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Contemporary Mexico: A Structural 
Analysis of Urban Caeiquismo 

WAYNE A. CORNELIUS 
MassachusettsInstitute of Technology 

This chapter seeks to analyze a particular type of political leadership frequently 
encountered in urban squatter settlements in Mexico and other Latin American 
countries, with aview toward illustrating the importance of local-level leadership 
to an understanding of how political attitudes are formed in Latin American 
urban environments. The data on which this analysis is based were gathered as 
part of a larger study of political implications of rapid urbanization in Latin 
America, both in terms of individual attitude formation among rural-to-urban 
migrants and of governmental responses to the urbanization process at the level 
of the urban political system.' The theoretical perspective adopted for this 
study directs special attention to a variety of structural and situational variables 
relating to the low-income settlement zones in which most migrants to the city 
reside and which might be expected to impinge significantly upon processes of 
"political learning" at the level of the individual. It was in this particular context 
that intensive research on patterns of local-level political leadership was under­

2 
taken. 

Leadership represents one of several types of linkages between commu­
nity-level and individual-level phenomena which may be of particular importance 
in explaining the impact of certain types of urban dwelling environments on 
patterns of political attitudes and behavior in such areas. Most research on 
political leadership in Latin America to date has been confined to studies of a 
small number of elites or individual leaders operating at the national level. In 
recent years there has been greater attention to the study of local power dis­
tributions in Latin American cities, taking the form of attempts to apply the 
various techniques ul" leadership identification developed in research on commu­
nity power structures in the United States.4 Only rarely has there been any 
attention to leadership phenomena at the neighborhood or subcommunity level. 

An earlier version of this paper was presented at the Annual Meeting of the American 
Political Science Association, Chicago, Illinois, September 1971. 
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One study has analyzed the distribution of community power within a specific
squatter settlement; s others have compared leaders and followers in such areas 
in terms of basic value orientations, participant orientations, and demographic
characteristics. 6 These studies have given little or no attention to the structural 
aspects of leadership-the nature of leader-follower relationships, relationships
between leaders and supralocal political actors, bases of leadership influence, and 
so forth-which are most relevant to an assessment of effects of leadership 
behavior upon individual attitude formation. 7 

Yet anyone who does extended fieldwork in squatter settlements or re­
lated types of low-income settlement zones in a Latin American city cannot fail 
to be impressed by the importance of leadership differences in accounting for 
variations in the "developmental trajectories" of such settlements. There appear 
to be strong relationships between leadership performance and differences in the 
outcomes of demand-making experiences, the length of time needed to accom­
plish certain developmental objectives, the quality of relationships maintained 
between a settlement and political and govtmmental agencies, m). iie level of 
internal organization within a settlement ove) time.8 It is evident , leadership
is one of the most important factors affect.ng the capacity of st... settlements 
to alter their economic, social, and political environments; and there is also 
reason to believe that it may be an important source of variance in individual 
attitudinal and behavioral patterns in such areas. 

It is possible to undertake a comparative study of leadership patterns 
across a number of low-income settlement zones within a given city, due to the 
relatively high degree of internal differentiation into urban subcommunities 
which is characteristic of large cities in most Latin American countries. Indeed, 
the most accurate sociological conception of the modem Latin American city 
seems to be that of an agglomeration of such metropolitan subunits. These 
settlement zones-particularly those formed by means of illegal land invasions­
tend to possess in abundance "the common values, mutual duties, obligations,
responsibilities, and benefits normally associated with a 'community.' "' Thus 
we may study a low-income residential zone not merely as a fragment of the 
larger urban society and polity, but as an ecologically and sociologically distinct 
urban subcommunity, which constitutes a meaningful and highly salient refer­
ence group to most of its inhabitants. Each settlement has its own set of de­
velopmental needs and problems to be dealt with and its own history of relation­
ships with supralocal political actors and institutions.10 Moreover, it is in the 
context of the interaction of these settlements with political and governmental
agencies that most of the political learning experience of their inhabitants is 
obtained.' 1 Thus there is little question that the low-income settlement zone in 
most Latin American cities constitutes a meaningful social context for the study
of patterns of political leadership and their attitudinal and behavioral con­
sequences. 

