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The landslide election of Andrés Manuel López Obrador (AMLO) as President of Mexico in 2018 
reflected a major shift in Mexican politics. His victory was more than simply a reaction to the failed 
presidency of Enrique Peña Nieto—to whom López Obrador had lost in the 2012 Mexican 
Presidential election. Rather, it represented a civil revolution.  

Recent historical context is fundamental to understanding what AMLO’s victory means. For the 
majority of the twentieth century, Mexico was ruled as a one-party state by the authoritarian 
Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI). In 2000, the PRI’s grip on power loosened with the 
presidencies first of Vicente Fox and then of his successor, Felipe Calderón. The party returned, 
however, under Peña Nieto. After decades of institutionalized one-party rule that had seen the PRI 
elite enjoy lavish lifestyles even as many in Mexico suffered from extreme poverty, the seemingly 
down-to-earth López Obrador—who has branded himself as a political maverick since his divorce 
from the PRI in the late 1980s—drew vast popular support.1 In 2018 he was able to create a 
theretofore unheard-of coalition uniting the far left and the Christian right that allowed him to attain 
dominance in the Mexican political system.  

Beyond his outsider reputation—which persists despite his decades in politics—three aspects of 
AMLO’s political style validate his populist credentials. First, his discursive style fits well within the 
Manichean discourse employed by populists. Second, while not wholly ineffective, his political style 
is exceedingly performative. Third, his actions as President expose a hostility to those institutions 
charged with checking presidential power—a process that, in his mind, is tantamount to defending 
the “regime of corruption, anti-democracy, injustice and illegality” and inhibiting the implementation 
of the will of the people.2 

Determining the extent of López Obrador’s effect on Mexican politics requires a blended qualitative 
and quantitative approach. Due to the contemporary nature of its subject, this paper relies first and 
foremost on primary source data and analyses; these are supplemented by secondary source 
analyses. Primary source data, such as polling numbers provided by the Wilson Center and Oraculus, 
measure populist attitudes as represented in electoral outcomes and presidential approval ratings. 
Both primary and secondary source analyses are used to illuminate the character of Mexico’s 
governing regime. 

 

AMLO’s Populist Credentials 

What populist candidates—and parties—around the globe have in common is their appeal to popular 
legitimacy. Typically, populists defend their politics as reflecting the so-called will of the people.3 Yet 
because the will of the people can be interpreted in a variety of ways, and each national population 
is unique, once in power, populists often pursue radically different policy agendas from one another 
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and typically lack ideological coherence. What they lack in ideological coherence, however, populists 
make up for in clear messaging campaigns that relate every issue on the national agenda to the 
“Manichean discourse.”4 Transcending the traditional Left-Right political spectrum, their clear 
discursive distinction between “the virtuous people” and “the corrupt elite” unites populists of both 
the Left and the Right.5  

Leaving aside the more nuanced differences between Left-populism and Right-populism, a prime 
distinction between these groups is the means by which each differentiates between the people and 
the nominal elite. Left-populists, drawing on the Marxist tradition, generally rely on the class 
distinction between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie—for example, the material exclusion of the 
economic establishment in favor of the economically disadvantaged in Venezuela under Hugo Chaves 
and Bolivia under Evo Morales.6 Right-populists, for their part, rely on such case-specific factors as 
the urban-rural divide, cultural or religious affiliation, ethnic distinctions, and native-immigrant 
identity—what Cas Mudde and Cristóbal Kaltwasser refer to as “national preference.”7   

Is AMLO a populist revolutionary? If so, is his rise to power merely a rejoinder to Mexico City’s 
ossified political class or does it reflect a fundamental, grassroots shift in Mexican politics? Answering 
these questions, and understanding the extent to which López Obrador has changed Mexican politics, 
will help foreign policy theorists and practitioners outside Mexico prepare for future relations with 
the country. Moreover, given that Mexico is the second-largest economy in Latin America behind 
Brazil and a leader in the region, a better understanding of the trends driving Mexican politics will 
improve observers’ understanding of the trends driving Latin America as a whole.8 

