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Abstract:
e advent of internet and other similar technologies has changed the traditional social and political relationships. Since 2015,
in Mexico, some election wins have showed that it is possible to win without any support from the mainstream media or, indeed,
without being backed by a big political party. Most of the political campaign is then developed through the social networks and
digital activism. is article is mainly aimed at understanding the impact of the social networks on the design of campaign strategies,
i.e., how to conciliate the interests from different actors and elites in a new hyperconnectivity context.
Keywords: power and media, elites in Mexico, social networks, digital activism, independent candidate.

Resumen:

La llegada de Internet y otras tecnologías similares ha alterado las relaciones sociales y políticas tradicionales. En México desde el año
2015, algunas victorias electorales han demostrado que es posible ganar sin el apoyo de los medios tradicionales de comunicación,
o incluso sin el respaldo de un gran partido político, apostando gran parte de la campaña política en las redes sociales y el activismo
digital. El objetivo principal de este trabajo es comprender el impacto de las redes sociales en el diseño de las estrategias de campaña,
la armonización de los intereses de los actores y las élites en un nuevo contexto hiperconectado.
Palabras clave: poder y medios, élites en México, redes sociales, activismo digital, candidatos independientes.

Introduction

Digital technologies as the Internet, mobile devices and social media present new challenges for local and 
international governments that have witnessed how these technological advances reshape traditional social 
and political institutions, establishing new forms of association and interaction based on the connectivity. 
Traditional media corporations have been forced to integrate digital tools to their productive chains, and to 
reconsider their nancial model. For newspapers, this transition has been dramatic. In a matter of a few years 
most of them have been compelled to mutate from paper to bits, and to adopt a new monetary model based 
on online advertising, “clickbaits” and “shares”. However, not all traditional newspapers have survived this 
transition. In recent years, more than 1 in 5 newspapers have closed in the United States (Takenaga, 2019). At 
the same time, social platforms such as Facebook, YouTube or Twitter, have become the main source for online 
news (Martin, 2018). Activists and political parties are less dependable on traditional media like television 
and more reliable on the use of social media and online political engagement, as in the case of Donald Trump’s 
electoral winning in the USA, which was based on the use of Twitter (Bulman, 2016). Considering television, 
the irruption of digital platforms like YouTube, Hulu and Netix has transformed the video consumption 
market as we have known it. Every day, more consumers are cancelling their cable provider contracts and 
moving to the streaming on-demand services (FitzGerald & Rizzo, 2020). In the US, for example, cable and 
satellite companies lost 5.5 million subscribers in 2019. In Mexico, increasing levels of social media 
adoption has sponsored the inux of several digital content services from Facebook, YouTube, Twitter and  
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WhatsApp to Netix, Apple Music and Spotify (“Latin America OTT”, 2018). is transition from 
traditional media (Television, Radio, Newspapers) towards streaming entertainment services has triggered 
important changes in politics as well.

Traditionally, there has been a strong link between the government and the mass communication media, 
particularly with broadcasting corporations (Televisa and TV Azteca). is association compromised the 
operation of TV channels to support an electoral candidate: to extol the achievements of a public server 
or political party and to criticize the opposition. In exchange, the ruler party delivers privileges to the 
corporations in the form of tax exemptions and huge investments in marketing. However, this traditional 
alliance between political and mass media elites has been compromised. Electoral victories of independent 
candidates in 2015 (Lagunes López et al., 2016), as the case of Pedro Kumamoto a local deputy in Jalisco State 
and Jaime Rodríguez the governor of Nuevo León, have showed that it is possible to win an election without 
the support of traditional broadcasting companies or even the backing of a big political party, founding the 
political campaign on social media. is trend, however, was not a “transient trend”. On the contrary, it was 
a constant in the next 2018 local and federal elections in the country. Indeed, in the 2018 Mexican election 
there were 47 independent candidates (Franco, 2018).

