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Abstract 
 

This research engages with and contributes to political economy scholarship and broader 

academic research on the energy sector in the Global South. It uses anthropological 

methods to contribute to the social science scholarship on International Development, 

Labour, and neoliberalism in the Global South, specifically in the Latin American context. 

The thesis examines how the reconfiguration of national political economy has modified the 

Mexican state, structuring particular possibilities in the electricity sector. It argues that 

energy resources have been used to give coherence to the Mexican state and that the 

sector’s modification has affected how sovereignty is imagined, understood, and defined. 

The thesis analyses how a neoliberal logic condemned the performance of a parastatal 

entity, the Central Light and Force Company [Compañía de Luz y Fuerza del Centro, CLFC], 

ordering its closure to transform electricity from a public service to a commodity ruled by 

the open market and managed as a private enterprise. It also modified and shaped the 

processes and practices of collective subject formation, power relations, notions of 

sovereignty, and coherence within the Mexican state.  

The thesis uses an ethnographic approach and methodologies to provide an in-depth 

analysis of the impacts of this modification by focusing on the case study of the labour force 

of the CLFC, the Mexican Electrical Workers Union’s [Sindicato Mexicano de Electricistas, 

SME]. The closure of CLFC diminished SME’s leverage over a critical public service, 

decimating its political power and impacting its possibilities for survival. It uses SME 

members’ experiences and narrations to explore how the changing structural 

configurations, under which SME is now transformed from a parastatal organisation into a 

self-managing enterprise, have modified its members’ social world and outlook. The 

examination is possible because SME acts as a complete social institution that shapes every 

aspect of its members’ public and private spheres of interaction. This thesis reviews the 

tools that have supported SME’s survival and reinsertion into the energy sector. It provides 

the ground to understand the centrality of the union’s infrastructures for the movement of 

resistance and the preservation of the workers’ identity. This research argues that the 

workers’ development of skills and expertise and their interaction with technology, 

machinery and infrastructure allowed the union to construct a particular type of politics and 



viii 
 

political power that enabled it to craft a way back into the liberalised and privatised energy 

sector through self-management practices. 

This thesis investigates SME’s social relationships by focusing on three subgroups to 

analyse the processes, practices, and contradictory understandings of collective subject 

formation inside the organisation. It interrogates how the modification of political economy 

has transformed SME’s internal structures and gender ideology allowing women to 

participate in leadership roles. The thesis also explores the role and interactions of workers 

in resistance with groups of retired and liquidados workers [literally translated as ‘the 

liquidated’ it refers to those that took the settlement from the government], whose 

relationship to the organisation was modified by a change in their labour conditions, but 

that still make claims on and to the union. Both groups provide an entry point to discuss the 

transformation of SME’s social world and the resignification of its ideology and identity 

under the neoliberal order. It argues that retirees provided the preservation and 

legitimation of ideological and historical values crucial to the cohesion of the resistance 

movement, which has been transformed and modified to fit the new ideology. Similarly, 

liquidados workers provided a decisive point of contrast to how workers in resistance 

defined the esmeita identity based on neoliberal moral commitments that prize persona—

and familiar—sacrifice to the resistance movement over the persona itself. Under this logic, 

sacrifice is intertwined with the esmeita identity and can define which workers deserve to 

participate in the union’s self-managing endeavour. Overall, the thesis shows how the 

changes in the political economy allowed SME to transition towards a self-managing 

enterprise testing the organisation’s ability to create coherence among its economic 

ventures and its identity and values. 
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Lay summary 
 

This thesis explores some of the impacts the Mexican state’s adoption of a neoliberal logic 

has had on the electricity sector. It investigates the effects that the closure of the long-lived 

parastatal utility known as the Central Light and Power Company [Compañía de Luz y Fuerza 

del Centro, CLFC] by the Mexican government had on the social, economic, and political lives 

of its workers. Mainly, the thesis focuses on how the closure disrupted the workers’ way of 

life and how they struggled to reinsert themselves into the electricity sector.  

The research is based on ten months of ethnographic fieldwork at the headquarters 

of the Mexican Electrical Workers Union’s [Sindicato Mexicano de Electricistas, SME] in 

Mexico City and on visits to electricity generation plants in the neighbouring states of 

Puebla and Estado de Mexico. During this time, I explored and analysed the decisions made 

by workers, individually and collectively, in their pursuit of secure employment, as they 

faced limited options and possibilities after the government’s action. The thesis presents an 

account of the means and capabilities available to workers in this period of resistance. In 

particular, the research focuses on the strategies and actions taken by SME to create a 

labour movement of resistance against the closure and how, through political negotiation 

and organisation, the workers devised different self-management projects to create new 

jobs. Traditionally, self-management is defined as workers’ control over the means of 

production aligned with syndicalist values and cooperative work. Based on these ideals, SME 

workers created a cooperative that offers a wide range of services, from food services and 

construction to telecommunications and solar power installation. They also partnered with a 

Portuguese transnational to establish an electricity generation company through a 

governmental concession that allowed them to use and exploit CLFC’s infrastructures left in 

disuse after the closure.  

The chapters start by revealing the symbiotic relationship between SME workers and 

the electrical system over more than a century of the utility’s life to explain how these self-

management projects were possible. This relationship is explained by a series of social, 

political, and material arrangements created by SME which allowed workers to develop 

skills and expertise essential to the resistance movement. The thesis weaves the workers’ 
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experiences with academic literature to examine how the SME’s historical memory and 

norms have been central to the union’s survival under new conditions. In this sense, the 

research explores the significance and contribution that retirees, women, and resisting 

workers have made to SME’s longevity through the resistance and creation of new ventures. 

Ultimately, the thesis reveals SME workers’ ability to create coherence between their 

history, working-class identity, values, and new realities. 
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Profiles of participants and relevant actors 
 

Each SME worker profile includes the person’s gender, approximate age, generation, previous role at 

Luz y Fuerza del Centro and present role at the Union, cooperative or Generadora Fénix. The term 

‘generation’ shows if the worker comes from an SME workers’ family. In this sense, first-generation 

workers are the first family members to join SME and work for Luz y Fuerza. If a worker is identified 

as a second generation, one or both parents or an uncle or aunt are SME workers. 

Table 1. Profiles of participants and relevant actors 

Adolfo Mejía 
Montero 

 

(Man) Partner of the author. Doctoral candidate from the School of 
Geosciences at the University of Edinburgh. Aided the research due 
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Adriana (Woman) Mid-sixties. Second generation. Former technical operator 
at Laboratory. Works at the LF del Centro Cooperative as Head of the 
Telecommunications Area. She holds an administration degree. 
 

Alan (Man) Mid-twenties. Third generation. Worked for a year and a half 
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degree in film production. 
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Ana (Woman) Mid-forties. Third generation.  Former office worker at 
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registry [Tabuladoras]. Works at FIDETRAB (Trust for the workers).  
 

Bárcenas (El 
Güero) Alberto 

Gonzalez 
Bárcenas 

(Man) Early-sixties. Annuity (retired). Third generation. Former 
substation worker. Representative of annuity workers [trabajadores 
de renta vitalicia]. He holds a Latin American Studies degree. 
 

Carla Llanos (Woman) Mid-thirties. Third generation. Producer at Radio SME. Not 
a former SME worker. Daughter Pablo Llanos. She holds a 
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Carlitos Magariño (Man) Retired worker. First generation. Former worker at 
subterranean cables. Central Committee Member: Pro-Secretary of 
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Carmen (Woman) Mid-thirties. Third generation. Former office worker at the 
registry [Tabuladoras]. Works at FIDETRAB (Trust for the workers).  
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César Toroella (Man) Late seventies. Retired worker. Second generation. Former 
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Legislative Assemblies. Has a radio program at Radio SME: ‘The 
revolution of the grey hairs’. Member of the ’27 of September 
Political Group’ [Grupo Movimiento 27 de Septiembre]. 
 

Daniel Romero (Man) Early sixties. Retired worker. First generation. Former 
workshop worker. He works at Radio SME as a volunteer. 
 

Felipe Calderón 
Hinojosa 

(Man) Former President of Mexico 2006-2012. Member of the 
conservative political party, Partido Acción Nacional (PAN). Married 
to Margarita Zavala, referred by the workers as Márgara Zavala.  
 

Fernando 
Amezcua 

(Man) Mid-sixties. Second generation worker. Central Committee 
Member: Secretary of Education and Propaganda (2019). Participant 
in Legislative Assemblies.  
 

Heriberto (Man) Early-fifties. Fourth generation. Plant Operator at Tepexic, 
Necaxa for Fénix Generadora. 
 

Irma Casas (Woman) Early thirties. Third generation. Director of Radio SME. Not 
a former SME worker. Daughter of a very politically active worker 
who died of cancer during the first years of the resistance. She holds 
a degree in Communication. 
 

Israel Núñez (Man) Mid-thirties. Third generation. Director of the Photovoltaic 
Project of the LF del Centro Cooperative. 
 

Iván Amezcua (Man) Mid-thirties. Third generation. Former worker at the 
collections department as a debit notice delivery man [repartidor de 
aviso de adeudo del departamento de cobranzas]. Son of SME’s 
Secretary of Education and Propaganda. Member of the ’27 of 
September Political Group’ [Grupo Movimiento 27 de Septiembre]. 
 

José Antonio 
Almazán 

(Man) Unknown. Dissident leader. Former Central Committee 
member as Secretary of Labour and Exterior (2002-2005) and as Pro-
Secretary of Retirees (2009). 
 

José Humberto 
Montes de Oca 

(Man) Early sixties. First generation. Former subterranean cables 
worker. Central Committee Member: Secretary of the Exterior (2019) 
Participant in Legislative Assemblies. Member of the ’27 of 
September Political Group’ [Grupo Movimiento 27 de Septiembre]. 
 

José Manuel 
Pérez Vázquez 

(Man) Retired worker (Deceased around his late sixties-early 
seventies). First generation. Organic intellectual of the union. 
Participant in Legislative Assemblies. Member of the ’27 of 
September Political Group’ [Grupo Movimiento 27 de Septiembre]. 
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Jorge Sánchez 
García 

(Man) Unknown. Dissident. Former Central Committee Member as 
SME Secretary General (1987-1993) 
 

Juan (Man) Mid-forties. Third generation. Administrative worker. SME 
representative in Necaxa. Working for Fénix Generadora. 
 

Juan José 
Beristain 

(Man) Mid-forties. Second generation. Central Committee Member: 
Pro-Secretary of Labour (2019). Participant in Legislative Assemblies. 
 

Julia (Woman) Mid-fifties. Second generation. Retired worker in 
resistance. Former office worker at Secretaries [secretarias]. 
 

Julio Pineda (Man) Mid-eighties. Retired. Second generation. Former 
subterranean lines worker. Former Central Committee member. 
Participant in Legislative Assemblies. 
 

Luis Rosas (El 
monstruo) 

(Man) Late forties. Third generation. Leader representative of SME's 
aerial lines workers in resistance.  
 

Manolo Acosta (Man) Late forties. Second generation. Representative of SME's aerial 
lines workers in resistance. 
 

Manuel Bravo (Man) Early-fifties. Third generation. Former substation worker. 
Works now for Generadora Fénix as a substation operator. 
 

María Bravo (Woman) Mid-fifties. Third generation. Former office worker at the 
Registry [Tabuladoras]. Works at the LF del Centro Cooperative at the 
Conciliation and Arbitration Commission (2019). Before, she worked 
at Radio SME in a program about ANUEE. 
 

Mario Flavio 
Benítez Chávez 

(Man) Late-sixties. Dissident leader at ‘Para todos todo’ group 
[Everything for everyone]  
 

Martín Esparza (Man) Early sixties. Third generation. Former substation worker. 
Central Committee Member: Secretary General of SME (2005-2019). 
Participant in Legislative Assemblies. 
 

Miguel Soto (Man) Mid-sixties. Retired. Third generation. Former Electrical 
engineer. Former Central Committee member. Participant in 
Legislative Assemblies. He holds an engineering degree. 
 

Mónica Jiménez (Woman) Late-forties. Former office worker at the registry 
[Tabuladoras]. Second generation. Central Committee Member: 
Treasurer of the union (2019). Lead the ‘women’s hunger strike’. 
 

Pablo Llanos (Man) Early sixties. Retired worker. Second generation. Former Aerial 



xxi 
 

Lines worker who achieved the maximum level: superintendent at 
aerial lines. He works at Radio SME as a volunteer.  
 

Pedro (Man) Late-forties. Second generation. Former office worker. Works 
at FIDETRAB (Trust for the workers). 
 

Ramon Ramírez 
Saldívar 

 

(Man) Unknown. Dissident leader. 

Raúl Garza (Man) Late-sixties. Second generation.  Liquidado worker. 
 

Rita Pérez (Woman) Late forties. Third generation. Former inventory worker at 
CLFC. Works now for the LF del Centro cooperative making 
inventories of the recovered properties. She holds a technical degree 
in accounting.  
 

Roberto Casas (Man) Late forties. Former plant operator in Necaxa, Puebla, where 
he lives. Founder and broadcaster of Radio Turbina [Turbine radio] of 
Necaxa. Landed a job at Generadora Fénix as a plant operator in 
Necaxa. 
 

Rodrigo Bravo (Man) Mid-fifties. Former substation worker. Third generation. 
Treasurer of the LF del Centro cooperative (2019). He holds an 
electrical engineering degree. 
 

Rodrigo Bravo 
Senior 

(Man) Eighties. Retired worker. Second generation.  
 
 

Rosa Tornel (Woman) Mid-thirties. Third generation. Former engineer. Staff of the 
Treasurer of SME (2019). Participated in the ‘women’s hunger strike’. 
She holds an engineering degree. 
 

Rosendo Flores 
Flores 

(Man) Unknown. Dissident leader at ‘Broad Unity Front’ [Frente 
Amplio de Unidad]. Former Central Committee Member as SME 
Secretary General. 
 

Samuel Vargas (Man) Late thirties. First generation. Former connections worker. 
Working at radio SME in pre-production, video editing, and as a 
cameraman. Second job as an intern researcher at the National 
Institute of Perinatology. He holds a Biology degree (Night school on 
first years of the resistance). 
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Introduction 
 

22:40 hrs. Saturday, October 10th, 2009, Mexico City. 
 
Around 22:30 hrs., public TV outlets began transmitting images of Federal police and 

military taking control of the infrastructure of Mexico’s oldest electricity provider and state 

utility, the Light and Power Company [La Compañía de Luz y Fuerza del Centro] (CLFC). Those 

images came immediately after a World Cup qualifying match between the Mexican and 

Salvadoran national football teams. The incident surprised the CLFC workers affiliated with 

the Mexican Electrical Workers Union [El Sindicato Mexicano de Electricistas] (SME). On-

duty workers were forced out of their workplaces. Others who rushed back to the CLFC 

facilities to occupy the buildings or retrieve personal belongings and goods, like pay checks, 

money, clothing, equipment, or merchandise stored inside their lockers, were denied 

access. On that Saturday evening, 44,000 people lost their jobs without prior warning. After 

being made aware of the events, the union leadership mobilised SME workers, asking them 

to remain calm, not fall for provocations, and to gather at the union’s central Headquarters 

(HQ). The workers flowed from every corner of Mexico City, following their leader’s 

instructions. The streets surrounding the HQ filled up with workers seeking to diminish their 

angst and keep up their spirits by chanting SME’s mottos like ¡Aquí se ve la fuerza del SME! 

[Here, SME’s power is visible]. Based on previous experiences, workers were convinced that 

the union’s mobilisation and collective power would be enough to pressure the government 

into negotiations, eventually resulting in a return to their workplaces. However, a few 

minutes after midnight, on Sunday, October 11th, 2009, the Mexican government published 

in the Official Journal of the Federation [Diario Oficial de la Federación] a presidential 

decree to dissolve the CLFC, its oldest state-owned electric utility .  

The Mexican government embarked on a mass media campaign designed to 

legitimise President Calderón’s decision by declaring CLFC ‘inefficient’ and ‘unproductive’ 

due to the negative influence of its work force. Calderón’s media strategy applied rigid 

controls to the public mass media. Even opinion leaders in the written press and radio, who 

had historically retained some degree of independence from the government, argued that in 
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the name of ‘the common interest1‘, the actions were legitimate. Mass media broadcasted 

special reports on how CLFC’s inefficiency and low-quality electric service in Central Mexico 

resulted from a mix of issues, including the corruption of SME’s leadership, sluggishness, 

and the high salaries of workers protected by an advantageous collective contract. 

Additionally, the conditions of that ‘legal instrument’ obstructed the government’s capacity 

to invest in the renewal of outdated technology, impairing ability to lower electricity costs 

for the Mexican people. On the first hours of that Sunday, the union convened an 

Extraordinary Assembly at the Monument to the Revolution [Monumento a la Revolución]—

located a few blocks away from SME’s HQ—to decide the union’s strategy after the 

publication of the decree. The assembly agreed to march toward the Ministry of Interior 

[Secretaria de Gobernación] and to initiate a peaceful resistance movement to force 

Calderón’s administration to reverse the decree.  

President Calderón appeared on national media at 9pm to give an official message to 

inform the public about his administration’s decision to liquidate [la extinción] CLFC. He 

explained that Mexico’s transformation into a “prosperous and fair country” required 

changes to the political and economic system. Calderón argued, 

 “We have to […] amend serious problems that we have at the root. No 
matter how costly and difficult the decisions are […] we want to ensure our 
children may have, a better Mexico tomorrow […] for this reason, I 
published today a Decree by means of which Luz y Fuerza del Centro 
becomes extinct […] I have made this decision based on the provisions of 
Article 16 of the Federal Law of Parastatal Entities, which establishes the 
extinction of decentralised companies and organisations when their 
operation is no longer convenient from the point of view of the national 
economy or the public interest […] the Federal Government is foremost 
obliged to make more efficient use of the resources of Mexicans and 
correct the inefficiencies and excessive expenses in the Government itself. 
We are doing that today in Luz y Fuerza del Centro.” 

Calderón’s discourse was accompanied by promises of an increase in the quality of power 

service, improved consumer experience, lower electricity costs, higher energy security, and 

assurances that the service would remain publicly managed. The President stressed the 

importance of the closure as the government’s response to public demand and as a way to 

 
1 "The notion presented so forcibly in The German Ideology that the most important single characteristic of the 
state is that it constitutes the 'illusory common interest' of a society: the crucial word there being 'illusory" 
(Abrams 1988 p. 64) 
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aid the country’s economic recovery after the 2008 global financial crisis. Still, a few opinion 

leaders and academics publicly suggested CLFC’s closure was the culmination of a long 

structural adjustment process leading the country towards privatising the power industry 

and representing a direct attack on independent trade unionism. In the Mexican context, 

privatisation sparks contestation, as energy resources are historically associated with ideas 

of national patrimony and sovereignty (Gledhill 2011, McNeish et al. 2015). In Mexico, the 

term ‘sovereignty’ has been used in the classical sense to refer to how a self-determined, 

autonomous state has the authority to exercise power over its territory and population. It is 

as much a term that conveys the prerogative of the Mexican state to rule over its population 

and territory, as it is about the rejection of foreign powers (McNeish et al. 2015). The 

rejection of foreign political powers became intertwined with the idea of nationalism and 

sovereignty in Mexico after Mexican Independence in the nineteenth century. At the time, 

Mexico perceived the US as an ally that shared its conception of independence and national 

sovereignty. However, when in 1836, the US assisted the Texan Independence rebellion, 

Mexico’s northern neighbour became perceived as an aggressor and usurper nation 

(Clocleugh 2006). National sovereignty came to be related to claims against US imperialism, 

which also defined the national identity in terms of its mirror image: “being Mexican means 

not being gringo” (Morris 1999 p. 371). This juxtaposition has been described through 

opposing characteristics like Mexican collective values (e.g., the importance of friends and 

family) in opposition to the extreme individualism of ‘the gringo.’  

In Mexico, as in other parts of Latin America, national sovereignty and control over 

natural resources are basically synonymous. This relationship is defined in the current 

Mexican Constitution, drafted in 1917, and included in its articles 27 and 28, which establish 

the state’s exclusive authority over exploitable natural resources like oil, water, and forests. 

Hence, ‘the nation,’ has the exclusive right to generate, conduct, transform, distribute, and 

supply electric power for public service as well the impossibility of granting concessions for 

this purpose to private individuals. In the Mexican legal imaginary, the nation, as a concept, 

refers to the existing pact between society and the state and includes the entire population 

as the bearer of sovereign power. This notion of collective or communal ownership has 

been the baseline for many resistance movements against transnational generation 
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companies and renewable energy projects across the country (Howe and Boyer 2015; Mejia-

Montero & Jenkins 2022; Dunlap, 2017; McNeish et al. 2015). 

This introductory chapter presents some of the theoretical and historical 

foundations for an exploration of the unexpected transformations of the electricity sector 

after adopting neoliberal policies that reconfigured the Mexican political and economic 

landscape. By focusing on how Mexican governments have traditionally used energy 

infrastructures as a means to provide coherence to the nation-state (McNeish et al. 2015), 

this thesis further explores how the neoliberal transformation has also affected the political 

economy of electricity in the Mexican context. The thesis focuses in particular on how the 

transformation of the electricity sector, as part of a ‘democratic transition’ that included 

neoliberal policies fostered by a conservative government, restructured SME’s political 

power and its social relationships particularly around ideas of kinship and identity. Under 

the previous Mexican corporatist system, the capacity of trade unions to make claims and 

influence politics was contingent on how aligned these were with the objectives of the 

government and the ruling party. While corporatist trade unions depended on their political 

alliances and political arrangements with the state, independent unions like SME depended 

on their capacity to mobilise its political power and influence the decisions of elected leader 

and bureaucrats of the Executive branch. In this sense, SME’s political power was contingent 

on its leverage over the electrical system itself and its capacity to organise its members. The 

closure of CLFC diminished SME’s leverage by detaching the workers from the electricity 

system, shrinking its membership, and decimating its political power.  

 Calderón’s neoliberal discourse, centred on spending cuts and logics of ‘efficiency,’ 

not only condemned the performance of CLFC as a parastatal entity—and of the Mexican 

government itself—but it also sought to transform electricity from a public service to a 

commodity ruled by private enterprise. The government’s discourse sent two different but 

complementary messages. The first was directed to the citizenry, addressing the state’s 

accountability and ‘good governance,’ i.e., care for the nation’s patrimony. The second was 

a message about expelling SME from the state, which workers understood as the Mexican 

government’s intention to deregulate the sector and open it to the market. The 

government’s narrative created a polar opposition between the interests of energy 

consumers and CLFC workers, positioning the state as a ‘protector’ and force willing to 
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confront the power of organised labour. From a social scientific perspective, the closure can 

be explained as a process fostered by state actors which sought to entangle the 

performance of the state, people, resources, and public infrastructures with capitalist 

interests, while negatively impacting a social group composed of CLFC workers, their 

families, and those whose livelihoods depended on them (Mitchell 2011). The Mexican state 

implemented a process of development through ‘programming the economy’, which meant 

that the market becomes synonymous with ‘the economy’. In this process of pursuing 

economic improvement, the Mexican state divested itself of entities like CLFC (ibid. ). 

After Calderón, the adoption of tougher neoliberal policies by the Peña Nieto 

administration opened different options for SME to remain as a political actor by becoming 

an independent economic actor, through energy reforms that effectively liberalised the 

electricity sector. SME’s alliance with transnational capital transformed it into a private 

market actor, and the union struggled to retain its identity as a ‘labour organisation.’ This 

struggle pushed SME to create a cooperative, partially funded by its business ventures, that 

works under what has been defined as a ‘self-management initiative.’ Historically, self-

management referred to workers’ control over the means of production in step with the 

syndicalist ideology and origins of the Mexican labour movement. However, SME’s 

transition, has also produced and shaped new understandings of self-management based on 

alternative notions of power and community, informed by SME’s historical memory and its 

traditional understanding of national sovereignty and workers’ power. The present thesis 

investigates how the reconfiguration of Mexico’s political economy and actions taken by the 

Mexican government overdetermined the options available for SME to survive, even as 

workers retained the capacity to make decisions individually and collectively. It also explores 

the importance of kinship and historical memory in their struggle to retain a historical 

identity, as old signifiers have acquired distinctly new underlying significations, creating 

confusion and dissent by some of its members.  

Relevance of the present thesis 

Energy has underpinned processes of industrialisation around the world, fostering unique 

impacts in each context, as attempts to harness different sources of energy interact with 

existing social, economic, and political structures. Investigation of the social relationships 

created by the interaction between energy and society allows a deeper historical analysis of 
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the power imbalances contained in the notion of national sovereignty (Huber 2008). In Latin 

America, the transformation of energy into economic and political power has followed a 

distinct path that has impacted labour in sometimes unexpected ways (McNeish et al. 2015). 

The region has been forced into the adoption of free-market policies to participate in the 

international order and obtain resources from International financial organisations, like IMF 

and World Bank controlled by the United States, Canada, and Western European countries. 

These arrangements which promise to raise living standards through development and 

economic growth, have come with conditions such as adopting ‘democratic values,’ 

modifications to national regulations or monetary policies, and long-term restrictive 

conditions for economic development that have increased inequality within nations (Chang 

2010). The failure of Latin-American nations to promote ‘the right kind’ of growth has 

facilitated their economic subordination to Western creditors. The US model of expansion 

and economic growth predicated on securing inexpensive resources and labour from Latin 

America, encouraged the adoption of an interventionist foreign policy and imposition of 

dictatorships throughout the region. Dictatorships served best the economic interests of the 

US, as it facilitated negotiation and a more ruthless adoption of neoliberal policies in Latin 

American societies (ibid.). These enforced conditions positively influenced the privatisation 

of public assets and consolidation of transnational companies in the region’s most profitable 

industries, like energy . 

Recent social science studies of the energy sector and neoliberal transitions in Latin 

America have centred on the emergence of resistance movements and social struggles over 

the extraction and exploitation of traditional or renewable energy resources (see Howe & 

Boyer 2015; Mejia-Montero & Jenkins forthcoming). Other academic works (see McNeish et 

al. 2015) have stressed the importance of understanding and studying processes of energy 

production and generation as they impact and reconfigure power relations in the contexts 

of indigenous and marginalised social groups. Related to this thesis, is the notion of 

‘furthering economic growth’ which has included narratives of technological progress, 

‘energy resource democratisation,’ notions of ‘energy sovereignty’ as emancipatory, and 

decolonising projects (see Franquesa 2018). However, these ideas are not discursively 

disconnected from notions of privatisation, decentralisation, and collective management of 

energy generation that can be achieved through the material configuration of an open-
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market system. The present thesis explores how these dynamics have been experienced in 

the Mexican electrical system, as a state-owned utility has been transformed into a private 

transnational business in which former public-sector labour is now enmeshed. It also 

analyses the processes and practices of collective subject formation and contends that the 

workers’ power stems from the consumption end, people’s need for this energy resource. 

Aim of the Thesis 

The thesis explores how Mexico’s transition from an Import Substitution Industrialisation 

(ISI) model of development to a neoliberal one impacted the social relations within one 

electricity sector’s union, the SME. This analysis seeks to capture the nuances of the union’s 

transformation from a radical anarcho-syndicalist union attached to a public utility, to a 

profit-generating cooperative that is partnered with transnational corporate interests. My 

thesis shows how a trade union could adapt to an utterly changed environment under new 

conditions by re-purposing and modifying its values, ideals, and culture. This work speaks to 

the resilience of the electrical workers that, as a collective, originated from a symbiotic 

relationship with energy technology.  

I included in the title of the thesis SME’s slogan, “Ahí se ve la fuerza del SME”, which 

signifies that the union’s power and strength lies in the sum of each worker as part of a 

collective subject. The word fuerza, translates to English as power, which in this case study, 

relates to electric power, to political power, and to SME’s members personal power to 

endure the resistance. For this thesis, I had to choose relevant dynamics that allowed me to 

show the historical development of the electrical sector and how various technologies and 

innovations impacted its political economy. I focus, in particular, in modifications and 

adjustments that were available for the workers and how they made sense of their new 

formation to adapt to neoliberal capitalism.   

In terms of academic literature, I engage with the work of industrial sociologists like 

Michael Burawoy and Harry Braverman, whose work on Labour and Monopoly Capital was 

extremely useful as a way to understand workers experience and subjectivity within the 

union and broader labour processes. I relied on sources focused on Mexican history, the 

development of electricity and the history of Mexico’s labour movement to understand 

SME’s formation and its relationship with political power generation. To achieve this 

particular goal, the work of scholars like John Gledhill, Miguel Wionczek, Michael Meyer, 
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and William Beezley, was extremely helpful. It provided a way to understand, contrast, 

verify, and reconstruct workers’ narrations. For more profound conceptual work on the 

political dynamics of my case study, I engaged with the work of theoreticians like Gramsci 

and Foucault. I believe that SME is a complete social institution that influences every sphere 

of its members lives. SME’s social world touched everything from technology, to 

infrastructure, to the built environment, to gender and generational relations and power 

dynamics. The work of contemporary academics on labour like Sian Lazar, Roberto Zepeda, 

Silvia Tagle, and Jaume Franquesa, among others, were formative to my understanding and 

explanation of how SME workers modified their values, ideals, and institutional culture. In 

the process, I discovered I had a chance to contribute to academic discussions on the politics 

of retired workers and the marriage of older conceptions of trade unionism with neoliberal 

visions of self-management. To theorise these relationships, I engaged with the work of 

David Harvey on neoliberalism, Timothy Mitchell’s discussions of energy and expertise, and 

the anthropology of scholars like Susana Narotzky, Gavin Smith, Andrea Muehlebach, and 

June Nash, to name just a few. 

One main goal of my thesis is that the reader understands which possibilities and 

opportunities are available for collective subjects under neoliberal capitalism in Latin 

America. In this sense, my work opens the possibility of developing further literature on self-

management in the Global South and how each country’s different arrangements and 

environment can bring different results. It is important to note how the Mexican experience 

shares some dynamics and components of the self-management process in Argentina based 

on the recovery of factories by workers. But also understand in which ways they differ as 

SME’s case relates not to the manufacturing of a product but to the provision of a crucial 

service for manufacturing and modern life. On the other hand, concerning this particularity 

of the case study, the thesis contributes to the understanding in sociotechnical systems of 

the relationship between energy and the production of a particular subjectivity that shares 

some characteristics of the very technology they operate. In this topic, the thesis deals with 

the relevance of kinship, historical memory, and identity in the union’s transition.  

This thesis allowed me to show some aspects of SME’s experience that Trade Unions 

in Latin America share but also some traits that are unique to SME. For example, I focus on 

SME’s buildings and infrastructures because workers had a sense of pride about them and 
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spoke of their importance to the resistance movement. I deal with workers’ intimate 

relationship with electricity and how energy and technology were determinants of their 

politics and sense of self. I explore and explain the role of retired workers, identity, and 

historical memory in this transition. I also engage with the gender dynamics I observed and 

women’s pathway into power inside the institution. Finally,  I focused on the resistance of 

SME workers and ideas around morality and active sacrifice which decided who was in the 

union with the right to participate in the self-management project, and who was out of it. 

By addressing these questions from an anthropological perspective, the present 

thesis contributes to a deeper understanding of labour in energy, energy systems, and 

sociotechnical systems in Mexico. It also adds to the broader Anthropology and 

International Development scholarships as they engage with energy and labour in the Global 

South. More specifically, this thesis illustrates how a historically militant sector of the 

Mexican working class, built on ideas of syndicalism, has endured a neoliberal attack. SME’s 

survival was possible by their members’ ability to manipulate the electrical system and its 

infrastructures and, more importantly, by their capacity to re-purpose the organisation’s 

ideology, inherited values, and cultural ideas to fit into a dramatically changed political 

economy. In this new era, SME’s traditional syndicalist values, which determined that 

society would eventually reach a point of “workers’ control” or autogestion (Lefebvre 2001), 

have been modified and re-signified to support a process of ‘self-management’ in which 

workers took control over the means of production in their way to secure employment. This 

struggle for survival has relied on SME’s historical memory and social structures that, along 

with a resignification of cultural meanings, have inherently changed the union producing 

paradoxes and confusion among its members. The present thesis contributes to a deeper 

understanding of the link between labour and neoliberalism in energy sociotechnical 

systems in Latin America. The work could make a limited contribution to the exploration and 

analysis of the history of development in a Global South context and engage with other 

scholarships on energy like Energy Justice and the Just Transition. 

Context 

Examining these issues allows for an account of how SME, as a political actor, has been the 

co-creator of a variety of technical, political, social, and cultural processes that have 

contributed to the radical transformation of the Mexican electricity system. In particular, I 
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focus on personal narrations and workers’ everyday experiences of workers in resistance to 

investigate how interwoven values, ideas, practices, and power relations have been torn 

apart and pieced back together again according to individual and collective historical 

memory and experience. The investigation of these dynamics is pursued through a political 

economy lens that seeks to identify how changes in a historical energy production process 

are intertwined with power relations, in light of the centrality of energy to the state (Pearse 

2021). A political economy focus is relevant because it can address the notions of agency, 

structure, space, and process included in power dynamics as they relate to an energy 

system (Newell 2019b). It also provides a framework to understand how power relations are 

structured under late capitalism (Mandel 1974). The discussion of power dynamics allows 

examination of unequal impacts and reveals how changes in the economic and political 

system generate dynamics of resistance, while reconfiguring the political regime (Newell 

and Mulvaney 2013). The transformation of Mexico’s energy system was made possible by 

reconfiguring and adapting structural, material, and discursive conceptions and processes 

capable of assimilating oppositional notions.  

SME’s transition involves the alteration of workers’ understandings, practices, and 

attitudes as well as a re-signifying notions like collective values, labour, and sovereignty to 

fit with the reconfiguration of the political economy. The thesis follows the unexpected 

ways these ‘new kinds of collective living’ (Muehlebach 2012) emerge out of neoliberal 

formations capable of encompassing oppositional and complicit ideas and practices. As a 

case study relevant to a variety of Western and Latin American contexts, my analysis of the 

experience of SME derives its purchase from its particularities as a trade union within a 

state-owned utility with a relatively high degree of political independence [autonomía], 

while simultaneously being partially incorporated into the political-bureaucratic apparatus 

and later devolved into a quasi-private entity. The Mexican government’s attack on SME, 

was reflective of a conflictive reality in which the state, as protector of the ‘common good’, 

defended the Mexican society against the abuses of its own labour aristocracy—showing 

the versatility of a neoliberal order that is capable of simultaneously supporting and 

opposing the state’s power (see Harvey 2005). 

SME’s reimagination as an economic actor has produced contradictions and 

incoherences inside the organisation and among its members in resistance, who struggle to 
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retain past values and practices in a new reality. As the state uses a neoliberal focus to 

optimise ‘the economy’, SME, a government-lead institution; becomes an obstacle to that 

end. CLFC, as a parastatal enterprise, operated without competition, bankruptcy pressure, 

or profit-making requirements. Even with budgetary constraints, state-owned utilities like 

CLFC did not experience any penalties for demanding or using resources—including hiring 

more labour—that the union could negotiate with the government and establish in the 

collective contract (Dunn 2004). After the closure, CLFC individual workers are now 

expected to rationalise risks and bear liabilities from the market (ibid.), as co-owners and 

minority shareholders of a capitalist enterprise which has transformed how their 

understanding of the state.  

Under neoliberal conditions, individuals must become entrepreneurs of themselves. 

The individual, as an enterprise, becomes central as a means to work and the individual 

assumes responsibility for employing oneself and for the “…preservation, reproduction and 

reconstruction of one’s own human capital” (Foucault et al.1991 p. 44). SME’s leadership 

now asks workers to understand themselves as ‘entrepreneurs with class consciousness’. 

Under the new logic, workers’ skills, knowledge, and expertise can be capitalised on in 

creating productive projects for ventures founded on ‘working-class values,’ like the LF del 

Centro cooperative. The following section provides a historical background of how power, 

electricity, and the state, have been constructed and understood in the Mexican context.  

Historical context: Modern Mexico statecraft and the role of electricity 

The introduction of technologies to new territories in non-industrialised countries like 

Mexico was made possible with minimal local articulation and required introducing experts 

and professionals that accompanied the technologies as part of the modernisation process, 

curtailing knowledge transmission to local populations (see Kaika 2005). This curtailment of 

knowledge helped to prop up the rule of dictators throughout Latin America who actively 

sought to prevent the growth of working-class movements and independent bases of power 

among modernizing middle strata who sought to advance their own visions of nationhood, 

citizenship, and democracy over that of traditional elites. The construction of modern 

Mexico began with the presidency of Porfirio Díaz in 1877. Diaz stayed in power for over 

thirty years. His charisma, conciliation skills, and ability to negotiate with foreign powers 

allowed him to establish a patronage or ‘clientelist system’ through which he controlled his 
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political allies dispersed across the national territory while effectively centralising power in 

the figure of the president. His governing style was autocratic and pragmatic, and his regime 

was founded on two mottos: ‘orden y progreso’ (order and progress), and ‘poca política, 

mucha administración’ (less politics, more administration) (Escalante et al. 2004).  

The Díaz regime aimed to modernise Mexico and viewed infrastructure as a valuable 

mechanism for strong nation-building (Jano-Ito and Crawford-Brown 2016). Infrastructure 

encompassed the promise of modernity, progress, and development (see Anand et al. 

2018), and Díaz believed in the importance of knowledge and science, a scientific approach 

to modernisation. Consequently, he adopted a positivist ideology and chose a group of 

highly educated Mexicans advisers known as ‘the men of science’ [los científicos] to aid him 

in pursuing his nation-building project. The group was composed of bureaucrats, 

intellectuals, and professionals who regarded ‘science’ as central to government policy 

development. Díaz remained cautious and vigilant about the level of US influence in his 

country and he opposed US intentions to position itself as Latin America’s guardian against 

European influence.  

Expanding the economy using the state’s power was a key part of the Diaz 

administration’s plan to adapt capitalist modernity and industrialisation to Mexican 

conditions. His economic policies produced a wage-earning workforce, but his regime 

openly opposed the organisation of the working class and used federal forces to end any 

attempt at labour organisation. The first wave of Mexican industrialisation, between the 

1890s to 1930s, was a period in which manufacturing moved from artisan shops into 

factories with the help of hydro and steam power, while production transitioned from local 

and regional to the national market, and corporations replaced family-owned and managed 

firms (Haber 1992). In this period, the production of industrial staples like steel, textiles, 

paper, and cigarettes utilised mass production techniques fuelled by electric power to 

satisfy the mass market requirements. Díaz’s industrialisation goals made electricity 

infrastructure development central to the government’s policy. The high price and low 

availability of coal in the country (ibid.) meant Mexico needed to find cheaper energy 

sources to power its nascent industries. Between 1887 and 1910, the Mexican government 

sold concessions to Mexican-owned emerging light and power companies for the 

electrification of cities and industrial development in urban centres. However, these 

companies lacked the financial and expert capacities to electrify Mexico City. Around 1898, 
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the government authorised the Canadian-owned Mexican Light and Power Company (MLP) 

to develop infrastructure and commercialise power in Mexico City and its surrounding 

areas. By 1906, the MLP became the largest electric company in Latin America. 

The Mexican government oversaw the development of the electricity sector but gave 

a handful of emerging light and power companies the freedom to determine the prices for 

service. Hence, these companies developed into monopolies, and with electricity becoming 

a popular service, localities and small industries complained to the authorities about the 

high tariffs. The dynamics between the discontent of these small industrial and domestic 

consumers and the inability of the government to navigate through the tensions between 

private concessions and popular demands negatively impacted the Porfirian regime 

(Wionczek 1965). In 1908, a world financial crisis originating in New York struck the Mexican 

economy, interrupting the industrial and modernising process. As the economy declined, 

discontent with the Porfirian regime grew. In 1910, when the Mexican Revolution exploded, 

the MLP owned almost 80 percent of Mexico’s power generation capacity. The company 

began receiving a gradual and sustained influx of foreign capital from Canada, the US, and 

Germany to finance its operation during the armed conflict. 

After the end of the Mexican Revolution, the state corporatist system was born, 

operating through a clientelist approach with a hegemonic political party that established 

political arrangements with peasant, working-class, and middle-class supporters based on 

negotiation of mutual interests. This trait granted stability to the political regime. The 

Institutional Revolutionary Party, or PRI, successfully managed political power in Mexico 

from 1929 until the 1980s by creating and controlling a large state apparatus incorporated 

by state-owned companies, the state bureaucracy, official unions, and the elections. This 

operation of the Mexican political structure has been described by personalities like the 

Peruvian writer and politician Mario Vargas Llosa (1990) as a ‘perfect dictatorship’ or as a 

‘flexible authoritarianism’ (Zepeda 2021; Hamilton and Kim 2004 p. 71) because it included 

the legal separation of powers with an adequate concentration of decision-making in the 

federal executive (Zepeda 2021). The PRI’s capacity to stay in power with lower levels of 

violence or systematic repression, differentiates the Mexican political system from other 

Latin American countries, like Chile or Nicaragua, where dictatorships were imposed 

through violent means during the twentieth century. In the 1980s, Mexico began adopting 

neoliberal policies to counteract the adverse effects of structural adjustment, including 



 

14 
 

reconfiguring and liberalising public and state institutions. This adoption was supported by 

official trade union leaders and was implemented following guidelines established by 

international development agencies and, US demands to open new sectors to the market, 

including electricity. Ironically, SME has been able to remain as an independent labour 

union2 in a permanent state of resistance against the Mexican government because its 

political power has been dependent on the energy system and the system of corporate 

social compromises upon which the modern state was built. As Timothy Mitchell (2011) 

contends in his study of ‘carbon democracy,’ the interaction between people managing and 

controlling energy systems has allowed them to fuse “…themselves into a political machine 

using its processes of operation…” while using their attendant ‘power of action’ to advance 

‘successful political demands’’ from within the system. This thesis explores the history of 

this powerful political dynamic in Mexico and what happened to SME workers after they 

were expelled from this state-energy system. Energy has remained central to the Mexican 

State as a legitimation tool. The following timeline shows a clearer chronology for the 

development of the state, electricity, and SME which will be discussed throughout this 

thesis. 

 

 
2 The term “independent union” in Mexico is given to those labour organisations unaffiliated with state-
controlled labour confederations (Lomnitz-Adler 1992 p. 94). 
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Figure 4. Timeline of the highlights of electricity and SME in Modern Mexico’s history. Source: Made by the 
author on canvas.com (Open source). 
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Electricity, as a service, fundamentally affects the state-citizen relationship (Winther 

and Wilhite 2015). In the twentieth century, between the 1930s and 1950s, when the 

electricity service was expanded in Mexico, electricity was an element of the state’s power–

–a means to gain popular support for a political project and a tool for national coherence 

and control over the population. CLFC only became a parastatal entity after the 

nationalisation of electricity in 1960. However, the company had an essential role in 

statecraft since its initial creation as a transnational private company in the 1890s.  

The reconfiguration of the Mexican state in 2009, allowed private electricity 

generation for the first time in decades, albeit in concealed form. Private generators were 

obliged to sell the generated electric power to the two state-owned utilities for distribution 

and commercialisation. One state utility was CLFC, which had a collective contract with SME. 

The second state utility was the Federal Electrical Commission [Comisión Federal de 

Electricidad] CFE. Its collective contract was represented by the Union of Mexican Electricity 

Workers [Sindicato Único de Trabajadores de Electricidad de la República Mexicana] 

SUTERM, which was an official trade union, and part of the corporatist state structure. 

Starting in the 1970s and particularly in the 1980s (considered as the beginning of the 

neoliberal era in Mexico), during the presidencies of the technocrats De la Madrid (1882-

1988) and Salinas (1988-1994), the Mexican State was facing pressure from private 

international interests to open the transmission and distribution of electricity to the market. 

These pressures were supported by international agreements like the TLCAN [Tratado de 

Libre Comercio de América del Norte] signed between the US, Canada, and Mexico, and 

implemented in 1994. Obligations of the Mexican state were furthered under the Alliance 

for Security and North American Prosperity, signed by the troika of North American 

conservatism: President George W. Bush, Prime Minister Stephen Harper, and President 

Felipe Calderón. The alliance’s objective was to ensure energy security for the United States 

(amid turmoil in the Middle East) and to force Mexico to develop structural reforms in the 

energy sector, particularly related to oil. The closure of CLFC by the Calderón administration 

also responded to the impact of the 2008 global financial crisis. SME workers claimed that 

the closure resulted from private economic interests aiming to privatise the electricity 

system and capitalise on a ‘Triple Play’ service. This Triple Play was a service that could 

provide electricity, internet, and phone lines using optical fibre within the CLFC 
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infrastructure with the possibility of creating substantial private wealth. Martin Esparza, 

SME’s Secretary General, explained in an interview for the Radio SME documentary that, 

before the closure, the union had developed and presented to the Mexican government, a 

plan to implement the Triple Play as a strategic programme of the CLFC. SME workers 

explained that CLFC’s infrastructure provided a strong baseline for the service as the central 

region made the greatest contribution to the country’s GDP’. 

Following the Calderón administration, his successor, President Enrique Peña Nieto 

expanded the adoption of neoliberal policies through a plan called the ‘Mexican Pact’ [Pacto 

por México]. The pact included an Energy Reform published in 2013 that effectively legalised 

the privatisation of the electricity sector. The legal mechanism opened an opportunity for 

SME to return to the energy sector, not as a parastatal, but by becoming a private electricity 

generator in alliance with a transnational capital partner. The business model included in 

the reform was designed to exploit abandoned CLFC infrastructures and facilities. 

Consequently, SME viewed its foray into the private energy market, not as a ‘radical break’ 

with its historical memory or political values, but as a way to recuperate relevant aspects of 

its labour culture and ideals. The partnership allowed SME to own 49% of the generation 

company, which ensured the union was not fully transforming into a corporate enterprise. 

At the same time, it allowed the creation of a collective contract between the new 

generation company and SME, employing SME members as part of the company’s 

workforce. Under the concept of ‘self-management’, SME also created a cooperative to 

generate jobs for workers resisting the closure of the utility. However, the entrepreneurial 

dynamics of the cooperative are often discordant with workers’ understandings of a ‘job.’  

Methodological approach  

The thesis aims to present an in-depth, bottom-up approach, grounded in the experiences 

and understandings of SME workers in resistance. It aims to focus on analysing how changes 

in the national political economy have created new conditions and opportunities for them 

to engage in different ways of understanding their labour process, their relationship with 

power, and their collective agency. Such an understanding required meaningful engagement 

with their everyday practices. To achieve this aim, I chose ethnography’s qualitative 

methodology, which has been defined as the art and science of describing a social group in 

its own terms as well as that of the outside observer (Fetterman 1998). Ethnographic 
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research requires the researcher to immerse themselves in a social group to collect data 

about their everyday life through direct observation, conversation, and asking questions, 

which can later be analysed to produce an account of their social world, with added 

theoretical reflection in a written research product that can be significant to academic 

inquiry (Bryman 2001).  

In 2019, I conducted ten months of in-depth ethnographic research that included 

interviews and participant-observation across various locations in Mexico City, Mexico 

State, and Puebla State, where SME infrastructures and facilities are located. My research 

period extended over the stages of data analysis and writing of the thesis, as I remained in 

contact with workers in resistance who gladly clarified information and discussed ideas and 

approaches with me through chats, phone calls, and video interviews until late 2022. My 

methods included more than a hundred semi-structured interviews with workers and their 

family members in public and private places, as well as analysis of other materials like the 

union’s social media (Radio SME channels), publications (LUX magazine, books, and 

booklets), cultural materials (paintings, photographs, and buildings) and published 

undergraduate and graduate theses about SME. 

Participant-observation is a method in which the researcher participates directly in 

the researched group’s activities. This method offers a great standpoint from which the 

researcher can get closer to people and gather a richer understanding of their culture and 

values (Bryman 2012). My main sites of exploration were the two SME Headquarters 

buildings located in Mexico City, just a few meters from each other, and under control of 

‘workers in resistance’. These places are central to SME’s conception as an independent 

union that has rejected the state’s co-optation since its foundation, and that has, for the last 

13 years, endured a movement of resistance against the Mexican government after the 

closure of the CLFC utility. I was able to secure a research placement at the union which 

began as a documental analysis at SME’s Manuel Paulin library but soon transformed into a 

supporting placement with Radio SME for developing a documentary about the resistance 

period. The documentary was devised as a tool to present a reliable account of the 

resistance, informed and created by those who participated and still are involved in the 

movement. The idea of having an SME-crafted documentary sprung after a documentary 

named “The light and power” was crafted by a documentarian who, according to my 

informants, changed some facts of the resistance to make the narrative more appealing to 
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the public. Some workers explained that the documentary’s narrative showed the resistance 

movement and struggles as the path toward the creation of Generadora Fénix and the LF del 

Centro Cooperative, with these two representing a ‘triumph’ and end of the resistance 

movement. However, to my Radio SME colleagues, union leaders, and other workers in 

resistance who spoke with me, this “happy ending” was illusory because, as they explained, 

the resistance movement will only end when the last worker of the movement is back into 

work.  

The use of ethnographic methodology allowed me to use participant-observation as 

a ’method of discovery’ through which sampling was decided on site. I interviewed and 

spoke to any willing worker who would be glad to sit with me, even for a few minutes, and 

to share their stories. I mostly interviewed workers in resistance but was fortunate to meet 

and interview a few liquidados workers. Our conversations started with their personal 

history as a worker, which included personal data like age, family connections to the trade 

and union, time of service, and their experience on the day of the closure. After they shared 

this information, I encouraged workers to speak freely about their experiences, then asking 

follow-up questions or asking for further clarification. By doing this, I allowed the workers to 

talk about what is important to them, while limiting the influence of my own assumptions. 

Every interview and every conversation I had during fieldwork was informative and relevant 

to this thesis. However, due to the space limitations of this thesis, I left some topics out of 

the main text which can serve as data for future research. The research has other 

limitations. For instance, a limitation of this research was related to the time spent 

collecting data, which impacted my capacity to include other workers’ group opinions (i.e., 

dissident, liquidados workers, or family members) that in an ideal scenario would enrich the 

arguments by providing another perspective. Still, I use arguments of workers in resistance 

that dissent from the general narrative to explore further how shared values are understood 

differently among workers. Similarly, during the analysis stage, I had to decide on which 

narrations of my main informants to include. I made the decision based on how some 

workers’ narrations comprehensively articulate arguments and understandings shared 

among the majority of the workers. I am also aware that ethnographic methods have some 

limitations and that the information presented in this thesis can only reflect what I 

experienced over those ten months in 2019 while participating in Radio SME’s work. In this 
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sense, Radio SME was important to open opportunities and spaces for gathering data, while 

restricting the types of workers I could access.  

During this research, I became aware of the various identities and positions 

comprising SME workers’ universe. As my fieldwork progressed, it became evident that 

‘presence’ was crucial for understanding the identity politics and struggle within SME. The 

dissolution of the CLFC in 2009 put SME’s social norms and ideology to the test, provoking 

severe fragmentation within the union. Different groups with different perspectives on 

approaching the closure and an uncertain future emerged from the division. My research 

was nurtured by having access to these different identities and positions discussed and 

included in the following chapters as the argument unfolds. In what follows, I explain these 

identities and positions to improve the thesis argument’s clarity.  

