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Mexico's elections of July 6, 1997, hal f-way through the
Presidential termof Ernesto Zedillo, represent a mgjor
transition point in the evolution of its corporatist political
system (Handl eman, 1997, p. 8-11, Russell 1994: 290- 304,

M ddl ebrook 1986 & 1995, Centeno 1994, Mendez 1994). For the
first tine since the establishnment of the post-revol utionary
constitution, forces controlled by the President |ost control of
t he Chanber of Deputies. They also |ost control of the | ocal
governnment of Mexico Cty, hone to nearly one fourth of the
nation's popul ation. The "perfect dictatorship" (Vargas LI osa,
1991) may have becone vul nerable to new denocratic forces.

The concept of corporatismis not wthout its detractors. In
his much adm red book on Mexico, M ddl ebrook (1995: 341-342)
devot es an extensive footnote to explaining why he does not use
the term primarily because the concept puts too much enphasis on
state control. | choose to use the termhere in part because it
is so wdely used by Mexicans when di scussing politics,
especially |l abor politics, but al so because the concept draws our
attention precisely to what is being disputed at present: the
extent to which the state will continue to control the | abor
movenent. Let us consider this venerable definition:

A system of interest representation is defined as
corporatist to the extent that it is characterized by a
pattern of state structuring of representation that
produces a systemof officially sanctioned, non-
conpetitive interest organizations which are organized
into legally prescribed functional groupings; to the
extent that these associations are subsidized by the
state; and to the extent that there is explicit state
control over the |eadership, demand-nmaking and interna
governance of these associations (Collier, 1977, p.
493).

This definition draws our attention to the extent to which the
state structures, subsidizes, and/or controls interest

organi zati ons such as | abor unions. The PRI, here-to-fore known
as the "ruling party" because it was virtually synonynmous with
the state, is attenpting to maintain the control while others are
attenpting to nodify or to shatter it all within an environnment
of consi derable constraints.

President Zedillo hinself recently weighed in on the matter
whi | e addressi ng potential candidates at the 69th anniversary of
the founding of the PRI. According to one account he cautioned
them that "The quotas of power and corporatismare 'luxuries' of
a political past that we are no | onger disposed to pay nor
capabl e of paying." (Vargas, 1998)
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This paper will not take President Zedillo's word that
corporatismis a thing of the past. Rather it will exam ne
changes in key parts of the corporatist political system those
nost directly linked to Mexican workers and to | abor unions. The
el ectoral instability exenplified by the election of 1997 has
touched off an internal struggle for control of the corporati st
enterprize, and it has created new opportunities for those
wor ki ng out side of and agai nst the corporatist system This paper
first briefly describes the system of |abor relations existing
within Mexico. It then presents five brief case studies of
change within that systemthat can help us to understand the
changi ng nature of the political environment in which Mexico's
| abor relations occur.

The Corporatist System

The 1930s were a period of political and econom c innovation
t hroughout the capitalist world. 1In the United States Roosevelt
brought in the New Deal. |In Sweden the Social Denocrats took
control and established a welfare state for the benefit of
workers. In Italy and Germany fascists brought a new order to
chaotic societies, making the trains run on tinme and produci ng
such wonders as the Vol kswagen even as they obliterated
denocratic and human rights. In Mexico, the great hero of the
peopl e, Lazaro Cardenas, destroyed the power of the puppet behind
the Presidency, Elias Calles, by rooting his own power in popular
organi zati ons. Cardenas began to fulfill the prom ses of the
Mexi can Revolution and its idealistic constitution. He
di stributed vast amobunts of good | ands to the peasants, and he
establi shed the m ninumwage called for in the constitution, a
living wage that could provide a famly with food shelter,
clothing, schooling, and a bit |eft over for recreation.

To avoi d the coup which conservative Calles was pl anni ng,
Cardenas created mlitias of peasants and industrial workers. He
al so coopted the mlitary with a round of pronotions and with the
creation of a place for themwthin the newy reorgani zed ruling
party, the Party of the Mexican Revol ution, which becane the PR
in 1946. Wile the PRMoffered the mlitary a voice, it bal anced
themw th sectors representing the peasants, the workers, and the
popul ar (m ddl e class) sector. Wile fewin Mexico will question
the material benefits Cardenas brought to peasants and workers,
fewer still hold himaccountable for the political chains he
fashi oned for them

The party hel ped workers and peasants to organize into
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unions. It also required that those unions affiliate with the
party. These organizations then becane the basis for the
el ectoral nobilization that kept the ruling party in power.

The governnment established tri-partite |abor boards (the
Juntas de Conciliacion y Arbitraje or JCA) with representatives
of the governnent, of |abor, and of enployers. Since the ruling
party had direct influence over the governnent, the enpl oyers
confederation, and the | abor unions, it exercised firmcontrol
over these | abor boards. One of the jobs of the | abor boards is
to recognize (or not) the legitimacy of any |abor unions which
wor kers--according to the constitution--may freely organize. It
must al so recogni ze the el ected officers of all |ocal unions
(through the toma de nota.) Only recogni zed officials can
negotiate a contract. The |abor board nmust al so deci de whet her
any strike is legal or not. Thus, to a very large extent, the
ruling party is able to control who is able to organize a union
who will run it, and what that union will do.

In the Cardenas era such control by the ruling party was not
a significant problemas Cardenas saw his security rooted in the
support he received fromworkers and peasants, and his policies
were generally quite favorable to them Yet when Cardenas |eft
of fice workers' salaries plumeted, |osing half their purchasing
power within the first five years of his successor's rule.
Wor kers' wages did not again reach Cardenas era | evels of confort
again until the late sixties. Gven this |arge disconnect
between the welfare of the workers and the stability of the
ruling party we nust ask, how did the regine sustain itself so
magni ficently?

One of the key instrunents of political |inkage between the
ruling party and the workers has been the Confederation of
Mexi can Workers (CTM. The CTM cane into exi stence under the
| eadership of a charismatic Marxist | abor organi zer, Vicente
Lonbardo Tol edano. It grew with the encouragenent of President
Cardenas. Labor | eaders were now able to win contracts for their
wor kers. Unions and their nenbers were automatically nmade nmenbers
of the ruling party. Wthin the party apparatus, nmany union
| eaders were al so able to secure political appointnments and
exercise direct influence on the inplenentation of governnent
projects. When nore conservative Presidents followed Cardenas the
CTM faced a choi ce between opposition and acconmodati on. Fi del
Vel azquez, born in 1900 and first elected Secretary General of
the CTMin 1940, chose the course of accommodation. It served him
wel | . Perhaps nore than any other person in the Mexican political
system he exercised power until the sumrer of 1997, dying just
before the first significant political defeat of the PRI
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Wi | e wages declined steadily through the 40's, political
positions for union | eaders remai ned secure. In 1942 the
governnment created the Mexican Social Security System which
i ncluded national health care as well as pension benefits. The
system was nmanaged by appoi ntees from busi ness, |abor, and
government. Wbrkers who had signed on under the Marxist influence
of Tol edano, where now managi ng bureaucracies jointly with
capitalists.

