
Background- Mexico1 
 
Mexico is a North American country home to 126 million people (est. 2016) with a long history, 
predating the arrival of the Europeans. Historically it has struggled with political repression. For 
most of the 20th century, Mexico was dominated by a single political party that maintained 
control through electoral fraud and prompted ongoing controversy over the fairness of Mexico’s 
electoral system. During the 1960s through the 1980s, the government engaged in a Dirty War 
against activists and violence against activists persists to this day. Nowadays, despite having 
achieved high levels of economic development, in many ways Mexico is still affected by 
problems typical of poorer countries. Moreover, a modern crime epidemic and an uneasy 
relationship with its northern neighbor, the United States of America, are two of its major 
contemporary problems. Since the 1980s, crime in Mexico has grown increasingly severe. 
Today, Mexico’s government is locked in a war against drug cartels. The U.S. demands that the 
Mexican government fight the cartels, which have monopolized the transport routes of illegal 
drugs from Latin American to the U.S., and accuses Mexico of exporting crime and criminals to 
the United States. Mexican civilians are caught in the crossfire of the war on drugs, often being 
killed and tortured by both the cartels and government. 
 
Mexico’s indigenous and colonial eras were extraordinarily vibrant and accomplished but often 
violent. From the 1000s BCE to the 1500s CE, the Olmecs, Mayans, Toltecs, and Aztecs 
successively flourished, building elaborate pyramid temples, developing sophisticated 
hieroglyphics and calendars, and creating ornate sculptures and murals. In 1325, the Aztecs 
began a swift rise to power, partially due to their advanced agriculture, bureaucracy, and trade 
but also partially due to their vicious, religiously mandated warfare and human sacrifice of 
captured enemies. In 1521, Spaniards led by Hernán Cortés conquered the Aztecs, thanks to the 
support of peoples hostile to the Aztecs, the Spaniards’ own vicious and technology sophisticated 
warfare, and epidemics of newly arrived European diseases among the indigenous population. 
The Spaniards spent the rest of the 1500s and 1600s pushing south into Central America and 
north into California and Texas, ultimately expanding as far north as modern Wyoming. By the 
1700s, the Spanish felt secure enough in their control to establish a community of Mexican-born 
Spaniards (Creoles) who earned their livings primarily from mining and participated in art, 
science, education, and the European Enlightenment. Mexicans closely watched the American 
and French revolutions and their own interest in independence was piqued. When Napoleon 
conquered Spain in 1808, Mexico revolted, first ostensibly in support of Spain’s imprisoned king 
but soon on behalf of their own independence. Following a hard fought war from 1810 to 1821, 
Mexico achieved independence as a constitutional monarchy with military leader Agustín de 
Iturbide as its first emperor. However, Iturbide attempted to dissolve Congress and was swiftly 
deposed by General Antonio López de Santa Anna, turning Mexico into a republic. 
 
Throughout the 1800s, Mexico faced repeated internal conflict and external interventions by the 
U.S. and European powers. The years of war had halted mining, driven out wealthy and educated 
Spaniards, and created crippling debt. Most of Mexico’s limited income was spent servicing its 
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debt. The government lacked the funds for education, social programs, or even paying the army, 
leading to military revolts. Revolts caused the presidency to repeatedly change hands between 
conservatives, who favored strong central government and a strong role for the Catholic Church, 
and liberals, who favored high state autonomy and a reduction in Church privileges. Santa Anna 
won the presidency 10 times, campaigning as a liberal but, once in power, nullifying anticlerical 
legislation and implementing centralized control over the states. The centralization prompted 
U.S. settlers in Texas to revolt in 1836 and U.S. troops moved in to support them, forcing 
Mexico to cede most of what is now the U.S. southwest in 1848. Despite Santa Anna’s repeated 
defeats in the wars against Texas and the U.S., the conservatives invited him to become 
Mexico’s dictator in 1853 and he enthusiastically accepted, decreeing that he be called “His 
Most Serene Highness” and selling Mexico’s remaining land in New Mexico to the U.S. 
Appalled, liberals rebelled, forcing Santa Anna out of the presidency, separating church and 
state, removing privileges for the military and clergy, and implementing economic reforms 
designed to increase farming and industry, as part of a process known as “La Reforma.” 
Outraged by their loss of privileges, the church and military rebelled with the support of France, 
Spain, and Britain, who were upset that the new government had repudiated Mexico’s crippling 
foreign debt. Spain and Britain quickly fell out with France over the distribution of the debt, 
leaving France to conquer Mexico on its own, installing Austrian archduke Maximilian as 
Mexico’s puppet emperor. However, Maximilian sincerely agreed with the liberal reforms and he 
quickly alienated the conservatives and the French by affirming the reforms, while 
simultaneously alienating liberals by ordering the shootings of liberal guerillas rebelling against 
his government. France withdrew its support and, aided by the U.S., the liberals overthrew 
Maximilian. 
 