First, a difference between ‘active’ and ‘retired’ workers should be made. Active 

workers were those who, at the time of closure, were employed by the CLFC on a 

permanent or fixed-term contract and were members of SME. Active workers had the right 

to voice and vote at SME’s general assemblies, and their union dues were automatically 

discounted from their salary and credited directly into the union’s accounts. Retired workers 

were workers who, having reached the age or years of service to retire, received a pension 

from the state that covered 100% of their last salary as active workers. Their case is very 

different from that of retired workers from other unions who lost their union membership 

after retiring. SME retirees conserved their SME membership, which granted them rights 

like the capacity to use their voice in assemblies but prohibited them from voting. Retirees 

were also obligated to pay union dues, directly discounted from their pensions, and credited 

into SME’s accounts. After the closure, both groups experienced fragmentation based on 

their particular perspectives and positions.    

Two main groups emerged: workers in resistance and workers that took the 

government’s settlement known as ‘los liquidados’ [literally translated as ‘the liquidated’ 

the term refers to those that broke the collective agreement to resist and thus, went against 

the union’s codes]. By exploring the differences between these groups, a third group 

emerged that is strongly linked to SME and actively participates in both without ever having 

a CLFC job or SME membership, the kin and family group. I spent my fieldwork among the 

workers in resistance with minor but significant encounters with liquidados workers. These 

workers in resistance, in control of SME’s buildings and infrastructures, were the ones that 
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created a generation company, ‘Generadora Fénix’ and the LF del Centro Cooperative. Both 

of which will be explained and discussed in future chapters. The following chart presents a 

more explicit account of the differences between these groups and the interaction of 

‘active’ and retired SME members and kin and family in both. 

 

Table 2. SME workers’ identities and positions 
 

Main groups Internal groups Description Activities 

 
 
 
 

Workers in 
resistance 
‘Dignified 
resistance’ 
[La digna 

resistencia’] 

 
 
 

Active workers 

Workers that complied with the General Assembly’s 
mandate to resist. Actively participating in the 
movement and considered a ‘dignified resistance’ 
member. Group of 16,599 that did not take the 
government settlement, giving SME leverage to 
negotiate with the government. All are members of 
the cooperative; in some cases, this membership was 
inherited by their children. 

-Possession of SME’s 
buildings and 
infrastructures.  
-Negotiation with the 
government.  
-Association with 
transnational partner 
Mota Engil for the 
creation of Generadora 
Fénix. 
-Creation of the LF del 
Centro Cooperative. 
-Creation of FIDETRAB to 
provide benefits (similar 
to their CLFC working 
benefits) to the dignified 
resistance. 
-Creation of other social 
and economic 
organisations and 
ventures. 

 
 

Retired workers 

Actively participating in the ‘dignified resistance’. 
These retirees paid their union dues at SME offices 
and supported workers in resistance. Their presence 
legitimised the leadership of the movement. They 
are not cooperative members and do not work in any 
of SME’s enterprises. 

 
 

Kin and family 

Sons and daughters of workers who were not SME 
members or CLFC workers but who personally 
identified as esmeitas (as workers identify. Being an 
esmeita means being a member of SME). They were 
part of the ‘dignified resistance’ but were not 
cooperative members and did not work in any SME’s 
enterprises. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Los liquidados 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Disobedient 

Workers who did not comply with the General 
Assembly’s mandate to stay in resistance. They took 
the government’s settlement for personal and 
ideological reasons or a lack of interest in the union. 
This group includes workers who, due to a 
complicated financial situation or hardship, took the 
settlement against their working-class values. Three 
main groups can be distinguished. 1) Apolitical: 
feeling not represented by the union’s leadership, 
including retirees who distanced themselves from 
SME. It was a personal decision not to participate in 
the resistance. 
2) Institutional: left the resistance immediately to 
secure employment at CFE or another government 
institution. 
3) Kin and family: workers that left the resistance 
against agreements taken within their extended 
families. Some openly left the resistance and broke 
relationships with their kin. Others took the 
settlement, keeping it a secret until the government 
published an official liquidados list.  

-Working at other state 
institutions. 
-Became petit rentiers 
living off their rents. 
-Created small businesses. 
-Found jobs in private 
organisations and 
companies. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Dissident 

Workers who did not comply with the General 
Assembly’s mandate to remain in resistance because 
they not only felt unrepresented by SME’s leadership 
but were directly opposed to it. The group is formed 
by ‘active’ workers, retired workers and kin and 
family members. These are organised under different 
leaderships headed by former SME Secretary 
Generals or other internal leaders. Each leadership 
has created an organised social, economic, and 
political network that seeks to take down the current 
leadership and take control of SME’s enterprises. 
Their disagreement with SME’s leadership existed 
before the closure.  

-Politically active groups 
pushing for negotiation 
with the government. 
-Became petit rentiers 
living off their rents. 
-Created small businesses. 
-Found jobs in private 
organisations. 
-Retirees are central to 
how these groups are 
funded. 
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It is important to note that the organisation of workers in resistance and dissident 

liquidados groups have been incorporated following the working structure of the CLFC, by 

department and type of work, which will be explained and discussed in Chapter 2 of the 

present thesis.  

Ethics 

A personal aim of this research was to follow the lead of Skeggs (1997) to produce a 

politically motivated ethnography that allowed a marginalised group to articulate their 

experiences showing, through personal narrations, an account of their individual and 

collective agency. I was cautious to avoid the creation of an exploitative and extractive 

relationship with my participants and searched for ways to give something in return. My 

participant-observation included working as part of the production team at Radio SME, 

proofreading documents for publication, translating texts, writing an article for LUX 

magazine on renewable energy, and being handy in any situation like General Assemblies or 

other events as part of the Radio SME team. Working at Radio SME was crucial to my 

research; it allowed me to observe the everyday practices of workers in resistance by simply 

‘hanging around’ at the union. I observed and participated in the interviews for the 

documentary project created by Alan, a mid-twenties worker in resistance with a cinema 

degree gained over the resistance period, in which the entire SME radio team, including the 

Secretary of the Exterior of SME, participated. Alan told me that his purpose was to show 

‘the real stories’ and struggles of workers who participated in the resistance, and that to 

him, the hardest part was to remain true to their experiences. The documentary was helpful 

in understanding the timeline of the resistance movement and the history of the union as 

well as a great instrument to understand how the resisting workers and SME’s leadership 

conceptualised the resistance. It was an excellent channel to participate among workers as 

an insider with outsider eyes, a dynamic that I explore and explain in the next section when I 

present a discussion on positionality.  

I sought the workers’ consent in every conversation, both for the documentary and 

for my own interviews and informal conversations. I prepared a consent form that workers 

could sign and explained the form to my first informants and asked them to sign if they felt 

comfortable; they refused. My informants explained that they were uncomfortable signing 

documents but had no problem giving oral consent for their voices to be recorded, and for 
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me to take notes during our conversations. After receiving the same type of answer for the 

first few weeks, I decided to follow their lead and only ask for oral consent. Workers felt 

more at ease with oral consent and many of them told me they had nothing to hide and 

were proud of their own words and that I could use their names on this thesis. However, a 

few workers asked me to protect their privacy and conceal their identities. The workers of 

SME do not constitute a vulnerable group per se. However, their positions inside the 

institution and ability to secure a job could be threatened by disclosure of some of their 

opinions. Due to this concern, I decided to change the names of most of my informants, 

except of those in position of leadership whose public personalities do not need to be 

concealed. I recorded eighty semi-structured interviews and took notes of more than forty 

informal conversations. In most of them, I was able to write my impressions about their 

answers, recording information about their facial and body expressions while answering.  

Reflexivity and positionality 

Reflexivity describes a process in which the researcher critically thinks about their role, 

facing and challenging their own assumptions, while recognising how their subjective, 

beliefs and actions determine what things become relevant in shaping the research (Mason 

2002). Reflexivity also brings awareness about the researcher’s responsibility to recognise 

the diversity and complexity of the social world under study and to understand the 

influence that the research has on the researcher.  

My nationality, gender, professional background, and academic affiliation at a British 

university, influenced my research interest, experience, and outcomes. In this sense, my 

research motivation emerged from personal encounters with SME workers before, during, 

and after the closure of CLFC, from my experience working for the Mexican government 

between 2006- 2017, and from my return to academia as a postgraduate student. As a 

Mexico City native, I had a direct relationship with the CLFC and was aware of the society’s 

shared ideas of a deficient electrical service (including power cuts), bad customer service at 

CLFC offices, and small acts of corruption like the installation of diablitos3 or light devils, in 

which some SME workers engaged. In 2006, I began working for the legislative branch of the 

city’s government, and soon after that, I left my family home and became responsible for 

 
3 A diablito or light devil is a clandestine practice in which a piece of copper or aluminium wire is installed and 
connected to the light meter acting as a bridge to prevent the meter from recording the actual electricity 
consumption. Installing a diablito, lowers the capacity of the electricity meter to record the amount of 
electricity consumed, lowering the electricity bill. 
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my flat’s fees and services. That is when, like many other Mexico City inhabitants, I became 

aware that in the case of a fault in the service, I would be better off with a ‘flexible’ worker 

who could ‘help’ me to restore the service with lower costs or in a speedy way, even if that 

meant that I would have to pay an extra, undercover fee. 

Between 2007-2014, my parents ran a small restaurant at Insurgentes Avenue, a block 

away from SME’s historical HQ. In 2009, around the time of the closure, I was working at a 

private consultancy office that had among its clients some of the wealthiest businessmen 

and women in the country as well as some politicians. The office’s location allowed me to 

regularly have lunch at my parent’s restaurant, where SME workers and retirees would go 

for a bite or coffee. Workers often wore khaki shirts [camisola] with the CLFC and SME 

emblems, even after the closure. My father commented on how they would sit there over a 

cup of coffee, speaking among them about the situation they were experiencing. He told me 

that some of his regular clients would ask him to deny service to them because ‘they were 

robbers’ [son unos rateros]. At that time, I personally believed that their struggle was only 

generating problems for the rest of Mexico City’s population. However, my father insisted 

his business was open to everyone and that even if everything stated on mass media about 

them was true, they and their families were struggling just like us. Those memories re-

emerged in 2016 after Professor Cross, shared an article from Jacobin magazine about SME 

women’s struggle, which also resonated with my interest in gender issues in Mexico.  

In January 2010, I joined the Calderón administration working as a private secretary of 

the Director General of Education Radio [Radio Educación]. This radio outlet was part of the 

Ministry of Education [SEP4] and coordinated by the parastatal entity CONACULTA5. I was 

hired under a fee-paid labour arrangement [por honorarios], which meant my contract had 

to be renewed every six to three months, and my superior could end the contractual 

relationship at any point. My total salary was higher than traditional roles, although it lacked 

benefits or seniority rights — placing me in precarious employment. The same regime 

applied to the other four Director General staff members. Still, my position inside the 

institution was highly responsible, as I dealt with the Director’s office. As a ‘public servant’ 

— under the Calderón administration, I was constantly reminded, and truly believed, that 

the ‘way forward’ for the country required that the state be run like an enterprise making 

 
4 Secretaría de Educación Pública 
5 National Council for Culture and Arts [Consejo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes] 
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processes, labour, and expenditures more efficient in benefit of the nation. This type of 

thinking in the Ministry of Education was very relevant because it was the employer of one 

of the most representative unions of the corporatist structure, the National Union of 

Education Workers (SNTE6). The SNTE groups all public primary and secondary teachers in 

the country, making it the most important in terms of membership in Mexico and Latin 

America (Zepeda 2021). The collective bargaining process happened every two years and 

was one of the most relevant events in the national political arena. The perception among 

many public servants of the Calderón administration was that organised labour and official 

trade unions, in particular, were ‘eating up the state’, making demands for higher salaries, 

while presenting lower results. The common understanding was that unionised workers 

were ‘lazy’ and ‘difficult,’ and the directors did not want to have any problems with the 

union leadership. As a result, fee-paid workers like myself became responsible for many of 

the activities, programs and projects that came from SEP and which they refused to perform 

based on the conditions of their collective contract.  

I left my Education Radio position in 2011 and worked at different levels and branches of 

the Mexican government until, in 2012, I was invited to join the Peña Nieto administration. 

The new role was informative in that it allowed me to contrast differences in the style of 

PAN and PRI administrations. In my experience, the Peña Nieto administration used more 

tools of political negotiation among social groups to achieve agreements. My position in the 

Peña administration was also different. I worked directly for the Presidency of the Republic. 

Even if I could be removed at any point due to a ‘confidence agreement’ [posición de 

confianza], I was given working benefits that included a long-standing contract, a private 

separation insurance policy, and vacation days according to law. In 2015, due to variations 

in my working team, I was transferred to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (SRE). In 2016, I left 

that position to study a master’s degree in Environment and Development, which changed 

my understanding of social issues and opened my eyes to a different approach to vulnerable 

and neglected social groups. By taking distance from the political landscape of Mexico in 

which I had been immersed for more than ten years, I was able to consider a different 

perspective on labour rights and the influences and impacts of development on local issues. 

As a woman working in Mexico, my goal of studying for an MSc at a UK university was to 

 
6 Sindicato Nacional de Trabajadores de la Educación 
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certify that I was prepared for higher-ranked positions and higher levels of responsibility 

that men with undergraduate degrees easily accessed. However, graduate school provided 

me with more developed critical thinking skills and inspired me to pursue this research 

project. I wanted to understand how peoples’ livelihoods were impacted by the adoption of 

public policies like the 2013 Energy Reform of the Peña Nieto administration that effectively 

privatised electricity generation in the country.  

 Some literature on ethnographic methodologies argues there is a meaningful 

difference between ‘real’ and ‘native’ anthropology (Narayan 1993). In this literature, ‘real’ 

anthropology refers to western anthropologists, termed ‘outsiders,’ who study in Global 

South societies that are ‘foreign’ and ‘exotic,’ while ‘native’ anthropology refers to how 

trained anthropologists—qualified in western and local academia — study their own 

societies, having an ‘insider’ scope and intimate affinity with informants. Taking these 

assumptions as a starting point, my ethnographic research could be defined as ‘native’ due 

to the fact that I studied my own society and culture. However, this native/ non-native 

dichotomy has to be critiqued as a reminiscent of the colonial times in which anthropology 

was born. A better way of explaining the importance and influence of the researcher’s origin 

is to consider that people have different social identities that are not fixed, but can be 

complex, dynamic, fluid, and simultaneously interact or intersect with one another (Gelir 

2021, Crenshaw 1989). The concept of intersectionality explains how these diverse and 

overlapping social identities interact and create power differentials that shape the different 

positionalities of a researcher immersed in systems of power and oppression (Crenshaw 

1989). Different positionalities can create advantages or disadvantages and are constantly 

being negotiated and renegotiated through social interactions (ibid. ). 

 The researchers’ positionality and biases shape the research design, data collection, 

and analysis, as they can determine degrees of access and understanding. The 

insider/outsider dichotomy is useful to explore how my social categories and positionality 

shifted throughout the research. Initially, my Mexican nationality allowed me to present 

myself as an insider, and it helped me to gain access to the union. My language knowledge 

and cultural awareness allowed me to navigate the process of securing an internship. 

However, my identity as a postgraduate student from a British university, positioned me as 

an outsider. Some workers were confused about my nationality and were surprised to learn 

that we shared a citizenship. Another way in which I was an insider had to do with my 
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hometown, Mexico City. As the geographical site of the fieldwork, SME workers and I shared 

general knowledge of the city, but the different ways we experienced its spaces, placed me 

as an outsider. For example, Insurgentes Avenue represented a site of transit, labour, and 

protest for the workers, while its importance to me was as a transportation space and the 

location of my parents’ business. The same was the case for different neighbourhoods that 

were important sites of political struggle or dwelling to the workers but completely foreign 

to me.  

 One of the characteristics I assumed to share with SME members was an identity as 

a state worker. I soon realised this was not the case. My understanding and experience as a 

public servant were not only very different to their experiences but in some ways almost 

completely unrelated. SME workers defined themselves first as ‘union members’ and then 

as workers of a parastatal. A positionality which I thought would make me an insider, was in 

reality, making me an outsider. However, this positionality was rarely discussed with the 

workers who almost never asked about my background, and when they did, only as a 

reference to my status as a foreign university researcher who could provide visibility to their 

struggle. My gender identity placed me as both an outsider and insider. SME’s environment 

was highly masculine with only 10% of its membership being women. My gender 

positionality was constantly negotiated and renegotiated depending on the environment or 

group I engaged with. My position was also affected by the intersection of my social 

identities in which a particular mix of identities would render me as an insider to a group, 

while transforming me into an outsider for others. For instance, my gender identity would 

open up masculine spaces in which I could participate as a non-threatening person due to 

gender stereotypes present in SME’s culture. However, some female spaces of power were 

closed to me, as I was considered a threatening outsider who could jeopardise women’s 

leadership positions. I experienced how male workers would answer the same question with 

a different focus depending on whether they were answering to a man or a woman. I 

became aware of this dynamic when I was invited by a SME woman worker to a Sunday 

lunch at her family home. She told me to bring my partner as she understood that, in 

Mexico, Sundays are spent with one’s family. On this occasion, I would, for example, receive 

more information about personal life, while Adolfo, my partner, was addressed with 

answers related to technical issues. My partner was considered as ‘one of the team’, 

because of his gender and his engineering training that allowed him to understand and use 
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the technical language of engineering. As soon as I understood this, I was able to use these 

dynamics in my favour by inviting him to other events to gain different insights and 

information. Adolfo was, at the time, a doctoral candidate from the School of Geosciences 

at the University of Edinburgh. He was writing his thesis about energy justice and the 

adoption of wind power in the Tehuantepec Isthmus in Oaxaca. His background as a 

Physicist with an MSc in Sustainable Energy Systems, and experience working for a solar 

energy company in Mexico, provided him with valuable technical knowledge and jargon 

about energy that was useful to communication with electrical workers. Adolfo joined some 

interviews to assist my understanding of technical issues related to energy systems and 

workers’ experiences as they interacted with the technology. His presence and 

accompaniment were invaluable for my research. 

Chapter Overviews 

Following this introduction, which provides a broad historical-theoretical framework to 

understand SME as a long-lived labour organisation in Mexico, Chapter One will provide a 

more focused historical context on the creation and survival of the union as an element of 

Mexico’s electricity sector. The chapter provides contextual information on the construction 

of SME’s social world by exploring the centrality of its most important infrastructure for 

resistance, its headquarters. This chapter shows how SME were essential to the material 

structures that allowed the flow of electricity and why the union needed to build additional 

infrastructures (HQ buildings) to produce and reproduce their own symbolic meanings. I use 

the Headquarters buildings to describe the critical historical, socio- economic, and political 

conditions that allowed SME to become a potent political actor. I explore how the 

reconfiguration of Mexico’s political economy and material conditions have impacted the 

construction and development of workers’ identities. SME’s HQ enabled the organisation to 

resist the closure of the utility and provided coherency to legitimise the transformation of 

its social relationships and structural arrangements. SME buildings have served as a stable 

material structure in which traditional and historical ideals and values are altered and re-

signified to fit a new reality. In the end, I describe how SME’s spaces and material 

arrangements respond to the union’s transition after adopting neoliberal policies in the 

country’s energy sector. 

Chapter Two explores the shifting values of work that have accompanied the 

broader political, economic, and institutional transformations that SME has undergone. The 
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focus allows an interrogation of how SME’s technical work became “the old way of doing 

things” under a neoliberal discourse that prizes innovation, creativity, and flexibility. The 

chapter uses the ‘organic innovation’ concept to define how workers use their skills, 

expertise, and knowledge to interact and modify the electrical system and transform this 

techno-social relationship into political power. The chapter aims to provide evidence of how 

SME workers have changed their ideas about labour and the actual organisation of work 

within SME before and after the closure. The chapter establishes an argument for 

constructing cultural identities rooted in the labour process and demonstrates how these 

practical competencies shaped the pace and timing of reforms. It shows the relevance that 

skills, knowledge, and innovation had on the development and construction of SME’s new 

ventures, Generadora Fénix and LF del Centro Cooperative. 

Chapter Three discusses how SME’s social relationships, practices, ideals and 

materialities allowed the union to endure the period of resistance. By exploring the role of 

retired workers in the resistance movement, I show how SME relied on its collective 

organisation to alter, re-signify, and embrace working-class values like collectivism and class 

consciousness in a new working-class formation under the neoliberal order. The chapter 

shows how retired workers were crucial to the cohesion of the resistance movement by 

preserving the collective values of the historical union and providing financial support. I 

engage with retirees’ narrations to explore how they understand their role in the resistance 

based on ideals of collective belonging and recognition of membership. The chapter also 

explores how retirees struggle to understand their role in this new class formation linked to 

self-management. The reconfiguration of SME workers’ subjectivity changed ideals and 

values, making these meanings incompatible with retirees’ previous understandings. 

Retirees are essential to the union leadership, but they act to preserve and legitimise 

historical values that have been transformed and modified to fit a new ideology. The 

retiree’s interaction and incorporation into the new class formation show how neoliberal 

processes can couple practices and values that seem to oppose each other and give 

coherence to the union’s transformation. 

Chapter Four asks how the modification of the political economy of SME has 

transformed the structures that prevented female SME affiliates and workers from reaching 

leadership roles and exercising power. The chapter shows that gender is not the only 

category limiting SME women from occupying leadership positions, and the restriction is 



 

30 
 

also determined by the possession of specific skills and knowledges associated with a job or 

occupation. The chapter discusses how many women resisted a complete transition towards 

effective equality to retain benefits from previous patriarchal bargains, as they realised the 

limitations on their effective empowerment inside the union. The chapter concludes that 

SME’s radical change in labour conditions allowed women to reach leadership positions that 

the previous structure prevented. 

Chapter Five investigates how neoliberal morality has become central to SME’s 

definition of the esmeita identity. The chapter analyses the processes and practices of 

collective subject formation. I explore the processes and discourses that enable workers in 

resistance to define dissident and los liquidados workers as ‘dislocated subjects,’ ripped 

away from their esmeita identity based on the moral neoliberal of commitment. This 

neoliberal moral discourse prizes the personal and familiar commitment and sacrifice made 

by workers and their families in the process of resistance. This sacrifice legitimises workers 

in resistance as deserving a spot in SME’s new ventures, while opposing liquidados and 

dissidents as undeserving of their identity and place at the ventures. These discourses are 

possible through the redefinition and resignification of once-opposing social relationships 

and concepts. Finally, the Conclusion presents the final remarks of the thesis, showing how 

the changes in the political economy pushed SME to transition from a parastatal entity of 

the Mexican state to a self-managing enterprise and how that redefined its social world. In 

this transformation, the union upheld its historical memory while repurposing its ideology 

and values to maintain its collective identity. The conclusion shows what these changes 

mean for SME and their members. 
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Chapter 1. An infrastructure for resistance: SME’s 

headquarters, ideology, and class-inspired buildings 
 

“Our ability to gather cannot be separated from what it means to be an 
‘esmeita7’. At a local rally, the conviviality, the commensality, the 
recreational sports, the joking, the festivities, the assemblies, the coming 
marches, and invariably, the fraternal embrace are our inseparable traits. 
This so-called ‘esmeita’ being is always linked to and survives in the 
collective environment […] it has progressed in our labour and social 
conquests throughout the history of our union. The small and significant 
stories that have transpired through the complicit walls of our collective 
memory have shown and confronted the clumsy cultural, social, and 
labour contradictions of advanced capitalism. […] Spaces [SME’s 
Headquarters] that in the history of our group, have made us aware of the 
place that we occupy in defence of our rights, and the demand, always 
constant, for workers’ justice.” (Sindicato Mexicano de Electricistas 2008 p. 
9) 

 

This extract comes from a booklet titled, ‘Las sedes del SME’ published by the union in 2008 

to commemorate the construction of its new Headquarters at 98 Insurgentes Avenue. The 

publication follows the history of the HQ’s buildings, explaining the significance of each one 

in developing the union’s ideology and collective self, as well as how they have been 

transformed through everyday practices into conditioned spaces for collective action. 

Analysing the production and reproduction of social relationships inside the HQ may seem 

trivial, as it does not outwardly differ much from how other social institutions, like families, 

coexist and are reproduced through everyday practices like commensality. However, these 

social practices act as an amalgam between SME’s ideology and its workers, producing a 

distinct ‘esmeita’ identity, a collective identity that goes beyond what family is meant to 

incorporate. The esmeita identity refers as well to the integration of a political community 

of people who by working together on a daily basis, become fundamental to one another’s 

existence (Lazar 2017 p. 159). SME’s HQ is a complex social construction filled with 

significance and everyday practices that affect how workers conceive, perceive, and 

experience the space (Lefebvre 2009) as well as their working-class struggles and identity. In 

the brochure, SME’s Secretary General and the Interior Secretary, contend that the 

 
7 Esmeita is the proper noun given to a member of SME. This noun evinces how the members of this union 
understood and defined themselves as part of the collective. Esmeita refers to the constructed identity of the 
workers over the course of the history of the union. 
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adoption of neoliberal policies on the national level has negatively impacted the production 

of “relationships, social security and quality of life for the working-class” (Sindicato 

Mexicano de Electricistas 2008:7).  

Las sedes del SME tells the story of the union’s office buildings in Mexico City 

including the union’s struggles to conquer a place in the urban space through their 

relevance to the electricity industry. The construction of the new HQ, in 2008, responded to 

the growing demands of an organisation aware of its position in the national union policy. 

The publication can be used to explore how the production of electricity’s infrastructure is 

an entanglement of physical technologies and social networks that was shaped by and 

created the possibility of ‘progress’ (Larkin 2013). By focusing on SME’s buildings, I intend to 

explore the relationship between space and ideology, or what Lomnitz-Alder (1992) has 

termed “the spatial dimension of cultural production and identity”. This exploration uses 

the “dialectic between person and place” that frame social relations, to shed light on the 

production of the urban built environment and the entanglements of the Mexican state and 

the union that influenced it. If, as Lomnitz-Adler (1992) contends, “class culture” is a spatial 

concept, then the space occupied by a working-class group, like SME, can present a way to 

explore their shared cultural understandings and relation to power that constitute the 

ideology. 

Just like electricity requires to be contained by wires, transmission lines, and 

infrastructures to fulfil its purpose, esmeitas created social structures and relationships that 

allowed them to maintain the cohesion required not only for their productive process but 

also for their containment and solidarity. SME’s HQ buildings represent this space for 

containing the union’s historical symbols, values, and ideals central to preserving their 

community and forming a new subjectivity in a changed political economy. According to 

Kothari et al. (2019), Marx showed that when a new society is born from within the old, it 

will retain some characteristics of the old system. Mexico actively shaped the present and 

future by using infrastructure as a tool for statecraft, showing that infrastructure is never 

politically neutral (Alderman and Goodwin 2022). Consequently, infrastructures are central 

to capitalist development contestation and forging new forms of politics. SME’s case study 

shows that new forms of subjectivity draw upon the traits of the past to adapt and survive a 

radically changed environment. In 2019, SME carried within the historical legacy of the 

electricity infrastructure as a tool for statecraft and the social values and ideals formed 
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through their role in the sociotechnical system, crafted and upheld inside the union’s 

infrastructures.   

This chapter follows the lead of academics like Nash (1979), Kasmir (2020), and 

Narotzky and Smith (2006) in their call for ethnographic exploration of trade unions to 

capture the uneven effects and contradictions that neoliberalism has created in the labour 

process and unions as social and political institutions. I also engage with the work of 

Mitchell (2009), Hecht (2011, 2009), Larkin (2013), Harvey (2014), and Anand et al. (2018) to 

explore how sociotechnical arrangements around the “concentration and control of energy 

flows” (Mitchell 2009 p. 422) create a particular kind of politics. I draw upon the work of 

Harvey et al. (2017) and Alderman and Goodwin (2022) to explore two kinds of 

infrastructure relevant to this case study, the infrastructure that allowed SME the creation 

of community and solidarity and the one that allows a sociotechnical understanding of the 

electricians’ relationship to energy infrastructure. I use workers’ narrations, historical 

accounts, and other ethnographic data collected through participant-observation to 

investigate how the sociotechnical arrangements of the Mexican electrical system fixed SME 

as a political actor. Furthermore, it allowed the construction of its own social space and 

infrastructure to defend its collective interests and guide the process of transformation 

under new social, political, and economic conditions.  

SME’s union buildings after the closure of CLFC 

During my fieldwork, including interviews and informal conversations, I continuously asked 

SME workers to describe their experiences and recollections of the night of the closure. This 

inquiry was directed towards understanding how they felt, how they made sense of the 

event, and how they interpreted the significance of the closure. I wanted to know where 

they were, who they were with, and their immediate reactions. Most workers’ answers 

pointed to a similar response, an immediate need to ‘gather’ at the union’s buildings. Most 

of my informants spoke about how they either received a call at home or called a colleague 

or their department representative searching for support to understand what was 

happening and hearing they needed to mobilise at the union offices. A few spoke about 

using mobile phones to communicate but, as one woman told me, “…not everyone had 

access to a mobile phone back then as we do now”. The same woman commented that the 

workers’ reaction could have been quicker with mobile phones. Still, phone calls made 

workers feel closer to the collectivity. My informants also shared that they knew that 
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meeting at the HQ or local SME offices was a way to connect and make sense of the 

situation. Whether in Mexico City or another state, SME workers felt the need for 

‘containment’ (Lazar 2017), achieved either by phone or by gathering at a union building. 

The act of containment is a process through which the individual worker is encompassed by 

the group, creating a collective subject that grants the group political strength. ‘Practices of 

containment’ create relationships between union delegates and workers that give them a 

“political, social, and cultural context in which to flourish, feel cared for, and act in the 

world” (ibid. 14). Roberto Casas, a former offsite plant operator in his late forties that, after 

the closure, initiated a small radio outlet called Radio Turbina [Turbine radio] to support 

esmeitas, recalled how the closure took him by surprise. He had taken off Saturday (October 

10th, 2009) to attend a social event with his family. The celebration [fiesta] finished early, so 

he went home with his family to rest. Roberto received a call from one of his neighbours.  

“I picked up the phone and heard her asking: ‘Have you seen what is 
happening? Quickly turn on the TV! The federal police took over the CLFC 
facilities.’ I turned the TV on and saw anchor López Dóriga giving the news. 
That was very uncommon. He was never on the weekend news. I knew 
then that the hit was planned [el golpe estaba arreglado]. My children 
came into the bedroom and asked me what was happening. I told them, 
‘Calm down; nothing is happening. I need to get to the union.’ They said 
they would join me. We could not reach the union’s building by car 
because the surrounding streets had become a massively disordered car 
park [un mega estacionamiento desordenado]. When I arrived at the 
union, there was a huge frenzy [un tumulto enorme]. We all wanted to 
talk, but no one could understand what anyone was saying. We did not 
know what to do. Until we connected with Radio SME and heard, ‘Do not 
worry, our union leadership is acting on the matter. Let us remain calm. 
Please, do not do things that can get us into trouble.’” 

 

For offsite workers8 [trabajadores foráneos] like Roberto getting to the union’s building was 

a first step towards finding a sense of protection in the collective. Having a space to gather, 

a local union building, was crucial to being an esmeita. There was also value in being present 

in the same space because it enabled workers to organise a collective reaction. However, 

they had to find a connection due to their distance from Mexico City Headquarters, where 

the leadership worked [despachaba]. That connection, which allowed the workers to feel 

contained, was Radio SME.  

 
8 Workers that worked outside of Mexico City were denominated ‘foreign workers’, SME had buildings in each 
area where workers would gather. 
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Radio SME is the official radio outlet of the union, inaugurated in 2008—eight 

months before the closure. It was physically located on the top floor of SME’s HQ at 45 

Antonio Caso street, which also hosted the Central Committee session hall, three floors 

down. Radio SME did not transmit through a regular radio frequency; instead, they used an 

internet streaming service (Live Stream) to share their content with SME workers and 

listeners worldwide. According to the current Radio SME director, Irma Casas9, Radio SME 

had to get its own server to support the demand of listeners [el tráfico de escuchas]. Irma, a 

woman in her early thirties with a communications degree, had worked at the Radio for less 

than a month by the closure date. She was not a member of SME; however, her father, a 

committed worker from the connections department, convinced Irma and her sister to 

volunteer at Radio SME with the promise of a future position. Irma said that Radio SME’s 

offices had a balcony, and she remembered her amazement at ‘the sea of people’ [un mar 

de gente] outside around the building. She had arrived at SME headquarters with her father 

and sister shortly after they realised what was happening. She said, 

“We had to park the van a few blocks away because people were blocking 
Insurgentes Avenue and Antonio Caso Street when we arrived. I could read 
in everyone’s face the question: What just happened? They were all 
dismayed and commented: ‘We do not know what is going on. However, it 
was on the news. So, we came.’ Our transmission reached thousands of 
listeners that day from all over the world! We know that because we had a 
counter that allowed us to see the places from which people were 
listening to us. We were the only media outlet transmitting from inside the 
Union’s Headquarters.” 

 

Irma’s narration is relevant to acknowledge how SME, as a complete social institution, used 

physical and virtual space to shape people’s lives. The quote speaks to the spatial and 

dimensional differences between the buildings, as material unmovable infrastructures, and 

the radio station, as a far-reaching material and immaterial infrastructure, in strengthening 

the union’s community in the moment of the closure. The radio was linked to the live 

transmission of events, the public space, and its ability to generate close relationships in a 

community. The physical space in which the buildings are a semi-permanent structure 

means that the community is constructed based on a bodily presence limited by the body’s 

 
9 Irma Casas is a woman in his early thirties. She is not a SME worker but the daughter of a very politically 
active worker. It was his father who convinced her to work for Radio SME on a voluntary basis, thinking that 
later, she could work for the union.  
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ability to occupy space. Conversely, Radio SME was able to connect a broader number of 

bodies across Cartesian space and establish a virtual space in which the community was 

strengthened and constructed. Radio SME was a tool to articulate a unidirectional flow of 

information and communication between workers at distanced points in Cartesian space. 

And most importantly, it was a device that allowed remote workers to be present. Radio 

SME became a containment tool for SME members that allowed them to connect to the 

collectivity from a distance and be reassured that the leadership was deciding on a line of 

action. Through Radio SME, workers could hear instructions while attempting to keep calm. 

Rita Pérez is a woman in her late forties working for the LF del Centro cooperative making 

inventories of recovered properties. She is a third-generation worker with a technical 

degree in accounting [carrera técnica en contabilidad]. Rita underscored the importance of 

Radio SME in the narration of her experience.  

“I was at home watching TV when the transmission of the closure news 
began. Our home phone started ringing. I immediately called my 
compañera Brenda because she had contact with leadership members 
[Secretarios]. She said: ‘I do not know, mija10’. I spoke with other 
compañeros and, suddenly, we all received a message from the leadership 
requesting that ‘everyone must get to the union’. I stayed home because 
my father and brother did not allow me to go. I was nervous, following the 
news through Radio SME, until they [father and brother] called me at 6 am 
and told me to join.” 

 
Rita found a sense of connection through different means of communication like phone 

calls, Radio SME, and by proxy, knowing that her family was at the union. ‘Presence’ became 

an essential element of SME’s collective action after the closure, with the HQ taking greater 

importance as the centre of decision-making. Rita was not the only one who used 

alternative ways to connect to a source of containment. Iván, a worker in his mid-thirties 

and son of SME’s Secretary of Education and Propaganda, found it by connecting to a 

representative of an internal political group in which he participated. Iván joined the ‘27th 

of September Political Group’ [Grupo Movimiento 27 de septiembre] in 2004, when he was 

22 years old, after speaking to an older colleague about the working class struggle. The 

group had a left ideological orientation, entailing and engaging with values like equality and 

progress of the working class, while economically standing for a welfare state, which 

 
10 Mija is a term commonly used in Mexico to refer to a daughter. It is also used between non-related 
individuals as a fictive kinship term. 
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appealed to him. Its objective was to represent the left political opinion inside SME’s 

debates, or in Iván’s words, ensuring that workers retained their “class consciousness”. The 

group also formed new political cadres among younger workers. Like-minded workers 

composed the group, most of them recognised as SME’s “ideological leaders” due to their 

self-obtained class consciousness and knowledge, playing a role that Gramsci defined as 

‘organic intellectuals.’ One of these organic intellectuals was Iván’s personal friend and 

political mentor, José Manuel Pérez Vázquez.  

José Manuel was a retired worker interested in the political and ideological 

education [formación política e ideológica] of SME workers. He was a leading figure at SME, 

much beloved and respected by workers who turned to him for answers, as his knowledge 

of the working-class struggle and left ideology was equal or above that of a university 

educated person. As a worker-ideologist, José Manuel influenced many of the workers to 

whom I spoke, like Irma and Iván. They remembered him as a man who embodied his 

convictions and lived consistently as “a man of the left”. Iván said,  

“José Manuel helped me when I lacked sufficient ideological foundations 
to support my convictions. I had an SME heart and social roots, but I did 
not understand what class consciousness meant. He helped me to 
appreciate that everything I had was because of the union.” 

 

On the night of the closure, Iván was at home watching how federal police officers seized 

the CLFC facilities and infrastructures. His first instinct was to call José Manuel. “I remember 

José Manuel told me, ‘I do not know what is going on, but get the fuck over to the union!’ 

[¡No sé qué está pasando, pero lánzate en chinga al sindicato!].” Iván recalled a sense of 

incredulity watching the news. Only a couple of hours before, he and José Manuel had been 

at SME’s HQ watching the Mexican squad’s classification for the 2010 South Africa World 

Cup. Iván recalled, 

“I left home as fast as possible to return to the union building. The streets 
of Aragón area—where many workers lived in electricians’ 
neighbourhoods—became speedways where we were racing each other 
[echando carreras]. Antonio Caso street was crammed, and the HQ metal 
curtain was closed. Only a small metal door on the left of the curtain was 
open. I showed my SME ID to enter the building. Inside, everyone was 
going crazy [estaba todo el mundo vuelto loco].”   
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Iván explained everyone was going crazy due to a shared sense of incredulity about the 

event. Workers gathered at SME’s HQ prompted by a need for clarification and the 

leadership’s definition of a line of action. Most of my informants said the closure was 

unexpected. Some of them told me that––to some extent––they could not believe the 

Mexican government dared to act this way due to the political power of the union in past 

experiences. At the time of the closure, the building became a central space for articulating 

SME’s collective action since everything and everyone was concentrated there. The 

information and line of action were decided and emanated from within the building. 

Alternative forms of connection, like Radio SME, became channels of containment, 

presence, and collective organisation for SME members who could not be physically there.  

Historically, the building was a space where workers unified their economic activity 

with their social world and identity with the sociotechnical system. The HQ location is a 

privileged spot in Mexico City, next to Insurgentes Avenue and a few blocks away from 

Reforma Avenue, two of the most important streets of the City. It is close to the historical 

heart of the city, the Zocalo, and in an area in which government offices are located like the 

Ministry of Interior, the Ministry of Social Development, and the Senate. It is also close to 

the Monument to the Revolution and the impressive HQ building of the Confederation of 

Mexican Workers [Confederación de Trabajadores de México] (CTM) (see figure 9), the 

largest state-controlled confederation of labour unions in Mexico due to its relation to the 

ruling party, the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI). In the case of SME, its historical HQ 

is not as impressive and can easily blend into the Tabacalera neighbourhood landscape in 

which it is located. However, the new HQ building, located on Insurgentes Avenue, makes 

more of an impact on the urban landscape not only for its height and architecture but also 

because it gives SME control of a key avenue of Mexico City. Since colonial times, Mexico 

City has been the centre of power relations in the country from which the political, financial, 

social, and even spiritual power has been controlled and imposed on the rest of the 

territory. 
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Figure 5. SME historical building located on Antonio Caso Street. Photo by Itzel Espinosa and Arturo 
Gonzalez. 

 

 
Figure 6. SME’s new HQ located on Insurgentes Avenue. Photo by Itzel Espinosa and Arturo Gonzalez. 

 

 
Figure 7. Intersection of Insurgentes and Reforma avenues. Insurgentes is on the left and Reforma on the 
right. Photo by Itzel Espinosa and Arturo Gonzalez. 
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Figure 8. A view from Insurgentes Avenue. On the extreme left the Revolution Monument can be 
appreciated and, on the extreme right of the photo, SME's new HQ. Photo by Itzel Espinosa and Arturo 
Gonzalez. 

 

 
Figure 9. Location of the CTM building (on the right) and the Revolution Monument to the right. Photo by 
Itzel Espinosa and Arturo Gonzalez. 

 

SME workers understood their social world as inextricably entangled with the 

provision of electricity. Their relevance to the flow of electricity shaped their social world, 

while simultaneously shaping the technical system. Similar to how the system of electricity 

requires material arrangements like infrastructures to operate, SME established the 

material structures that allowed it to endure over time. These material arrangements 

included the construction of its HQ and subsequent media outlets, like Radio SME, as sites 

of social and political practice that formed the workers’ patterns of collective behaviour 

necessary to transform their control of the flow of electricity into political power. The 

closure of CLFC effectively cut SME workers off from the sociotechnical electricity system. 



 

41 
 

However, paradoxically, SME infrastructures—determined by the electric system—and 

electricity allowed the union to organise collectively to reinsert themselves into the system. 

The following section deals with historical information on how this amalgam between 

workers and the electrical system was stimulated and cultivated through the developing of 

SME’s infrastructures. This historical account will provide a broader context to understand 

how SME’s HQ, at the time of closure, allowed the creation of an enduring resistance 

movement.  

The sociotechnical system of electricity  

In Latin America, development was intimately linked to Eurocentric ideas of progress and 

modernity that served to design a future often disconnected from the context in which it 

was implemented. In the Mexican context, energy infrastructures have embodied this 

development as progress (Kothari et al. 2019). Harvey et al. (2017) propose a working 

definition of infrastructure as the “material assemblages that generate effects and structure 

social relations, either through engineered (i.e., planned and purposefully crafted) or non-

engineered (i.e., unplanned and emergent) activities” (p. 5). This definition shows that 

infrastructures are “open-ended processes rather than static and stable configurations” 

(Alderman and Goodwin 2022, p. 2). Hence, they become spaces of possibility that include 

the priorities, desires, and struggles of those that relate to them in different capacities as 

users, developers,  or workers. And within these spaces, opposed and complementary 

dynamics, like containment and disruption, can simultaneously exist and interact. 

The configuration of an electric power grid results from a variety of local resources, 

aspirations, traditions, economic practices, and political and historical arrangements that 

are specific to the context in which the system develops. Electric power systems represent 

the physical and imagined resources of the society that builds them (Hughes 1983). 

Moreover, electrical power grids, once installed, become semi-permanent structures that 

are transformed through social demands, economic logics, technological progress, and 

human interaction. In this way, the historically and socially shaped systems, facilitate human 

labour in the creation of wealth and political power (McNeish and Borchgrevink 2015). From 

its conception, at the beginning of the twentieth century, the Mexican electricity system 

was central to the ideas of ‘progress, national development, and economic growth’ set by 

the Mexican State in its march towards modernity. As an element of the state’s nation-

building project, the development of electricity claimed that nature’s defects, society’s ills, 
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and the economy could all be improved through modern technology, engineering, and social 

science (Mitchell 2002 p. 15). Energy systems include social relationships developed by 

people who operate and interact daily with the technology. These social interactions shape 

and are shaped by the technical system, constituting a sociotechnical system (Cooper and 

Foster 1971 p. 9). 

Sociotechnical systems are constructed through an iterative process that 

encompasses everyday human interaction (Anand et al. 2018; Escobar 1995). These 

interactions partially fuse workers’ social relations with the technologies and the 

infrastructures they serve. The creation of this social relationship, with and through the 

technical system, shows why SME workers talk about the utility closure as a strategy to 

‘extract them’ [arrancarlos] from it. Workers struggled with this separation because their 

everyday interactions and shaping of the system challenged their capacity to distinguish 

themselves from the electrical system itself. In technical activities like electrical work, 

humans develop an intimate relationship of dependency with machines in which the flexible 

nature of human behaviour contrasts and complements the relative consistency of 

machines. The human capacity to alter technology allows workers to intervene when 

contingencies in technical systems fail or break down; it also gives them the power to 

interrupt, stop, or break the system’s continuities and stability. In this sense, human 

operators exercise control over their environment and machinery by developing (and 

guarding) specialised skills. The ‘fusion’ between workers and the electricity system allows 

labour to harness the power of electricity and to transform it into political power due to 

their capacity to control the flow of electricity that wider society consumes. 

In modern societies, energy technologies progressed in parallel with the 

development of the social structures they required to function. Both were influenced by 

physical, economic, political, and cultural factors of the local and global context of the time 

in which they flourished. For instance, Mitchell (2011) explores how the development of 

highly energy dependant societies in the West was determined by their capacity to 

appropriate natural resources to produce energy, transcending national boundaries. The 

author speaks about how oil as the primary energy resource in the West created dependent 

links between the industrialised and developing world, modifying the organisation of 

political, economic, and social life in both zones. However, these dependent links existed 

well before the discovery of oil, as European colonial powers were extracting different 
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resources like goods, metals, or labour, out of territories in Asia, Africa, and Latin America 

(McNeish and Borchgrevink 2015). Labour was essential for producing and transmitting the 

energy that Western societies desired and required. With the industrial revolution, energy 

workers were able to convert “themselves into a political machine” using the operation of 

the energy system based on coal (Mitchell 2011 p. 12). The sociotechnical arrangements, in 

which labour was essential for the production of energy from the extraction to the 

production and transmission or energy, gave workers an advantageous position to acquire 

political power. As the direct controller of the energy-producing technologies, workers were 

key to facilitating or constraining social life.  

In Mexico, the development of the electrical system began by identifying the 

availability of natural resources for energy production, and decisions to harness the power 

of water. Hydropower production—the transformation of flowing water into electric 

power—occurs quickly. This time-bound characteristic determines that the power 

generated must be used simultaneously. Because of the time constraints of hydropower 

technologies, the process of generation, transmission, and consumption of hydropower 

generates a division of labour that determines the social system’s temporal and spatial 

characteristics (Cooper and Foster 1971 p. 10). Working groups are set into shifts that serve 

the processes and temporality of the technology. Spatially, workers are divided into specific 

tasks along the production and transmission lines to ensure the continuity of energy flow. In 

other words, the labour associated with hydropower becomes fixed to infrastructures 

extended in the landscape between generation, transmission, and consumption locales. The 

physical properties of hydropower infrastructures—similar to coal—allowed the emergence 

of relatively stable working-class communities and new forms of political agency for 

Mexican workers, including strategies such as slowing down, interrupting, or sabotaging 

energy production and transmission to hinder industrial performance. Based on their work, 

the awareness of this new political agency fostered the emergence of political organisation, 

collective ideology, and class culture among energy workers. As a consequence, energy 

development projects and infrastructures moved to the centre of social contestation and 

debates on issues of governance and sovereignty in Mexico. 

The development of an electrified working class 

In the last years of the Porfiriato, electricity became a popular service and representation of 

Mexico’s wealth, modernity, and development. The electricity system was developed by the 
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Mexican Light and Power Company (MLPC). The MLPC, a Canadian-owned electricity 

generation company, began its activities in the early 1900s and exploited the hydroelectric 

potential of a 443-meter waterfall in Necaxa, Puebla11. Necaxa’s proximity to Mexico City 

made the location ideal to transmit electric power the capital supporting Díaz’s dream of 

developing hydropower infrastructure as a tool for statecraft, and to increase the support 

and consent of the population, especially the middle and upper classes. 

The MLPC electricity project was designed by Fred Stark Pearson, an electrical 

engineer of Canadian origin. Pearson became interested in the concession in 1901 when he 

first visited Mexico to inspect a silver mine, he had acquired in Chihuahua (French 1981:64). 

Pearson used his access to capital, technology, and good relations with the Porfirian elite to 

create three different enterprises in Mexico: the Mexican Light and Power Company, the 

Mexican Tramways, and the Mexico North Western Railway Company (Wionczek 1965). 

These holding companies were part of a corporate infrastructure that included the 

participation of business managers, stockbrokers, technicians, and engineers under 

Canadian, Belgian, German, and British capital investment. The ‘Mexican Light and Power 

Company’ (MLP) was created in 1902 as a freestanding12 company in Toronto, Canada, with 

an initial capital of 12 million dollars. Pearson got the Necaxa concession in 1903 and was 

granted exclusive rights to exploit the waters of the Necaxa, Tenango, and Catepuxtla Rivers 

(French 1981:68). Within two years the Necaxa plant was sending 5000 kW to Mexico City 

(Ramos 2017). 

The construction of Necaxa implied the displacement of a native indigenous 

community of around 700 inhabitants to build the reservoir of the dam (Monteros 2017:95). 

This process, in turn, involved importation of foreign expertise embodied in managers, 

technicians, and engineers who worked as part of the MLP under the direction of Pearson. 

The Díaz administration forced the MLP to include Mexican engineers (who graduated from 

Mexican universities) as government agents, whose primary activities were to “control, 

regulate and supervise the work of electric companies, especially foreign” (Miranda & de la 

 
11 Necaxa is situated around 150 km (approx. 90 miles) away from Mexico City making it an ideal location for 
electricity transmission.  
12 “The free-standing company is an overseas investor that raises equity funds in one country and operates a 
manufacturing, extractive, or service enterprise in another. Some degree of control must be exerted or 
potentially exerted by the parent for the firm to be a free-standing international company, as contrasted with 
a portfolio investment that has financing based in one country but has total control based in the other (host) 
country.” (Grosse 2001)  
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Paz Ramos Lara 2006:280). The interaction between foreign workers with expert knowledge 

and local workers and engineers created an unusual process of technological knowledge 

transmission in which locals learned how to operate the system through practice and 

interaction (Monteros 2017). The development required a huge labour power. Workers 

came from the indigenous communities of the region––although not from the displaced 

community––the agricultural sector, local unskilled labour from railroad construction, or 

mining industries, and immigrant workers of different nationalities like English, Swedish, 

Canadian, Chinese, and Arabs (Monteros 2017 p. 110). Mexican workers were classified as 

‘less capable’ than their American and Canadian counterparts, and consequently received 

lower salaries (ibid. ). Women and children were hired for supporting jobs like carrying 

water or bringing food13 for workers. Workers also endured long hours, low wages, frequent 

accidents, and repression of any attempt at collective organising. The company had its own 

‘private police’ [guardias blancas] to manage, supervise, and control workers. 

By 1906, the MLP became the largest electric company in Latin America with a 

generation capacity of 20,000 kWs, servicing Mexico City and some parts of the adjacent 

states of Puebla, Estado de Mexico, Morelos, Hidalgo, Michoacan, and Veracruz. After 

completing the construction of the Necaxa plant, electrical workers made their first attempt 

at collective organisation, founding the sixth section of the Mexican Electricians’ League, 

headquartered in the northern city of Monterrey. However, this attempt at collective 

organising was curtailed by the MLP, which fired the workers involved. This experience 

would inform subsequent attempts to collectively organise towards the foundation of the 

Mexican Electricians Union [el Sindicato Mexicano de Electricistas] (SME) in 1914. 

The MLP became a settled monopoly that favoured industry and high-income private 

consumers who could afford the price of the service. As demand grew and prices rose, 

municipalities and small industries constantly complained about the high tariffs. Wionczek 

(1965) suggests that the politics of electricity were influenced by dynamics between 

discontented small industrial and domestic consumers and the government’s attempt to 

navigate tensions between private concessions and popular demands. Under these 

dynamics, MLP workers collectively pushed for better salaries and recognition of their 

labour rights, including the right to strike. Electrical workers of the MLPC would hold 

 
13 This job was commonly defined as ‘Tlacualeros’ which referred to men and women whose work was to bring 
food for the workers to the working site or camps. 
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unofficial meetings at parks, squares, cafes, snack bars [merenderos], factories, workshops, 

or private homes, where they would discuss their situation and plans for collective action. 