2018 proved a fateful year for Mexico. The general election registered a seismic shift in domestic 
politics: in a landslide election, AMLO defeated three other opponents by an historic margin.9 He 
cobbled together a remarkable coalition, Juntos Haremos Historia (JHH—Together We Will Make 
History), that brought incredibly ideologically disparate political parties together into a united 
movement. These included his center-left, populist political party, the National Regeneration 
Movement (MORENA); the left-wing Mexican Labor Party; and the Christian-conservative Social 
Encounter Party. What unites these ideologically dissimilar parties is a shared sense of disaffection 
among their supporters. Referring to López Obrador, Carlos Heredia, a professor at Mexico City’s 
Centro de Investigación y Docencia Económicas, argues, “For the first time in decades, there’s a 
president who talks to the vast majority of Mexicans who not only felt excluded but despised.”10 
AMLO was able to harness disparate channels of popular discontent and transform them into 
spectacular electoral triumph. 

AMLO has always positioned himself as an outsider and renegade. He began his political career in 
1977 under the aegis of the PRI, Mexico’s authoritarian catch-all party, when he supported the 
Senatorial campaign of renowned Mexican poet Carlos Pellicer.11 Disenchanted with the PRI’s 
authoritarian tactics, however, he joined the PRI’s populist subsidiary, the Party of the Democratic 
Revolution (PRD), in 1988.12 López Obrador led the PRD for four years (between 1996 and 1999) 
before being elected as Head of Government of Mexico City in 2000.13 AMLO ran for president in 2006 
under the aegis of the PRD, but suffered a devastating defeat.14 Unwilling to concede, he charged that 
the election was fraudulent and gathered one million supporters who “resolved to ignore the 
electoral result, reject the simulated Republic and proclaim López Obrador as Legitimate President 
of Mexico.”15 He ran for President again in 2012, as the standard-bearer of the PRD, and was defeated 
again, this time by Enrique Peña Nieto of the PRI.16 Following this defeat, López Obrador resigned 
from the PRD and transformed MORENA, at that time a social movement advocating relatively 
progressive policies, into a new populist political party fighting for “regime change” in the face of the 
“Mexican oligarchy.”17 
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Peña Nieto proved to be a deeply unpopular president. Describing his approval rating in the latter 
years of his presidency, Professor Carolyn Gallaher of American University’s School of International 
Service argued that “[the rating] simply cannot go much lower.”18 Peña Nieto’s dismal ratings cost 
the PRI dearly. In 2018, AMLO ran a third campaign for President of Mexico, now under MORENA’s 
standard. This time, he was successful.19 

Since the institutionalization of the PRI relatively early in the twentieth century, Mexican progressive 
populist movements had typically been crushed or incorporated into the PRI to temporarily 
reinvigorate the decadent and authoritarian political behemoth. As Joy Langston notes of this period 
in Mexican politics, “To remain within the confines of the party…would always bring higher payoffs 
than challenging the regime from the ranks of the opposition…it was in almost no politician’s interest 
to exit, and the opposition had little to no chance of winning elections.”20 Vicente Fox’s right-wing 
populist campaign finally dislodged the PRI in 2000, but until AMLO’s election, progressive-populist 
movements could achieve success only as subsidiary movements within the PRI, one example being 
the leftward lurch of the PRI under Lázaro Cárdenas.21 AMLO’s movement was revolutionary in the 
sense that it was the first progressive and anti-establishment campaign to succeed in Mexico in over 
a century. 

To a large degree, the success of MORENA and the JHH is a direct result of López Obrador's personal 
popularity and reputation as an anti-establishment desperado. Throughout the campaign, AMLO’s 
rivals derided him as a left-wing populist.22 His opponents further compared him to Bolivarians and 
revolutionary Latin American leaders like Hugo Chavez of Venezuela, Evo Morales of Bolivia, and 
Brazil’s Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva.23 Nor was the derision limited to his challengers in the Mexican 
presidential race: the foremost editorials in the U.S. press also deemed him a dangerous authoritarian 
populist.24 As for being an authoritarian, AMLO’s actions could be interpreted as evincing a 
dissembled penchant for autocratic tactics.25 As a populist raging against “institutions created to 
serve self-dealing elites,” AMLO’s credentials are clear and unimpeachable.26  

Cas Mudde has defined populism as an “ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated 
into two groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite.’”27 Echoing Mudde, Israel Solorio, Joel 
Ortega, Raúl Romero, and Jorge Guzmán write, “AMLO has developed a discursive strategy consisting 
of dividing the political field into two antagonistic parts: ‘the people’, whose demands and interests 
are supposedly defended by his popular project and ‘the conservatives’, the corrupt elite that infringe 
upon the interests of the people.”28 Testifying to the success of AMLO’s populist, Manichaean 
discursive strategy, on the night of his election, crowds of a size previously unseen in Mexican 
political history gathered in Mexico City’s Zócalo chanting such populist slogans as “The people 
united will not be defeated.”29 This kind of popular response to López Obrador’s message 
demonstrates the salience of the populist “Manichean discourse” in modern Mexican politics. 

