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n 1988, in the introduction to the
classic book Primer Informe sobre
la Democracia (First Report on De -

 mo cra cy), a publication that also hap -
pened to include Mexico’s first-ever
NGO hu man rights report, Pablo Gon -
zález Casa nova stated that the in creas -
ing deterioration of the population’s
living standards was caused by the neo -

liberal discourse shaping economics.
This, he said, would only change if a
gov ernment controlled by the people
re placed the ruling Institutional Revo -
lu tionary Party (PRI), a rather difficult
objective in his opinion due to the lack
of democratic conditions in the coun-
try at the time.

González Casanova’s statement was
not simply the expression of a person-
al opinion; it also neatly summarized

the underlying argument of what was
to become the major strategic goal of
civil society in the 1990s: democratic
elections. Throughout the 1990s, de m -
o cratic elections were cons tructed as
the means to challenge the status quo
supporting the economic discourse that
was reshaping the country’s social ar -
ran gements. Further more, democracy was
the discourse facilitating unity among the
social movements and non-governmen-* Visiting researcher at CISAN.
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tal organizations (NGOs) affected by
eco  nomic re-structuring. Expressed in
terms devised by Éduard Laclau and
Chantal Mouffe, democracy was the
first discourse acting as the nodal point
extending the chain of equivalence for
hegemonic articulation against the he -
gemonic forces imposing neoliberal
policies. Nevertheless, since 2000 this
situation has been changing. Human
rights are replacing democracy as the
chain of equivalence against free trade.

Before going any further, it is nec-
essary to explain in detail Laclau and
Mouffe’s idea of hegemonic articula-
tion.1 In their discourse theoretical
framework the idea of “hegemonic ar -
ticulation” comes from the Gramscian
concept of hegemony. For Gramsci,
hegemony means political as well as
moral-intellectual leadership aimed at
forming a collective will with a na tio n -
al-popular character (a new collec-
tive identity), with the objective of
controlling politics, the economy and
civil society, at the level of democratic
politics. But Gramsci gave social class -
es an ontologically privileged role in the
struggle for hegemony because of their
structural position at the level of the
relations of production.

In Laclau and Mouffe, however, all
identities have the same ontological
status and none of them possess a fun -
 damental character. The moment of
hegemony is thus a moment of re-arti -
 culation of all the differences within
the totality called discourse —which
they define as a relational totality, a
system of differences that includes
both linguistic and non-linguistic ele-
ments; a discursive structure that has
no fixed center and thus has no clo-
sure. Hege monic articulations are the
contingent expansion of a discourse for
the purpose of fixing meaning among

different identities vis-à-vis an antag-
onistic force, through the use of no -
dal points. 

The nodal points around which he -
ge mony is achieved must comply with
conditions: they must be empty signi-
fiers and work as chains of equivalence
between the identities informing the
system. On the one hand, an empty
sig nifier is, strictly speaking, a signifi-
er without a signified. The presence
of empty signifiers is the very condi-
tion of hegemony. Emptying a specif-
ic signifier of its particular, differen-
tial sig ni fied is what makes possible
the emer   gence of empty signifiers as the
sig nifiers of a lack, of an absent total-
ity. This relation by which a particular
content becomes the signifier of the
absent communitarian fullness is what
Laclau calls hegemonic relationship.
A nodal point becomes an empty sig-
nifier for hegemonic purposes depend-
ing on the context. 

On the other hand, chain of equiv-
alence is an empty signifier that sub-
verts meaning so that differences can-
cel one another out insofar as they are
used to express something identical un -
derlying them all. It is not something
positive that all of them share which
establishes their unity, but something
negative: their opposition to a common
enemy. The community created by this
equivalential expansion will be the
pure idea of a communitarian fullness
which is absent —as a result of the
presence of the repressive power.

My argument is, then, that democ-
racy certainly managed to function as

a nodal point achieving a chain of equi -
valence for the different struggles op -
posing economic globalization. How -
ever, as electoral democracy has been
progressively achieved from 1997,
when Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas won the
mayoral elections in Mexico City, to
2000, when Vicente Fox became the
first opposition president since the rul -
ing PRI was set up in 1929, democracy
has ceased to play that role. It no longer
represents a unified socio-political op -
po sition to an antagonistic agent. 