In the larger study from which the present analysis results, data were 

http:institutions.10
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gathered in six of the numerous low-income settlement zones, or colonias 
proletarias, on the periphery of the Mexico City metropolitan area. It is these 
peripheral zones which have served as the primary receiving areas for migrants 
from the countryside over the past two decades. Three of the settlement zones 
included in my study were squatter settlements formed by means of illegal 
occupation of privately or publicly owned land, another originated as a low­
income subdivision (fraccionamiento) laid out by a commercial land developer; 
another was created by the govemment as apublic housing project; and another 
area included in the study might best be categorized as a new resettlement 
area-basically a government squatter settlement-formed as a consequence of 
mass evictions of low-income families from central-city slum zones eradicated by 
the city gcvernment. 1 2 Given my interest in making comparisons across a 
number of significantly different types of urban dwelling environments, the 
settlement zones chosen for inclusion in the study were selected for the 
maximum range of variation in such theoretically relevant variables as access to 
basic urban services ("level of urbanization," in the Latin American use of the 
term) and type of origin (i.e., the form of occupation or creation of the settle­
ment zone, whether by illegal land invasion, commercial subdivision, or govern­
mental initiative). These two variables in particular tend to be good predictors,
in the Mexican context, of the relative richness of the set of politically relevant 
learning experiences to which the average resident of a low-income settlement 
zone has been exposed. They also appear to be somewhat predictive of the types 
of political leadership like;y to emerge in such settings. 

The particular pattern of leadership described below was encountered in 
three of the six areas studied in Mexico City (all squatter settlements), either at 
the time of the study or at some point in their previous history. Avariant of this 
pattern was also observed in the large public housing project included in the 
study. The low-income subdivision or fraccionamiento which was studied has 
not exhibited this pattern of leadership, nor has the governmcnt resettlement 
zone. Close observance of several other settlements bordering those included in 
the study, as well as extensive documentary reseaich and visits to many more 
colonias proletarias throughout the Mexico City metropolitan area led me to the 
conclusion that the leadership pattern described here is one of those prevalent in 
Mexican low-income urban environments. ' 3 

CACIQUISMO AS A PATTERN OF LOCAL POLITICAL LEADERSHIP 

In Spanish-speaking co-,intries the term cacique isoften applied to any individual 
who is thought to exert an excessive influence on local politics. However, the 
cacique can be defined with greater precision as "a strong and autocratic leader 
in local and/or regional politics whose characteristically inform', personalistic, 
and often arbitrary rule is buttressed by a core of relatives, 'fighters,' and de­
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pendents, and is marked by the diagnostic threat and practice of violence." 1 4 

Moreover, the existence of a cacicazgo (i.e., a concrete instance of caciquismo)
has always implied "strong individual power over a territorial group held to­
gether by some socioeconomic or cultural system" and a certain degree of "de­
tachment or freedom from the normative, formal, and duly instituted system of 
government."' The cacique is recognized by both community residents and 
supralocal authorities as being the most powerful person in the local political 
arena and public officials deal with him to the exclusion of other potential
leaders in all community matters. He also possesses de facto authority to make 
decisions binding upon the community under his control, as well as informal 
police powers and powers of taxation. Thus in some respects the cacicazgo 
represents a sort of informal government-within-a-goernment, controlled by a 
single dominant individual who is not formally accountable either to those 
residing in the community under his control or to external political and govern­
mental authorities. 

The cacique gains power primarily through self-imposition, with the 
acquiescence (and occasionally the active support) of a majority of community
residents. Since the cacique h,.Js no elective post aund is not dependent on 
supralocal officials for appointment to an authority role, he may remain in 
power until he voluntarily renounces his leadership role or is removed by force. 
As Friedrich has pointed out, the fact that the cacique's rule is temporally 
unrestricted is one of the most important distinguishing characteristics of his 
status in Mexican politics.' 6 In the Mexican system, local caciques are virtually
the only officially recognized political leaders whose tenure is not necessarily 
affected by the sexennial, constitutionally-mandated changes of the national 
administration or the triennial replacement of municipal governments.' 7 

The cacique is a truly indigenous leader who emerges from the same com­
munity over which he exerts his influence and whose followership is confined to 
the residents of that locality. Moreover, his political activity is oriented primarily 
to local issues and concerns. Thus the cacique must be distinguished from local 
leaders who are simply "imposed" on a community by supralocal forces. 
Similarly, he must be contrasted with local agents or representatives of the 
government, political parties, labor unions, or other organizations of the 
dominant political system whose activity is oriented in some degree toward the 
local community but whose primary concerns are clearly supralocal in nature 
and scope.' 8 

Typically the cacique's relationship to his followers tends to have a far 
more utilitarian, rationalistic, instrumental character than that of other types of 
local leaders, whose power is often based at least in part on personal charisma or 
ties of affect, deference, or personal loyalty. The strength of the relationship is 
more dependent upon a continued flow of material benefits to the community 
and individual residents within it than on affective bonds. It approximates in 
certain respects a patron-client relationship; yet as we shall see, the cacique does 
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not operate exclusively with personally controlled local resources (as does the 
patron in a true clientage relationship); and the mutual rights and obligations
and the types of interaction involved are usually significantly different as well.' 9 

