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Voices of Mexico 105 

If we had to give the September 2017 earthquake a 

name like we give hurricanes, we would have to call 

it “IToldYouSo,” because it brought us face to face 

with what we already knew: corruption, violations of the 

building code, orders to shut down construction sites that 

were never carried out, and other acts by the authorities 

that are nothing new. A report by the unam Seismology 

* �Researcher at the unam Center for Interdisciplinary Studies in 
the Sciences and Humanities (ceiich); cadenaroa@gmail.com; 
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/orge_Cadena-Roa.

and Engineering Groups (gsi) reads, “A serious problem 

is known to exist due to non-compliance with the norms 

stipulated in the current building regulations.”1

Seismic Certainty

We also knew that Mexico City is not in a seismic risk 

area, but in a seismic certainty area, due to the interac-

tion of five tectonic plates: the North America, Cocos, 

Pacific, Rivera, and Caribbean Plates. Some earthquakes 
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Earthquake victims organize to protest non-response by government to their demands and needs.
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are caused by inter-plate movements (those that happen 

at the border of two tectonic plates); others, like the re-

cent September 19 quake, are intra-plate (those that take 

place within a tectonic plate).2 The National Seismolog-

ical Service (ssn) reports an average of 40 quakes a day.3

We have no doubt, then, that Mexico City and other 

places throughout the country will experience earth-

quakes again, though we do not know when or where, or 

how intense and what kind of damage they will cause. 

We do know, however, that the damage will depend on 

the distance from the quake’s epicenter and the kind of 

constructions and terrain that exist. Depending on the 

latter, certain areas face greater risks than others, and 

that should be reflected in the kind of constructions al-

lowed there. “We all know,” reiterates the gsi report, “that 

a large part of Mexico City is built on soft sediment of 

what used to be the lakes in the valley. This sediment am

plifies the seismic waves in Mexico City enormously,”4 af

fecting, among others, the Roma, Condesa, Downtown, 

and Doctores Neighborhoods. There, the seismic waves can 

be magnified up to 50 times more than on solid ground. 

The movement also lasts much longer in areas with soft 

sediment. That means that “the majority of damage 

[caused by the September 19, 2017 earthquake] is to be 

found in the western part of the sediment basin, in the 

transition area, and part of the soft terrain, very near the 

western border.” 5 It is so clear that we knew this that it 

is fully documented in the risk atlases,6 which were not 

widely known because certain people thought that their 

dissemination could affect land values and the interests 

of real estate businesses. Who would buy buildings in 

transition areas? But even if there were builders and buy-

ers for these areas, shouldn’t the authorities prohibit 

construction or set more stringent standards for building 

there?

So, we all knew, for all the good it did. This is knowl-

edge with no practical consequences. That is why this 

earthquake and other disasters are not purely and simply 

natural phenomena: they are also social and political 

disasters, worsened by the irrational disconnect between 

means and ends. What we know does not affect what we 

do; risks and costs are not reduced, and human and ma-

terial losses, pain, and suffering are not prevented.

Anti-Politics

The response of political parties to the emergency, victim 

rescue, the care for the homeless, and reconstruction 

became politicized —in the bad sense of the word. This 

was not something these bodies debated in order to find 

the best ways to intervene; rather, the debate was carried 

out in terms of “office politics,” or what you mean when 

you say “somebody in the office wants to screw me.”

Amidst the emergency and the pain, some parties 

tried to take advantage of the moment to sling mud at 

the others. The Institutional Revolutionary Party (pri) 

proposals to reduce public funding to all political parties 

and eliminate Chamber of Deputies seats elected by pro-

portional representation are a clear example. They were 

not even viable since both these rights are guaranteed 

in the Constitution (the former in Article 41, Section II, 

Clause a; and the latter in Article 52).7 The federal elec-

toral process for which they were proposing those chang-

es had already begun a few days before the earthquake, 

again, making them inoperable.8

If the proposals were unviable, what purpose did they 

serve? Discounting the possibility that they were moti-

vated by ignorance, the only remaining possibility is that 

the motivation was bad faith. The intention was to stir 

up the generalized anti-party feelings and then blame 

the others for the measures not being implemented. The 

political merit would be for the proponents; the costs 

would fall to those who opposed the measure, for what-

ever reason. We should remember that the pri proposal 

that the parties renounce part of their funding and de-

posit it in a fund operated at the discretion of the presi-

dent of Mexico sparked the demand for the resignation 

of the political commentators of the first edition of the 

nrm Comunicaciones media corporation radio news pro-

gram Enfoque (Focus).9

So, the pri proposals were not trying to solve anything; 

they only sought to discredit their political competition 

We have no doubt that Mexico City 
and other places nationwide  

will experience earthquakes again, though  
we do not know when or where.
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and foster mistrust —already high in any case— without 

taking into account that this irresponsible attitude would 

only feed anti-politics thinking, thus shooting them-

selves in the foot. Fostering anti-politics thinking is very 

dangerous: it discredits institutions and opens up the way 

for personality- and caudillo-based, opportunistic, popu-

list, messianic politicians. It fosters the belief that what 

the country needs are leaders whose personal character

istics separate them from the rest and who are capable 

of changing things by themselves. It ignores the fact that 

what exist in politics are not individuals, but groups; that in 

democracies, political parties continue to be indispen

sable for creating a national representation and filling 

out the branches of government. Increasing the discred-

it of politics, politicians, and representative institutions 

opens up the way to anti-institutional, authoritarian ad-

ventures. Anti-politics and the consequences of fostering 

it are widely known, but we act as though they were not.

