founder of the Mexican Academy for Human Rights as 

Under Secretary of State for Human Rights.  This post had been established by the Fox 

administration as part of the Ministry of External Relations.  Since she joined the 

government in 2000, Acosta had a central role in reshaping Mexico’s international human 

rights policy.279

 Beside the co-operation with the UN, the Fox administration took further decisions 

to significantly improve Mexico’s human rights situation: It established in May 2003 a new 

Inter-Ministerial Commission on Governmental Policy for Human Rights to synchronise 

the national and international human rights policy of the different governmental 

agencies.280  In June 2003, Fox signed a legislation that banned all forms of discrimination, 

including those based on ethnic origin, gender, age, or religion.  Regarding discrimination, 

until September 2002, the government had released 1,537 prisoners, most of them 

indigenous people.281

Already in early 2001, the government announced to clean up the law enforcement 

system, urging Mexicans to report common crimes and creating a citizen program to make 

the police more accountable by making their files more accessible to the public.282  Despite 

                                                 
277 Prud’homme 2003 : 10. 
278 Mexico, SRE: La Política Exterior de México en Materia de Derechos Humanos – Suscripción y 
ratificación o adhesión a tratados internacionales, Hwww.sre.gob.mx/substg/derechoshumanos/visitas.htmH, 
accessed: 1 March 2006.  
279 On 11 August 2003, Foreign Minister Luis Ernesto Derbez announced the dismissal of Acosta as well as to 
eliminate her post.  Many independent observers and human rights organisations considered Acosta’s 
dismissal a serious blow to President Fox’s human rights agenda.  Despite this event, one has to keep in mind 
that the remaining challenges for Mexico in the human rights area are nearly exclusively domestic.  In other 
words, it makes sense that efforts to further improve Mexico’s human rights situation such as the urging 
reform of the country’s judiciary system are now coordinated at the Ministry of Interior.  
280 This commission (Comisión Política Gubernamental en materia de Derechos Humanos) is part of the 
Ministry of Interior (Secretaría de Gobernación). Mexico, Secretaría de la Gobernación, Comisión Política 
Gubernamental en materia de Derechos Humanos, Hwww.gobernacion.gob.mx/comisiondhH, accessed: 1 
March 2006.  
281 Mensaje del Presidente de la República Vicente Fox con motivo de entrega del segundo Informe de 
Gobierno al Honorable Congreso de la Unión (1 September 2002), available online at: Mexico, Presidencia de 
la República: Hhttp:/segundo.informe.presidencia.gob.mx/index.phpH, accessed: 1 July 2006. 
282 As discussed in the chapter on Zedillo’s sexenio, many human rights violations were committed by the 
police and the army.  See: Table 6.3 on page 61. 
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the administration’s willingness to reform the system, results have been rather 

disappointing.  I will get back to this point later in this chapter.283  

Another difficult task the government faced was to bring to justice the authors of 

human right violations in the past.  To this means, President Fox appointed Ignacio Carrillo 

Prieto in January 2002 as special prosecutor to investigate and prosecute past acts of 

political violence, including massacres of student protesters in 1968 and 1971, and the 

forced disappearance of hundreds of government opponents during the country’s “dirty 

war” in the 1970s.284  At the beginning, in 2001, investigations were stuck because of 

insufficient cooperation from the military and inadequate access to government documents.  

However, in October 2004, an unanimous decision by the Supreme Court to review a case 

seeking to charge former president Luis Echeverria (1970–1976) and 13 other former 

government officials with genocide for a 1971 student massacre was hailed by rights and 

legal experts as a significant step toward accountability for a “dirty war” against leftist 

dissidents in which no public officials were ever convicted.  This was the first time a 

former president of Mexico had been charged with any crime.285  It remains to be seen 

whether Carrillo Prieto will succeed in bringing those persons, responsible for the crimes, 

to justice.  Nevertheless, it is an important first step in an effort to come to terms with the 

human rights violations that have been committed in what may be considered the darkest 

chapter in recent Mexican history.  

Mexico also enacted its first freedom of information law, which expressly prohibits 

the government from withholding for any reason information about crimes against 

humanity or gross human rights violations.  The so-called “Federal Law for Transparency 

and Access to Public Government Information” went into effect in June 2003.286

 

                                                 
283 Amnesty International – United States of America, Hwww.amnestyusa.org/countries/mexico/index.doH, 
accessed: 1 March 2006.  
284 Washington Post, 2 September 2004: A17. 
285 New York Times, 13 February 2005.  
286 The Mexican Senate approved the law on 30 April 2002.  More information on can be found at the website 
of the Federal Institute for Access to Public Government Information (IFAI): Hwww.ifai.org.mxH, accessed: 
1 March 2006. 
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An Active International Human Rights Policy 
 

  Similarly to the domestic reforms the government undertook, Mexico’s external 

human rights policy also became more active under the Fox administration.  Jorge 

Castañeda, Mexico’s Secretary of Foreign Affairs resumed in a statement to the Senado 

(Mexican Senate) on 13 September 2001, the country’s main foreign policy goals:287

1) To project the image of a Mexico that is democratic, pluralistic, transparent, and 

safe and that possesses a vibrant culture; 

2) To promote respect for and the defence of human rights and to strengthen 

democracy.  Reaffirming and continuing the fundamental values that are set 

forth in the Mexican Constitution and that also reflect the country’s 

commitments as expressed in the United Nations Charter as well as Mexico’s 

new political reality; 

3) To strengthen Mexico’s ability to protect and defend the rights of all citizens 

abroad; 

4) To play a more active role in defining the international system of the new 

millennium; 

5) To contribute to the sustained, sustainable and equitable economic development 

of Mexico and the rest of the world.  

 

In accordance to these foreign policy goals, Mexico signed agreements such as the 

“Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights” that entered 

into forced on 15 June 2002, the “Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Elimination 

of All Forms of Discrimination against Women” (ratified on 15 March 2002), and the 

“Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture and Cruel Inhuman or Degrading 

Treatment or Punishment” (signed on 23 September 2003).288  Regarding the rights of 

                                                 
287 Mexico, SRE: Statement of Secretary of Foreign Affairs Jorge Castañeda to the Senate, Press Release, 
Mexico City, 13 September 2001 
288 See: Mexico, SRE: La Política Exterior de México en Materia de Derechos Humanos – Suscripción y 
ratificación o adhesión a tratados internacionales, Hwww.sre.gob.mx/substg/derechoshumanos/subscip.htmH; 
OAS: Inter-American Commission on Human Rights: Basic Documents Pertaining to Human Rights in the 
Inter-American System,Hwww.cidh.oas.org/basic.eng.htmH; and UN OHCHR: Core International Human 
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children, Mexico ratified on 15 March 2002 the “Optional Protocol to the Convention on 

the Rights of the Child on the involvement of Children in Armed Conflicts” and the 

“Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children, 

Child Prostitution and Child Pornography“. 

Moreover, during the Fox administration a number of pending human agreements 

were finally ratified.  Among the latter were the “Convention on the Non-Applicability of 

Statutory Limitations to War”, the “Optional Protocol to the Vienna Convention on 

Consular Relations concerning the Compulsory Settlement of Disputes” (both 15 March 

2002), the Inter-American Convention to Prevent and Punish Torture (deposit of 

ratification: 9 April 2002) as well as the “Inter-American Convention on Forced 

Disappearance of Persons” (28 September 2002).  Mexico also accepted the competence of 

the “Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination” and the “Committee against 

Torture”.      