In the early years of the cold war Mexico, much |ike the
US, noved to rid its unions of Conmuni sts. Anyone accused of
bei ng Comruni st coul d now be purged, and Vel azquez used the
excuse to elimnate potential rivals. In 1948 m ners,
rai l workers, and oilworkers unions withdrew fromthe CITM and
formed their own federation. Railworkers went out on strike for
back pay and wage increases. The governnment acted swiftly and
forcefully. Using both police and mlitary troops they forced the
rail workers to nanme a new Secretary General of their union, Jesus
Diaz de Le6n (La Botz, 1992, p. 66).

Thi s incident shows the fundanental nature of governnent
control of the |abor novenent through the |eaders of its official
unions. It also gives rise to a termthat is central to
under st andi ng Mexi can | abor relations. The termis charro or
sonetines, charrisno. JesUs Diaz de Ledn enjoyed dressing in the
el egant cl othes worn today only by mariachi nusicians. They are
fromthe tradition of the Mexican horseman or caballero which is
clearly distinguished fromthe peones who | acked horses and had
to wal k. This taste for dandified class distinction, while having
nothing to do with the working class solidarity one m ght hope
for fromunion | eaders, has everything to do with the corrupt,
politically servile | eaders of nost official unions since that
time. To this day corrupt union | eaders are popularly known as
charros.

Corrupt lifestyles offer charros a reward for their |oyalty,
but they can also be used as a neans of control. Since nmuch of
the corruption is technically illegal, if a union | eader dares to
oppose soneone higher up in the party apparatus, he can be
denounced and jailed. This was clearly denonstrated when
President Salinas noved to jail, La Quina, the powerful |eader of
t he petrol eum workers union. Juaquin (La Quina) Hernandez Galicia
had controlled the Petrol eum workers union (STPRM since 1961
When he opposed the 1988 candi dacy of Carlos Salinas, known to
favor privatization of stated owned businesses such as PEMEX, he
went too far. Although La Quina's favored candi date, Cuauhtenoc
Cardenas was ahead in the vote count before the el ectoral
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conputers "failed,” by the tine they were made to work properly
Salinas had won. Shortly after Salinas took office police used a
bazooka to bl ow down La Quina's door and sent him and 20 ot her
union officials to jail on charges of "corruption and
gangsterism" (La Botz, 1992, p. 106, M ddl ebrook 1995: 293-95)

In addition to the lavish |ifestyles available to corrupt
uni on | eaders, charros are tied to the PRI through political
positions. Union |eaders that served the party well could becone
D put ados, Senadores, or even Gobernadores. Current CTM | eader
Leonardo Rodriguez Al caine explains, "Al the popularly el ected
positions which nenbers of the CIM occupy are part of the common
i nheritance of our organization, and the National Executive
Committee is in charge of their distribution.”™ (Velasco, 1998)

In return for personal enrichnment and the chance for
political power, official union |eaders have been expected to
assure that their workers vote for the PRI. On the |ocal |evel,
uni on | eaders have had recourse to coercive neans of control
because no worker can work at a unionized plant unless he is a
menber of the recognized union, and a union can expel
uncooperative nenbers. But, far nore inportantly, unions have
of fered sone real benefits to their workers. Fromthe early
1950's until the late seventies, workers wages rose steadily.

Wor kers al so gai ned access to inproved retirenent and health care
benefits. And many received government subsidized housing
through the INFONAVIT program All of these benefits cane

t hrough the unions and were secured by the PRI. During these days
of rising salaries support for the PRI was so w de-spread that
there was no significant political alternative to vote for, and
wor kers voted massively for the PRI

In short, the corporatist system devel oped by the PRI was
remar kably stable. It offered affiliated unions |egal
recognition, benefits for its nmenbers, and a say in national
policies in return for cooperation with national policy and votes
for the PRI. It offered collaborating union |eaders confortable
lifestyles and a chance at political office in return for their
orderly control of the workers. Those who cooperated saw real
benefits. Those who did not, risked everything.

Weakeni ng the Corporatist System

Massi ve debt burdens forced Mexico to begin reorienting its
econony in the md seventies. The discovery of new oil postponed
radi cal changes for a while, but in the early 1980's falling oi
prices and I MF directives forced Mexico to change its economc
policy fromone of developing its internal market through inport



| 6

substitution to one of attracting foreign investnent and
pronoti ng exports (Handl eman, 1997, p. 126-135, M ddl ebrook
1995: 255-287). In 1986 Mexico joined the GATT. This opening of
t he Mexi can econony rapidly destroyed jobs in many industries.
It also set of waves of inflation that resulted in catastrophic
erosi on of wages. The value of the m ni nrum wage which had risen
steadily since 1951 began to fall in 1977. By 1983 it had | ost
half of its value. By 1998 it had | ost 80% of its purchasing
power, and two thirds of the economcally active popul ation
received | ess than two tines the m ni nrumwage (Arroyo, 1997, p.
38, Vel asco, 1998b)

While the conmmitnment to an open econony cl osed many
busi nesses and damaged workers salaries, it did spur one area of
economc growh. Primarily along the norther border the
gover nment encour aged the devel opnent of maquil adoras, factories
owned and operated by foreign corporations that woul d use Mexican
| abor to assenbl e goods, often frominported conponents, and then
export them The major incentive Mexico offered foreign
investnments was a | arge supply of cheap and well controlled
wor kers. Frequently new manufacturers were able to sign contracts
with official unions even before they began to hire workers.
These "protection contracts" guaranteed that wages would not rise
faster than the I evel set by governnent salary caps (generally a
few percentage points below the rate of inflation,) and that
wor kers woul d not engage in any disruptive behavior. Oficial
uni ons such as the CTM benefitted fromthe new revenue stream
but if workers tried to raise their wages or inprove worKking
conditions they were generally dism ssed by the union.

Party and union elites did well as the new governnent
econom c policies stinulated rapid econom c growth along the
border, especially after the econom c collapse of Decenber 1994
cut the dollar cost of wages in half. Yet given the conplete
di sconnect between union elites and the workers in the north, it
is not surprising that it was in these states that the PR
suffered its first significant setbacks. The PAN won the
Governorship of Baja California in 1989, and it won Chi huahua and
Coahuill a shortly thereafter.

The erosion of econom c benefits for workers led to a
weakening of the ability of the party to command support fromthe
wor kers. Sensing the need to change direction a major fraction
of PRI politicians called the Denocratic Current left the PRI in
1987. Led by Cuauhtenobc Cardenas and Porfirio Mifioz Ledo this
group joined with already established parties of the left to
challenge the PRI in the elections of 1988. As indicated above,
it was only by blatant fraud that the PRI was able to nmaintain
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its control (Centeno, 1994, p. 14-15, Russell 1994: 1-2).