Post-Truth

Anti-politics is linked to knowledge because we live in 

an era of post-truth, in which political groups and other 

interested parties knowingly lie, with no attempt to back 

up their statements with evidence, only in seeking to 

manipulate in their favor the existing widespread resent-

ment about the undesired effects of globalization and 

other issues. 

The link between anti-politics and post-truth prompts 

us to look at the institutions dedicated to producing and 

disseminating scientific knowledge, culture, and innova-

tion. These are, of course, the universities, which world-

wide —but particularly in Mexico— are the institutions 

that are most trusted by the public. In times of anti-pol

itics and post-truth and manipulation of information, 

grievances, and resentment, universities and academics 

have the duty and the commitment to base their state-

ments on data and evidence, unmask lies, and make vi-

able proposals.

These activities, which are opposed to anti-politics 

and post-truth, can make universities and their academ-

ic personnel uncomfortable for society. We can do no less 

than note the denunciations about what has been called 

the “master fraud,” in which high-ranking officials from 

some universities are accused of colluding with federal 

authorities to commit multi-million-peso fraud.10 We 

must demand a thorough investigation of these cases 

and that they be prosecuted to the full extent of the law 

because, when not proven or clarified, they undermine 

public confidence. However, it is precisely now, in the time 

of campaigns and elections, of anti-politics and post-truth, 

that the attacks on universities and some academics in 

particular ratchet up. The Enfoque radio news program 

incident can be considered censorship of university aca-

demics because the three people involved (Leonardo 

Curzio, María Amparo Casar, and Ricardo Raphael) are 

academics who were commentators in different media. 

What should be done in the face of threats to universities 

and academics? We must protect their prestige and the 

trust the public has placed in them.

The Game Must Go On

How can the distance between the political class and 

society be remedied? Here, the ball is in society’s court. 

Certainly, several volleys have been sent into the political 

class’s court, but they either stay there or they are return

ed with the balls deflated, stopping the game. Despite 

this, society must not allow this to stop the game, leaving 

things as they are. The game must go on; the changes 

society wants must be made. It was civil society that pro-

posed the Anti-corruption System, welcomed as a tran-

scendental achievement. Nevertheless, the system is not 

operating; we do not have an anti-corruption prosecutor. 

We are entering an electoral period, but the special 

prosecutor for electoral issues was deposed October 20 

for “violating the institution’s code of conduct” while in-

vestigating the alleged funding by the Brazilian company 

Odebrecht of President Enrique Peña Nieto’s election 

campaign. In mid-December 2017, a new special prosecu-

The response of political parties to  
the emergency, victim rescue, care  

for the homeless, and reconstruction  
became politicized —in the bad  

sense of the word.
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tor was appointed, but nothing has been said about the 

investigation that had been underway. As I write this ar-

ticle, we continue without a federal attorney general. The 

previous one resigned October 27, 2017 amid the process 

of designating the new federal prosecutor.11 Corruption, 

criminality, and impunity are three of the problems most 

keenly felt by the population, and we have no prosecutors 

to prosecute them. This shows that the citizenry’s de-

mands are being received and responded to but incom-

pletely and without any effect in practice.

Corrupt public officials debase politics and public ser-

vice because things like impunity have allowed these 

activities to turn into something probably more lucrative 

than any in private business, with the additional advan-

tages that they require very little investment and involve 

minimal risk. In politics, public officials can amass incal-

culable fortunes in only a few years. As long as this con-

tinues, as long as politics continues to be an activity in 

which you can steal with impunity, the most ambitious 

and unscrupulous individuals will continue to be attracted 

to it; and we will continue to be governed by a “strongman-

ocracy,”  the worst of the worst.

The Immediate Future

Very probably Mexico City will experience a bigger earth-

quake than the September 19, 2017 event. The gsi report 

states that “under the coast of Guerrero state . . . is a 

250-kilometer-long seismic gap . . . where an earthquake 

of over 8 [on the Richter scale] could occur. This segment 

is about 300 kilometers from Mexico City.”12 That we 

know. Now, if we want to reduce the loss of life and prop-

erty after a quake of that size, we must assume the con-

sequences of what we know, which is no small thing. 

The task before us is to change from a country where know-

ing something is more or less useless, to one where 

knowledge informs and shapes private and public de-

cisions. 


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The pri proposals were not trying  
to solve anything; they only sought to  

discredit their political competition  
and foster mistrust, without taking 

into account that this would 
only feed anti-political thinking.
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