Through analysis of the construc-
tion of free trade as an object of hu -
man rights discourse and observing
how hu man rights has come to be used
in creas ingly in the struggle against free
trade in Mexico over a 10-year period
(1991-2001),2 I contend that human
rights is now replacing democratic dis -
course —at least the discourse of elec -
toral democracy advanced until 2000—
because it became obsolete after the
first democratic elections were held in
the country. Over the last 20 years
hu man rights discourse in Mex ico has
changed to include issues related to
free trade, thereby extending the chain
of equivalence to encompass many of
the NGO networks and social move-
ments involved in the struggle for fair
trade. It is therefore becoming increas-
ingly hegemonic.

I will develop this twofold argu-
ment in a two-part series. The first part
explains how democracy raised as a
chain of equivalence (1991-1997). I
will then discuss why and how elec-
toral democracy and human rights dis -

Hu man rights discourse in Mex ico has changed 
to include issues related to free trade, thereby extending the

chain of equivalence to encompass NGO networks and social movements
involved in the struggle for fair trade. 

P O L I T I C SS O C I E T Y



courses entered the Mexican political
arena, and how a very young and lim-
ited Mexican human rights discourse
was first constructed as a simple ob -
ject of democratic discourse through
the development of political rights.
In the second part, to be published in
the next issue of Voices of Mexico, I will
talk about how human rights have
changed through time, broadening suf -
ficiently to include free trade as an
object and thus a desirable empty sig-
nifier suitable for current struggles
against free trade.

DEMOCRACY AND

THE SUBORDINATION OF

HUMAN RIGHTS DISCOURSE

In the 1980s the Mexican economy
drastically changed with the imposi-
tion of neoliberal discourse through
structural adjustment programs. This
led to the demise of Keynesian dis-
course and thus of the Mexican wel-
fare state. There were two major so -
cio-economic consequences of these
changes. One, the deterioration of liv-
ing standards due to the control of
wages (low wages as a comparative
ad vantage) and the reduction of so cial
expenditure (health, education, sub-
sidies for basic foods, housing). Two,
the collapse of corporatist relationships
between the state, unions and farmers’
groups. The result of the simultaneous
deterioration of socio-economic con-
ditions and corporatist relationships
was that people organized indepen -

dent  ly in order to oppose the im po -
sition of neoliberal policies. The res -
ponse of the government was re pres sion
of social leaders, journalists, in depen -
dent union leaders and students.

At the same time, although econo m -
ic liberalization was imposed without
similar reforms in the political are na,
the ruling party could not prevent the
introduction of new discour ses, par-
ticularly democracy and human rights,
which the left was willing to adopt due
to the rise of democratic so cial move-
ments in Eastern Europe and the even -
tual collapse of authoritarian socialist
regimes —the Third Demo cratic Wave.
The Mexican government, which want-
ed to join multilateral trade organiza-
tions and eventually sign a free trade
agreement with the U.S. and Canada,
had to tolerate and adopt the new dis -
courses —which were also en cour -
aged by neoliberalism itself— setting
up institutions and enforcing legal
changes. As the government had to
cope with those discourses in order
to acquire legitimacy in the eyes of the
world, they became political opportu-
nities for social struggle. 

The writings of organic intellectuals
of the time and pioneer human rights
NGOs, like Sergio Aguayo Que zada and
Miguel Concha Malo,3 clearly refer to
the strategic use of electoral democracy
discourse for the wider struggle against
neoliberalism in the manner explained
at the beginning of this essay: elec-
toral de mocracy was discursively con-
structed as the means to get a truly peo -
ple-ruled government willing to reverse

neoliberal policies and to achieve so -
cial justice.

