Struggling over social justice in rural Mexico

“In a society of free men whose members are allowed to use their knowledge for their own purposes the term ‘social justice’ is wholly devoid of meaning or content.”

Friedrich August von Hayek

“I emphatically maintain that social justice is part of an efficient economy, not its adversary.”
Vicente Fox Quesada

This essay deals with the varying definitions and meanings of “social justice” as it relates to agrarian issues in Mexico. Peasant organisations and the government have profoundly different interpretations what the concepts entails. There is a discursive struggle about the meaning of social justice going on, which parallels the political and economic struggle of the peasants. 

In Mexican politics, a language of social justice carries tremendous historical weight. The concept is enshrined in the Mexican constitution
, was constantly evoked during the 71 years in which the Party of the Institutionalised Revolution (PRI) was in government and continues to be used by the current government of the National Action Party (PAN) under Vicente Fox. In the countryside, land reform was an integral part of government politics between the 1930s and the 1970s and the redistribution of “national territory” was done with equality and justice as overarching goals. Political representation worked through paternalistic hierarchies in the massive corporativist unions associated with the PRI, like the Confederation of Mexican Workers (CTM) and the National Peasant Confederation (CNC). The relation between the peasants and the state was was seen as an alliance to address poverty, underdevelopment and inequality in the countryside, though the relationship in itself was the subject of much contestation. It was also a relation of domination – which has been characterised by tutelary paternalism, clientelism and other techniques of rule.

Neoliberal Politics

Most of this has changed since Mexico has made a transition from a state-led economy to neoliberalism, just like most other Latin American countries. Triggered by various debt crises, this has been a painful process, especially for the Mexican countryside (Gates 1993). The situation in rural areas in the last decade could be characterised by some major transformations: 

Since the 1980s the Mexican government seeks to open agriculture to international competition by cutting tariffs and import licenses, by reducing internal subsidies and support measures, and by retreating from direct state intervention and promoting private investment instead. Related to those changes, there is an increasing amount of people whose livelihoods do not rely exclusively on their relation to agricultural production, but rest on the informal sector (e.g. handcrafts, construction, begging, petty delinquency). The relevance of labour migration has also increased considerably and remittances play an ever-growing role in rural areas in Mexico. 

A culmination point of policies aimed at liberalising the agricultural sector was the reform of article 27 of the Mexican constitution and the introduction of a new Agrarian Law in 1992. The new law would make the privatization of previously communal ejido
 land possible, and should ensure property rights by mapping, measuring, and registration. This meant the end of land reform politics under the goal of social justice in the countryside – but it was in fact more an adjustment of the legislation to the reality, where the buying and selling of ejido land had become already quite common before. Liberalisation policies were further institutionalised on an international level through the accession to the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT – later transformed into the World Trade Organisation) and the entry of Mexico into the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994. In both, Mexican trade negotiators played a very proactive role in pushing forward trade liberalisation. The opening of the Mexican market to US companies under NAFTA led to a massive influx of subsidized, and hence cheaper, US products. Small producers in particular have been badly hit, with the most detrimental impacts on markets for staple foods like beans and maize (Henriques and Patel 2003). Meanwhile the number and depth of Mexico’s free trade agreements is still increasing continuously. 

Agroindustrialization is increasingly dominating the production, distribution and consumption of agricultural goods in Mexico and the United States, and migrant labour is contributing to the reproduction of ‘peasant’ households. Agroindustrialization refers to the heightened role of transnational corporation in the financing, production, marketing, and consumption of agricultural products with increased used of chemicals and high tech. This calls for the ‘agrarian question’ to be asked in a different way: It is not any longer a confrontation between the state, a class of landowners and the peasantry about questions of land ownership as a means of production. Transnational corporations do not own land, but instead control licenses, and employ workers, smaller companies and farmers under short-term contracts. Thus the “fields” of agroindustrial production are partially or completely detached from specific places, inhabited mainly by strangers. They constitute a “hyperspace” par excellence. The people who meet there are however never fully “members” of this space – they partake only with facets of their identities. Thus the issue of differentiation of the ‘peasant’ community has turned inwards: people’s identities are becoming internally differentiated. 

The majority of the people working in agroindustrial production in North America are migrant workers. In Mexico, migration from the countryside to the city and to the US has increased enormously and become more multidirectional. People do not move “one way”, but back and forth. This plays a crucial role for the subject identity of migrants and the official (and academic) categories to contain subject identity, both within the nation-state as well as between nation-states. The allegiances of migrant workers switch constantly between places like Oaxaca, Mexico City and Los Angeles. Instead of the localised “bounded communities” of former times, contemporary ‘peasant-like’ communities are much more complexly constituted. Whereas the position in productive relations had been more important for ‘peasant’ identity before, in transnational communities consumption, broadly defined, and reproduction are pivotal for creating relations between people (Kearney 1996). 