 

Performative Politics: AMLO Playing the Part  

Under AMLO, Mexican politics has adopted a distinctly “plebeian and anti-oligarchic flavor.”30 While 
his critics claim it is altogether performative, AMLO’s focus on popular sovereignty has set this 
plebeian tone.31 One of the more radically populist ways in which his government has promoted this 
plebeian perception is through the frequent staging of public consultations. According to the Mexican 
Constitution, public consultations are a “citizen participation mechanism that serves to exercise the 
constitutional right to vote on issues of national importance so that its will, binding as the law 
dictates, can influence the debate and decisions taken by the representative organs of the State.”32 
What differentiates AMLO’s public consultations from those of the past is their scope and frequency. 
The Mexican government now holds popular consultations on most federal-government projects, 
even those that are large and complex. Through these consultations, the people are given carte 
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blanche to voice their approval or disapproval of the project. AMLO has emphasized the importance 
of these public consultations as the means by which to manifest the people’s will.33 Solorio et al. write 
with respect to AMLO’s public consultation on the Proyecto Integral Morelos energy project: “AMLO 
maintained his rhetoric on the need to accomplish ‘the people’s will’… and that the ‘citizens’ would 
decide.”34 In López Obrador’s view, these public consultations serve a necessary political end: they 
allow him to present himself as Mexico’s champion of popular sovereignty and to act as an 
intermediary between the people and their government.  

Since nearly all of the projects that come under popular scrutiny are resoundingly approved—with 
the dramatic exception of the Mexico City airport project—critics could argue that the President’s 
consultations are primarily political exercises that serve no legitimate purpose as a governing tool.35 
The effectiveness of AMLO’s public consultations, assuming effectiveness is measured by the number 
of those policy proposals submitted for popular scrutiny that are ultimately implemented, is of only 
secondary importance. Germane to this paper is the role these consultations play in demonstrating 
AMLO’s use of populist political methods to get, and maintain, popular support.  

AMLO claimed record-high levels of approval upon assuming office in 2018.36 His utilization of 
popular consultations as a primary means of policy formation, whether in fact motivated by a genuine 
commitment to popular sovereignty or by a desire for good political optics, has only augmented these 
numbers. According to current polling data from Mexico’s premier polling firm, Oraculus, AMLO’s 
approval rating as President peaked at 81% in early 2019 and has rarely dipped below 60%.37 He has 
a reputation for being a political entrepreneur, and these numbers evince the success of his populist 
gamble and political methods.38 His broad popular support among Mexican voters has given the 
President extraordinary political confidence: he asserts that he “is introducing participatory 
democracy” to Mexico.39  

More than any policy stance, it was this commitment to direct democracy that garnered AMLO his 
mandate in 2018 and continues to buoy his approval ratings. This harmonizes with the theory, 
proposed by Benjamin Moffit, that populism is not so much an ideology of any coherent sort as it is a 
political style.40 The populist political style is inherently performative: the leader dutifully plays his 
role as the human manifestation of the will of the people before his audience, the people themselves.41 
This genre of political performance has seen numerous instantiations in Latin America: the Peróns 
of Argentina, Chavez in Venezuela, Bolsonaro in Brazil, and others. As Diego von Vacano writes, “The 
performative populism model emerges most clearly through the lineages of Latin American political 
thought.”42 In this context, AMLO is just another leader in a long tradition of Latin American populist 
political performers. 

 

AMLO: A Threat to Mexican Democracy? 