Although, far from thinking about a decisive decline of the customary political and media corporation 
elite’s covenants, the purpose of this article is to emphasize that besides the technological changes, controlling 
the media is still an imperative for elites. Nevertheless, this battle will be played on a new “battleeld”, 
including new fresh players like big technology corporations and independent candidates, forcing the elites 
to reconsider their traditional strategy to preserve their privileges. is text will focus on the analysis of two 
relevant cases when the winners based their campaign mainly on alternative media, without the backing of 
a big political party: a) Pedro Kumamoto (Mexico’s rst independent state deputy), and b) Jaime Rodríguez 
“El Bronco” (Mexico’s rst independent governor). e main aim is to understand the role of social media 
in the design of the campaign strategy, the harmonization of actors and elites’ interest to the new political 
context, and how these new arrangements and novel forms of doing politics will encourage the conformation 
of inventive communication strategies and elites’ alliances between fresh and traditional actors, especially 
with the proliferation of independent local and federal candidates for the 2018 elections in Mexico.

eoretical Background

e modern notion of “elite”, a group of people that monopolize and exercise power or that have a deep 
inuence in the process of decision-making regarding public affairs, could be rooted to the last decade of 
the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century with the seminal works by Gaetano Mosca, Vilfredo 
Pareto, and Robert Michels (Hartmann, 2006; Bottomore, 1993). Elites, as Mills (2000) has pointed, need 
the assistance of a sub-elite or second stratum to seize power: scientists, white-collar workers, and thinkers 
among other groups. Besides the imperative of studying the sub-classes that back the elite’s control. Another 
central point regarding the elites is the fact that these groups do not remain stationary but, on the contrary, 
aer a certain time, they rotate, producing during this readjustment, important social and political changes. 
For this reason, it is crucial to clarify how a particular individual or group could lose their position, and 
how others could enter into this select group or, in other words, to identify the dynamics that structure the 
circulation of the elites in a given community or country. is ght to control and retain the power, however, 
is not a particular phenomenon inside oppressive regimes or organizations. Furthermore, as Robert Michels 
unveils (1999), these events occur inside every political and social organization, even in those showing off as 
democratic and egalitarians.

Following Mosca (1923), the wealth is the foundation of the political power. Still, what is remarkable 
in the 21st century is how the source of wealth is moving from commodities and industries to the digital
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economy. is shi could be appreciated particularly in the rise of transnational digital corporations, a 
new global elite that centers its power in the acquisition and control of information. By now, the rst ve 
most important companies in the world: Apple, Alphabet (Google), Microso, Amazon and Facebook are 
related with information technologies and communication services. However, this power shi is not lacking 
a controversy. In recent years, the opinion about social platforms has changed dramatically. From a positive 
consideration that envisages them as an instrument of civic engagement, spaces where people have access to 
more horizontal and less controlled information (Dylko et al., 2012), and that have heartened libertarian 
movements as the Arab Spring in 2010 or the public mobilization as the case of #MeToo in 2017 or e 
Yellow vests movement in 2018. Actually, people have a more critical view towards social media (Haig, 2017).
anks to the Donald Trump electoral victory, the expansion of extremist political parties in the United 
States and Europe, the phenomenon of “Fake News” and the formation of big digital media monopolies, 
there are opinions that question those benets, and that consider the increasing power of big digital media 
corporations as a threat to democracy (“How to tame”, 2018). In addition, public opinion tends to forget that 
digital media, as in the case of the analogic ones, is susceptible of being used by elites to frame reality (Kerby 
& Marland, 2015). One common strategy employed by the elites to get favorable legal and political outcomes 
or to avoid the promulgation of laws contrary to their interests is to set lobbying campaigns (Goldstein, 1999; 
Andersson & Calvano, 2015). is, of course, is not a new practice. Long before the arrival of social media, 
elites profusely used traditional media (newspapers, radio and television) to save their interests (NeJaime, 
2011). Nonetheless, this new interconnected context, in where international corporate networks and the 
interchange of digital goods play a crucial role, has compromised the prominence of traditional media elites 
which are trying to ght back to avoid losing their privileges. Following Pareto (1978) when an elite cannot 
stand its privileges and positions, it is in decadence, then it is removed by another one. is reality has reached 
traditional media corporations like Televisa in Mexico that now faces a more competitive market shaped 
by the on-demand model used by companies like Netix, HBO or Amazon Prime. But political elites who 
based their power in the control of political parties are now facing a more diverse and fragmented scenario 
marked by the profuse use of information technologies as well. is new landscape settles important changes 
regarding the traditional power alliance between elites: politicians and media corporations. ough, what 
is interesting here, is not the elites’ attempt to control and use social media to protect their privileges but 
how digital media congures their strategy (Freedman, 2015) and the way of doing politics and activism, 
particularly regarding elections (Jacobs & Spierings, 2016; Chen, 2015).