Since the leader.follower relationship in a cacicazgo is predominantly instru­
mental in character, the legitimacy of the cacique must be regarded as tenta­
tive.20 It may be undermined by particularly flagrant indiscretions and abuses of 
authority and above all by failure to meet certain standards of leadership per­
formance over a period of time. Thus the cacique must strive continually to 
legitimize his rule through a variety of means. At any given point, this process of 
legitimation may be incomplete and subject to reversal. 2 

I 

The cacique may he heartily disliked and distrusted by many of his fol­
lowers, who correctly suspect him of utilizing his leadership position to advance 
his personal interests at the expense of the community. For like the old-style
caudillos whose code of behavior he frequently emulates, the cacique's primary
aim is to increase his personal wealth. 2 Indeed, the barely concealed economic 
motivation of some caciques in assuming their position and maintaining them­
selves in power often leads to charges of fraudulent collection and handling of 
community funds on the part of dissident residents. The cacique loses few
opportunities to enrich himself and his closest followers; and, despite the 
poverty of most of its inhabitants, the urban squatter settlement usually offers a 
rich harvest of such opportunities. 2 3 Nevertheless, as long as it appears that the 
concrete material interests of the settlement are also being advanced as a result 
of his leadership, the cacique's exploitative behavior will be overlooked by most 
of his followers. 

In Mexico as in much of Latin America as a whole, caciquismo has been an 
historically ubiquitous phenomenon, and it isstill an important, if largely covert,
feature of the political culture in rural areas. During the past thirty years in 
much of Latin America, as large numbers of caudillos and caciques in the 
countryside have either disappeared or have lost their influence in state and 
national politics,2 4 there has been an increasing tendency to refer to caciquismo 
as essentially a phenomenon confined to the more backward rural areas, where it 
isclosely tied to the isolation and strong tradition of local political control by a 
single family or extended family often characteristic of the rural closed commu­
nity. For example, Pablo Gonzilez Casanova has pointed to the persistence of 
caciquismo mainly in "the small communities of the more backward areas" of 
Mexico and notes that even there "the process of dissolution of caciquismo is 
.isible." 2S Similarly, Padgett has observed that "the more remote the rural area
and the farther it is from ready accessibility to a large city, the easier it isfor the 
cacique to establish and maintain himself in power" and implies that the reduc­
tion in the number of old-style caciques remaining in power in Mexico today can 
be attributed largely to the "growing urban character of the country." 2 

Yet my own observations in Mexico City as well as those of investigations
in other Latin American cities suggest that this interpretation is basically mis­
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leading, in the sen-P that while agrarian caciquismo may indeed be on the declinein Mexico and elsewhere in Latin America, there are highly significant and
probably widespread manifestations of this phenomenon in urban contexts.
Thus it appears that urbanism per se isnot incompatible with the emergence of
caciquismo as a pattern of political leadership among low-income populations.
Ray, for example, indicates that many low-income barrios of Venezuclan cities 
are dominated by caciques who "represent the supreme, and almost absolute,
authority in their barrios. They sanction, regulate, or prohibit all group activities
and exercise a strong influence over any decisions that might affect their com­
munities." ' 2 7 Toness (1967) has also documented the behavior of an urban
cacique in his study of power relations in aNicaraguan slum. 28 The same basic 
pattern may be identified in urban contexts elsewhere in the Latin Americanregion as increased attention isdirected to leadership phenomena in low-income 
settlement zones. 

BASES OF LEADERSHIP INFLUENCE 

What factors help to explain the influence exerted by the urban cacique over the
affairs of the community which he rules? What is it which induces others in such a community to follow his leadership? To answer questions such as these wemust examine the set of resources which the cacique brings to his leadership
status, and which serve to consolidate and legitimize his rule. 

Some of these resources take the form of personal skills or aptitudes which 
are perceived as equipping the cacique for his leadership role. For example, thecacique's skill at organizing and unifying the community ishighly valued by itsresidents, who firmly believe that a high degree of unity and organization im­
proves the settlement's position in negotiating with government authorities for
urban services, legalization of land tenure arrangements in the settlement, andother types of benefits. Thus to the extent that the cacique can represent him­
self as effective in maintaining ahigh degree of unity and organization within the area under his control, he gains in influence and legitimacy. Moreover, the
capacity to mobilize and organize people, both for internally oriented purposes
and for participation in political activity outside the settlement, helps to impress