What distinguished the Fox government from Mexico’s previous administration is 

the fact that after 2000, Mexico actively pushed for new human agreements.  In this regard, 

Mexico initiated a draft paper that was later adopted by the UN General Assembly as 

resolution on “Protecting Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms while Countering 

Terrorism”.289  The resolution requested the UNHCHR, making use of existing 

mechanisms (e.g. report on the implementation), to examine the question of protecting 

human rights and fundamental freedoms while countering terrorism. 

 The International Criminal Court (ICC) has been one of the most controversial 

international agreements of the last decade.  Recognition of the Rome Statute implies that, 

in the case of individuals responsible for the most severe types of human rights violations, a 

state accepts to hand over these citizens to the ICC, and thus delegating jurisdiction to an 

international body.  Consequently, acceptance of the Rome Statute means that a state agrees 

to important restrictions regarding its sovereign rights.   

Having said that, it is hardly surprising that the Zedillo administration initially 

abstained in the vote at the Rome Conference in 1998 and agreed only at the end of its 

                                                                                                                                                     
Rights Instruments: Hwww.ohchr.org/english/law/index.htmH for these and the following covenants and 
conventions. All online sources accessed on: 1 March 2006. 
289 United Nations General Assembly:  A/RES/57/219, adopted at the 77th plenary meeting on 18 December 
2002.  
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term, on 7 September 2000, to sign the Statute.  In order to give recognition to the 

International Criminal Court (ICC), important modifications to the Mexican Constitution 

were made under the Fox government.290 On 15 December 2002, the Senate amended 

Constitutional Article 21 to ensure the legitimacy of the ICC.291  After the Chamber of 

Deputies and the Legislature of States as well gave their consent to the constitutional 

amendment, the amendment was submitted back to the Senate for its subsequent 

ratification.292  Finally, on 21 June 2005 the Senate ratified the Rome Statute and, on 28 

October 2005 Mexico deposited its instrument of ratification with the UN Treaty Office 

becoming the 100th State Party to the ICC.293  The Statute will enter into force for Mexico 

on 1 January 2006. 

Although the Fox administration has, due to a lengthy amendment process, not 

succeeded in its self-declared goal to be among the first 50 State Parties of the ICC, it has 

nevertheless constantly pushed for Mexican acceptance of the Court.  Many experts on 

Mexican politics depicted Fox as a “lame duck” after the 2003 mid-term elections, and 

were concerned that the country’s foreign policy may be less powerful after Castañeda’s 

resignation the same year.294  Considering this, the ratification of the Rome Statute 

underlines that human rights agreements were not just imposed top-down by the executive; 

instead, representatives of Mexico’s legislative institutions also supported these 

agreements.   

The important constraints the Rome Statute imposes on Mexico’s sovereignty in the 

human rights domain clearly show the profound change in the country’s identity.  Mexico’s 

support in favour of human rights definitely proved to be stronger than its concerns 

regarding sovereignty.  After agreeing to a regional human rights court (Inter-American 

Court on Human Rights) during the Zedillo administration, Mexico went during its next 

                                                 
290 Dominguez-Rivera 2004: 17.   
291 For a detailed description of the Senado’s role during the ratification process of international treaties, see: 
Cossío D. and Rodríguez Huerta 2003. 
292 The amendment reads as follows “The Federal Executive, with the approval of the Senate in each case, 
will be able to recognize the jurisdiction of the International Criminal Court.”  For Article 21 and the 
amendment, see: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM), Instituto de Investigaciones 
Jurídicas : Constitución Política de los Estados Unidos Mexicanos 
Hinfo4.juridicas.unam.mx/ijure/fed/9/22.htm?s=H, accessed: 1 March 2006.    
293 ICC – Assembly of State Parties: Mexico, Hwww.icc-cpi.int/asp/statesparties/country&id=103.htmlH, 
accessed: 1 March 2006.   
294 See for instance: Baer 2004; The Economist 12 July 2003: 11; The Economist 12 July 2003: 46; Maihold 
2004. 
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presidency even a step further by also accepting jurisdiction from an international court 

(International Criminal Court). 

Shortly after his election, Mr. Fox signalled a more critical stance towards Fidel 

Castro.  He announced that: “We will encourage Cuba to move towards market economy 

and democracy.”  Adolfo Aguilar Zinser, one of the two international-relations advisers on 

the new president’s team, added, “self-determination is exercised not only by governments, 

but also by peoples.”295  Already under the Zedillo administration, the Mexican position 

gradually became more critical of the lack of electoral democracy on the island.  During a 

visit to Miami in 2001, Fox criticised the Helms-Burton Act, but at the same time expressed 

its support for democracy worldwide.  Subsequently, the state visit of Vicente Fox to Cuba 

in February 2002 was interpreted as an effort to seek reconciliation between both countries 

but instead Vicente Fox met also Cuban dissidents – as Zedillo’s administration had done 

before.296  

In 2002, Mexico supported a resolution in the UN Human Rights Commission that 

urged the Cuban government to accept a visit from a representative of the UN 

Commissioner of Human Rights.297  Because these incidents led to diplomatic tensions 

with Castro’s regime, some parts of Mexican Congress (especially traditionalists and left-

wing groups) criticised Fox’s policy.298  Nevertheless, the Fox administration continued to 

push Cuba for democratisation and the respect of human rights.299   

Each year from 2002 to 2005, the members of the UN Human Rights Commission 

discussed similar resolutions on the human rights situation in Cuba.300  The Fox 

administration voted in favour of all three resolutions, arguing that since Mexico had 

                                                 
295 The Economist 26 August 2000: 2. 
296 Similarly, Covarrubias (2003a) assesses that the most important change in Mexican foreign policy towards 
Cuba in the last twelve years has been the abandonment of a key component of the bilateral relation –non-
intervention– on behalf of democracy and human rights promotion.. 
297 The initiative for the resolution came from the U.S. See also: Leiken 2001.  
298 Dominguez-Rivera 2004: 18-19. 
299 Lately, Cuban-Mexican relations have been even more troublesome as other serious bilateral crises such as 
the dispute between the Mexican state bank Bancomex and the Cuban government (on debts over 400 million 
dollars of the latter) and the disagreement over the extradition of Mexican-Argentinean businessman Carlos 
Ahumada (who was involved in a corruption scandal in Mexico City) show.  See Maihold 2004. 
300 Vagnoux 2003: 380-381 and;  UN OHCHR, Commission on Human Rights: Resolutions on situation of 
human rights in Cuba (2002-2005): Hwww.ohchr.org/english/bodies/chr/index.htmH, accessed: 1 March 
2006. 
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opened its doors to international scrutiny, it supported the principle that other countries 

should do so as well.301   

Regarding the resolution in April 2005, initiated by the U.S., Mexico remained 

consistent with its external human rights policy, although of the 12 Latin American states 

represented in the Commission, only Costa Rica, Guatemala, and Honduras also voted in 

favour of the motion.  In contrast, Argentina, Brazil, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador and 

Peru abstained.  Mexico decided not to rally with the abstaining Latin American states but, 

instead, to support the US-sponsored resolution.  Historically, there is deep-rooted 

suspicion in Latin America towards U.S. hegemony in the Western Hemisphere.  In this 

regard, left and left-of-centre governments in Latin America attribute a high symbolic value 

to the vote on Cuba, on the one hand to manifest their ideology, and on the other, to express 

their discontent with what they perceive as hegemonic policy of the U.S.   