For their part, human rights were
constructed as mere objects within the
discourse of democracy. They were seen
as a means to tackle the lack of liberty
prevailing in the country and the state’s
selective violence toward the subjects
of democracy: independent farmers
and union leaders, students and jour-
nalists. At this point human rights
failed to achieve hegemony for two
reasons. The first has to do with the
fact that human rights was a very new
discourse in Mexico —it entered the
country in the early 1980s via two im -
portant human rights defenders from
El Salvador who launched a solidarity
campaign with Central America in Mex -
ico City which was later joined by lo cal
intellectuals and activists who would
subsequently set up the first human
rights NGOs in 1984. Since it was new
and was imported from a region at war,
human rights discourse included only
the issues related to state violence: exe -
cution, forced disappearance, arbitrary
detention, torture and other violations
of the physical integrity of people who
could otherwise express themselves
freely.

Second, the 1988 electoral fraud
made it clear that the PRI would not
leave office without a struggle.4 This
event indicated that achieving elec-
toral democracy and effecting all the
desirable changes to the economy was
going to be a long and difficult struggle
that required a collective effort, in clud -
ing that of human rights de fenders
whose task was to defend those in the
front line, those who were de tained,
tortured, held incommunicado, etc. 

In 1991, an issue emerged that con -
firmed democracy as a chain of equiv-
alence in the wider struggle against
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The 1988 electoral fraud made it clear 
that achieving electoral democracy and effecting all the desirable 

changes to the economy was going to be a long and difficult 
struggle that required a collective effort.



neoliberal economics. Almost a year
after the Mexican government started
negotiations for the creation of the
North American Free Trade Agree -
ment (NAFTA) (April 1991), a network
bringing together social and civil orga -
nizations, as well as unions and farm-
ers’ groups, was set up: the Mex ican
Free Trade Action Network (RMALC).
Its general objective was im mediately
inscribed in the larger chain of equiva-
lence of democratic discourse. The
RMALC claimed that it was not set up
“in opposition to the idea of negotiat-
ing a trade agreement with the U.S.
and Canada, but in the search for a
development project alternative to neo -
liberalism, and within the strug gle for
the transition to democracy.”5

According to its early documents,
the RMALC was inscribed in the de m -
ocratic chain of equivalence not only
in terms of demanding clean elections
for an eventual change in the econom-
ic model for a type of policy based on
economic sovereignty and self-deter-
mination. Organizations and groups also
pursued the democratic objective of
active participation in decision mak-
ing related to the signature of NAFTA,
which they wanted to include compen -
satory policies aimed at tackling the
possible consequences of the progres -
sive elimination of tariffs between coun -
tries possessing enor mous econo mic
asymmetries.6 Carlos Heredia stated,
“The relationship between the struggle
for democratization and the debate
about free trade is direct and very im -
portant: what used to be a space re -
served for political parties and organi-
zations has been transformed into a
space where proposals generated by
society are also discussed”.7

As for human rights discourse, once
it was consolidated in 1990 with the

creation of the National Human Rights
Commission (CNDH), it started to ex -
pand and thus clearly became a dis-
course in its own right. However, its ex -
pansion was conducted subordinate
to the democratic chain of equivalence.
This was due to the fact that, after
originally including issues related to
political repression, i.e. violations of the
right to physical integrity and securi-
ty, to life, to justice and to freedom of
expression, association and opinion,
through murder, torture, illegal and
incommunicado detention, execution,
etc., the discourse was extended so as
to include im punity and non-political
abuses, but also political rights such
as the rights to be elected to office and
to vote in democratic elections. 

On the one hand, the historical
analy sis of violations and the increas-
ing development of expertise (mainly in
the field of law) added structural issues
to the agenda: impunity and police
abuse, as well as violations per petrated
by the military in the fight against drug
trafficking. On the other hand, two
events helped the expanding discourse
to include political rights. First, in 1990
and 1991 the Inter-Amer ican Com mis -
 sion of Human Rights of the Organi za -
tion of American States (OAS), issued
a resolution in relation to local electo r -
al processes in Chi huahua, Durango
and Nuevo León states in the second
half of the 1980s. Advanced by the
rightist National Action Party (PAN),
the complaints led to the commission’s
decision that the federal government
had violated articles 2, 23 and 25 of

the American Convention of Human
Rights as it had failed to respect Mex -
icans’ right to participate in authentic
democratic elections, and also failed to
provide the legislative framework for
people who wanted to lodge a complaint
if they believed that their political
rights had been violated. The resolu-
tion had an enormous impact since it
not only widened the discourse by
transforming the typical PRI behavior
during elections into a violation of a
universal entitlement, but also added
mechanisms for argumentation to the
larger democratic cause.8

