Preface and Acknowledgments

When the first ideas and initiatives for this volume were taking shape, its
core subject—violence, cocrcion, and statc-making in postrevolutionary
Mexico—was slowly moving toward a more prominent position in de-
bates, both public and scholarly. However, nonc of the participants at the
workshop in the sunbathed center of Utrecht in June 2007 could have
anticipated the spiral of violence, militarization, human rights abuses,
and fear that would soon engulf Mexico. Clearly, the symptoms of a
decpening sceurity crisis were already there: in an unprecedented decision
taken only a few days after our cvent, President Felipe Calderdn purged
284 federal police commanders, including those of all thirty-onc states
and the Federal District. But even given such changes, anyonc who had
predicted then that around 15,000 people would be killed in the mayhem
of drug-related violence in the year 2010 alonc—a daily average of more
than 40!— would not have been regarded as eredible.

Although the escalation of violence in Mexico in the 20005 in and of
itsclf constitutes a strong causc for scholarly reflection, it was not the
only onc. This volume also arosc out of a critical reading of much of the
recent work that has examined Mexico’s major social and political devel-
opments in the wake of the neoliberal takeover and the intensification of
political competition in the mid-198os: the fraudulent 1988 presidential
clections, the “spectacular™ Salinas presidency, the annus horribilis of 1994
with NAFTA, the zapatisia rcbellion, the assassination of presidential
candidate Luis Donaldo Colosio and the infamous “crrors of December,”
the disintegration of the PRI-government pact during the wavering presi-
dency of Zedillo, and, finally, the spectacular rise to power of Vicente Fox
and Mexico’s subscquent political-clectoral reconfiguration that led to the
showdown between the left and the right in the 2006 presidential clec-
tions. Most of this work was, and still is, profoundly shaped by the politi-
cal and scholarly discourses of transition and democratization. However,
Just as clsewhere in Latin America, it became gradually and disturbingly
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clear that the institutional reforms of democratization and transition
cocxisted with violent conflicts and deepening insccurity. Paradoxical
sociopolitical realitics, as well as contrasting scholarly accounts of those
realitics, began to raisc new questions and problems of interpretation.
What were the key features of posttransitional violence and insccurity?
What arc the connections between the different “floors™ of Mexico’s and
Latin America’s social and political structures? What consequences does
all this have for our understanding of democracy and the rule of law in
the region? It 1s perhaps no surprisc that coming to terms with thesc issues
has recently gencrated such a concept as “violent democracies,” one that
would have sounded utterly oxymoronic just a few years ago. It appears
that the “uncommon democracy” of onc-party rule has given way to the
“uncommon democracy™ of violence.

The third and final rationale for this book was that in the casc of Mex-
ico, interpretative obstacles for coming to terms with the recent wave of
criminal and political violence, as well as with the contradictory features
of the transition, appear to be rooted in broader understandings of the
role of violence and cocrcion, as opposed to nonviolenee or hegemony in
postrevolutionary (particularly post-r940) state-making. Hence, this book
also deals with a critical reexamination of the interpretative perspective
on postrevolutionary state-making and power, often identified as “Mexi-
can cxceptionalism,” which unwittingly underestimated the meanings and
functions of violence and cocrcion. In sum, understanding Mexico’s cur-
rent sccurity crisis calls for critically engaging the simultancity of multiparty
(electoral) democracy, violence, and the multiplication of armed actors, and
recasting influential interpretations of postrevolutionary state-making.
Unsurprisingly then, this book is the fruit of a collabarative cffort among
historians, anthropologists, and political scientists from Mexico, the United
States, and Europe.

If organizing an international workshop is one thing, managing the
followw-up is quite another. During the latter phasc of the project, 1 some-
times felt as though [ was becoming far too well acquainted with the la-
bors of Sisyphus. As I tried to roll the proverbial stone toward publica-
tion deadlines, participants found themselves overtaken by other, equally
important, obligations; some to such a degree that despite their active in-
volvement during workshop deliberations in Utrecht, and later at a panel
at the 2007 Latin American Studics Association conference, they had to
withdraw altogether. [ especially appreciate the input of Celia Toro and
Marcelo Bergman in this respect. But others would come on board later.
A special word of appreciation gocs to thosc contributors who provided
me with idcas and exccllent advice about the project as a whole: Alan,
Dianc, Kees, and Paul. Many thanks to you all.
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Of coursc, many others provided help as well. During the prepara-
tions for the initial workshop at Utrecht University, an extremely cfficient
honors student, Vera Borsbhoom, saw to it that everything went well lo-
gistically and socially. Kootje Willemse, the longtime administrator of the
Department of Cultural Anthropology, deserves special mention. She
was, and is, a great help in resolving all sorts of practical issues (she al-
ways lknows whom to call!), finding the resources to finance my wish list
of international colleagues and, above all; with her bonhomic that kecps
cveryonc’s spirits up. My collecagues at the national rescarch school in
development studics, especially Lolita van Toledo, were supportive in syn-
chronizing the Mexico workshop and their annual summer school. T also
wish to cxpress my gratitude to Henk van Rinsum, the senior university
policy-maler who strives to articulate the voice of the intellectual within
our increasingly managerial- and finance-driven university (ron scholae
sed vitae discimus!), and who is also my snooker buddy, because of his
support for, and interest in, my rescarch endeavors. Finally, I thank my edi-
tor at Stanford, Norris Popc, for his encouraging and professional stylc, as
well as editorial assistant Sarah Cranc Newman. In the recta final, Andréc
Mulder’s assistance in preparing the final manuscript has been invaluable.
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