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H
oracio Labastida was an intel-
lectual who joined his generous,
proverbial cordiality to his recognized

wisdom. His long, fruitful, intelligent life was
never dedicated to subscribing to other spurious
inte rests that we all know about and pain fully
suffer from, but to the kind though devastat-
ing critique of ideologies presented in pack-
ages of supposedly irrefutable certainties, sold
and disseminated urbi et orbi by the dominant
powers and the communications media. 

Labastida was a judge, the rector of the
Uni versity of Puebla, head of the UNAM’s Of -
fice of Cultural Dissemination and then of So -
cial Services, as well as editor of his magazine.
He was a founding professor of the UNAM School
of Political and Social Sciences and a member of
its Institute for Legal Research, a journalist, in -
ternational public servant, legislator and am bas -
sador to Nicaragua, the author of more than
20 books on topics ranging from politics, philo -
sophy and sociology to literature and the arts.
In his distinguished career, he always tried

to passionately study and teach our country’s
history as a means to shed light on solutions* Mexican economist.
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to contemporary problems, without breaks, assum -
ing the characteristics of the culture, institutions
and, above all, aspirations of all Mexicans. For
Ho racio Labastida, true humanism was based on
the notion that history is made by man in his ca -
pacity to create knowledge and make mistakes.
Humanism, then, is not a neutral, unfeeling sci-
ence like mathematics, inured to human suffering
and limitations, but a necessarily historic disci-
pline, capable of unexpectedly finding untrodden
ways forward, of coming up with innovative solu-
tions, whether in the social and political or the
scientific and technological realms.
Labastida would agree with Jürgen Habermas

that the tasks of the Enlightenment had not been
completed and that they should be, because with-

out emancipating equality, no democracy is pos-
sible. For this reason, together with Amyarta Sen,
he subscribed to the principles that freedom should
include the right to economic, cultural and polit-
ical development for all citizens, and that peace
is indeed precarious in the absence of equality. He
would agree with the Marxist, structuralist and
post-modern philosophers that Man, regardless of
his individuality, is to a great degree a product of the
society in which he lives, that there are cultural
and institutional differences and differences in
perception between the pretensions of universal-
ism of Western civilization and the realities of other
peoples and groups (particularly of those exclud-
ed from power and from the exercise of estab-
lished rights), differences that should not be over -
come through segregation, oppression or violence,
whether within countries or among them.
This is why he looked at the historic docu-

ments by José Joaquín Granados and Friar Bar -
tolomé de las Casas in his book La grandeza del
indio mexicano (The Grandeur of the Mexican
Indian) with the aim of emphasizing the unjust

conditions to which Mexico’s indigenous had been
subjected in the colonial period and underlining
their contributions, rivaling those of the Spaniards
and the criollos, to the society of their time.2 Si m -
ilar reasoning led him to criticize Juárez’s laws
of amortization and nationalization because they
legislated the confiscation of the poorest peas-
ants’ communal lands.3 And for that reason, he
also defended sovereignty and nationalism as ne c -
essary tools in the defense of relations between
the weak and the powerful, between those who
have little and those who have everything. With
the historical background of colonial liberation
and Napoleon III’s expansionist onslaught, when
the North American Free Trade Agreement was
negotiated, he warned of the danger that the in -
dustrial powers could seek once more to exchange
our nations’ sovereignty for the will of an ecu me n -
ical empire. And he added, “No material well-being
—which has not been forthcoming with glo ba li -
zation— justifies the spiritual malaise of an un de -
sirable commitment.”4

An enemy of hegemonic presidentialism, of
authoritarianism, he denounced the old practice
of violating or amending our constitutions to le -
galize the illegitimate acts of whoever was in office
and then invoking them in the defense of the go v -
ernment or using them against the political oppo -
sition.5 He distinguished, then, between le gality
and legitimacy: legality is a juridical value (some-
times falsified), while legitimacy is a moral value.
Legality denotes agreement with legislation, legiti-
macy with the people.6 Thus, he pointed out that
the Mexican project of 1917 constitutionally esta b -
lished “a social, not an individualist, democracy
leaning toward the social justice demanded since
the time of the debates of the constituent assem-
bly of 1856.”7 As a result, he was wary of the pri-
vatization and de-Mexicanization of the banking
system and the sale of public companies, as well as
the changes to the Cons titution in agrarian mat-
ters and many, many other areas that tend to tai-
lor the legal regime to the demands of trade lib-
eralization.8 At the same time, he thought that
the supposed economic or political truths in vogue
were not universal or applicable to all times and

He denounced the old practice 
of violating or amending our constitutions 

to legalize the illegitimate acts 
of whoever was in office.
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places, above all when they ride roughshod over the
culture and institutions of poor countries. He found
here a depraved attempt based on the eco n omy to
surreptitiously breathe new life into an author -
itarianism that, with globalized trappings, sought
to put an end to national sovereignty and restore
foreign will (a risky undertaking since only self-
determination guarantees cultural unity, the iden -
tity and legitimacy of collective actions).9

The last point I want to make to finish up this
incomplete review of Horacio Labastida’s work is
something enormously relevant to the crisis we
are going through. In the transition to democracy
and in an open, interdependent, competitive world
economy, we do not seem to be able to manage to
agree, which we need to do to deal with changing

planetary problems. According to Labastida, in
every plural, democratic society, it is only natural
that there be different, contradictory points of view
about social objectives. Despite this, there must
be a balance and mutual influence between so cial
and economic development so that one supports
and promotes the growth of the other. Or, more
directly in the spirit of the 1917 Constitution, eco -
nomic development must be a democratic instru -
ment of social justice.
The mechanism for resolving those tensions

and satisfying those objectives is none other than
the healthy game of politics.10 But a kind of pol-
itics freed as much as possible from the iron-clad
universal economic paradigms that today run
counter to the legitimate aspirations of the citi-
zenry, make a caricature of democracy and create
more poverty than well-being.
This idea gives Labastida’s 1976 work Pongá -

monos de acuerdo en lo fundamental (Let’s Agree
on What’s Fundamental) enormous timeliness.
In it, he reminds the reader of the liberal formu-
la that solved the crisis resulting from the Santa

Anna decades, emphasizing common interests,
putting aside differences and cementing consen-
suses, which made it possible to rebuild Mexican
society in the nineteenth century. If only he could
be heard today.
It can be said that Labastida’s language, re -

gardless of its linguistic rigor, is not the language
of post-modernity. He could even be accused of
somewhat overlooking the demanding realities
of economic interdependence that make the con -
cepts of nation-state and the Westphalian idea of
sovereignty obsolete. However, the values of social
democracy Labastida defended have not lost their
relevance, nor has history ended, even if the strug -
gle must be renewed and we must wait until the
global economy is limited, humanized by the es -
tablishment of social rights of a similar, that is, uni -
versal scope.
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He also subscribed to the principles 
that freedom should include the right 

to economic, cultural and political 
development for all citizens.