AMLO recently gave one his most striking populist performances. On April 10, 2022, Mexicans went 
to the polls. Unlike past elections, this one was an unprecedented referendum on the President’s 
performance. Under the Mexican constitution, which calls for elections every six years,43 AMLO, 
elected in 2018, was scheduled to remain in office until 2024. Just past the halfway point of his term, 
however, voters were asked to vote to either “recall” AMLO or “ratify” his presidential mandate.44  

The referendum has shocked the Mexican political system. The president himself, and his MORENA 
colleagues, argue that the referendum is a means of revitalizing Mexican democracy. Luis de la Calle 
of the Wilson Center’s Mexico Institute writes, “AMLO and his allies had been some of the main 
promoters of this type of voting as a means to broaden the arsenal for democratic participation.”45 
Others criticize it as a cynical ploy to consolidate political power. Quoting Carlos Bravo Regidor, a 
critic of AMLO’s administration, Natalie Kitroeff of the New York Times writes, “[The referendum is] 
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an instrument of political propaganda… [MORENA] wants this to be a show of force, of muscle, and 
capacity to bring people into the streets and make explicit their support for López Obrador.”46 Indeed, 
echoing the sentiments of Bravo Regidor, the united opposition to AMLO and MORENA instructed 
their supporters to boycott the referendum. This contributed significantly to the relatively low 
turnout of the referendum. Nevertheless, among those who turned out to vote, AMLO was able to 
garner an astounding 91.9% approval, some 15.16 million votes.47  

The opposition, and many Western observers, argue that the results of the referendum were a 
foregone conclusion.48 It is worth noting that MORENA employed relatively dubious tactics leading 
up to the referendum: despite legal prohibitions on such conduct, numerous MORENA officials, most 
notably AMLO himself, publicly promoted the referendum and spent public resource profligately to 
do so.49 These suspect tactics have sounded alarms among liberal democrats around the globe. Some 
observers go so far as to predict that the referendum was the first step toward the impending 
institutionalization of MORENA, much like that of the PRI in the early 1900s. De la Calle writes: 

President López Obrador showed little regard for the rule of law and for democratic 
institutions—a willingness to accept the use of financial resources to support him in 
an election no matter their legitimacy. There is only one possible conclusion: the 
President and his allies are no democrats, not very different from former PRI 
presidents that manipulated vote counting and tilted the electoral process to 
guarantee winning. In this case, it was particularly unnecessary as the result was 
never in doubt.50 

In these assessments, both from AMLO’s domestic opposition and foreign observers, the specter of 
the PRI and Mexico’s authoritarian twentieth century looms large. 

One of the main criticisms faced by AMLO and MORENA as a result of this snap referendum is that 
the President and his party are undermining the nascent Mexican democracy, and the constitution 
on which it rests, much as President Lázaro Cárdenas did in the 1920s by sowing doubt in Mexico’s 
democratic institutions and manipulating democratic processes.51 In particular, much has been made 
of AMLO’s criticism of the Instituto Nacional Electoral (INE), the public institution that is 
constitutionally charged with implementing, regulating, and otherwise overseeing Mexico’s 
municipal, state, and federal elections. The INE was created by the Constitutional Reform of 2014 to 
transform the relatively impotent Instituto Federal Electoral.52 The INE, in contrast to its successor, 
was granted broad oversight and regulatory authority.53 In challenging the INE, AMLO is threatening 
Mexican democracy by undermining the only institution that has ever—even nominally—had the 
authority and resources to ensure the integrity of Mexico’s elections.  

AMLO openly criticized the INE for discriminating against him during the referendum. He publicly 
accused the INE of acting dishonestly by not promoting the vote publicly, something that would have 
been in violation of a Mexican supreme court ruling barring such action. (It is worth noting that the 
ruling did not seem to dissuade any MORENA officials from publicly campaigning, nor did it prevent 
AMLO from accusing the INE of “putting polling booths as far away as possible.”)54 The President 
went on to argue that the INE “[is] openly against us, against me.”55 His hostility to the INE bears the 
hallmarks of populist antagonism to establishment institutions, particularly those charged with 
upholding the constitution against the so-called “will of the people” in cases where the two are in 
conflict. Complicating the narrative presented by AMLO, the INE argued that it did not receive the 
required funding from the central government to implement the referendum to the President’s 
standards.56  