external political actors and 
 to enhance the cacique's bargaining position indealing with them. A well-developed capacity for effective self-expression is
another useful skill which the cacique usually brings to his leadership role. Since
he isentrusted with the task of seeking external assistance in the development of
the settlement, the ability to articulate with eloquence and conviction the needs
and aspirations of the residents is regarded as very important in dealing with
public officials as well as mass media representatives who may be willing topublicize the settlement's needs and petitions for assistance. 
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Patronage resources also help the cacique to consolidate his grip on the 
settlement. Like his agrarian counterpart, he enlists the services of several close 
aides who assist in mobilizing and organizing settlement residents, collecting 
money from them, and enforcing the cacique's will. In return, these individuals 
receive a share of the economic rewards flowing from the cacicazgo. The cacique
usually adds to his conitiva (or retinue of closest subordinates) a number of 
individuals serving as nominal representatives of the city government or official 
party in the settlement, whose appointments he has engineered through contacts 
with higher levels of authority. The members of this group may also be installed 
by the cacique in leadership positions in the settlement's improvement associa­
tion (junta de mejoras) oi community council (mesa directiva). The cacique's
followers are often bound to him not only through patronage rewards but ties of 
fictive kinship (compadrazgo) as well, which strengthens their personal loyalty
and responsiveness to his commands. They form a highly cohesive "political
family" which supports, protects, and insulates the cacique against harassment 
by dissatisfied residents or predatory aliens.29 

The cacique relies to some extent on coercive resources to compel
financial cooperation and general obedience among his followers. He generally
has exclusive control over the actions of the city police stationed in the settle­
ment and makes effective use of this police power to coerce and intimidate 
dissidents and potential rivals. And like his agrarian counterpart, the urban 
cacique is also characteristically accompanied by one or more armed supporters
used both as personal bodyguards and for "enforcement" purposes within the 
settlement. In the areas included in my study, overt coercion occasionally took 
the form of breaking up meetings of suspected opposition groups or inciting
mobs to expel recalcitrant individuals from the settlement by demolishing their 
houses. Yet one does not observe the kind of consistent and highly visible 
application of physical force, including extensive small-arms violence and 
politically motivated homicide, which apparently constitute an com­integral 
ponent of community life in agrarian cacicazgos. 30 One possible explanation for 
the lesser reliance of the urban cacique on physical force lies in the fact that he 
is under relatively greater scrutiny by higher political and governmental author­
ities. A more convincing explanation, however, is provided by the greater diver­
sity of coercive tactics available to the urban cacique which may be liberally
employed to intimidate and enforce "discipline" while avoiding the political
costs generally associated with the application of physical force. Most of these 
alternative forms of pressure are economic in nature. For example, the cacique 
may possess nearly absolute control over the allocation of land within a settle­
ment, initially through the illicit sale of credentials or permits to occupy land in 
the area and later during the process of "lotificacitn"(subdivision of the land 
occupied by the settlement into individual parcels) which follows official recog­
nition or legalization of the settlement. This control over land distribution en­

http:aliens.29
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ables the cacique to build a followership composed of families personally in­
debted to him for access to the settlement and the landownership opportunities
which such access entails. Moreover, it can be employed in coercive fashion, for
the land which is bestowed can also be taken away. The mere suggestion that
one's plot of land in a squatter settlement may be "reallocated" to some other 
settlement resident, or even an alien to the settlement, is usually sufficient to
compel obedience. In such asituation the deprived party has no redress before
higher levels of authority, for he has been occupying the land illegally and lacks 
an officially recognized land title. 3 

I 

Still other types of resources important to the influence of a cacique are 
external to his personal power domain and not subject to his direct control.
Included in this category are the cacique's contacts with supralocal political and
governmental officials. university professionals such as lawyers, doctors,
architects, and engineers, and other high-status individuals possessing skills or 
resources relevant to the satisfaction of local needs. Such contacts are highly
valued by residents of low-income settlement zones and are perceived as enabling
the cacique to deal effectively with external actors and secure benefits for the
community which would be beyond the reach of someone lacking such
regularized channels of access to higher levels of authority.3 2 Thus the cacique
will strive continually to impress his followers with the range and importance of 
the contacts he has succeeded in establishing, depicting himself as enjoying the
exclusive support and recognition of various high-ranking officials in the city and 
even federal governments and stressing the usefulness of such contacts in his 
negotiations on behalf of the settlement. 

In abroader sense, the cacique's relationships with external political actors 
are extremely important to understanding the influence he exerts within the
settlement. "Derivative power" flowing from sources outside the cacique's
domain can be used effectively within the settlement to maintain control and 
discourage serious challenges to his authority.33 Thus the cacique will attempt
to extend his contacts with politicians and bureaucrats as widely as possible
within the government-official party apparatus, thereby increasing the number
of potential sources of derived power to which he has access.3 4 He must strive
also to demonstrate to his followers as often and as conspicuously as possible­
preferably by congratulatory messages and even personal visits to the settlement 
by high-ranking officials-that he does in fact enjoy their favor. The cacique's
dependence on external support may prove costly, however, in the event that 
such support is withdrawn. To actually fall into disgrace with supralocal offi­
cials, and to have this loss of support or recognition become widely known 
among residents of the settlement, may have highly damaging effects upon the
cacique's influence. In fact, the most effective tactic of dissatisfied elements
within a settlement seeking to depose a given cacique is to work diligently at
discrediting him in the eyes of outside euthorities and, if successful, to inform as 
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many settlement residents as possible of the cacique's loss of official support. 
Once it becomes widely known that the cacique has fallen into official disfavor, 
residents may consider his usefulness to the setthment to be at an end and may 
be highly receptive to opposition efforts aimed at displacing him. 