SME found a new gathering place in Mexico City’s downtown at a Cinema called ‘Salón Star’; 

where SME initiated its first three official strikes between 1915 and 1916.  

On January 1915, SME declared a strike at the Mexican Telegraph and Telephone 

company, the Mexican Light and Power Company and Ericsson Telephones due to 

inadequate labour conditions. In line with its union ideals, SME’s central demands included 

wage increases, an eight-hour working day, and just overtime compensation. Most 

importantly, the union sought recognition from the company as an interlocutor with 

collective bargaining power. The public demands of the strike related to working conditions, 

included the elimination of penalties imposed in the workplace like pay cuts [castigos 

económicos], despotic managerial practices, such as private police forces [guardias blancas], 

compensation in case of unjustified lay-offs, medical attention for workers and their 

families, and inclusion of a union governing body in appointment and promotion processes. 

At the negotiation meeting, in which a government representative participated, the MLPC 

agreed to some demands but rejected acknowledging the legitimacy of the union. A few 

days later, the utility’s retaliation included the dismissal of workers participating in the 

negotiation. SME then declared a general strike in May 1915 that included the interruption 

of electricity provision, impacting tram transport, water provision, sewage, and industry.  

The government mediated the conflict between the union and company in an effort 

to re-establish the interrupted services and to co-opt SME. However, SME continued to 

abstain from involvement in formal politics. The MLPC agreed to raise wages according to 

inflation, but a few weeks later, SME presented another memorandum for further salary 

increases and declared another strike. This time, the government defined the strike as 

‘national treason,’ declaring that unions on strike responded to foreign interests against the 

revolutionary nationalist project. The government used armed forces and the military to 

close union facilities and Salon Star, imprisoning workers, including SME’s Secretary-

General. This episode of repression strengthened SME’s determination to remain 

independent from the political sphere. After the strikes, SME spent ten years searching for a 

house of their own [una casa propia].  

The 1917 Constitution conferred more extraordinary powers on the State to 

intervene and regulate the economy, including the electricity sector. The Constitution 



 

47 
 

legalised the sovereignty of the Mexican state over the territory and defined it as the 

inalienable owner of the nation’s subsoil, shoreline, and natural resources in the interest of 

the Mexican people (McNeish and Borchgrevink 2015). The document included the 

regulation of working conditions, the right to unionise, strike, receive universal public 

education, and the right to land for rural people, among others (Beezley and Meyer 2010 p. 

464). Constitutionally, the Mexican state recognised the contradiction between capital and 

labour and defined itself as the mediator of interclass conflict. Foreign companies, like the 

MLPC, had to adhere to the new law, which forced them to recognise collective contracts.  

It was until 1936, when SME’s political power as a critical actor in the electricity 

sector enabled it to build an HQ building that materialised SME’s values, ideas, and everyday 

life practices. By then, electric power had altered how and when work was performed, 

raising production levels, and transforming notions of progress (Monteros 2015). SME 

became a relevant political actor when it understood its capacity to disrupt the flow of 

capital and challenge the contradictions of the mode of production (Kasmir 2020), like the 

increase in use of machinery and its impact on the workers’ salary. The working class 

became an enabler of the bourgeois way of life and its rapid expansion. Moreover, 

electricity workers became essential to the middle and upper classes’ visions of progress. 

Porfirian progress in the cities materialised with the emergence of new consumer culture 

prompted by the arrival of railroads, movie theatres, trams, department stores, and electric 

lights illuminating elite houses in the suburban colonias [neighbourhoods] as well as public 

street lighting in other areas (Beezley and Meyer 2010).  The next section deals with how 

SME built its HQ building. 

SME’s role in the sociotechnical system of electricity 

Up to the 1920s, SME workers were primarily multifunctional workers within a structure 

based on a few working categories with little specialised knowledge. The slow process of 

state regulation of electricity allowed the consolidation of private monopolies like the 

MLPC. The country faced political disruption due to conflicts between different local political 

leaders who hoped to rise as leaders. In 1924, Plutarco Elías Calles became President of 

Mexico and “attempted to unite all the revolutionaries in one common political front: the 

National Revolutionary Party” (Beezley and Meyer 2010 p. 479) which later became the 

Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI). His presidency focused on the rule of law, 

strengthening state institutions, promoting social order and well-being, and limiting the 
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power of the Catholic Church. The administrative style of Calles continued the tradition of 

centralising political power in the presidency, and he named himself the Supreme Chief of 

the Revolution [Jefe Máximo]. During his administration, a new middle-class political elite, 

unrelated to the past government but closely related to the military, emerged, laying the 

foundation for the Mexican Corporatist state (Beezley and Meyer 2010). Calles developed 

an alliance with labour by personally appointing union leaders to political positions like Luis 

Morones, an electrician and founding member of SME, who was appointed leader of the 

COM14, now allied with and controlled by the state. After, Morones became Minister of 

Industry, Commerce, and Labour.  

In 1926, Calles promulgated the National Electricity Code (NEC) to regulate the 

generation and use of electricity, limiting the power of monopolies and impacting the 

relationship between the MLPC and SME. Although SME remained outside of the labour-

government alliance, it benefited from labour laws, which enabled its recognition as the 

collective contract representative. This recognition allowed the union to improve the 

collective contract conditions by including seniority benefits [derechos de antigüedad], 

eight-hour working days, injury compensation, and union dues. The establishment of union 

dues allowed SME to accumulate financial resources. The union negotiated with the MLPC a 

loan of 30,000 pesos from the company and used it to purchase its first building in Mexico 

City’s downtown at #9 Colombia street in April 1927. The union dues gave SME a high 

repayment capacity, and the loan was settled a month later. The building was conceived as 

a space where workers could be instructed on topics related to electrician’s labour. Workers 

were instructed on the English language, arithmetic, algebra, geometry, drawing, and 

electricity. These activities encouraged the constant use and presence of workers in the 

union building. The Central Committee attained official recognition of the curricula imparted 

at the building from formal knowledge institutions like the Education Ministry. 

A new kind of worker emerged, one that developed knowledge and skills through 

practice and specialised in electric service through instruction at the union. The union 

strengthened this type of worker by creating Lux magazine in 1928, which aimed to 

represent SME’s social world as an aspirational goal. Lux started as a ‘non-political’ 

 
14 Casa del Obrero Mundial (COM), House of the World Worker. which later would transform into the 
Confederación Regional Obrera Mexicana (CROM). The CROM or The Regional Confederation of Mexican 
Workers was a federation of labour unions that included industrial workers, agricultural workers, and peasants 
supporting the government and nationalistic ideals, withering away from the anarchist tradition of the COM. 
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publication (Lear 2014) that referenced work and the workers’ conditions following a 

traditional trade unionism approach, even acknowledging the amicable relationship 

between the company and the union (ibid. ). The magazine exhibited articles, images, and 

advertisements consistent with emerging middle-class consumption patterns and leisure 

habits to encourage consumer aspirations in SME workers.  

By the 1930s, the national demand for electricity from private, commercial, and 

industrial consumers had grown exponentially. The MLPC continued to serve Mexico City 

and six surrounding states15. The area served by the MLPC was consuming almost the same 

amount of power as the remaining 25 states in Mexico (Lear, 2019 p. 240). In this period, 

Lux magazine assumed a more labour-focused position by including on the covers the 

phrase “The Workers’ Magazine” [Revista Obrera] and published articles emphasising the 

relevance of SME workers in the construction of a modern nation (Lear 2014). The magazine 

also touched on the importance of education for the working class. In 1931, a new Labour 

Law showcased the power labour was gaining in the Mexican political system. The law 

enabled unions, including SME, to add an ‘exclusion clause16’ to their collective contracts, 

which gave them the power to control hiring. The clause empowered unions to compel 

workers to enrol before receiving a job. A year later, in 1932, SME and the MLPC signed its 

first agreement—a type of collective contract—that included 55 clauses and was valid for 

two years. That same year, the elevated cost of electric power increased the discontent of 

small and medium-rate consumers in the country who demanded the government regulate 

the electric-power industry (Wionzcek 1965). 

Electricity was gaining relevance as an element of statecraft for modern Mexico: 

power over energy resources translated into the power of life and population, showing its 

capacity to transform into political power. In 1933, the official party outlined its economic 

policies for 1934-1939 and determined the social interest of electric power for the national 

economy (Wionzcek 1965) under two conditions. First, electricity supply was to be regulated 

through its use in developing agricultural and industrial enterprises, instead of profit 

 
15 Puebla, Tlaxcala, Michoacán, Estado de México, Hidalgo, and Morelos. 
16 This feature of the Mexican Labour Law granted bilateral power to the Unions in the negotiation of collective 
contracts with the employer. The clause gave the union power to ask the company to separate workers that 
renounced or were expelled from the union. As well as obliging the employer to hire only workers enrolled in 
the union. In the 1931 Labour Law both features were established in articles 236 (expulsion) and 49 (hiring). 
SME included them in its 1936 Collective Contract under clauses 12 and 37. The exclusion clause stayed in 
operation until the year 2019 when the Labour Law was modified. 
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considerations. Second, the grid was to be expanded to cover the national territory. The 

national electricity grid became central to modern Mexican statecraft due to its ability to 

integrate the territory and extend the Mexican state’s reach (McNeish and Borchgrevink 

2015).  

The social and political development of SME 

Between 1934 and 1940, SME was led by ‘the engineers’ group, named after their 

engineering degrees (Lear 2014). Formal knowledge became relevant in the social world of 

SME as an enabler of communication between the workers’ organisation, the employer, and 

the government. It was also relevant in the definition of the union’s collective goals. The 

engineers were sympathetic to the Communist Party and socialist ideals. In those years, 

most SME workers had achieved a high degree of literacy and technical knowledge that 

facilitated the socialisation of political ideas and collective values, which the engineers 

fomented in everyday discussions and joint meetings. In 1934, Lázaro Cárdenas became 

President of Mexico. His government marked the end of the “Maximato” and the troubled 

post-war years of the 1920s. Cárdenas’s administration would ensure the dominance of the 

ruling party, for the rest of the 20th century. Cárdenas’s government aimed to accomplish 

the promises of the revolution, including justice for the peasantry and labour. His 

administration distributed about twice as much land as all his predecessors combined and 

encouraged unionisation of workers. Cárdenas recognised and respected strikes as a tool of 

labour to improve its condition as part of class struggle. Energy, and oil, in particular, 

became tied to his administration’s nationalist project and claims of sovereignty against US 

imperialism (McNeish and Borchgrevink 2015 p. 10). Cárdenas’s government remains 

popular to this day due to the social movements it fostered and pursuit of the aim of 

collecting enough funds to reclaim Mexican sovereignty over its oil industry in the hands of 

foreign companies. His government’s actions including the expropriation and nationalisation 

of the oil industry, earning his administration legitimacy from the popular classes. This 

legitimacy allowed Cárdenas to institutionalise the corporatist structure of the state and 

clientelist practices, which won the support of three relevant sectors: the military—from 

which Cárdenas emerged––labour, and the peasantry. 

In 1935, the Petroleum Workers Union of Mexico (Sindicato de Trabajadores 

Petroleros de la República Mexicana, STPRM) was created after uniting all oil workers into a 

single trade union. It had President Cárdenas’s support to demand better working 
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conditions from Mexico’s leading foreign oil companies. However, no agreement was 

reached between the STPRM and the oil companies. Cárdenas recognised the legitimacy of 

labour demands for better wages and benefits in relation to the enterprises’ financial 

stability and earnings and strengthened his alliance with the working class. In 1936, the 

government published an ‘Oil Expropriation Law’ based on article 27 of the 1917 

Constitution which gave the Mexican state complete sovereignty over mineral and oil 

reserves in the national territory.  

During this time, in April 1936, SME began negotiations for a collective agreement 

with the MLPC but could not achieve a consensus. The company proposed higher wages, 

asking the union to dismiss its demands on increasing personnel, while agreeing to maintain 

previous conditions relating to the length of the working day, retirement, and benefits (de la 

Garza 1994). By this time, an SME strike was able to paralyse the country’s financial, 

economic, and political centre, giving SME workers an excellent position to negotiate with 

the company. However, senior workers and leaders in the union pleaded for a conciliatory 

approach instead of radical strike action. Their plea was directly related to their experience 

with government repression and previous efforts to gain negotiation capacity [capacidad de 

interlocución]. Despite these fears, Cardenas maintained an impartial position towards 

SME’s strike. His administration was in a precarious position vis-à-vis capital after the 

nationalisation of the oil industry, and he was not interested in confronting the MLPC. 

Cárdenas told SME’s leadership that his government would remain neutral and would not 

act against SME workers. The rapid industrialisation process and urban population growth 

elevated demand for electricity, pushing SME’s membership to grow. This higher 

membership rate meant more workers could join SME’s collective action, strengthening the 

union. On July 16th, 1936, SME’s General Assembly decided to go forward with the strike 

without Cárdenas’s support. The mandate of the Assembly was to strike without affecting 

the social interest, meaning workers continued to provide regular electricity service to 

essential social infrastructures like hospitals, hydraulic installations, public lighting, and 

public buildings. The strike aimed to affect capital directly—notably, industries, businesses, 

and private consumers with pressuring capacity. The strike gained the support of national 

labour with the Confederation of Mexican Workers (Confederación de Trabajadores de 

México, CTM) and all its affiliated organisations joining in sympathy (de la Garza 1994). The 

alliance between SME and the CTM did not last, however, because the CTM leadership tried 
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to persuade SME’s leaders to agree to government mediation. SME’s leadership fought to 

protect the union’s independence from government’s patronage. Understanding their 

position and the lack of governmental support, SME’s leadership called the workers to arm 

themselves and to prepare to defend their jobs until an agreement was reached. The strike 

lasted ten days, until the company agreed to the 107 clauses presented by SME in its 

collective contract. SME workers confirmed that by interrupting the flow of energy, the 

union had acquired “a new form of collective capability” (Mitchell 2011 p. 27). As an 

essential component of the electricity system, SME claimed its agency to make claims on the 

state as a political actor. The attainment of political power and associated threats pushed 

the union to create a physical infrastructure for the reproduction and protection of its social 

practices.  

Left ideology and Class-inspired Buildings 

As a working-class social group, SME workers had a shared set of cultural understandings 

and experiences with regard to their position in space and time (Lomnitz-Adler 1993 p. 10) 

and the Mexican landscape. These cultural understandings related to the union’s history as 

a political and economic actor, as well as the union’s independent role and relevance in the 

electricity system. An ideology is constructed on a set of principles selected over others that 

are consonant with the past experiences of a person or a social group (ibid.). SME’s ideology 

and history were determinant in the union’s decision to purchase and build their first HQ in 

Mexico City. The 1936 strike victory provided SME with the financial means to purchase the 

land at 45 Calle de las Artes––now 45 Antonio Caso––and to create a HQ from scratch that 

could represent its way of life and working-class ideology. Following this logic, the union 

chose a location in the capital city that was commensurate with how the union understood 

its position in the Mexican political system.  

The land was positioned in a privileged location in Mexico City, between two main 

avenues, Reforma and Insurgentes. Reforma Avenue is central to Mexico’s history and the 

nation’s political life. It was the main avenue to reach the Zócalo [Mexico’s city central 

square], where the National Palace [Palacio Nacional], the Metropolitan Cathedral, and the 

Mexico City’s Town Hall [Palacio de Ayuntamiento] were located. The Zócalo continues to 

represent an important location for national social and political life. On the other side, 

Insurgentes Avenue is the longest avenue in the country. It connects Mexico City with the 

state of Hidalgo in the North and Morelos in the South. Both states held vital electricity 
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infrastructures of the MLPC. Both Reforma and Insurgentes Avenues are the main arteries of 

Mexico City that, if obstructed, can cause severe impacts on its social and economic 

resource flows. Today, the location sits just a couple of blocks from the Mexican Senate, the 

Welfare Ministry, the National Lottery, and the Revolution Monument—built during the 

Porfiriato as the official house of the Federal Chamber of Deputies [Cámara de Diputados 

Federal]. The neighbourhood in which the HQ is located is called Colonia Tabacalera 

[Tobacco Colony] named after ‘The Mexican Basagoiti Zaldo Tobacco Company’ established 

in 1899 at the Ancient Palace of the Buenavista Count [Antiguo Palacio del Conde de 

Buenavista]. The Tabacalera was developed at the end of the nineteenth century as a 

modern mix of apartment buildings and townhouses. By the 1930s, when SME purchased 

the land, the neighbourhood had acquired a bohemian atmosphere, popular with a 

progressive sector of the Mexican society, such as left-leaning writers and artists. 

In the 1930s, Mexican architecture began to incorporate overtly political themes into 

its conception of space, including elements of a new national identity, as a tool of statecraft. 

The figure of the mestizo17 became central to the idea of modern Mexico. The term was re-

signified as an identity that recognised the population’s indigenous and European origins 

and its transformation into modern industrial workers. Some authors and researchers 

include in the nationalist ideologies of Mexican Mestizaje or racial-cultural mixing, the 

African origins of the population that arrived in the territory as slaves during the colonial 

period, but in general, the official narrative leaves this ‘racial root’ out.  

In Mexico City, the history of the construction of the Mexican nation is embedded in 

its architecture. Between the 1920s and 1940s, architecture was a tool for producing a 

modern nation-state and its political institutions. The government undertook the project by 

designing spaces following western architectural ideas of modernity that had been already 

embraced by the upper classes. The style adopted was Art Deco, which employed straight 

lines and symmetrical forms using modern materials like stainless steel and concrete, which 

signified technological progress and the prosperity of the industrial age. This type of 

 
17 The term mestizo refers to people of ‘mixed-blood’ that were the product of the Spanish Conquest. Mestizos 
originated from the mix between indigenous populations and Spaniards. See Beezley and Meyer (2010): “As 
the Spaniards began to procreate with indigenous women, the mestizo (Indian-Spanish) issue became a 
biological reality that eventually had important demographic as well as political significance. The process of 
mestizaje was carried out mostly between Spanish males and indigenous females. High-status females, such as 
daughters of chieftains and nobles, were much sought after.” (p. 260) 
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construction can be found around SME headquarters, with examples like The National 

Lottery (Figure 10) or the Mexican Frontón (figure 11).  

 
Figure 10. 'El Moro' building hosts the National Lotto. It is located at Avenida Reforma. Source: Loteria 
Nacional Instagram 

 

 

Figure 11. On the left, the Revolution Monument (Monumento a la Revolución). On the right, in red, The 
Fronton Mexico. Source: frontonmexico.com.mx 
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The Cárdenas administration adopted a functionalist architectural style for urban 

development in Mexico City that was embraced and consumed by the middle classes due to 

its promise of modernity. However, the upper classes embraced more ‘sophisticated’ spaces 

that focused on elaborate and luxurious façades [acabados lujosos]. The functionalist style 

was influenced by European modernism. It insisted “…on the aesthetic potential of 

efficiency, precision, simplicity, regularity, and functionality [for] the production of useful 

and beautiful objects; the designing of buildings and artefacts that would look and be used 

like machines” (Guillén 2004 p. 9). In general terms, Mexican functionalism was influenced 

by the ideas of Swiss-French architect Le Corbusier who focused on the utility of spaces for 

urban populations and promoted the modern house as a machine to live in (ibid. ). Le 

Corbusier was criticised for creating a style that disregarded local context and imposed a 

standardised architecture for the sake of economic efficiency and to support the 

modernising project. In a 1972 interview,18 the French Marxist sociologist Henri Lefebvre 

described Le Corbusier as a ‘revolutionary’ who achieved the architectural project of state 

monopoly capitalism, leading the urbanistic path required by the modern market economy.  

However, the functionalist architecture adopted by the Mexican state for the 

construction of social infrastructure, such as hospitals, schools, and housing projects to 

accommodate the expanding middle and working classes, was the result of the work of 

Swiss architect Hannes Meyer. In 1939, President Cárdenas invited Meyer to lead the newly 

created Institute for Urban Design and Planning of Mexico City. Meyer’s functionalist style 

aimed “…to transform the collective potential of co-operation in architectural production 

from a political concept into a functional tool, as a means of rescuing the working class from 

capitalism” (Borra & Meyer 2013 p. 1). He approached ‘co-operation’ as a social alternative 

structure that, by answering the collective needs of the working class, would enable society 

to create more egalitarian and collective processes (ibid. ). He thought of the architect as 

specialised labourer who could bring together social needs and technology through design 

“…to assemble an object made of use values and visual codes already consolidated in 

society” (Borra & Meyer 2013 p. 2). SME’s HQ building was conceived following this co-

operative functionalist style of architecture, which linked the social needs of the union, 

 
18 L'Office National du Film du Canada (1972) Entretien avec Henri Lefèbvre, URBANOSE (chapitre 15) available 
at : https://youtu.be/0kyLooKv6mU  

https://youtu.be/0kyLooKv6mU


 

56 
 

contained in its collective contract, with its political ideology of improving workers’ material 

conditions and as a strategy to assert its position as a relevant actor in the political system.  

SME’s Headquarters: Infrastructures for resistance 

Alderman and Goodwin (2022) argue that the concept of ‘infrastructure’ can capture the 

hopes and potentials of material transformation, allowing an exploration of failed and 

abandoned projects and previous histories of future making, including its present-day 

effects. Structures like energy infrastructures are intended to direct and restrict mobility. 

Still, they frequently grow, spread, and leak due in part to the reactions they elicit from the 

environment they are meant to regulate and control. According to Larkin (2013), energy 

infrastructures can be understood as a system of substrates, suggesting that they are part of 

a broader system of interconnected structures built on top of, under, as a result, or as the 

continuation of one another. Following this idea, SME can be understood as part of  the 

energy infrastructure, essential to the flow of electricity, but as a social actor it required the 

construction of additional infrastructures (i.e., HQ buildings) of its own, to contain its 

members and reproduce their symbolic meanings. A crucial aspect of SME’s identity was 

developed through its intimate relationship with the materiality and the functioning of 

electrical infrastructure. Similar to how the grid requires constant attention to ensure the 

flow of electricity, presence at SME’s infrastructure became a central value in the daily 

production of ideology and community. In other words, workers linked their understanding 

of the production system of electricity to how they constructed a collective self, using the 

value of presence.  

On my first day of fieldwork at SME headquarters, I was welcomed by the union’s 

Secretary of Education and Propaganda, Fernando Amezcua, a second-generation worker in 

his mid-sixties. He told me workers had a “special” bond with the HQ building. In his 

opinion, the building was one of the crucial infrastructures for resistance, the nerve centre 

and meeting place of the movement. Furthermore, the building’s objective was to create a 

better life for workers and to defend their way of living. He said, “Here, all the needs of the 

workers were met. For instance, I was born here. In the clinic on the fifth floor that the HQ 

had.” After the 1936 strike, SME’s leadership imagined the HQ as the highest expression of 

modern working-class ideals and the materialisation of the ideals and benefits established in 

the 1936 collective contract. With that in mind, SME celebrated a General Assembly and 

agreed to publish a call for architectural projects of ‘working-class’ inspiration. Architect 
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Enrique Yáñez was selected based on his record of achievement and ideology. Yáñez was a 

member of the Socialist Architects Union and the League of Revolutionary Writers and 

Artists [Liga de Escritores y Artistas Revolucionarios, LEAR] known for his allegiance to a 

radical functionalist architectural style. For him, Mexican functionalism was a tool for 

achieving urban modernity by integrating the space with the requirements of the daily life 

of the post-revolutionary society. SME’s HQ building at Antonio Caso street became known 

as a “social house” due to its capacity to accommodate and sustain SME’s entire social 

world.  

The building hosted a clinic specialised in electricity-related accidents with the 

capacity to treat any other illness and provide medical consultations for workers and their 

families. It also hosted a school for up to 200 students, a library, an editorial with a printing 

office, a cooperative shop [cooperativa de consumo], a gym, a casino, offices, and an 

auditorium designed as a professional theatre with 1,000 seats (Sindicato Mexicano de 

Electricistas 2008 p. 44). The building was divided into two sections, each with a separate 

entry. The building’s main door led to the auditorium, where assemblies were celebrated. 

However, it also was a place for cultural and social development where workers could 

develop artistic activities or attend plays and concerts organised by the leadership. This 

entry also led to the workers’ casino, where workers spent their leisure time with colleagues 

and family. The second section was reserved for social services related to the gains of the 

collective contract [conquistas del contrato colectivo], like the school and clinic. SME’s social 

house was conceived and produced following a co-production style through which the 

building integrated codes and signs that were unique to the union’s collective identity and 

history in cooperation with the architect. 
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Figure 12. Floor plan blueprints of SME’s Social House at Antonio Caso street (Historical HQ). Source: Las 
Sedes del SME (2008). 

 

Pablo, a second-generation retiree in his mid-sixties who works at Radio SME, was also born 

at Antonio Caso’s HQ. He said, “I was born here, on the fourth floor of Antonio Caso’s HQ. 

Many of us, second and third-generation workers, were born here. The building used to 

have a nursery and a full hospital on the fourth floor. I can take you there and show you to 

give you an idea of how our personal stories are linked to our union.” Pablo’s description 

indicated that SME HQ was a space for social and political reproduction of the union in 

which material and immaterial factors fed into workers’ identities. Throughout my 

fieldwork, I constantly heard retirees and other mature workers comment on how 

everything they had was ‘thanks to the union’ [gracias al SME]. Those comments would be 

followed by a remark on how being part of SME was not only a matter of livelihood but a 

sort of companion in all spheres of life that transcended productive labour. The comments 

evidenced the workers’ pride and commitment to ensuring the union’s preservation as a 
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durable institution. The building was the materialisation of this goal of integrating a built 

environment with symbolism to create SME’s social world. The HQ was a structure that 

contained the workers, their families, and their system of meanings of what it meant to be 

an esmeita.  

I walked with Pablo through rooms and corridors of the Antonio Caso HQ that 

remain closed to the public. In the library, Pablo took me through a small door, a sort of 

‘secret passage’ hidden between the walls of the union’s archive. He showed me the 

building’s original façade, which remained covered since the 1970s when it was first 

renovated. The original façade featured a curved balcony from which SME leaders gave 

speeches to workers occupying Antonio Caso Street. The balcony hosted the initials of the 

Trade Union (Figure 13), which, as Pablo remembers, used to be bright red. One surprising 

feature of the façade was a concrete structure below the balcony that hosted a groove to 

allow the use of machine guns for protection against attacks coming from the street. From 

inside the building, we were standing inside a 2.5-meter-wide corridor which had the same 

groove structure facing towards the street (Figure 15) and the inner ground floor of the 

building to ensure the union’s protection against forced entry (Figures 16 and 17). Pablo 

said that not many workers knew about this structure and that the workers never used it; 

this, according to him, was why it was covered. Nowadays, the curved balcony and the 

protection groove are camouflaged by a black rectangular structure holding SME’s name, 

motto, and emblem (Figure 14). 

 

 
Figure 13. Original façade of SME’s historical HQ showing the curve structure. Source: www.sme.org.mx 

 

http://www.sme/
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Figure 14. New façade of SME’s historical HQ. Source: culturaempresarial.mx 

 

 
Figure 15. Defence groove viewed from the inside of the Antonio Caso building. Imperceptible from the 
outside due to the new façade. Photo taken by the author (2019). 

 

 
Figure 16. Defence groove viewed from the inside facing the ground floor of the Antonio Caso building. 
Photo taken by the author (2019). 
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Figure 17. Defence groove viewed from inside the ground floor of the Antonio Caso building. Photo taken by 
the author (2019). 

 

The concealment of these defensive structures corresponds to a time in which, after the 

nationalisation of electricity, SME’s leadership was exercised by a group of workers who 

pursued the unification of the national electricity industry. This group of workers from the 

different trade unions supporting integration was known as La Tendencia democrática 

[Democratic tendency] which collaborated with the Mexican state to define the path 

towards integrating utilities and trade unions in the country. The modification of the 

building’s façade seemed to convey a political message of disarmament and abandonment 

of defensive structures aimed at showing support and collaboration with the state in the 

name of the integration of the national electricity sector. However, the idea of unification 

was not supported by the majority of SME workers, and these leaders were eventually 

replaced by others who supported SME’s autonomy. The structures are a testimony to 

SME’s historical memory of class struggle and the perception that it might once again have 

to defend its autonomy from the state and capital in the future. The Secretary of Exterior, 

José Humberto Montes de Oca, told me in an interview that SME had been resisting since its 

origin, and he explained how the union related to the Mexican government. He suggested, 

“Due to our anarcho-syndicalist origins, our relationship with power has 
always been very contradictory. We have had moments of rapprochement 
[acercamiento] with power, and moments like the current one––especially 
previous to the resistance––when we were confronted with power. […] 
SME’s relationship with the government has depended on who is leading 
the country and the union. For example, there was a period when the 
union was very close to the government and the PRI. At that moment, 
some SME workers became deputies and senators. However, we have 
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never belonged to a political party as an institution. SME workers have 
free affiliation, and we are not subordinate to any party. We are 
autonomous, but we are subordinate to the extent that our leaders are 
closer or farther from the government in power.” 

 

The building represents more than a protective infrastructure. It expressed and concretized 

SME’s aspirations between the late 1930s and early 1940s, when the union claimed its 

political power. The building holds other elements, like art, that support and influence the 

institution’s function. The most recognised artistic element of the HQ building is the 

monumental mural painted on the main staircase of the building by a group of artists led by 

David Alfaro Siqueiros—one of the three greatest muralists in Mexico, along with Diego 

Rivera and José Clemente Orozco.  

At the time of its commission, Mexican muralism was used as a tool of statecraft, 

and it displayed the ideals of the Revolution, emphasising the institutionalisation of the 

political party in power. Murals provided “a visual technology for ideological dissemination” 

(Cantor 2017 p. 24) which reinforced the creation of the modern Mexican nation, born from 

the unrest and violent experience of the Revolution. SME’s leadership wanted a 

representation of SME’s relationship to the means of production and the country’s 

industrialisation that legitimated and demonstrated the union’s power and position in the 

political system. The leadership contacted Siqueiros to paint a mural that would testify to 

the vital position of electrical workers as part of the electricity system. The leadership’s idea 

was to portray electricity as a social welfare benefit for the country and its people. The 

mural was to be painted on the main staircase19 of SME’s HQ, where all the workers and 

visitors could see it as a symbol of the union’s ideology. Siqueiros was an artist, political 

activist, and member of the Communist Party who sympathised with Stalin’s Soviet Union, 

sympathies which drove him to fight in the Spanish Civil War. This experience informed his 

artistic concept of SME’s mural. To him, art was not only an aesthetic expression but also a 

cultural production that held power to spur social change. From an anthropological point of 

view, the mural can be approached as a representation of the historical context that gives 

information about the construction of SME’s social world.  

Daniel, a retiree in his middle sixties and my gatekeeper at the union, explained the 

mural to me. The piece named “The Portrait of the Bourgeoisie” [El retrato de la Burguesía] 

 
19 The mural was painted in the staircase walls that represented a surface of 100 square meters. 
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(fig. 18) portrays workers’ subjugation by official power, represented by fascism and right-

wing populism, through exploitative relations of production and a capitalist system that 

leads to imperialism. Today, the mural is one of the most celebrated expressions of Mexican 

muralism that portrays a historical critique of the expansion of imperialism through the 

interaction of industry, technology, and political power. Daniel explained that after 

Siqueiros presented the original mural project, SME’s leadership was not entirely convinced 

that the concept represented what the union hoped to display at its HQ. “They were 

worried it was too political”, Daniel told me. The union wanted the mural to portray its 

social practices and role in the electrical system by making an aesthetic representation of 

the relations of production between workers and energy sources. Siqueiros explained that 

the mural was a critique of imperialist oppression and working-class struggles across time, 

incorporating images of the past and present as well as visions of the future. Daniel said that 

the leaders eventually agreed to the continuation of the project, as long as it included 

electricity as a central element. The group of artists continued to work on the piece directed 

by Siqueiros, until he left the country after being accused of attempting to murder Soviet 

leader, Leon Trotsky, in Coyoacán.  

After the incident, the Catalan painter Josep Renau took the lead role until its 

completion in 1939. The mural remains in the stairwell of the Antonio Caso building, where 

workers can appreciate it. However, Daniel explained that “[M]ost of the workers do not 

understand the meaning of the mural. Still, it is central to their imagination and 

conceptualisation of oppression and domination.” Daniel said the majority of workers have 

never taken the time to stand before the mural and appreciate all its details, but that if 

asked, they would certainly say that it stands for the working class struggle against 

imperialism and fascism. “Because that is what they have been told over the years”, Daniel 

added. The mural became part of the symbolism of SME’s social life, embedding a particular 

vision of working-class history into the infrastructure. Daniel said the mural stages, as 

defined by Siqueiros, ended with the image of how the current process of capitalism is 

evolving towards its inevitable death20. 

 

 
20 For more information visit: http://www.sme.org.mx/mural.html Accessed on 03 November 2021 
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Figure 18. The Portrait of the Bourgeoisie (El retrato de la burguesía). Photo taken by the author (2019). 

 

In 2005, Martín Esparza was elected as SME’s Secretary General for his first term in office. 

According to Pablo, Esparza took office to bring SME back to its golden years. His leadership 

project included constructing a modern office building a few steps away from the Antonio 

Caso HQ on the union’s land on Insurgentes Avenue. Esparza’s political project was defined 

as a ‘union re-founding movement’ that would attend to the growing demands of the union 

in terms of its internal organisation and collective activities.  

According to Montes de Oca, by the time Esparza became Secretary General, the 

union had been immersed in a period of struggle against neoliberal policies adopted by the 

Mexican government in the 1980s, which had decimated the union’s political power. 

Montes de Oca explained that in the 1980s, CLFC lost half of its service zones—transferred 

to CFE—through a pact between SME’s leadership, led by SG Jorge Tapia, and the Mexican 

government, led by president De la Madrid. After this loss, and with the arrival of Carlos 

Salinas de Gortari into the Presidency in 1988, the union became closer to the Mexican 

government on the decision of its Secretary General at the time, Jorge Sánchez García. 

Montes de Oca added, “Our union was demobilised from above.” SME focused on resisting 

the attempted privatisation of the electric power sector for the subsequent two 

administrations of Ernesto Zedillo and Vicente Fox. In 2014, Montes de Oca wrote an article 
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titled, “One hundred years of SME. The revindication of memory” [SME 100 Años. La 

Reivindicación de la memoria] to celebrate the 100th anniversary of SME and comment on 

SME’s ongoing resistance to the privatisation of the electric industry: 

“[Since the 1990s] we were openly confronted in a fight against 
neoliberalism and the economic interests of large transnational energy 
companies that, violating the Mexican Constitution, invested their capital 
in electricity generation in Mexico.” (Montes de Oca 2014) 

 

SME’s struggle and victory over attempts to privatise the electricity sector boosted 

confidence in its capacity to mobilise as a political actor to protect its position. The 

resistance against the Mexican government’s privatisation attempts continued with the 

arrival of President Felipe Calderón. Material infrastructures represent political and social 

formations crucial to everyday life that can also legitimise future expectations, suggesting 

progress, expansion, and modernity (Anand et al. 2018 p. 3). Infrastructures are significant 

sites “…through which sociality, governance and politics, accumulation and dispossession, 

and institutions and aspirations are formed, reformed, and performed” (ibid. ). Martín 

Esparza understood the relevance of creating a new infrastructure, which could signify the 

capacity of the union to fortify itself for the struggles ahead, while at the same time, 

remaining relevant in a changing environment. Change always has a temporal component, 

and time influences the capacity of infrastructure to transmit its message.  

If new “infrastructures are promises made in the present about the future […] where 

aesthetic, meaning, and materiality meet” (Anand et al. 2018 p. 27), then SME’s new HQ 

building was a physical symbol of its permanence and a statement of its political power to 

both outsiders and insiders. Industrial capitalism fomented an ‘urban revolution’ that 

primed the production of urban space as a means for its advancement and economic 

processes (Lefebvre 2009; Farias 2011). Participation in this dynamic urban construction 

required new forms of representation, and buildings become a sort of ‘business card’ that 

expressed an institution or corporation’s self-image. The new HQ building’s aesthetic 

aligned closely with a more ‘professional’ image for the union. SME traded a four-floor 

social house for an eight-floor office building with a three-level subterranean parking lot and 

ideologically charged murals for taller ceilings and plain white walls––and staircases for a set 

of four lifts to access the new office space. The new building did not include any 

infrastructure to defend against outsider attacks. In the words of its leaders, the new 
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building symbolised SME’s position in the political system and an infrastructure that 

strengthened and prepared the union for its struggle against privatisation. Even while the 

building lost many of the overtly ‘proletarian’ architectural characteristics of the previous 

HQ that made it a social house like the medical, artistic, and leisure spaces, its location was 

a statement of retaining its tradition of political contestation and resistance by claiming a 

physical space in the city that allowed them to disrupt its flows. 

In 2008, after the inauguration of the new headquarters building, the SME 

leadership occupied their new offices, leaving the Antonio Caso building to be used by 

department representatives, retirees, and other organs like Radio SME. Many offices 

remained vacant. By then, most of the functional features of the Social House were lost, as 

the clinic closed in 1978 after the Mexican government enforced the first liquidation21 of the 

utility in 1974. Still, in the transition to the new headquarters, the Central Committee 

continued to hold leadership meetings at their plenary hall on the first floor of this 

historical, social house. At the time of my fieldwork, the Insurgentes HQ was the nerve 

centre for developing SME’s social and political life, with general assemblies and CC 

meetings celebrated in its facilities.  

 

 
21 This first liquidation was enforced by the government with the aim of consolidating CLFC and CFE into one 
big electricity utility company. SME was able to resist the fusion but lost some of its benefits in the process, 
like medical service. In 1978, the medical services were transferred to the Clinic 26 of the Mexican Social 
Security Institute (IMSS), where the SME workers and their families received medical attention. 
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Figure 19. New SME’s Headquarters building located at Avenida Insurgentes #98. Source: www.sme.org.mx 

 

Conclusion 

In 2017, a 7.1-magnitude earthquake caused foundational damage to the structure of the 

historical Antonio Caso HQ. Although the building still continued to be the official home of 

SME, its continued use presented serious hazards. On December 2019, SME celebrated a 

legislative assembly to modify the union’s statutes according to the new regulations of the 

recently published National Labour Law. The session unfolded in a packed auditorium and 

was conducted by SME’s Secretary of Labour. The debates on the first three articles were 

exhaustive, with attendants presenting interrogations and arguments in favour and against 

the modifications. The final determinations were decided by an open show of hands. The 

discussion of the fourth article of the statutes was related to changing the official home of 

SME from Antonio Caso HQ to the Insurgentes HQ. Carla, a woman in her early thirties and 

colleague of Radio SME, said, “This will be an interesting debate. They will not allow the 

leadership to change their historic home.” However, the proposal was presented to the 

assembly and agreed upon without debate in less than a minute. The union’s official home 

changed, and the assembly legitimised the promise of modernity that the Insurgentes HQ 

represented.  

After the point was resolved, I looked back at Carla Llanos to get her reaction. She 

was sure workers would not vote to change SME’s HQ because it was central to the union’s 

history and struggle. However, as we later discussed, she believed the rundown state of the 
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building, especially after the 2017 earthquake which left it structurally unstable, and the 

needs of the union’s new ventures, meant the decision for change made sense.  

The company’s closure excluded workers from the electricity’s sociotechnical system 

and increased the importance of SME-owned facilities and infrastructures as spaces of 

resistance. In their struggle to get back into the electricity sector, SME’s HQ became a space 

for maintaining their way of life. Between 2009 and 2019, the union’s social world has been 

re-constructed, re-signified, and re-purposed. SME HQ show how the construction of a built 

environment remains a tool for self-preservation. By acknowledging how SME was critical to 

the configuration of the sociotechnical system of electricity, I have argued that its 

infrastructures allowed the union to transition from a public sector actor to a new, as yet 

undefined, identity-in-the-making, in which it has become a player in the market while 

simultaneously trying to hold on to its historical memory. The decision to change the official 

home of the union also reflected a new historical phase.  

Montes de Oca told me the resistance movement yielded many results. However, 

the most significant was the ability to keep the union alive. He said, “We defended what is 

invaluable to us, not the walls, but the historical value of a one-hundred-year organisation.” 

After years of resistance and political negotiation, the union reached an agreement with the 

Mexican government in 2015 that allowed SME to continue as an industry-registered Trade 

Union, avoiding the risk of disappearing entirely. The agreement pushed SME to associate 

with a (transnational) capitalist partner in creating an electricity generation company to 

receive a 30-year concession for using CLFC infrastructures. SME associated with a 

Portuguese construction company named Mota Engil, and it became the owner of 49 

percent of Generadora Fénix to receive the concession. This agreement allowed two things. 

The first was the creation of a collective contract through which SME retained its registry as 

an industrial union, set to expire due to the union’s inability to serve a company. The second 

was the return to work for more than 500 workers who were part of the collective contract 

as the specialised labour force for the operation of electricity generation plants.  

 Articulating the new social relations produced through the alliance transformed its 

social space, which has now been redefined in a way that can accommodate a set of 

reshaped historical and institutional symbols to give SME a coherent identity in the present. 

However, SME faces different obstacles to this process of redefinition in which its members 

struggle to understand how their history, identity, and ethics fit with the new organisational 
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dynamics. This chapter has explored two interrelated kinds of infrastructure relevant to this 

case study. On one side, the infrastructure that allowed SME the creation of community and 

solidarity, and on the other, one that allows a sociotechnical understanding of the 

electricians’ relationship to energy infrastructure. The subsequent chapters present some 

relevant interactions between the dynamics of subjectivity creation and how SME members 

have been able or unable to navigate them. 



 

70 
 

Chapter 2. The Techno-politics of ‘unskilled labour’ 

 

During my time at el Sindicato Mexicano de Electricistas, I heard numerous stories and 

narrations about how the workers’ technical skills, creativity, and abilities enabled them to 

maintain the outdated, exhausted machinery and equipment of Central Mexico’s electrical 

system. These anecdotes differed from the official narrative in which SME workers were 

portrayed as ‘unskilled,’ ‘lazy,’ and ‘privileged.’ A typical example of this narrative was the 

nationally broadcast TV spot22 about the closure of the utility produced by the Federal 

government (Figure 20). The 30-second spot starts with a CLFC worker knocking on the door 

of an average Mexican family home. A woman opens the door, and behind her, we see her 

husband holding their baby. Using a khaki shirt like the CLFC camisola (figure 21), the smiling 

worker says, “I come from La Compañía de Luz y Fuerza del Centro, and you must give me 

1,500 pesos”. The mother replies that she already paid for the electricity service. “It does 

not matter. It is to maintain the company”, the worker replies. In the next take, a woman 

presenter comes into focus and says, “It may seem like a joke, but it is true. La Compañía de 

Luz y Fuerza del Centro required each year $42 billion pesos in subsidies. That was 

equivalent to each Mexican family paying 1,500 pesos, even if they did not receive the 

service.” Behind her, the spot presented Mexican people with sad, worrying faces 

interacting with the smiling worker—including for example, a man taking the money out of 

his wallet. The next take shows a happier worker. The presenter closes the spot by saying 

that the Mexican government closed CLFC so that Mexican people would stop spending this 

money because “in these times, no one has a spare 1,500 pesos”. 

The official narrative also included a national message given by President Calderón 

shortly after the closure. In it, he clarified the decision was justified because “Luz y Fuerza 

del Centro lost a third of the electricity it distributed due to robbery, technical flaws, 

corruption, or inefficiencies”23. Many editorials and newspaper articles celebrated the 

closure of the utility. They referred to SME as an ‘unproductive,’ ‘corrupt,’ and 

‘complacent’24 trade union. Some workers I spoke to during fieldwork complained that the 

narratives and information were false. They explained the utility was ‘in the red’ because of 

management arrangements with big companies and Federal government agencies that did 

 
22 Presidencia Felipe Calderón Hinojosa. (n.d.) Spot TV. Extinción de Luz y Fuerza del Centro [Video]. YouTube. 
https://youtu.be/Kh5UaJQsbhM 
23 Martinez, M. (2009, October 12). Justifica FCH. DE no haberla liquidado… Periódico La Prensa.  
24 Krauze, L. (2009, October 13). Epicentro: El apagón merecido. Milenio Diario. 
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not pay for the service or paid for only a fraction. Their salary was not excessive but a ‘just’ 

[digno] one. Although they recognised the impact of corruption inside SME, they insisted 

that not everyone engaged in those practices from top to bottom. They emphasised that 

most workers in resistance were honest workers who worked hard to maintain continuous 

service at CLFC.  

 

 
Figure 20. The spot can be found in the official YouTube channel of Felipe Calderón’ s Presidency. Source: 
Youtube 
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Figure 21. The worker is wearing the CLFC camisola and holding an SME flag in front of Palacio Nacional 
(Zócalo). Source: piedepagina.mx 

 

SME workers also spoke about the value and importance of their labour for the benefit of 

Mexican society. I was struck by how they related the electrical craft to pride, honour, and 

dignity, frequently referring to electricity as a ‘service to society’ [servicio a la Sociedad]. 

They also referred to their responsibility to keep the service running. Moreover, as they 

narrated their experiences with the electrical craft, they often shared how their ingenuity [el 

ingenio electricista25] was essential to securing the flow of electricity in Central Mexico by 

upgrading the machinery and the system’s equipment. Their comments showed that as 

CLFC workers, they used to make independent and collective decisions regarding how to 

organise some of their activities related to the work they performed.  

CLFC’s work was hierarchically organised and divided into departments responsible 

for the labour related to each of the stages of electricity production. The company was also 

designed from its origins as a self-sufficient company that included the fabrication of the 

materials required for energy provision, like posts, wires, or electrical parts, to name a few. 

SME workers would complete an apprenticeship where the more experienced taught newer 

workers how the system functioned through oral and practical transmission of knowledge. 

For most of the productive life of CLFC, the technology and equipment remained stable—

 
25  Meaning cleverness, ability, ingenuity, “Ingenio electricista” is a term the workers used to talk about their 
ability to transform the machinery and produce inventions. The term refers to a notion of innovation and 
flexibility. 
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with no significant technical innovations or introductions of new machines. Hence, the 

workers’ everyday interactions with the system required them to acquire the knowledge 

and ability to deliver improvements. The development of ingenuity seemed to be related to 

the learning process of the craft via everyday interactions. Essentially, the workers took 

pride in putting their knowledge into action and making the intellectual effort to create new 

pieces of equipment or modify existing ones to benefit the operation. These innovations 

often went against official company hierarchies, labour processes, or industrial techniques. 

This way of operating resembles what Burawoy (1979) defined as an ‘organic system’, which 

is one distinguished by its flexibility where roles and responsibilities are continually being 

redefined, communication tends to take the form of lateral consultation rather than 

vertical, and authority is not a rigid structure but tends to be decentralised (p. 250). Some of 

my informants suggested the company’s reluctance to invest in new technology and 

equipment pushed them to innovate. Others highlighted the influence of neoliberal 

ideology, which stressed the requirement to open the electricity market to competition, 

harming the utility’s finances, capacity to generate energy, and ability to acquire newer 

technology. However, during my research, it became clear that innovation was present in 

the CLFC before adopting neoliberal policies in the country.  

After the closure of the company, the skills, knowledge, and inventiveness of 

workers were defining to pave their way back into the electricity sector. The alliance with 

transnational capital was based on an agreement through which SME workers put the 

labour and specialised skills to upgrade former CLFC infrastructures and equipment to 

generate power. At the same time, the capitalist partner provided the financial means to 

make it happen. The agreement allowed SME to generate revenues but not the desired 

number of jobs for its members. The union then decided to create a cooperative to provide 

work opportunities while preserving the union’s organic system way of operating and its 

social values. 

This chapter uses the concept of organic innovation, defined as the type of 

innovation that arises spontaneously from the creativity of ordinary workers and their 

collectives, and the creation of the LF del Centro Cooperative, to explore the shifting values 

of work that have accompanied the broader political, economic, and institutional 

transformations that SME has undergone. This focus allows an interrogation of how SME’s 

technical work became “the old way of doing things” under a neoliberal discourse that 

prizes innovation, creativity, and flexibility. It shows how SME’s old ways allowed them to 
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create the means of a successful partnership and a cooperative venture. I use personal 

experiences and workers’ narratives to show how characteristics like ingenuity and 

innovation were part of the workers’ everyday life across time. My objective is to explore 

how SME’s labour was integrated within the energy infrastructure and how workers became 

co-creators of the socio-technical system through organic innovation. 

Furthermore, I seek to explain how they were able to transform the social, material, 

and technological dynamics to take control over some features of the labour process and 

relations of production. SME workers strove to retain their creativity by modifying physical 

and technological equipment using innovation to ‘control’ the technology and maintain the 

autonomy derived from their skills in the labour process. Innovation became an 

indispensable part of electrical labour––literally of the mode of production. The chapter 

shows how the skills and knowledge that allowed SME’s workers to modify the electrical 

system, allowed them to resist the government’s intentions to close the utility since the 

1970s, and how, after the closure in 2009 these skills and expert knowledge was 

determinant to their reinsertion into the electrical system. However, this new stage has 

come with challenges that workers and SME’s leadership are still figuring out.  

 

Ingenio electricista [Electrical Ingenuity] and the socio-technical system of electricity 

On a warm morning in July 2019, I arrived at LF del Centro Cooperative, alongside my 

partner Adolfo, to interview Rodrigo, a 53-year-old electrical engineer and former worker of 

the CLFC substation department. On this occasion, I had the objective of inquiring about the 

Cooperative’s solar energy project and how the workers developed the initiative. Rodrigo 

began explaining how important the project of Generadora Fénix was to the development of 

the cooperative and how both were related to SME workers’ skills. He said,   

“Have you heard the story about the Japanese visitors to Necaxa? Have 
you been to the Necaxa plant? Let me tell you. My aunt Julia lived across 
from the substation where my uncle Alejandro was an operator for many 
years. He said to me that in 1976, a group of Japanese engineers visited 
the plant. My uncle oversaw their visit, showing them around because 
they were especially interested in watching how the substation ran. He 
told me they seemed astonished and could not stop smiling at how Los 
electricistas del SME operated the plant’s equipment. One of the visitors 
said to him: ‘It is such a privilege to visit a living museum, like this plant’. 
The Japanese visitors shared that this type of machinery was replaced a 
long time ago in Japan. As you know, the construction of the Necaxa 
electrical complex began in 1889 thanks to a guy named Pearson, an 
opportunity seeker who worked building railroads across the USA, Canada, 
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and Mexico. Some say he is the father of the company... And well, some of 
the equipment and machinery in Necaxa date from those times. You must 
visit Necaxa to understand SME.”  

 

I asked if that original machinery was still in operation at the Necaxa plant in Puebla.  

“Yes, most of the larger pieces of equipment and machinery are the 
original from the early 1900s, as the turbines. Anything that could be 
recovered was put back to work. Nevertheless, some other things, like 
control boards, were renovated according to recent energy norms.” 