Mexico’s decision therefore came with a high price as the country’s vote in the 

Human Rights Commission weakened Luis Ernesto Derbez Bautista’s position in the 

elections of a new OAS Secretary General – that were taking place at the same time.302   In 

this sense, it is particularly remarkable that Mexico pursued its active human rights policy, 

even if that would imply to sacrifice the leading post at the OAS.303  

 Moreover, the Fox government agreed to launch a Civil Society Forum with 

representatives of European and Mexican civil society, which would discuss points of view 

on the implementation of the Global Agreement. The first forum was held on 26 November 

2002 with over 200 participants (NGO representatives, academics, business associations 

                                                 
301 The resolution in 2003 was initiated by Uruguay Peru and Costa Rica, the one in 2004 by Honduras. UN 
OHCHR: Hwww.ohchr.org/english/bodies/chr/index.htmH, accessed: 1 March 2006. 
302 Council on Hemispheric Affairs, Press Release, Washington D.C., 2 May 2005.  Mexico’s intention to 
preserve its credibility regarding human rights is certainly the main explanation for its vote in the 
Commission.  However, it should be noted that backing a U.S.-sponsored resolution also meant winning U.S. 
support for Derbez after former Salvadoran president Francisco Flores – the initial preference of the U.S. – 
dropped out of the race.    
303 In the end, the Chilean Minister of Interior, José Miguel Insulza was elected OAS Secretary General on 2 
May 2005. OAS: Assumption of Office by the Secretary General, Dr. José Miguel Insulza 
Hwww.oas.org/secretarygeneral2005/english/press.aspH, accessed: 1 March 2006.    
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etc.).304  On 28 February 2005, the Second EU-Mexico Civil Society Forum was held in 

Mexico, inaugurated by President Fox and the Minister of External Relations Derbez.305  

 

The Quebec Declaration, the Inter-American Democratic Charter, 
and the Puebla-Panama Plan 
 

In the following part of this chapter, we will analyse how normative changes 

regarding democracy and human rights have shaped Mexico’s position towards two main 

foreign policy initiatives of the Fox government:  First, the Inter-American Democratic 

Charter and the Quebec Declaration that preceded it; second, the Puebla- Panama Plan 

(PPP), a co-operation programme within the Tuxtla Mechanism for Dialogue.  

The Third Summit of the Americas (SOA) took place in Quebec City, Canada, from 

20-22 April 2001.306  Heads of state or government from thirty-four nations in the Western 

hemisphere attended this third summit in a series of hemispheric summits held within the 

past seven years.  They adopted a Plan of Action, which presented forty-three pages of 

policy initiatives, and the Declaration of Quebec City (Quebec Declaration).307  The 

Declaration included instructions from the heads of state to their foreign ministers that they 

adopt an Inter-American Democratic Charter – following a proposal introduced by Peru – 

at the June 2000 meeting of the General Assembly of the OAS.  As a novelty, the Quebec 

Declaration made the maintenance of democratic order a sine qua non condition for the 

participation in SOA meetings – the latter being a central forum for the FTAA talks.  All 

leaders of the Western Hemisphere – except for Cuba and Venezuela – agreed to the 

following democracy clause:308

                                                 
304 EU, European Commission: Overview of EU-Mexico Civil Society dialogue, 18 February 2004, 
Hwww.europa.eu.int/comm/external_relations/mexico/conf_en/eumex_csd_04.htmH, accessed: 1 March 
2006.    
305 EU, Delegation of the European Commission to Mexico: Diálogo entre las Sociedades Civiles y las 
Instituciones del Gobierno de México y la Unión Europea, 
Hwww.delmex.cec.eu.int/es/eventos/foro_social.htmH, accessed: 1 March 2006.    
306 Cooper (2001) offers a good description of the initiatives preceding the Quebec City “Democracy 
Summit“.   
307 New York Times, 22 April 2001. 
308 Cuba did not take part in the SOA meeting because in January 1962 the U.S. succeeded – despite the 
abstention of Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Mexico – to expel Cuba from the OAS (Bagby 1999: 232).  
Venezuela – although attending the meeting in Quebec – had several objections to the clause. See Klepak 
(2003) for an overview U.S. policy towards the OAS and other multilateral institutions in the Americas. 
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We acknowledge that the values and practices of democracy are fundamental to the 

advancement of all our objectives.  The maintenance and strengthening of the rule 

of law and strict respect for the democratic system are, at the same time, a goal and 

a shared commitment and are an essential condition of our presence at this and 

future Summits.  Consequently, any unconstitutional alteration or interruption of 

the democratic order in a state of the Hemisphere constitutes an insurmountable 

obstacle to the participation of that state’s government in the Summit of the 

America process.309  

 

This clause resembles the democracy clause that was adopted by the Mercosur 

customs union.310  In 1996, as a reaction to an attempted coup d’état in Paraguay,  

Mercosur member states invoked the OAS Resolution 1080 as a basis to draft a democracy 

clause.  The Presidential Declaration on Commitment to Democracy in Mercosur (25 June 

1996) led to the adoption of a clause in the Ushuaia Protocol on Commitment to 

Democracy (24 July 1998), which is in an integral part of the Asuncion Treaty as well as 

the Association Agreements that were signed with Bolivia and Chile.311  Like the Mercosur 

democracy clause, the Quebec Declaration establishes a link between a (possible) free trade 

agreement and democracy.    

However, the Quebec Declaration remains silent about the scope and enforcement 

measures in relation to the clause.  Moreover, since 2001, the FTAA talks have come to a 

near stalemate and the chances that an agreement will be reached in the near future appear 

very low.312  In case of successful negotiations, it remains to be seen how the democracy 

clause would be incorporated into the final FTAA treaty (as neither the Declaration nor the 

                                                 
309 SOA Information Network: Declaration of Quebec City, Hwww.summit-americas.org/eng-
2002/quebeccity-summit.htmH (emphasis added), accessed: 1 March 2006.  
310 Lagos and Rudy 2002: 175.  Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and Uruguay are members of the customs union.  
Venezuela will soon join Mercosur as a permanent member.  Bolivia, Chile and Peru are associated members.  
311 See: UN OHCHR: Presidential Declaration on Commitment to Democracy in Mercosur 
Hwww.ohchr.org/english/law/compilation_democracy/mercosur.htmH for the text of the Declaration and; the 
Ushuaia Protocol on Commitment to Democracy in Mercosur, the Republic of Bolivia and the Republic of 
Chile Hwww.ohchr.org/english/law/compilation_democracy/mercosurprot.htmH.  For the Treaty of 
Asuncion, see: OAS, SICE: Treaty Establishing a Common Market between the Argentine Republic, the 
Federal Republic of Brazil, the Republic of Paraguay and the Eastern Republic of Uruguay,  
Hwww.sice.oas.org/trade/mrcsr/mrcsrtoc.aspH.  All three sources accessed: 1 March 2006. 
312 Zabludovsky (2005) presents three possible scenarios to advance hemispheric integration in spite of these 
diffuculties. 