Although initially the cacique is simply self.appointed to his leadership 
role, it is achievement-oriented criteria which usually determine whether he is 
able to consolidate and legitimize his rule. Demonstrated performance in 
securing tongible benefits for the settlement is particularly important in this 
respect. 3 S The low-income settlement zones of a large city, and especially the 
more recently formed squatter settlements, must confront a number of key 
developmental problems and needs which must be met if the settlement is to 
survive as a community and develop into a dwelling environment that satisfies 
most of the needs of its inhabitants for security of land tenure, basic urban 
services, schools, markets, recreational facilities, paved streets, and a wide variety 
of other improvements. Moreover, in Mexico, in constrast to some other Latin 
American countries where at least semi-routinized and rationalistic planning 
criteria are applied in processing demands of urban squatters for developmental 
assistance, land titles and other types of benefits are usually allocated to specific 
settlements on a highly particularistic and often nonrational basis. 3 6 Under 
these circumstances, the sheer persistence and negotiating skill of an individual 
leader in pressing his demands for legalization and urbanization of the settlement 
he represents can often have great impact on the allocation of resources to such 
an area. In the eyes of most of his followers, the urban cacique's effectiveness as 
a leader is measured primarily by his success in maintaining a constant flow of 
concrete, material benefits to the settlement as a whole as well as to individual

3
residents.

It is for this reason that the cacique must actively seek to be identified 
personally with any and all public works, services, and other improvements 
introduced into the area under his control-whether or not he himself was 
actually responsible in some way for securing these benefits. In many instances 
the cacique may claim full credit for an improvement for which he was in no 
way responsible and may actually have opposed covertly in his dealings with 
political and governmental agencies. In certain highly salient issues, such as the 
acquisition or legalization of land titles within the settlement, the cacique may 
be confronted with a painful dilemma: settlement residents expect him to make 
a certain amount of progress toward resolving such a problem over time; yet 
because the very legalization of land tenure arrangements by governmental 
action may sharply diminish his own opportunities for extracting personal eco­
nomic gain through control of land use within the settlement, the cacique may 
indulge in a considerable amount of footdragging in his actual efforts to secure 
official action to deal with the problem. In this and other key areas, it isoften in 
the interests of acacique to act against the interest of his followers. Accordingly, 
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he may choose to press for short-term ameliorative action by the government 
rather than seek permanent, comprehensive solutions to the settlement's de­
velopmental problems. He may even carry out elaborate deceptions of his 
followers regarding the progress of his negotiations for governmental action on 
these basic problems. In the long run, however, the cacique must clearly produce 
results on such salient concerns as reducing insecurity of land tenure within the 
settlement. If he fails to do so, he will find it increasingly difficult to maintain 
the allegiance of his followers and forestall potential challenges to his leader­

8
ship. 

Finally, the overall style of political leadership exhibited by a cacique is of 
relevance to an understanding of his influence within the community. Here we 
are referring to the manner in which the cacique makes his influence felt among 
the settlement residents, as well as to his operational code of behavior with 
respect to the handling of internal conflict and dissent, involving residents in the 
community decision-making process, and simply relating to other residents of 
the settlement on a person-to-person basis. Like that of his agrarian counterpart, 
the leadership style of the urban cacique could be characterized as highly per­
sonalistic, pragmatic, informal, and autocratic. However, his manner of dealing 
with settlement residents either individually or collectively need not be overtly 
abrasive or domineering. He prefers to assert his influence in subtle ways, relying 
upon the threat posed by the negative sanctions at his disposal to compel 
obedience and resorting to strong-arm tactics only against the most uncoopera­
tive and openly rebellious residents of the community. 3 9 