 

I first met Rodrigo Bravo Jr. during an interview at his family home in San Juan de Aragon VI, 

a neighbourhood which hosted one of the many colonias electricistas or ‘electricians’ 

neighbourhoods’ in Mexico City. I was invited to interview his father by my colleague María 

a former office worker, spent years working at Radio SME without a salary. She said, “My 

father has a lot of knowledge and an extraordinary memory; he has lots of stories about his 

life as a worker.” We arranged a date for a conversation at their family house on a Sunday 

afternoon, and I spent almost five hours speaking to their father. Mr Rodrigo Bravo was a 

working-class man in his eighties who spent his early working years as a bridge and railroad 

construction worker before joining CLFC. He spoke about the transferable skills he learned 

in each craft and how he could use them in each of his subsequent posts. Rodrigo retired in 

the mid-1990s, around the time neoliberal policies were adopted in Mexico. After the 

closure, Rodrigo became the main financial support for his children Rodrigo Jr., Manuel, and 

María, who were workers at CLFC, and who moved back into Mr Bravo’s home with their 

families. More than ten members from four different generations lived under the same roof. 

The Bravo’s family-living arrangements exemplify how many former CLFC workers lived after 

the closure. However, their labour situation was relatively privileged compared to other 

families and, it had to do with their involvement in the resistance movement. María, 

Manuel, and Rodrigo Jr. used their personal relationships, working experience, technical 

knowledge, and skills to get jobs in the Trade Union’s new ventures. Rodrigo Jr. was part of 

the cooperative management, working as the Treasurer, while Manuel, a former substation 

worker, recently joined Generadora Fénix as a substation operator––the same job he used 

to have at CLFC. Later on, María began working for the cooperative at the Conciliation and 

Arbitration Commission, which oversaw disagreements among cooperative workers.  

 In energy industries, the word ‘power’ holds a double meaning: it is the force behind 

human bodies, machines, electricity lines, communications, and means of transportation, 
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and it also reveals the dynamics of the political life of the nation and its economy 

(Rabinbach 1990). “[T]echnology (and those who control it) can shape history… Social 

choices shape technological development. But the resulting physical, financial, and 

institutional durability of systems means that once developed, they—and the values they 

uphold—cannot be changed easily” (Allen & Hecht 2001 p. 2). Control over technology 

implies a struggle between those who own it (the capital or the government) and those who 

operate it (the workers). The second group will resist the demands of owners to maintain 

some control the means of production and over the labour process.  

For almost a century, SME workers defended their values and social practices—

closely related to ideas of resistance and collective organisation—using their technical 

knowledge and skills to hold power over Central Mexico’s electric system. Here, the 

‘technical’ became ‘political’ at the intersection between human agency and inherited 

structures (Allen and Hecht 2001), evidencing that science, technology, and politics are not 

clearly separated domains, and are highly influenced by economic objectives. Frequently, 

scientific knowledge and technologies related to energy production are perceived as 

disconnected from the cultural, political, and social influences that shape them. 

Nevertheless, social interaction and negotiation are essential to constructing scientific 

knowledge, technologies, and technological practices (Bijker &Law, 1992). In Mexico, 

electricity was central to creating wealth and industrial development. The importance of 

industry to national development required the creation of a stable labour force to ensure 

the production of energy required to power the country’s industrial future. The Mexican 

electrical system was formed under specific conditions like low availability of coal and 

abundant water resources, which influenced the development of the electricity sector 

through small and large-scale hydropower systems in the late 1800s and early 1900s.  

Industrial development created “complex forms of collective life” (Gramsci 1971 p. 

298) in which workers were conditioned to adopt certain social practices, technical 

knowledges, and skills to operate and control technology, machinery, and equipment 

imported from developed countries like Canada, Britain, and the United States. Overall, 

industrial development required systems of discipline and order be imposed on laborers, 

including specific ways of thinking, living, and even reproducing. The ambition of capital was 

to adapt the workers’ social life to the industrial rhythms, through a mix of coercion and 

consent, transforming them into “a ‘thing’—a mere ‘factor of production’ to be used in the 

production process” (Harvey 1976 p. 280). As such, the process of labour reproduction 
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would ensure that generations of workers would become available and integrated into the 

regime of production. These rhythms of the labour process permeated SME’s social world. 

This transmission of structures meant their political power became embedded into the 

electricity system as workers became an essential part of the sociotechnical system of 

electricity. SME workers were serving the requirements electricity production and, the 

energy demands of a growing national industry. However, this process was not a 

straightforward one; it included different degrees of resistance through which workers 

sought to retain independence and agency. 

Mexico’s need to develop a planned economy, combined with its geographical 

proximity to the United States, and the appeal of the American example of development, 

led to installation of a quasi-Fordist mode of accumulation (Gramsci et al 1971). The system 

required the construction of a new ‘worker’ devoid of ‘animality’ (ibid. p. 298). The 

conditioning of this new Mexican working class was achieved through coercion but most 

importantly through persuasion techniques appealing to the worker’s sense of rationality 

and self-interest, including higher wages, social benefits, and promotion of discipline in the 

form of ideologies of progress. This newly ‘disciplined’ working class reached higher 

productivity rates and supported the creation of mechanisms to manage the relation 

between labour and capital, like collective bargaining, which were crucial for the 

empowerment and survival of trade unions such as SME. The CLFC labour process included 

using machinery in assembly lines to achieve mass production, warehousing parts, and 

producing many of the materials used in constructing electrical infrastructure like utility 

poles. For example, in some streets of Mexico City, especially in the Downtown area, one 

can still find poles made by CFLC, storm drain manhole covers [alcantarillas], or iron 

strainers [coladeras] on the pavement and streets. 
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L  
Figure 4. Steel storms drain manhole cover with the CLFC emblem on the pavement of the Venustiano 
Carranza street in the Historic City Centre. Fabricated in CLFC workshops, they are still relevant to the 
underground electricity system. Photo taken by the author (2019). 

 

My informants recall how the company provided the materials and tools they required to 

perform their labour and how that trait was acknowledged and protected in the collective 

contract. They pointed out that the company covered the expenses of all those materials, in 

stark contrast to their present situation in which the cooperative members, as a collective, 

are responsible for covering the costs. The materials provided by the CLFC included 

specialised clothing and gear used to manipulate electricity equipment and machinery, e.g., 

rubber gloves and insulating suits for linemen. This access to materials, tools, and 

equipment stimulated the inventiveness of workers, who were able to test their skills and 

knowledge in their daily interactions with the system. However, inventiveness was also the 

result of knowledge transfer and apprenticeship processes in which the transmission of skills 

and technical knowledge from experienced workers to newer members was practical and 

achieved by performing tasks related to each role.  

The apprenticeship process and the flourishing of organic innovation 

Apprentices learnt the tasks for each level of each role related to their career progression 

and their assigned department. Their promotion was linked to higher levels of responsibility 

and more complex tasks requiring specialised skills and knowledge obtained through 

practice. For example, a new apprentice in the aerial lines team would be required to learn 

about the equipment, safety measures, tools, and protocols followed by the aerial lines 

teams before being able to take the knowledge into practice. This practical step would first 

involve watching and aiding the work of a higher-ranked worker to learn how to perform 

these activities.  
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After the worker mastered the aiding activities, then he would be promoted to a 

higher position known as ‘practitioner,’ where he would perform ‘independent’ work that 

would still be overseen or checked by a higher-ranking worker. The process guaranteed that 

each worker’s labour was checked by a more skilled and experienced worker who could 

correct any mistakes and help the lower-ranking worker perform his job while ensuring 

everyone in the team was safe. The nature of technical jobs meant workers could maintain a 

degree of autonomy from management and make decisions freely with the approval of the 

highest rank worker responsible for the team. My informants explained the collective 

contract negotiation process between SME and the CLFC administration guaranteed this 

autonomy. The result was a working structure in which senior workers supervised the daily 

labour of co-workers, and management was only able to set more general goals. In this way, 

every effort of the utility’s administration to control and discipline labour, could be met with 

resistance supported by the workers’ intimate relationship with the system.  

Apprenticeships and training allowed a process of knowledge transmission from 

worker-to-worker that included information about the oddities and particularities of 

equipment or the functions of machinery that had been previously modified or improved by 

workers’ ingenuity. The training gave the workers technical familiarity with electricity and its 

mechanisms and created a social structure through which workers understood authority 

and hierarchy. The electrical industry usually divides the employed into two broad groups: 

managers and workers. The first group is required to do mental work and create efficient 

schemes for labour division and accounting of the time-value of labour power to ensure a 

higher surplus per worker. In contrast, the second group focuses on the manual labour 

required for a specific task, following established procedures requiring lower mental work. 

In the case of SME, workers were ‘managed’ by senior workers who took leadership 

positions inside the work teams. Although these leaders enjoyed better wages, they 

remained loyal to their identity as workers because the union and its collective contract 

protected their work and did not depend on the utility’s administration.  

The company was organised hierarchically in the following areas: General 

Management, General Sub-Directorate, Area Managements [Gerencias], Sub-Managements, 

Departments, and Sections. The main structure was located in Mexico City. Still, due to the 

company’s energy infrastructures in Puebla, Hidalgo, Mexico State and Morelos, the 

company also had ‘Foreign Offices’ [Oficinas foráneas]. According to SME’s collective 

contract, the CLFC functioned with three main categories of permanent work positions: 1) 
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Management and Trust positions [puestos de confianza] represented and appointed by the 

government and not covered by SME’s collective contract; 2) Technical or Senior positions, 

occupied by SME workers that had a long and successful career inside the company; and 3) 

Ranking positions [escalafones] that included different grades of responsibility and skills that 

workers navigated and which increased in salary and level of responsibility, depending on 

time of service or the worker’s capacities to improve in one’s tasks. These categories also 

had some subcategories that referred to the type of work carried out by workers, which 

were divided among different grades or, as the workers used to say, escalafones. The 

escalafones were part of the different departments and became the ‘working family’ of 

workers.  

Technical workers explained that the escalafones included smaller groups called 

cuadrillas where they would spend their apprenticeship years. They would only leave that 

cuadrilla for a promotion or to lead a new one. Each cuadrilla had a leader —a senior 

worker— who would become the authority of the group, and from the leaders of cuadrillas 

in the escalafones the workers would choose representatives that would then select 

representatives for the sections. The process of electing representatives would continue all 

the way to the top of the union, where the Central Committee was the ultimate 

representation organ. This process ensured that every type of work and need of the teams 

would have a voice and vote in each union decision, including negotiations with the 

company’s management. The department’s types of work would range from office work, 

including secretaries and tabulators, to technical positions like aerial lines, laboratories, 

electrical workshops, or subterranean cables. Each type of work served one of the different 

Gerencias, comprised of different escalafones. Workers explained that the escalafones 

served as their basic organising structure for the union’s political action, like participating in 

rallies, general assemblies, and other union activities. These escalafones were central to how 

esmeitas organised and functioned after the company’s closure. Through apprenticeships 

and representation processes, the workers created leaders among themselves based on the 

authority acquired through specialised knowledge and seniority.  

On August 7, 2019, Adolfo and I spoke to Pablo and asked him about his working 

experience as a leader at the aerial lines department. He is a man in his early sixties and a 

collaborator of Radio SME, who retired as superintendent of the department. The aerial 

lines workers in resistance refer to him as “jefe” or boss, showing respect for his authority. 

He explained,  
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“When I started at the company, I had to clean the toilets and equipment. My 
other activities included bringing food for the others and doing tasks that did 
not require any electricity-related experience or knowledge. Safe duties. From 
time to time, my superiors would teach me how the work was done and what 
were the things I needed to be aware of. But, as with every job, there were 
‘professional secrets’ that my superiors never shared. There was a sense of 
possessiveness around knowledge. When I went up the working ladder and was 
able to join a team [cuadrilla] as an apprentice, the first thing el jefe [boss] 
asked me was if I could read and write. ‘Of course, I can’, I told him. From that 
moment onwards, one of my tasks was to read him the work orders and write 
the work reports at the end of the day. I did not mind. That man had 
outstanding knowledge and experience within him; he just could not 
communicate it in a written manner. However, those workers taught me 
everything I needed [to know] about the aerial lines craft. That chain of 
command was what enabled cohesion in the work teams.” 
 

Pablo explained that workers joined apprenticeships as young as fourteen years old. To 

work at CFLC, workers first needed to apply for SME membership and take basic electricity 

knowledge tests to certify they had the aptitude to perform the work. They would start their 

apprenticeship once they were members and a position opened. In the apprenticeship 

process, the lower-ranked worker would be paired up with the immediate superior to learn 

the tasks of that work classification. For example, the apprentice would be paired with the 

auxiliary to understand the functions of the auxiliary work classification, and, in the 

meantime, the auxiliary would learn the practitioner tasks. Each rank had a defined type of 

tasks and responsibilities assigned. However, in practice, apprentices would spend most of 

their day doing service errands for the team, like cleaning, bringing food, or carrying the 

tools and equipment. In the next level, the auxiliary, would have new responsibilities, 

including setting the equipment and tools for the practitioner or Lineman to perform a 

manoeuvre. Both the apprentice and auxiliary would have limited engagement with 

electricity. In contrast, a practitioner, would engage in tasks that included direct contact 

with the electric current. The apprenticeship process meant that when a higher-ranked 

worker retired, the remaining workers would have the knowledge and skills to advance to 

the next rank. Figure 23 shows the rank scheme for the aerial lines department.  



 

82 
 

 
Figure 23. Aerial lines team rank scheme. Elaborated by the author with information from interviews. 

 

In the aerial lines department, each cuadrilla had a leader, lineman A who oversaw the 

work. The supervisor managed several aerial lines teams or cuadrillas and provided the daily 

work orders; this worker would discuss the processes with the team leaders and supervise 

the work of the teams under his command. The highest-ranked SME worker in the 

department was the Sector Supervisor, who oversaw the work of the all the teams in a 

sector. This worker reported directly to the utility management. Pablo’s job before retiring 

was as a southern sector supervisor. He shared the story of Ingeniero Almendra, a newly 

hired engineer designated by the CLFC administration to manage the aerial department in 

the late 1990s. Almendra’s responsibilities were to supervise the workload and establish 

control protocols for their daily activities. This engineer was hired to do the ‘mental work’ 

that workers were not supposed to do. Pablo, with a high sense of pride, explained that he 

was better prepared to deal with everyday aerial lines work due to his experience in the 

field. He said, 

“On that day, we needed to connect new transformers to service a part of 
the city that recently elevated their electricity demand. If we did not 
connect new transformers, the ones in place could suffer overloads and 
break down. In CLFC, we worked with an automatic interconnected 
distribution system that could interconnect Mexico City, which was 
different from the linear one used by CFE. Anyways, each transformer 
allowed a specific number of connections that ensured it worked properly; 
if the number of connections or demand soared, the transformer’s 
integrity and the system were in danger of presenting flaws. The case is 
that engineer Almendra gave me the working order with the formula to 
calculate the number of transformers that we needed. With one look, I 
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realised the formula was wrong, and we needed more transformers. I told 
him there was a mistake, and he began explaining to me the Ohm formula 
using a whiteboard in his office. I learned the Ohm formula at University 
and, understood how it was supposed to work. But on aerial lines, we had 
to adjust the formula due to the equipment’s physical conditions and give 
space for energy demand ‘to grow’. Almendras’s formula did not consider 
whether the area had any schools or hospitals, which also changed the 
demand for electricity and workload on the transformers. However, I knew 
that because I spent my days working on the system.” 
 

Pablo was satisfied by his capacity to prove the mistake of the engineer, but a great 

deal of his satisfaction came from knowing he had excellent working skills. His narration also 

illustrated the challenge presented by the abstraction of technical discourse from the 

material realities. Pablo studied the first years of an electrical engineering degree, so he 

understood the engineer’s point but due to experience, he knew the formula was not 

considering the urban landscape. Pablo was not amused by the manager’s incompetence 

and lack of experience with the materiality of the electricity craft which in the workers’ 

understanding, was enough to question his authority and leadership. HIs narration shows 

how he strived to overcome the hierarchies built around the division of mental and manual 

labour and the artificial nature of formal knowledge. James Scott (1998) conceptualises 

these two types of knowledge as ‘techne’ and ‘metis’. Techne refers to universal technical 

knowledge acquired through formal education, whereas metis refers to the contextual, 

practical, and flexible skills workers learn in their everyday interactions (see also Kumar, 

2019). The coordination between metis and techne has been defined as ‘improvisation,’ 

which flourishes at their nexus (ibid). For SME workers, authority of senior workers is based 

on metis, not techne, it required the possession of expertise and skills, a mix of technical and 

empirical knowledge, acquired through years of performing the craft. In contrast, 

managerial authority was based on techne, acquired through university credentials and 

formal knowledge in the form of engineering or administration degrees as well as political 

connections and cronyism [amiguismo]. The interaction between Pablo and the engineer 

evidence that in this industry, that prize formal education and credentials as a way to confer 

knowledge are surpassed by experience and the superiority of technical knowledge. It also 

evidences that in this setting the social division and the division of tasks cannot be justified 

by formal knowledge. 

Later, that same day, I had the opportunity to speak to other line workers at the 

Antonio Caso Building. Pablo arranged this conversation with Luis ’el monstruo’ Rosas and 
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Manolo Acosta. Both men were in their late forties and were representatives of SME’s aerial 

lines workers in resistance. After the closure, workers in resistance continued to organise 

using the escalafones structure. We met at an office where the department had a weekly 

meeting. Many offices here were abandoned since the building was regarded as unsafe due 

to structural damage caused by the 2017 earthquake. Nevertheless, that did not bother 

these men. I asked the group if there were other relevant or constitutive things to the aerial 

lines’ workers. Manolo said, 

“Not just anyone could join our department. The aerial lines personnel had 
talent. If you were sent to aerial lines and had little-to-no talent, it was 
time to say goodbye. The best alternative was to send you to another 
team doing a different job. The lack of talent could put at risk the lives of 
your compañeros––co-workers. The sobrestantes (supervisors) acted as 
head-hunters, seeking talent among the workers. They would teach their 
workers during the night shift because it was safer. During that time, we 
would have ‘licencias’ (licences) which were periods where we had the 
authorisation to cut the power off, so we would work the lines without 
electricity.” 
 

Pablo and Manolo told me that the aerial lines team was top-rated because of two things. 

The first was that workers could get extra time, which meant extra money; according to 

Pablo, getting those extra hours depended on your ‘talent’ or capabilities and how well you 

managed your public relations or ‘politics’ inside the team because it depended on the 

supervisor’s judgement. The second was autonomy, as the teams could work independently 

without managers supervising them during the working day. Senior workers did most of the 

teams’ supervision, which allowed workers the autonomy to create inventions. I asked if, in 

their opinion, inventiveness was related to their talent or if it was only related to electricity 

knowledge and skills. Manolo replied, “Well… compañeros [that invented devices] were 

restless, a bit crazy. I think they had knowledge, and they were also born with that ingenio 

[ingenuity].” Pablo intervened, “For people with technical skills in electricity, nothing is 

impossible, but for some, it can take a more extended period of trial and error to get it 

right.”  

In the CLFC labour process, ingenuity allowed workers to retain agency and 

autonomy, which translated into a means of resistance towards managerial technologies 

and impositions. Ingenuity, skills, and knowledge became a sort of job insurance, as workers 

modified the system and became the guardians of how it functioned. Pablo explained how 
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the inventions in aerial lines work responded to demands of the service as well as modifying 

the technology. He said, 

“We used to work on live-wire26. We needed to cut the power to avoid 
getting caught in the voltaic arch, so we placed ‘puentes auxiliares’ (a type 
of circuit in which two wires are “bridged” by a third wire connected to 
them). We had to connect one live-wire and let a bolt loose because it was 
a ‘puente doble’ (double bridge circuit). Then one puente (bridge circuit) of 
the line would go down to one ‘cuchilla’ (‘knife switch’ is used to control 
the flow of electricity in a circuit through a metal lift), and from that same 
bridge circuit, it would connect to the transformer. To give it maintenance 
or to take it out, we needed to open the bridge circuit and replace the 
knife switch. It was a challenge because you needed to take out only one 
bolt, and the equipment was gringo (i.e., US-origin) stuff. However, a 
compañero had the idea of making a ‘placa derivadora’ (diverter plaque is 
a piece of metal where the circuit bridges connect with the knife switch) 
with three holes. So that you could connect the circuit bridge of the knife 
switch on the top hole, another one to the other knife switch and, a third 
on the knife switch that went down to the transformer. That meant only 
disconnecting one knife switch, keeping the transformer working. The 
plaque was crafted in copper with its three holes well-made by a drill. 
Furthermore, whenever we had to do that job, the engineers would ask 
how we could do the work so fast. Because they knew the step of the 
procedure: connect, disconnect, take out a bolt, take out another one, 
place the auxiliary circuit bridges and all the rest. But thanks to the plaque, 
we could do it really fast. The engineers took that plaque to the gringos 
[i.e., foreign contractors]. And in the end, the engineers received a prize 
for such a wonderful invention. Just imagine; this is only one of the many 
things that we used to do at Luz y Fuerza, only with pure logic, it was not 
even something extraordinary.”  

 
26 In electrical engineering, live-wire or live-line working, also known as hotline maintenance, is the 
maintenance of electrical equipment, often operating at high voltage while the equipment is energised. 
Although this is more hazardous for personnel than working on electrical equipment with the power off, live-
line maintenance techniques are used in the electric power distribution industry to avoid the disruption and 
high economic costs of having to turn off power to customers to perform essential periodic maintenance on 
transmission lines and other equipment.  
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Pablo explained that some other patches and innovations remained in closed circles of 

workers and included more minor modifications or ‘fixes’ on the system which were shared 

through the apprenticeship process. SME workers’ innovation guaranteed that the utility 

administration and the state depended on them for the correct functioning of the system. 

When I asked Pablo if workers keep any innovation to themselves away from management 

as a power play, he answered that it would not have made a difference because the CLFC 

system was very particular, and only SME workers knew it. He said the CLFC system worked 

differently from the models taught at University and from the system used by the CFE. Pablo 

said that CFE workers “do not know how to repair and maintain a system; if something 

breaks, they just throw it out and bring a new component. Whereas we know how to fix and 

repair”. In his 2020 book, president Calderón explains this appropriation of the electrical 

system was the government’s main concern since the 1970s in the formulation of plans to 

close the CLFC, which were demised due to the incapacity of the government to provide a 

trusted alternative to maintaining the flow of electricity in Central Mexico. The government 

decided, around 1973, to stop investing in equipment or technology for the CLFC, bringing 

Figure24. Graphical explanation of the 'zapata' or diverter plaque functioning by Pablo Llanos. 
Photo taken by the author (2019). 
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electricity generation close to a halt. As the CLFC’s generation decreased, it had to buy 

power from CFE, at higher rates, to provide the service to its working zone in Central 

Mexico.  

Institutional transformation and the adoption of neoliberal policies 

After the Second World War, Mexico adopted a strategy of economic development built on 

import substitution industrialisation (ISI), characterised by the protection of the domestic 

market, which included partially closing it to international markets and foreign competition 

through taxation of imports and regulation of direct foreign investment (Moreno-Brid et al. 

2009 p. 157). The ISI model involved heavy state participation in the economy through 

state-owned enterprises in strategic sectors like mass media, banking, and energy, among 

others (Moreno-Bid et al. 2009; Zepeda 2021). The Mexican political regime based on a 

dominant political party, functioned under a corporatist framework that included social 

support from three main sectors: peasants, popular or urban employees, and organised 

labour. In this corporatist system, the domination of the working class was not always 

achieved through direct coercion, but also through political negotiation (Bizberg 1993). 

Clientelist practices meant that labour unions were a crucial partner of the PRI (Zepeda 2021 

p. 23). During the 1960s and 1970s, the Mexican government nationalised key sectors of the 

economy to accelerate growth and create national industry; labour unions in public 

enterprises benefited indirectly from this state support. For instance, after the 

nationalisation of electricity SME functioned, in practice, as a parastatal entity due to the 

corporate structure of the Mexican state. 

According to Moreno-Brid et al. (2009), in 1977, the Mexican government launched a 

national development program that attempted to substitute high-tech machinery and 

equipment imports funded by external borrowing from international institutions with 

income from oil exports. The high oil production in the country supported the increase of 

CFE’s electricity production using combined cycle or thermoelectric plants, which had a 

stable input of power generation while reducing the country’s reliance on hydropower. The 

four decades of ISI developed a manufacturing industry that transformed Mexico from “an 

agrarian into an urban, semi-industrial society” (Moreno-Brid et al. 2009 p. 158). In 1981, 

with the collapse of the international oil market and the increase of the country’s external 

debt, the ‘steady’ economic expansion ended. Mexico experienced an acute financial crisis 

characterised by slow growth, high inflation, large external debt, and decreased wages, 

leading to the demise of state-led industrialisation (Mayer, 2018). To repay its debt to 
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international lending institutions, the country accepted a Structural Adjustment Plan that 

comprised the adoption of free-market-oriented policies, including in the energy sector.  

Mexico’s transformation into a neoliberal state was achieved in approximately a 

decade during the administrations of President de la Madrid (1982-1988) and President 

Salinas (1988-1994). The reorientation of the economy toward a free-market model focused 

on creating favourable market conditions that could back up the country’s international 

competitiveness by privatising state-owned assets, encouraging private and foreign 

investment for growth, and liberalising trade and finance (Mayer 2018). The implementation 

of neoliberal policies transformed state ownership in the economy—affecting trade unions 

in non-strategic sectors by dismantling collective agreements that included flexibilisation of 

the labour system and eroding the political power of trade unions. According to Zepeda 

(2021), the state under the ISI model relied on organised labour to control inflation. Still, 

under the neoliberal model, control was achieved through cuts to public spending (p. 32), 

including CLFC’s power generation. Still, trade unions in Mexican parastatal enterprises, like 

SME, became stronger under the ISI model because the state considered them as “relevant 

factors in the productive system” (Zepeda 2021 p. 173). The neoliberal turn debilitated the 

power of traditional trade unions under the corporatist structure of the PRI and shocked 

SME’s previously ‘stable’ environment. However, labour flexibilisation was not fully 

achieved due to the remaining political influence of the official labour confederations.  

In 1992, an internal electricity market was created by modifying the Public Electricity 

Service Law. Private electricity generation was allowed—going against the previous 

Constitutional precept of state exclusivity in service provision. SME negotiated with the 

Mexican government, and in 1994, thirty-six years after the nationalisation of the electrical 

sector, la Compañía de Luz y Fuerza del Centro, became a state utility legally incorporated as 

a decentralised public body with independent assets and a legal personality. The collapse of 

the PRI and ‘the democratic transition’ in 2000 did not result in the end of Mexico’s 

corporatist state structure but rather in its reorganisation. The new political arrangements 

meant that SME and other opposing independent labour organisations lost influence and 

negotiating power in the political arena. By 2009, a second conservative administration led 

by President Calderón closed CLFC following a project based on the values of 

‘entrepreneurship,’ ‘anti-bureaucracy,’ and ‘state efficiency’. In an official press release by 

the Presidency of the Republic after the closure of CLFC, the President explained: 
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“[The government] was assigning almost the same funds to preserve the 
privileges of 44 thousand people as it did to attend to 25 million 
marginalised people… The closure is an action that goes in line with a 
public institution [organismo público] facing an unsustainable financial 
situation. One in which its operational costs were almost double its 
income. Therefore, the decision is based on technical and economic 
considerations. This action seeks to improve the quality of the energy 
service in the central area for the benefit of all users and the region’s 
economy.27”  

 

The closure involved the deployment of federal police and military—the state’s prerogative 

to use violence—to take over the facilities and infrastructures of the utility. The workers on 

duty were escorted out, and the rest could never retrieve their personal belongings. The 

Federal Commission of Electricity28 (CFE) took over service provision without any training on 

the equipment and machinery of CLFC. As a result, the CLFC service area suffered continual 

power cuts, transformer explosions, and general disruption in the first months. SME workers 

were accused of sabotaging and boycotting the lines and service. Still, the General Director 

of CFE explained that it was mostly due to CFE’s workers experiencing ‘technical 

problems’29. By technical problems, he referred to the lack of equipment maintenance that 

produced disruptions in the electrical service and the absence of knowledge and skills of CFE 

workers to deal with the peculiarities and obsolescence of CLFC’s infrastructure. SME 

workers dealt with obsolescence through constant maintenance and fixing or modifying 

outdated and exhausted equipment. After the CLFC closure, confrontations between 

Calderón’s government and SME workers in resistance continued in the streets and media. 

Some newspapers and TV news broadcasts argued SME workers made CLFC an ‘inefficient’ 

and ‘retrograde’ enterprise.  

SME after the closure: resistance and the development of a self-management project 

After the CLFC closure, SME underwent a process of ‘resistance’ searching for ways to 

reverse the closure and recuperate its members’ jobs in the energy sector. The resistance 

 
27 Melgar, I. (2009, octubre 14). Dice que su gobierno tomo una decisión difícil y que ahora le toca al Congreso. 
El Ejecutivo reta a tener valor de ver por pobres. Excelsior 
28 The Federal Electricity Commission is the state-owned electric utility of Mexico. It is a non-profit public 
company, of a social nature, offering the public service of electric power, a fundamental service for the 
development of a nation. It is a State Productive Company, exclusive property of the Federal Government, 
with legal personality and its own assets, which enjoys technical, operational and management autonomy, in 
accordance with the provisions of the Federal Electricity Commission Law. It is the country's second most 
powerful state-owned company after Pemex (Mexican Petroleum). 
https://www.cfe.mx/nuestraempresa/Pages/queeslacfe.aspx 
29 De la Redacción. (2009, octubre 14) Negó actos de sabotaje en fallas en el sistema en la capital del país y el 
Aestado de México. Solo CFE suministrara energía eléctrica al Distrito Federal, afirma Elías Ayub. La Jornada 
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used the escalafones as the basic organisation structure for their resistance activities and 

political action. The escalafones structure allowed workers to be contained within their 

working families. However, in some cases, only a few workers remained in some escalafones. 

In those cases, I was told that workers would join another similar work-related escalafón or 

one in which they had family or friends but which was at least minorly related to their area 

of expertise. By being grouped within working groups, workers were able to maintain a 

relationship to their electrical work even if they had been expelled out of the system.  

In 2012, the Peña Nieto administration marked the return of the PRI to power in 

Mexico, taking control after the conservative Calderón government. This new administration 

brought back some of the strategies and ways of the old PRI, which had created a 

corporatist state whose governing style included a mix of political negotiation and coercion. 

Peña Nieto’s 2013 Energy Reform allowed SME to return to the energy sector, not by 

reinstating the CLFC public utility but through a private partnership with a transnational 

partner. In this alliance with foreign capital, SME brought its social capital, represented by 

its workers’ labour skills and expertise of the electricity system. According to my informants, 

the government decided SME’s partner based on the Mexican government’s previous 

construction contracts with the Portuguese corporation Mota-Engil Group. The government 

placed the partnership as a condition for devolving some of the abandoned CLFC 

infrastructures to SME—which would become the private property of the union under the 

LF del Centro Cooperative—as well as a 30-year concession to exploit larger electricity 

production plants like Necaxa.  

In 2015, having exhausted the legal possibilities for overturning the closure, SME 

moved towards what they call ‘a self-management movement’ [un movimiento autogestivo] 

or autogestion, which refers to workers’ control of productive activity. The transformation 

of SMEs’ political economy limited the organisations’ options to remain as part of the public 

electricity sector. SME’s association with transnational capital and its transformation into a 

private market actor, meant the organisation struggled to retain its historical identity as a 

‘labour organisation.’ SME explains its ‘self-management initiative’ as workers’ control over 

the means of production in step with the syndicalist ideology and origins of the Mexican 

labour movement. In this struggle, old signifiers have acquired distinctly new underlying 

significations, creating confusion and dissent among its members. However, the 

organisation has adapted to its context by producing and shaping new understandings of 

self-management based on alternative notions of power and community, informed by its 
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historical memory and its traditional visions of national sovereignty and power. For SME 

workers, autogestion represents the capacity of workers to self-manage the productive 

activity horizontally and cooperatively, based on SME’s democratic values and notions of 

social justice, as an alternative to the capitalist organisation of labour (Vieta 2020). In this 

process, workers expressed the relevance of their skills, knowledge, inventiveness, and their 

ability for organic innovation for the association with its transnational partner, and for the 

creation of new sources of employment through its self-management initiative. 

 Rodrigo Bravo, the treasurer of the LF del Centro Cooperative, told me that Martín 

Esparza, SME Secretary-General, came up with the name for the generation company 

created with Mota-Engil: Generadora Fénix [Phoenix Generation]. Proudly, Rodrigo 

explained how, like the allegorical phoenix bird, SME had been ‘reborn from the ashes’ of 

the CLFC utility. The poetics and practicalities of this alliance gave the workers in resistance 

a sense of opportunity, and it enticed them to work towards the construction of a new 

venture––a cooperative project in which SME’s social values and ideology would be central 

to job creation. The earnings produced by Fénix financed the cooperative. However, as my 

research progressed, I realised that many workers struggled with this re-birth of SME, 

especially within the cooperative. The changes in the political-economic context meant that 

instead of re-juvenating the original bird, SME was emerging as a different creature that did 

not always resemble its predecessor, and, at times, seemed to be its complete opposite. 

Negotiating these contradictions placed enormous pressure on the SME leadership and 

workers, resulting in a constant need to reconstruct, renegotiate, or re signify SME’s values, 

identity, and social relations to make sense of this new stage of history. At the time of my 

fieldwork, only 500 workers were working within the newly created generation company. 

Due to their skills, inventiveness, or commitment to the resistance movement, some others 

were able to get a temporal contract with the newly created cooperative to retrofit and get 

energy generation infrastructures up and running. The reality was different for the remaining 

workers in resistance; they had spent these last ten years (2009-2019) outside the electricity 

system, focusing on resistance activities or other productive activities that allowed them to 

survive and provide for their families. I spoke to some workers in this last situation who 

shared they still hoped to return to their former jobs within the electricity sector.  

SME’s self-management project: The LF del Centro Cooperative 

In SME’s case, as with other labour groups in Latin America, the self-managing practice 

emerged out of the need to solve a situation of precarity and lack of work due to the closure 
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of their working places (see Ruggeri and Vieta 2015). The term autogestion in Latin America 

often refers to the Argentinian experience of worker-recuperated enterprises (ETRs) 

[empresas recuperadas por sus trabajadores]. It has been used by labourers to “…articulate 

for themselves and to others how the (re)invention and (re)construction of their 

organisation, their labour processes, and the social relations therein, are to take place under 

more humane values than those offered by the capitalist system of work organisation and 

its principal interest: the pursuit of profit” (Vieta 2020 p. 6). The term recuperated 

enterprises (ERTs) refers to “formerly privately-owned businesses in crisis […] taken over 

and re-opened by their employees” (Ruggeri and Vieta 2015 p. 76). These workers had to 

learn the practices of self-management and cooperativism ‘on the path of doing’ [sobre la 

marcha] in the process of struggle (Vieta 2020). In the Argentinian ETRs “…the boss 

disappears while the worker-subject—employees’ identities as workers—remains” (Ruggeri 

and Vieta 2015 p. 100). However, ‘self-management’ has different meanings, it can mean 

effective workers’ control at the site of production, radical democratic mobilisation to resist 

state power; radical decentralisation of political power-enhancing “local control over basic 

economic and administrative tasks” (Brenner 2001 p. 789), or elimination of the division 

between governed and governors (idem). The multiple ways self-management has been 

adopted shows the term’s enormous plasticity, as different and opposing ideas interact 

simultaneously.  

According to SME Exterior Secretary Montes de Oca, the Argentinian experience 

inspired SME’s path toward self-management, which he discussed with people like the social 

anthropologist and self-management militant Andrés Ruggeri from Buenos Aires University. 

Montes de Oca also referred to the Mexican experience of the self-managing Euzkadi tire 

factory workers who created the Democratic Workers of the West Cooperative “TRADOC” 

[Trabajadores Democráticos de Occidente Cooperativa] to recuperate their jobs. The tire 

production company Euzkadi30 was founded in Mexico in the 1930s by a Basque 

businessman who sold it to Carlos Slim31 in 1991 (Gómez 2010). In 1998, Slim sold it to the 

German corporation ‘Continental Tires’, which acquired more than 80% of the company’s 

shares. Continental then dismissed former union leaders and tried to modify the collective 

contract to extend the working day from 8 to 12 hours. The company stated that if the 

union did not accept the new terms, the alternative was to close the plant, affecting almost 

 
30 Basque name meaning “Basque country”. 
31 Mexico's richest man, Carlos Slim Helu and his family control América Móvil, Latin America's biggest mobile 
telecom firm. According to Forbes, in 2022, Slim is the 13th richest person in the world.  
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1000 workers. In 2002, the union declared a strike and the call for a national and 

international resistance movement that included the closure of the company’s facilities. The 

Mexican government declared the strike illegal [improcedente]. The resisting workers 

travelled on three different occasions to the Continental offices in Hanover to present their 

case at the company’s investors’ assembly. The union presented the case at the Mexican 

court and won two amparos that forced the government and company to recognise the 

legality of the workers’ movement (Delgado 2015). The conflict was negotiated in Germany 

and Mexico, and in 2005, Euzkadi went back into business through an alliance between a 

capital partner (Llanti Systems) and the TRADOC cooperative (Cuninghame 2014). However, 

the success of the company’s economic model has sparked criticism, including suggestions 

that the TRADOC cooperative has transformed into a model of economic self-management 

that has left behind its original mutualist ideals (ibid p. 57). Like SME, TRADOC workers have 

experienced many obstacles in dealing with self-management, as they had to learn the 

process through its practice.  

SME workers constantly expressed how challenging it was to change their idea of 

work and their mentality from a privileged state worker to a cooperative member that ‘self-

manages’ the work. SME’s ventures have challenged workers’ understanding of their 

identity and the labour process. SME members, both leaders, and workers, would regularly 

comment on how their union placed the value of solidarity at the centre of its interaction 

with other social movements, acting as a reliable ally for them in moments of crisis. The 

union’s Secretary of Exterior explained ‘solidarity’ from other social organisations was 

critical in SME’s resistance movement and in their understanding of self-management and 

cooperative labour. The idea of ‘social solidarity’, when deployed as part of a neoliberal 

governmental logic, can allow state actors to make average citizens co-responsible for the 

‘social good’ and capitalists’ profit rates a violent reassertion of class power (Muehlebach 

2012). This transfer of responsibility required that citizens, as ethical subjects, execute two 

complementary types of care labour at once—emotional and physical—understood as a 

sentiment of caring about and caring for others. By appropriating the concept of social 

solidarity as an official government policy, the Mexican state reconciled its withdrawal while 

producing an “…anticapitalistic narrative at the heart of neoliberal reform” (ibid. p. 8). The 

value of immaterial labour created by ‘social solidarity’ as a type of voluntarism has been 

defined as ‘moral authoritarianism’ (ibid.). Moral authoritarianism as a labour regime has 

allowed the state to combine unwaged labour with ideas of ‘compassion’ and ‘good 
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citizenship’ to reconcile and merge, in unexpected ways, oppositional practices like morals 

and the market. 

Between 1982 and 1988, during the Salinas administration, ‘social solidarity’ was 

transformed into a governmental policy named “National Solidarity Program”, widely 

referred to as PRONASOL [Programa Nacional de Solidaridad], which aimed to solve social 

problems and fight extreme poverty that resulted from structural adjustment. The program 

functioned through the co-participation of three levels of government and the nationally 

organised civil society. The target populations of PRONASOL were indigenous communities, 

low-income rural populations, and popular urban groups, which were required to organise 

in “solidarity committees” to become beneficiaries of the program (Joaquin 2005). The 

program successfully decentralised resources and decisions by transmitting them from the 

government to civil society, as citizens were asked to take responsibility for their needs with 

less government involvement. Beneficiaries had to find and agree on a solution for their 

needs and demands and organise themselves to donate materials, money, or labour for the 

proposed solutions. The government would provide complementary resources. In this way, 

beneficiaries and authorities became “co-responsible” for the projects. By the end of the 

Salinas administration, the policy was central to almost every single government action 

destined to address social welfare in areas like education, housing, and agricultural 

production, among many others (Joaquin 2005). The program involved the radical 

transformation of the ideas of collective and individual responsibility, accountability, and 

the basic tasks of social policy in Mexico.  

SME has adopted a similar solidarity dynamic to secure employment for its members 

in the new productive structure of the union based on the development of new ventures in 

energy generation. César, a self-proclaimed ‘man of the left’ and retiree in his late seventies, 

shared his concern about the loss of ideology and class consciousness among workers and 

the mentality changes over time. Retirees in resistance would speak about a tension 

between collective and individual forms of thought, and about past and present structures 

of thought, as they tried to make sense of SME’s new developments and reconcile this stage 

with their ‘old’ way of thinking. César explained that after the nationalisation of electricity in 

1960, when collectivist ideas were still part of the general imagination at the union, SME’s 

leadership worked towards the unification of the electricity sector in terms of uniting CFE 

and CLFC into a single public utility. The project also sought to unite the three different 

electrical workers’ trade unions into one big national union. According to César, in the 
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beginning, the government agreed on the usefulness of having one unified electricity 

company, but later realised the amount of power workers could exercise, and it eventually 

intervened in the internal politics of the unions to dismantle the unification project called 

‘The Democratic Tendency’. César said, 

“What a shame! It was a complete regression. From that moment 
onwards, all of us who empathised with leftist ideals and strove for unity 
were accused of treason to SME […] imagine the greatness of a 
harmonious union that could have promoted collective policies in favour 
of the Mexican people. After the government’s intrusion, SME nurtured 
the germ of privatisation of the electricity industry in its entrails. The 
reality is that when one no longer possesses class consciousness, one 
unwittingly favours the adoption of privatisation policies that only benefit 
capital. Some years after, the union reached a point where the idea of the 
collective was completely deformed. SME leaders, like Jorge Tapia (1983-
1987), or Jorge Sanchez (1987-1994), distorted the collective and 
promoted individual attitudes. In my opinion, that is when corruption 
began inside SME.” 
 

The timeframe that Cesar describes, connects with the appearance of neoliberal policies in 

Mexico, which to him, marks the appearance of corruption inside the organisation. His 

narration also reveals how the ideologies and collective values of previous generations of 

SME workers were closer to a conception of autogestion that referred to effective workers’ 

control over the means of production. These ‘older’ generations of workers aimed to take 

the working class to power through a broader labour alliance. In a sense, César’s argument 

shows how these ideals of ‘democratisation’ and constant interest in improving the nation 

to serve citizens were part of the workers’ sense of self and conception of class 

consciousness. I was interested in understanding how retirees thought about SME’s new 

stage and how autogestion—as most workers defined SME’s new ventures—was becoming 

real. When I asked César for his opinion, he responded,  

“With this, I want to reveal who I am. What the country and the union are 
to me. Furthermore, what I think can be done. In my opinion, what 
prospects does the union have at the moment? If I were Martin [SME’s 
Secretary General], I would be pushing to build a federation of electrical 
unions. A coalition of self-defined unions [sindicatos con capacidad de 
auto definirse] that tends towards an alliance to fight for the 
renationalisation of electricity. An alliance to revive a fight for a big, 
unified company and a big collective contract to produce a strong Mexican 
state. Moreover, what is a strong state? Between the 1940s and 1980s, 
when the Mexican state was the rector of the economy and owned all 
natural resources, Mexico grew at a steady annual average rate of 6% for 
almost 40 years! What should we do now? Nationalise everything again—
electricity, pensions, oil. Because the big profits are no longer for the 
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benefit of the people, they go to private companies and big capital. That is 
what happened with the adoption of neoliberalism. With great skill, they 
told us that the state was corrupt, and that private initiative was decent 
and honest. In the 1980s, we bought from the government the idea that 
‘more market less state’ would be beneficial. But it has made things 
worse.” 
 

César’s desire for the nationalisation of the largest sectors of the Mexican economy and re-

building of a robust Mexican state for ‘the benefit of the people’ speaks to the social and 

collective values held by a past generation of SME workers whose values were forged under 

the idea of electricity as a ‘social service’. Those ideas were directly connected to matters of 

the sovereign Mexican state, held responsible for preserving public service with the aim of 

‘the common welfare and the salvation of all’. However, the neoliberal transition appeals to 

a logic that is both individualising and totalising, simultaneously showing its ambition to 

involve in the market game “the individual citizen, as a player and partner” (Foucault et al. 

1991 p. 36). The actions and reforms of the Peña Nieto’s administration aimed to fulfil the 

commandments of a free-market, neoliberal state that could position Mexico as a 

competitive and modern nation in the global context. His government’s actions focused on 

values of competitiveness, profitability, or cost-and-effect calculations, which supported the 

privatisation of public enterprises. The clientelist model still present in the PRI allowed the 

Peña administration to promote and implement actions like the Energy Reform by including 

newly marginalised social actors like SME in its economic activities. The market logic 

determined the conditions of the return to work, which also dictated the options available. 

In the case of SME, these options were contingent on their association with transnational 

capital. SME accepted the opportunity and devised ways to maintain its working-class 

identity under a different political economy by modifying and re-signifying SME’s values to 

make sense of its new identity. SME workers are struggling to transform their mentality 

about labour, linked to social welfare and national scale public service, to their new reality 

as a self-managed group in which welfare is focused now on the esmeita community. 

Montes de Oca explained that by accepting the conditions given by the government, the aim 

of SME’s leadership was two-fold. First, ensuring the union’s survival, and second, finding a 

way to provide livelihoods for its members through creating jobs. He said,  

“It is an economic alliance that does not subordinate our politics or 
ideology. We can no longer return to the electricity sector. We were 
expelled and extirpated from the public sector […] We are in the market 
because we did not have another choice. We adapted when the energy 
reform was approved, taking generation and commercialisation duties 
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away from CFE. However, we have not given up the fight. We want the 
renationalisation of the electricity industry, and we will continue fighting 
for it from within the market.” 
 

Montes de Oca’s commentary shows that the leadership perceived they had no other 

alternative than being forced to join the market. However, some heads of departments at 

the LF del Centro, like Israel Núñez, leader of the photovoltaic project, chose to focus on the 

benefits of the Energy Reform that allowed SME to join the market as a private company. 

Israel, a former worker of the civil maintenance32 [mantenimiento civil] department in his 

mid-thirties, gained his degree in electromechanical engineering during the resistance while 

working as a private-school English teacher. After gaining his degree, he divided his time 

between resistance activities and a formal job working for an Asian solar panel 

manufacturing plant established in Mexico, which took him to work for the Chinese 

multinational Huawei. These experiences provided him with specialised knowledge of the 

entire production and value chain of solar panels, which he used to develop a project on 

solar energy for the cooperative. He explained, 

“I realised that, as a union and cooperative, we could take advantage of 
the closure decree and energy reform that erased CLFC as a parastatal 
organ. These instruments allowed us as a private company to compete on 
national projects, not only constraining us to the CLFC’s zone of influence. I 
would say that was the benefit.” 
 

Israel’s view shows how his experience working for transnationals influenced his approach 

to job creation and his flexibility in project development. Where other workers saw 

obstacles and detriments in the labour process, he found possibilities for business 

development. However, as Montes de Oca points out, one of the focal points of the union is 

to strive towards the renationalisation of the electricity sector, showing their priority is to 

recuperate their previous privileged labour conditions. However, the redefinition of the 

union as an economic actor under the new policy has transformed the organisation, as 

Montes de Oca explains, 

“Our association with the investors was created to rehabilitate CLFC’s 
disused or abandoned plants, to make them produce electricity as part of 
our productive alliance. From where else were we supposed to get the 
resources to rehabilitate? There is no personal or group appropriation of 
the company profits; that is our social participation in the market 
[participación social en el mercado]. As employees, we fight for a portion 

 
32 Civil maintenance is the department that used to maintain and service the electrical infrastructures like 
power towers and substations. 
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of the profits through our collective agreement […] At CCT negotiations, 
we try to recover what capital takes from us, the workers. However, I have 
never seen a union take 49% of the surplus value, only us. I do not know of 
any other case in which a salary revision allows the workers to take a 
proportion of the profits, only here. […] if they [the government] were to 
ask us to return the plants because they no longer want foreign 
investment in the sector, we would gladly return them and request the 
restoration of our public sector jobs, collective contract, and retirement 
agreement.” 
 

Montes de Oca’s explanation is a delineation of how the changes in the political economy 

structured the possibilities from which they were able to choose. His commentary shows 

esmeitas difficulties in defining themselves as private enterprises without losing the values 

and culture of the historical union built through constant struggle. Additionally, Montes de 

Oca introduced the notion of ‘social participation in the market.’ According to UNESCO33 , 

social participation means the “…multi-dimensional ways culture influences the 

preservation and enhancement of an enabling environment for social progress and 

development” in a given society under a particular culture, facilitating a sense of 

cooperation and solidarity to empower individuals. The concept matches both the historical 

understanding of the union’s struggle and the neoliberal conception of self-management as 

a resignification of the esmeita culture. Montes de Oca clarified that the partnership was 

possible due to the expertise of the workers and their ability to rehabilitate high-productive 

hydropower plants, which were the foundations of Generadora Fénix. Fénix represents the 

strongest arm of SME in terms of producing resources. However, only a little over 500 

workers are hired at the company, the same that used to work at the plant under CLFC’s 

management, leaving the great majority of resisting workers outside of formal employment. 

SME used Fénix’s profits to invest in smaller hydropower plants, recover them and make 

them productive as part of the LF del Centro Cooperative assets to give employment to 

more workers and produce income to reinvest in other businesses. These are the conditions 

that workers have struggled to understand. They are being asked to develop new businesses 

and ideas to return to work, trusting that their leaders are looking for the collective benefit 

and not enriching themselves or further capitalising on existing businesses.  

 Effectively, SME has achieved a reasonable degree of financial success, allowing 

workers to preserve the union and continue to work on novel ways to benefit from new 

 
33 For more information on the Social participation dimension, go to: 
https://en.unesco.org/creativity/development-indicators/dimensions/social-participation  
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possibilities. The changes have been challenging for workers who hoped to recover their 

jobs under the previous conditions of CLFC. Under the current political-economic 

arrangements, SME leaders face the difficult task of creating coherence among their 

ventures and the union’s identity and values. Secretary Montes de Oca explains it as a 

dilemma between the learning curve of the cooperative as a self-managing venture in which 

SME has to manage labour and Fenix, in which they are not involved in management but 

take 49% of the profits. As a leading figure of the union, he shared his opinions and views on 

the obstacles, dangers, and possibilities for workers under these new conditions.  

“We are aware of the dangers of being contaminated by capital. We do 
not want to end up thinking like them [i.e., capitalists]. We must maintain 
competent leadership to preserve the union’s historical position, we have 
been defending for more than 100 years. I know all of this is very 
contradictory. It is a challenge. However, other unions have experienced it 
in the past. For instance, three or four years ago, French energy workers’ 
unions invited me to attend an event in France. The event was held at an 
enormous trade centre. On our way to the auditorium, we walked through 
a trade fair. I saw all kinds of businesses, life insurance, travel insurance, 
car dealerships, mutual funds, housing, etc. I thought the union meeting 
had overlapped with a business fair. Nevertheless, my hosts explained that 
all these businesses belonged to the unions. These French syndicates 
generated funds, reserves, and accumulation that they invested in 
businesses locally and globally. Most first-world unions have much capital 
accumulated. These unions’ businesses gave preferential treatment to 
their workers. I asked them how they managed the relationship between 
the unions and the businesses. They said, ‘In the beginning, the union 
leaders managed the businesses, but they ruined the companies. They 
became corrupt, declassed, transformed into businessmen who forgot 
about the struggle.’ They removed the leaders from the heads of the 
businesses and outsourced the administration to avoid contamination. 
Now, they pay someone to manage the businesses, and the union include 
commissioners on the boards of directors to supervise the accounts. They 
are total companies, and the profits have a spill on their affiliates or 
members.” 
 