 87



The Fox Administration 

Charter will be included automatically).313  Possible ways to link democracy to the FTAA 

would be for instance a democracy clause in the preamble of the final text of the agreement 

or, to devote a separate chapter to democracy and human rights that would be binding for 

all signatory states.  Despite the current concern about the realisation of the free trade area, 

at the time of its adoption, the Quebec Declaration was perceived as an important 

contribution to the trade talks and, furthermore it paved the way for the Democratic 

Charter. 

At the thirty-first session of the OAS General Assembly, which took place in San 

Jose, Costa Rica, from 3-5 June 2001, nearly half of the member states expressed concerns 

over adopting a democratic charter.314  Notwithstanding the delay, the Charter was finally 

adopted at the twenty-eighth special session of the OAS, held in Lima, Peru, on 11 

September 2001.  As Maxwell Cameron asserts, Mexico was one the countries that actively 

pushed for Democratic Charter:315  

The idea of a Charter might have been ignored and forgotten had it not been taken 

up by the organizers of the Summit of the Americas in Quebec City, which instigated 

the negotiations leading to the signing of the Charter in September 11, 2001. The 

negotiation process that culminated in the Charter was led by a coalition of 

countries including Peru, Canada, Costa Rica, Argentina, and Mexico. 

 

Before taking a closer look at the Charter, it is important to recall that the Inter-

American Democratic Charter is not a treaty or legal instrument but a resolution of the 

General Assembly of the Organization of American States.316  As such its application 

depends upon the collective political will of the member states to enforce it through a 

process of multilateral negotiation.317  

The Charter can be considered an extension of OAS Resolution 1080 and the 

Washington Protocol, while it reaches deeper and is potentially wider in scope.  Resolution 

                                                 
313 For a discussion, see: Canada, DFAIT: The Relationship of the Inter-American Democratic Charter to the 
FTAA, Discussion Paper, Hwww.dfait-maeci.gc.ca/tna-nac/IYT/inter-american-en.aspH, accessed: 1 March 
2006. 
314 Among these states were Venezuela and more than a dozen Caribbean states from the Caribbean 
community (CARICOM). 
315 Cameron 2003: 4. 
316 Mexico’s position towards both agreements has been explained in Chapter 5.  
317 Cameron 2003: 3. 
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1080, adopted on 5 June 1991, created an automatic mechanism to react to “sudden or 

irregular interruption of the democratic political institutional process or of the legitimate 

exercise of power by the democratically elected government” in the region.318  It pledges 

the OAS Secretary General to convene an immediate emergency meeting of the OAS 

Permanent Council following the democratic political institutional process in any signatory 

state.319  As an amendment to the OAS Charter, the Washington Protocol, adopted on 14 

December 1992, enabled the General Assembly (provided there would be two-thirds in 

favour) to suspend any member state from the OAS in the event that “its democratically 

constituted government has been overthrown by force.320  

In its 28 articles, the Charter provides a definition of democracy and expresses the 

obligations of governments in regard to democracy and human rights.  According to Article 

1: “The peoples of the Americas have a right to democracy and their governments have an 

obligation to promote and defend it.”321  Article 19 incorporates the Quebec Declaration 

and foresees in case of a government’s violation of the democratic order, actions which 

could ultimately lead to an exclusion from the OAS:322  

Based on the principles of the Charter of the OAS and subject to its norms, and in 

accordance with the democracy clause contained in the Declaration of Quebec City, 

an unconstitutional interruption of the democratic order or an unconstitutional 

alteration of the constitutional regime that seriously impairs the democratic order 

in a member state, constitutes, while it persists, an insurmountable obstacle to its 

government’s participation in sessions of the General Assembly, the Meeting of 

Consultation, the Councils of the Organisation, the specialised conferences, the 

commissions, working groups, and other bodies of the Organisation.323

 

                                                 
318 Boniface 2005: 6. 
319 Cameron 2003: 3; Cooper 2004: 93. 
320 Boniface 2005: 6. 
321 OAS: Inter-American Democratic Charter, adopted by the GA at its special session held in Lima, Peru, 11 
September 2001, Hwww.ddpa.oas.org/docs/general_assembly/2001/ag_res_1_xxviii_E_01_eng.pdfH, 
accessed: 1 March 2006.  
322 Ponce Morales 2003: 1. 
323  H OAS: Inter-American Democratic Charter, adopted by the GA at its special session held in Lima, Peru, 
11 September 2001, Hwww.ddpa.oas.org/docs/general_assembly/2001/ag_res_1_xxviii_E_01_eng.pdfH, 
accessed: 1 March 2006 H(emphasis added). 
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The meetings preceding the adoption of the Charter revealed that there is some 

tension in the Charter itself between the principles of representative democracy and those 

of non-intervention in a member state’s domestic affairs.324  Concessions made to 

sovereignty and the focus on “unconstitutional interruption of the democratic order or an 

unconstitutional alteration of the constitutional regime” may complicate an intervention as 

response to democratic crises.325  In this regard, scholars have criticised the Democratic 

Charter, among other things,  for its rather narrow definition of democracy, the lack of tools 

and institutions in order to determine in what consists a democratic crisis, and furthermore, 

for relying to much on governments (while at the same time downplaying the role of 

opposition or civil society).326  

Despite this criticism, the Democratic Charter definitely represents an important 

step ahead in the defence of democracy in the Western Hemisphere.  We have seen that 

several OAS member states had serious concerns about the Quebec Declaration and the 

Democratic Charter.  The fact that Mexican officials strongly supported the inclusion of a 

democracy clause in the Quebec Declaration reflects Mexico’s new-born confidence in this 

matter.327  Secretary of State, Jorge Castañeda emphasised the differences in relation to 

previous governments: 

Today, as opposed to a few decades ago, it is neither a rhetorical adhesion nor the 

invocation of a sui generis notion of democracy to justify government models that, 

in the name of equality, restrain the civic and political liberties of their citizens.328  

 

Castañeda expressed that Mexico – along with other OAS countries – must 

“quicken the step and fortify our mechanisms of co-operation to promote development and, 

at the same time to strengthen democratic institutions.”329  Another statement by Castañeda 

                                                 
324 References to non-intervention can be found in several articles of the OAS Charter, see: Lagos and Rudy 
2002: 178-179.  
325 Boniface (2005) offers a good summary of cases in which the Democractic Charter has been invoked.  
326 For several good articles on this topic, see the Spring 2003 Issue of the Canadian Foreign Policy Journal 
and; McCoy 2005. 
327 Covarrubias 2001b: 73. In Castañeda’s view: “The participation in the process that gave birth to the Inter-
American Democratic Charter is part of the new foreign policy that President Vicente Fox has drawn up for 
our country, in which the promotion of democracy and human rights constitutes a governing axis of the 
international activity of our nation.” (Castañeda 2003: 307-310.) 
328 Castañeda 2003: 307-310. 
329 Ibid. 
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clearly contrasts with traditional Mexican foreign policy by which democracy issues have 

often been rejected on the grounds that they violated the principles of sovereignty and non-

intervention:  

The international dimension is not the imposition of a particular form of 

government coming from external factors, no matter how much pressure these could 

entail but the support to the efforts that, in an independent way, each nation makes 

to consolidate constitutional regimes based on norms and democratic 

institutions.330  

 

The change in Mexican foreign policy regarding democracy in the Americas is 

striking.  Ten years earlier, it had been the only country to reject the Washington Protocol, 

a key agreement that was one of the Charter’s predecessors.  At the time of the Quebec 

Declaration, Mexico was invited to join Argentina, Canada, Costa Rica, Peru, and the 

United States to review Peru’s draft for a Democratic Charter.331  Though Canada and Peru 

certainly were the driving forces during the negotiations, Mexico actively participated in 

the process that led to the adoption of the Inter-American Democratic Charter.332  The 

Mexican government further demonstrated its support, when it was among the first 

countries to invoke the instruments of the Charter as a reaction to the 2002 coup in 

Venezuela.333  

In addition to its active backing of the Charter in general, Mexico also firmly 

advocated “the elimination of all forms of discrimination, especially gender, ethnic and race 

discrimination, as well as diverse forms of intolerance, the promotion and protection of 

human rights of indigenous peoples and migrants”.334  Those rights are protected by Article 

9 of the Inter-American Democratic Charter.    