President Carlos Salinas (1988-1994) worked to restore his
political support, and by pronoting the North Anerican Free Trade
Agreenent he managed to attract a |arge anmount of foreign
investnment. Wth prom ses that Mexico would soon be joining the
first world and a slight econom c recovery underway, the PR
managed to el ect President Ernesto Zedillo in a vote that was
deened relatively free of fraud by international observers. But
in order to sell the NAFTA to a skeptical US congress, the PR
had found it necessary to promse to clean up its denocracy. It
was NAFTA that led to the presence of international observers in
1994 (M ddl ebrook, 1995, p. 306). And it was NAFTA that |ed
Zedillo to promse still further reformthat would lead to
transparent denocratic el ectoral procedures.

Shortly after Zedillo took office, in Decenber of 1994, the
econom c false front which Salinas had erected with high-
interest, doll ar-denom nated bonds cane crashing down. The peso
moved rapidly fromthree to the dollar, to seven to the dollar.
Busi nesses failed, real salaries fell even further, and mllions
went bankrupt. Besieged by workers, peasants, and m ddl e-cl ass
debtors, Zedillo, none-the-less noved forward to relatively free
el ections in July of 1997.

In February of 1997, the CTM held its 121st Ceneral Assenbly
in anticipation of the comng elections. Heading into a year of
political uncertainty the huge union organi zation reel ected 97
year old Fidel Velasquez as its Secretary Ceneral. In his speech
to the assenbly Fidel urged the all union |eaders to "contro
their troops" to nake sure that they did not vote against the
PRI. "And those that don't agree, | repeat, should just go hone.
There is no roomfor themin the CTM" (Becerril, 1997)

In the historic elections of 1997 the nonopolistic power of
the PRI was broken. The PRI lost its ngjority in the Chanber of
Deputies, and a coalition of opposition parties agreed to work
t oget her against the PRI. The right-w ng opposition party PAN
now controls the governorships in Baja California, Nuevo Leon,
Aguas Calientes, Jalisco, Guanajuato, and Queretaro. The center-
| eft PRD controls the governnent of the Federal District (Mexico
Cty) and the governorship of Zacatecas. Qpposition parties
control local government in 17 of 31 state capital cities. At
t he nmuni ci pal | evel the PAN and PRD conbi ned govern 55.5% of al

Mexi cans (Vel asco, 1998). In anticipation of the next
presidential elections, four top Mexican corporations took out an
ad in Forbes declaring, "...even though the PRI m ght |ose

control™ in the year 2000, President Zedillo will |eave behind "a
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di versified econony as denmanded by the International Mpnetary
Fund." (Gal an, 1998)

The change of econom ¢ nodel s denmanded by the M- led to an
erosion of the benefits which had hel ped tie workers to the PRI
The necessity of selling Mexico to the citizens of Canada and
the United States as a denocratic partner, require that the PR
forswear many of the nmechanisns of electoral fraud which
prevented its collapse in 1988. The conbinati on of renewed
econom ¢ hardshi ps for workers and peasants, and the presence of
a newy denocratized electoral systemhas led to a series of
defeats by official |abor candidates. Evidently that is why
Zedillo feels the party can no longer afford to hand out
el ectoral slots to | abor union candi dates (Vargas, 1998). Yet
failure to afford those "luxuries" of the corporatist system may
further weaken internal discipline and contribute further to its
dem se.

VWiile the corporatist |abor systemis still firmy in place,
its ability to function as a reliable armof the PRI is being
severely tested. Any neani ngful denocratization of the Mexican
political systemnust include a denocratization of |abor
relations. Wile that outcone is not at all certain, many are
wor ki ng towards that end. This paper now exanm nes a nunber of
areas in which the systemof control is either fraying or being
r eshaped.

May Day and the Death of Fidel

Mexi co's | abor day is cel ebrated on May 1st and has al ways
featured a large march. The march had traditionally |ed | egions
of official union nenbers in a parade past the President's
bal cony at the National Palace in order to thank the President
for his defense of the working people of Mexico and of its
gl ori ous Revolution. Gven the massive discontent and politica
organi zation spurred by the entry into NAFTA and the col |l apse of
the peso, in 1995 the peak | abor organi zation, the Congreso del
Trabajo (CT) decided it would be wise to cancel the march

This left a political space open to address | abor issues.
G ven short notice, the diverse groups interested in protesting
t he governnent's | abor policies were unable to agree on one
coherent plan, but all agreed that the day should be cel ebrated
by any and all protest groups. Many groups marched at vari ous
tinmes and places and with various thenmes in a nmassive display of
di scontent. One of the groups to energe from May 1995 was t he
Coor di nadora Intersindical Prinmer de Mayo (May 1st inter-union
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coordinator, CIPM a diverse group of left-wing |abor and
associ ated activi st groups.

In 1996 the CT also canceled its May Day parade. Both the
Foro (see below) and the CIPM called marches. They agreed to
have themat different tines since they were not willing to agree
on a common nessage. An i ndependent |abor federation, the Frente
Autentico del Trabajo (FAT) marched in both parades and was the
only organi zation to do so.

In 1997 a simlar situation occurred in the streets. Wile
efforts were nmade to have the CIPM and FORO cone together in a
uni fied rejection of governnent |abor policies, the two groups
were unabl e to develop sufficient trust. Two sinultaneous
mar ches were held, but with different routes. Although they both
converged on the central plaza, the Zocolo, they held separate
rallies there. Wile the opposition was unable to unify, the
official unions did far worse.

The official unions held an event which President Zedillo
attended in the national auditorium Adm ssion was by invitation
only and tightly controlled. Yet the banners workers carried
di spl ayed m xed nessages, as though they had been folded in half
when they passed the censors. One read, " O lworkers Wth
Zedi |l o! W Want Real Wages!" \Wile another proclained, " M.
President, Tourist Guides Support your Policies! W Struggle for
Wages that Rise with Inflation!"

For the first time ever, CIMI eader Fidel Vel asquez was
unable to attend. His second in command ended a | ong speech to
an increasingly disorderly cromd with "For the workers organi zed
in the Congress of Labor there is no doubt. Qur political
convictions place us on the side of the PRI!" Wrkers throughout
the hall broke into | oud choruses of "BOO"

The crowd was nore respectful for President Zedillo, who had
been seen hastily anmending his speech in the mdst of the unruly
cromd. He was interrupted only once with jeers, when he began to
speak of his econom c successes. Yet as he was |eaving a snal
group of workers took up the cheer, "Hermano, Zedillo, vya |llena
m bosillo!" (Brother Zedillo, fill my pockets now) (Gallegos,
1997)

May of 1998 saw the PRI attenpt to reassert itself with a
public celebration of May Day, held in the Zocolo with shouts of
Viva Zedillo! Wrkers fromofficial unions were hauled in to the
Zocolo by 9 a.m They listened in silence to the President and to
the head of the CT. Zedillo assured themthat his governnment was
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on the side of the workers and he called for national unity. But
the official rally broke up by 9:35, before the marches of the
UNT and the CIPMarrived at 10:00. Menbers of the teachers

uni on, SNTE not only presented President Zedillo with a union
hat, they also clanored--1ess respectfully--for real raises. The
Cl PM and UNT marches were a replay of 1997, |arge, noisy, and
critical.