Government policies

These large-scale ‘modernization’ processes were not completely impersonal, but Mexican governments played a decisive role in the liberalisation of agriculture, the promotion of agroindustrialization, and also in redefining peasant identity. The presidencies of Miguel de la Madrid Hurtado (1982 – 88) and Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988 – 1994) brought about the consolidation of a new paradigm of social and economic policy in Mexico. What was presented as a maturation of the postrevolutionary process meant really a radical shift, especially for the countryside. 

Beginning with the National Solidarity Programme (PRONASOL) in 1989, consecutive anti-poverty programmes were elaborated with a view to couple some sort of social policy with the new economic model
. With regard to agriculture, these programmes frequently meant efforts to dichotomise the agrarian sector into competitive farmers and small subsistence peasants. The latter are then objectified as ‘the poor”, beneficiaries of aid due to their inability to participate in the market. ‘Justice’ goes now just so far as to provide the possibility to engage in market transactions (Powell 2004). Earlier, under the corporate form of the Mexican nation state, ‘the campesino’ had been effectively constructed through classification and bureaucratic policies. Essentialising peasant identity was partially a form of containment, and partially empowering, as ‘the peasant’ was construed in most cases as a political actor. In addition to the processes mentioned above that are removing people from ‘peasant’ production and are dissolving ‘peasant’ identity (agroindustrialisation and migration), comes now this last attack on what has been the Mexican campesino: in between capitalist farmers and the rural poor – both of which are not envisaged so much as participants in contestatory politics – the campesino as a political figure tends to disappear. Altogether, much of the social policy of the state amounts to a ‘depoliticisation’
 of the Mexican peasantry through the concession of welfare programmes.

Despite all these ruptures, there are still many continuities in agrarian politics, most obviously clientelism, and, related to that, a language of justice. 

The Mexican bureaucracy can be described as a “hope-generating state machine” (Nuijten 2003). The six-year period of any new president starts with a thorough bashing of the predecessor, the establishment of new institutions and state programmes, and big announcements for the future. Similar dynamics go down until the lowest levels of the bureaucracy: the bureaucracy almost never says no, promises large improvement for the future and initiates a new procedure. In rural areas, local boss rule (caciquismo) continues to be strong, and representation works through networks of clientelism. What the bureaucrats and local bosses promise is mostly compensations and justice. Because of these dynamics, together with the historical gravity of the nationalist language since the revolution, it is quite unlikely that the representatives of the Mexican state would stop pretending a strong commitment to equality and justice. 

For similar reasons the Mexican governments since Salinas find “social liberalism” a more attractive ideological wrapping for their neoliberal politics (Knight 1996). Many Mexican politicians even refuse to be called “neoliberal”. The current Minister of Finance, Francisco Gil Díaz, for example, claimed in a speech delivered in July 2004 that “neoliberalism” is a myth, and that his own ideal (and, by extension, the dominant economic model in Mexico) is better described as “true liberalism”. His sources are telling: One of the authorities he quoted was F.A. Hayek, who stressed the importance of individual freedom for “true liberalism” (Garduño and Ballinas 2004). Hayek, however, declared almost three decades ago that social justice is a “mirage”. He argued that the entire concept is meaningless, religious, self-contradictory, and ideological. Realizing any degree of it is unfeasible and disastrous for all liberty (Hayek 1976). At the core of his argument lies the claim that the combination of “social” and “justice” is nonsensical because society is the spontaneous order based on the unintended effects of the acitivities of utility-maximizers, whereas justice presupposes deliberate action with effects that are foreseen
. But these definitions of society (reduced to the market) and justice (reduced to negative rights of individual liberty and positive rights of political participation) are of course highly contested. I take Hayek’s position as the plainest pronouncement on the place of social justice in neoliberal politics. What is said and written about social justice in party programmes and government declarations is mostly not that clear. One could say that the degree of outspokenness ranges from Margaret Thatcher to Vicente Fox
. In the Mexican context, economic liberalisation was paralleled by a re-definition of social justice: from justice referring to needs (it is just that one gets as much as one actually needs) to justice referring to economic performance  (it is just that one gets the more the better one performs).

Political Mobilisation

Related to the changing social and economic conditions in rural areas and the new paradigms in agricultural politics, the political organisation of peasants in Mexico also underwent profound changes. They were partially a broadening of the field of democratic struggle, partially a reaction to the diversification of the ‘peasantry’, and unequivocally a response to the deteriorating conditions in the countryside. Besides the old corporativist unions and party organisations, new independent movements and alliances appeared. An example for these new movements is the National Union of Autonomous Peasant Organisations (UNORCA), founded in 1985. The topics around which such movements are mobilising also distinguish them from the older organisations: additionally to the traditional demands of better prices, and just treatment as producers and workers, the new aims include the recognition of rights (human rights, environmental rights, etc.) and identity. 