                                                 
330 Ibid. 
331 Cooper 2004: 103; Graham 2002: 4. 
332 Cameron 2003: 4; Gómez Muñoz 2003: 43. 
333 La Jornada, 13 April 2002; Mexico, Presidencia de la República: Discurso del Presidente Vicente Fox 
Quesada sobre la situación actual en Venezuela, San José (Costa Rica), 12 April 2002, 
Hwww.presidencia.gob.mx/actividades/?contenido=2873H, accessed: 1 March 2006.  
334 OAS: Inter-American Democratic Charter, adopted by the GA at its special session held in Lima, Peru, 11 
September 2001, Hwww.ddpa.oas.org/docs/general_assembly/2001/ag_res_1_xxviii_E_01_eng.pdfH; on 
Mexico’s engagement, see: Mexico, Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores (SRE): México el la OEA,  
Hhttp://portal.sre.gob.mx/oea/pdf/DERBEZOEA.pdfH. Both documents accessed: 1 March 2006.   
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The Puebla-Panamá Plan (PPP), announced by Mexico’s president Vicente Fox in 

2000, aims to link Mexico’s poor southern region, starting with the state of Puebla, to 

Central America through a series of public-private sector partnerships that would increase 

trade and build infrastructure.335  NAFTA has benefited until now only a few Mexican 

states.  Political uprising in Chiapas, one of the poorest states, has brought further attention 

to income disparities within Mexico.  Thus, the PPP can be seen as a reaction to the 

problems of economic development, and in particular, infrastructure and economic 

disparities between the North and South of Mexico.336 Among the most ambitious projects 

is the International Network of Mesoamerican Highways, which includes building three 

roads totalling 4,500 miles.  Funding for the programmes was difficult to find, despite a 4 

billion USD credit line by the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB) as well as some 

firm commitments from private funds such as the 70 million from Edesa, the Spanish 

power company.337  

The PPP is part of the larger forum, the Tuxtla Mechanism for Dialogue and Co-

operation whose member states are Mexico, Guatemala, El Salvador, Belize, Honduras, 

Nicaragua, Costa Rica and Panama.338  When the Central American heads of state met in 

San Salvador on 15 June 2001, they officially launched the PPP.  Just a few days after 

negotiations of the Democratic Charter took place in Costa Rica, the leaders expressed in 

Article 16 of the San Salvador Declaration: 

Reaffirming the obligation to defend and promote democracy in the region.  In this 

sense, we repeat our full support to the efforts which have been realised in the OAS 

to adopt the Inter-American Democratic Charter in conformity with the provisions 

of the San José declaration approved during the thirty-first session of the OAS 

General Assembly on 5 June 2001.  

                                                 
335 General information on the PPP can be found at: Mexico, SRE: Portal Plan Puebla Panamá, 
Hhttp://ppp.sre.gob.mx/H, accessed: 1 March 2006.  The following nine Mexican states participate in the 
programme: Campeche, Chiapas, Guerrero, Oaxaca, Puebla, Quintana Roo, Tabasco, Veracruz, and Yucatán.  
336 Arès 2002 : 40-1; Maihold 2001. 
337 Dominguez-Rivera 2004: 16. 
338 Alcázar and Barreto 2000.  The Dominican Republic joined the Tuxtla Mechanism in 2004. 
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Any alteration or interruption of the democratic order in a Mesoamerican state 

constitutes an obstacle to this government’s participation in the Tuxtla 

Mechanism for Dialogue, including the initiatives of Plan Puebla Panamá. 339

 

According to this article, Central American states were willing to link their co-

operation and development agreement to the Inter-American human rights system.  With 

the San Salvador Declaration, a democracy clause – based on the wording of the Quebec 

Declaration – was incorporated into the Tuxtla Mechanism and the PPP.  Consequently, a 

member state that would violate human rights or disrupt the democratic order, may be 

excluded from both, the Tuxtla Mechanism and the PPP.  In their Managua Declaration (25 

March 2004), the leaders of Central America affirmed their support for democracy and 

stressed   

To continue our engagement with democratic institutionalism by the strict 

observance of the principles and norms established in the Inter-American 

Democratic Charter, as well as to improve and strengthen the mechanisms for its 

defence, as much at the internal level as in the Inter-American system and the 

United Nations.340  

 

Contrary to previous administrations when Mexico’s strategy was to deal separately 

with economic and human rights issues, the following article exemplifies the significant 

change, which Mexican policy underwent in recent years:  

Reaffirming our commitment to make actions for the consolidation of democracy, to 

promote its respect and absolute observance to the universal validity of human 

rights and fundamental liberties, essential elements for the social, political and 

economic development, as well as for the maintenance of peace and the stability of 

the region.341  

 

                                                 
339 Mexico, SRE: San Salvador Declaration, 15 June 2001, 
Hhttp://portal.sre.gob.mx/ppp/pdf/CumbreTuxtla150601.pdfH, accessed: 1 March 2006  (emphasis added). 
340 Inter-American Development Bank, VI Cumbre del Mecanismo de Diálogo y Concertación de Tuxtla 
Declaración de Managua, 25 March 2004, Hwww.iadb.org/intal/tratados/mcca.htmH, accessed: 1 March 
2006. 
341 Ibid. 
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Democracy and human rights are now seen as a precondition for other issues areas 

such as development and peace.  Both the San Salvador and Managua Declaration refer 

directly to the Democratic Charter, clearly indicating the commitment to democracy and 

human rights norms.  These declarations are not just another example in Mexico’s norm 

internalisation process; more importantly they demonstrate that Mexico would also promote 

democracy and human rights norms when it was in the “driver’s seat.”342  In other words, 

the Mexican commitment to democracy in the case of the Tuxtla Mechanism is noteworthy, 

because Mexico was the most powerful state.  Consequently, the country’s commitment to 

these norms does not depend on its relative power position.  The fact that Mexico agreed to 

promote democracy in an agreement with smaller states – unlike in the Global Agreement 

and the Democratic Charter – underlines how deeply Mexico has internalised democracy 

and human rights norms.  

 

The Spiral Model and the Fox Administration 
 

With his electoral victory in 2000, President Fox obtained a democratic bonus that 

gave Mexico’s foreign policy a new thrust in the world arena.  As Adolfo Zinser, the 

president’s international adviser, asserts, “Fox carries with him the strength of democracy 

as a new asset of Mexico.”343  Indeed, Mexican post-authoritarian democracy grants the 

country more credibility and legitimacy in international fora.  At the same time, the Fox 

administration relied on its democratic bonus to take a more active position in international 

relations.  