These May Day events have shown the official |abor novenent
unabl e to control even a had-picked cromd of its own supporters,
|l et alone to command the respect of the nasses. The chief
busi ness news paper, El Financiero, observed that by its effort
to performrituals of fealty to the President despite the
economc crisis of the workers, the official |abor novenent
further denonstrates that it has renounced even pretending to be
a legitimte spokesperson for the workers (Fernandez Mendez,
1997) .

In news stories about May Day, Fidel Vel asquez had been
referred to as "not yet officially dead." (Gallegos, 1997, p. 52)
Yet the man who had been in control of Mexico' s |argest union
organi zati on since 1940 refused to relinquish control. For
decades he had prevented any change within the core of the
of ficial unions, even as economc and political reality changed
around him Hi s inpending death encouraged a variety of
maneuvers wi thin | abor unions. Wen he finally died, June 21,
1997, intime to avoid the el ectoral debacle of July, nbdest
changes were possible. Yet the choice of his successor, Leonardo
Rodri guez Al cai ne, another old nenber of the old guard, neant
t hat fundanmental changes woul d be postponed, at |least for a
little while. The next two sections of this paper describe
maneuvers of other | abor | eaders seeki ng change despite the
tenporary rul e of Al caine.

FORO- CTM Tal ks

Oficially known as "the Forum (Foro) of Unioni sm Facing
the Nation and the Crisis,” the Foro cane into existence in 1995
in response to two issues: the econom c coll apse of the nation,
and the governnent's policy of privatization. The initial inpulse
for the Foro cane fromthe electrical workers union (SMVE)that
provi des power to Mexico City. It was opposed to having their
gover nnent - owned conpany privatized. In coordination with the
Esther CGordilla of the nation's |argest union, the teachers union
(SNTE,) and the small but broad based Revol utionary Confederation
of Workers (COR), SME called the first Foruminto being.
Eventually it grew to include 25 unions as other unions of the
reform st federation FESEBES joined as did the netal workers
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uni on of the Authentic Labor Front, FAT, and the independent
uni on representing the National Autononous University of Mexico,
STUNAM

The Foro reflected the conflicting and the common interests
of its menbers. Al unions faced an environnent that had
radically altered since the decision to nove the country into the
gl obal econony. And all suffered under a union structure
dom nated by the unchangi ng di nosaur, Fidel Vel asquez. The
notion of blind obedience to injurious state policies out of
loyalty to the PRI was unacceptable to them Yet this alliance
around a common problem the neo-liberal policies of the state,
whi ch had so directly damaged the interests of their nenberships,
was not matched by a common vision of the preferred future. One
of the fundanental problens within the Foro was the conpetition
bet ween two aspiring successors to Fidel. This rivalry between
Profesora CGordillo of the SNTE and Franci sco Hernandez Juarez of
t he Tel ephone Workers (STRM is discussed below. Oher conflicts
were fought out in the struggle for common | anguage in the basic
docunents of the Foro.

Because the Foro was founded in reaction to the non-
responsi ve corporatist structure of the Congress of Labor(CT) and
the CTM and because the Foro invited the participation of
i ndependent uni ons whi ch had never been affiliated with the PRI
it was obliged not to dismss their calls for denocratizing the
uni on novenent. Hard work fromthe radically independent
federation of independent unions, the FAT, won support for
| anguage calling for denocratic decision making within the Foro,
denocrati c deci sion making within Foro unions (a long stretch for
many) and an end to corporatist |abor relations. (FORO El
sindicalisnmo ante |a naci 6n, 1997, p. 24)

This last point was especially difficult as key | eaders
within the Foro had growmn up within the system Their main
conpl aint was that unions had |lost their power as interl ocutor
between the state and unions. For many, their vision was to
becone the new internediaries of the working class in dial ogues
with the state. Although sone of the | anguage adopted in Foro
docunents called for an end to those old ways, the |anguage was
often flouted in practice. For exanple, in October of 1996, when
President Zedillo was preparing to i npose a new soci al pact
setting the limts on salary hikes, food and utility prices, etc.
for the follow ng year, he began his traditional consultations
with official union |leaders. At the |ast nonent, four |eaders of
the Foro representing SVME, COR, SNTSS, and STRM entered into the
negoti ations. Acting in the nanme of the Foro, but with no
perm ssion to do so, they managed to increase the wage hikes
from15%to 17% (Becerril, 1996). This hike was not entirely
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trivial--although inflation for the year did exceed 17%-but it
did legitimate the structure of corporatist pacts which the Foro
had officially condemmed, and it did so in the old style of dea
maki ng between individual |eaders with no invol venent of other
menbers of the Foro, let alone the rank and file.

The Foro established itself as an inportant voice
criticizing not only governnent econom c policies, but the old
Congreso del Trabajo and the country's political structures as

well. Proclaimng a new type of unionismthat was "denocratic,
participative, and propositive,"” it called for a "denocrati zation
of civil society and the denocratic reformof the state." It

condemmed an econom ¢ policy of "savage nodernization" calling
instead for economc policies in which "the human being, the
worker, is the center of attention.” (FORO El sindicalisnp ante
| a naci 6n, 1997, p. 22-23)

In late June, shortly after the death of Fidel Velasquez and
before the inpending el ectoral disaster facing the PRI, Juan
Ml lan, Secretary Ceneral of the PRI, and a key proponent of
noder ni zation within the CTM began di scussions with Hernandez
Juar ez about a possible dialogue with the Foro.

The i dea devel oped within the Foro, but not w thout
controversy. One key discussion was what the agenda shoul d be.
On July 2, 1997, the political commttee of the Foro devel oped a
proposed broad agenda that ranged fromrecuperation of salaries
to pending reformof |abor law, to the structure of the
corporatist systemitself (Comsion Politica del Foro, 1997).
There was di sagreenent between various nenbers of the Foro about
whet her to push a hard-1ine agenda or whether just to pursue
tal ks for the sake of possible unity. This disagreenent was
i ndi cative of those whose project was primarily changi ng the way
t hi ngs had been run--with the FAT and the pilots' union, ASPA, in
this canp--and those who sought to use the Foro to gain power
within a nodified corporatist structure--with COR and SNTE
supporting this position in a neeting on July 9th (Foro, 1997).