The Secretary’s statement shows that SME’s leadership has been looking at different 

examples of workers’ organisations in their effort to establish a self-management regime 

within the cooperative–– including situations where unions have become ‘collective 

capitalists’ and turned over their management to private corporations. 

Conclusion 

This chapter aimed to show some of the shifting values of work that have accompanied the 

broader political, economic, and institutional transformations SME has undergone before 

and after the closure of the CLFC. The argument exposed some glaring contradictions in 
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neoliberal ideology, showing how free-market rhetoric and claims of ‘flexibility’ stood in 

marked contrast with the reality of the labour of electricity workers before the closure. The 

chapter discussed how SME workers used organic innovation as a means of resistance to the 

state’s privatisation project by creating inventions [inventos] around the existing 

infrastructures and technology supported by their technical skills and knowledge. The 

chapter also shows how, after the closure, SME defied once again neoliberal logic by holding 

to their social values in their integration process into the market. Moreover, the chapter 

discussed how SME could reinsert itself into the electricity sector using previous knowledge 

and structures under the neoliberal logic. And how, from its association with a transnational 

partner, SME devised a venture that rescued, though modified, its social values, and it is 

striving to not only create jobs for its members but to preserve the union’s historical 

memory. In this enterprise, SME faces a series of contradictions to achieve sustainable self-

management as their workers continue to battle between their need to ‘make a living’ and 

their desire to ‘make a life.’ 
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Chapter 3. The role of retired workers in the resistance  
 

“To workers like me, the covert help we received [por abajo del agua] 
from retirees made the difference between affording public transport or 
having to walk for hours to join the union’s activities or between being 
hungry and having something to eat––because retirees [los jubilados] also 
paid for food prepared in the Antonio Caso headquarters’ kitchen to feed 
the resistance. In my experience, there is a big difference between those 
[workers in resistance] directly supported by a related retired worker as 
opposed to those of us who did not. It is easier to resist when your food, 
transport, and living necessities are covered”.  
 

This comment was made by Samuel Vargas, a 39-year-old, first-generation worker, while we 

talked about the differences between workers with and without support from a retired 

parent. He had joined Radio SME in 2017 and had been working there doing radio pre-

production, video editing, and camerawork. Samuel also worked as an intern researcher at 

the National Institute of Perinatology to gain some experience and to use knowledge from 

his biology degree, which he finished by studying nights during the resistance years. Samuel 

explained how for workers without an SME retiree in their family, creating kin-like 

relationships with retirees in resistance was central. The financial support of retirees could 

be divided into two different channels, the formal and the informal. The formal channel was 

the financial support that members in resistance received from the union using dues money 

that seniors paid at the union offices. These funds also supported the community kitchen 

installed at the Antonio Caso building. There workers received three meals a day prepared 

by women workers and wives of workers. Resisting workers also received around 250 pesos 

every fortnight from the union as financial support through retirees’ contributions (Cortés 

2013). Informal channels consisted of different actions that retirees devised to support 

individual workers. These included handing ‘secret money’ directly to the worker as a 

contribution towards transportation, food, medicine, or family support, or bringing goods as 

gifts like food, clothing, or medicines that workers required for themselves or family. These 

subsidiary dynamics created ‘paternal’ relationships among workers and fostered the 

creation of an informal network of support and cohesion for the organisation. 

At Radio SME (RS), where I did most of my fieldwork and participant-observation, 

two out of nine workers were jubilados or retirees. These retired workers consistently 

bought food to feed the team or pay for equipment like cameras or smart cards to aid with 

the daily work of the station. As a norm, retirees were not to give extra cash to individual 
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workers. If a retiree wanted to help, the money had to go through institutional channels into 

the Union to be shared out equally among every resisting worker. However, as Samuel told 

me, those rules were often overlooked by retirees in their willingness to help resisting 

workers after the closure. RS, as a union structure, depended on the Exterior Secretary, and 

was central to the resistance as the only media that broadcast SME workers’ experiences, 

activities, achievements, and viewpoints after the closure. The people who worked there 

received every fortnight a small contribution [una ayuda] from the union as compensation 

for their work. Nevertheless, as I observed, the daily and extraordinary needs of the team, 

were mostly covered by retirees–– either by the two retired workers working at RS or, in 

other cases, by a retired father or uncle. Sometimes, RS retirees’ expenses were reimbursed 

by the union, but most of the time they were not.  

In September 2019, there were 17,342 SME retirees, while the official number of 

workers in resistance totalled 16,59934. The importance of retirees to the union came from 

the fact that retirees remained active members and could steer any internal election, 

effectively deciding its result (Bensusán 2005). However, retirees faced a tension between 

their nominal status of having left the job, while, at the same time, remaining deeply 

embedded in the social world of SME. Retirees had union obligations like active workers, 

such as voting or paying union dues, but they remained outside of the productive structure. 

The group of retirees in resistance were only a fraction of the broader retirees’ group, but 

they became one of the pillars of the struggle after the closure.  

This chapter uses the practices and lifestyles of SME retirees to explore general 

processes of exclusion and inclusion before and after the closure of CLFC. It draws on ideas 

and narratives of retired workers to examine how SME’s collective identity created 

ideological, material, and social structures that allowed the collective to survive after being 

forcibly removed from the electricity system as well as how the union successfully 

reinserted itself into the national energy sector. The chapter investigates the figure of the 

retired worker as an active member of the union, showing how retirees valued the legacy 

and transcendence of the union as their own. I argue their support was essential to the 

 
34 SME’s resistance movement official figure. 16,599 workers did not accept the settlement in the official 
period. After the period ended, SME regrouped and established the “legitimate resistance movement” [la 
Digna Resistencia]. By 2015, after the negotiation with the Pena administration, these workers paid their 
overdue union fees with their settlement money and became founding members of the LF del Centro 
cooperative. Between 2010 and 2015, some resisting workers dropped the movement or died due to health or 
personal issues. In the case of the deceased, the union determined that the children or widowed partner 
would retain membership to the cooperative. 
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cohesion of the resistance, and to avoid the disappearance of the union as well as 

preserving a sense of collective values. The retirees’ narrations frequently showed how 

some Fordist working-class characteristics were intergenerationally transferred, altered, and 

adopted as part of a new working-class formation. SME’s retirees became paternal figures 

to non-kin workers, strengthening the concept of electricians as “a family,” known as ‘the 

esmeita family’ [la familia electricista] that was invested in the survival of all workers. 

Retirees became essential in the development of practices of economic and social survival 

and as reservoirs of knowledge and experience of previous struggles. In the resistance 

movement, having a retiree within the extended family or kin network, meant resisting 

workers received economic and emotional sustenance. Lastly, the chapter presents how 

SME’s retirees make sense of the union’s recent transformation and their place within this 

‘new SME’ as well as how they noticed their values and ideas were considered “outdated” 

or incompatible with the present arrangements by the union leadership engaged in new 

ventures such as the cooperative and generation company.  

The conditions of retirement for SME worker‘ 

Retirement is a key benefit achieved by the workers’ struggles. To SME workers, retirement 

conditions were not only associated with working class struggles but also with the 

importance and revenue production of the electricity sector itself. SME workers’ retirement 

pensions were superior to the ones received by other industrial workers in Mexico. Their 

retirement settlement included two economic benefits: the first was an extraordinary one-

off payment called ‘antiquity compensation’ (clause 62 of the collective contract), which 

was a prevision fund calculated based on the salary [salario base] and working life [tiempo 

de servicio] of each labourer. Before the closure, this compensation was paid to retiring 

workers at the union offices with the money transferred from the company to SME. The 

second ––the retirement pension––was known as clause 64 [la cláusula 64] of the collective 

contract. The clause established that SME workers could retire after reaching 25 years of 

service in the case of women, and 30 years in the case of men, or after reaching 55 years of 

age in either case, whichever happened first. After completing 25 years of service, the 

worker was entitled to receive their last full salary as a pension. In the case of high-risk jobs, 

such as aerial line work, SME members could retire after 28 years of service without any age 

restriction. According to Dr César Hernández (2007), one of the leading figures of the 2013 

Energy Reform and former Deputy Secretary of Energy for Electricity, pensions became a 
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significant threat to the financial survival of the electrical enterprises in Mexico. The ‘threat’ 

was not only attributable to the increasing numbers of retirees receiving a full salary but 

also to the productivity of the national utilities, Comisión Federal de Electricidad (CFE) and 

Luz y Fuerza del Centro (CLFC) because pensions are partly funded from current wages.  

SME’s retirees remain active union members with official representation through the 

Pro- Secretaría de Jubilados [Undersecretary of Retirees], one of 26 representative organs of 

the Central Committee. The Pro-Secretaria ensures that retirees’ rights and obligations are 

respected. The obligations can be found in the union’s statutes, which establish, as for any 

active worker, that retirees must pay union dues, support the organisation’s activities, fight 

for its survival, respect the ideals and values of the working class (as expressed in the 

statutes), attend General Assemblies, and participate in elections. This idiosyncrasy35 was 

different from the one of CFE’s unions, SUTERM (Sindicato Único de Trabajadores 

Electricistas de la República Mexicana) in which, after retiring, workers were not required to 

pay dues and lost their rights to participate in the internal life of the union. In the case of 

SME, this idiosyncrasy enables almost 18,000 retired workers to participate in the union’s 

internal life, like elections, legislative commissions, and the general assembly. Before the 

closure, the government discounted retirees’ union dues directly from their pension money 

and paid it to the union along with their pension, which retirees needed to retrieve from the 

union’s offices. The dynamic in which retirees still had to cash their pensions every fortnight 

at the union, meant that as a group they remained enmeshed in SME’s life.  

After the closure of Luz y Fuerza, retired workers began receiving their pensions 

directly in their bank accounts through direct deposit, and the government stopped 

discounting their union dues. These changes changed the presence of retirees at the union’s 

headquarters and local offices. It also seemed to be part of the government’s strategy of 

‘compensating’ the social groups affected by the closure and dividing them to minimize 

resistance. In the case of retirees, it was an opportunity to stop them from helping and 

depending on the union. Most senior members distanced themselves from union life after 

retiring due to location changes, health, or mobility issues. According to Carlos Magariño, 

the Pro-Secretary of Retirees, in 2019, only around 1000 retired workers continued paying 

dues in cash at SME’s offices, and less than 70 seniors remained involved in the union’s daily 

 
35 The capacity of SME retirees to be deeply embedded into the social world of the union through they 
inclusion in SME’s statutes differs from how the other state utility union (SUTERM) excludes retirees from its 
organizational structure. 
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life after the closure. From the beginning of my fieldwork, I engaged daily with retirees who 

remained involved in the union’s life at SME’s headquarters. I wanted to understand why 

these men and women continued to spend their days doing union work, while they also had 

the opportunity to join those retirees that distanced themselves from SME’s political life.  

Daniel, a retiree in his late sixties, working for Radio SME and my main informant, 

suggested speaking to César. He assured me that César would improve my understanding of 

the role of retired workers, especially of an important group of better-informed retirees. 

Daniel referred to retirees who had held important positions on the Central Committee and 

participated in revisions of the collective contract as part of the legislative commissions over 

the years. These legislative commissions, or Las legislativas, as the workers called them, 

were a collective exercise of analysis and preparation for negotiating the collective contract 

between the union, company management, and representatives from the Ministry of 

Energy––a process that happened every two years. Las legislativas lasted three months, 

during which workers would read, analyse, and discuss all clauses of the collective contract 

and their coherence within Federal Labour Law and the Mexican Constitution. The 

participants or ‘legislators’ were workers from different departments, elected 

democratically by their colleagues, who specialised in collective contract and working 

conditions revisions. Retired workers could still participate in Las legislativas in their status 

as active union members.  

Halfway through my fieldwork, one early October afternoon, I waited outside one of 

SME’s radio studios where the 77-year-old César broadcast his weekly program dedicated to 

political and historical analysis of working-class struggles called ‘The revolution of the grey 

hairs’ [La Revolución de las canas]. My immediate aim was to agree on an interview. “If you 

are interested in speaking to retired workers, you should come and have a chat with us. We 

have a political group; we meet every Tuesday,” César said with a smile, as he held a folding 

walking cane and leather suitcase with his left hand and adjusted his characteristic tinted 

specs with his right. “That sounds fantastic. Would next Tuesday work? I would still like to 

interview you individually”, I replied. He looked back at me and added, “Ok, let’s talk on 

Monday, call me tomorrow, and we will make arrangements.” César Toroella was both a 

chronicler of the trade union and opinion leader among a section of retired men who had a 

very active union life as worker-representatives. He was a legislator many times and still 

held the belief that those collective exercises represented one of the main expressions of 
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the democratic values of SME. “It constituted a high honour and a tremendous 

responsibility. We would leave the legislativas as well-prepared workers [cuadros 

ideológicos] with the seed of knowledge and necessary information to assist our 

compañeros in our class struggle”, César explained when I interviewed him. 

However, after I finished arranging the interview with César, Pablo, another retiree 

in his late sixties who worked for Radio SME, invited me to sit in his office where he 

suggested that I be cautious with César’s opinions and the information he would provide 

me. “He is an intelligent man and has much knowledge and experience, no doubt. However, 

his opinions are not always well received by the leadership. He fosters rival [contras] ideas 

he once shared in his radio programme. On that day, the Secretary of Exterior told him to 

maintain his comments within certain limits”. Pablo explained that César held the ideology 

and objectives of the ‘Democratic Tendency’ [La Tendencia democrática] which divided 

electricity workers after the nationalisation of electricity. The supporters of La Tendencia 

democrática defended the idea of a unified national electricity sector with a strong 

nationalised industry to support the economic development of the country. The supporters 

of the Democratic Tendency wanted all electricity workers from public enterprises to 

become unified under a strong, single trade union.  

The Golden years and the emergence of the Democratic Trend 

On October 14th, 2019, I meet César at one SME’s building located on Versalles street in 

Colonia Juarez, which started as an elite neighbourhood at the end of the 19th Century. The 

building was near the Ministry of State central offices known as ‘Bucareli’, just a ten-minute 

walk from SME’s headquarters. On my first interview with him, César explained,  

“To me, the 1930s were the best years of SME––the golden years. Those 
years were when SME obtained its register as an industrial trade union 
[sindicato de industria]. At the same time, it was the decade in which our 
best collective contract was born thanks to the work of the Central 
Committee members, mostly engineers with a left ideology––when the 
national working class became organised, and SME gained much 
recognition on the national and international level.”  
 

In the 1930s, President Lázaro Cárdenas modified the Mexican Constitution to give the 

nation ownership of its natural resources, like oil, and to force foreign enterprises to respect 

and abide by Mexican Law. Cárdenas wanted to give Mexico economic independence and 

defined agrarian reform as a personal objective, which involved a violent struggle between 
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the rural society pushing for land distribution and landowners defending “the ‘sacred’ 

principle of private property” (Beezely and Meyer 2010 p. 493). Cárdenas also became a 

tactical ally [aliado por conveniencia] of the independent industrial working class and 

allowed it to strike against foreign-owned industries, including the Mexican Light and Power 

Company. These actions gained Cárdenas working-class sympathy, with strikes becoming 

the “wedge for Cárdenas to undermine foreign economic power” (idem p.499). It was a time 

when the Mexican nation was struggling for independence against obstacles presented by 

US and British interests that opposed the “redefinition of property and labour rights and 

pressured the Mexican Government not to enforce them” (Idem p.492). SME’s collective 

contract was the product of a strike in 1936 in which, with ”Cárdenas' blessing”, but without 

his government’s active support, the union redefined and institutionalised their rights and 

labour values. 

César talked about the 1930s with nostalgia and pride, confiding to me that his 

values were linked to his formative years as an electrician. César joined SME and began 

working in the company in 1956, when he was sixteen years old. His father was a worker in 

the Inspection Department and managed to get him a post designed for workers’ school-age 

offspring. The job had a relaxed work schedule that allowed younger workers to earn money 

and continue their studies. César shared that the Secretary-General of the union, Agustín 

Sánchez Delint, was a close friend of his father. He said of the Secretary that he was “a 

competent type of left ideology––a Marxist, Leninist, Trotskyist, kind of man. Thanks to 

Agustín I began to gravitate toward left-wing ideology [gracias a Agustín empecé a militar 

en la ideología de izquierda]”. At age twenty, after finishing high school, César decided to 

stop studying and immerse himself in union life. César became a clerical worker at the 

Commercial Management office department [Oficinas de la Gerencia Comercial], “I retired 

in 1987 when I was forty-six. I have now been retired for thirty-one years, the same time I 

was an active worker.” He explained that to him, the advantage of having a collective 

contract was being able to enjoy an extended period of being financially secure, as a retiree. 

He explained that ‘security’ was not only the result of their productive years as a worker, 

but also as the direct benefit of collective action.  

Energy policy was essential to the development of the country, not only as a 

technical tool, but as one of the state’s primary mechanisms to transfer funds to private 

enterprises [iniciativa privada] (Tagle 1980). The leadership of state energy enterprises like 
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Pemex36 (the oil company) and the Federal Commission of Electricity37 (CFE) became crucial 

institutions to political decision-making in Mexico. Between 1952 and 1972, the installed 

and generation capacities of the national electricity sector grew rapidly, promoting high 

levels of productivity. The sector was divided between the public sector, represented by the 

CFE and the private sector, represented by the Mexican Light and Power Company (MLPC) 

(owner of the Compañía de Luz y Fuerza, CLFC), the American and Foreign Power Company 

(AFPC), and other smaller local enterprises which provided service to cities and industries in 

zones without stable power connection. The latter were incorporated into CFE between 

1950 and 1960 (Tagle 1980 p. 51).  

In 1951, just five years before César became a worker, the MLPC was the strongest 

electrical company with 27% of the installed capacity, followed by CFE with 19.28%. 

Between 1952 and 1958, the private sector (MLPC and AFPC) controlled 85% of the 

consumer contracts, whereas the public sector (CFE) controlled only 15%. CFE had the 

highest investment rate, but its financial situation was precarious. The company was 

producing and selling cheap electric power to private enterprises that would then re-sell it 

to customers. In some cases, private companies would sell it back to CFE, so that it would be 

able to provide electricity to zones in which its infrastructure was deficient (Tagle 1980). 

Mexican law allowed private companies to set electrical tariffs in line with operational costs. 

These private companies had the capacity to increase their labour force, employing more 

workers allowing them to overestimate their operations costs, which were then transferred 

into higher electricity charges. In this way, the salary increases obtained by SME, were 

directly transferred to consumers. César referred to this period as the ‘golden years’ of SME 

because the workers enjoyed benefits that were only economically stable so long as the 

consumers in the home market could afford to offset these gains.  

Since 1943, the National Union of Federal Electricians (Sindicato Nacional de 

Electricistas Federales, SNEF) was founded and established a formal working relationship 

with CFE. The SNEF belonged to the Federation of Trade Unions of Workers in the Service of 

the State. The expansion of CFE and its plans to incorporate small private electricity 

companies, threatened the survival of smaller independent unions which, in response, 

 
36 Petróleos mexicanos (PEMEX) 
37 The Comisión Federal de Electricidad (CFE) founded in 1937 by President Cárdenas, was the national 
electricity enterprise that would encompass the nationalised Mexican electricity sector. Its creation answers to 
the idea of creating one strong national company that could achieve the task of taking electricity to every 
corner as part of the development project of the State. 



 

109 
 

organised collectively between 1951 and 1953 to constitute the National Federation of 

Workers of the Electrical Industry and Communications [Federación Nacional de 

Trabajadores de la Industria y Comunicaciones Eléctricas] (FNTICE). This federation excluded 

SME. 

Since 1940, the leadership of SME developed a sympathetic relationship with the 

ruling party, through the relationship of the Secretary General with the President and leader 

of the party. Under the PRI, corporatist union leaders received political and monetary 

rewards as well as “social privileges, and control over the distribution to their union 

members of a variety of economic benefits—including access to state-sponsored housing 

programs and state-subsidised loans and consumption goods” (Mayer 2018 p. 75). As a 

private industry union, SME was close to Miguel Alemán’s government, as his national 

economic policy focused on development through foreign investment and increased profits 

for capital, which in turn benefited SME. His policy of industrialization meant the 

abandonment of the ideals of the Mexican Revolution, meaning abandonment of a ‘humane 

vision of society’, and focusing more on the creation of wealth that benefited a “narrow 

group at the expense of most Mexicans” (Beezeley and Mayer 2010 p. 503). Alemán’s 

imperialistic [proimperialista38] policies disciplined organised labour through the designation 

of leaders to corporatist unions and by keeping wages low (Tagle 1980; Beezley and Meyer 

2010). With the objective of consolidating the corporatist system, the Mexican government 

included in the Federal Labour Law an ‘exclusion clause’ that benefited SME. The clause 

limited workers’ capacity to organise independently of their union. It established 

membership as a requirement to obtain a work contract with CLFC. This particularity 

enabled SME to foster higher levels of allegiance and discipline, which, added to the union’s 

capacity to disrupt the electrical system––its best negotiation tool. SME also benefited from 

gaining control over the company’s payroll, enhancing its status as a centre of political and 

economic power. The union would get the funds and pay the salaries and benefits directly 

 
38 The significance of the term ‘imperialistic’ relates to the U.S.-Mexican history. Beginning with the Mexican 
War of the mid-nineteenth century when Mexico lost almost half its territory (Texas, California, Nevada, Utah 
and parts of Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona) to the U.S. through a treaty. The consecutive Mexican 
governments and leaders, tried to maintain the country politically independent from the U.S. even if its 
development was dependant on the U.S. economic presence in the Mexican economy. In the context of 
Miguel Alemán, as a member of the Revolutionary Party (PRI), imperialistic is linked directly to the ideals of the 
Mexican Revolution, which was influenced by the Russian Revolution. The Mexican government looked to 
establish an alternative model to capitalism based on independent and nationalistic ideals. In this context, the 
Cardenas government reclaimed control over important national industries, like oil, that where under 
corporate and financial control of the U.S. Cardenas’s actions fuelled ‘anti-Yankee’ sentiment among Mexicans, 
especially among the peasantry and organized labour, which were sectors benefited by these national policies.  
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to affiliates at the union’s offices and work places. In turn, the ties between workers and the 

organisation became stronger because SME became the immediate provider of material 

means and the social and political benefits of labour. The workers also knew that they had 

to preserve the company in an optimal situation to ensure their jobs.  

After Cárdenas’s presidency, the political forces of the right gained power. For ten 

years, between 1942 and 1952, Juan José Rivera Rojas, a Miguel Alemán supporter, was 

SME’s Secretary General. César described him as “a charismatic, handsome, intelligent, and 

elegant man with such a personality that, during his term, he became the union, and the 

union became him.” Accordingly, the union was disciplined by the PRI. His personal power 

was such that “everything that was once collective became individual”. To César, that 

experience represented a step backwards in SME’s history. Rivera Rojas modified the 

statutes and designated the departments’ representatives, ensuring that every decision 

benefited and was made by him. However, at the beginning of the 1950s, the rank-and-file 

workers of the Verónica building were tired of Rivera Rojas’ abuse and organised collectively 

in what was denominated the ‘Verónica movement’.  

 
Figure 25. The Veronica building in the early 2000s, before the closure of the CLFC. This building was central 
to the works of the utility since in the early twentieth century. Source: R. Garza  
(kilowatito2009@blogspot.com) 
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Figure 26. The Veronica building on the night of the closure (October 11th, 2009) secured by Federal forces 
(military and police). Source: origenoticias.com 

 

The Verónica building (see figures 25 and 26) located at 171 on Melchor Ocampo street in 

Mexico City, would become central to the CLFC closure on October 10th, 2009, due to its 

appearance on the media as the Federal Police took the utility’s infrastructures. The 

movement achieved the deposition of Rivera Rojas in 1952 and SME leadership entered a 

two-year period of political instability. “That’s where Sánchez Delint emerges, as a prepared, 

cultured man, with a leftist ideology, who mastered political theory,” César added.  

In 1954, Agustín Sánchez Delint, a Trotskyist, and member of the Mexican Section of the 

Fourth International, was elected Secretary-General. He made his work the goal of 

maintaining SME’s independence from the Mexican state. César explained, 

“I say that we are indebted to him because he made a call to modify the 
statutes and base all the activity of the union on collective issues. We went 
from the individual to the collective; all decisions were now made based 
on debates, discussions, and collective agreements. In the statues was 
established that the General Assembly is the maximum body, not the 
Secretary General or the [Central] Committee.” 

According to César, Sánchez Delint’s term was important because he promoted the 

participation of the union at the National Confederation of Electricians (CNE), which 

endorsed the nationalization of the electrical industry. By 1955, FNTICE’s conflict with CFE 

over their merging with the National Union grew. FNTICE reached out to SME to join forces 

and create an axis of independent labour. The first step was to transform the National 

Confederation of Electricians (La Confederación Nacional de Electricistas) into the new 

Mexican Confederation of Electricians, (Confederación Mexicana de Electricistas, CME) that 

would include SME as a member (Tagle 1980). The “CME represented 85% of the 19,600 
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electrical workers in the country” (ibid. p. 104), which posed a serious threat to the 

government. The Ministry of Labour denied CME’s official registry to prevent SME’s 

affiliation.  

According to Tagle (1980), CME represents the clearest origin of the Democratic 

Tendency to which César belonged. The author explains that to the electricians of the 

Democratic Trend, there existed no fundamental contradiction between the company’s and 

workers’ interests in nationalised enterprises because there was theoretically no need to 

sacrifice workers’ wages to achieve development. In 1959, with the prospect of the 

nationalisation of electricity, some FNTICE members persuaded union leaders to create the 

Union of Electricity workers of the Mexican Republic (STERM) [El sindicato de trabajadores 

electricistas de la República Mexicana, STERM] by unifying the 72 different collective 

contracts of 52 smaller unions. The objective of this unification was the elimination of the 

different categorisations like manual, technical, and administrative, created by private 

companies to divide workers. Although there was some resistance to this move, in 1960, the 

collective contracts became unified, and 52 unions became incorporated into STERM. The 

unification directly challenged SME’s organisational structure in which the worker’s role and 

department was central to empower the individual worker to work independently allowing 

the performance of administrative tasks.  

César recalled that the struggle for the nationalisation of electrical sector filled the 

workers with a special pride as participants in the historical trajectory of the union and a 

struggle which strengthened their identity as esmeitas:  

“We achieved the nationalization of the electrical industry. That changed 
our mentality and helped us understand the industry must be at the 
service of the people [el pueblo]. The company experienced a tremendous 
boom based on the electrification of the proletarian areas. Before, the 
private company would only provide services to industrialists and elegant 
areas because the payment for the service was guaranteed, but with 
nationalization the government said: This should be ‘given to the people’, 
because it already belongs to the nation. The CLFC workforce grew an 
annual average of 10%. Each year, the company would hire around 1,800 
or 2,000 new workers. The nationalisation created an industry structure to 
serve ‘the people’; this included new departments, workshops, factories, 
and proletarian colonies for CLFC.” 
 

The nationalisation of the electricity industry implemented by President Adolfo López 

Mateos in 1960, “…responded to the capitalist development of the country’s economic 
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needs and was able to achieve the political objective of reuniting popular forces and the 

middle classes around the executive power” (Tagle 1980 p. 57). Groups and political parties 

of the left considered the measure as crucial in the battle against “imperialism”, while the 

labour sector regarded it as a response to private electricity enterprises “stealing from 

Mexico and stopping our progress” (Ibid. ). At the time, the Cuban Revolution provided the 

Mexican government with the opportunity to push forward a call for national unity and 

implementation of ostensibly ‘anti-imperialist’ policies that did not entail modification of 

the capitalist accumulation tendencies (ibid. ). In this way, the Mexican state looked like a 

progressive force, but never really challenged the broader logic of accumulation for its own 

sake. César decided to become a full-time worker in 1960 when the narrative of 

‘nationalisation’ included unification of the electricity industry into one big public company. 

After the nationalisation, the electricity industry was divided into three main groups, 1) CFE 

and its 22 affiliated enterprises; 2) La Compañía de Luz y Fuerza del Centro, CLFC; and 3) The 

new Chapala electricity company and its affiliates. Only two years after the nationalisation, 

CFE controlled 88% of the national installed capacity and CLFC only 12%, the latter became 

mostly a distribution company re-selling power produced by CFE to the central zone of the 

country (ibid. p. 68). 

In 1964, CFE was granted de facto control of the nationalised electricity industry by 

President Díaz Ordaz. By 1966, the representatives of CFE, the National Union [Sindicato 

Nacional] and STERM signed a triple party agreement for union integration [Convenio 

Tripartita para la integración sindical] with the objective of facilitating the unification of 

nationalised enterprises under CFE’s control. The agreement set the basis for the integration 

of the whole industry. After this agreement, in 1969, the government incorporated CLFC 

into CFE with the consent of SME’s Secretary General, Aguilar Palomino. SME’s Secretary-

General accepted to sign a four-party agreement [Convenio cuatripartita para la integración 

de la industria eléctrica] with STERM, Sindicato Nacional and CFE. The agreement 

established that the Sindicato Nacional and CFE would continue to respect the collective 

contracts of SME and STERM. It also stated that SME agreed to collaborate with CFE in the 

administrative reorganization duties that the integration presented. But Aguilar Palomino 

signed the agreement without the vote of the General Assembly, violating the internal 

democratic processes of the union. Later that year, Palomino was removed and the new 
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Secretary General, Torres Ordóñez, expressed his disagreement with the agreement, which 

he said, included contradictions that could negatively impact worker’s interests.  

According to César, the consolidation of the sector and unification of workers into 

one big union, would have given the workers more power to fight for their class interests. 

He explained that the workers who were against unification believed the action would bring 

about the loss of SME’s independence and dismissal of its collective contract––with all the 

benefits achieved through years of struggle. But César believed SME workers would never 

let that happen because, he believed, the better collective contract would be the one 

adopted, which was SME’s. He said that the union had a democratic tradition of debate in 

which “conflicting ideas were an essential component of the general assemblies and the 

legislativas”. These democratic values and practices meant the union acted following 

collective interests through the General Assembly mandate but also, that conflicting 

interests between workers created internal fragmentation.  

Another type of fragmentation happens when active workers become retirees. These 

workers go through a historical break in which they leave behind the historical period in 

which they were active labour and their ideas about work and the performance of their job 

freeze in their mind. They understand work as they lived it and continue to defend the 

ideology and way of working, they knew and experienced. According to my participants, this 

transition is a big shock professionally and personally; it shows how much of them is 

engrained in the job. It also brings different dynamics into play like the development of 

entrepreneurial projects which will be presented in the next section.  

Becoming a retired worker  

Most of the retirees with whom I spoke explained the challenges they faced in their own 

path towards retirement. As workers who benefited from the growth of the national 

electricity system, the current restructuration of the union’s working landscape presents 

important differences with their collective values and class-consciousness. In the landscape 

of relatively privileged workers, as SME workers were, the working class retained political 

power based on its capacity to organise collectively and disrupt the structures that the 

employer and government created. Kasmir and Carbonella (2008) suggest that the decline 

of class as an analytical category in social science analysis is the result of mistaking the 

transformation and decline of the Fordist working class for the end of the class itself. 

However, my fieldwork shows how some ideas derived from the experience of work in a 
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Fordist enterprise are intergenerationally transferred, altered, and adopted under a new 

working-class formation. This section draws on the narratives of retirees to explore how 

they understood their role as retirees in the resistance. 

According to my participants, the transition was challenging on the personal level, 

especially for those who had occupied a relevant position inside the company or union as 

team leaders, department representatives, legislators, or former members of the Central 

Committee. Retirement meant the end of their productive relationship with the company 

and daily interactions with their work teams and units. It was the conclusion of a 30-year 

working life in which workers went from feeling essential to the performance of their teams 

and the electrical system, to being strangers in their own homes. However, SME retired 

workers became part of the group of los jubilados [the retired, senior], which allowed them 

to continue in the workers’ struggle on the side of active workers at General Assemblies, 

meetings, and other union events. The transition, as Pablo explained, was sudden, even if 

workers were aware that it would eventually happen. He said,  

“From one day to the other, someone tells you: ‘It is over, here are your 
retirement papers. Please go to the building to retrieve your separation 
form and retirement settlement.’ Just like that, it ends. We were forced to 
retire because others were waiting for a position at the company. We had 
to vacate our post so that another worker could start working at the lower 
level and workers would get promoted. When I reached the time for 
retirement, I was not ready. I was happy at my job. I was getting a lot of 
extra time which meant extra money and extra hours doing work I 
enjoyed. It also meant that I was an alien back home. For example, when 
my youngest daughter was around ten years old, she would run to her 
mother to say, ‘Mom, that man [ese señor] is sleeping in your room’, to 
which my wife would reply, ‘That man is your father’. Of course, that 
happened because I was not part of her life for a long time. After all, I was 
working long hours.”  

Retirement, however disorienting, was a class-consciousness act. It was not only based on 

the collective understanding of the mode of production but as well on the permanence of 

the union and its capacity to give jobs to kin and other workers. Many of the jobs at the 

utility were deemed ‘high-risk work,’ which translated into early physical decay of the 

workers. This was the case of Pablo’s job, as an aerial lines worker, the stress of working on 

live line and the constant risk of suffering damage from electricity, impacted his health, and 

he developed signs of diabetes. According to Pablo he developed diabetes due to the stress 

of the job and the bad habits he had around drinking and eating. The deterioration of 

workers’ health due to the job meant workers needed to retire earlier to avoid higher risks 
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or loss of human lives. But their decline as electricity-related, skilled labour did not hinder 

their ability to develop new businesses or continue being productive in another type of job. 

That was the reason most of the workers struggled with retiring at such an early stage in 

life, although, they recognised the conditions of retirement as a benefit gained after 

enduring years of risk. It was a benefit that the union, as a collective organisation of 

workers, had struggled for and won over time.  

Pablo began working, like many others, at age 16 and retired by the time he turned 

44. He was born into an electricians’ family; his father was an aerial lines worker like him. 

When he started working at ‘La Luz’, he remembered that becoming an electrician was a 

punishment. “If you had bad grades, you came to work here”. Being the son of an electrician 

gave him enlisting privileges over those unrelated to another worker. In his experience, 

getting a job at the company and becoming a member of SME was a life-changing event. 

“Once you got a job here, your life was solved,” he added. The security that workers 

experienced as part of an electricity corporation was related to how the work was 

structured and performed. It had to do with how each individual worker became part of a 

wider structure, a body of workers required for production organised into a union to defend 

their interests. As Braverman (1975) argues, under capitalism, the individual worker loses 

the capacity to produce a finished commodity on its own and only becomes a productive 

worker as part of a working mass, or collective. These dynamics transform the process of 

productive labour into a collective social process. And it is within this collective structure 

that the worker as an individual finds labour security because his or her work is only one 

piece of the whole structure. 

Within the wider structure, some workers had the capacity or willingness to reach 

higher working positions or leading roles. Pablo reached the highest rank level in his 

department––‘superintendent of aerial lines’––which granted him the title of ‘jefe’ or boss. 

He enjoyed the prestige associated with the position and the capacity to lead and give 

directions to other workers. In SME, as Pablo explained, the way to a leading position was 

two-fold, by seniority or by merit. Seniority had to do with the worker’s service period in the 

company. Merit was first determined by service time, and secondly, by being recognised as 

hard-working, knowledgeable, and capable by colleagues. In both cases, the worker needed 

to be willing to become a leader, which not every worker desired. Some were happy to be 

part of a team or follow orders, even if that meant not having a raise. Pablo had specialised 
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knowledge from studying part of an engineering degree at university, and he also had 

practical knowledge from his years as an aerial lines’ worker. He was happy with 

coordinating people and teaching them how to do the job. The idea of retirement made him 

anxious. Pablo explained, 

“It is not easy to retire, because for most of your working life you were 
dependant on a boss. The boss would tell you what to do, where to go, 
and so on. As you progress, you become a boss [jefe], which brings you 
many benefits. You get used to giving orders and coordinating people. But, 
when you retire, you go from being productive to being un-important. No 
one follows your orders at home. Not even the dog, because no one knows 
you; you were never there.” 

The loss of prestige and authority experienced by workers like Pablo when they retired 

seems to be an important reason for joining the resistance. Workers like Pablo felt unease 

at the prospect of inactivity and the lack of authority and prestige. Their quest for 

recognition pushed some workers like Pablo to extend their productivity and develop 

private businesses, which they later dropped to join the resistance. Pablo told me that 

about a year before his retirement he began his own venture. It was a promotional items 

business on a small scale where he could invest some of his retirement money, while 

remaining as a productive worker. One of the major challenges he experienced was that as 

an entrepreneur, the productive structure was different from the one he was used to at 

CLFC. Even if he had leadership skills, he still went from being part of a collective structure 

to being on his own. Pablo added, 

 “Every time I went on vacations, it showed me that I needed to prepare 
for retirement. So, I started a business five years before retiring. So, after 
retiring I did not go to the street; I went to my business. I would wake up 
at the same time as my CLFC years and went to my office, with all the 
things I owned and the workers I employed. It was a promotional items 
business we did things like luminous signs, mugs, keyrings, t-shirts, and 
those kinds of articles [mi negocio de artículos promocionales, mercancías 
promocionales como anuncios luminosos, tazas, playeras, y esas cosas]. At 
its peak, I employed 108 workers. I also began doing construction work for 
small trade places. I entered this business after an insurance company, 
Mapfre, bought me a luminous sign, and they asked if I could recommend 
someone to upgrade an office space they had. The job was fixing the 
ceiling, painting the walls, changing the floors, and all that office 
ambiance. I just told them: I can do it. And that job brought me many new 
clients and contracts. I faced many challenges but managed to keep the 
business for eight years until the closure [el golpe]”. 



 

118 
 

Pablo explained that the business thrived for some years and gave him enough money to 

buy consumer goods like cars for his family and pay for luxury vacations. He was 

experiencing life as a capitalist and enjoying some of its benefits. But he also experienced 

months in which he had to use his pension money to pay the wages of his workers. He 

remembered a time in which he took a contract to make clothing for the nationwide 

department store ‘Suburbia39’. He said, 

“That venture was terrible because I entered a business, I knew nothing 
about, and I did it at the national level. For that contract, I associated with 
a seamstress woman who had a ten-machine sewing workshop. We talked 
about the conditions, and I developed the business proposal for Suburbia. 
They accepted it. The contract established that Suburbia would provide 
the materials, and we would cover the manual labour. We did not 
understand the dimension of the project until the first trailer filled with 
fabric arrived. At that point, we realised our capacity was surpassed. I had 
to use the down payment to purchase 30 extra sewing machines and 
employ more seamstresses. We struggled to complete the order.”  

Pablo told me that at the time of the closure, he pondered whether his eight-year-old 

business was worth the effort, especially since he experienced considerable economic losses 

during the slower months. Pablo decided to close his business and join the resistance. 

Joining meant coming back to a familiar atmosphere and regaining his identity based on the 

work he had mastered, and he was able to get an internship for his younger daughter as a 

reporter at Radio SME. Pablo and his daughter have worked at Radio SME since then. He 

explained that he tried to get a job at CLFC for both of his daughters, but it was very hard 

due to a lack of available positions: only 10% of the total jobs were destined to women in 

specific departments. Also, after the 1990s, an internal informal economy was developed by 

representatives—with the approval of the union leadership—through which positions and 

roles were sold. “You had to pay for the position” [Había que pagar por la plaza], Pablo 

lamented. Pablo now wants to obtain a cooperative membership for his daughter to ensure 

his family's continuity in the organisation. However, that comes with challenges because 

cooperative membership is destined only for workers in resistance.  

Pablo’s entrepreneurial experience showed that becoming a ‘businessman’ was 

common among retirees who held higher-ranked or leadership roles. Another member of 

 
39 Suburbia is a chain of department stores founded in 1970 in Mexico City by the Cifra Group (owners of 
Grupo Aurrera). The Cifra group was a grocery, department store and restaurant chain owned by Basque 
descendants, acquired by Walmart in the 90s. Suburbia’s focuses on selling consumer goods like clothing, 
appliances, or electronics for the working classes. Walmart sold Suburbia to the Liverpool group (department 
stores chain for the middle class) and was incorporated into that new group in 2017.  
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the retirees’ political group named Julio, had a similar experience of entrepreneurship after 

retirement. Julio is an 84-year-old retiree whose working years were spent between the 

subterranean lines department and being a member of the Central Committee. He 

explained, 

“I retired in what I think, are difficult conditions. I had lost an election in 
which I ran for Secretary-General. I lost it because of my ego and my very 
controversial political project to make real the unification of the national 
electricians’ unions. In my opinion, my defeat meant that my prestige and 
recognition among the workers was lost. After losing and finishing my post 
as Secretary of Interior at the Central Committee, I worked for two years 
doing office work and then, retired. After retiring, I isolated myself from 
the union for about 20 years; I only came to vote but never to a General 
Assembly. I was busy with other things. I became an ‘empresario’ 
[businessman]. I bought one hairdresser and then another, and another; I 
ended up owning four. I even learned how to cut hair and did that for 
some time. After the closure decree, Manuel Fernandez, a former 
Secretary-General, invited me to join the former leaders’ groups [grupos 
de exdirigentes]. I attended different groups’ meetings and stayed in this 
one because here I found honest people; the type of people you can 
trust.”  
 

Julio said he enjoyed cutting hair and having contact with people. It was different from his 

electrician role but being the boss of his businesses, he still enjoyed the prestige and 

recognition that came with a leadership role. He explained that with years and age he had 

to retire from his business as well and leave other members of the family in charge. It is 

relevant to observe how after retiring, Julio and Pablo had the energy, creativity, and 

resources to develop their businesses. Their working years’ experience and retirement 

money allowed them to transform into micro-entrepreneurs or ‘petty proprietors’ defined 

as a “group in possession of some monetary resources; some professional, technical, or 

artisanal skills; and the employment of a small number of workers supervised on a direct, 

face-to-face basis” (Portes and Hoffman 2003 p. 45). In this case, and due to their incapacity 

to get back into the work they knew as electricians, retirees transformed themselves into 

small-scale capitalists. Their transformation was not only the result of their desire to remain 

active but also by the availability of financial resources they had as the result of their 

productive life as electric workers.  

The LF del Centro cooperative––SME’s venture to get more of its members back into 

work––is built on the idea that former workers have a wide set of skills that not only relate 

to the electricity sector. In the cooperative planning phase, SME’s leadership brought some 
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researchers of the National Polytechnic Institute [Instituto Politécnico Nacional, IPN] to 

make a research project destined to understand and categorize the workers’ skills and 

aptitudes to define the lines of businesses and scope of services that the cooperative could 

provide. Yet, the idea of developing a ‘business line’ [líneas de negocio] or becoming an 

‘entrepreneur’ was challenging for most workers who understood work as a collective 

process of productive labour in which they would follow or cover working orders. In one of 

my meetings with the retirees’ group, I asked what they thought was the main reason for 

why workers resisted joining the cooperative and developing a business line. They believed 

that to some, it was a matter of not feeling prepared with the appropriate skills or 

knowledge related to the business lines of the Cooperative. In their opinion, it was as if the 

interruption of their trajectory as wage labourers by the closure, hindered their creativity 

and resourcefulness to create a new economic venture. 

According to Rodrigo, the Cooperative’s Treasurer, many of the workers in resistance 

already have a job, a small business, or make a living renting property they bought during 

their time as workers, or with the settlement money. Many of them had to develop 

different economic activities like selling food, goods by catalogue, or working in carpentry or 

masonry to survive. But they would still not accept to do this work as part of the 

cooperative. Rodrigo explained that these businesses gave the workers a higher monthly 

income than what they could make working at the cooperative. He said that after inviting 

them to join the cooperative, most said they were not interested in investing time 

developing another business that would mean jeopardizing or decreasing their secure 

incomes. However, many expressed that if CLFC was reopened, they would undoubtedly go 

back to their former electrician job. These attitudes towards the cooperative are to what 

most of my informants referred as an unwillingness to “change their mindsets” [cambio de 

mentalidad]. 

The difference between the workers and retirees’ attitude towards the development 

of businesses seems to be linked to how each group understands their productive capacity. 

While it is clear to retirees that their working life as a utility worker is over, workers in 

resistance keep alive the promise of rescuing their previous jobs. Additionally, my fieldwork 

suggests that retirees turned into entrepreneurs—like Julio and Pablo—embraced this 

transformation based on their own experiences as leaders seeking new sources of prestige 

or status. I asked César about the meaning of leadership to retirees, he explained,  



 

121 
 

“Being a former leader puts you in a special category. Let me explain. In 
the early 1970s, the leading group in SME (Julio’s political group) was very 
powerful. It was led by the Secretary-General, Jorge Torres Ordóñez40, who 
understood the importance of keeping in contact with retired former 
leaders. I cannot explain very well how it started. Former leaders were 
invited to periodical meetings over a meal [desayuno o comida]. These 
meetings became like a council of elders or wise men. It was an exercise of 
union cohesion; keeping these seniors close was positive for the 
organisation. The arrangement became a ritual that happened every year, 
near the Christmas holidays. Thanks to these meetings, being a former 
leader translated into political status and prestige from one moment to 
the other. In turn, the Secretary General’s invitation was a big honour, and 
roughly one hundred seniors attended these meetings”. 
 

The meetings with the Secretary-General allowed him to consult and be in continual contact 

with the processes of the organisation. To former leaders, it was a way of remaining 

valuable to SME. César explained that their ideas and values were the product of living 

under the conditions of the historic collective contract of 1936, re-negotiated and expanded 

every two years at las legislativas. For César and his colleagues, maintaining the tradition of 

the meetings had the objective of giving back to the organisation by discussing and finding 

solutions to the challenges they faced as esmeitas. These practices were rooted in processes 

of collective decision-making. Julio added, 

“You will find this conversation full of romanticism because we lived a 
different era of the union and the country and, we miss it. Generally, the 
older man thinks that in his era, things were better. Meanwhile, the young 
man thinks that his senior is outdated and that his memories of ‘the best 
of times’ are inaccurate. It is a natural behaviour of the individual to think 
like this; it is part of the cycle of life. Still, I would rather go back to the 
earlier days of both the company and the union.”  
 

Julio’s statement showed what the union means to workers and what they believe are 

acceptable working relations or processes are intimately linked to their active working 

years. My research made evident how workers in resistance experienced the same desire as 

retired workers to have back their jobs under previous conditions––“to get back to the 

company and how things were” [regresar a como estábamos antes en la compañía]. The 

shift of the economic model and practices, from import substitution industrialization to the 

neoliberal era that led to the closure of CLFC, pushed SME leaders and workers in resistance 

to find ways to adapt their everyday practices for survival. In the resistance, these 

 
40 SME’s Secretary General from 1969 until 1977. 
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adaptations represented by micro-entrepreneurial and informal self-employment, 

represented a provisional or temporary time until their struggle would allow them to 

recuperate their company and working conditions, and especially, as they said, their 

“collective contract.” The entrepreneurial dynamic is similar to what happened to 

republicans after the Civil War in Spain. After the instauration of the Francoist dictatorship, 

republicans were banished from formal employment—which at the time was represented 

by governmental work—and in order to survive, republicans had to develop informal jobs in 

which they employed and exploited labour (Narotzky and Smith 2006). In both cases, SME 

workers and Spanish republicans, left-leaning people transformed into the very thing they 

despised: managers and capitalists. Ironically, they were able to achieve this transformation 

based on their previously acquired skills and knowledge as workers. 

Retirees have been essential to supporting SME’s struggle in financial terms but also 

with emotional and ideological support rooted in their experience. However, it seems that 

most workers and retirees are not convinced of the importance of bringing their 

entrepreneurial experience into SME’s new ventures. Narotzky and Smith (2006) explain 

that the capability of a social actor to mobilize the capital of family towards economic ends, 

constitutes a class dynamic as it shows “the close interweaving of a kind of regulation that 

effectively target particular people and the practices of a [particular] economy” (p.209). The 

transferral of skills, behaviours, and knowledge from one generation to another represents 

a way to protect their future and that of their children; this transferral of capabilities 

constitutes the capital of a social group with a particular worldview. 

Senior entrepreneurs like Pablo and Julio that decided to reinvest their businesses 

profits and retirement money in the resistance struggle, acted similarly to petty proprietors 

in Latin America in the 1990s after the adoption of structural adjustments. According to 

Portes and Hoffman (2003), petty proprietorship became the refuge for those “public 

servants, salaried professionals, and other skilled workers” (p. 48) displaced by neoliberal 

policies. This form of subsidization is not uncommon, the development of a parallel ‘off-the-

books’ economy or ‘dual economy’ has been observed in other experiences for example 

Spain during the 1940s and 1950s when the countryside subsidised industry (Narotzsky and 

Smith 2006). In these ‘flexible economies’, the subsidizing actors “exercise their will over the 

history they choose to invent” (ibid. p.200). However, my research seems to show that 
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retirees are marginalised from participating in the developing of new ventures due to their 

ideas and attitudes towards productive labour been considered ‘the old ways’. 

Between exclusion and marginalisation: retirees in resistance  

My informants explained how becoming a retiree was experienced as a rupture as if 

retirement meant the end of their working and union life. To them, it represented exclusion 

from the company. Some retirees remained close to the union. But others, as they said, did 

not want to continue participating in a union from which they felt distant. César explained 

that other retirees have told him things like: “I don’t feel part of the cooperative. I don’t 

belong to this new union. I don’t feel identified with the cooperative.” According to César, 

retirees feel conflicted because there is an ‘emptiness’ in their reality [hay un vacío en la 

realidad] that is rooted in how they understood the union. César explained the void as a lack 

of congruence: “The organisational structure of the union was intimately linked to the 

organisational structure of the company. The departments were reciprocal, each 

department in the company had a representation in the union. When the company 

disappeared, the structure vanished. But in the present, the structure remains in the union. 

Why?” The dissonance between this reality and the structure is similar to how they 

explained the capacity of retirees to remain as union members. It represented a 

transformation into a marginal group, one that was included—as they were part of the 

decisions and assemblies—and, excluded—as their opinions could be dismissed because 

they were no longer active workers.  

These retirees in resistance experience a similar marginality in which they are 

considered an essential element due to their social and financial capital but are marginalised 

as their ideas no longer support the ideology of the new union. César told me that his group 

of retirees is institutionally minded, and they seek to help the union. Their strategy is 

discussion of current issues and elaboration of written suggestions. “Our documents are 

opinions that seek to generate a reflexive dialogue between the old and the new union. I am 

not sure of what we will achieve with them because the predominating force in the union is 

the official one”. Here, the exclusion through inclusion that the retirees face, makes evident 

to them that their ideas represent ‘the old way of doing things’. But there is also an 

interesting differential component when their way of approaching retirements through self- 

employment is now “the new way of doing things,” on how they are dismissed as outdated, 

and their experiences are not integrated into union politics and life. This reality is not only 
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agism or the rejection of past ideology by younger members, but also as some cooperative 

workers explained, a matter of survival that demands workers to act differently according to 

their new reality.  