e Internet has had a deep impact reconguring the traditional alliance between media corporations and 
political parties. Recent electoral triumphs, like in Mexico, has shown that it is possible to win even without 
the support of traditional political and media elites. is, however, does not mean a breaking point regarding 
the relation between elites and masses, where social media will bring a radical democratic shi but, on the 
contrary, this panorama sets a new context where traditional media corporations and political parties are 
compelled to forge novel alliances with fresh players and to develop alternative strategies where the chances 
of winning an election stand mainly based on two important facts: a) what way information technologies 
provide vital information regarding electoral preferences, and b) how social media give a signicant impulse 
to independent and official candidates (Van Aelst & Walgrave, 2016). One key purpose of this paper is 
to describe how traditional media and political elites in Mexico are struggling to retain their power and 
privileges in a changing context where social media corporations and independent candidates are emerging 
in the political landscape.
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Mexico: global aperture, novel players and traditional elite’s struggle

e detriment of central national power, the progression of local elites, global capitalism and the
consolidation of international digital media corporations encouraged the arrival of a new kind of coalition:
the global elites. ese new groups are characterized by three main aspects (Kakabadse et al., 2012): 1) a deep
interest in acquiring foreign land and resources, b) the proliferation of proxy wars, particularly in Africa and
the Middle East, and c) a stressed multi-porality, where global elites establish diverse networks to negotiate
and to progress their private agendas, trying to avoid confrontation with each other. In the case of media,
digital global elites, like Alphabet (Google) and Facebook, have become a threat to the traditional media elites
who have played a predominant role in conguring the political landscape in many countries for decades. e
shi to the on-demand model compromises not only their position, but even their survival in the market.

In Latin America, aer decades of ferrous political and economic control, the region started a process
of economic and democratic aperture. e import substitution industrialization (ISI) model entered in
crisis during the 1980 decade due to these main factors: a) a huge trade decit molded by protectionism
and the lack of incentives to research and to innovate, b) public scal imbalances and the weakness of its
economics resources and c) monetization decits and huge economic ination (Jarquín & Echebarría, 2007).
is period announces the end of military regimens in several countries like Argentina and Chile, and in
the case of Mexico, aer more than seventy years, there was an electoral shi in the presidency in 2000.
ere were important privatizations of state companies in diverse sectors like communications, agriculture
and public services, and a huge incoming of international private investments (Teichman, 2001). However,
this economic openness has not yet established the consolidation of transnational corporate elites in the
region. Additionally, the regional market has developed a double nature: on one side it is transnational in
terms of transactions but is still national in terms of management. All these facts disturb the possibility
to forge a coherent regional project (Cárdenas, 2015). Corporate elites in Latin America have huge power
in their national market, but they are not so competitive in global marketplaces (Cárdenas, 2016). is
lack of competitiveness and the consolidation of national monopolies in the media sector compromised
the continuity of traditional media elites that were ill-equipped to face a more diversied and competitive
scenario based on digital services and social media platforms. In Mexico, for example, legal and political
barriers relented for decades the arrival of novel players to the media and telecommunication market and
encouraged the consolidation of hegemonic groups: a duopoly regarding media, Televisa and TV Azteca,
and a monopoly, TELMEX, considering telecommunications (Rentería, 2007). is situation disheartened
competition and innovation in those sectors. However, the panorama has changed. Aer the entrance of
digital media companies like Netix and Spotify, the economic balance of some powerful traditional media
companies as the case of Televisa is now in red numbers and its predominance is compromised (Ganuza
& Viecens, 2014). But media elites are not alone in this struggle, political elites face a more varied and
challenging panorama for the local and federal elections in 2018. ey are trying to restructure a traditional
inherited model of doing politics that has survived throughout the 20th century, named by Mario Vargas
Llosa, the Literature Nobel Prize winner in 2010, as “e perfect dictatorship”.