These changes represent both a diversification and fragmentation of political organisation. As generally with identity politics, there is the risk of falling into the traps of idealising and reifying identities (like ‘the campesino’ and ‘the indigenous’) and of detracting from distributive questions
. Neoliberal governmentality will easily pay lip service to rights, but not go forward proactively to put them into action. Addressing material demands would imply to tackle structural inequalities. So even if ‘campesino’ and ‘indigenous’ identity was formally recognised by the state, this can still be a red herring for not engaging with questions of distributive justice. Many analysts took a very positive view on the new forms of civil association arising in the last decades under the circumstances of globalisation and neoliberalism. A whole new field of “new social movements theory” emerged (cf. for South America Escobar and Alvarez 1992; Alvarez, Dagnino and Escobar 1998). Others continue to be more suspicious about the newness of these movements, and disputes, and argue that “new social movements theory” is overly culturalist and idealist, and thus neglects fundamental economic categories, especially class (Veltmeyer 1997). It is no advance to leave a vulgar economism of class analysis behind and arrive at a vulgar culturalism of identity politics. Both class politics and the recognition of identity should be integrated in a comprehensive concept of social justice (Fraser 2001). And they are in fact knit together in the politics of  many of the new and old peasant movements in Mexico. 

The Countryside Can’t Take It Anymore

In January 2003, Mexico City saw the biggest protest marches since the revolution of 1917. Masses of farmers and peasants came to the capital to protest under the slogan “El Campo No Aguanta Más” (“The Countryside Can’t Take It Anymore”) against the government’s agricultural policy. The central demands were the following: an immediate moratorium on the agricultural chapter of NAFTA, the implementation of new social programmes, a true financial reform in the rural sector, empowering of the Congress to make modifications in the rural sector budget, secure access to safe and healthy food of good quality for all Mexicans - produced by Mexican farmers, and the full recognition of the culture and rights of indigenous peoples. As can be seen form this list, the demands of the broadest alliance of peasant movements in Mexico unites both distributive questions and the recognition of identity. In April 2003 the manifestations concluded in the Acuerdo Nacional para el Campo (National Agreement for the Countryside) with the government.

The Acuerdo Nacional states explicitly that social justice is a basic goal for agricultural policies; it recognizes social and culture rights, and the far-reaching concept of “food sovereignty”. In the first sentences of the agreement there is even a reference to Emiliano Zapata and the revolutionary legacy of the Mexican peasantry with its demand for “tierra y libertad” (land and liberty), which is said to be of “renewed validity” now. The Acuerdo should establish a new basis for agricultural policies and a new relationship between the state and rural society. This “new” relationship though is strikingly reminiscent of the “old” one between the peasants and the nation – the one that has been destroyed by neoliberal policies in the last two decades. Certainly these relationships have again changed to an extent during the last year. The involvement of peasant organisations in the negotiations on policy decisions and on the distribution of financial resources has increased over the last year. Clearly, the reason for that is basically the constant pressure and stubbornness of the peasant organisations and movements. On the evaluation of the chapter on agriculture in NAFTA, which should have been done by 31 December 2003, the government has not delivered anything so far. Altogether, the implementation has been quite disappointing (Quintana 2004). It seems that the Mexican government and ministry of agriculture is ready to pay lip service to the historical legacy of the peasantry, but will not abandon the direction of its policy.

The struggle over social justice for rural Mexico continues. Through national campesino organisations like UNORCA, and linkages with NGOs, campesino activists have been continuing their protests, manifestations and road blocks during the last years. They confront an ongoing redefinition of social justice by the government and the bureaucracy with comprehensive concepts of justice that have been responding to a changing situation, but which are still combined with the same historical demands. 
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� Article 25 of the Mexican constitution obligates the state to guarantee that “national development” be comprehensive by means of a “juster distribution of income and wealth” (all translations mine). 


� The ejido was the coporate land tenure scheme established after the Mexican Revolution, defined in article 27 of the constitution. 


� For a discussion of how PRONASOL changed state-society relations in Mexico and its effects on poverty alleviation, see the contributions to Cornelius et al 1994.


� ‘depoliticisation’ is an unfelicitous term, as everything is political. I argue, however, that if the relationship between the state and the peasantry in Mexico until the 1970s can be characterised as a political contestation, the politics described can be indeed seen as attempts to impede contestatory politics.  


� For a useful summary of Hayek’s argument and a critique of  its logical inconsistency, see Lukes 1997. 


� Compare Thatcher’s famous statement that “there is no such thing as society” and Fox, who said in his inauguration speech “I emphatically maintain that social justice is part of an efficient economy, not its adversary”.


� Nancy Fraser calls these the dangers of reification and dislocation (Fraser 2000). 