In the late 1800s and early 1900s, Mexico experienced economic progress but also political 
repression and a growing gap between the rich and poor. The liberal faction had been led by 
Benito Juárez, an educated, middle class politician and judge of Zapotec descent. Once back in 
power, Juárez ordered the shooting of Maximilian and his generals but otherwise worked to 
effect reconciliation, doling out fines and short imprisonments to conservatives and rebuilding 
relationships with the U.S. and Europe. Juárez appointed capable administrators to manage social 
and economic progress, including rebuilding the economy, creating a secular education system, 
and installing railroads and telegraphs. After Juárez’s passing in 1872, his successor was 
overthrown by Porfirio Díaz, a working class Mixtec Indian who had risen through the military. 
Díaz shared Juárez's embrace of progress, assembling a team of “científicos” (scientific advisors) 
who added railways, installed electricity and streetcars, restored foreign mining, and introduced 
foreign petroleum extraction. However, Díaz had little concern for workers or tolerance for 
dissent. Workers had low wages, long hours, and few rights. The Rurales (rural police force) 
suppressed banditry and eliminated Díaz’s opponents with ruthless efficiency. The Yaqui Indians 
repeatedly rebelled against the appropriation of their land for mining and agricultural and were 
shipped to plantations as slave labor. The gap grew between the wealthy, Europeanized upper 
classes who had enjoyed the benefits of Díaz’s economic improvements and the working class 
who had been shut out. The growing Regeneración movement published a manifesto calling for 
civil liberties, land and wealth redistribution, elimination of foreign property ownership, a 
minimum wage, and safer working conditions. Díaz violently broke Regeneración textile and 
mining strikes and, after permitting presidential elections in 1910, ordered Congress to declare 
him the winner and imprisoned the actual winner, wealthy landowner Francisco I. Madero. 



Madero poured his wealth into funding working class guerillas such as Pancho Villa and 
Emiliano Zapata, touching off a civil war that became known as the Mexican Revolution. Díaz 
was quickly exiled and Madero was soon assassinated but fighting continued until 1920, when 
Mexico emerged as a democracy once more. 
 
In the mid-20th century, Mexico enjoyed unprecedented peace and prosperity that masked 
underlying economic fragility and political repression. The newly revised Constitution 
established rights for workers, called for land redistribution and the restoration of communal 
lands (ejidos), and asserted government ownership over oil and minerals.2 The government 
nationalized the booming oil industry as Petróleos Mexicanos (Pemex), providing ample 
revenues. World War II boosted the Mexican economy further as Mexico supplied raw goods 
and labor to support the U.S. war effort and developed domestic industry to manufacture goods it 
had previously imported. In the 1950s through 1970s, Mexico took out loans to develop 
hydraulics, railroads, roads, and airlines. When oil prices finally fell in the 1980s, Mexico found 
itself deeply in debt and struggling with unemployment and inflation. Unfortunately, Mexico’s 
ruling party, the Institutional Revolutionary Party (Partido Revolucionario Institucional; PRI), 
had little patience for criticism of its policies. The PRI won every election for 71 years amidst 
allegations of electoral fraud. It joined the U.S. in the Cold War and, beginning in the 1960s, 
carried out its own Dirty War against suspected communists, torturing, disappearing, and killing 
thousands of peasant and student activists. In the most notorious single incident, the Mexican 
military shot up to 350 student activists who embarrassed the government by protesting in 
Mexico City’s Tlatelolco neighborhood just days before Mexico City hosted the 1968 
Olympics.3 Smaller scale torture and murder of individual activists was also commonplace. In 
1974, Rosendo Radilla Pacheco, a peasant farmer activist and composer of socialist corridos 
(ballads), was seized by the military from a bus in front of his eleven year old son, imprisoned, 
beaten, and finally disappeared.4 
 