For decades, El Partido Revolucionario Institucional (e PRI - Institutional Revolutionary Party) ruled
Mexico without much opposition until the year 2000. is political party managed to remain in power
thanks to a complex network of political, social and economic institutions and organizations. e party
was successful in incorporating diverse social classes and group interests, many of them with contradicted
ideologies among each other (Rosenberg, 2001). e PRI encouraged the forge of corporatist structures
through the foundation of labor unions, leagues and associations. is was the case of the Confederación
de Trabajadores de México —CTM— e Confederation of Mexican Workers). ose associations were
sponsored by interest groups that, in exchange of some privileges, reinforced PRI’s electoral conquests. is
corporatist structures allowed the party to achieve political and social stability, and a balance between elites
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that lasted for seven decades. ough, aer two huge economic crises, one in 1982 and another in 1994, 
Mexico entered a process of political decentralization whereby power, resources and responsibilities where 
shared among counties and states. is change allowed spaces of political contestation against the central 
power (Falleti, 2010). e Mexican subnational political panorama became less controlled and fragmented, 
and local economic and political elites gained more autonomy.

Traditionally, the Mexican political system has been shaped by the existence of three major political parties 
and other minor parties that eventually forge alliances among them (Palma, 2010). However, for decades, 
this system was a simulation because, aer the electoral ght, candidates backed by the hegemonic party 
usually won. Actually, a more exposed political system, the existence of alternative communication media 
and the rise of independent candidates have forced traditional larger parties to rethink their strategy for 
the future elections, as the case of the 2018 presidential election. ey have even established alliances with 
other antagonist political parties that do not share a common ideology, particularly the coalition between 
the PAN (Partido Acción Nacional - National Action Party, right wing), the PRD (Partido de la Revolución 
Democrática - Party of the Democratic Revolution, le wing) and the MC (Movimiento Cuidadano -
Citizens’ Movement, social-democrat). Many politicians have changed their loyalty to other political parties 
in order to preserve their privileges (Kerevel, 2014), and some of them have even undertaken a long path 
as independent competitors trying to ll their political expectations under this formula. is is the case of 
Margarita Zabala that lost the PAN presidential candidate nomination, nally the party preferred Ricardo 
Anaya that was the presidential candidate under the coalition among PAN, PRD and MC, “Por México 
al Frente” (For Mexico to e Front). is new context blurred the line between political adversaries and 
ideologies in order to expand the possibilities to win in what was probably the most competitive political 
scenario in the modern history of the country. However, elections of 2018 were shaped by skepticism and 
the lack of trust regarding public institutions and political parties. Mexicans were reluctant to vote for 
candidates backed by traditional candidates and old-style media like television and newspapers (del Tronco, 
2012; Natal, 2017). is explains the success of political projects that based their campaigns on social media, 
civil associations and charismatic leaders backed by small parties. is is the case of Andrés Manuel López 
Obrador, who was eventually elected as the Mexican President on July 01, 2018.