An informal neeting was held between the Foro and the CTM on
July 10th. Days later another |less fornmal neeting was held to
advance the agenda. The CTM asked that the Foro stop attacking it
in the press while the FAT asked the CTMto stop attacking it in
plants where it was trying to formindependent unions. The fact
that the CTM accepted even this provocative point indicates that
they had determ ned to nove ahead in an attenpted rapprochenent
with the Foro. It was expected that Rodriguez Al caine, the
recently appoi nted head of the CTM woul d attend the next ful
"informal" nmeeting on July 17th. Before that neeting could take
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pl ace, Alcaine was called to the presidential residence, Los
Pinos, to neet with Zedillo. After this neeting, the neetings
with the Foro were cancelled and Al caine along with | eaders of
the CT began to openly criticize the Foro.

Apparently, what began as a di scussion between tw young and
i nnovative | eaders within the PRI, Juan MIlan and Franci sco
Her nandez Juarez, and within their respective union novenents,
was vetoed by nore traditional forces within the PRI. The
envi si oned bl endi ng of the apparently progressive and critical
Foro with a CTM under the innovative | eadership of a new
generation, m ght have redeened the core of Mexico' s corporati st
structure in the eyes of the nedia, and perhaps in the eyes of
sonme of the workers. Perhaps the serious challenges brought by
sonme nenbers of the Foro indicated that this organ woul d not be
easy to mani pulate for the ends of the PRI, even with the
i nvol venent of the very capable MIIlan and Hernandez Juarez. The
di nosaur faction of old tinme PRIistas appear to have won this
interesting skirmsh. It is not clear if anyone |ost.

Fromthe Foro to the UNT: Caudillos or Progress?

The above di scussi on has shown sone of the conplexity of the
phenonmenon known as the Foro. As discussed above, the Foro began
in 1995 as the result of the union representing the workforce of
Mexico City's electrical conpany to avoid a devastating
privatization. It sought allies and found themin two unions
closely aligned with the PRI: the COR and the SNTE. The COR wi ||
escape anal ysis here except to point out that while it has a
hi story of occasionally challenging the status quo, as inits
support for dissidents trying to forma new union at the Ford
assenbly plant in Cuautitlan despite resistance by the CTMt hat
i ncl uded cold bl ooded nurder, it also has a close relationship
with the PRI (La Botz, 1992, p. 148-159). The Mexican
El ectricians' Union (SME) has a history of internal denocracy and
struggl e agai nst the governnent dating back to the Wrkers
| nsurgency of the 1970's (Sanchez, 1995).

The SNTE, the teachers' union, is extrenely difficult to
categorize. It is at least partly an armof its fornmer secretary
general, Esther Elba Gordillo, who is widely seen as a
progressive force in the | abor novenent. She is also the | eader
of the Popul ar Sector of the PRI, an extremely inportant post
within the party. Fromgordillo the SNTE passed into the hands of
Hunberto Davila, seen widely as a traditionally corrupt charro.
The SNTE has a huge nunber of dissidents within its ranks the
| argest group of which, the CNTE, feels that both Gordillo and
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Davil a have resorted to nurder to secure their positions in
power. Because the teachers' union is Mexico's |argest union,
with over a mllion nenbers throughout the country, it carries
enor nous wei ght. Because it is riven with dissent, its direction
is never entirely clear.

CGordill o, operating through both the SNTE and her own
institute, IEESA, (the Institute of Education and Union Studies
of Anmerica) has al ways been a huge force within the Foro.
Gordill o was nade head of the SNTE by President Salinas when it
becanme obvious that a corrupt |eader needed to be replaced by a
noderni zing one in order to prevent the denocratic dissidents
fromgaining control (Russell, 1994, p. 294-296.). She is clearly
one willing to pronote reformin order to nmaintain the power of
the PRI. | EESA, whose source of funds is not entirely
transparent, pronoted a |avish series of semnars in the sunmer
of 1996 on topic of nodernizing the | abor novenent. Wile they
bur ni shed her inmage, they pronoted no action.

The second force within the Foro is enbodied in Francisco
Her nandez Juarez, the head of the national tel ephone workers
uni on, STRM Hernandez Juarez won the post of Secretary Cenera
of the STRMin 1976 at the head of an anti-charro coalition. In
order to secure his tenuous position he got his supporters to
abolish the union's prohibition against reelection, and he has
been in the post ever since. Although he initially kept sone
di stance fromthe PRI, in 1984 he recommended that STRM nenbers
vote for the PRI, and in 1987 he was el ected President of the
Congress of Labor. In 1989 President Salinas, seeking to pronote
a |l eader nore interested in nodernizing | abor relations than
Fi del Vel asquez, supported the idea of Hernandez Juarez to create
a new federation in the service sector, FESEBES. In 1992
Her nandez Juarez proved his reform st nature by intervening in a
bitter strike at Vol kswagen. Under his solution workers fired and
rehired as nenbers of a newy reconstituted union that had | ost
its heritage of rank and file denocracy. The plant gai ned "I abor
flexibility," and the new (i.e. without the strike organizers) VW
uni on j oi ned FESEBES.

Her nandez Juarez negoti ated new | abor contracts with the
privatized Tel mex, focusing on increasing productivity of the
conpany and preparing for conpetition with international
t el ecomuni cati ons corporations. Salinas was so happy with him
that he often took himabroad to display a new type of union
| eader "capabl e of understanding that we live in new tines."
(Proceso, 1992)

Bot h Hernandez Juarez and CGordill o owe their advancenent in
| arge part to past president Salinas. They both represent a w ng
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of the PRI that seeks to nodernize | abor relations and politics
in general in the context of a new global econony. Their
different strategies for renovating the PRI, and their strong
anbitions led to a major clash within the Foro.

All within the Foro openly criticized the state of | abor
relations in Mexico. But Gordillo sought to use the Foro to
stinulate a renovation of those relations while Hernandez Juarez
sought to break with those who refused to change (the di nosaurs.)

The difference cane to a head when the Foro noved to pronote a
nati onal assenbly of the workers and to call for the founding a
of a new | abor federation, the National Union of Wrkers (UNT.)

The Foro convoked a National Encounter of Unions that net at
the end of January 1997. It was attended by 72 unions including
many i ndependent unions that had previously kept their distance
fromthe Foro. The nost significant agreenent to conme out of this
Encounter was to call for a "National Assenbly of the Wrkers
before the 31st of July, 1997" whose agenda woul d incl ude
"anal ysis and di scussion of new forns of organization for the
workers." (FORO El sindicalisnmo ante |a naci 6n, 1997, p. 67)

Her nandez Juarez had pushed for a date in April, well before the
July elections. Gordillo nmanaged to delay the event until after
the el ections were over. She al so managed to reduce the calls for
a new federation to the nore general |anguage on "di scussion of
new forns."

Di scussions within the Foro grew bitter in July. Unions
allied with Gordill o proposed reasons to delay the Assenbly
further. They pointed out that discussions with Juan MIlan and
the CTM had just begun and that surely MIllan's invitation nust
be "to find a way to respond to the just demands of the working
cl ass of Mexico." (Foro, 1997) A nenber of the opposing bl oc
stated that workers wanted "a national way to achieve denocratic
rights for workers. How would we tell themthat we can't nove
ahead. " (i bid.) Al though there were speeches saying that the Foro
agreed to work by consensus and that there were no "blocs" within
the Foro, it appeared that nost Foro unions were split into two
opposi ng bl ocs and that consensus woul d be inpossi bl e.