As a consequence, the principle of non-intervention, i.e. the Carranza doctrine, has 

gradually been eroded by the new activism.  If one compares the foreign policy objectives 

of the Salinas government in Table 7.5 with those of the Fox administration, it is striking 

that the latter places less emphasis on national sovereignty.344  As the table shows, 

“strengthening national sovereignty” has been one of the five principal foreign policy goals 

under Salinas.  In contrast, Castañeda’s outline of the general foreign policy priorities of the 

Fox administration fails to mention sovereignty.  It would be misleading however to 
                                                 
342 Mexico, Presidencia de República, Press Release, Los Pinos, 25 March 2004. 
343 The Economist, 26 August 2000: 2. 
344 Dominguez-Rivera 2004: 8. 
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conclude that the issue of sovereignty is completely ignored by the new administration.  

Rather, it has been reshaped and adapted to democracy and human rights norms.  

Castañeda’s comments regarding the Democratic Charter are a telling example:  

Nowadays, we require an approach that recognizes that individuals are not only 

citizens of their respective countries, but also of the region in which they live and 

even of the entire world.  It exists, therefore, a democratic set of rights and duties 

that extend beyond our borders and which, without a deterioration of the 

sovereignty of the State, must be recognized and encouraged from a wider 

perspective.  It would even be possible to say that the sovereignty of a State is 

reinforced the greater it is the respect of civic and human rights of its citizens.345   

 

Table 7.5: Comparison of Foreign Policy Objectives under Salinas and Fox 

 Salinas administration Fox administration 

1.  strengthening national sovereignty Promote a democratic image of Mexico 

2. promoting economic development Strengthening programmes of regional co-

operation, creating new axes of political 

action 

3. protecting Mexicans living abroad Strengthening economic and commercial 

promotion 

4.  promoting national culture Address phenomena such as migration, 

environment and trans-national crime 

5. promoting a positive image of Mexico 

abroad 

Active participation in regional and global 

multilateral institutions 
Source: Dominguez-Rivera 2004: 7-8. 

 

In a similar vein, President Fox attempts to conciliate the Carranza doctrine with 

the challenges and requirements of the international system.  According to Fox,  

One of the main issues that we had to address is the way in which the principles of 

foreign policy – contained in our Constitution, and derived from the fundamental 

principles of the League of Nations and the Charter of the United Nations, but also 

                                                 
345 Castañeda 2003: 307-310. 
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from Mexican postulates like the Carranza doctrine – can be applied to the new 

international realities.  We have avoided the temptation that our diplomatic 

tradition goes by the board or, on the contrary, to limit ourselves to simply repeat it.  

For that reason, we decided that Mexico’s foreign policy had to combine the best of 

our past with the needs of the present.346  

 

Both statements exemplify to what extent Mexico has shifted its attitude towards 

sovereignty.  To be precise, the adjustment of the doctrines has, at times, not been without 

contradictions  - as in the case of President Fox’s statement in regard to the coup in 

Venezuela.  He declared that in strict application of the Estrada Doctrine, Mexico would 

abstain from recognising or not recognising the new Venezuelan government and would 

limit itself to maintain diplomatic relations to the aforementioned government.347  This is, 

indeed, the “classic “ argument of the Estrada doctrine.  However, in his statement the 

president also described the previous economic policy of the government as “erratic,” 

called for democratic and transparent elections and, further announced that Mexico will 

support an OAS mission to Venezuela.348 These aspects of his speech are obviously at odds 

with the principles of non-intervention and self-determination on which the doctrine is 

based.  That said, the combination of “the best of the past with needs of the present” may 

generate contradictions, which, in the long run, may result in a complete renunciation of the 

doctrines.  

With President Fox, the constraint of using the non-intervention principle as a shield 

to protect the authoritarian Mexican government’s behaviour has faded out.  As the fears of 

being criticised for its lack of political openness have vanished, Mexico’s foreign policy 

has gained a new activism and consequently has strengthened its voice in bilateral, 

regional, and international fora.  According to Dominguez-Rivera, “more than a total re-

design of foreign policy itself, the current wider margin of manoeuvrability for Mexican 

                                                 
346 Mexico, Presidencia de la República: Política Exterior de México en el Siglo XXI, Discourse by President 
Fox, Madrid, 16 May 2002, Hwww.presidencia.gob.mx/actividades/?contenido=3080H, accessed: 1 March 
2006. 
347 Mexico, Presidencia de la República: Discurso del Presidente Vicente Fox Quesada sobre la situación 
actual en Venezuela, San José (Costa Rica), 12 April 2002, 
Hwww.presidencia.gob.mx/actividades/?contenido=2873H, accessed: 1 March 2006.  
348 La Jornada, 13 April 2002; and above cited, Hwww.presidencia.gob.mx/actividades/?contenido=2873H. 
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external relations is the result of the strengthening of major advancements in electoral 

democracy and human rights.”349  

The new government not only promoted democracy and human rights abroad, it also 

undertook some crucial domestic reforms.  A major advance under Fox has been to accept 

external scrutiny of the government performance in the area of human rights.   

 In light of these changes, the assumption that sovereignty remains stable over time 

is misleading; we have therefore to distinguish between different notions of sovereignty.  

Under Salinas and previous governments, Mexico often invoked principles of non-

intervention, and the Carranza doctrine continued to be the leitmotiv of Mexican foreign 

policy.350  This negative sovereignty aimed at assuring freedom from the actions of others 

in the political arena.  In the second part of Zedillo’s term, however, the use of non-

interventionist actions and statements diminished significantly.  The Zedillo administration 

avoided juxtaposing sovereignty and international norms, thus leaving aside the Carranza 

and Estrada doctrines.  Instead, the government espoused democracy and human rights and 

– in order to legitimise its reform policies – emphasised that these norms were compatible 

with Mexico’s own legal traditions (e.g. the Constitution).   

After Fox came into power, the positive notion of sovereignty – understood as 

freedom to act in the international arena – gained the upper hand.  Alternations in Mexico’s 

foreign policy have led to a reformulation of sovereignty in the discourses of Mexican 

government officials.351  The new administration has further tried to reconcile sovereignty 

with democracy and human rights.  In this process, the government attached more 

importance to the latter norms than to principles of non-intervention.  Repeatedly, the Fox 

administration affirmed not only to be committed to democracy and human rights but also 

to promote these values “around the world.”  On a multitude of occasions such as in the 

Tuxtla Mechanism for Dialogue and in OAS meetings, Mexico played an active role in the 

promotion of democratic values.  The international community acknowledged Mexico’s 

efforts when it granted the country a place in the UN Human Rights Commission in 2001.  

                                                 
349 Dominguez-Rivera 2004: 6-7. 
350 Here, I refer to the political realm.  As described in Chapter 6, the Salinas government made important 
changes related to trade and investment policies.  
351 Becerra Gelóver 2002. 
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In this vein, one has to agree with Covarrubias that “the idea that democracy and 

human rights are not strictly domestic issues but may be discussed and promoted 

internationally is certainly one of the most important changes in Mexican foreign 

policy.”352

  Adaptation of human rights agreements became a standard operating procedure 

under Fox and, in this sense, the government has fully internalised these norms.  In regard 

to the spiral model, Mexico can be considered to have reached the final stage of rule-

consistent behaviour.  Nevertheless, in some aspects it would be premature to argue that 

norm socialisation is definitely accomplished.   

