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Tucked away from view in the neighborhood ofTpapan, far from the traditional corridors 

ofpower, the buildings that house the main offices of the Instituto Federal Electoral (lFE) are, by 

Mexican standards, thoroughly unimpressive. In a nation of architecturally venerated institutions, 

the IFE is marked neither by the colonial splendor of the Palacio de Gobierno nor the modern 

opulence of the Instituto Nacional Indigenista, housed in a trendy high-rise on Avenida 

Revolucion. In Mexico City, a city marked by the ubiquity of government buildings (at over 

5,000 feet of elevation, it is nevertheless home to Naval headquarters), most Mexicans have never 

even seen the offices of IFE, although it is certain that by now all have heard of it. For despite its 

dull fa~ade, the IFE, as the Mexican governmental institution charged with the task of organizing 

and realizing national elections, is at the epicenter of what the Journal ofDemocracy has called 

"Mexico's new politics": the progression toward multiparty democracy (Bailey and Valenzuela 

1997,43). As elections have grown more contested, so has the debate over the organization of 

the IFE, its internal makeup, and its relationship to both the government and the parties between 

which it has become an arbiter. If Mexican party politics has flourished in the 90s, it is in large 

part because Mexico's electoral system has been reinvented. Broadly speaking, this SIP will 

examine the development of the Mexican electoral system in the post-revolutionary era in an 

attempt to answer two questions: how was authoritarian rule perpetuated despite the existence of 

formally liberal democratic institutions, and how have structural reforms to the electoral system 

remade this guarantor ofauthoritarian rule into a facilitator of democracy? 

For nearly seventy years, the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRJ) has been 

synonymous with politics in Mexico. In the post-Revolutionary period, the PRJ has exercised 

absolute civilian control over the highly centralized federal government and virtually 

monopolized politics at the state and local levels as well. This carefully crafted monopoly on 

political power has historically allowed Mexico to enjoy an unrivaled level of governmental 

stability, not only when compared to Latin America's other more economically developed 

nations, but as Roderic Ai Camp points out, "Even among industrialized nations like Italy, 
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Gennany, and Japan, such longevity is remarkable" (Ai Camp 1996, 15). The PRI had become 

the archetype for what Giovanni Sartori has termed "the hegemonic party," a system in which the 

ruling party operates without fear of alternation of power, the other parties existing to provide 

formal, but not substantial competition (Prud'home 1998, 140). With its high degree of 

institutionalization, ideological malleability, and expansive corporatist system of interest 

representation, Mexico was called "the perfect dictatorship" (Cothran 1994, xi). 

Contemporary Mexico, however, has witnessed an unraveling of the hegemonic-party 

dominated state. The failure of the national economic paradigm and subsequent trade 

liberalization, EZLN guerillas in the Lacand6n jungle, and the PRI's anti-democratic electoral 

practices have caused Mexicans to reevaluate their political system, a reevaluation . that has led 

toward political democratization. Beginning with the extremely contentious 1988 elections, 

Figure A 
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64 64 100.0"/. 64 60 93.8% 128 95 74.2% 128 76 59.4% 

400 296 74.0"10 500 260 52.0"/. 500 300 60.0"/0 500 239 47.8% 

Source: Casar and de la Madrid 1998, 42. 

opposition parties in Mexico have enjoyed unprecedented electoral successes. The PRI lost its 

qualified majority in the House of Deputies that year, and finally its absolute majority in 1997 

(Casar and de la Madrid 1998, 42). While the PRI candidate for the presidency, Emesto Zedillo 

Ponce de Leon, was able to claim victory in surprisingly clean elections in 1994, he did so with 

only 48.80 percent of the vote, meaning that for the first time in the history of the PRI its 

presidential candidate did not win by a majority. Opposition parties have been even more 

successful at the local level, controlling 49 percent of local assemblies, along with 44 percent of 

municipal presidencies (Casar and de la Madrid 1998,42). With the adoption of the significantly 

altered C6digo Federal de Instituciones y Procedimientos Electorales (COFIPE) and the historic 
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1997 mid-tenn elections proclaiming the demise of the hegemonic party, many students of Latin 

American politics have concluded that Mexico finally deserves recognition as an electoral 

democracy. 

One ofthe catalyzing agents ofthe invigorated opposition, and consequently an issue that 

has been foremost on their agenda, has been the refonn of the electoral system. While electoral 

politics are generally of interest to large segments of society, electoral systems are the 

beneficiaries ofno such groundswell of attention. As Jean-Fran~ois Prud'home writes, 

In most consolidated democracies, electoral institutions are an 
issue of interest to specialists only. Few citizens really care 
about who organises, supervises, and certifies elections ... After 
all, the mere existence of a consolidated democracy presupposes 
that political parties agree upon the rules for electoral 
competition and the nature of the institutions in charge of 
implementing these rules (Prud'home 1998, 139). 

The rules of engagement in Mexico, however, are decidedly different. The last decade has seen 

five separate reforms of the electoral system, with each refonn being the product of significant 

interaction and negotiation between the major political parties (Prud'home 1996, 93-94). If 

consolidated democracies are marked by agreement on the rules governing electoral competition, 

Mexico's path towards democracy has been characterized by the struggle to reach consensus on 

the organization of the electoral system. 

Unlike many developing nations struggling to craft a more democratic body politic from 

an authoritarian past, Mexico is distinguished by a long history of continuous elections. The 

Mexican electoral process has functioned without cessation since the election of President Alvaro 

Obregon in 1920, having facilitated the ascension to power of 16 presidents, some 600 Senators 

and over 7,000 Federal Deputies (Molinar 1993, 7). To Juan Molinar Horcasitas, perhaps the 

foremost scholar on the politics of electoral system creation in Mexico, "one of the aspects of the 

Mexican regime that most distinguishes it from other authoritarian systems has been its capacity 

for operating a system of fonnally multiparty, uninterrupted, yet noncompetitive elections" 
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(Molinar 1993, 10). It is this paradox ofnondemocratic rule with elections that has distinguished 

the Mexican case from other Latin American authoritarian regimes. 