In the 1990s, PRI’s hold on power disintegrated amidst worsening economic problems and 
escalating violence. The Central Bank’s mismanagement of the money supply led to the so-
called “Tequila Crisis” which included hyperinflation, the flight of foreign capital, and bank 
collapses. To correct the crisis, Mexico agreed to implement austerity measures in exchange for 
emergency loans from the U.S. and the International Monetary Fund. PRI’s popularity 
plummeted and, in 1994, its presidential candidate was shot to death at a campaign rally by a 
disgruntled factory worker. Conspiracy theories flew that the assassination had been plotted or at 
least covered up by rivals within the PRI and President Carlos Salinas de Gortari fled the country 
facing investigation.5 
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In southern Mexico, active rebellions broke out and the government responded with murder, 
torture, and sexual assault. The first rebellion was sparked when the government outraged 
indigenous communities by agreeing to re-privatize ejidos as part of its implementation of the 
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). On January 1, 1994, the day NAFTA took 
effect, masked men calling themselves the Zapatista National Liberation Army (Ejército 
Zapatista de Liberación Nacional; EZLN or Zapatistas) announced the takeover of several towns 
in Chiapas, Mexico’s heavily indigenous southernmost state. 145 people on both sides died in the 
initial fighting and, although a truce was called after a few days, conflict continued to erupt. In 
1997, Tzotzil Indian members of the PRI massacred 45 Tzotzil Indian men, women, and children 
accused of supporting the Zapatistas. Initially, law enforcement permitted and helped cover up 
the massacre. Then, when the massacre provoked international outrage, they swung in the 
opposite direction, jailing men who insisted on their innocence based on flimsy evidence.6 Soon, 
a second rebellion broke out in Guerrero, a southern state known for its coastal beach resorts and 
its impoverished interior, the site of drug trafficking, scattered guerilla groups, and Dirty War 
violence against peasant activists. In 1995, the government massacred a dozen peasant farmers 
travelling through Aguas Blancas, Guerrero, on their way to a demonstration. On the one year 
anniversary of the massacre, members of fourteen guerilla groups announced that they were 
banding together to form the Popular Revolutionary Army (Ejército Popular Revolucionario; 
“EPR”) and commenced a campaign of kidnapping and extortion to fund their rebellion.7 Police 
and the military cracked down with further violence, beating, shooting, and suffocating peasant 
and environmental activists to force them to confess to participating in the EPR and other 
crimes.8 As part of its campaign of repression, the military committed a string of rapes of 
indigenous women and girls whose male relatives were suspected of criminal or guerilla 
activity.9 Just as it had during the Dirty War, the military asserted jurisdiction over the human 
rights violations its members committed, trying and acquitting itself.10 
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The crime rate began to climb and police responded with violence towards suspects11 and 
hostility and indifference towards victims.12 In a characteristic 2001 case, construction workers 
found the dead bodies of two teenage girls and a twenty year old woman in a cotton field outside 
Ciudad Júarez, a northern city known for its epidemic of violence against women and girls.13 
Police arrested two men for the killings but the men’s confessions did not match the autopsies 
and the men said police tortured them into giving false confessions. A court overturned the 
men’s detention but not before one man died in prison and his attorney was shot to death by 
police. Police failed to collect all of the physical evidence at the crime scene and ignored 
physical evidence collected and sent to them by the victims’ families. When the families 
criticized the investigation, police beat and harassed them, forcing one family to flee the country. 
 
Paradoxically, as violence intensified, the government became increasingly willing to permit at 
least some political freedom and investigation of human rights violations. In 1990, former police 
officers gunned down a high profile human rights attorney and President Salinas agreed to create 
the National Human Rights Commission (Comision Nacional de los Derechos Humanos; 
CNDH) to investigate such violations. When Salinas left office, he was replaced by Ernesto 
Zedillo, a former student activist who had been roughed up by police during the 1968 protests14 
and who continued the government’s human rights investigations. Throughout the 1990s, the 
government steadily increased CNDH’s budget and autonomy and the CNDH meticulously 
investigated and documented human rights violations, including providing detailed reports on the 
Aguas Blancas massacre and the Ciudad Júarez murders.15 The CNDH’s report helped spur 
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Inter-American Commission action on the Aguas Blancas massacre and, in 1998, Mexico 
accepted the full jurisdiction of the Inter-American Court. In 2000, Zedillo broke with PRI’s long 
tradition of electoral fraud to peacefully pass power on to Vincente Fox of the conservative 
National Action Party (Partido de Acción Popular; PAN). Fox introduced unprecedented 
transparency regarding human rights and, on CNDH’s recommendation, created a Special 
Prosecutor’s Office to investigate and prosecute the human rights violations committed during 
the Dirty War. However, although the investigations brought valuable information to light, they 
provided little real accountability for perpetrators.16 CNDH refused to take direct action against 
human rights violators and the Special Prosecutor’s Office closed after five years, having filed 
charges in only 16 cases, obtained indictments in only 9 cases, and failed to obtain a single 
criminal conviction.17 Facing little real consequences, police and the military continued to 
commit human rights violations with impunity. 
 