 

Much Better, But Not Perfect – Mexico’s Current Human Rights 
Situation 
 

Incidents like the assassination of Digna Ochoa and other human rights activists as 

well as the murder of several hundred women in the state of Chihuahua continue to raise 

doubts about the enforcement of human rights law.353  Several of Mexico’s most pressing 

human rights problems stem from shortcomings in its criminal justice system.  They 

include torture and other ill treatment by law enforcement officials, and a failure to 

investigate and prosecute those responsible for human rights violations.354  Furthermore, it 

is also inadequate to leave investigation and prosecution of army abuses to military 

authorities.  A real challenge for Mexico is the high level impunity which stands at 95% for 

common crimes, and almost 100% in cases of human rights violations, including summary 

executions, arbitrary detentions, and judicial processes related to confessions obtained 

under torture.355

                                                 
352 Covarrubias 2003b: 21. 
353 Digna Ochoa, a Mexican lawyer and human rights activist was murdered in 2001.  Some observers took 
the president’s late response to Ochoa’s death as a sign of lack of interest.  Later, the government would react 
and free two environmental activists whom Ochoa had defended (Gutiérrez Aguilar 2002).  For a good 
description of the events related to the murders in Ciudad Juárez as well as the process of investigations, see: 
González Rodríguez 2002.  
354 Human Rights Watch: Overview of human rights issues in Mexico,  
Hwww.hrw.org/english/docs/2005/01/13/mexico9873_txt.htmH, accessed: 1 March 2006.  
355 For a quantitative analysis on crime, as well as background information on the Mexican judicial and law 
enforcement institutions, see: Magaloni and Zepeda 2004. 
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At the heart of these problems is the lack of rule of law in Mexico.  In this respect, 

Bernecker writes “that the creation of rule of law in the Mexican context is particular 

difficult as it succeeds the democratic transition”.356  Unlike the European case where the 

establishment of the rule of law preceded democracy, Mexico has to improve the human 

rights situation while completing the democratic transition at the same time.   

Corruption as well as acceptance or fatality among the Mexican population towards 

injustice further impedes the creation of a functioning criminal justice system.  Mexico was 

still ranked 65th out of 159 countries surveyed in Transparency International’s 2005 

Corruption Perceptions Index.357  Although, the Fox administration made efforts to tackle 

this problem by introducing anti-corruption courses in schools, the change of common 

habits regarding corruption will only be possible in the long run.  

In defence of the government, one has to admit that the rule of law cannot be 

imposed top-down.  Polls from the Ministry of Interior have shown that about two thirds of 

the interviewees agreed that “to break the law is not a big deal as long as you are not 

caught”, and that “it is acceptable to take advantage of positions in the public service as 

long as the abuses are not exaggerated and the benefits are shared.”358  Hence, the long-

term challenge remains to encourage law-abiding behaviour of the citizens in general.  

Regarding the consolidation of democracy in Mexico, it remains to be seen whether 

human rights agreements and democracy clauses will also be whole-heartedly embraced by 

future administrations.359  We should not forget that Fox is just the first president after 

Mexico’s voted transition.  Future investigations should give particular attention to the risk 

of deadlock in times of divided government and the high level of abstention in Mexican 

elections.360  Both of these aspects have the potential to become serious threats for the 

consolidation of democracy.   

Although two particular important cases of fraud in the context of political elections 

have been penalized, Mexico’s political class has to recognise the fact that this process is 

                                                 
356 Bernecker 2004. 
357 Transparency International: TI Corruption Perceptions Index 2005, 
Hwww.transparency.org/policy_and_research/surveys_indices/cpi/2005H, accessed: 1 March 2006.  
358 Este País cited in: López-Ayllón and Fix-Fierro 2000: 504. 
359 For articles on democratic consolidation in Mexico, see for instance: Baer 2004 and Lawson 2004. 
360 Starr 2003. 
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still fragile.361  The political affair involving López Obrador underlines this point and 

shows that Mexican politicians should stay firmly committed to free and fair elections.362   

However, general concern about the rule of law in Mexico, as well as particular 

cases of human rights violations and political scandals, have to be put in perspective.  The 

overall situation of democracy and human rights in Mexico has made significant progress 

as the data from Freedom House and the Polity IV Project shows.  As Baer affirms, “what 

is most important is that the first three years of Mexico’s transition have not seen a single 

serious threat to democracy. 363  This fact contradicts the predictions of republican 

liberalism, which assumes that these threats are the reason why leaders of newly 

established democracies join international human rights institutions.   

In conclusion, despite the fact that law enforcement should be improved, norm 

internalisation in Mexico is already well grounded and it is most likely that rule-

consistency will be further enhanced in the remaining year of the Fox presidency as well as 

by its successor governments.   

 

 

                                                 
361 These frauds are known as Pemexgate and Amigos de Fox, the first involving the PRI, the second one the 
PAN. See: Maihold 2004. 
362 Through much of the year 2005, popular Mexico City mayor Andres Manuel López Obrador of the PRD 
appeared to be the likely victor for the 2006 presidential elections, despite having been tainted by several 
corruption scandals involving top aides.  With regard to this, Fox had to fend off charges that he was behind 
efforts to impeach the mayor of Mexico City in a legal dispute involving an obscure land case.  In the end, 
accusations were withdrawn, permitting López Obrador to stay in the presidential race. See: Grayson 2005.    
363 Baer 2004: 102. 
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The case studies have shown that Mexican democratisation significantly increased 

during the last ten years and, as a result, the country shifted its foreign policy vis-à-vis 

human rights agreements and democracy clauses (see Table 8.1.).  This change supports the 

basic hypothesis outlined in Chapter 3 that growing norm internalisation (i.e. 

democratisation) will lead to a greater acceptance of human rights accords.  In terms of the 

spiral model, the different phases that characterised Mexico’s norm socialisation process 

can be summarised as follows: 

• Salinas presidency: denial stage (with some minor tactical adjustments); 

• Zedillo presidency: starting with tactical adjustments, towards the end of his term 

norms gained prescriptive status; 

•  Fox presidency: norms have been internalised to a large extent, though the rule 

of law has to be improved. 

 

Table 8.1: Mexico’s Democratisation and Democracy Clauses: A Comparison of Three 

Mexican Presidencies 

 

Presidency Mexico’s Democrati-

sation, Polity score364

Number of accepted 

DCs  

Government’s attitude 

towards HRA  

Salinas (PRI) 0 0 rejection 

Zedillo (PRI) 4-6365 1 acceptance  

Fox (PAN) 8 2 active promotion 
Key: DCs = Democracy clauses; HRA= Human Rights Agreements 

Source: Polity IV dataset; my own calculation and in the case of DCs.  

 

Under President Salinas, the Mexican government frequently denied the validity of 

international norms and largely failed to implement democratic reforms despite some 

tactical adjustments.  Considering the low level of democratisation, Mexico’s rejection to 

                                                 
364 The data is taken from the Polity IV Project, which was presented in Chapter 5.  The polity score 
(democracy score minus autocracy score) ranges from +10 (full democracy) to –10 (full autocracy)  
365 From 1994-1997 the Zedillo administration was rated 4; after 1997, it was rated 6.  
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recognise and adhere to human rights institutions is hardly surprising.  Democratisation 

increased in the midst of Zedillo’s presidency when the first democracy clause with the EU 

was signed (See: Table 8.1).  With the election of Fox, and the end of the decade-long PRI 

reign, Mexican foreign policy became particularly active in the domain of democracy and 

human rights.  