Methodology and Analysis

is research aims to outline the effects of information technologies on the Mexican political landscape, 
particularly how the prolic use of social media in electoral campaigns has impacted the way political parties 
congure their strategy for elections, and how the transition from analogic communications (radio, television 
and paper-based newspapers) to digital media (social media, mobile devices, etc.) impacts the traditional 
alliance between elites in the country. For decades, national media corporations and political parties forged 
an alliance where the media framed public opinion to back governmental actions and to support official 
candidates. In exchange, media corporations get tax exemptions and huge advertising contracts from the 
government. However, the electoral victories of candidates, without the sponsorship of customary media or 
a big political party, provides new challenges for traditional elites that now are compelled to cope with novel 
players on the board. Fieldwork will explore two relevant electoral victories of autonomous candidates in 
2015. eir political campaign was marked not only by a lack of a political party’s backing, but also by the 
absence of signicant traditional media support. Case A, the electoral victory of Pedro Kumamoto in the 
State of Jalisco, Mexico’s rst independent state deputy. Case B, how Jaime Rodríguez “El Bronco” was elected 
as Mexico’s rst independent governor in the northern State of Nuevo León. is text will put special efforts 
to identify a) the factors that shaped the electoral process in both cases, b) how the electoral outcome affected 
the elite’s interests (Hughes & Cormode, 1998), and c) the role of information technologies in the electoral
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campaign (Gabel & Scheve, 2007), particularly the impact of social media encouraging political engagement
(Freelon et al., 2016).

Between 2012 and 2014 there were important constitutional reforms in Mexico. e legal changes allowed
candidates without the backing of a political party to participate in federal and local elections. ree years
later, in 2015, two signicant wins of independent candidates showed how, besides complexities and obstacles
to fulll the requirements to become an external candidate, it was possible to succeed in a campaign against
opponents backed by strong parties and with a copious presence in traditional media like the radio and
television. Pedro Kumamoto won the election of the 10th district in the city of Zapopan, a city in Jalisco. He
succeeded with more than 50,000 votes and defeated strong political parties like the PRI (Centre) and the
PAN (Partido Acción Nacional - National Action Party (right wing). e PAN has won all precedent elections
in that political jurisdiction. Kumamoto was supported by a civil organization called “Wikipolítica”. As its
name denotes, this organization impulses political projects in a collaborative way as the case of the famous
online encyclopedia (Wikipedia). e independent candidature of Pedro Kumamoto, a former student
leader, was the rst political project of Wikipolítica. is alternative project won the election with only few
economic resources. ey only allowed private donations of 7000 pesos (about 400 dollars). At the end,
Kumamoto spent about 9,600 dollars throughout the entire campaign. Some of his opponents backed by
political parties, on the contrary, spent four times that amount (Corona, 2015).

In the second case, Jaime Rodríguez Calderón “e Bronco”, won in 2015 the governor election in Nuevo
León, one of the richest states in Mexico, without the backing of one traditional party and with little
investments in traditional media. However, contrary to what happened with Pedro Kumamoto, who did
not have a trajectory inside a political party. “e Bronco” has a long background inside the PRI, he was
local deputy and then mayor of García Municipality. However, aer three decades as PRI’s militant, he
resigned and announced that he will search the governor candidature only with the support of an independent
platform, as the case of Pedro Kumamoto, called Cerebro, Corazón y Carácter (Brain, Heart and Character).
By now, this platform as the case of Wikipolítica, is backing other candidates in diverse local and federal
elections. ree years aer those victories, both politicians completed the requirements to participate in
the 2018 elections. Kumamoto obtained 100,000 signatures across the State of Jalisco to be considered as a
candidate to the Mexican senate. In the case of “e Bronco”, he had to obtain 1% of the total electoral roll in
17 of the 32 states in the country (About 900,000 signatures). ese requirements clearly tend to discourage
the irruption of independent candidates. However, besides the obstacles, the number of candidates at all
levels is rising. On October 2017, there were 86 citizens that looked for signatures (Hootsen, 2017). ey
have the advantage of using social media to support the process to gather the signatures, and the possibility
to practice a straighter way of political promotion even before the formal beginning of the election. From
a certain point of view, a citizen’s signature backing the aspirations of a candidate could become a vote for
the next elections. Many people are willing to vote for candidates that work hard to obtain a place rather
than those candidates who were just chosen by a political party. e campaign to get the signatures is also
a formula to weigh the real possibilities of a proposed candidate for the next election. Contemplating both
cases, it is possible to understand important lessons for future elections in Mexico and beyond: (1) a huge
investment of resources and the support of traditional parties, even from the party that has won all past
elections, does not guarantee an electoral triumph (2) Another important lesson is that a political project
founded on civil mobilization and social media engagement could compete with official candidates, mainly
because digital platforms are as effective as traditional ones to brand the contender. is, however, does not
mean that traditional media are obsolete; rather, it means that supporting a political campaign merely in
those spaces is not enough to win. It is important to implement novel forms to promote civic engagement
using social media. In Jalisco’s local election in 2015, Pedro Kumamoto used only two television spots (Alcalá
& Reynaga, 2017). In Nuevo León, “El Bronco” established a similar strategy. He spent little resources in
television and almost all the political campaign was raised on social media (Howard et al., 2016). (3) In a
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context of skepticism towards political parties, especially concerning the traditional ones, recent elections 
pose an important dilemma, not only for the electoral landscape in Mexico but across Latin America: how 
to merchandise the candidate over the political party, and to succeed in spite of the disbelief in traditional 
parties. (4) Independent candidates stand a real peril for some traditional elites, particularly for those who 
link their power to the support of traditional parties. ey are now facing the fact that being backed by a 
strong political party is not a guarantee to get political power and to preserve their privileges. And (5) the 
irruption of novel parties with charismatic politicians as the case of MORENA (Movimiento Regeneración 
Nacional - National Regeneration Movement) and Andrés Manuel López Obrador, and the proliferation of 
politicians that look for opportunities as independent candidates clearly indicated a trend to diversication 
in the political landscape in Mexico.

