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Academic Profiles of Governing Elites in Mexico

Yasuo SAITO*

AT R -

a developing country from the experience

This paper reviews the recent trends and problems in education for the governing elites in

of Mexico. The system of government and the
procedures for recruiting senior government officials in Mexico are undergoing change. The
present situation and trends in their academic profiles are analyzed for two sets of data: (a) the
earned academic degrees of 26 cabinet members of the Zedillo administration (December, 1994);
and (b) the educational background of more than 1,000 high-ranking officials of the Salinas
administration (1992).

The distinguishing characteristics are identified as follows:

all high-ranking government officials received higher education;

- more than one third of them earned higher degrees in graduate schools;

almost all received their undergraduate education in Mexico;

- the dominance of UNAM in providing elite manpower is declining;

recruitment of graduates of private institutions of higher learning is increasing;

at postgraduate level, the majority have studied in U.S.A. or Europe;
- the importance of modern economics and business administration as major fields of study is
appreciated.

The particular form of the academic profiles of Mexican leaders can be attributed to a
combination, on the one hand, of the drastic transformation of Mexican politics and, on the
other, to the traditions of the Mexican higher education system.

The economic crisis of the 1980’s was a critical turning point in Mexican politics. To
negotiate the heavy debt problem with foreign bankers and to manage the IMF-designed
“stabilization” program required a new type of “tecnocratas”. However, the traditional
Mexican public higher education system could not satisfy such a demand for experts trained in
modern market-oriented economics. Traditionally in Mexican universities, the most
gious course has been a study of law; the study of economics was less popular and tended to be
dominated by Marxist economlsts. Moreover, academic standards in the traditional public
institutions such as UNAM and IPN have deteriorated in recent decades following the growth

higher education, which have adopted an innovative “American”

p
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style, have won popularity among leading Mexican families. For postgraduate education,

sending students abroad to U.S. and European universities has become the main stream for elite

formation. When they return with
senior officials and obtain a bigger voice in the government. Thus, a higher academic degree
from a foreign university serves as a better passport to power.

However, in the face of a failure of policy and an “academic” scandal caused by the top

“tecnocratas”, confidence in the government directed by them is now also fluctuating.