Second, during midterm elections
in 1991, human rights NGOs that had
been actively and consciously seeking
to extend the human rights agenda to
include the wider struggle for democ-
racy, like the Mexican Academy of
Human Rights and the over 40 NGOs
that belonged to the Civil Organi za -
tions Network “All Rights for All”
(RTDT), carried out electoral observa-
tions in Mexico City and states where
local elections were going to take place,
including San Luis Potosí, Guana juato,
Jalisco and Coahuila. Once again the
PRI defrauded citizens, and a strong
citizen movement explicitly defending
political rights sprang up all over the
country. Their leader was senior demo c -
racy activist Salvador Nava, the gu -
bernatorial candidate for a coalition of
all the opposition parties, both local
and national. With the 1991 electoral
fraud providing human rights viola-
tions data —ma nipulation and buying
of votes, media partiality, and dishonest
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The link between democracy and free trade 
was reinforced in 1994 with the Zapatista uprising, an event 

that defended indigenous identity in oppo sition to NAFTA and de monstrated
support for democracy in a wider sense.
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handling of the voter list— the po li t -
ical rights recognized by the Inter-Amer   -
ican Commission became the ob ject of
human rights discourse in Mexico. In
addition, denouncing politically relat-
ed abuses of civil rights such as murder
and detention were also extended to
political party leaders.

Due to the fact it was expanding so
as to include some of the main objec-
tives of the democratic cause, human
rights could be included in the free
trade agenda forwarded by the RMALC

in 1991. Despite the fact that just a
handful of national human rights NGOs
joined the network in its early stages,9

human rights issues were included in
their very early documents and events,
although as part of their “democratic
demands” rather than in terms of an
interpretation framework for the po -
tentially negative impact of the terms
of NAFTA upon Mexicans —mainly eco -
nomic-social-cultural rights (ESCR) re -
lated issues. 

During the International Forum
“Pu  blic Opinion and Negotiation of
the Free Trade Agreement: Citizen Al -
ter na tives”, held in Zacatecas, Mex ico,
October 25-27, 1991, a human rights
agenda for the anti-free trade struggle,
adopted by human rights groups and
lasting almost 10 years (with very slight
variations attributed to political con-
juncture),10 was drawn up including
two types of demands. First, issues re -
lated to the institutional expansion of
human rights discourse, especially sig -
nature by the parties involved of all
United Nations human rights instru-

ments. Second, the so-called traditio n -
al abuses, which were linked to the
political repression of so cial and polit-
ical leaders, police abuse in civil con-
texts, and military abuse in anti-drug
trafficking operations. No free trade-
related abuses of ESCR were included.

The link between democracy and
free trade was reinforced in 1994 with
the Zapatista uprising, an event that
defended indigenous identity in oppo -
sition to NAFTA —something the Zapa -
tistas said negated their very existence
because it excluded them— and de -
monstrated support for democracy in
a wider sense than that ad vanced thus
far, which concentrated on electoral
democracy. Although the Zapatistas
did emphasize presidential elections,
which were due to take place that year,
they also drew attention to the condi-
tions of extreme poverty in which in -
digenous people lived and who as a
collectivity lacked basic services such
as water, decent housing, education and
health. Consequently, the Zapatistas
forced organizations to finally discuss
something that had been part of their
rhetoric for a long time: the fulfilment
of economic, so cial and cultural rights
and collective rights, especially of indi -
genous peoples, as a precondition for
democracy. They forced organizations
to consider widening both democracy
and human rights discourses. 

Nevertheless, democracy would not
last long as a chain of equivalence after
this because the first democratic elec -
tions were held in the country (the Party
of the Democratic Revo lu tion [PRD]

won local elections in Mex ico City in
1997 without PRI attempts of elec-
toral fraud). As clean elections were
increasingly a fulfilled objective, demo -
cracy as a chain of equivalence was no
longer making sense. This was reaf-
firmed in 2000, when PAN candidate
Vi cente Fox became the first pre si dent
from a party other than the PRI, the
party which had held power since its
inception in 1929. 
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