The resistance provided an opportunity for retirees to participate, feel included, and 

regain prestige as relevant members of the union, while receiving recognition from resisting 

workers. This inclusion was based on their capacity to support the resistance as the ‘soul’ of 

the historical union but mostly, as its financial arm. It also provided an opportunity for other 

retirees to distance themselves and cut ties with the union and the resistance. The fifth 

article of the closure decree [decreto de extinción] stated that retirees’ rights to their 

pension was to be safeguarded by the Mexican government through budgeting the required 

resources into the Expenditure Budget of the Federation [Presupuesto de Egresos de la 

Federación] every year for as long as SME retirees were alive. My informants commented on 

this saying how dangerous this false protection was to the collective. César explained, “The 

retiree thinks automatically he or she no longer needs the union to receive their payment. 

They feel that the decree protects them and that keeps them away from the union. But the 

government can hit us anytime like they did to the company.” For the ones that remained 

close to the union, they have seen their relevance to the movement decrease over the 

years, my retired informants are convinced that most retirees are not politically active or 

participating. According to them, during the first five years of the resistance, retirees were 

invited to a weekly meeting every Wednesday at noon at the ‘new’ SME headquarters. In 

those meetings, interventions by the Central Committee (CC) predominated but retirees 

used to actively participate. Gradually the meetings were spaced out and are now held once 

a month in which, according to César, “retirees no longer speak, they just listen to CC 

reports and agree.” As they were explained how retirees’ participation was limited, Miguel 

Soto a retired engineer in his mid-sixties originally from Necaxa intervened, 

“Currently, there are voices that identify that we [retirees] no longer 
appear in this ‘new’ union. We are no longer appear on the register 
because there is ‘another vision’ different from that great historical union 
that we romantically defend. They haven’t officially taken us out yet, but 
there are those who say there is such an intention.” 

The fact that their input was not considered in the definition of the new ventures of the 

union like the cooperative or the generation company (Fénix Generadora) seems to support 

Miguel Soto’s argument. As official members, retirees were able to speak their mind at 
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General Assemblies in which these ventures were voted on and approved by the union, but 

their skills and knowledge were not considered when the cooperative business lines [líneas 

de negocio] were decided. The effective exclusion of retirees is not only based on their 

categorization as ‘outdated,’ but it is also provoked by how they understand the union’s 

performance and the process of productive labour. Retirees struggle to comprehend how 

SME, as a union, can act as a shareholder of a company (Fénix Generadora), and still 

maintain its class consciousness. These new labour conditions confuse retirees, causing 

them struggle to understand their sense of belonging and identity as part of the resistance, 

as César explained, 

“The closure evidenced a belonging problem, one of collective identity. 
When the company disappears, the reason behind the union’s existence 
disappears. We ask ourselves, Who am I if I no longer have a working 
relationship with a company? How can we solve that problem? We must 
fight to keep being [hay que luchar para seguir siendo]. However, when 
the company no longer exists, the identity faces a crisis. A cooperative is 
too unfamiliar to a retiree. I mean, what is that? As retirees, we are still 
part of the historical union. We do not belong to the new one. It is difficult 
to understand how a union associates with a private enterprise and 
becomes a shareholder [accionista] of a foreign enterprise! These 
unprecedented situations allowed the union to survive and save its 
registration. As a process, it tests the legacy and history of our 
organisation, our belonging and identity, and it gives us the sense of a 
dispossessed collective identity. What is next? We do not know, but we 
sure yearn for the historical union that resolved its affairs by way of 
collective decisions. [No lo sabemos. Añoramos el sindicato histórico que 
resuelve su vida a través de decisiones colectivas] “  

 

This quote underscores some of the dynamics retired workers in resistance face as they try 

to make sense of the processes of exclusion/inclusion in which they participate. It is evident 

that to retirees like César, the process of productive labour, which is a collective experience, 

determined much of their identity and belonging as an SME member and electricity worker. 

The identity of these men is linked to the job and the roles they performed in their everyday 

lives, which could be limited to a job or expanded as they became involved in political 

structures of the union like the Central Committee. César’s phrase ‘hay que luchar para 

seguir siendo’ “We have to struggle to keep existing” highlights his sense of existential 

threat of how he understands his life as part of a class-based organisation. To retirees like 

César, the situation in which SME is now acting as a shareholder of a company is 

antagonistic with respect to the historical union they once knew.  
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However, the retirees are marginalised from the decision-making process by their 

own ideals and values, representing ‘the old way of doing things,’ which does not admit the 

change of approach required for the new ventures. The experience of retirees can be 

explained by three dynamics. Firstly, retirees do not sympathise with the new actions and 

position of the union, as César’s quote shows. This dynamic marginalises retirees because 

most of their ideas focus on how to get back to the historical SME and CLFC as they used to 

function in collective terms. For example, making decisions in General Assemblies in which 

everyone participated and enjoying the stability offered by a strong company supported by 

the public sector. Secondly, and linked to the previous dynamic, retirees’ business 

experience was not used in the development of new ventures because in both, retirees’ 

minds and union operation, political life and entrepreneurial life are separate and require a 

different mentality. Political life is linked to collective activities, while ‘business life’ asks 

workers to individually develop projects that can employ other workers. Going from worker 

mentality to a capitalist mindset. Thirdly, retirees are excluded from the new ventures 

because their productive life has ended; they are not searching for employment. Meaning 

that the leadership of the union does not include retirees because they have no need for a 

job. To retired workers, their input goes in terms of maintaining the legacy of the historical 

union as they knew it, including the collective processes and a company-union relationship 

materialized in a collective contract. 

Moreover, retirees, lack power to influence to change and decision-making. One of 

the reasons behind it is the group lost its ability to organise collectively due to physical 

challenges like health issues or home relocation that has dispersed the group. The 

relationship of retirees with the union, their interest and their understanding of union life 

and its struggles is directly linked to what Lazar (2017) describes as militancia [union 

membership and activism]. To her, militancia is the affective attachment a union member 

has to an organisation, which involves “a process of self-and subject creation in a specifically 

political sense and evokes a set of values and practices with specific historical resonances” 

(p. 53). For retirees like César, the new ventures represent a new set of historical meanings 

that are not connected to his experience as an SME worker. He explained how retirees 

experience remotion of the collective identity after the closure of the company, but also 

how in his opinion, the resistance benefited from the inclusion of retired workers which 

supported militancia and ‘collective identity’ practices. César believes that the 



 

127 
 

transformation process into a shareholder that the union is experiencing is incompatible 

with collective decision-making. Collective decisions have ended, as the union leaves behind 

its historical form and transforms into a new union that acts as a shareholder. Retirees like 

César, who once were part of the Central Committee and are now outside of the structure, 

experience the new SME in a different way than the ones that remain in the official 

structure. The next section sheds some light into how retirees are included into the union 

structure and in the resistance movement. 

Formal inclusion of retirees in the resistance 

“Retired workers are one of SME’s cornerstones. We are a privileged 
sector of the organisation because, unlike other unions—where retirees 
lose all their membership rights—here, we continue being part of the 
decision-making process at the General Assemblies. We have voice and 
voting rights.” Carlitos Magariño, the Pro-secretary of retirees 
[Prosecretario de Jubilados]. 

Carlitos Magariño, as workers called him, was a representative of the retirees at the time of 

the closure and became a member of the Central Committee in 2014 after he was elected 

Prosecretario de Jubilados. Carlitos joined the union in 1970 at age 23 and spent his working 

years as a subterranean cables department worker in the maintenance division at CLFC. He 

has been an active union member for the past 49 years. Before entering CLFC––invited by 

one of his cousins––he worked as a tinsmith. Proud and confident, he said that he only 

completed secondary school studies but that the union and ‘life out there’ were his schools, 

where he learned anything relevant. Carlitos has been a very active voice in the resistance, 

attending the assemblies, and promoting and supporting SME’s new ventures. He has 

advocated for a workers’ change of mentality that would allow them to participate in the 

new ventures and make them successful. His discourse as a CC member, is consistently 

supportive of the Secretary-General. In my interactions with him, Carlitos never criticised 

any of the leadership’s decisions. However, he spoke about the need for ‘self-criticism’ and 

a focus on the greater benefit. Carlitos always spoke about the relevance of retirees and the 

important role they played.  

At the time of the closure, SME retirees represented a third of the total affiliates of 

the union. Carlitos explained that as a group, retired workers lacked the political and 

collective organisation they once had as active workers of CLFC. “So why did retirees join 

the resistance movement?” I asked him. In his opinion, retirees joined to save the union 

from disappearing because “a union without a collective contract cannot exist”. He 
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explained that the collective contract was the only line of defence that the 22,000 retirees 

and 44,000 active workers had at the time. “As retirees, we have clause 115 of the past 

collective contract which clearly states that SME is the genuine defender of the professional 

interests of its affiliates, both active and retired workers,” he added. In his opinion, retirees 

joined the resistance at the beginning to save the collective contract by pressuring the 

government to define CFE as the substitute employer [patrón sustituto] of SME. 

Safeguarding the collective contract was important to retirees because the conditions of 

their pensions were linked to it. But as previously explained, the fifth article of the closure 

decree gave retirees a sense of security that allowed them to drift away from the union life. 

Pensions are key to the survival of retirees and the Mexican market because as a 

group, the retired are an important consumer group. Also, some retirees like Pablo or Julio 

return to work, becoming not paid labourers but employers of other workers engaging once 

again into the accumulation process. To Carlitos, the problematisation of CLFC as 

‘economically inviable’ made the retirees a natural target due to the number of funds 

destined to pay for their pensions. His fear was rooted in one of the considerations of the 

decree that read, “the organism registers a liability of 240 billion pesos, of which only 80 

billion correspond to active workers, while 160 billion are related to retired personnel” [Que 

el organismo registra un pasivo laboral de 240 mil millones de pesos, de los cuales 

solamente 80 mil millones corresponden a trabajadores en activo y 160 mil millones al 

personal jubilado]. Carlitos explained that retirees joined the struggle and supported the 

resistance for three main reasons. The first was to defend SME’s permanence, legacy, and 

historical memory [memoria histórica]. The second reason was the retirees’ interests related 

to their pensions to ensure the government would continue to respect them. The third 

reason was to defend family and kin interests to support family members who joined the 

resistance. He added, “We needed to fight to keep our union alive; because if those 16,599 

workers in resistance were defeated, we would have become easy prey. The current or 

subsequent government would hit us. They were already attacking the pension system in 

the country.” 

 Castree et al. (2004) remind us that in the capitalist system, the retired may 

overlook how their pensions depend upon the work and contributions of active workers. 

The authors explain that in a capitalist society, wage labour is a social activity that defines 

how labour fits within the system. Due to differences in how workers sell or deploy labour 
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power to make a living, a segmentation of labour occurs from which four groups can be 

distinguished: paid labourers, their dependants (potential labourers or unpaid labour), 

retirees, and the unemployed. The last three social groups, depend directly or indirectly 

upon the sale of labour power of the paid labourers (Castree 2004 p. 34-35). The awareness 

of segmentation impairs the capacity of workers to sustain class consciousness because it 

does not come as a natural or given idea to workers but requires a constant process of 

reminding concrete individuals of what unites them as labour. The group of SME retirees in 

which César and Julio participated, said that their capacity to support workers in resistance 

had to do with their class consciousness constructed in their active workers’ years, which 

they continue to share with younger generations. Their union life was populated by 

collective processes in which the values, ideals, and necessities that unified the working 

class (Castree et al. 2004 p. 77) were constantly transmitted to workers to create and 

maintain that class consciousness.  

The defence of the legacy and historical memory of SME were relevant to retired 

workers not only because they spent over 30 years working for the company and militating 

in the union but also because of the family members that came before them. To retirees, 

the collective history of the union was of great importance because their grandfathers, 

fathers, and uncles were SME members and, in many cases, they learned about class 

structure at home. For retirees like Pablo, César, or Julio their personal life was linked to the 

union since they were born, their fathers and other family members worked for the 

company and were active at the trade union, learning from a young age the importance of 

working-class political action and its defence. For others, like Carlitos it was an earned way 

of life that he inherited to his children. To him, legacy and transcendence were essential 

concepts for senior workers, “we are not leaving wealth to our families, but we can imbue 

them with the values and ideals of our organisation.” In this sense, to these retirees, the 

transcendence of the union was the same as their personal transcendence, they became 

one with the union. Concerning this comment, Julio also told me,  

“Our trade union had and still has an enormous prestige because we 
preserved the democratic ideals of the organisation in our Collective 
Contract. We always fought to increase our orbit [materia de trabajo], we 
have a cohesive union, and we maintain our company in the best 
conditions to protect our jobs. That is a legacy that should be preserved.”  
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To César, joining the resistance was related to the unique sense of permanence and 

belonging to the organisation retirees had. “When you are a member of the union, you are 

part of the union and that the union is part of you.” In his opinion, they were defending 

themselves by defending the trade union. César’s statement evidenced the importance of 

militancia to him as a process of affective attachment and consubstantiality through which 

SME members are made from the same substance as the union (Lazar 2017). The process of 

consubstantiality extended to other members to whom they shared family and family-like 

ties to defend themselves and their family interests. In this sense, the resistance became a 

movement of clusters; it was a collective effort with the family as the basic unit. Although 

the decree broke kin and family ties, separating nuclear and extended families and ending 

long-lasting friendships, it also strengthened family ties between those in resistance. It 

represented an opportunity for retired workers to become economic and moral support, 

repurposing their involvement, as Julio and Pablo’s entrepreneurial abandonment 

experience showed.  

Retirees were not only the financial support but also became a cohesive instrument 

of the resistance. Their inclusion created intergenerational clusters of resistance, where 

senior members became the political mentors of the clusters. Carlitos told me that it is 

essential that the workers and retirees in resistance preserve and feel proud of the 

inheritance that SME’s 72-year-old collective contract has left them, in terms of the ideology 

that gave birth to that in 1914. Carlitos, and most retirees in resistance, value the capacity 

of the workers and the union to create a legacy, as a collective agent and understand that 

individual agents have a role to play within this process. The experiences of retirees show 

that workers have agency to decide on their capacity to act, challenge or resist their 

conditions. Retirees hold close an understanding individual and collective actions allowed 

them to reproduce the social structures, like class, that sustain them (Castree 2004).  

However, other retired workers in resistance like Daniel believe that attachment to 

the past prevents workers from understanding and embracing the new situation. When I 

asked him about it, Daniel explained that in his opinion, the sense of solidarity that roots 

them in the union is the same thing that does not let them advance [el mismo concepto de 

solidaridad que te arraiga es el mismo que no te permite avanzar]. He explained that the 

important thing is to live in the present without forgetting where they come from because 

that is the only way to ensure that the collective ideals of the organisation will be part of 
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SME’s new ventures. In a sense, Daniel believes that there is no going back to the years of 

the CLFC and that the structure has changed in a way that there is no alternative other than 

bringing and try to assimilate their class consciousness and ideals into the new ventures of 

the union. Daniel’s explanation reluctantly accepts the hegemony of the market economy 

invoking Margaret Thatcher’s “there is no alternative” phrase while at the same time, 

searching for a way to hold on to SME’s historically constructed class consciousness. 

Conclusion 

The historical legacy and experience of previous generations of SME have been structurally 

integrated into the organisation through collective processes like ‘las legislativas’ in which 

retired workers, freed from their working responsibilities, contributed as active members of 

the union to the enrichment of the collective contract. The 2009 CLFC closure was a planned 

government action that limited the political power exercised by SME and impacted 44,000 

SME active workers and 22,000 retirees, in different ways. Active workers lost their jobs, the 

financial capacity to support their families and themselves, and their capacity to disrupt the 

electrical system of Mexico City; all of which constituted their political power. The second 

group, the retirees, experienced the closure on different terms. The closure decree 

safeguarded their pensions and gave them the capacity to end their lifetime relationship 

with the union. By ending the automatic deduction of union fees and using direct debit to 

pay their pensions directly into their bank accounts, the government ended retirees’ 

financial dependence on the union. SME retired men and women were free to decide 

whether they felt compelled, by their class consciousness, legacy, transcendence, or love for 

the union, to pay their dues at the union headquarters or alienate from the union. This 

government strategy to divide SME members decreased the union’s political power but was 

not enough to stop the materialization of a resistance movement.  

After the closure, the government froze the trade union’s bank accounts, leaving the 

organisation and its workers without financial support. This chapter has presented the 

experiences of retired workers who decided to join the resistance and in so doing, became 

essential to the union’s material and ideological support. Officially, SME’s resistance 

movement was composed of 16,599 active workers who refused to settle on the terms in 

the official period (October 14th, 2009, to August 30th, 2010) established by the Mexican 

government. The government projected that by the end of the official period, most of the 

workers would have agreed to the terms and the closure would be almost complete. These 
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16,599 esmeitas are known as ‘la Digna Resistencia’ [the honourable or legitimate 

resistance]. Even though this resistance did not formally include retirees, their support was 

essential to the movement’s endurance and survival. As the chapter has shown, the 

inclusion of retirees in the resistance functioned as a cohesion instrument through which 

class consciousness was preserved, transferred, modified, or embraced by a different 

working-class formation. It was technically a process of class transformation that resulted 

from a reformation of their relationship to the means of production. This ‘different’ working 

class is the result of the self-management process through which the union has created a 

power generation company and cooperative as a survival strategy. By becoming the 

financial support of the resistance, retirees created and strengthened family and family-like 

relationships that increased the sentiment of consubstantiality among resisting members 

allowing them to retain, to some extent, class consciousness.  

 
Figure 27. SME workers in resistance at a demonstration on Avenida Reforma. Source: 
elpulsolaboral.com.mx 

 

Braverman (1975) explains that by destroying the family or household as the basic 

productive unit, capitalism separated the worker from the consumer of goods and services 

and ended the capacity of the family to be a ‘cooperative enterprise’ pursuing the joint 

production of a way of life. As family labour declines in its economic significance, social life 

and organic solidarity are replaced by a ‘cash nexus’ (p. 282). However, the experience of 

SME’s retirees shows that in the case of the resistance movement, the cash nexus allowed 

at least some workers to strengthen solidarity and the community’s social life. In this case 

study, subjective class-consciousness overcame the objective material position retirees 

occupied and compelled them to divert resources to ‘the cause.’ SME retirees, as active 
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members of the union, became a sort of ‘freed or unproductive labour’ with financial power 

that ensured cohesion and endurance of the resistance. The actions of these retirees were 

rooted in their understanding of collective values, in the ‘old ways’ of doing things at the 

historical union in which they spent their working life. My participants explained they joined 

the resistance because of their collective values, ideals, and beliefs in which the union 

members acted as a family but also, because supporting the resistance was a way to ensure 

their pensions would be respected.  

Representing a third of union membership, retirees are considered a vital 

component for the economic and social survival of SME. These men and women were 

considered reservoirs of knowledge and living memory of previous struggles by the 

leadership. However, their opinions about the labour process are considered too 

disconnected from the current situation of the union. Some of the collective values that 

retirees represent have been modified and adopted by the cooperative. Still, retired 

workers did not hold the correct mentality to understand the new necessities and economic 

arrangements that would ensure the life to the union. The need for a ‘new mindset’ that 

allows workers to go from wage labour to entrepreneurship is informed by the impossibility 

of restoring the CLFC utility and SME’s historical collective contract, which creates resistance 

in the retired workers because to them the objective should be to bring back ‘the old ways.’  

SME’s leadership defined the cooperative as a “self-management project” [Proyecto 

autogestivo] that will enable the union to generate income through the development of 

productive projects by the resisting workers that would then generate jobs. As Montes de 

Oca, the Secretary of Exterior explained, 

“We were expelled from the electricity sector, extirpated, and can no 
longer return to the public sector […] We are in the market because there 
was no other option. I have faith in the cooperative in terms of generating 
a self-managed culture where there is no boss, where workers manage the 
work process. However, it is very difficult coming from a culture where you 
are salaried, subordinated, and dependent on the managerial supervisors 
of the boss. Because, after that, you do not know what to do with your 
power. There are many problems in [the cooperative’s] construction 
because there are those who want to reproduce what they know [...] That 
is a scenario of struggle.” 

Just like Daniel, Montes de Oca believed that SME’s inclusion into the market was the only 

possible alternative for its survival. The cooperative’s objective is to generate profits that 

would allow SME to create jobs for their resisting workers. The business model is no 
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different from the entrepreneurial ventures of retired workers after their time as 

electricians ended. However, it is interesting that retirees, having both experience of wage 

labour and entrepreneurship want to ‘reproduce what they know’ in terms of wage labour. 

It is precisely these experienced businessmen who advocate for the revival of the previous 

working conditions. Their ideas of self-management collide with the possibilities and the 

way in which the cooperative has been designed as the insertion of the venture into the 

market to generate profit required to sustain the cooperative. Retirees understand ‘self-

management’ as the transformation of wage labour and control of the means of production 

in a state enterprise as part of a general transformation of Mexican society in the way 

consistent with the ideals of the Mexican Revolution and what they call ‘the golden years.’  
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Chapter 4. Articulations of Gender and Class in SME  
 

On one occasion, I was chatting with my retiree friend Pablo in his office at Radio SME about 

his work as a lineman. He described a typical workday and explained how the operational 

teams [cuadrillas] were composed of four to six workers with specific tasks. Some of the 

activities he spoke about seemed physically demanding or dangerous, while others were 

basic, like sweeping floors or getting lunch for everyone. I asked him how many women 

worked in the aerial lines department. He replied: “None. They were not allowed.” His reply 

was authoritative and conclusive, the kind of answer one gets when asking something 

illogical. Nevertheless, I followed up and asked him why women were not allowed. He 

replied, “Firstly, it was hard because the jobs in women’s departments were limited. The 

company had women’s departments where they worked, like tabulators [tabuladoras] and 

secretaries [secretarias]. Women working for CLFC could apply to those departments”. Still, I 

insisted, “But, did you ever hear about a woman that wanted to apply for a post in aerial 

lines?” He looked confused and repeated, “No, women were not allowed to join the aerial 

lines department as line workers, and it was dangerous.” 

I could feel his discomfort, so I shifted the topic of conversation and asked him if, at 

any point, his daughters wanted to join the company. Pablo has two daughters, both with 

university education. He told me how he tried to get them a job at the company, but “Even 

as a boss, I was never able to get my daughters into work” [Nunca pude meter a ninguna de 

mis hijas a trabajar y eso que era jefe].” Later that day, I spoke to one of his daughters, 

Carla, who also worked at Radio SME, and asked her about these barriers for women. She, a 

woman in her mid-thirties with a Communications degree, was not affiliated with SME but 

worked as head of production at Radio SME. She began working at the union before the 

closure, but with the resistance, her position improved. Her answer was similar to her 

father’s: women were not allowed to work in departments like aerial lines because of the 

dangers related to those roles. She said, “Here, women workers were taken care of, 

protected [Se cuidaba a las compañeras]. Besides, most women did not want to work those 

jobs. Why would they change their office work to perform tougher activities in harsher 

environments?” 

 During my research at SME, I realised Carla was right. Many women workers were 

not interested in working in technical—male—departments performing ‘dangerous’ or 
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‘risky’ jobs. Still, I continued asking workers if they knew of women who performed 

technical jobs. I was able to locate a few of them who remained and spoke to them. This 

quest was also essential to follow the trail of the only woman in a position of power as part 

of the Central Committee. I spent most of my fieldwork trying to schedule an interview with 

her, but it never materialised. This experience, or lack thereof, pushed me to investigate 

under which circumstances SME’s gendered structures opened or closed spaces for 

women’s participation, how women related to power, and why so many of them wanted to 

avoid jobs defined as ‘male work.’ I also hoped to understand if and how those dynamics 

changed after the closure. This chapter asks how structures that allowed women to become 

SME affiliates and workers were culturally constructed and which formal barriers, if any, 

prevented them from reaching leadership roles and exercising power. Why have male and 

female workers accepted this gendered division of labour as natural? How did it become 

part of their workplace culture?  

In this chapter, I use narrations and experiences of women and men workers to 

show how access to different types of work and spaces of power were determined by 

gender categories and ideologies. I claim that gender roles and the division of labour inside 

SME were the result of a set of arrangements between men and women that emerged out 

of patriarchal bargain since the early days of the utility. Kandiyoti (1988) defines ‘patriarchal 

bargain’ as the actions of how “women strategize within a set of concrete constraints that 

reveal and define the blueprint of what […in any given society would influence…] the 

shaping of women’s gendered subjectivity and determine the nature of gender ideology” (p. 

275). These arrangements were socially and historically constructed to serve the production 

system in which men acted as breadwinners and women as homemakers. The inclusion of 

women into wage work modified some of these arrangements. However, women resisted a 

total transition towards effective equality to retain benefits from previous patriarchal 

bargains as they realised their limitations on effective empowering (idem.). These 

constructions were essential to how workers internalised gender roles as a ‘natural order’ 

that intimately linked jobs with gender. However, as the story of a father and daughter from 

the aerial lines team show, a few workers disregarded these roles and tried to include 

women into more technical and operative roles. In these cases, the inquiry would relate to 

whether women wanted or not to obtain these jobs and join these departments. I aim to 

show that most workers did not challenge these structures because they did not see 
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anything wrong with how things worked. I conclude that these set labour structures linked 

to electricity work processes changed with the closure of the utility opening new roles and 

spaces of power to women within SME’s political structure and ventures. However, it is 

evident that historical gender perceptions and stereotypes are still hindering women’s full 

participation.  

The division of labour based on sex and gender in SME 

To understand sexual and gender divisions of labour, we must define the concepts of sex 

and gender. Sex is a material fact and refers to a person’s physical characteristics at birth. 

Gender is a culturally specific reading of the significance of sex, i.e., what social roles a 

person is supposed to adopt or perform on the basis of sex. Gender is cultural belief and 

ideology. The academic debate on the concepts has explained sex as the biological and 

material nucleus of the concept of gender, which is understood as a social construction 

(Narotzky 1998). According to this definition, sex, as a biological characteristic, appears as a 

universal and natural category of human bodies that determines the capacity of human 

bodies to reproduce. On the other hand, gender is the result of social interaction that 

includes historical specificity and can be transformed through social relations (idem). Both 

types are essential to social and biological reproduction, which are intertwined and have 

material consequences. In Marxist terms, every production process is simultaneously a 

reproduction process. Capitalist production requires that women biologically produce the 

next generation of workers, which in turn, requires the regulation and control of female 

reproduction and male contribution to natality. In a traditional patriarchal system, this 

control can support women’s subordination to a male-dominant order.  

In the twentieth-century Mexican industrial society, the construction of masculinity 

was tied to the idea that separated men as breadwinners from women as homemakers or 

caregivers (Walker and Roberts, 2018). Investigations of gender roles inside specific groups 

or communities have also presented the subordination of women as the result of social 

relations and cultural values that impose lower status, power, and prestige on them. Gender 

ideologies can determine body ideals that serve as “mechanisms of social power and 

control” (Reischer and Koo 2004 p. 301) and directly influence behaviour in the social world. 

The creation of a binary gender construct is based on assumed ‘natural and universal’ 

morphological variations of the human bodies that support a ‘clear-cut division of labour by 

sex’ (Beneria and Roldan 1987 p. 3). In the Mexican traditional working-class environments, 
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the segregation of work by sex has reinforced the idea that men’s work is superior, due to 

the heavy manual labour or higher level of skills required. This understanding supported the 

idea that women’s work, such as care work in the household, was unskilled and thus, could 

remain unpaid, while men’s skilled work was paid. Even when women performed skilled 

jobs, they still earned less than men. The ideologies that justify women’s subordination are 

awkwardly intertwined with the reality of industrial labour, however. The concept of 

labouring masculinity, related to and defined by skill, level of danger, or physical demand, 

has been naturalised and adopted under industrial capitalism in which roles with these 

characteristics are widely accepted as “inappropriate for women” (ibid. p. 58). In industrial 

capitalism, the body of the worker becomes a means of production in its own right 

reinforcing the division of labour by sex. However, in industrial capitalism, machinery tends 

to eliminate many of the physical advantages men historically had over women in 

performing these jobs.  

During my fieldwork, I asked both men and women about the gender division of 

labour, and I realised that most workers accepted the idea as natural, based on physical 

attributes, and rarely challenged these social norms. Some men commented that excluding 

women from specific roles was to ‘keep them safe’ from physically demanding tasks. It was 

“for their own good”. Men and women workers constantly commented on how getting a job 

was a sort of punishment for the sons of workers.  

Ana, a third-generation worker in her mid-thirties working in the health and safety 

area at the LF del Centro Cooperative, explained that her father had a very conservative 

ideology and believed that women were not suited to be technical workers at the company. 

“He told me to study instead of helping me get a job at CLFC, even when he knew that 

working at the company was my dream. This common understanding was that fathers 

would get their sons working at the company as a reprimand for not studying or when they 

got their girlfriend pregnant [cuando metían la pata]”. Ana’s comment shows how natural, 

to SME workers, was the idea that men were breadwinners and that electricians’ work was a 

punishment for rebel sons. While in the case of daughters, studying a technical or university 

degree could help them get an office work that would support their social mobility. Her 

explanation became relevant in another conversation I had with my retired friend Pablo at 

his office in Radio SME, in which we spoke about his experience as a lineman. Pablo was 

talking about his process of joining the aerial lines department. He said, 
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“To get into aerial lines, one had to pass an electricity general knowledge 
exam, and you had to prove basic knowledge of maths [cuentas] and 
writing skills. After that, you had to take a basic aerial lines knowledge 
course. The requirements were few because you were going to an 
‘animal’s department’. In those years, when I started working at the 
company, it was a punishment to work at ‘La Luz’ (CLFC). Working here 
was for those that were bad at school or got their girlfriends pregnant. 
Linemen were considered donkeys [burros].”  

Pablo explained that the ‘punishment’ narrative was wrong because “…once you got a job at 

the company, your life was resolved”. However, lineman work was similar to ‘working like a 

donkey’ [trabajar como un burro]. He explained that the phrase referred to physical traits of 

the job, like strength, endurance, and ability to take a great deal of abuse. Pablo told me 

that CLFC electricians from different departments had disputes over each role’s ‘electrician’ 

degree. Pablo explained how being more of an electrician meant that your job was more in 

contact with electricity, including higher associated risks and higher skill levels. According to 

Pablo, each role’s degree of ‘masculinity’ depended on the amount of physical endurance, 

skill level, and direct contact with electricity each job required. ‘Strong’ and ‘enduring’ 

workers were perceived as more masculine. Pablo explained the difference between weak 

and strong workers as the contrast between office and technical workers. He implied that 

men who performed office work at CLFC were lesser ‘electricians’, although, at SME, they 

were all ‘esmeitas’ or ‘compañeros’. Engineers stood between these groups, as they had 

some technical knowledge; however, although many engineers in the company had no 

direct experience with electricity, they were only giving orders to more experienced 

technical workers. There was also a difference between the engineers, some of whom 

would be hired directly by the CLFC, while others would be former SME workers who went 

through the SME’s electrician apprenticeship before or while they studied and got their 

university degrees. Most of these SME-bred engineers were sons—and after the 1980s, 

sometimes daughters—of technical workers. However, when these workers joined the 

Engineers’ group, they were obligated to leave the union and become part of the company’s 

administrative structure. 

Women, as office workers, were also ‘compañeras’. Nevertheless, their access to 

specific roles and jobs was further limited. SME women workers represented around 10% of 

the total CLFC workforce at the time of the closure and were segregated into defined clerical 

departments: tabuladoras (accountancy), secretarias (secretaries), traders, and service 

workers. SME’s Internal Work Regulation established in Article 57 that CLFC was only to 
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employ “…women for office work, for trading jobs at the ‘Electricity Hall’, for telephone 

switches attention and for servicing Foreign Division [Divisiones foráneas] restaurants and 

clubs. According to Pablo, when the CLFC was the Canadian Mexican Light and Power 

Company, women joined as telephone workers. He explained that when the hydropower 

plants were constructed, the company employed only men, allowing them to bring their 

families to the construction camps to give stability to workers and avoid alcohol abuse. 

Women and children acted as ‘tlacualeros,41’ a term derived from Nahuatl, which meant 

they would bring food for the workers to the site. He said that by the time his father joined 

the company, women were already office workers at CLFC. Still, many male workers were 

reluctant to let their daughters join the company. For example, Ana followed her father’s 

advice to study and obtained a law degree that allowed her to work outside of CLFC at 

several law firms until she got a job in a big national bank. She left the bank because she was 

in a precarious situation with a fixed-fee contract that did not provide her with any benefits 

or social security. Ana convinced her father to help her join the company and spent three 

years volunteering at a retiree’s group to gain her right to join the union, while living from 

savings, her dad’s support, and some part-time jobs. When she finally got a job at CLFC, it 

was in a technical department in an administrative and operative area that was in charge of 

maintaining the quality of CLFC workplaces. I asked her about her experience as a woman in 

that job. Ana said,  

“It was complicated in many ways because we were few [muy pocas]. Still, 
to this day, it continues to be complicated for women. For example, most 
workplaces were only suitable for men; there were only men’s restrooms. 
Part of my work was to review the workplaces to ensure they were kept in 
optimal condition, including shower facilities, and changing rooms. On 
more than one occasion, I bumped into naked colleagues because none of 
them expected a woman to walk in. As a woman, you could experience 
two things in that environment. The first was being respected. The second 
was to be disrespected with colleagues making fun of you or criticising 
your work [denostar tu trabajo]. And the truth is that Mexican society is 
too male-focused [machista], which was reflected in work at CLFC. Of 
course, I cannot generalise because there were very respectful colleagues. 
There were awkward moments as a woman. If you are attractive, you 
receive lots of attention. However, if you’re not pretty, they do not care 
for you and might attack your work. Some colleagues let you earn your 
place [te dan tu lugar] and recognise your merits as if you were a man 
because of our work qualities, not your sex. But many male sexist 
colleagues despise you for being a woman. My father told me, ‘Don’t go in 

 
41 Derived from the náhuatl word Tlacualli which means food.  
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there; those are men’s jobs, you better study.’ As if I could not do the job 
well.” 

Ana’s comments painted a picture of how the sexual and gender division of labour was 

maintained through material and social structures and, like Pablo’s comments, shed some 

light on which jobs were considered male-only. The social structure that limited women’s 

participation in certain types of jobs was interconnected with the esmeita identity—defined 

in relation to the production process—through which both men and women performed 

specific tasks that allowed the survival and social reproduction of the group. However, the 

restrictions placed on women also shaped what ‘being a man’ inside SME meant. SME 

workers’ everyday life was structured around the productive processes, which was also a 

determinant of the esmeita identity and values and how the gender division of labour was 

constructed based on physical traits and skills. 

Jobs that included directly dealing with electricity were better paid, in terms of 

bonuses and benefits, due to the twenty-four-hour continuity of service and the risk factor. 

The jobs had a worker classification (Table 2) based on the requirements of each role. SME’s 

collective contract included three types of work classes: Class A, Class B, and Class C.  

Class A were “shift” workers in steady and continuous jobs—morning, evening, and 

night shifts—like operators, panel operators, turbine operators, plant and substation 

workers, and any others who occupied positions whose operation or surveillance tasks 

could not be interrupted and had to be carried out twenty-four hours a day (SME CCT 2008).  

Class B included the majority of workers occupying positions whose work was not 

necessarily required twenty-four hours a day, was not particularly arduous, and was able to 

be interrupted by a more or less long period, like office workers.  

Class C included those workers who carried out, during all or most of their shift, tasks 

under particularly harsh conditions, such as drilling and digging out wells, or that included 

working with dirty, harmful, or rotting materials, among other types of work carried out 

under harsh conditions. This class included workers who, due to the nature of their work, 

perform it under harsh conditions, such as aerial lines or underground cables workers.  

Class A and Class C workers could be distinguished by rank, Class A was the highest 

rank available for workers in skilled departments. Typically, a worker in a team would spend 

a few years as a Class C worker before gaining his upgrade to Class A. The upgrade could be 

the result of age, years of service or growing demand for the service. Class A and Class C 

jobs had a higher degree of risk and physical ‘skill’ associated with them, making them 
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better-paid jobs offering overtime, risk bonuses, or transport support. However, Class C 

workers were lower ranked than Class A, while Class B jobs rarely included these benefits, as 

the work performed was not constantly required; this was mostly office work in which 

women participated. The following table presents information collected through interviews 

and informal conversations with workers about how skill and gender division of labour 

looked at the utility. Starting from the left, I include the types of jobs and areas or 

departments considered male-only and how these were related to physical contact with 

electricity. On the far right, I show the areas and departments considered ‘female’ that 

included tasks unrelated to the materiality of electricity, which did not exclude men’s 

participation. 
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Table 1. Division of labour by skill and gender.  

Electricity related  Electricity related  Non-electricity related  Non-electricity related  
+++++ Male Jobs 

+ Female jobs (few exceptions) 
++++ Male jobs 

+ Female jobs (few exceptions) 
+++ Male jobs 
++ Female jobs 

++++ Female jobs 
++ Male jobs 

Technical and operative Managing, administrative Managing, administrative Administrative, support 
This group of workers represent the bulk of the 
workforce. They are, in the majority, technical 
workers who perform physical and skill-based 
work directly on the electrical system (cables, 
posts, transformers, etc.). These jobs can deal 
directly with voltage or the structures that allow 
electricity generation, distribution, transmission, 
and commercialisation. Most workers learned 
the trade through a technical apprenticeship and 
by studying at the union’s technical schools. The 
lesser had formal education, and women were 
restricted from accessing these positions 
because they were considered dangerous. Most 
of these workers are men though some 
exceptions exist, like Andrea (LF from Centro 
Cooperative Telecommunications). 

Group of the higher ranked technical workers 
(bosses) and the formally educated workers 
holding an engineering degree. Traditionally, 
the engineers’ group was integrated by only 
men, but, starting in the 1970s with the 
inclusion of more women in university 
education, some women (primarily daughters 
and granddaughters of workers) joined. Some 
engineers come from SME ranks, and others 
belong to the government’s administrative 
structure. According to narrations of workers, 
these government engineers brought to 
coordinate the actions of technical and 
operational workers rarely had any personal 
experience handling electricity. One example of 
a woman engineer from SME ranks is Rosa 
Tornel (Treasury of SME). 

This group is divided between government 
workers and SME workers. Managerial 
positions were occupied by government 
employees who often had support staff from 
the union, such as secretaries, office workers, 
correspondence workers, etc. SME workers 
occupied some lower-ranked managerial 
positions. In this case, for the most part, 
positions with degrees of responsibility and 
leadership were held by men, and women 
held support positions. 

This group comprised primarily women, 
representing 10% of the total SME 
workforce. The area of tabulators was made 
up entirely of women, while the area of 
office workers was mixed, and men could 
access positions in these areas or 
departments. An example of a male office 
worker is Cesar, who devoted himself 
fervently to union life (retired worker). 

Worker Classification: Class A and Class C Worker Classification: Class A and Class B Worker Classification: Class B Worker Classification: Class B 

Departments or areas Departments or areas Departments or areas Departments or areas 
• Underground cables 

• Aerial lines 

• Installation and 
maintenance 

• Painting workshop 

• Carpentry workshop 

• Mechanical 
workshop 

• Electrical workshop 

• Automobile 
workshop 

• Civil works 

• Mechanical and 
electromechanical 
works 

• Civilian 
maintenance 

• Of specific work 

• Thermal power 
stations 

• Laboratory 

• Factories 

• Supplies and 
warehouses 

• Building 

• Foreign 

• Distribution 

• Transmission 

• Inspection 

• Civil Engineering 

• Electrical engineering 

• Mechanical Engineering 

• Chemical engineering 
 
 

Government coordinated 

• General 
Management 

• General Sub 
directorate 

• Comptroller 
General 

• Administrative 
Management 

• Commercial 
Management 

• Personnel 
Management 

• Technical 
Management 

SME coordinated 

• Head of the 
department 

• Offices 

• Concierges 

• Supervisors 

• File and 
Correspondence 

• Staff 

• Tabulators 

• Secretaries 

Source: Elaborated by the author with information collected from formal and informal interviews between March 2019 and January 2020. 



 

144 
 

Gender articulations 

Throughout its history as a union, gender articulated with multiple other imperatives related 

to labour, skills, and physical traits to shape SME’s work culture. Historically, the social 

division of labour in the Mexican energy industry has been highly differentiated by gender. 

Whereas men almost invariably occupy technical and operative positions, women have 

occupied positions in clerical jobs and performed the lowest-ranked jobs like cleaning 

[intendencia] or care. The electricity industry in Mexico was imported with its own rules and 

norms, adopted as a modernising force that was later adapted to the local culture. The 

anarcho-syndicalist origins of SME meant the organisation was constructed based on radical 

ideas of equality, which translated into a strong sense of internal democracy. Since its 

foundation, SME has strived to keep the organisation and its internal processes “fair, 

autonomous, and democratic”. This characteristic allowed the preservation of traditional 

customs and their adaptation to each stage of development. Even with the syndicalist 

ideology in SME that should have placed women and men as equals, the gender division of 

labour in CLFC and SME followed national stereotypes that placed women in the household 

and men in the factories, supporting the narrative that destined women as ‘homemakers’ 

and men as ‘breadwinners.’  

Still, according to SME’s political values, women had the opportunity to join the 

company. The question that arises is, How did SME women go from syndicalism to 

paternalism? The answer comes in part from the concept of “patriarchal bargains” 

(Kandiyoti 1988), which refers to how women strategize within a set of concrete context-

based constraints, to maximize security and life options in the face of oppression (p.275). 

These patriarchal bargains are mutable over time and influence the formation of women’s 

gendered subjectivity, determining the nature of gender ideology in the context (idem). 

Women working for wages will resist a process of transition or change if they see the old 

normative order—that offers them at least some protection—falling without any available 

empowering alternatives (Kandiyoti 1988). In this case study, SME women received real 

benefits from not doing ‘male types’ of work and accepting relegation to a limited sphere of 

employment that kept them away from work-related risks and ensured they stayed in 

lower-earning roles.  

While researching the history of SME women, I was able to access the LUX magazine 

collection at SME’s library and was intrigued by the early covers of the magazine, especially 
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those of the 1930s and 1940s in which women were portrayed as workers (see figure 28). I 

asked Daniel, an electrical workshop retiree working at Radio SME, if these covers were 

ideologically supported, this is, if women were able to perform operative and technical jobs 

at the time. Daniel explained, “No, women were not allowed, the covers were only engaging 

with the Hollywood glamour of the time and making the covers appealing to the public. In 

the case of our organisation, it was appealing to see the image of a beautiful woman 

performing one of the most relevant jobs in our industry.” 

 

 
Figure 28. A 1930s LUX magazine cover portraying a woman line worker showing the ‘glamour’ of the epoch. 
Photograph taken by the author (2019). 

 

Following on the idea of women engaging in technical jobs, I asked Carla, Pablo’s youngest 

daughter, at her Radio SME’s office, if she ever wanted to follow in her father’s steps and 

join the aerial lines department. She said, “As you know, it was not possible, women could 

not join [no se podía, las mujeres no podían entrar]. It is how it is [...] They are better off 

behind a desk or doing other jobs.” She assured me that most SME women were happy with 

the arrangement because those jobs also allowed them to care of their children. Women 

workers who were also mothers benefited from a one-hour shorter workday that enabled 

them to pick up their children from school and do their domestic chores. Moreover, they 

were earning a salary above the mean of the Mexican working class for a job that did not 

involve physical risks. For instance, in 2008, the base salary for SME workers was 23 pesos 

above the minimum salary (75 pesos per day). Later in my fieldwork, I spoke to Daniel, 
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about the segregation of women from technical jobs, although there were always “some 

exceptions to the rule.” He explained to me that women were expressly destined to some 

departments and forbidden to perform dangerous jobs under the Internal Work Regulation, 

which in its fifth title, read,  

“Unhealthy or dangerous work must not be carried out by women or 
children under sixteen. Article 57.- WOMEN.- The companies must only 
employ women for office labour, sales, attention of telephone switches 
and attention in clubs and restaurants of foreign divisions. Article 58.- 
DANGEROUS LABOUR.- For dangerous or unhealthy jobs, as defined in 
articles 108 and 109 of the Federal Labour Law, companies must only 
employ men eighteen years or older.” (Reglamento Interior del trabajo, 
Luz y Fuerza del Centro 2003 p. 33). 

 

The Federal Labour law, in its article 108 (currently article 166), determined that when the 

health of the woman was endangered, “…either during the state of pregnancy or lactation, 

and without prejudice to her salary, benefits, and rights, her work cannot be used in 

unhealthy or dangerous work, industrial night work, in commercial or service 

establishments after ten at night, as well as during extraordinary business hours.” While 

article 109 (currently article 167) defined ‘dangerous’ or ‘unhealthy’ tasks as those “that, 

due to the nature of the work, due to the physical, chemical, and biological conditions of the 

environment in which it is provided, or due to the composition of the raw material used, are 

capable of acting on life and physical health and mental health of the pregnant woman, or 

of the product.” According to these articles, women were only forbidden from dangerous 

jobs during pregnancy or lactation, but SMEs articulated these restrictions as a general 

constraint to women’s incorporation into technical skilled jobs that were defined as male 

jobs. 
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Like the electric industry, trade unions functioned as masculine structures that limited 

women’s participation by reproducing the industry and the company’s social, educational, 

and cultural process and stereotypes. Even if, as Gonzalez Nicolas (2003 p. 144) argues, 

trade unions are conceived as egalitarian, participatory sites for women and men, their 

operation often replicates the power dynamics of the society in which they are immersed.  

SME’s gender ideology controls what people do or ‘should do’. In this case, it was 

linked to the productive process of electricity in which women were bound to office work 

that included attention to the public but excluded all the risks associated with operative 

work. These office roles had norms about women’s self-presentation, as they became the 

‘face’ of the company, a service provider, and they were expected to dress well and wear 

makeup to project a ‘professional’ image. All my female informants shared with me how 

they joined SME and the company, highlighting that their goal was to obtain a job that 

would give them the possibility of a “good life.” Especially important was the inclusion of a 

retirement plan. These women all had relatives working for the company and knew that a 

job at CLFC would give them financial security for the future. For the majority of these 

women, getting a job was not easy even with a close relative working for the company. They 

would have to wait long periods volunteering until a job opening was offered to them. In the 

 

Figure 29. CLFC tabuladora on the cover of the 
utility’s magazine ‘Revista LyF’ from January 1955. 
Photograph provided by Radio SME (2022). 

 

Figure 30. CLFC tabuladora on the cover of the 
utility’s magazine ‘Revista LyF’ from March 1955. 
Photograph provided by Radio SME (2022). 
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end, these women wanted a job, and they followed the process knowing that they could 

only aspire to certain departments and office roles. From this gender ideology, according to 

workers like the Bravo family, SME women become the bearers of ‘beauty,’ influencing the 

capacity of both men and women to imagine women as technical or operative workers. 

Nevertheless, as Daniel pointed out, not everyone accepted the constraints of women-only 

departments, and around 2008, more women began working in the company’s workshops.  

 
Figure 31. CLFC Woman engineer in 2008. Photo 
provided by Radio SME in 2022. 
 

 
Figure 32. CLFC tabuladora (accountant) in 2008. Photo 
provided by Radio SME in 2022 
 

 
Figure 33. CLFC technical worker working on a 
cable circuit in 2008. Photo provided by Radio SME 
in 2022. 

 
Figure 34. CLFC technical worker using a power saw in 
2008. Photo provided by Radio SME in 2022. 
 

 

As part of my interest in speaking to women in more technical departments, I had the 

opportunity to interview Andrea at the LF del Centro Cooperative. Andrea was a woman in 

her sixties and head of the new Telecommunications Area of the LF del Centro Cooperative. 
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I learned about her from a male worker who warned me, “She is considered ‘a difficult 

woman’ by many meaning she was deemed as ‘too pushy’, as a woman who raises her 

voice. But she is a good and very engaged worker who has opened up spaces for herself. 

Talk to her and draw your own conclusions,” he said. Andrea began working as a messenger 

for the File and Correspondence area at the Laboratory department. She learned about the 

type of work her colleagues at the laboratory were doing, like testing and evaluating 

materials used by technical and operative departments. Andrea said, 

“I fell in love with the work because I was interested in engineering. For 
example, the laboratory had a chemical area where transformers’ 
insulating oils were analysed and tested for tension, power, and 
neutralisation. They tested the oil to know how old it was and if it required 
to be replaced. Because very used oil can cause transformers to explode. 
The cleaner the oil, the less it conducts electricity. I found that job 
exhilarating.” 
 

Before joining CLFC, Andrea worked at a bank where she met her first husband and the 

father of her children. Her marriage ended because she discovered her husband’s infidelity 

with another bank employee. She decided to leave her work and convinced her brother to 

help her get a job at CLFC. Andrea narrated how after passing the area exam and convincing 

her boss, the Laboratory Deputy Manager, SME representatives denied her the position 

arguing ‘there were no other women in the laboratory’. Her boss told her he would help her 

to move to the Treasury—office work—where her bank experience would be helpful. A few 

weeks later, Andrea found out that after a new exam round, the daughter of a Laboratory 

worker received a position in the department. She immediately spoke to her boss and 

persuaded him to help her join the laboratory. In 1991, Andrea joined as a driver in the 

Laboratory department. She said,  

“I was my boss’s ‘luxury chauffeur’. He, an engineer, made me sit through 
most of his male-only meetings, where technical language that sounded 
unintelligible to me was used. I had to research to understand what they 
were discussing. Soon after, I began studying engineering. I dropped out 
because I had two young sons, but I continued learning on the job. By the 
time of the closure, I was a technical operator of the laboratory, and I was 
testing and reviewing materials.” 
 

Andrea’s case showed the diversity of ideas used to give or deny a job to women in SME. In 

her experience, gendered ideas were used to deny her the job, while she was displaced by 

another woman due to the actual practice of nepotism. In the end, the revelation of this act 
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of nepotism gave Andrea the chance to argue her way into the job she wanted. In 2008, the 

laboratory was composed of 235 workers and had an area related to telecommunications. 

After the closure, only 64 workers remained in resistance. Andrea was very active in the 

resistance, and her colleagues voted her as the primary representative of the Laboratory 

group. When the cooperative began operations, Andrea was appointed head of 

Telecommunications by the Cooperative president, because, as she explained, she was next 

in line in terms of expertise as her superiors had left the resistance. She coordinated a group 

of 35 workers and was the only woman of the team. I asked her about her experience being 

a female boss. She said, 

“It has been challenging because we live in a man’s world. Many men 
resist being ordered by a woman. I have had many problems because my 
voice is not ‘pretty’ [linda]. It is strong, and when I get angry, I raise it. I do 
not yell, but they [men] think I am yelling. They complain that I mistreat 
them, speak loudly to them, and give them precise instructions. Well, I am 
not a politician. I go straight to the point. I know they would love for me to 
say, ‘Here is your work order, honey. Could you start working, please?’ All 
calm and sweet, but I am not like that. If I were, they would dismiss me in 
a second. I have always had this problem. The laboratory employed more 
men than women. Furthermore, I was an operative worker meaning I went 
out to the field [salía a campo]. In fact, my boss tried to discourage me 
from becoming an operative because I was a woman. He would say, ‘You 
have to wear a uniform every day. You have to drive the truck. You have to 
carry and load the equipment.’ I replied, ‘No problem, I will do it. His last 
and stronger argument was: ‘We will send you to Necaxa for days, weeks, 
months. We do not know for how long.’ I replied, ‘My children are already 
teenagers and can fend for themselves. My husband knows about my job 
requirements because he works here as well. So, I have no problems. But 
maybe, you do not want to promote me because I am a woman. However, 
if you deny me the position, please do it in writing.’ I got promoted, but 
my boss instructed my male colleagues to let me do all the work, drive the 
truck, load the equipment, and perform ‘dangerous’ manoeuvres. The 
truth is, I was fortunate. The technicians were good to me and taught me 
well. They were very jealous of their duty and knowledge even with other 
men.” 