The assenbly was del ayed until August, but it did produce a
call for the formation of the UNT. GCordillo's faction refused to
support it and pointed out that the UNT without SNTE s 1.2
mllion menbers would be nuch smaller than its proponents hoped
for.

The UNT was officially born Novenber 28, 1997, in a
traditional "magno evento." There were speeches, banners, and
musi c. There were thousands of workers paid to attend and haul ed



| 16

in on busses. 1In a remnder that the dangers of clientilsm and
caudill os are not consigned to the past, nost workers seened nore
interested in cheering for |eaders of their own unions than
anyt hi ng el se.

Speeches condemmed the CT as a useless, enpty shell. The
central principles approved at the event are quite distinct from
those practiced by the old | abor federation. They cel ebrate
"denocracy, autonony, and independence for unions,"” and the |ack
of any direct link to any political party. Its eighteen point
"Program of Action" included as fundanental objectives:

6. The full exercise of denocracy as a regine for the

country and for unions, and the denocratization of the
| abor novenent.

8. The establishnment of mechani sns that guarantee the
participation of the rank and file in the making
fundanment al deci sions of the UN ON.

12. Struggle to see that the various organs that make up
the system of | abor relations in the country respect the
right of unions to authentic representation (Union Nacional

de Trabaj adores: UNT, 1997, p. 4).

The structure of its |eadership reflects the stated
desire to be "denocratic, plural, and inclusive.” It has three
presi dents and eight vice presidents to prevent it being captured
as a tool of personal power. However, this structure can change
after the first year. Evidently this reflects a conprom se within
the UNT in which sonme are nore preoccupi ed than ot hers about the
danger of creating a new caudillo |ike Fidel Velasquez.

The birth of the UNT attracted an inpressive array of
foreign unionists. Delegates arrived fromChile, Brazil, Italy,
France, and the United States. They included |eaders of
federations, such as the AFL-CI O that had previously restricted
its Mexican contacts to official |abor organizations |like the CTM
and the CT. It was obvious that these international unions were
seeking alliances with what they hoped would be a new uni on
movenment w thin Mexico.

The SNTE publicly criticized the UNT as nerely a federation
of small unions. Yet in the |last weeks |eading up to the
foundi ng of the UNT the organization had opened its nenbership to
i ncl ude many organi zations representing peasants and ot her rural
| aborers. It clainmed a nenbership of 1.3 mllion.

The power of the UNT will not depend nerely on the nunbers
of workers it can claim but on its power to influence the
political devel opnment of the country. The first action called
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for by the UNT was to be a massive denonstrati on Decenber 2nd in
front of the Congress during which it would officially present
its programof action. Only 50 workers showed up. There had not
been tine to adequately prepare for the event, but this
represents a fundanental problem of the Foro/ UNT.

Despite the | anguage about involving the rank and file
wi thin the UNT, the new organization was born out of the Foro
which was primarily an assenbly of General Secretaries talking
about issues. Many of those |eaders are used to giving conmands
and having themfoll owed. Few have any significant experience
organi zing a denocratic novenent. Several seemto hope that this
new organi zation wll allowthemto talk directly to the
President as a way of resolving issues, and they show little
interest in talking directly with rank and file workers.

In this role of interlocutor the UNT has nade sone headway.
By Septenber of 1998 the Mexican press was treating the UNT as it
was treating the CT or the CTM as an inportant voice to be
consulted on all major |abor policy issues.

The division between Gordill o and Hernandez Juarez which
pl agued the birth of the UNT is a division between union | eaders
with powerful positions within the PRI. Both felt the need for
change. Both sought to cultivate the loyalty of workers by
criticizing established, anti-worker policies of the PRI and the

decay of the |labor novenent. It is widely felt that each of them
sought to be the new | eader of the working class after the death
of Fidel. Evidently Gordillo favors the renovation of existing

structures such as the CI. Since Zedillo asked Al caine to cancel
tal ks between the CTM and the Foro, we may conclude that CGordillo
is closer to the President's position on reformng slowy. One
m ght conclude that Zedillo trusts her nore than Hernandez Juarez
who has pushed for nore rapid change through talks with M1l an of
the CTM and t hrough the creation of the UNT which he clearly
hopes wi Il make the old CT obsol ete.

It is inportant to remenber that while Gordill o heads the
Popul ar Sector of the PRI, Hernandez Juarez holds a seat on the
elite political council of the PRI. It is personal anbition and
style which separates them Both seek to revitalize the |ink
bet ween workers and the PRI. Both are corporatists.

It is disturbing that what | ooks |ike one of the nost
hopeful signs of change to cone out of the Mexican | abor novenent
since the 1970's--the formation of the UNT--may nerely be nore of
the sane. However, there are those within the UNT who are
determned to see if they can make it serve genuinely denocratic
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pur poses despite the anbitions of sonme of its |eaders. The
meani ng of the UNT is yet to be determ ned.

In an interesting post-script to the founding of the UNT,
Mexico City's electrician's union, SME, has decided to join the

UNT. It had started the Foro in a bid to avoid privatization.
It found support from Gordillo, and it maintained that
relationship with her by refusing to pronote the UNT. 1In early

1998 when it became clear that Gordillo could offer no real
protection for SME, SME decided to join the UNT. Perhaps
Gordillo' s close relationship with Al caine, head of a non-
denocratic electricians union that would like to swall ow SVE was
di sconcerting. O perhaps SME senses that the UNT may have sone
real power to help it.

Han Young: International Pressure for Change

The Korean-owned Han Young factory in Tiajuana, Baja
California, enploys |ess than 200 workers making truck chassis
for export to a Hyundai plant in San Diego. Yet the evolution of
its labor relations in the | ast year show t hree inportant
dynam cs at work: 1)the vulnerability of the national governnent
to international pressure about its abusive |abor relations
practices, 2) the inportance of international |abor solidarity,
and 3)the desire of those wthin the corporatist system of |abor
control not to change, regardless of party affiliation.

On June 2, 1997, 120 workers at the plant held an
unaut hori zed work stoppage. The conpany had not paid the
required profit sharing; there were nunmerous health and safety
viol ations; the workers wanted a raise; and they wanted a union
of their own choosing. When police arrived to break up the
strike, they were neet by nenbers of the San Di ego based Support
Committee for Maquil adora Wrkers, ready to record any abuses on
vi deo canera. Workers denounced their official union |eader, a
menber of the CROC (Revol utionary Confederation of Wrkers and
Peasants) saying he didn't represent them and shoul d | eave.