Open conflict with recalcitrant individuals as well as direct confrontations 
with opposition groups within the settlement are avoided if at all possible. To 
allow such confrontations to develop would detract from the cacique's image as 
an essential unifier and harmonizer in the community, both in the eyes of his 
followers and of external authorities. The same rule applies in presiding over 
meetings of the settlement's improvement association or other types of public 
assemblages. Open cleavages are not allowed to emerge in public; formal votes on 
community issues are hardly ever taken, "consensual" decision making being the 
accepted practice. Thus in a well-functioning urban cacicazgo, the overt political 
factionalism and vicious feuding characteristic of many rural communities in 
Mexico, as well as some low-income settlement zones in urban areas, are seldom 
in evidence. 40 Public meetings in the settlement are handled (or more precisely, 
orchestrated) by the cacique in such a manner as to give the illusion of meaning­
ful rank-and-file participation, making it appear that the cacique's role is con­
fined to one of providing needed information or "orientation." In reality, of 
course, the cacique makes all important decisions affecting the settlement ac­
cording to his own judgment, with no more than ritualistic consultation with 
settlement residents. He demonstrates a certain degree of sensitivity to public 
opinion, but only in the sense of forestalling potential coups and avoiding overt 
group conflicts within the settlement.4 1 
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LEADERSHIP ROLES 

The kinds of roles performed by the cacique within the political and social life 
of the community and in its relationships with the external environment relate 
closely to the various bases of leadership influence discussed above. The 
cacicazgo gains in legitimacy to the extent that the cacique's followers perceive 
him as fulfilling widely shared expectations associated with the performance of 
these leadership roles. Two of the most important roles performed by the 
cacique exclusively within the context of settlement life are those of formal 
organization leader and informal opinion leader. In his role as formal organiza­
tion leader, the cacique usually heads the settlement's improvement association 
(junta de mejoras) and may customarily identify himself to outsiders as presi­
dent of this body. Depending on how seriously he regards the junta as a conimu­
nity institution and aot just as an instrument of personal rule, tie cacique may 
have an important and positive impact on the vitality of such an organization 
over time. 4 2 As formal organization leader, the cacique has wide authority to 
establish priorities for settlement development. In a very real sense he is respon­
sible for defining the settlement's developmental objectives and ordering them 
into an agenda for negotiation with external authorities. The cacique's perform­
ance of this leadership role also helps to legitimize his virtually complete control 
over the allocation of benefits secured from external political and governmental 
sources within the settlement. 

In his role as an informal opinion leader, the cacique may have a highly 
significant impact on the process of political learning among the residents of a 
settlement. Through frequent public meetings and other types of group activity 
designed to structure and organize the participation of his followers in politically 
relevant activities, the cacique contributes to increased perceptions of the 
relevance of politics and political involvement to the satisfaction of individual 
and community needs among his followers. The cacique's opinion leadership 
may also have significant consequences for the development and internalization 
of community norms, value orientations, and traditions. For example, he may 
seek to create a sense of group solidarity and unanimity by fostering collective 
perceptions of "external threat" to the settlement's survival and developmental 
chances. 43 Such tactics have the effect of enhancing the cacique's reputation as 
a unifier and harmonizer of interests while also strengthening his image as the 
settlement's foremost protector and defender against powerful forces bent on its 
destruction. Of equal importance is the cacique's role in shaping his followers' 
images of the dominant political system. Through his overblown descriptions of 
personal relationships with external political actors and overly generous accounts 
of his negotiations with such actors to secure community and individual bene­
fits, he may create highly unrealistic perceptions of the accessibility of top elites 
to vertical communication within the political system and of governmental will­
ingness to produce satisfying outputs. The cacique may also find it expedient to 
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cultivate a collective sense of dependence upon the government-and indirectly, 
upon himself-for help in the creation of an adequate dwelling environment. 
This requires him to work at undermining public confidence in the efficacy and 
desirability of self-help efforts in the development of the settlement. 

In the role of "political broker" or "middleman," the cacique mediates in 
a number uf ways between his followers and higher levels of authority.4 4 He 
represents the settlement under his control before supralocal officials and is 
primarily responsible for articulating the demands and grievances of his followers 
to such officials. In doing su he serves to bridge the gap between settlement 
residents-many of them of recent rural origin and having little or no detailed 
knowledge of the organization and functioning of the urban political system­
and the political and juridical institutions of the larger society. 4s fie also trans­
mits the political information that flows out of the official party-government 
apparatus, being primarily responsible for informing settlement residents of 
government programs or actions which affect them individually and collectively. 
In sum, a cacique perfonning the role of political broker or middleman "stands 
guard over the crucial junctures or synapses of relationships which connect the 
local system to the larger whole." 4 6 It is important that this kind of brokerage 
activity be viewed not only in terms of facilitating contacts between part and 
whole, but of "limiting the access of local persons to the larger society" as well: 

Mediators "guard" these functions, i.e., they have near exclusivity in per­
forming them. Exclusivity means that if the link is to be made at all 
between the two systems with respect to [a] particular function, it must 
be made through the mediators.... To the extent that alternative links 
become available, so that the mediators lose their exclusive control of the 
junctures, they cease to be mediators.4 7 

The cacique therefore seeks to monopolize all links between the settlement 
under his control and political and bureaucratic structures in the external en­
vironment. He will take pains to portray himself as the only officially recognized 
intermediary between settlement residents and these structures, the only person 
who isin aposition to work productively with the authorities for the betterment 
of the settlement. And lie will actively strive to minimize the contact of indi­
vidual residents with outside political and governmental agencies, except insofar 
as it is mediated by his own actions as broker. The cacique is thus able to 
increase the residents' sense of dependonce on him for the performance of this 
function. 