After speaking with Andrea, I realised she was considered a ‘difficult’ woman because she 

had to adopt a hard posture that her male colleagues interpreted as excessive and her 

inclusion challenged a structure that divided labour by gender. However, as she told me, not 

every man felt attacked by her inclusion in the technical department. Andrea had good 

experiences with male colleagues who were responsible for teaching and showing her how 

to perform the job. Her bad experiences came mostly from male colleagues in her same 
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rank, or in lower ranks who felt threatened by Andrea’s presence. Connell and 

Messerschmidt (2005) explain that gender roles express the temporal configuration of 

practices that can be performed in a particular social context or setting according to the 

accepted gender relations (p. 836). When this temporarily assigned role diverges from the 

gendered role assigned to a particular body, the owner of that body can be ruthlessly 

punished to be kept in place. Andrea was not only a living example of how, under industrial 

capitalist conditions, men’s physical advantages can also be replaced by machinery, allowing 

any worker—regardless of sex—to perform technical tasks. When this happens, gender is 

used as a justification and is the ideology that steps in to police the division between men 

and women when physical difference is no longer determinant. Andrea diverged from her 

assigned role based on gender, she spoke about how her boss instructed male colleagues to 

make her perform all the tasks to discourage her from remaining in the team. Her comment 

showed that her boss assumed that once Andrea had to perform all the ‘dangerous’ tasks, 

she would want to leave. Their actions evidence how rooted was in the leadership the belief 

that jobs were inherently gendered at CLFC.  

Andrea explained how ‘fortunate’ she was to be trained by ‘good’ technicians, 

despite her gender. However, this dynamic was not gender-specific; similar dynamics came 

out in interviews with men in which they explained that, in general, the apprenticeship 

functioned most of the time as a ‘trial and error’ process. Samuel, a former worker of the 

electrical connections department, explained that his role included activities like setting up 

household connections to the power pole. He told me how he had learned about working 

with electricity by receiving minor electric shocks because, from his first day, his superior 

asked him to perform manoeuvres without training him properly. He said that attitude was 

typical among higher-ranked workers who were supposed to teach new workers about the 

job. “They were traditionally very jealous of their knowledge. They withheld information as 

a strategy to safeguard their jobs,” he added. Samuel’s narration shows that SME preserved 

a culture that engaged with electricity more as a craft than as an industry, and this 

traditional way of understanding reality impacted, as well, their conception of gender roles.  

Withholding information from other workers could have fatal consequences, as a 

conversation with linemen showed. In October 2019, I spoke to a group of eight linemen in 

resistance at their representation office in the old HQ building. As a woman, I realised that 

the conversation would flow differently if a man accompanied me. I invited my partner, 
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Adolfo, to join the conversation, as he would be considered ‘one of the team’. The first thing 

that caught our eye was a mural of a lineman ‘facing and taming the electricity monster’. I 

remembered the image from a flag at the Labour Day rally. The men gladly explained that 

the aerial lines department had two different images over the years. This one was the most 

recent. An aerial lines worker created the image to show the dangers of their job and the 

precautions they had to take. The man in the image looks strong and wears the protective 

gear that allows him to face this ‘monster’ named electricity, while he stands with his left 

foot on his “union’s roots” (see figure 36). Pablo, a retired lineman, said workers in this 

department learned not to fear but to respect electricity, with the most important thing to 

remember being to place safety above all else. “Even with protective gear, electricity could 

really damage a worker if he was careless”, he added.  

 

 
Figure 35. SME’s Aerial Lines department flag showing a worker taming ‘the monster’. Photos taken by the 
author (2019). 
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Figure 36. Aerial lines office’s mural on the second floor of the Antonio Caso building. Painted after the 
closure. Photo taken by the author (2019). 

 

The workers spoke about the characteristics of linemen using words like bravery, physical 

strength, and dexterity, which they associated with masculinity. The image printed on their 

office walls and flags continuously reinforced the guidelines or norms of what masculinity 

looked like. One of the workers in his fifties, a man named Manolo Acosta, explained that at 

the start of their line of work, most workers feared electricity, but as they gained skills, they 

learned how to tame both their fear and the materiality of electricity. His comment 

illustrates that traits like bravery are not intrinsic to the male body but were cultivated 

through practice and skills development. Acosta said they were constantly reminded about 

the associated risks by superiors and other more experienced workers, although they were 

very jealous of their knowledge. Pablo, the retired and highest-ranked worker, intervened 

and said he witnessed a deadly accident that showed him the power of electricity and the 

importance of working as a team and sharing information. He said: 

I was part of a team [cuadrilla] with Modesto Estrella, who lost two arms, 
and one leg and had his entire respiratory tract burned. I saw fire coming 
out of his mouth. That accident happened due to an operator’s mistake. At 
the time, I was about to become a lineman in Modesto’s team. That day 
we got a van around 10:30 am and were sent out. Modesto thought we 
were not getting a van and left. I had to go with my colleague ‘el Güero’ to 
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get him out of the bar where he was drinking [echando trago]. We did not 
want to get him in trouble [ni modo de quemarlo]. He was already wasted 
[iba perdido, muy tomado], so I took control of radio communications. 
That day, a downpour fell, and the system had many faults. We had to 
work overtime. The operator sent us to Observatorio Avenue to fix some 
lines and told us that the line was free [la línea esta libre], meaning that 
the sectionalizer was functioning and those lines were not electrified. 
Upon our arrival, we saw two lines on the floor; the central line was up in 
place. By that time, Modesto had more or less sobered up and told me: ‘I 
am going up to fix it’. We tried to convince him not to, but he told me to 
stay with the radio. He put on his tool belt while we prepared the 
‘sierras’—those cables that go to the ground for energy discharge, like the 
one in the mural. We were preparing all the equipment for the 
manoeuvre. We were still in preparation when Modesto was up, asking us 
for the rope with the tensioner to begin the manoeuvre. As soon as he got 
a hold of the line to connect the tubular, he was caught inside an electric 
arch. We were looking at it. The operator assumed the lines were 
powerless and did not ask us to double-check. The system was automatic, 
so the operator must have seen on the board that the sectionalizer was 
working normally. Anyway, it was a mortal trap. Modesto was hanging up 
there while I warned on the radio that he was burned [avise que el 
compañero se quemó]. Other teams nearby heard and came to help out. I 
went up to take him down. He was all burned up but alive. His legs were 
stuck in the ladder like a lever [las piernas le quedaron metidas en la 
escalera como haciendo palanca]. I tied and secured him with the rope and 
began releasing his leg. The boot came loose with all his burned flesh; only 
his bone remained. I threw the boot and took him by the bone to release 
him. Picture that! At that moment, you are terrified after seeing the big 
crash [el fregadazo]. We took him to the nearest hospital, where they 
amputated his legs and arm. Modesto was in terrible shape and died seven 
days after. Ultimately, he succumbed to his wounds [no aguantó mas]. It 
was very traumatic. So many things happened. As a lineman, you get 
training, but nothing prepares you for this experience. The smell of burnt 
human flesh stayed inside my nose for weeks. Burnt human flesh smells 
like nothing else, sweet, like the smell of flowers [como dulzon, como a 
flores]. 

Pablo’s narration provides an example of the physicality and risks associated with the job. It 

also seemed to point out that the exclusion of women had to do with how the guidelines of 

masculinity inside SME that commanded them to protect women made them reject the 

possibility of women facing these types of injuries. For these workers, masculinity included 

the sacrifice of the male body, but dramatic situations like the accident of Modesto, also 

made them realise men were not unusually equipped or extraordinarily prepared to face 

such situations. Almost at the end of the interview, with the recorder turned off, I asked 
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them how many women worked in their department. Almost at once, the workers replied, 

‘none’.  

Luis, the linemen’s head and second highest-ranked worker, explained that women 

were excluded because working on aerial lines was a job that required physical strength. 

Workers had to carry heavy cables and climb ladders using heavy protective personal 

equipment to install or repair lines and posts. He said women were not allowed to join 

because their work was dangerous and women should not face electric risks due to their 

importance to the family. We continued our conversation, and I inquired about the 

organisation of daily work. Pablo explained that linemen used to work in groups or 

‘cuadrillas’ (working teams) formed by five or six workers. The team would grow or decrease 

depending on that day’s work requirements [orden de trabajo]. The cuadrillas were 

hierarchical, multilevel groups where senior workers would oversee the work of lower-

ranked members. In practice, the lowest-ranked worker was left with tasks none of the 

other workers wanted to do, like heavy lifting, cleaning, running errands, or getting lunch. 

Most of those tasks, except for the heavy lifting, could be defined as ‘care work’ which does 

not require much physical strength but is essential to the team’s operation and work 

process. They said those activities were demeaning because they did not involve work 

related to ‘taming the monster’. These linemen made clear they thought of those activities 

as feminized tasks destined for unskilled—weaker—men in a cuadrilla. However, knowing 

that this work included activities women could efficiently perform made me question why 

women were not allowed to join this department.  

The conversation went on with the workers explaining their daily activities as 

linemen. After a while, I asked if they ever came across or knew of a woman who wanted to 

join the department but was denied access because it was not allowed. They looked puzzled 

and could not recall a case. Suddenly, the department leader, Luis, said that just a year or so 

before the closure, he heard of a woman engineer—the daughter of a lineman—trying to 

join the department. The woman’s father did not have any male children but loved his job, 

so he taught his daughter how to perform aerial lines work. Luis said the worker was 

outstanding and his daughter was very well trained. She never joined the department. Luis 

seemed sorry that the worker in question never had a son and that he was not able to find a 

way to include his daughter in the department. None of the workers at the interview 

remembered the worker’s name; they said he was not part of the representative bodies or 
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politically active. Due to the lack of information and time, I could not trace them for an 

interview. Like many other workers, it was unclear if they took settlement or stayed in 

resistance.  

Women in resistance 

After the closure, SME’s resistance movement was structured by asking workers to continue 

organising under their previous areas and departments [escalafones]. The strategy worked 

well in the first weeks of resistance. However, the liquidation of almost two-thirds of the 

membership by November 2009 meant many areas and departments lost most of their 

members and had to join other groups or create new ones. In our conversation, Ana said the 

loss of members impacted internal hierarchies and the influence of each group on the 

union—which in many cases, was determined by workers’ numbers or the significance of 

their work to electricity service. She believes this reconfiguration blurred some team 

boundaries and hostilities, forming new ties among workers from different departments. 

Ana also said that in the resistance, both men and women performed the same activities, 

sometimes side by side, further reducing the occupational difference. New bonds emerged 

between men, between women, and between men and women. While this reconfiguration 

shook some of SME’s gender ideology, many workers clung to taken-for-granted notions of 

gender and how the gender division of labour should be structured: for instance, the belief 

that women should be ‘protected’ from physical threats and risks.  

During a visit to the cooperative, I spoke to Rodrigo, the Cooperative’s Treasurer, 

about the resistance activities and the role of women. Rodrigo spoke about his experiences, 

especially the rallies, demonstrations, and police repression. He said that women’s role was 

essential to the struggle and that ‘las compañeras’ [female colleagues] were fearless when 

helping men avoid harsh beatings at the hands of riot police [los granaderos]. Rodrigo 

recalled that thanks to his compañeras bravery, he escaped police repression and blows 

[toletazos] delivered with riot batons or shields because, generally, the police had orders to 

refrain from beating women. This understanding placed women in a contradictory position. 

They could join the vanguard of rallies as ‘protectors’ of male workers, as the implicit pact 

with authorities was that women should not be harmed. In this sense, women’s physical 

appearance was meaningful in the performance of this protective role. Rodrigo used his 

sister María as an example of how SME women joined the resistance’s activities. He said,  
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“Just like you see her all dressed up, she marched wearing high heels at 
every rally” [así como la ves vestida y arreglada, así iba a todas las 
marchas, con tacones y todo]. Our compañeras [women members] are 
essential to the trade union’s resistance actions. They marched daily, with 
us [...] all dressed up, wearing makeup and high heels. As you know, the 
electrician woman is very fashion. She always looks pretty and polished [la 
mujer electricista es muy fashion siempre va guapa y arreglada]. SME 
women are good-looking and committed to the struggle [comprometidas 
con la lucha].”  

 

María, a third-generation office worker in her early fifties, was the only SME woman worker 

in her family. In fact, she was also the image of ‘la mujer electricista’ with a polished look, 

wearing heels, makeup, and perfume daily, coordinating her jewellery and outfits. She 

joined the women’s frontline on many occasions at rallies and marches and was fearless in 

defending her esmeita family.  

As part of the Radio SME’s documentary team, I attended an interview with Rosa 

Tornel, an engineer in her middle thirties who also joined marches and rallies in the 

women’s vanguard. In her interview, she recalled that after the closure, she needed 

activities to keep her sane through this challenging time. As a CLFC worker, she was part of 

the ‘Engineers’ group’, which was not as active as the female groups in which her cousins 

participated, the ‘Tabuladoras’(Registry) or ‘Secretarias’ (Secretaries). These female groups 

organised daily activities, such as demonstrations, or street information campaigns. Rosa 

became a regular of these activities. She explained that in the resistance, SME women found 

it easier to organise their political action by gender and the ‘Women’s group’—as many 

called it—was born. Their goal was not fighting for gender equality or challenging male 

domination but a way for women to use their skills, abilities, and agency to support the 

struggle and to fight for the jobs they and their families lost.  

Rosa recalled an experience at a rally that ended with a protest at ‘Los Pinos’ (the 

Pine trees), the official residency of the President of the Republic, where women in the 

vanguard faced unexpected police repression. Rosa explained this brutality against SME 

women as the result of how at the time, the resistance had become a frontal assault on the 

political regime. It was a clear message that the Mexican government was taking measures 

to ensure the complete dissolution of the utility and the union. Still, the government had to 

respond to this incident sensibly, as ‘gender equality’ and ‘eradicating violence against 
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women’ was nominally part of their ‘democratic’ agenda which was directly related to the 

government’s accountability. She said, 

“They [the riot police] hit us for a long time [nos golpearon hasta que 
quisieron]. I had so much adrenaline that I did not feel a thing until a 
compañera asked me what had happened to my knees. When I looked 
down, I realised my trousers were covered in blood. And then I 
remembered the police beat us using their batons and shields. It was 
repression, and I am not sure, but I think they were ordered only to hit us 
below the waist so that the damage was not evident. I remember Carmen 
Aristegui42 gave us coverage in her news. Right away, Moni, responsible 
for the women’s group, was called and told that she and those hurt were 
expected to attend a meeting to discuss our demands at Los Pinos. I clearly 
remember it. That meeting felt like a threat… Márgara Zavala43 [spouse to 
President Calderón and politician from the right-wing National Action 
Party] asked me why I was in the movement. ‘Look at you, you scratched 
yourself’ [Mírate, talvez te raspaste]. I answered, ‘No, I was beaten’ [No, a 
mí me pegaron]. She told me not to worry because I was going to the best 
hospital I wanted. She then asked me, ‘Why don’t you go to study? I know 
you have a university degree. I can talk to the CONACYT right now, and you 
could go away to do your master’s degree or your doctorate.’ To me, that, 
too, was a threat. We did not even drink the water or eat the cookies they 
offered us because the truth is, you never know what they are capable of, 
not with all the power they have.[Donde ni siquiera quisimos tomar el 
agua que nos daban y las galletas porque la verdad, pues nunca te 
imaginas que pueden hacerte, no con el poder que tienen] ” 

Rosa recalled that the meeting was held in a circular room with floor-to-ceiling windows. In 

front of her and her compañeras, behind those tall windows, she could see a group of 

military men44 standing and watching them. Rosa said the SME women interpreted these 

men’s presence as a threat and affirmation that they would not abandon their goal of 

dissolving the resistance. To them, these were the same men who beat them and took 

control of the company’s infrastructure in 2009.  

 
42 Carmen is a Mexican journalist and broadcaster considered as a leading journalist and opinion leader. Her 
journalism career has been distinguished by her critical investigations of the Mexican government. 
43 Margarita Zavala is a right-wing politician from National Action Party, PAN (Partido Acción Nacional). She is 
spouse to President Felipe Calderón and from 2006 to 2012 was First Lady of Mexico. SME workers refer to her 
as ‘Margara’ because her name (Margarita) is a diminutive. In the Mexican context using diminutives denotes 
affection.  
44 The ‘Estado Mayor Presidencial’ (EMP) [Presidential General Staff] is an elite military group in charge of 
safeguarding the President, the First Lady, and their children. In those years, the EMP had offices inside the 
presidential residency and had many assignments, from doing gardening in ‘Los Pinos’, feeding and driving the 
President and his family. The EMP would use the diamond formation to safeguard the members of the 
presidential family.  
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The experience made the women feel full of indignation, which prompted them to 

plan the hunger strike. Monica Jimenez, the women’s group leader and former tabuladora, 

created a hunger strike to force the Mexican government to negotiate with workers. As 

Rosa explained, after the meeting with Zavala, women realised the power their bodies held. 

The capacity of women’s bodies to bear life, making them essential to the social 

reproduction of labour and the command to be beautiful, also meant women could use 

their bodies as political tools to make claims on the government and, eventually, the union. 

Reischer and Koo (2004) argue the body becomes a mode of political expression when it is 

“voluntarily starved and disciplined beyond its limits; it opens up a powerful symbolic 

territory for the articulation of dissent against forms of social and political oppression” 

(p.303). The women’s hunger strike became a symbol of power that spoke to the 

government and SME men who struggled to understand the decision. Juan Jose Beristain, 

the Pro-Secretary of Labour, told me at an interview in his eighth-floor office at the new 

SME Headquarters about the strike’s importance to the union and him personally. He 

described how his recollections, mainly related to dates and times, were unclear and 

blurred after the closure. At the time, Juan José was very depressed, “I did not feel like 

doing anything”, he said. He was dating Julia, a very active retired tabuladora worker 

participating in the women’s group. She told him about the women’s hunger strike. Juan 

José explained to me, 

“Julia said, ‘We are having a women’s meeting to plan a hunger strike’. I 
replied, ‘you are all crazy. How a hunger strike?’ [Están locas, ¿Cómo una 
huelga de hambre?]. We met after the meeting. Julia told me, ‘I will be 
striking’ [Voy a entrar a la huelga de hambre]. I asked her why; she replied 
it was because of her commitment to her compañeras. I knew it was her 
choice to make.” 

Women wanted to join out of their commitment to the struggle, but they also had personal 

reasons. For example, Rosa explained she joined the hunger strike to protect her family. She 

said, 

“My cousin was joining the hunger strike, but I was concerned. She is the 
mother to my nieces and should not carry such a responsibility. What if 
something happened to her? My nieces should not have to live with that. I 
realised it was not the same for me. I am not a mother; it does not mean I 
do not have value, but I pondered it and decided to take her place.” 
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Rosa’s narration showed how, even in resistance, SME’s ideology dictates that mothers 

should be protected due to their centrality to the preservation of family values that support 

solid links among workers. Her inclusion in the strike was as much to protect her family as 

an act of loyalty to the struggle. Rosa, Julia, and Juan José explained that women had to 

“earn” their right to hunger strike. The first step was convincing their families, and the 

second was convincing the union leadership. For this, women underwent medical exams to 

prove they were fit to join. Only eleven women passed the medical exams and were 

approved to go on hunger strike.  

On November 23rd, 2009, SME women and men marched towards CFE’s offices on 

Reforma Avenue, located just 650 meters away from SME Headquarters, where the women 

spent 17 days45 on hunger strike. On their way to the plantón, the women shouted, ‘SME, 

listen, the women are fighting!’ [¡SME, escucha, las mujeres están en lucha!]. Rosa Tornel 

said women could make a difference; they were sure the Mexican government would not 

dare harm them in an open public space. Monica Jimenez, a mother in her mid-thirties and 

former representative of the tabuladoras, became the voice of the women strikers and gave 

interviews to mass media. She explained to reporters that the hunger strike aimed to 

protect their families by promoting negotiation that would give SME workers their jobs back 

and contribute to solving the conflict.  

C. Ergas et al. (2021) argue that women’s lower social status in the gender hierarchy 

“ironically gives them more freedom than men to protest the power elite because they are 

not seen as a threat” (p. 24). This argument seems consistent with how the general public 

understood this women’s action. However, an informal conversation with Julia revealed 

how the government and supporting media framed them as ‘aggressive protesters.’ She 

explained to me how one early morning, a few days after the strike began, women 

experienced intimidation by being surrounded, throughout the night and early mornings, by 

policewomen. Luckily, she said, male co-workers self-organised into a rotation of permanent 

guards to ensure the women were not evicted. “The men would form human fences around 

our camp to protect us,” she added. After almost a week, five male workers joined the strike 

but settled outside the ‘San Lazaro Palace’ [Palacio de San Lázaro], where the Chamber of 

Deputies [Cámara de Diputados] celebrate parliamentary sessions.  

 
45 From November 23rd until December 10th, 2009. For more information visit: 
https://www.jornada.com.mx/2009/12/10/politica/014n1pol ; https://www.jornada.com.mx/2009/11/24/opinion/005n1pol  

https://www.jornada.com.mx/2009/12/10/politica/014n1pol
https://www.jornada.com.mx/2009/11/24/opinion/005n1pol
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In one of our many informal conversations at his office, Pablo spoke about how 

many male workers felt ashamed about ‘the women’s strike’ because it made them look 

‘weak’. “We could not stand there watching. We needed to get involved and avoid showing 

that SME men were weaker than its women,” he added. Pablo’s comment showed how 

SME’s gender ideology was still dictating how male workers responded to the 

reconfiguration of their reality after their decoupling from the electricity system. In a reflex, 

Pablo spoke about SME’s best-known 2010 hunger strike held at Zocalo for 90 days, in which 

80 men and 13 women participated. 

 

 
Figure 37. Women hunger strike. Photo reads: “Hang on SME, your women rise” Source: the global project. 

 
Figure 38. Women’s hunger strike campsite in front of CFE building on Reforma Avenue. Source: Circulo de 
estudios Coapa 

 

Political rallies, demonstrations, and hunger strikes can be considered disruptive measures 

taken by groups or collectives which share the purpose of challenging the actions and 
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decisions of organized authority. Their execution requires that the people involved 

understand the codes, rules, and conditions under which power is exercised. SME women 

understood that their gender placed them under the ‘vulnerable’ social category and how 

that could become an asset. Rosa explained that SME’s leadership ordered the end of the 

strike after the government agreed to open a negotiation table. SME women used their 

bodies as a tool of resistance showing commitment to the worker’s struggle. This ’brave’ 

action improved their position as valued members of the resistance and earned them 

recognition from the union’s leadership. Juan José said the most significant benefit of the 

strike was that workers in resistance received Social Security. The women’s strike allowed 

SME leaders to negotiate this benefit with the Mexican government as a temporary 

measure until the conflict was resolved. He also explained how it was crucial to avoid more 

workers’ liquidations [se liquidaran].  

Class and gender roles, as analytical categories, can reveal fundamental structures 

that impact and determine power relationships (Hite and Viterna 2005). Working-class 

women, for instance, can experience segregation into ‘female occupations’ like services, 

commerce, and clerical jobs (Gonzalez Nicolas 2003) and, due to their gender role, can also 

experience a ‘second working-day’ at home. Family is a central working-class structure in 

which women often assume unpaid domestic and care labour. This extra workload reduces 

time availability, limiting their capacity to compete for higher positions in the labour market 

or, in this case, compete for leadership and representation positions in institutions like trade 

unions (Gonzalez Nicolas 2003 p. 142).  

In Latin America, gender stereotypes have defined women as ‘weaker workers’, 

separating their concerns under the rubric of the ‘women’s agenda’ (Hite and Viterna, 2005 

p. 53). In the trade union setting, the separation of women’s specific struggles from the 

general trade union struggle and demands, have sometimes pushed women workers to 

accept a masculinised vision of society as ‘the standard’ (Gonzalez Nicolas 2003 p. 144). This 

vision dismisses the impact that reproduction, care, and domestic labour have on the class 

struggle (Nash 1979). This dismissal has been reinforced by female-specific benefits and 

prerogatives that do not entirely resolve their situation but nonetheless allow them to join 

‘the class struggle,’ while bearing with specific women’s issues. For instance, SME women 

could retire before men, and as mothers, their working days would be one-hour shorter, 

allowing them to care for children. These women’s benefits make imperceptible the extra 
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burden on women, transforming it into a prerogative that allows them to tend to their care 

responsibilities. Pablo explained the benefits as a gain of the women’s struggle inside SME. 

He said,  

“The union was conscious that women had care responsibilities. You 
know? Like caring for their family. That is why they could end their working 
day earlier, allowing them to pick up their children from school, feed them, 
do homework with them, and all that.”  

 

As Andrea’s story illustrated, SME women workers continue to perform their role as workers 

and carers, benefiting from gender-specific benefits until their children reach an age where 

they can fend for themselves. Then, women like Andrea could aim for similar conditions to 

men to participate in the union’s political life and apply for better-paid or more technical 

roles. However, women were discouraged from changing roles because gender ideology 

constrained women to specific departments and areas, dissuading them from applying to 

technical roles or leadership positions. Due to their experience, women could represent the 

women’s departments because they knew the jobs and roles but could not aim to represent 

other departments in which they had no practical work experience. According to Gonzalez 

Nicolas (2003), in Mexican Trade unions, women’s participation in directive roles averages 

8%, mostly in administrative roles, and they are primarily excluded from relevant decision-

making and policy-defining bodies. In the case of SME, the actions of the Women’s group 

granted them a ‘seat at the table’ of the Central Committee (CC), although confined to 

positions linked to their work roles. The single position held by a woman on the Central 

Committed was occupied by the leader of the women’s group, Monica Jimenez.  

Current women’s roles in SME 

Monica’s leadership and power position emerged as the ‘women’s group’ leader from the 

resistance. The decoupling of workers from electricity-related labour and the 

transformation of their everyday activities into political action and resistance, opened new 

opportunities for women as the holders of financial, accountability, and organisational 

knowledge. These skills became an asset both in political negotiations with the government 

and after, as SME developed its new ventures. Before the closure, male workers were not 

involved in the company’s administration; most of the administration was done by the 

directive body of the CLFC appointed by the Mexican government. However, SME women 

working as secretarías and tabuladoras had a better understanding of these matters, 
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making them natural candidates to occupy those roles in SME’s new stage. Monica’s first 

leadership role was as one of the five members of the Autonomous Finance Commission 

[Comisión Autónoma de Hacienda], ensuring efficient and honest administration of the 

Union’s funds. Her second and current role was as Secretary-Treasurer, where she managed 

the finances of SME’s recent business ventures. Her ascent has been supported by those 

women who actively participated in the Women’s group. For the entire duration of my 

fieldwork, I looked for an interview with Monica to discuss gender dynamics and her 

experience in union leadership. I visited her office on the fourth floor of the new HQ and 

spoke to her private assistant looking for an appointment, but I was never able to speak to 

her. Her silence and inaccessibility suggested that speaking about women and power could 

present issues for her. 

Thus, I focused on understanding Monica’s network and spoke to some of her closest 

collaborators, like Rosa and others working at offices led by Monica. On one occasion, 

thanks to Rosa’s authorisation, I interviewed office workers of the recently created Workers’ 

Trust (FIDETRAB) [Fideicomiso de los Trabajadores]. The Trust was established in March 

2018 by the Autonomous Finance Commission when Monica was a member. “FIDETRAB 

seeks to solve some of our problems after our dispossession. Workers have nothing without 

a job,” María once told me. FIDETRAB’s objective was to provide workers with some of the 

benefits they enjoyed at CLFC, including loans for housing, cars, funeral expenses, family 

support, healthcare, and education, as well as the possibility of a pension. To join the Trust, 

workers had to be cooperative members, which means that 16,599 workers in resistance 

had direct access. The monies for setting up the Trust came from the profits of Generadora 

Fénix—which between 2016 and 2017 gave SME a profit of 200 million pesos. I attended the 

General Assembly, where the union decided how to spend this money. Forty million pesos 

would go to pay taxes; the remaining 160 million pesos would be divided between the 

workers in resistance, each receiving around 10,000 pesos. The workers had the opportunity 

to decide whether to receive the money or invest it in the Trust. Most workers in resistance 

decided to invest in the Trust which, in and of itself, is a remarkable expression of their 

collective consciousness. 

On October 8th, 2019, I interviewed six FIDETRAB’s workers––five women and a 

man––at the customer service office. From the outside, the office resembled a Mexican 

bank—four fortified glass attention windows [ventanillas de atención] with a chair on each 
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side. There was a slit through which documents could be exchanged. At these tills, workers 

received their profit-sharing payment from Fenix and the cooperative membership process. 

Halfway through the interview, a woman—a member of the close staff of Monica—came 

into the office. Looking at the workers while barely glancing at me, she asked with a 

surprised but mostly annoyed face, “What are you doing?” Two of the women responded, 

“An interview”. Looking irritated by the answer, the woman said, “Yes, I can see. But what is 

this about?” The workers looked back at me. I intervened, explaining, “I am a researcher. 

The interview is for my PhD thesis. I am looking at the many transformations the SME has 

experienced throughout its history, focusing on how the workers in resistance have 

experienced the recent developments.” The woman, who by now looked quite angry, 

arrogantly asked me, “And may I know who put you in contact with them?” Three of the 

women workers replied at once, “Carla from Radio SME”. One explained that Carla had 

spoken to Rosa Tornel, a close collaborator of Monica, and she authorised the interview. 

Not less annoyed, the woman said “Ok” and then, ordered one of the women workers to 

open an office and follow her inside. Five minutes later, both women emerged from the 

office. The visiting woman told them she was taking some documents to Rosa and asked 

them to lock their offices. Her reaction showed she did not trust me and was extremely 

protective of her group. 

On a visit I paid to one of the generation plants in Necaxa managed by Generadora 

Fénix, I realised that out of the more than 20 employees, there was only one woman who, at 

the time, was mopping the floors. When I asked about the inclusion of women in the plant, 

workers said there were two women cleaners. But not every cleaner was a woman; there 

were also male cleaners. Although cleaning was not a ‘man’s job,’ some compañeros needed 

it to sustain themselves and their families. However, most men that took a cleaning job 

were not hired by Fénix but by the LF del Centro Cooperative. The types of work, like 

cleaning, and the types of contracts, temporal or by the project, made workers 

conceptualise working for the cooperative as precarious labour far away from their 

expectations and experience as CLFC workers. However, things were different at SME 

headquarters. One day, while still collaborating with Radio SME, I interviewed five women 

cleaners [intendencia] at SME HQ. These women joined the union thanks to a family 

connection, a father, a husband, or a mother. Some spent years waiting and volunteering at 

the union until they got a job offer. While waiting for a job, the women would work part-
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time, engage in the informal economy selling catalogue goods from home, or, for the lucky 

ones, focus on chores at the union, while their husband, father, or mother covered their 

expenses. They explained this last dynamic as a sort of investment because, once the 

woman got the job, she would be able to pay back or support the family member who 

helped her. After that, her life would be sorted thanks to CLFC’s work benefits like 

retirement. As part of the cleaning team, these women earn a ‘solidarity help rate’ [ayuda 

solidaria] that was about £20 per week for 12-hour days, from 8 am to 8 pm. Three of them 

had children and commented that they found it hard to make ends meet even with their 

partner’s earnings. The women said they wanted to join the union and company because of 

the job security it would bring. Nowadays, they want to earn a just salary and have the 

option of a pension. They do not understand why a union supposed to help workers does 

not care for them by providing better working conditions, benefits, and decent wages. I 

asked them why they stayed and why haven’t they looked for a better-paid job. One woman 

said, 

“I have thought of leaving, but my husband tells me, ‘You already endured 
many years in resistance; if you leave now if you throw in the towel at this 
point in the game, you are stupid [una pendeja].’ And I think he is right, so I 
have not left.”  

Like with the linemen team, I asked if any men worked with them. They laughed. Cleaning is 

not a ‘man’s job’. There had been some men working with them but for shorter periods, 

leaving as soon as another position opened up. Cleaning, as many workers explained before, 

was generally a task men performed during their apprenticeship but was always considered 

demeaning because it was unrelated to electricity. 

Conclusion 

My research showed that, although critical, gender is not the only category limiting SME 

women from occupying leadership positions. The restriction is also determined by skills and 

knowledge associated with an occupation, as the inclusion of Monica into SME’s Central 

Committee revealed. Monica’s leadership also evidenced that the labour conditions of SME 

had to radically change in order for women to be included. In this case, women led by 

Monica filled an administration knowledge gap once filled by the government’s 

appointment of the CLFC administration team. At an interview with Secretary Montes de 
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Oca, I asked which characteristics were required as an SME worker to get a leadership or 

representative position. He said, 

“First, you need to have excellent technical and operational knowledge of 
your job. There is something in the culture of our organisation which 
dictates that if you are not a good worker, you cannot be a representative. 
If you are a good worker in your performance as a worker or colleague, 
you create prestige and recognition from your colleagues. That prestige, 
combined with being a trade unionist committed to the struggle, not 
missing assemblies and marches, participating, and problematising your 
colleagues’ particular experiences, earns recognition and the designation 
for you to help your companions.” 

 

This commentary indicates that expertise, knowledge, and occupational prestige are 

essential for workers to occupy leadership positions. However, another essential attribute 

for choosing SME’s leaders, and one that negatively impacted women, was the ability to 

attend union events—hindered by women’s childcare responsibilities. This consideration 

supports Monica’s integration into specific leadership roles linked to the activities, skills, and 

knowledge associated with her previous experience as a tabuladora at CLFC. However, it is 

essential to note that other leadership positions like the Secretary of Interior, Exterior, or 

even the Secretary-General are not directly linked to an occupation but are rather political 

and administrative roles that could, in the future, be occupied by women. Still, in order for 

women to reach those positions, they first need to gain a certain ‘prestige’ as good leaders. 

This responsibility lies with Monica.  

In my opinion, her unapproachability relates to that prestige production and the 

suggestion that her leadership position is not entirely secure. In these circumstances, 

opening up to speak about equality issues with a researcher could jeopardise her position 

and that of the entire women’s group. SME women continue to be described as 

‘fashionable,’ ‘beautiful,’ and ‘polished’ mothers, wives, daughters, nieces, and 

granddaughters with specific office skills and aptitudes. However, Monica’s breakthrough 

has evidenced that the transformation of the gender division of labour has begun inside 

SME, allowing women to enter the top roles in the union hierarchy. Even if the women’s 

group work has not yet entailed the erosion of patriarchal domination in the union (see 

Gledhill 2015), it shows that more women prefer now public roles to their total relegation to 

the home space, improving the cohesion among men and women at the middle levels. 
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However, the women at the very bottom of the labour pyramid, those that continue to 

clean floors, are still hoping for real, better-paid jobs that justify the time and effort they 

invested into the resistance.  
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Chapter 5. The relationship between resisting workers 

and ‘los liquidados’  
 

“The strength of the labour movement draws upon the community that 

enables workers to resist the most oppressive conditions and the most 

aggressive attacks.” (Nash, 1979, p. 309) 

On September 27th, 2019––the 59th Anniversary of the Nationalisation of the Mexican 

electrical sector––at about 2 pm, the SME headquarters was attacked by roughly 300 ex-

workers. The attackers belonged to a cluster of groups known as ‘the dissidents’ [‘la 

disidencia’], which mainly consisted of los liquidados and SME retirees. The building was 

attacked with Molotov cocktails, firecrackers, sticks, and stones. The attackers tried to enter 

the HQ building through the car park entrance on Insurgentes Avenue. According to some of 

my informants from Radio SME, the aggressors intended to occupy the building, claiming 

their right to the trade union and its new ventures [emprendimientos]. These dissident ex-

workers were openly against the leadership of Martín Esparza as SME’s Secretary General, 

and they demanded that their rights as SME members be reinstated, so they could benefit 

from SME’s new ventures, facilities, and infrastructures, while participating in union 

decision-making. The company’s closure fragmented SME’s membership, consisting of 

roughly 22,000 retired and 44,000 active workers. The latter were divided between 28,000 

known as ‘los liquidados’ and the 16,599 workers in resistance. The attack happened a few 

hours after a solidarity forum was celebrated in the auditorium with the participation of 

guest social and labour organisations, as part of the date commemoration. Ironically, the 

forum was dedicated to declarations regarding ‘the autonomy’ and ‘internal democracy’ of 

the organisations. The commemoration activities would continue with a march at 4 pm, 

from the Antonio Caso building to the Zócalo, where the trade union and its guest 

organisations would demand the re-nationalisation of the electricity sector, government 

compliance with agreements signed between the previous administration and SME, and 

SME’s autonomy. Before the march, the participants congregated at the Revolution 

Monument [Monumento a la Revolución], a few blocks away from Antonio Caso’s building. 
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The historical Antonio Caso building, as mentioned, was designed following the 

functionalist tradition and included, on its façade, a structure for self-defence, which 

enabled workers to use machine guns against attacks by government or anti-labour 

opponents. The building was not prepared, however, for an internal attack. The current HQ 

at Insurgentes Avenue does not include a protective structure, neither against the 

government, nor the police, nor former SME members. According to official documents 

posted by SME on social media, SME’s leadership knew a dissident attack was possible 

during the street march to Zocalo.  

In a document dated September 26th signed by the Interior Secretary [Secretario del 

Interior] and destined for SME’s marching members, the leadership of the union asked 

marchers to organise in groups by division, department, and section, and to prepare a 

security strategy to protect themselves as units. “Ours is a non-violent march and, at the 

same time, organized for self-defence” [nuestra marcha es pacífica y al mismo tiempo 

organizada para su autodefensa]. The letter’s closing asked SME marchers to exhibit the 

power of the resistance by being organised and decisive. After the company’s closure, SME 

resistance members were defined, by the government and mass media, as “privileged and 

lazy workers” who represented a burden to society. SME workers were accused of violence 

against police and disruption of the electricity infrastructure. However, as my informants 

explained, the ‘dignified resistance’ [Digna Resistencia] has been a non-violent movement 

that continuously reminds resisting workers to avoid falling for provocation. César, a retired 

worker, told me that SME’s history of violent repression by company management and the 

Mexican government in 1916 informed their actions. The historical memory of the union 

included memories of how accusations of violence legitimised the use of force and violence 

against workers and the threat of the trade union’s dissolution. These experiences 

supported the rejection of violent means by SME’s leadership. The expectation of 

disturbances encouraged SME’s leadership to send a letter to the Human Rights Commission 

of Mexico City, requesting official accompaniment for the march. The presence of human 

rights observers was sought as a strategy to ensure that SME members would not be 

accused of violence. The document established the SME’s knowledge of threats against the 

physical well-being [integridad física] of the Central Committee’s members and violent 

obstruction of the mobilisation. Dissident leaders expressed these threats on social media 
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and in mass media interviews. Still, the union was surprised by a move they did not expect. 

SME was prepared to face disturbances in the street but not an attack on its HQ.  

According to Pablo and Carla, roughly 60 people, mainly women and retirees, 

remained entrenched inside SME’s HQ during the attack. These people were able to alert 

SME’s marching contingent and the police about the incident. However, the authority’s 

delayed response, Carla explained, made workers in resistance suspect the Mexican 

government was supporting dissident groups. The attack lasted for around an hour and a 

half. Inside, the women were taken to the Ernesto Velasco auditorium and instructed to call 

the emergency number (911) for support, stating that they were scared for their physical 

well-being. While women phoned, SME workers gathered at Monumento a la Revolución. 

They marched through Paseo de la Nación towards Insurgentes Avenue to start a human 

fence on the left side of the HQ building. From the other side, the ANUEE46 members 

marched through Ezequiel Montes Street to connect to Antonio Caso Street and end at 

Insurgentes Avenue, making a human wall on the right side of the building. At the front of 

the ANUEE group was a line of women to prevent dissidents from engaging in a violent 

clash. Eventually, the riot police arrived, creating a siege between dissidents and SME 

resistance members. The siege allowed some SME members to peacefully march toward 

Zocalo. 

In this chapter I use the notion of ‘presence,’ as defined by SME’s leadership, to 

problematise and explore the ways in which SME workers understood and valued 

commitment to community and the trade union by linking physical presence to SME 

identity. In the chapter, I explain the discourses and practices that enable workers in 

resistance to talk about dissidents and los liquidados as ‘dislocated subjects’ from SME’s 

historical context and hence, as subjects without SME identity. I conclude that the process 

of exclusion enacted by the resistance do not cancel the dissident or liquidados workers’ 

 
46 National Assembly of Electricity Users or ANUEE for its initials in Spanish [Asamblea Nacional de Usuarios de 
la Energía Eléctrica]. ANUEE self-defines as a non-profit, civil, peaceful social organization; independent and 
autonomous from the federal and local governments, businessmen, political parties, and religious groups; it is 
national, democratic, representative, popular and participatory; and is in solidarity with national and 
international social movements. Integrated by electricity users who, freely, voluntarily, and consciously, 
decided to fight against the neoliberal policies. That previous governments imposed on our nation for more 
than thirty years, against the current economic situation, a mixture of economic nationalism with a neoliberal 
essence that the federal government promotes, whose consequences are harmful to the people in general, in 
particular, to electrical workers -unemployed- and users of electricity -because of its high costs-. The 
organisation represents SME’s association with citizenry. For more information visit https://anuee.org/  



 

172 
 

identity as esmeitas because, for them, the esmeita identity overrides the process of 

liquidation and the materiality of severance money. It is important to note that ‘liquidation’ 

not only refers to the process through which Luz y Fuerza del Centro was closed but also, to 

the transactional process through which workers ceased their labour relationship with the 

State by ending their contract with the utility and receiving a payment in line with their rank 

and seniority. For resisting workers, the esmeita identity can only purely exist through 

material and personal sacrifice as well as commitment to the union expressed as presence 

in the resistance.  

The esmeita identity 

“Being an electrician is more than having a job, it is a way of belonging and being in 

life. A way of building social relationships that goes from family to society.” [Ser 

electricista es más que tener un trabajo, es una forma de pertenecer y ser en la vida, 

de construir sus relaciones sociales, desde la familia hasta la sociedad.47] (Alvarado & 

Leyva Piña 2019 pp.127). 

Nuclear and extended family networks are essential to understanding SME workers’ political 

and social organisation. The family is the most basic unit of kinship in society, it holds the 

shared values, ideals, and identity of its members and determines how individuals 

experience social relationships based on roles and responsibilities assigned to members. In 

her research on Argentinian labour unions, Sian Lazar (2018) argues unions can be studied 

as kin groups due to three main traits. First, they share a language of kinship based on their 

political allegiance. Second, they use family connections as a recruitment strategy, and third, 

they use “practices of kinning as relatedness” (p. 256). This relatedness explains how feeling 

like a ‘esmeita’ created a bond between SME members without bloodlines. However, social 

categories like gender, rank, seniority, department, or type of work influenced how workers 

related to each other and the union. Family ties also determined how workers experienced 

their social world because the family functioned as a social network that organised 

interactions in private spaces, work, and union life. To SME members, “…the family is not 

only an institution of biological reproduction, and work is not reduced to being a reproducer 

of labour force either” (Alvarado & Piña 2019 p. 129). To SME members, “…being an 

electrician meant being more than an individual who works. It represented a social 

 
47 Investigation article: “The family as an emotional agency and a resource in the social labour movement in 
the Mexican Union of Electricians” Tla-Melaua, Social Sciences journal. Benemérita Universidad Autónoma de 
Puebla, México / e-issn: 2594-0716 / Nueva Época, año 13, núm. 46, abril-septiembre 2019, pp. 120-143. 
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relationship constituted by articulating culture, work, and politics, and was embodied by the 

‘esmeita’ family.” (Ibid. p. 142)  

Some of my informants––second or third-generation workers––defined the esmeita 

identity as a matter of descent, of holding the values and heritage of previous generations 

of workers, and as sharing SME blood [la sangre electricista]. In the case of workers without 

SME heritage, their blood was transformed through being a ‘good worker,’ which was a 

status achieved through doing a ‘good job’ as an electrician and exercising their rights and 

obligations in the union. By sharing these values, the workers became equal; they all held 

SME blood. Lazar (2018) refers to this occurrence as ‘consubstantiality’, or ‘being from the 

same substance.’ Sharing this substance allows people of different genealogies to create kin 

relations among workers creating strong ties linked as well to class consciousness. Kinship is 

established through everyday processes of sharing, where workers share an identity, 

commensality, political action, marital ties, and other interactions that create the idea of 

mutually being part of the collective. Although the creation of a collective self––the esmeita 

family––included all SME members, it was not essentially an egalitarian process but one 

based on hierarchies that created exclusions created by different social categories. 

In the immediate period after the closure, ‘the family,’ as the producer of material 

and emotional resources, influenced and sometimes, determined the decision-making 

process through which workers decided ‘to liquidate’ or remain in resistance. As explained 

in a previous chapter, the presence of retirees in families––as reservoirs of knowledge, 

experience, and financial means–– determined the capacity of some workers to join and 

remain in resistance. The nuclear and extended family structures were adapted, as required, 

through social and economic practices of survival determined by workers’ needs (Alvarado 

& Piña 2019). These practices transformed the esmeita family into a social agent that 

protected or rejected workers depending on the decision to join or leave the resistance. As a 

social system, families are dynamic organisations influenced by culture. The culture within a 

community establishes a collection of norms, rules, moralities, and standard behaviours as 

well as shared explanations of how the world functions, which allow the social group to 

respond to a constantly changing world (Welsch & Vivanco 2016). Culture stabilises shared 

knowledge and meanings that appear natural, inevitable, and evident to the social group. It 

is also a dynamic concept that is constructed and reconstructed through an iterative process 
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in which the meanings of events are negotiated over time. In SME culture, work and family 

were linked through different mechanisms, including the Collective Contract (CCT48), which 

was a critical identity construction mechanism and a conditioning or “structuring structure” 

reconfigured through union action (Alvarado & Leyva Pina 2019 p. 127). 

SME’s political power was linked to its capacity for collective organisation and its 

control over the electric power service in Central Mexico, which was supported by its 

collective contract. The technology used at the CLFC utility required some infrastructures 

and facilities to have staff working 24/7 to ensure electric current and service continuity. 

Being present was essential to the work process or ‘working culture’. Naturally, SME 

workers developed most of their social norms, behaviours, and conceptualisations of 

themselves as part of the process of producing electricity. Presence, or the act of ‘being 

present,’ gained relevance not only through the system of production but through the 

construction of a collective self, legitimised by the collective contract. ‘Being present’ is a 

way to show a common political identity and allows the exercise of kinship modalities like 

care, commensality, or circulations of values and substance (Lazar 2018 p. 268). At an 

interview in his sixth-floor office, I asked the Secretary of Exterior, Humberto Montes de 

Oca, about the importance of ‘presence’ to SME. He replied, 

“Face-to-face participation [participación presencial] is part of our culture. 

Here, presence is ranked and valued. If you are not here, you are not part 

of the identity... Presence is very important to us; it is what qualifies you as 

a good trade unionist. Presence makes our strength visible. This entity is 

expressed in a daily coexistence of struggle. Talking with the compañeros 

on the battlefield, feeling sheltered and strengthened by those present. It 

is a working-class culture. We have a working-class culture in the sense 

that it is not only a social and economic identity––as wage earners with a 

boss and so on––but we are also a community with a history. That 

characteristic is also recurrent in articulating our notion of resistance; this 

is not the first time SME has resisted. SME has been resisting from its 

origins.”  

Montes de Oca linked the notion of presence to constructing and maintaining a working-

class culture in the sense that it represents a community with a history as well as a shared 

social and economic identity. In terms of class, Gramsci explains that culture refers to how 

power relations are lived and experienced in determined times and places (Crehan 2002 p. 

 
48 CCT for its initials in Spanish: Contrato Colectivo de Trabajo (Labour Collective Contract). 
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199). Presence becomes essential to SME members in the exercise of political power. In 

general assemblies, marches, rallies, electoral processes, and even inauguration of cultural 

expositions and facilities, workers would raise their clenched left fist and repeatedly shout: 

“Aquí se ve la fuerza del SME” (Here, SME power is visible). Presence and power became 

inseparable to SME because, as Montes de Oca explains, the union has been resisting since 

its inception. As a ritualised gesture, the raised clenched fist has historically meant things 

like political solidarity, strength, unity, or resistance, for trade unionism, labour, and social 

movements, among others. To SME workers, the raised left fist is a gesture of kinship so 

strong that it is also the union’s emblem, appearing in SME flags, official documents, 

clothing, or banners for rallies and marches.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

One of the organic intellectuals of the union, the deceased José Manuel Pérez Vázquez, 

explains the symbol in a YouTube49 video where he talks about the Siqueiros’ ‘Portrait of the 

Bourgeoisie’ mural at the historical HQ of Antonio Caso street. Pérez Vázquez says, 

“Electricians raise their left fist when singing the national anthem, the 

Internationale, or the SME march. I have to say that almost everywhere, 

especially in Europe, the right fist is raised when the Internationale is sung. 

That is, workers in general raise their right fist. We are even different in 

that. We proudly raise our left fist that represents strength, unity, 

resistance, dignity, conviction, principles, and the right not to be defeated; 

to be convinced that we are destined to victory.” 

The mural influenced how SME leadership and rank and file workers understood their place 

in society as proletarians in opposition to capital and injustices resulting from industrial 

capitalism and the exploitation of labour. In a guided tour to the mural with Daniel, he 

 
49 Video available at Radio SME YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/oqQQVl0Yc-g Accessed on August 16th, 
2022.  

Figure 39. Emblem of SME. Source: 
sme.org.mx 

https://youtu.be/oqQQVl0Yc-g
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explained that the workers adopted the left fist because they did not align with the 

communist ideals that Siqueiros defended, they had a different ideology which is why they 

decided to use the left hand instead of the right. However, the importance of the mural 

resided in the fact that it showed the juxtaposition of Mexico with Europe highlighting how 

SME workers were different from counterparts in other parts of the world. 

 
Figure 40. General Assembly in the Ernesto Velasco Auditorium at the Insurgentes 98 Headquarters. Photo 
taken by the author (2019). 
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Figure 41. Highest point of the Portrait of the Bourgeoisie mural. A clear blue sky represents the future, a 
red flag with the union’s emblem, denotes SME as a vanguard union fated to victory. Source: Radio SME, 
2019. 

 
Figure 42. Siqueiros painted the red flag with SME’s emblem with a right fist to represent the international 
proletarian struggle. Source: Radio SME, 2019. 

 

The historical process of resistance has also prompted the development of class 

consciousness that emerges when a community not only understands its identity in 

opposition to capital-owners but develops a theory about its place in society along with a 

plan to transform it (Nash 1979 p. 320). The objective of the organisation, or its theory, is 

presented in article 6 of SME’s statutes as the protection of its collective contract and 

working environment. It is also about transforming the Mexican economic system into a just 

one that allows working women and men to make a decent living through their work, while 

making it impossible to become rich from another’s labour. The closure of the utility meant 

that SME’s collective contract expired, and without it, the union (resistance) had to re-

envision its purpose. The government and mass media outlets began referring to the 
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company as ‘the extinct’ Luz y Fuerza de Centro [La extinta Luz y Fuerza del Centro]. By 

declaring the utility ‘extinct,’ SME’s existence was rendered senseless.  