Workers petitioned the governnment for an election to chose
whi ch union they wished to represent them They decided they
would i ke to affiliate with the netal workers union of the
i ndependent | abor federation, the FAT. In an election held on
Cct ober 6th, 55 workers fromthe plant voted for the FAT, and
only 7 voted for the CROC. The JCA | abor board then allowed a
group of Han Young supervisors and workers hired after the
organi zing drive to vote. Despite the addition of these illegal
voters the final count, 55 to 32, was still in favor of the FAT.
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This was the first tinme an i ndependent union had ever been able
to wn an election in a maquil adora plant. The president of the
| abor board had been fired days earlier for agreeing to allow the
voting to take place. The new president sinply refused to
acknow edge that the election carried any | egal weight.

At this point the San Diego Commttee and ot her | abor
organi zati ons throughout the US and Canada swung into action.
Wi |l e Tiajuana workers began a fast for justice US unions began
boycotts of Hyundai car deal erships--just as the Korean econony
went into crisis. The AFL-CI O which had recently established
positive a relationship with the FAT, spoke with the Korean
aut owor kers, who said they would stop production if the matter
were not solved. US Congressional Representatives, then
considering the President's request for "fast-track"” authority to
negoti ate new trade agreenents, conducted tours of Tiajuana.
They pointed to Han Young as the sort of abuse that goes on if
trade agreenents treat |abor as an afterthought the way NAFTA
does. President Cinton spoke to President Zedillo and asked him
to resol ve the enbarrassnent.

Zedillo ordered the JCAto conply with the aw, but the JCA
was under the influence of Baja California' s Governor Teran, a
menber of the National Action Party (PAN.) He, |like other PAN
governors feared that if he followed the | aw and al | owed
i ndependent unions to organi ze in the maquil adoras, the maquil as
woul d rel ocate to another country. The JCA continued stalling.

Then in | ate Decenber the JCA called for a new el ection.
This time the contest would be between the FAT and the CTM The
CTM of fered workers bribes of nearly a nonth's wages, and they
stationed thugs in the street that tried to intimdate workers as
they entered the JCA office to vote. None-the-less, the FAT
uni on won agai n, although by a very small margin. The JCA
reluctantly recogni zed the workers' victory, and they granted
thema registry for the FAT union. They also granted them
sonet hing they hadn't asked for, the registry under a state-w de
i ndependent industrial union, in case they ever wanted to | eave
t he FAT and organi ze other plants in the state. This gift was
nmost likely an attenpt to coopt the Tiajuana | awers who had
advi sed the workers but who had no prior relationship with the
nati onw de FAT. By June the union dropped its affiliation with
the FAT, taking on its new identity as the "Cctober Sixth" union
with a state charter.

Two nonths after the second el ection the conpany had stil
not recogni zed the workers' new union. The |ocal |abor board was
still refusing orders fromthe national governnent to force
conpliance. The Federal governnent announced that it would



| 20)

establish a new national |abor board with an adm nistration

appoi nted by the PRI and responsive to the President. On February
18, 1998, the National Adm nistrative Ofice (NAO, a division of
t he Labor Departnment of the United States, held hearings on the
case in keeping wwth the side accords of NAFTA. Han Young
presented virtually no defense.

On April 29 the NAO released its report, finding that Mexico
has "not applied uniformcriteria in adjudicating disputes
bet ween established unions aligned with the PRI and i ndependent
unions." The US Secretary of Labor called for consultations with
her Mexi can counterpart, but the Mexican governnent fired back an
angry response that the United States was "supporting the demands
of one side in this dispute, stirring up enotions and generating
hopes that go beyond the terns of the North Anerican Free Trade
Agreenment." Evidently the Mexican governnent is not about to
change its preferential treatnment nerely because of |ega
requirenents.

Bot h NAFTA and the recent el ections have forced the PR
government to be nore sensitive than it mght like to be about
its international imge. The existence of a network of
international |abor solidarity has brought additional pressure to
bear. Yet the fact that the state of Baja California has a
governor fromthe PAN, denonstrates that el ections have brought

sone degree of autonony to governnents not ruled by the PRI. In
this case, though, they have allowed this state governnment to
carry on the previous policies of the PRI. The PRI's nati onal

| evel response to the NAO accusations reveals that initia
appear ances of PAN PRI disagreenents were nerely superficial.
Both parties agree that control of |abor unions nust be

mai nt ai ned regardl ess of donestic or international |egal

agr eement s.
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Governnent of the Left in Mexico City

One of the nost dramatic results of the election of July
1997 was that Cuauhtenoc Cardenas, the man who was probably
el ected President in 1988, was allowed to take control of the
government of Mexico City. Mexico Gty is admnistratively
designated the Distrito Federal (DF), nuch |ike Washington is
called DC. Prior to this election, its residents had not been
all owed to determ ne who would | ead their governnent. Cardenas
not only won in a landslide, his center-left Party of the
Denocratic Revolution (PRD) won every district election for the
| ocal governing assenbly. Here we consider very briefly what
difference his admnistration may be able to nmake for workers in
t he DF.

Mexico City is the nost inportant manufacturing center in
the country, yet a significant anount of the factories lie just
outside the Cty's boundaries in the state of Mexico. Mich of its
huge service sector is not unionized. Cardenas has the power to
appoi nt people to the Local JCA but not to the Federal JCA that
has jurisdiction over unions operating in sectors considered of
national inportance. The |abor board is a tri-partite organ
representing governnent, |abor and business. Cardenas has direct
power only over the governnment appointees of the local JCA within
t he boundaries of the Cty. Further limting what we m ght
expect to see here is the fact that the Cardenas adm ni stration
has only been in office since Decenber 1997

An early neeting between Cardenas and progressive | abor
| awers left the |awers surprised at the general ignorance of
Car denas about | abor relations. Wile Cardenas understood the
political inportance of winning worker's votes, he had very
little famliarity with the structural problens they faced within
the PRI's corporatist |abor relations system

None-the-|less, those interested in denocratizing |abor
rel ati ons were eager to see whom Cardenas woul d appoint to
i npl enment his | abor policies. If he wanted to nake an obvi ously
progressi ve nove, he woul d appoi nt soneone fromthe National
Associ ation of Denocratic Lawers (ANAD) or fromthe FAT. After
passi ng over two |lawers with close ties to both of these groups,
he appoi nted Manuel Fuentes as Director of Labor. Fuentes had
sone experience advising i ndependent unions and he is a friend of
| awyers at ANAD, but he has closer political ties to the PRD than
sone of the candi dates Cardenas m ght have chosen

G ven these initially m xed signals, sources in the FAT have
been eager to see what decisions he would make. In its first



| 22|

significant decision the JCA recognized the strike of the
national pawn shop (Monte de Piedad) as legally existent. Since
the strike is about |abor rights nore than about noney, it is not
likely that a PRI appoi ntee woul d have recogni zed the strike.
Thus his recognition of the strike is one nodest positive

i ndi cat or of change.

