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Societal Cleavage Essay: Mexico
On the surface, Mexico and Russia couldn't be more different. Mexico, as much a country known for its beaches as it is known for its drug trafficking, is the most populated Spanish-speaking country in the world and is the tenth most visited country in the world. Russia, on the other hand, known for its beautiful Russian Orthodox churches and its recent political shift from a Communist regime, is the biggest country in the world and operates under the Vladimir Putin’s iron fist as a Constitutional Republic. However, both nations share a similar problem, a problem that creates an irrevocable gap between the people in the respective nations: the economic disparity between the social classes.

Mexico holds a Gini index of 47.2% (in a scale where 0 signifies total equality in distribution of wealth and 100 signifies total inequality in distribution of wealth), and Mexico’s Gini index would be the highest of all Latin American nations, if not for Peru. Underneath its appearance as an affluent tourist haven, Mexico suffers major economic inequality. In the southern and central regions where people suffer from lack of productive lands and transportation, farmers, usually of indigenous descent, barely scrape a living from agricultural activities. In contrast, their neighbors in the north, mostly in the middle and upper class, have higher standards of living due to their proximity to the United States and the existence of manufacturing and assembly plants.

As a result of regional differences, the urban and rural areas have high discrepancies in quality of living. According to Worldbank.org, the poorest 10% of Mexico holds 2% of the average income share, while the richest 10% of Mexico holds 37.5% of the average income share. This comes to no surprise for a country where both the richest man in the world lives and a poverty line of 51.3% coexist, to have such a great wealth gap. 

In Mexico, the economic cleavage of social class is a cross-cutting cleavage often cut across Mexican ethnic lines. People in Mexico with darker skintones tend to have less chances of receiving education and less distribution of wealth. According to a report published by the University of Texas at Austin, out of 2,000 Mexican people, those who have light brown complexions are 29.5% less likely to have a college education as compared to white Mexicans, while those who have dark brown complexions are 57.6% less likely to have a college education as compared to white Mexicans. 

Economic cleavage in Mexico not only creates a huge income gap, but it also affects political participation. Because of these parties' different settings, there are two parties competing in Mexican politics: PAN, the National Action Party, which is supported by middle class and richer northerners, and PRI, the Institutional Revolutionary Party, which is supported by southerners and people living in rural areas.

The role of economic disparity can be seen in the rising costs of telecommunication. With Carlos Slim's monopoly over the cell towers in Mexico, ordinary citizens find it hard to practice the basic right of freedom of speech, especially when people realize that having control over the phone lines is essentially the same as owning access to internet, which gives Slim power and influence over the public's perception of political matters in Mexico.

One of the most common effects of social class as a societal cleavage on political participation in Mexico is the protests that they spur. On September 9th in 2013, the people of Mexico rallied to the street in protest of the proposed tax bumps that would result if the nationalized oil company PEMEX became privatized. The tax bump would be most relevant to the middle class, whose 2% bump may even cause their dropping a social class, making the already tiny middle class shrink even more--creating an even more economically polarized society. The problem of protests has been relevant to Mexico for some time. In 1996,  a group of peasants carried machetes to the huge front gate of the La Quinta Piedra, a 20-acre mansion owned by a relative to the Mexican president at the time, Carlos Salinas de Gortari. The peasants banged on the front gate, disturbing the owner's brunch, protesting that the mansion belonged not to the Occellis occupying it but to the community as a result of the Mexican Revolution in 1910.

Similar to the problem of a great wealth gap between social classes in Mexico is Russia’s problem with income inequality. In Russia, the GINI Index reached up to 40.1% in 2009, and it has been worsening since the disintegration of the USSR in 1991. Yeltsin, a former reformist president, shifted Russia’s economic system into a capitalistic one from the originally communist one. 

While Mexico's wealth gap is often attributed to race and regional differences, Russia's wealth gap is attributed to the power vacuum left by the collapse of the Soviet Union. The transition from a state-controlled to market-oriented economy caused fluctuations and disparity as oligarchs began to enrich themselves through acquiring the country’s most profitable assets in the dawn of the transition. Soon after, the wealthiest of Russians ended up with control over most of the raw materials and associated industries in Russia. Because of the imbalanced distribution of sources and wealth, today, 22% of the 31 million citizens of Russia population lives below the poverty line. 

This economic cleavage heavily affects political participation in Russia, with bribery and corruption being one of the major effects. Often, wealthy oligarchs - one notable example is Roman Abromavich - are able to buy their way into Russian politics--with the Governor of Siberia being the case in point. With Siberia being a treasure chest of natural resources such as oil, minerals, and timber, rich oligarchs end up taking advantage of these treasure troves at the cost of the people of Siberia - with little to none of the Siberian wealth actually ending up in their pockets.

The voting trends in Russia reflects the populace's knowledge about the grasp on Russian politics that the rich have. For example, in the most recent election for the Mayor of Moscow, the people have stated the will vote for Alexei Navalny, who was jailed for embezzlement - a charge that many Russians deemed unjustified. The populace expressed their will to vote for Navalny even though they disagreed with some of Navalny's hardline stances just to prevent Putin from getting his way. The most recent election for the mayor of Moscow is seen as one of the cleanest elections in recent history due to the public's interference.

Even though an "election" in Russia is more akin to an appointment rather than a democracy, a democratic victory is still needed to maintain legitimacy. However, voter turnout was low in the most recent election - a mere 32% (lower than expected), as many of Sergei Sobyanin's (the winner and Putin's choice) actual supporters did not bother to vote, as they believed that his victory was inevitable, a assumption that almost cost Sobyanin's victory. (Sobyabin received 51.37% of the vote, and any number below 50% would have led to a second round) Navalny's supporters, on the other hand, faithfully showed up on the election day and voted for him instead of staying at home and playing a game of poker or Russian roulette.

While the Russian public does not have as much autonomy in starting up rallies and marches as the Mexican public do, the citizens of Russia participate in politics through their refusal to vote or their inclinations towards one candidate or the other just as ardently as the Mexicans carry out their protests. In both countries, the economic cleavage of social class plays a huge role in determining the kind of policies that the people respond to. Tax cuts, liberalization of the economy, and nationalization are all major issues that incite different responses from different social classes in the respective countries.

All in all, the problem in Mexico is more prevalent than that in Russia's. Although both nations are textbook examples of broken democracies, there is one key difference between the two. One nation's populace recognizes the divide and takes direct political action (i.e. Russian dissidents openly run for office and vote against Putin's choices) while in Mexico, all people are willing to do is to protest, protest, and protest, choosing to indirectly participate in politics to achieve equality.
The effect of the protests in Mexico is not as significant as the direct political actions Russian citizens undertake. By the statistics, it is obvious that a slight rift in opinion of the Russian populace is able to make a difference in the voter outcome. Mexican protests tend to be suppressed after a while, and not much action by the government is taken in response to their protests. The wealth gap between the Mexican social classes continue to increase, no matter who protests what or who oppresses who, the status quo remains. This is in sharp contrast to Russia, where the people are willing to change the system by themselves through direct participation rather than just standing there and protesting. The difference between the people of these two states is that the culture of one favors indirect participation and the illusion of political power, while the other does not deny the lack of political power, forcing the people to take things into his own hands.