The closure of the union triggered a process of fragmentation that was not a natural 

wearing down of members through hardship but a violent partition of the membership 

driven by external influences, internal political divisions, and personal circumstances. The 

resistance movement maintained the union through a new collective contract signed with 

their Portuguese partner, Mota Engil, with whom SME founded “Generadora Fénix”. Montes 

de Oca explained that 51% of Fénix is owned by Mota Engil, who also holds the 

management, and SME owns the remaining 49%. This decision was political because it was 

the only way SME could hold a new CCT. If the ownership had been 50-50, the SME would 

have had to perform management activities, and a conflict of interest would have arisen. 

This contract gives SME ongoing validity as a union. According to Montes de Oca, in the CCT 

negotiations, SME verifies their subordination because “trade unionism is not revolutionary 

nor does it want to end this power relationship, we want to maintain comfortable profit 

margins for the workers.” Montes de Oca’s comment is very interesting because it shows a 

more conservative position in relation to the ideas of other workers that are not part of 

SME’s leadership. As explained in previous chapters, the CCT was also the origin of other 

ventures for SME like the LF del Centro Cooperative or SUBACE, an energy trading company 

waiting to be launched. However, this new CCT lost many of the conditions and benefits 

historically won by SME members. According to SME members, their historical CCT was the 

target of the Calderón administration to end their organisation and way of life. Still, the 

commentary of Montes de Oca seems to point to a shift, in which some of SME’s new 

ventures, especially Generadora Fénix, have become critical to the union in terms of their 

economic benefit. This shift evidences a loss of interest into broader political and societal 

questions that once informed SME’s political project.  

The closure of the utility and the creation of ‘los liquidados’ 

In his book “Difficult Decisions”, Mexican President Felipe Calderón justifies the closure of 

CLFC utility on the basis of the government’s alleged incapacity to sustain SME’s CCT 

conditions. According to him, the labour movement prevented the company from elevating 

its productivity and went against the interest of the company’s titular owners, ‘the Mexican 

people.’ Calderón narrates a meeting with his economic and security advisors to look into 
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the possibility of closing CLFC. At the start of the meeting, the director of the Centre for 

Investigation and National Security (CISEN) explained the implications of closing the 

company to Calderón. CISEN’s director described how SME controlled the electric supply of 

25 million people in the centre of the country and that if the supply were interrupted, it 

would create a severe political crisis the government could not endure. It would also create 

a health and sanitation emergency in the area, as the provision of water was linked to 

electrical service. In his closing argument, CISEN’s director recommended that Calderón 

avoid confrontation with the union because, as he explained, SME could create 

“unmanageable chaos” [caos de consecuencias impredecibles]. Based on the diagnosis, 

Calderón asked his staff to elaborate a plan to ensure CLFC’s successful closure without 

creating disruption and turmoil. His collaborators came up with a nine-point checklist: 

“1. Ensure the political support of the governors of the area […] 

2. Ensure complete control and operation of all the company’s strategic 

infrastructures. 

3. Decrease rupture and sabotage incentives through a dignified, fair, and generous 

negotiation of the workers’ severance pay and timely payment.  

4. Gain the support of other unions or, at best, avoid the organisation of massive work 

stoppages or strikes in solidarity with the SME.  

5. Ensure adequate crowd control capacity.  

6. Guarantee Congress support after the closure.  

7. Guarantee political parties’ support, at least the PRI and other parties.  

8. Ensure the population’s support, at least of the majority. 

9. Win the battle for public opinion by explaining the logic behind the decision.” 

(Calderón 2020 p. 161) 

The strategy’s third point, directed towards ensuring less resistance to liquidation by SME 

members, was supported by a mass media campaign in which the Mexican government 

explained the benefits of early and voluntary settlement [liquidación voluntaria]. At the 

same time, it celebrated the closure as a ‘national benefit’ or in the words of Calderón “…as 

one of the hardest but also one of the wisest [más acertadas] decisions of my presidential 

administration” (Calderón 2020 p. 169). The promoted deal established that workers who 

accepted the severance agreement [liquidación] in the first month would receive almost 

double the compensation determined by the Federal Labour Law (LFT), according to their 
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seniority. In his book, Calderón explains, “It was crucial to clarify that, although the 

compensation would vary, depending on the seniority or the salary of each worker, on 

average, those who took the settlement voluntarily would receive up to 33 months of 

salary. That is, two and a half years of income” (ibid. 168). Additionally, workers who took 

the deal early were in some cases, released from their mortgages held through the 

company; and others received support, such as job training and credits to become 

‘microentrepreneurs.’ After this first stage, the compensation would decrease until it 

reached the minimum established by law (Rubio 2016). The voluntary settlement program 

available to workers for the first month after the closure, from October 14th up to November 

30th, 2009, included: 

Table 2. Initial voluntary settlement conditions (2009) 
Federal Labour law provisions Collective Contract Provisions Compensation for the 

company’s closure 
Additional compensation for 
the first stage of liquidation 

• Three months of 
integrated salary. 

• Additional seniority 
premium: 24 days 
of minimum wage 
for each 
year. 

• Compensation per 
year worked: 20 
days of salary 
integrated per year 
of seniority. 

• Compensation for 
seniority: 20 days of 
salary integrated 
per year of 
seniority. 

• Additional 
compensation: 14 
days of integrated 
salary per year of 
seniority for those 
with more than 15 
years of work. 

• Payment of savings 
fund: what has 
been accumulated 
in the current year. 

• Aguinaldo50: 
proportional to the 
days worked in the 
year. 

• Holidays: 
proportional to the 
unearned 

• Three months of 
integrated salary 

Compensation is proportional 
according to its seniority until 
before the termination of 
CLFC, under the following: 
 

• Under six years: an 
additional 10%. 

• From 6 years but 
less than 11: an 
additional 20%. 

• From 11 years but 
less than 21: an 
additional 40%. 

• 21 but under 26: an 
additional 60%. 

• 26 years or older: 
additional 80% 

Source: ROJAS, D. (2013) 

Montes de Oca showed me an example of an SME worker’s voluntary severance agreement, 

and pay checks received in October 2009. According to the worker’s settlement agreement, 

he began his job on August 24th, 2009, spending a month and a half as an active worker at 

the utility, for which he received a total settlement of 57,597.70 MXN (2,761 GBP51). 

 
50 A payment received by workers at the end of every year as a compensation. 
51 According to the exchange value determined by El Banco de Mexico in October 2009 of 20.86 MXN per GBP. 
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Figure 43. Photocopy of two liquidation pay checks from Banjercito (the Mexican bank managed by the 
military). Source: SME 
 

The government’s strategy and campaign proved very successful. By the end of November 

2009, 46.3% of the total active workforce had taken the settlement, and by December, 

almost 70% (Rubio 2016). The reasons for accepting the settlement were diverse. The 

reasons ranged from a lack of financial resources to subsist, to personal awareness that SME 

would not be able to reverse the closure decree (Rojas 2013, Rubio 2016, Belmont 2012). In 

the eyes of most of my informants, the liquidados renounced the union when they signed 

their settlement agreements and took severance money from the government. Even if the 

severance did not include a formal resignation document, their disregard for the mandate of 

the General Assembly went against the union’s statutes, ideology, and class objectives. 

Liquidados were defined as scabs [esquiroles] because they violated union discipline. 

However, Montes de Oca believes the distancing of some workers from the union began 

before the closure. He contends that the government’s strategy of preparing for the closure 

was developed years before and focused on disempowering SME by dividing the collective. 

He explained, 
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“Calderón’s government began breaking the internal unity of the union by 

co-opting leaders. The electoral process of 2009 in which we were electing 

our Secretary General was the pretext. The government practically bought 

the services of at least three leadership members and provided them with 

money to be distributed among workers in exchange for support. The aim 

was to win the Secretary General seat and follow the mandates of 

Calderón’s government and the national oligarchy. We have testimonials 

and evidence of how the company ceded union dues to Martín’s 

contender, the secretary-treasurer, Alejandro Muñoz [...] Naturally, after 

the election, the union was divided. Martín’s opponents did not recognise 

his victory as SG. Muñoz asked the authorities to intervene in the process, 

in the inner life of the organisation! It was the first time in the union’s 

history that happened. That action, by itself, reflects the enormous 

commitment [compromiso] that Muñoz had with the Presidency of the 

Republic.” 

He explains that even with this division strategy, workers acted unexpectedly after the 

closure. “Some of those who voted for Martín took the severance and left the resistance. 

However, others who voted against our project stayed in resistance.” He believes that many 

rank-and-file workers took the severance not out of political conviction, but as a 

convenience. “They took the easy way out.” Many former representatives and ex-members 

of the Central Committee, including former Secretary Generals, settled. To Montes de Oca, 

these last ones settled because their political power inside the union had diminished, and 

they lost their capacity to influence the decisions of the General Assembly. To El Güero 

Bárcenas52, a former substation worker in his early sixties and current representative of the 

annuity workers [trabajadores de renta vitalicia], workers decided to liquidate due to 

uncertainty. He recalled how everyone had to adapt to a new reality, relying on their means 

without any future warranty. According to him, that uncertainty made some take refuge in 

the union and political action, while others decided to take the severance and distance 

 
52 Alberto González Bárcenas known as ‘El güero Bárcenas’ [Blonde Bárcenas] is the representative of the 
annuity workers which is a figure for those workers that, at the time of the closure, were less than five years 
away from retirement. Bárcenas is currently in his early mid-sixties, he is a first generation workers that joined 
the union and started working for the company when he was 23 years old. Before joining he wanted to study 
Biology specializing on genetics, instead he got a degree in Latin American Studies by UNAM. He is a member 
of the September 27th Movement Political Group (Grupo Movimiento 27 de Septiembre) which was constituted 
more than ten years ago by like-minded workers with a left-wing political ideology. The group had the 
objective of forming new political cadres among younger workers and representing the left political opinion at 
General Assemblies and union’s debates and discussions. Some of the organic intellectuals of SME were 
members of this group such as José Humberto Montes de Oca, José Manuel Pérez Vázquez, or Cesar Toroella 
Labrada. At the meetings of the group, workers would discuss books, academic papers, and theories of the 
working-class including authors like Karl Marx or Georg Lukács.  
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themselves from SME. Some retired workers were especially keen to end their active union 

membership because they no longer recognised the organisation after government 

intervention in SME’s election.  

Bárcenas explains that the utility closure was a ‘double action’ that included an 

attempt of forced dissolution of the union. Forced dissolution of the union, as a concept, is 

included in article 13553 of SME’s statutes. The article establishes that if the employer or 

national authorities force the union’s dissolution, then the General Assembly and 

representatives must do everything in their power to avoid the dissolution and 

abandonment of the union’s objectives (Bárcenas 2012 p. 52). Bárcenas told me the article 

had been included since the first version of SME’s statutes, when SME workers were dealing 

with private employers. However, the union never defined an explicit procedure to cope 

with this situation, as it seemed unlikely to occur. In his opinion, the concept of ‘forced 

dissolution’ is key to understanding how workers in resistance understand the liquidados 

workers and why it is linked to words like ‘treason’ and ‘desertion.’ His explanation is clear: 

the statutes mandated the General Assembly to do everything in its power to avoid the 

union’s dissolution. Under this circumstance, the first step was remaining as a collectivity in 

resistance. To Bárcenas, the movement of resistance was the product of a process similar to 

that of ‘bricolage’, as defined by Levi-Strauss (1966), François Jacob (2005), and Mary 

Douglas (1987). Bárcenas defines ‘bricolage,’, as a “…form of activity used for responding to 

the needs imposed by random changes for which people are not prepared. It is achieved by 

using existing means like knowledge and practices, which had a previous specific function 

but are now transformed and adapted to a new function” (2012 p. 7). He argues that the 

uncertainty experienced by workers resulted in a process through which the leadership 

decided on discourse, a way of organisation, a set of objectives, and a route for the 

resistance. That process was rooted in SME’s culture, which included its community and 

family networks, traditional reminiscences, historical memory, and identity. However, it was 

a fundamentally new situation for the union in which they had to adapt their traditional 

principles to new circumstances and create feasible interpretations. The basis of the 

resistance movement was the presence of the workers and rejection of the settlement 

offer. However, after settling, some liquidados workers underwent a process led by former 

 
53 Currently, after the statute modification in 2019, forced dissolution is article 136.  
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SME Secretary Generals and representatives. These former leaders used their capacity and 

social networks to influence workers. They were able to organise dissident workers into 

political groups with the capacity to make claims on the union and the State. Leadership 

dynamics worked very similarly among resisting and liquidados workers in terms of how 

workers on either side chose to follow a former leader. 

Joining and remaining in resistance required workers to make personal and family 

sacrifices. Both SME and CLFC were family organisations due to the recruitment process and 

because of how work processes were carried out in teams that resembled, according to my 

informants, a family. Labour processes and union life also created political families [familias 

políticas] in two senses. On one side, families were created through marriage between non-

related workers and among workers and non-working members of another worker’s family. 

Conversely, ‘ideological families’ were created by sharing similar political views and 

militating in political groups that pursued the union’s leadership. Lazar (2018) explains that 

in Argentinian labour unions, practices of kinning create a sense of mutuality of being within 

the community that organises life in a disciplined manner. That mutuality of being is 

hierarchical because some workers are prepared to lead and decide upon strategies, while 

others are expected to follow and implement those strategies presented by leaders. 

“Leadership is often based upon an avuncular kind of personal charisma as well as an ability 

to negotiate and strategize on behalf of the collectivity” (ibid. 267).  

To most of my informants, their confidence in the Secretary General’s leadership 

was vital for inclusion in the resistance. Carlitos Magariño, the representative of the 

retirees, explained, “The SG is a guy [un tipo] who has been fighting with the resistance. He 

played a significant role in the movement. Since he called us to defend SME, he has inspired 

us by leading through example”. Pablo, another retiree, working for Radio SME, said that 

Esparza’s capacity to inspire emerged organically, almost out of need, in the moment of the 

closure. He told me that in footage from the early days of the resistance, “…you could see 

that he (Esparza) was sincere, but he did not have the ‘political teeth’ [colmillo político] he 

now has.” In his opinion, Esparza gained the support of workers because he was ‘crazy 

enough’ to call for collective action, using the democratic values of SME as a tool for 

resistance. In a moment of uncertainty like the closure, workers turned to their leader for 

strategy and order. As Pablo said, “We were used to being told what to do. But we also had 
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to agree with how we were told to do it.” Esparza’s support among resisting workers grew 

as he remained present, while facing personal difficulties, such as his wife’s death, which is 

why workers said he led by example. In an interview for the resistance documentary, 

Esparza was asked why he refused to take the severance. He explained, 

“We had an important responsibility. We knew it was an unfair act––

outside the legal and constitutional framework––to dissolve the union. We 

held a Central Committee meeting with great conviction, and I explained 

the challenges we were confronting. I was clear. We were facing the State 

and knew it could be cancer or death [Estábamos de frente al Estado y 

sabíamos que podía ser cáncer o muerte]. However, we had to take any 

risk for the union. Each one of us explained the situation to our families. 

Ultimately, we made the best decision of our lives; we stayed and fought. 

It has not been easy. ‘They threw the eagle at us’… [The SG refers to the 

eagle in the Mexican emblem on the flag, the phrase meant they were 

attacked with all the force of the state] They accused us of everything. 

They imprisoned our compañeros; marriages ended, families were 

separated, and some committed suicide. It was not easy at all. There were 

times when we thought we were not going to achieve anything... 

However, behind us was the history of the union.” [Pero por el sindicato 

había que correr todos los riesgos. Eso cada uno lo explico a sus familias y 

al final, tomamos la mejor decisión de nuestras vidas. Quedarnos a luchar. 

No ha sido fácil. ‘Nos aventaron el águila’… Nos acusaron de todo, 

encarcelaron a nuestros compañeros, se disolvieron matrimonios, se 

separaron familias, hubo quienes se suicidaron. No fue nada fácil. Hubo 

momentos en que pensamos que no íbamos a alcanzar nada… Pero, en 

nuestras espaldas estaba la historia del sindicato.] 

Esparza’s testimony uses the union’s legacy and his obligations as an SME worker and 

Secretary General, contained in the collective contract, as a baseline from which he and 

other leadership members decided to embark on the resistance movement. He also refers 

to the importance of the esmeita family support as a cornerstone of the movement. Esparza 

speaks about how the closure impacted the most intimate relationships of the workers and 

how collective strength allowed resisting workers to face the Mexican State and overcome 

many hardships along the way. The testimony also makes a moral judgement in which the 

resistance movement is paralleled to an almost religious sense of sacrifice that provides 

virtue, integrity, and reward to those who endure the struggle. In the first two months 

following the closure, SME became fragmented after two-thirds of the active workers 

decided to take the Mexican government’s severance deal and leave the resistance. The 
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resistance was crafted in a way that allowed the union to piece back together the esmeita 

family assembled now by resisting workers which held and supported SME’s new 

repurposed ideology and values.  

SME’s fragmentation 

By leaving the struggle, the liquidados not only supported the disempowerment of the 

union but––in the eyes of the resistance––became supporters of the government’s strategy, 

which became the highest disloyalty. Juan Jose Beristain, the Pro-Secretary of Labour, 

recalled when he realised how some liquidados experienced the contradiction of taking the 

severance without wanting to leave their community. He said,  

“I remember it was the day we handed out the food supplies [despensas] 

we received from the telephone workers’ union. I was in front of the 

Insurgentes 98 HQ with some compañeros from my cohort [escalafón]. 

Suddenly, a worker ran towards us shouting: ‘I have the list! I have the 

list!’ He was holding a USB flash drive. I asked him for the drive and 

downloaded the file. I opened it and started reading the names looking for 

those of my ranks. I realised that the people I spent that day with were 

already liquidados. While I was reading the list, los liquidados ran away 

from the HQ. It turned out that many of those liquidados were the ones 

that marched and shouted for a solution to the conflict. They were also the 

first to take the despensas destined for struggling families of workers in 

resistance. They had this vicious need to grab everything they could. The 

process of resistance brought out the best and the worst in people. The 

worst was because these ‘supporters’ came here with absurd thoughts and 

a severance check in their pocket. They would say: ‘Look, the idea is that 

you get your severance check, but do not cash it or spend it. You just have 

it. If the conflict is solved, then you hand it back.’ Why the hell did they 

want the check in the first place? It did not make any sense. It was as if 

they were searching for a logical explanation for their desertion.” 

Juan José said that their motivations remained a mystery, but he suspected they were trying 

to ‘expiate their sins’ [limpiar sus culpas] by supporting the resistance, or maybe it was hard 

for them to break the habit of being an esmeita worker. Still, he denied their behaviour 

resulted from love of the union. This type of ‘contradictory behaviour’ goes in line with how 

presence was an important part of SME’s culture and how hard it is for workers to break 

with their habitus or working life patterns. Still, as some workers explained to me, in many 

cases, this behaviour responded to a cynical calculation by which workers were expecting to 

maximize the benefits of liquidation and the benefits of resistance. In October 2019, a few 
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days after the attack, I spoke to workers of the Workers’ Trust (FIDETRAB54) [Fideicomiso de 

los Trabajadores] about their experiences in resistance. Carmen, a third-generation worker 

in her mid-thirties from the tabuladoras department, told me she worked at CLFC for two 

years before the closure. She described how she volunteered at the union for two years, 

waiting for her post to open. When I asked her about the attack and her opinion on los 

liquidados, she said everyone faced unique personal situations. “Some were up to their 

necks in debt” [algunos estaban endeudados hasta el cuello]. She told me about her 

experience in the early days of the resistance.  

“We witnessed the case of a civil work compañero at the Doctores branch. 

We did not know him, and I was there with those of my rank to prevent 

more colleagues from being liquidados. We tried to convince as many as 

possible, and I will never forget it. The compa [comrade] knelt on the 

pavement and cried, saying he did not want to settle, but he had no other 

choice because his daughter died of pneumonia at dawn. He was dragging 

himself with anger and pain, but his main reason for being there was his 

daughter. As much as we wanted to gather our pesos to help him, we did 

not collect enough for his daughter’s funeral. The truth is that the sum he 

received was a pittance, just enough to cover the expenses of the funeral. 

[A nosotros nos tocó ver el caso de un compañero de obras civiles al que no 

conocíamos en la sucursal Doctores. Íbamos los de mi escalafón a la 

sucursal a evitar que más compañeros se liquidaran. Tratábamos de 

convencer a los mas que podíamos. Nunca se me va a olvidar. El compa se 

hincaba en la banqueta y lloraba diciendo que no se quería liquidar. Pero 

tuvo que ir porque su hija había fallecido en la madrugada de pulmonía. Se 

arrastraba de coraje y de dolor, pero su razón era su hija. Por más que 

quisimos juntar nuestros pesitos para ayudarlo en ese momento, no 

juntamos suficiente para el sepelio de su hija. Y la verdad, lo que recibió de 

dinero fue una miseria, apenas para cubrir los gastos del sepelio.]” 

Carmen commented that many workers faced challenging circumstances, “but not everyone 

abandoned the union.” To her, those who deserted did not value SME and their community 

enough. “They left the union by free will, resigning their rights as esmeitas. Nobody forced 

them to leave.” Her colleague, Vanesa, another tabuladora ex-worker in her mid-thirties, 

intervened, “Why do they come here to ask for something they abandoned ten years ago? 

Something that cost us cold, hunger, and resilience? Why didn’t they cling in the same way 

to stay with us in resistance?” [¿Porque vienen aquí a pedir algo que abandonaron hace 10 

 
54 Trust established after the closure to give workers in resistance some of the benefits they had in their 
collective contract. 
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años? Aquí a nosotros nos ha costado frio, hambre, resiliencia. ¿Por qué no se aferraron de 

esa misma manera a quedarse con nosotros en resistencia?].  

Pedro, a FIDETRAB worker in his late forties, intervened and told me that he 

remembered how the liquidados showed off their money in his neighbourhood. “They 

would pass by us in their brand-new cars or SUVs, laughing and saying that we should have 

taken the settlement money. That we were dumb [unos tontos] for staying in resistance.” 

He remembers that many workers in resistance were struggling to find the means to feed 

their families and that the liquidados’ attitude was appalling. Pedro said his liquidados 

neighbours enjoyed a good couple of years, spending all their severance money. “But it did 

not last because they spent it all on extravagant vacations, brand-new cars and other 

material goods that depreciate quickly. Even the small businesses [changarritos] they 

founded with the government’s support went––as you can imagine––bankrupt after a 

couple of years. Who is laughing now?” Andrea, another compañera from FIDETRAB in her 

late thirties, nodded and said, 

“Some of us saw how our close uncles or cousins bought new clothing and 

cars and went on holidays. And us? We were in the resistance, struggling. 

However, now that they wasted all their money, they want to fight for 

something they no longer have, something they lost. A few years ago, I felt 

bad about being in resistance but not today. Today, I feel good for having 

the strength to stay, believe in something, and achieve all this.” 

Without the ‘structuring structure’ provided by the CCT, the liquidation process disrupted 

SME’s social networks, rupturing, in some cases, the most intimate relationships of family 

and friendship. Andrea, a woman in her mid-sixties and leader of the telecommunication 

team at LF del Centro Cooperative, remembered how her relationship with one of her sons 

broke down after she discovered he was liquidado. Andrea said,  

“My youngest son started working at the laboratory in 2005. He worked at 

the company for four years and a few months before the closure. We had 

a decisive confrontation because my eldest son told us: ‘If you continue in 

the resistance, I will support you.’ We agreed to join the resistance, so my 

elder son gave us money for transportation every week; I do not 

remember if it was 200 or 300 pesos. But my youngest took the severance 

immediately. He took the settlement on October 15th and kept it a secret. 

He continued to take his brother’s money. At the time, the list was not 

published, but when it came out and I saw his name, I was furious because 
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of his behaviour. From then on, we had a four-year estrangement in which 

I did not even know where he was. Truth be told, not knowing made me 

anxious.” 

The narration of Andrea shows how individual decisions workers took disrupted intimate 

relationships. It also speaks to how family disputes over liquidation had a moral component 

that penalised a ‘simulated presence’ that typified the behaviour of many liquidados 

workers. This behaviour seems to be the result of fear of losing their community and in the 

family nucleus, of letting down family members. In response to this behaviour, the 

resistance movement banished the liquidados from their social and political world by 

creating a discourse of them as ‘traitors’, which conceptualised them as opposites and 

unwilling to make personal sacrifices. The existence of los liquidados workers legitimised the 

value and achievements of workers in resistance. The movement created a representation 

of liquidados workers portraying them as ‘they really are’ based on what their individual 

decisions and actions meant to the union. This vision became the reason for permanently 

excluding them from the community—they decided to do so by accepting the settlement. 

The concept of the liquidados created by the resistance was a kind of ‘social death’ 

that stripped these individuals of their identity as esmeita in combination with banishing 

their presence. However, the subjects in question disagree with that definition of 

themselves. After the closure, SME workers continuously heard from friends and family 

things like: “Take the severance. Nobody beats the government” [Liquídate. Al gobierno no 

se le gana] or “It is over. Better take what is offered” [Esto ya se acabó. Y, de lo perdido, lo 

que aparezca]. That high uncertainty pushed almost 70% of active workers to accept the 

settlement. In their view, the workers who took the severance became liquidados through a 

monetary rather than a moral transaction. However, according to SME’s leadership and 

resistance, they denied and abandoned the privileges and protection of SME’s statutes. The 

liquidados put their individual needs above collective needs. Yet, it is hard to define to what 

extent liquidados realised their actions would mean permanent exclusion from the union 

and the end of ties with those in resistance. Still, based on the declarations made by 

dissidents, it is clear that some liquidados maintained their right to be Esmeitas outside of 

the SME structure. The government referred to the company’s closure as a process of 

extinction [la extinta Luz y Fuerza del Centro], annihilating a technical and social element of 

the country’s electrical system. CFE was to take control of the service in CLFC areas, which 
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ended SME workers’ capacity to remain part of the system under previous conditions. In this 

situation, SME workers pondered whether they could bear the uncertainty as individuals 

and, in most cases, as a head of family. The union leadership could not offer anything but a 

possible result of collective action, which, for many, was not enough.  

To the definition of the liquidados as mirror opposites, the resistance added the 

weight of how by taking the severance, liquidados supported the government’s objective to 

‘extinguish’ the union. In SME’s idiosyncrasy, liquidados were generalised as a group of 

former members who had lost their class consciousness in the closure process. The 

discourse became more radicalised over time, equating all liquidados with those actively 

working against the SME leadership. This distinction disregarded the differences and 

nuances of the liquidados as a heterogenous collective. For example, in his intervention at 

the Solidarity Forum on the day of the attack, Esparza said,  

“Those who stayed to fight and are class-conscious will march today. 

Those who do not have class consciousness are making justice claims 

today. Those who demand justice are the same who went to liquidate ten 

days after the closure decree. They better believed in the government’s 

speech…” [“Los que nos quedamos a luchar y tenemos consciencia de 

clase, vamos a salir a marchar hoy. Los que no tienen conciencia de clase, 

hoy reclaman justicia. Esos que hoy reclaman justica son los que a los 10 

días del decreto se fueron a liquidar. Le creyeron más al discurso del 

gobierno… “] 

 

Esparza’s words refer to dissident workers making claims on the union, but these only 

represent a fraction of los liquidados. In different interviews with resisting workers, I asked 

whether they remained in contact with liquidados workers. The answer was negative for 

SME members who held positions at the union or in the new ventures, stressing how they 

also cut contact with family and friends who took the severance. Their answers almost 

declared allegiance to the leadership and the resistance. On the other side, those with 

nothing to lose, like retirees without political positions inside the union, tended to be more 

open to discussing their relationships with liquidados workers. Retirees were more 

sympathetic toward their decision to liquidate and their right to maintain an esmeita 

identity. However, they endorsed the idea that liquidados could not claim any rights won by 

the resistance.  
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Who are Los liquidados? 

Almost at the end of my fieldwork, I met with Raúl Garza, a liquidado worker in his late 

sixties, close to retirement at the time of the closure. He had a solid esmeita identity 

revealed through thousands of entries in his ten-year-old blog dedicated to SME’s history. 

Garza spent many years, both as an active worker and a liquidado, investigating the history 

and collecting documents of the CLFC utility and SME. Daniel, from Radio SME, made the 

introduction and told me that Garza had the best organised and most exhaustive archive of 

SME’s history, which he also digitised. 

Raúl and I met at the Mora Institute, a history and social science research institute in 

the southern area of Mexico City. Our conversation began with Garza speaking about his 

two great passions in life: SME and bullfighting. He talked about how he managed to get 

copies of many of the company’s historical documents and the union that was, after the 

closure, transferred to CFE. Garza explained, “People at CFE did not know the importance of 

those documents and archives. Still, they were smart enough to send them to the General 

National Archive [Archivo General de la Nación]. I spent many days going through the 

archives, looking at the documents. However, most of the CLFC closure documents have 

been catalogued as a matter of national security and embargoed for 30 years.” He feared 

that much of the recent historical documentation of the union, the years before the closure, 

was not appropriately archived and that some of that information might get lost. Daniel was 

the only other worker who showed a similar interest in conserving an SME archive. I could 

not understand why a worker like Garza who seemed so dedicated to the perseveration of 

SME’s history had decided to take severance and leave the union. When I asked him about 

it, he replied, 

“I knew the internal trade union conflict we were experiencing was leading 

to suicide. It was a deteriorating process. When the extinction decree was 

announced, I realised it was a declaration of absolute death, no tomorrow. 

I still went to the Revolution monument and heard the leader’s speech, 

Martin Esparza. However, I said this was over. I have a brother my age who 

was also a worker. We met and agreed that we would do so as soon as 

there was a possibility of collecting the settlement. I was not a worker 

married to union issues. I knew how the union worked but was 

unconvinced about the representatives. I was a union member distant 

from the union. There was nothing else to do... We had two alternatives. 

One was to leave and seek rehiring at CFE through the promise of a 
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substitute employer. The other was to continue in the resistance, 

embracing and making the union’s discourse my own. That implied not 

having income and not having social security with an already diminished 

health. That situation defined my decision. What was placed in front of 

many of us was the reality; the here and now. What are we going to do 

tomorrow? How can we solve the economic part? The decision depended 

on individual interests and realities... Those of us who settled entered a 

pause process. We are still esmeitas, but our rights and obligations are 

paused.” 

Due to his age, Garza could not retire before the closure and had some health issues. He 

decided to liquidate because financial security was essential to him, and his politics were 

incompatible with the SME leadership. Garza was not part of any dissident group or actively 

against SME’s leadership. Nonetheless, he believed he had rights over SME because the 

closure was imposed on the union. He explained that his obligations and rights as an SME 

member were not lost but ‘paused.’ The rationality behind this idea was that in the statutes, 

the expulsion of workers did not include an article that considered the company’s closure as 

a reason. According to the narrations and opinions of my informants, many liquidados 

workers shared that idea, and through it, sought to preserve their identity as esmeitas. 

However, other liquidados had no interest in the union, as they were now employed in 

other industries and had reconstructed their lives. From these comments, I could define two 

broad categories of liquidados workers, informed by the reasons to liquidate and their 

commitment to political action: 1) Disobedient workers and 2) Dissident workers. The first 

group, ‘the disobedient,’ are those who disobeyed the General Assembly mandate including 

workers like Garza. Their reasons for liquidating include, amongst others, a belief that the 

conflict would not be solved through collective means or SME’s traditional methods of 

political negotiation, the ability to ensure another source of employment as wage-earner or 

self-employed, or personal differences with the values and ideology of the SME leadership. 

These workers might have used their severance money to invest in a small business, become 

petit rentiers—making a living out of rental property bought as CLFC workers—or join a 

family business. In this category, I also include workers that got a job at CFE or other 

companies and have little or no interest in the union. This group represents the most 

significant part of the liquidados and is a diverse group. I categorise them into three main 

groups: the apolitical or non-syndicalist, the institutional, and the kin and family, which I 

explain in the following chart. 



 

193 
 

 

Table 5. Categorisation of SME's "disobedient" workers 

Disobedient workers 

Apolitical or non-syndicalist  
Left the union convinced of their 
decision to stop participating in 
the union’s life. They do not feel 
represented by the union, 
politics, or leadership. They 
enjoyed their work. They explain 
that they were never involved in 
the political life of the union 
other than compulsory activities 
like voting. They abandoned the 
union and resistance out of a 
personal decision. The ones that 
were active workers might now 
have a new job in another 
industry or line of work, might 
live as petit rentiers or small 
business people. This group also 
includes retirees who decided to 
distance themselves from the 
union’s political life. 

Institutional  
These active workers decided to 
take their severance and apply for 
a job at CFE. This group left the 
resistance almost immediately to 
secure this new employment. Their 
betrayal of the resistance meant 
they were sometimes referred to 
as trabajadores esquiroles (‘scabs’) 
because they are thought of as 
allies of the government that 
closed CLFC. According to 
informants like the Secretary of 
Exterior, only around 1000 workers 
were re-employed by CFE, and 
now, after ten years, most of them 
have been laid off. 

Kin and family  
This group represent one of the 
harshest attacks on the 
resistance. These defectors are 
family members that abandoned 
the struggle. There are two 
groups. The first publicly 
abandoned the resistance and 
made fun of their family 
members who stayed in 
resistance. The second group 
represents a crueller betrayal 
because they secretly 
abandoned the struggle and 
continued participating in 
resistance activities until an 
official list was published. My 
informants talked about how 
they abused workers' confidence 
in resistance by taking severance 
money. 

Source: Elaborated by the author with information collected from formal and informal interviews between March 2019 
and January 2020. 

 

The second category, ‘the dissidence’ is integrated by organised social, economic, and 

political networks of workers and retirees who actively oppose Martin Esparza’s leadership 

of SME. These dissident workers are organised into subgroups or clusters led by former SGs, 

union leaders, or representatives. These networks have created similar organisational 

structures to the ones that operated in SME’s resistance and are searching for direct 

negotiation channels with the Mexican government. Dissident groups are financed, in most 

cases, by retirees who join the dissidence to support family members. The leaders of these 

dissident groups used the power of the collective to pressure the government to negotiate 

issues like the cancellation of housing debts or retirement deals for workers that, at the 

time of the closure, were close to retirement age. Their negotiation capacity with the 

government resides in their ability to organise collectively. Their disagreement with the 

union leadership did not emerge after the company's closure but responded to differences 

that emerged when they were active workers. As Montes de Oca explained, some of the 

liquidados leaders were those that left after their power to influence decisions in the 
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General Assembly was weakened. SME’s internal fragmentation created different dissident 

elements from which I could distinguish six main groups: 

1. ‘Union transparency formula’ [Planilla Transparencia sindical] under the leadership 

of former Treasurer, Alejandro Muñoz Reséndiz. Muñoz was Esparza’s opponent in 

the 2009 Secretary General’s election. According to my informants, Muñoz 

negotiated with Calderón’s administration and CLFC’s management. After losing the 

election, Muñoz filed a formal complaint at the Federal Board of Conciliation and 

Arbitration in a very contested move, asking the organism to intervene and decide 

on the internal election. He hoped that the election would be repeated. This 

dissident group was one of the first formally organised after the closure and fought 

for SME’s control. 

2. ‘SME’s temporal coalition’ [Coalición Temporal del SME] under the leadership of 

former SG, Jorge Sánchez García. Sánchez has declared he is SME’s true Secretary 

General. He served as SG of the union for three periods. He was expelled in 1994 for 

mismanagement and fraud involving the union’s housing programme. During his 

leadership, he became close to the government of President Salinas. He negotiated 

the formation of “Luz y Fuerza del Centro” as a decentralised public body with a 

budget and legal personality. According to my informants, the coalition is composed 

of around 1000 ex-workers and retirees. However, Sánchez has declared he has the 

support of more than 30,000 people. The group accuses Esparza of going against the 

union's objective by transforming it into a cooperative. They argue that SME’s CC has 

engaged in corruption and embezzlement, the reason for which they ask the 

expulsion of Esparza from SME.  

3. ‘Everything for everyone’ [Para todos todo55] under the leadership of Mario Flavio 

Benítez Chávez. Benítez, as previously explained, was a politically active worker who 

dissented from official union politics. In 2011, during a protest, the government 

accused around ten workers of violently protesting and setting fire to vehicles, and 

around 12 workers were arrested. According to Daniel, Benitez was among the 

 
55 Para todos todo (Everything for everyone) is also a Zapatista slogan used by El Comité Clandestino 
Revolucionario Indígena-Comandancia General del Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional, CCRI-CG del EZLN 
(General Command of The Indigenous Revolutionary Clandestine Committee of the Zapatista Army of National 
Liberation) since its uprising in 1994. The phrase became widely used after a consultation that the CCRI-CG 
conducted in supporting towns.  
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arrested but was released a few hours later because of his connections with the 

government. The rest spent almost two years in prison. In SME’s internal electoral 

process in 2019, Benitez endorsed the formula led by Alfredo Arenas Pluma’s named 

“Everything for everyone”, who competed against the CC’s endorsed formula led by 

Fernando Muñoz called “Eleven of October” (referencing the date the General 

Assembly initiated the resistance movement).  

4. ‘Broad Unity Front’ [Frente Amplio de Unidad] under the leadership of former SG, 

Rosendo Flores Flores. This group accuses Esparza of using the retirement money of 

resisting workers granted by the government for personal benefits, such as the 

purchase of purebred horses, ranches, or travels to Vatican City for his friends and 

family, as well as those of the CC. Flores has declared he has almost 9,000 supporters 

and seeks to negotiate with the government retirement arrangements for his 

supporters on retirement age.  

5. Ramon Ramírez Saldívar and supporters. The group denies the legitimacy of Esparza 

as Secretary General. Ramon Ramírez Saldívar, Pablo Rodríguez Álvarez and José 

Rodolfo Bonilla Gómez are some of the visible workers of this group that seek 

retirement arrangements and deals to rehire workers on CFE or in other State 

dependencies. In October 2019, Ramirez and his supporters started a hunger strike 

in front of the Palacio Nacional (the President’s residency) to open a negotiation 

channel with the government.  

6. José Antonio Almazán and supporters. Almazán was Secretary of Labour and Exterior 

of the CC between 2002 and 2005. Soon after, he retired and started militating in the 

PRD (Party of the Democratic Revolution). Almazán isolated from SME after 

becoming Federal Deputy on the LX Legislature of the Mexican Congress between 

2006 and 2009. After the closure, they joined the resistance and became Pro-

Secretary of Retirees, participating in the first negotiations between SME with the 

government. He recorded the negotiation sessions and made them public, for which 

he was expelled from the union. His dissident group criticises the loss of the 

historical collective contract and SME’s decision to accept Fenix’s new collective 

contract conditions. 
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Not all dissidents left the resistance immediately. Some left after openly disagreeing with 

SME’s leadership. In one of our informal conversations, Daniel told me how the resistance 

rejected people who voiced opposing ideas to those defined by the leadership. He said that 

was the case with Mario Benitez, an active and informed worker with leftist values who was 

also a lecturer at the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM). In November 

2013, Benitez, ten of his closest collaborators, and some UNAM students produced a 

documentary titled, “SME: four years in resistance. Time to break the silence” [SME: 4 años 

resistiendo. Ya es hora de romper el silencio]. The documentary dealt with topics such as the 

corruption of Esparza’s leadership, calling it a ‘liderazgo charro’ (a term used to refer to 

leadership that goes against the interest of workers, supporting instead, the interests of 

government or corporations). Benitez left the resistance for two reasons. The first was 

ideological differences between the Central Committee and Martín Esparza. The second was 

because his collaborators, who participated in the documentary, were denied their rights as 

cooperative members and later, SME leaders decided to expel them from the union.  

Daniel said that SME’s leadership decision was problematic because dissent was 

essential to SME’s ideology and operation. In other words, and related to how the esmeita 

family functioned, it meant that family members were allowed to disagree, while remaining 

family members. He explained that the ability to disagree as an SME member is established 

in article 46 incise V of its statutes56, which secures the workers’ right to organise into 

political groups to put forward ideas and projects to improve the ideology and internal 

democracy of the union. These contributions could come in the form of an analysis of 

struggle tactics implemented by the leadership, the argumentation of critiques of the 

personal conduct of leadership members, the definition of political lines of action, or the 

revision of the union’s financial documents. The documents produced must be signed by at 

least ten workers that act as the representatives of these arguments to be discussed in 

General Assemblies. The statutes protect these workers from being sanctioned or 

discriminated against for their contributions. In the case of Benitez’s group, workers 

believed the sanction was ‘political’ because their documentary went against SME’s 

leadership. Their exclusion shows a move toward a kind of hard-line vanguardism that 

forecloses the actual practice of internal union democracy in their aim to keep 

 
56 Available in Spanish at: http://www.sme.org.mx/estatutos.html consulted on August 9th, 2022. 
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organisational coherence. This fact supports the thesis that in SME’s new stage, dissent has 

been re-signified as an equivalent of opposition, creating the subject of the dissidents as 

opponents to the resistance.  

Conclusion 

As an institution, SME fixed its members into a social arrangement or set of regulated and 

accepted behaviours that were defined and reinforced by institutional norms or governance 

(McNeish et al. 2015 p. 25). This institutional governance allowed the union to regulate the 

behaviour of workers, limiting-and sanctioning in some cases-opportunistic behaviours in 

the name of the collective good (ibid. ). The closure of the company broke down that 

governance structure and left workers to decide on their options and future individually. 

The union leadership relied on collective cultural and historical constructions to remind 

workers that collective action was the right way of doing things and the only option for 

resistance. This socialised opinion became in fact the installation or reconstruction of a 

hegemony in which practical activities, social relations, and ideas that produce and justify 

inequality among resistance and los liquidados, became justified, explained, and normalised 

(Crehan 2002) without any distinction of the personal conditions that led workers to 

liquidate. That can be linked to how Montes de Oca defined SME’s subaltern culture as one 

influenced by resisting since its origins (Crehan 2002). From this, the SME leadership can 

argue that the resistance movement is a class-conscious movement because workers in 

resistance understood that the success of their movement depended on the strengthening 

of the working class as a whole (Nash 1987). SME’s resistance defined los liquidados as class 

conscious-less because they placed individual needs ahead of the collective good and 

disregarded the importance of ‘presence.’  

One comment I heard again and again from resisting workers was that “the 

liquidados took the easy way out.” The comment was about the hardship of the resistance 

process and sacrifices made by resisting workers to ensure the survival of SME. The attack 

was a manifestation of how dissident groups tried to assert their identity as esmeitas and, 

thus, as receivers of the benefits of the resistance and its political negotiations. Usually, an 

‘othering’ process happens when hegemonic actors define themselves in opposition to the 
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subjugated. But power is not just a discursive act of definition, it also resides in materiality57, 

in the control of material resources that the resistance was able to amass and to which 

liquidados workers had no direct access. The dynamic of othering requires that one group 

arises as dominant and authoritative over the others. In this case study, the process of 

Othering results from fragmentation of a community in which the ‘hegemonic’ group is the 

one in control of the materiality of the trade union, achieved not by violent means but 

through moral values like ‘sacrifice’ and being ‘present’ in the resistance and endorsed by 

the influx of capital from its ventures. The group that controls the organisation––‘the 

resistance’––redefines and re-signifies concepts and ideas of its own culture using discursive 

practices that create opposed subjects (Thomas-Olalde & Velho 2011). A week after the 

HQ’s attack, at an interview for Radio SME’s documentary about the resistance timely 

movement, Esparza commented on the attackers. He said, 

“(The attack) was done by groups that are foreign to our organisation. 

People who took the severance immediately. They were very active 

leaders that, when you verify, took the severance ten days after the 

decree. Now, they say, ‘everything for everyone’ and we say, No. We 

needed them when the conflict started. We told them: ‘If the 44,000 

remain together, we will solve it’. However, the reality was that, on the 

one hand, we were receiving a blow from the government of the Republic 

by denying us the notetaking58 [the act of the Mexican government in 

which it publishes an official document that recognise the legality and 

legitimacy of the electoral process and recognises the result of the 

election], issuing arrests and imprisonment warrants against our members, 

and other actions like that. And, on the other hand, we had these people 

promoting liquidations. Even former leaders promoted that their children 

took the severance and promoted liquidations in [electricians’] regions and 

neighbourhoods by saying that there was nothing left to do, that they all 

should settle.”  

The dissident claim of ‘everything for everyone’ contains cultural reminiscences of collective 

action and class consciousness. However, the resistance argues that dissidents have 

forgotten the historical component of the political negotiation and sought to dismiss their 

 
57 By ‘materiality’ I refer to the product of the political negotiation with the Mexican State, through which SME 
was able to recover or usufruct of infrastructures and facilities, that allowed the creation of a partnership with 
the Portuguese Mota Engil to found Generadora Fénix, and other ventures. 
58 A document the National Secretary of Labour issues to recognise the legality and legitimacy of internal 
electoral process of trade unions, through with the government recognises the result of the election. In this 
time frame, the government was not recognising the election of Martin Esparza as Secretary General among 
other CC members. Every two years SME would celebrate elections to renew half of the CC. 
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actions that represented a self-removal from the union. Montes de Oca explained that 

understanding the dissident attacks requires a historical weighing of the resistance 

movement. , 

“Today, they deny the process of resistance. They are not only intending to 

recover the heritage that they say belongs to everyone but instead and 

following the advice of the political class of our country, they try to conceal 

a historical struggle that challenges capital and the State from an 

autonomous and class struggle stance… Ramon Ramírez, Jorge Sánchez, 

and Rosendo Flores want to bury the earnest fight of resistance. Because 

that history holds their shame for not fighting consistently for our 

organisation… They represent the sector that took its liquidation. Those 

who withdrew from the claims. That gave up their union protection. That 

stopped making union life. That lost their rights by not fulfilling their 

obligations. Now, they come to reclaim their place at the union.”  

Based on the words of Montes de Oca, an essential difference between resistance and 

dissidence is the focus on historical memory that has been key to SME workers' way of life. 

Denying the resistance movement would mean denying their existence and eliminating the 

importance of solidarity and class consciousness as elements of esmeita identity that 

emanates from the esmeita family. By denying the resistance movement, the dissidence 

disregards the legacy of the CCT through which SME members built their social world and 

structure their identity. In opposition, SME’s resistance has been able to redefine and build 

new social relationships based on kinship created from enduring the resistance through the 

‘structuring structure’ of a new CCT and the new ventures that emanated from it. However, 

based on the redefinition and resignification of social relationships prompted by the 

functioning of the new ventures like the LF del Centro Cooperative, SME faces new tensions 

that endangers its own class-based traditions and institutional structure. 
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Conclusion 
 

This thesis has explored the social and political world of the Union of Mexican Electrical 

Workers to show its members’ challenges and struggles as they seek ways to maintain their 

identity and political agency despite a drastic neoliberal configuration of the energy sector. 

The chapters explore how changes in Mexico’s political economy transformed SME’s social 

relations by creating distinct processes and logic that have structured and constrained 

possibilities and opportunities for the esmeita community. Following this logic, I analyse 

which conditions pushed SME to transform from a radical anarcho-syndicalist union 

attached to a public utility to a profit-generating cooperative partnered with transnational 

corporate interests. I use workers’ narrations and experiences to illustrate and analyse how 

this community has responded to external structuring influences––using, at times, a 

collective approach and, at others, individualised logic to re-construct and strengthen their 

social world and capacity to make a living. In 2019, when I conducted my fieldwork, SME 

faced a new stage in which their options for recovering lost jobs radically changed. The 2013 

Energy Reform of the Peña Nieto administration set the rules for the effective privatisation 

of electricity in the country. It opened the possibility of a negotiated settlement with SME 

that aimed to end the union’s resistance movement. SME became the owner of 49% stake 

in a power generation company created with a Portuguese venture capitalist partner. 

However, the union continued its resistance movement by establishing a wide-ranging 

Cooperative to foster entrepreneurial projects that could give employment to most of its 

members while fighting to retain class consciousness and the values of solidarity. By the end 

of my fieldwork, SME was managing successful businesses and created new ventures and 

alliances, for example, a customer-supplier relationship with Mexico City’s government for 

electric power supply and the creation of ‘Áximo’, the largest illuminated sign production 

plant in Mexico and Latin America hosted in one of SME’s devolved properties [predio]. Still, 

SME’s leadership assured its members that the union would only end its resistance 

movement if one or two conditions were met: once all its affiliates had a job or if the CLFC 

was restored.  

By using ethnographic methods like open interviews and participant observation, I 

could focus on the workers’ daily activities and narrations to identify the ideas, values and 
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material things that were important to them in this transition. My understanding of their 

world is presented in the argument of each chapter, in which I focus on topics SME 

members discussed and shared with me. These conversations are revealed through the 

discussion of material and immaterial infrastructures, and their role throughout SME’s 

lifetime. Here, the analysis focuses on an exploration of material infrastructures like HQ 

buildings and immaterial infrastructures like the workers’ embeddedness into the electricity 

system. I also analyse how historical memory and social values enabled the union to resist 

and reconfigure its way back into the energy sector. For this investigation, I consider the 

tools, like skills and inventiveness, that workers developed through their interaction with 

the technical system and how this interaction was a determining factor in the construction 

of its social world. Exploring the SME social world inspired me to look into the role of retired 

workers in the resistance movement as the guardians of the historical memory and 

legitimising the actor of SME’s new identity-in-the-making. This exploration showed their 

relevance as financial aid in the harshest days of the resistance movement and the 

challenges they face as they consider their inclusion into the ‘new SME’.  

In a subsequent chapter, I explored the shift of gender relations inside the 

organisation using the concept of ‘patriarchal bargains’ to show how the organisation has 

opened new leadership spaces for women’s inclusion and how both men and women 

struggle in this transition. I then dive into the construction and deconstruction of the 

esmeita identity to understand what it represented before the closure and how it has been 

defined after the closure. In this analysis, the fragmentation suffered by the union has 

placed values of resistance and presence as central to determining who is worthy of being 

an esmeita and who can no longer be. This thesis has spoken to the resilience of the 

electrical workers that, as a collective, originated from a symbiotic relationship with energy 

technology.   

Due to the format of the thesis and word count, I had to leave out many other 

dynamics and exciting data due to insufficient time and space. For example, experiences of 

SME members held as political prisoners, the colonial past of infrastructures in Necaxa, 

resisting workers’ pledges to Human Rights courts, an in-depth analysis of demonstrations 

like hunger strikes, and informal practices involving electricity meters and less than legal 

forms of income. In this sense, this thesis opened up a new set of questions I am interested 
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in now related to the modification and adaptation of collective subjects to the present 

political economy and transition to low-carbon and renewable energy systems.   

 SME has had to adapt from an ideology rooted in the ‘common welfare’ of the 

Mexican people to a smaller structure in which the idea of ‘welfare’ has been reduced to the 

esmeita community itself. In this transformation, the re-purposing of SME’s ideology and 

values has allowed the union’s leadership to maintain its collective identity while justifying 

and authorising their actions in the name of the ‘common welfare’ of resisting workers, now 

transformed into cooperative members. It has also become a tool to retain many historical 

ideals and values that give sense and coherence to the esmeita identity, like the struggle to 

renationalise electricity. More than a pragmatic political strategy, SME’s current struggles 

and push for the renationalisation of electricity show that SME members still believe 

electricity is a social mission. SME’s experience shows how its workers struggle with 

approaching labour as a means for ‘making a living’ while work to them represents the 

capacity of ‘making a life’. The ability of SME to remain current [vigente] shows its 

commitment toward its members, even though the political-economic landscape has 

changed dramatically. In their resistance and new ventures, one can still see the strength of 

SME [Y ahí se ve la fuerza del SME]. 
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