Likewise, although Mexico’s electoral system was increasingly open, it continued to generate 
complaints of unfairness. When Fox was termed out in 2006, Mexico hosted its first presidential 
race in decades between two non-PRI candidates: Felipe Calderón of PAN and Andrés Manuel 
López Obrador, of the leftist Party of the Democratic Revolution (Partido de la Revolución 
Democrática; PRD). However, Jorge Castañeda Gutman, PAN’s former Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, complained that he had been barred from running as an independent “citizens’ 
candidate.”18 Additionally, when López Obrador lost, he accused Calderón of electoral fraud, 
formed his own parallel government, and encouraged his supporters to spend weeks occupying 
central Mexico City.19 In 2012, López Obrador lost again to PRI candidate Enrique Peña Nieto 
and again accused Peña Nieto of fraud. However, in both elections, recounts found no evidence 
that fraud had determined the outcome and López Obrador’s support trickled away as his 
continued protests reinforced perceptions of him as autocratic.20 
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Under Calderón and Peña Nieto, police murders and assaults on activists continued. Calderón 
and Peña Nieto initiated efforts to privatize the oil industry21 and continued the past two decades 
of efforts to privatize ejidos. In the town of San Salavador Atenco, activists protested attempts to 
seize their ejidos to construct an airport, leading to a dramatic 2006 confrontation over the 
government’s attempts to evict flower vendors. To shut down the protests, police arrested over 
200 people, tortured at least 26 men and women, and raped 26 women.22 In 2014, police arrested 
43 student teachers travelling to Mexico City to commemorate the Tlatelolco massacre, then 
handed the students over to a local drug gang to be murdered. The Inter-American Commission 
appointed a group of independent experts to investigate and, in 2016, the experts released the 
second of two exhaustive reports documenting the government’s role in the murders and 
accusing the government of obstructing their investigation.23 
 
Additionally, both Calderón and Peña Nieto pursued a war on drugs that ultimately worsened the 
violence it sought to prevent. Throughout the 2000s, drug trafficking had grown in scope and 
viciousness and drug traffickers murdered men, women, and children, massacring entire 
communities as part of territorial disputes and publically displaying mutilated bodies and severed 
heads as warnings.24 To combat the traffickers, the government deployed increasing numbers of 
police and military forces who continued their longstanding practice of killing and disappearing 
suspects and forcing suspects to confess through asphyxiation, waterboarding, electric shocks, 
sexual assault, and death threats.25 Initially, the war on drugs appeared to be successful, as the 
government captured drug cartel leaders, including the dramatic capture, escape, recapture, 
second escape, and second recapture of cartel leader Joaquín (“El Chapo”) Guzmán Loera. 
However, the capture of cartel leaders backfired, causing cartels to fragment and engage in turf 
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wars.26 In El Chapo’s home state of Sinaloa, his would be successors battled to take over his 
territory. In Guerrero, the successful disruption of the cartel that had long controlled the drug 
trade caused drug trafficking organizations to splinter and engage in turf wars and civilians to 
form militias to defend themselves. Lacking the organizational ability to handle large scale drug 
trafficking, the smaller splinter groups turned to violent, local crimes like kidnapping and 
extortion.27 
 
The task of containing the drug war will fall to the winner of the 2018 presidential elections, in 
what is an increasingly open political field. Castañeda Gutman’s challenges to the electoral 
system helped pave the way for future independent candidates and, in 2015, Jaime Rodríguez 
Calderón, a former member of PRI turned independent, successfully ran for governor of Nuevo 
Leon, becoming the first independent elected governor. Peña Nieto’s chosen successor, José 
Antonio Meade, is an independent who has served in both the PRI and PAN governments. In 
2018, he will face off against López Obrador, making yet another bid for the presidency.28 Even 
the Zapatistas are throwing their hat into the presidential ring, backing indigenous human rights 
activist María de Jesús Patricio Martínez. In perhaps the most telling example of how severe the 
violence has become, the Zapatistas announced that they are turning to politics and renouncing 
armed revolution because Mexico simply cannot handle any more violence.29 
 
More information 
 
Additional background was provided by the sources below. 
 
For historical background, see the Encyclopedia Britannica and BBC Country Profiles. 
 
For an overview of the current human rights situation, see the U.S. Department of State’s 2016 
Human Rights Report. 
 
For information about human rights, including all relevant treaties and legal documents, see 
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. 
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