 It is worth mentioning that the phases of norm socialisation did not necessarily 

coincide with a particular presidency.366  A phase may also comprise different 

administrations; or, during the same sexenio a government may move from one stage of 

norm socialisation to a subsequent one.   

Under Zedillo, for instance, Mexican officials rejected a democracy clause with the 

EU in the first place.  After a long arguing process with the EU, the government finally 

accepted to sign it and further adhered to several other international human rights 

agreements.  According to constructivism, norms have the power to alter actors’ 

preferences.367  In this regard, the EU and the OAS played an important role as “teachers of 

norms” and thereby encouraged Mexico’s norm empowerment.  Different levels of norm 

socialisation (see the Combined Polity Score for Zedillo in Table 8.1.) may therefore be 

well-suited to explain Mexico’s attitude towards democracy and human rights.   

The discourses about sovereignty also changed as a result of Mexico’s growing 

norm socialisation.  Until the mid-1990s, sovereignty was used as the main argument 

against foreign criticism but once the country internalised democracy and human rights 

norms, Mexican governments brought sovereignty in line with Mexico’s new democratic 

identity.    

Constructivism takes into account that Mexican democratisation was a gradual 

process, in which international organisations as well as domestic actors played a crucial 

role in the country’s norm socialisation.  It is definitely a strength of the spiral model that it 

integrates the domestic as well the international level in its analysis.  However, the 

weakness of the model may be that it does not explain which of the two spheres had a 

bigger impact on the normative change.  Another limitation of this thesis is the fact, that it 

is not possible to exactly determine the minimum level of democratisation (i.e. a Freedom 

                                                 
366 Similarly, the authors of the spiral model do not expect such congruence.  
367 Finnemore 1993. 
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House or Polity IV score), necessary for an approval of human rights agreements and 

democracy clauses.   

Concerning the plausibility of liberal arguments, the thesis has shown that 

Moravcsik’s approach fails to explain convincingly why the Zedillo government accepted a 

democracy clause and joined human rights institutions if this undermined the PRI’s 

dominant position within the Mexican political system.  It remains likewise puzzling for 

republican liberalism why in the absence of serious domestic threats, the Fox 

administration had such a great interest in joining and promoting human rights institutions.  

Notwithstanding these shortcomings of the approach, we should not jump into conclusions. 

First, liberalism (rationalist bottom-up explanations in general) has proved very helpful to 

understand the change in Mexico’s external trade policy during the 1980s and 1990s.  

Second, with regard to republican liberalism, it is fair to say that Mexico’s democratic 

transition is a particular case.  In other words, Moravcsik’s approach is still relevant in 

those contexts where interests to secure democracy can be attributed to particular groups 

who face threats from autocratic hardliners (as in Peru for instance).368        

 After Mexico has successfully democratised, what are the prospects for the 

country’s foreign policy?  Besides democracy and human rights policies, can we expect 

further changes in other issue areas?  In light of these questions, I will briefly address 

recent foreign policy initiatives under President Fox concerning energy and the deepening 

of co-operation within NAFTA states.  

The state-owned oil and gas industry remains one of Mexico’s most potent symbols 

of nationalism.369  During trade talks with Canada and the U.S. as well as with the 

European Union, Mexican governments defended one of the last bastions of revolutionary 

nationalism and state intervention.370  The government’s position had little to do with 

economic considerations; officials mainly opposed a liberalisation of domestic energy 

sectors for reasons that involved Mexican history, its constitution, and its sovereignty.   

                                                 
368 Peru’s particularly active support for the Inter-American Democratic Chapter is such an example.  See 
also: Cooper and Legler 2001.  
369 The 18th of March, the day when Mexico’s energy industry was nationalised, still remains a national 
holiday.  
370 The Mexican Constitution (see: Art. 27 and 28) prohibits foreign ownership or direct investment in oil 
production, and Mexican officials had asserted repeatedly that oil must be excluded from trade negotiations  
(Cameron and Tomlin 2000: 71).  
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In contrast to previous administrations, President Fox along with the leaders of 

Canada and the U.S. established in June 2001 a North American Energy Working Group, 

which convened to set an agenda that included pipeline construction, cross-border power 

transmission and regulation, and research into new technologies.371  Less emphasis on 

national sovereignty and revolutionary nationalism may thus provide the ground for deeper 

co-operation on energy, an area in which Mexico has traditionally sought non-intervention 

from foreign actors, in a manner similar to previous policies on democracy and human 

rights.372

This case may be a good opportunity to join the forces of constructivist and 

rationalist explanations.  Changing norms on sovereignty and non-intervention make clear 

why debates and proposals to reform the Mexican oil industry are no longer a “taboo”.373  

From a different perspective, liberal approaches may elucidate why certain actors 

(especially within the PAN) do have an interest in restructuring the oil industry as a means 

to reduce traditional PRI control of PEMEX.374  

Foreign policy is no longer merely a “factor of production”375 but has become more 

active after the election of President Fox.  Inspired by European integration efforts, he 

proposed in August 2000 to create a “North American Community” consisting of a North 

American development programme, a common market and a monetary union.376  Mexico’s 

new-born democratic identity and the changing nature of national sovereignty help us to 

understand the country’s commitment to deepen existing co-operation agreements and 

furthermore now explains why the government extends co-operation to other issue areas.  

Nevertheless, it would be premature to argue that the Mexican case can be applied 

directly to other states.  Further research is required to assert whether other examples of 

                                                 
371 Alberro 2004; Pastor 2001: 133-135; U.S. State Department Press Release, 22 April 2001. 
372 For one of the most ambitious proposals to reform Mexican oil industry, see: Alberro, Castañeda and 
Gardels 2005.  For background information, see: International Herald Tribune, 21 September 2005.  The 
assumption, here, is that democratization may facilitate a reform of the oil industry.  However, as Michael 
Ross (2001) has shown, the opposite argument is not necessarily true as most of the times “oil impedes 
democracy”. 
373 Oil & Gas Journal, 14 November 2005. 
374 La Jornada, 1 November 2003. 
375 Chabat 1991: 1. 
376 Robert Pastor (2001 and 2004) seized Fox’s idea and has presented in his recent publications several plans 
to build a community between the three states. See also: Arès 2002:25-26. For an argument that values of 
Canadian, Mexican, and U.S. citizens converged during the last decade, see: Inglehart, Nevitte and Basañez 
1996. 
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changes in sovereignty and human rights policy can be attributed to norm socialisation.  In 

this regard, future constructivist research projects may for instance analyse the spread of 

democracy clauses in regional trade agreements (RTA).  Mercosur, the Andean Community 

and, Chile and Mexico in its FTAs with the EU, have already adopted a democracy 

clause.377  The clause may also be part of the FTAA, if trade negotiations will be 

successful.  Does this mean we are witnessing another norm cascade?  

                                                 
377 UN OHCHR: Compilation of documents or texts adopted and used by various intergovernmental, 
international, regional and subregional organizations aimed at promoting and consolidating democracy, 
Hwww.ohchr.org/english/law/compilation_democracy/index.htmH, accessed: 1 March 2006. 
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