A nearly hunorous sign of change was the April strike of 250
| abor spies enployed by the Mexico City Secretary of Public
Security (SPP). They went on strike to protest the | oss of
Saturday and Sunday work with consequent overtine wages.
Apparently under the Cardenas adm nistration they are not being
used to spy on as many neetings and denonstrations of workers as
they had previously. Evidently this web of spies, along with a
costly electronic surveillance system had been created in the
early 90's to keep tabs on the increasingly independent | abor
nmovenent. (LaBotz 1998)

By June of 1998 Bertha Lujan of the FAT expressed her
j udgenent that Cardenas' new | eadership in the JCA was a
i ghtwei ght academ c type. "He's not a PRIista, nor is he
corrupt. Maybe he'll clean things up a bit. But what's required
is soneone who's wlling to fight, and he's not. Nor does
Cardenas want to confront the corporatist systemor the business
class. What's good is that they are creating a space for soci al
nmovenents. We know that at |east the PRD won't get in the way."
(Luj an 1998)

This initial evaluation of changes under the Cardenas regine
gi ve grounds for cautious optimsm Although this is not an area
where Cardenas is determ ned to make major innovations, he has
gi ven sone nodest indications of a policy favoring greater
aut onony for workers.

Concl usi ons

The corporatist system which has sustained the ruling party
in power since the revolution has been at best a m xed bl essing
for Mexican workers. Wiile they have received sone nmateri al
benefits formthe Mexican state during the years of the "Mexican
mracle," (1950 to 1975) those benefits di sappeared with the
adoption of a new economic nodel in the m d-seventies. Wrkers'
failure to establish any significant power independent of the
ruling party nmeant that | eaders of official unions were
responsi ble for adm nistering severe wage cuts on their
menbership. Their ability to maintain control naturally
suffered. Wiile the regine was able to survive an el ectoral
di saster in 1988 by commtting fraud and by puni shing di sl oyal
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| abor | eaders, the increasing ties to the US and Europe mandat ed
by the reginme's neo-liberal econom c policies have renoved such

fraud fromthe PRI's arsenal. As a result the PRI was forced to
accept the electoral defeats of July 1997.

The official |abor novenent had | ong based its influence
with the state on its ability to deliver the votes of workers.
Wth this ability severely weakened the whol e system of corporate
control is comng under question. Since ruling party elites have
chosen to pronote an econom c policy which is based on offering
cheap and docile workers to a gl obal nmarket, and since workers
represent an essential bloc of votes in the country, those elites
are very interested in maintaining some formof control over
| abor unions. Union | eaders who have grown up and fattened
t henmsel ves within that systemal so seek to sustain it. Yet since
they are in closer touch with the workers, sone of themare quite
aware of the need for sonme reforns. Qthers are resisting change
in a desperate effort to hold power as |ong as they can.
| ndependent union | eaders and their allies fromcountries that
have been | osing jobs to Mexico, see the present as a fine tine
to break the system open and establish a neani ngful denocracy.

The case of the May Day rallies show us an official |abor
nmovenent so out of touch with their base that for three years
they were unwilling to risk the public repudiation they m ght
well receive if they dared to take to the streets. The effort to
reclaimMexico's nost public space, the Zocolo, on May 1, 1998,
was a timd, carefully controlled advance foll owed by a rapid
retreat before |l ess docile unions could show up.

The brief attenpt at tal ks between the Foro and the CIM
shows that sonme in the official unions are willing to risk
dealing with reform sts for reasons that remain unclear. It is
uncertain if they were hoping to coopt the Foristas or if they
felt that by joining with themthey m ght shed the di nosaur imge
their union had earned under Fidel Velasquez. On the other hand,
it was sonewhat surprising how eager sone of the Foristas were to
explore an alliance with the organi zati on that has been the nost
corrupt and controlled of all unions. Sone of these Foristas may
be the anbitious ones who are nore interested in exploring new
avenues to power in the post-Fidel era than they are of advancing
the interests of workers. Yet even the FAT was sonewhat
interested in the dialogue, if it could gain thema nore even
playing field in their efforts to organize unions in plants
currently controlled by the CTM The only thing that is clear
fromthe eagerness of both sides to talk is that they each felt
vul nerabl e and that much was up for grabs. The vetoi ng of these
tal ks fromthe highest |evel of the corporatist system-the
suggests that Zedillo was convinced that perhaps things m ght be
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changing too rapidly for his confort. Stasis was chosen over
uncertai n change.

To anal yze the birth of the UNT primarily in terns of the
dynam cs of a struggle between two conpeting union | eaders takes
much away fromthe hopes sone mght prefer to invest in this new
organi zation that was born as a denocratic alternative to the
corrupt Congress of Labor. Yet it will take a dramatic birth of
an as yet unsensed rank and file denocratic novenent to seize the
UNT fromits powerful |leaders and turn it into a tool of popular
enpowerment. Wthout that we are left with the reality that the
obvi ous bankruptcy of the old guard of the official union
nmovenent has |l eft nuch roomfor maneuver for the next generation
of would be maxi num | eaders. Gordillo and Hernandez Juarez,
while remaining loyal to the PRI, see cultivating the imge of
denocratic reforners in touch with the needs of the future as
their best political option. They are willing to innovate, but
t hey have each shown thenselves willing to sell out workers if it
advances their own power. Hernandez Juarez seens to hope to nmake
the UNT serve himas well as the Tel ephone union has. Cordillo
seens to be working an inside track. The tragedy is that no
other large scale vehicle to represent the interests of the |ong
suppressed workers has energed.

The Han Young case shows us that in the era of NAFTA the
corporatist regine nust not only contend with | ess fraudul ent
el ections, they nust also contend with opposition from unions
beyond the borders of Mexico. A clear breakthrough at Han Young
m ght lead to victories at other maquil adoras and touch off a
chain reaction that could seriously challenge the system of
corporate control. Yet despite ongoing international pressure
i ncludi ng the condemation of the NAO in Washington, the
corporati st control mechani sms show no signs of giving in.

Finally, the nost clear-cut case of political change
resulting fromthe election, that of Cardenas in Mexico City, is
still quite newto judge. Initial results showonly limted
progress, but of these five nost dramati c cases of change in the
corporati st systemof |abor control, this is the nbst encouraging
of all for those who seek a nore just system of |abor relations.

The Colliers' definition of corporatismasked us to exam ne
the extent to which the state "structures, subsidizes and
control s" | abor unions. Recent events show us that the state's
power over unions remains enornous but that it has di m ni shed.
The PRI's control over the state has been shaken through
el ections. The state itself is in disarray. Wthin the PRI's
| abor sector nenbers contend for power while those outside,
including the PRD's reginme in Mexico City, independent unions,
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unions fromoutside the country, and even foreign governnents
attenpt to alter the systemof |abor relations.

The old systemis crunbling. Sonme of those raised within it
are fighting to take over its controls before it falls, for what
ends we do not know. The systemis still strong enough to bl ock
efforts to finish it off. The future is uncertain, but that is
sonething new. Until recently it was certain that the system
woul d go on unchanged. That is no |onger so certain.
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