THE CACIQUE'S RELATIONS WITH EXTERNAL POLITICAL ACTORS 

The cacique isusually linked as aclient to one or more patrons in the govern­
ment-official party apparatus, usually upper-echelon functionaries in the various 
offices of the city government or official party having nominal responsibility for 
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dealing with the problems of low-income sections of thie city. The friendship and
good will of these persons are cultivated assiduously by the cacique through a 
variety of means.4 8 Like all such clientage arrangements, the relationships be­
tween the cacique and his external patrons are based on the "reciprocal ex­
change of mutually valued goods and services. "4 9 As well as granting him a large 
measure of autonomy in the running of local affairs and the allocation of govern. 
ment benefits within hi3 community, the cacique's patrons represent a source of 
derivative power which, as indicated above, may have an extremely important
bearing upon his overall influence in the settlement. The cacique also relies upon
his patrons to expedite administrative favorableactions to the settlement and 
maintain an acceptable flow of material benefits to the area. 

In return, the cacique can be counted upon to mobilize large numbers of 
people within the area under his control to attend political rallies; public appear­
ances of the president of the republic, and other high-ranking officials; ground
breaking or inauguration ceremonies for innumerable public works; and sup­
portive activities relevant ownto the patron's politica.' advancement in many
different parts of the city. The cacique is also expected to maintain "control" of 
his settlement-to keep order, avoid scandals and public demonstrations em­
barrassing to the government, and head off any other types of occurrences which 
tend to disrupt social tranquility and undermine confidence in the regime. He 
also has obligations to "orient" his followers politically (i.e., propagandize on 
behalf of the regime and strengthen local identification with it) and to organize
the participation of his followers in elections, voter registration campaigns, and
other forms of political activity. Finally, the cacique is expected to assist the 
regime in minimizing demands from his followers for expensive urban improve­
ments and services which tend to "load" the political system beyond its re­
sponsive capabilities. He must therefore try to persuade them to be content-at
 
least temporarily-with what may amount to token material satisfactions while
 
the basic problems of infrastructural development in the settlement go un­
attended. Flagrant violation of any of these basic terms of the informal contract
 
between the cacique and his patron may be punished by a public withdrawal of 
the patron's support and recognition, with all the negative consequences which 
that may entail.5 0 

It should be emphasized that the relationships maintained by the cacique
with external political actors cannot be interpreted as purely dependency rela­
tionships resuring from the familiar Mexican pattern of "co6ptation and con­
trol" from above. 5 1 Genuine reciprocity is involved. The cacique does not func­
tion simply as an appendage of the government-party apparatus, although he 
performs useful services for the regime and cooperates with his official patrons 
to the greatest extent possible. He retains considerable freedom of action in 
managing the internal affairs of the settlement under his control, and it is clear 
that his position is not entirely dependent upon derivative power from external 
sources. The best evidence of this relative autonomy is provided by those 
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caciques who have succeeded in remaining in power after one or more complete 
turnovers in role incumbents at higher levels of authority have occurred, ef­
fectively cutting off, at least for a time, their sources of external suppor t.2 

ORIGINS AND DURABILITY OF URBAN CACIQUISMO 

What factors help to explain the emergence and persistence of caciquismo as a 
pattern of local leadership in the urban setting? One investigator has argued that 
in tie Venezuelan context "what determines a barrio's choice of leadership is 
the economic, social, and political character, as it had developed in the post-war 
period, of the city in which the barrio is located" and goes on to assert that 
caciques are more likely to emerge in those cities "which have remained rela­
tively unaffected by the forces of modernization" and whose occupational struc­
ture lacks a strong, modern, industrial sector.5 3 But the diversity of leadership 
patterns observed within many large cities in Latin America-including Mexico 
City-suggests that the most important variables in this regard may be those 
relating to the character of the urban settlement zone itself.5 4 For example, in 
Mexico the settlement which has originated through illegal land invasion (either 
organized or accretitive) appears to be a social context particularly conducive to 
the emergence of caciquismo. Caciques have also emerged frequently in the 
numerous illegal subdivisioz or fraccionantientos clandcstinos formed on the 
periphery of the city by land spieculators lacking government authorization to 
subdivide and often clear title to the land as well. Both types of settlemen's 
typically suffer from extreme service deprivation and insecurity of land tenure 
and often become the object of negative sanctions by the government or private 
landowners. The emergence of caciquismo as a pattern of local leadershir in such 
areas may be related both to the illegality of their origins and the magnitude of 
the developmental needs and problems which they must confront. Since prior to 
granting official recognition to such a settlement the government assumes no 
responsibility for its administration, it provies greater latitude for individual 
strong men to assume control and deal with their followers in an arbitrary and 
autocratic manner. The absence of a governmental "presence" combines with 
the severity of problems confronting such settlements to create a situation in 
which people may feel a greater need to enter into a dependency relationship 
with acacique. 