Lorenzo Córdova, who directs the INE, believes that this is all part of a concerted effort by López 
Obrador to undermine the INE and neutralize its capabilities as a watchdog.57 Reflected in these 
actions, many see the specter of the authoritarian PRI.58 De la Calle, for his part, laments what he sees 
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as a substantial threat to Mexican democracy, namely AMLO’s words and actions concerning the INE. 
In de la Calle’s estimation, López Obrador has abused his office by using his moral authority to cast 
doubt on the INE and disparage its impartiality.59 In the process, according to de la Calle, AMLO has 
sought to engender popular support for constitutional reform that could be manipulated—as was 
done under the PRI.60 He concludes that “the stakes for Mexico’s democracy cannot be higher.”61 
Whether or not the prognostications of AMLO’s critics materialize, AMLO’s criticism of democratic 
institutions that oppose his will—and therefore, in his mind, the will of the people—testifies to his 
status as a populist. The future success of AMLO’s movement will depend on how much of AMLO’s 
populism has been infused into Mexican political culture and society since he launched his third 
presidential campaign. 

Despite the vociferous criticism and accusations of corruption and venality from the opposition and 
outside observers, many Mexicans went to the polls in April to express their genuine support for the 
President.62 Describing her interview with Alan Pozos in Mexico City on the day of the election, 
Kitroeff writes: 

[Pozos] hoped the exercise would “set a precedent” so future leaders could be kicked 
out if needed.63 This time, though, he just wants the president to know he’s loved.64 
“It’s to show Andrés Manuel that he has the strong backing of the people…Andrés 
often feels alone, because he has to go against an entire system and doesn’t have 
support.”65  

Whether these sentiments are broadly salient is critically important to gauging the longevity of 
AMLO’s movement. If so, it would provide evidence that AMLO’s populism is deeply rooted in 
Mexican society and not merely a phantasm of AMLO’s creation or a happenstance reaction to the 
failures of the Peña Nieto administration. 

And indeed, the results of the referendum suggest that AMLO’s popularity is genuine. Nearly 92% of 
eligible voters voted to retain AMLO in office.66 AMLO’s self-presentation—and reputation—as a 
political maverick undoubtedly contribute to his high popularity. Kitroeff writes, “[AMLO’s] high 
favor with voters is also a tribute, supporters and critics agree, to his relentless broadcasting of an 
official narrative in which he portrays himself as a lone warrior for the people, going up against a 
corrupt establishment.”67 He is popular with the Mexican electorate because of his renegade 
populism and anti-establishment stance. The consensus that AMLO’s popularity corresponds to the 
vigor of his opposition to the political establishment is indicative of Mexico’s conscious efforts to 
disassociate itself from its twentieth-century past. From 1924 until 2000, the PRI dominated Mexican 
politics and—despite its nominal support for “Cardenismo” and social democracy—formed a 
governing elite that enjoyed fabulous wealth and privilege.68 Even today, Mexico struggles with 
extreme inequality.69 AMLO’s success in winning high levels of popular support would suggest that 
the Mexican electorate has truly turned a political corner and become significantly more populist in 
the 22 years since the PRI first lost control of what had become, over the course of the twentieth 
century, an elite-driven one-party state. 

Conclusion 

Like many of his Latin American populist predecessors, AMLO led a revolution. Unlike many of those 
revolutionary populists, however, his revolution was bloodless. Nevertheless, the ensuing dramatic 
shifts in Mexican policy, institutional composition, governance structures, and (most notably) 
political culture suggest that AMLO’s platform as a candidate, and later as a victor, were no less 
transformative. After a century of domination by the PRI—with the brief interlude presidencies of 
Vicente Fox and his successor, Felipe Calderón, of the conservative National Action Party (PAN)—
AMLO’s election was revolutionary insofar as it was a successful grassroots left-populist movement.70 
In a review of López Obrador’s presidency two years on, Darcy Tetrault writes, “AMLO has outlined 
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a political course that seeks to…curb corruption from the top down. His goal is to realize a profound 
transformation of Mexican society comparable to those that accompanied the War of Independence 
(1810–1821), the War of Reform (1858–1861), and the Revolution (1910–1917), only this time 
peacefully.”71 It remains to be seen whether AMLO’s legacy will be truly revolutionary in the sense 
that his movement, political party, policy stances and priorities, and personal popularity will outlive 
his presidency. It is likely, however, that they will. 
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