Conclusion

In the 21st century, the digital interconnected reality is a point of no return. Social media have dramatically 
changed the way of doing journalism and politics as well (Jeffares, 2014). In Mexico, the growing levels of 
Internet connectivity, the arrival of global digital media corporations into the market and a new political 
landscape marked by the fragmentation of power and the diversication of players pose important dilemmas 
and complexities for traditional elites. However, what is important to recall is how these international and 
local shis will condition the traditional elite’s strategies to uphold their privileges in a more diverse and 
competitive market and political context.

A key topic is how traditional media and political elites are trying to survive in a context where their assets 
are less determinant to inuence the election outcomes as it used to be in the past. In the case of traditional 
media, their privileges and positions are under attack mainly by two important facts: (a) a shi in the model 
of consumption contents from analogical to digital; (b) the losing of preponderance by traditional media 
in the political campaign, which is moving towards a model of social media engagement, more accessible, 
collaborative and cheaper. is situation undermines the power of media corporations to negotiate with 
political elites and interest groups, forcing them to incorporate novel economic models beyond the founding 
of political parties and governments. Indeed, Televisa is moving to the on-demand model with its platform 
BLIM, betting for the production of novel contents to compete in the market. But traditional parties are 
facing more competition and losing the monopoly to access the political power as well. e independent 
candidates are facing diverse possibilities for novel elites and interest groups that could now back political 
ventures to ll their expectations.

However, resuming Michels’ theoretical assumptions to analyze actual decentralized political movements 
that back independent candidates, it is possible to highlight a critical anomaly that compromises democracy 
inside those groups: the more organized they are, they tend to be more oligarchic and undemocratic. At the 
end, those movements will eventually adopt the internal structure of traditional political parties, including 
the formation of elites inside them. is is what happened with Pedro Kumamoto that, aer a frustrating 
electoral outcome in 2018, he founded a political party called “Futuro” (future in English) (Solís, 2020). 
Cases as Kumamoto illustrate well how many of those independent candidates will be eventually constrained, 
disposed or not, to join novel or traditional elites to stand their position, sometimes even losing the control 
of their own political agenda, forced to assume and protect other players and elite’s interests. ough this 
does not necessarily mean the perpetuation of the traditional elites but, on the contrary, that novel players in 
the board will boost signicant social and political changes in Mexico. e aermath of the 2018 elections 
brought more clarity to the future of Mexican political landscape in the forthcoming years, dividing winners 
and losers, but what is not in question is that the board, the strategies and, even some players, have changed.
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