If this is true, we may expect that, as a settlement's basic needs for urban 
services and security of land tenure are satisfied, the cacique presiding over it 
will find it increasingly difficult to maintain his position. s s Official recognition 
and subdivision of the land into individual parcels may be especially damaging to 
the cacique's influence in the settlement, for it simultaneously deprives him of 
important coercive resources (i.e., those deriving from control over the alloca­
tion of land within the settlement) and satisfies the single most deeply felt need 
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of his followers. This helps to explain the cacique's previously mentioned 
tendency toward footdragging in negotiations with external authorities, lest he 
succeed too quickly in abolishing his usefulness to others. 

The size of a settlement may also be of considerable importance in pre­
dicting the emergence and durability of urban caciquismo. In the first place, it is 
much easier for a prospective cacique to establish and demonstrate to external 
authorities his personal control over a relatively small area than one many times 
larger. He is also more likely to be successful in his efforts to mobilize and 
organize the population in a small settlement.5 

6 Moreover, as Leeds and other 
investigators have observed, settlement size tends to be positively correlated with 
internal social differentiation. "The larger the squatment, the more diversified 
[will be] the types of social groups, aggregates, mid associations, and the more 
of them absolutely and relatively." s ' As a settlement matures and its population 
increases, it becomes increasingly heterogeneous in terms of group structure as 
well as socioeconomic characteristics of the population. As this transformation 
occurs it becomes increasingly difficult for the cacique to maintain control and 
impede the emergence of organized opposition to his rule. 

The emergence of caciquismo as a pattern of political leadership in certain 
social contexts may also be related to the demographic composition of the 
population in terms of rural-urban origins. Since a majority of the people in 
most squatter settlements are of rural origin, it might be suggested that the 
leadership phenomena observed in these areas represent another manifestation of 
what has been referred t as "residual niralism"- i.e., the "transference from the 
rural areas of institutions, values, and behavior patterns and their persistence or 
adaptation to the specific requirements of the urban etting." 5 8 Thus we might 
hypothesize that there has been some degree of transference of leadership-role 
expectations from life in the rural community to that of the urban squatter 
setflement.S 9We might also posit a relationship between urban caciquismo and 
several types of value orientations frequently attributed to peasants as well as 
rural migrants to the city, including a strong predisposition toward authoritarian­
ism and a propensity to enter into paternalistic dependency relationships. 60 This 
raises other interesting questions about the long-term persistence of caciquismo 
as a pattern of local leadership in a given settlement. For example, is the stability 
of a cacicazgo threatened by long-term changes in the distribution of these 
"supportive" value orientations among the population of the settlement theas 
first generation of migrants undergoes urban acculturation and the second gen­
eration-with no rural socialization experience-comes to maturity? 

Still another type of threat to the durability of urban caciquismo arises as 
the squatter settlement evolves over time, developing a more complex set of 
social, economic, and political relationships to its external environment and 
becoming more closely intergrated ecologically into the stnrcture of the city in 
which it is located. The total and closed dominion which the cacique exercises 
over his territory may thus be uiidermined. Moreover, the influence of the 
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cacique in his key role as intermediary between his followers and the institutions 
and structures of the external environment may be weakened substantially 
through such evolutionary change. As urban assimilation proceeds and individual 
residents become more familiar with tie contours or larger urban society and 
polity, an increasing amount of direct, non-mnediated participation will occur. 

Finally, the cacique may be faced with increasing competition from other 
types of brokers and middlemen encroaching upon his domain from both within 
and outside the settlement.6 ' Eventually he may be displaced in tie cacical role 
by one of these newly emerged competitors; or more likely, the cacicazgo may 
simply dissolve, giving way to some form of imposed leadership, a set of com­
peting factions with no clearly dominant individual leader, or perhaps no dis­
cernible leadership structure at all. Thus it might be most accurate to conceive of 
urban caciquismo as a transitory phenomenon restricted to aparticular phase in 
the evolution of a low-income settlement zone and the urban assimilation of its 
population. 
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