For this reason, this SIP will examine electoral system creation and reform in Mexico. In 

that sense, it is neither about democratization nor elections per se. It is about the institutions that 

have facilitated the coexistence of authoritarian rule and the ballot box, and the subsequent 

liberalization of these institutions, making for more transparent electoral processes and allowing 

for the greater electoral competitiveness that ,is linked to democratization. Elections, in the 

Mexican context, have been traditionally understood as a means to manufacture legitimacy for the 

ruling party, to bathe the actions and policy of the governing elite in the warm waters of "popular 

mandate" (Middlebrook 1985, 3-4). While serving secondary functions such as regulating the 

alternation ofpower and providing a forum for popular concerns and politics, elections, until very 

recently, have not served to facilitate competition between competing political ideologies nor to 

present a legitimate threat to the governing elite. This is an oft-reached conclusion in literature 

concerning Mexican politics. l What is generally found to be lacking, however, is an in-depth 

examination of the electoral system itself, and the specific attributes that made it particularly 

successful at regularly renewing the power of the PRI. 

Likewise, discussion of contemporary Mexican politics generally addresses electoral 

reform within the greater context of regime decay and nascent democracy. While this study will 

incorporate analysis of the causal links between electoral reform and party politics, the main 

focus will be the specific changes to the Mexican electoral code, especially as embodied in the 

1996 reforms to the COFIPE and several related statutes, that have made electoral processes more 

transparent, equitable, and allowed for increased opposition representation in both elected 

positions and in the institutions that govern the electoral process itself. Additionally, this SIP will 

seek to explain the circumstances that led the PRI to initiate the reform process. Once these 

changes have been explored, the focus of the SIP will then tum to the ramifications of electoral 
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reform as they influence congressional representation, the politics of the nation's capital, the 

internal politics of the parties themselves, and prospects for regime decentralization and further 

democratization. 

Why study Mexico? From a comparative perspective, the Mexican case raises many 

intriguing issues for students of third wave democratization, electoral systems, and democratic 

consolidation, the most obvious being the longevity of hegemonic party rule. While the days of 

PRI dominance may have indeed passed, its stability In the 20th century is without par in the 

developing world (Ai Camp 1996, 15). The Mexican regime has derived its stability from a 

unique blend of presidentialism, inclusion of mass sectors of society through strong corporatist 

arrangements, the ideological malleability of the governing elite, and deft management of the 

electoral path towards political power. Although not a sufficient explanation ofMexican political 

stability, a study of the electoral system has the potential to illuminate one of the most integral 

instruments in the maintenance of PRI hegemony. 

A second reason is that both Mexico's experience with authoritarian rule and its 

trajectory of democratization has differed markedly from the third wave democratizations of the 

other more developed nations of Latin America. Whereas bureaucratic authoritarianism followed 

personalistic caudillismo as the militarized autarchic regime of choice in the latter half of the 20th 

century, the PRI has exercised civilian control over a highly centralized federal government, and 

has had remarkable success at subordinating the military to civilian leadership. And while 

democratization of the Southern Cone nations of Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Uruguay has 

involved a distinct break from the past, the Mexican transition has been carried out under the 

same institutional banner (the Constitution of 1917) that originally facilitated the consolidation of 

PRI hegemony. Perhaps more than any other Latin American country, the democratic future of 

I See Ai Camp 1999, Camin and Meyer 1993, Prud'home 1998, Dresser 1994, Cothran 1994, etc. 
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Mexico is being shaped by the institutions and laws of its authoritarian past. Mexico's experience 

with electoral reform is a clear example of this arrangement. 

A third reason is the opportunity to witness the transformation from hegemonic party 

regime to a competitive party system, and· the adaptation of the· hegemonic party to electoral 

politics. The PRI is not a classic political party, as understood in the context of consolidated 

democracy, in the sense that it was not created to further a certain ideology or set of principles. 

Rather, the PRI was consolidated as the party of the state; an entity, much like the military in 

many other Latin American states, that is chiefly identified with the patria. Because the PRI has 

been the party of government, and not simply the party in government, for several decades, its 

transition from hegemon to pluralistic actor (albeit the most powerful) has forced the party to 

alter its ruling coalition and adapt to the new realities of electoral competition. Surprising to 

some have been the PRI's apparently successful adaptations, including the 1993 reconquista of 

the governorship of Chihuahua, a traditional PAN stronghold. The ability of the PRI to craft a 

new coalition of interests and sufficiently democratize its internal politics will determine whether 

the most politically pervasive actor in 20th-century Mexico will survive well into the twenty-first, 

and will hopefully lead to a greater body of literature focused on the internal development of the 

PRI as a competitive political actor. 

A fourth and final reason to study the Mexican case is that the success or failure of 

democratization in Mexico will be a significant test of the concept of democratic expansion. As 

Samuel Huntington writes, 

Latin American electoral democracies have been variously 
labeled as 'delegative,' 'protected,' 'restrictive,' 'corporatist,' 
and 'quasi' democracies. Yet Latin American culture closely 
resembles Western culture ... a top priority should be countering 
the tendencies toward executive arrogation of power and 
transforming Latin American electoral democracies into liberal 
democracies (Huntington 1997, 11). 

By liberal democracy, Huntington means those which not only base governmental legitimacy and, 

competition on elections, but those that restrict executive powers, have independent judiciaries, 
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freedom of expression, and consideration for the rights of minorities. As Huntington asserts, 

many questions about the viability of democratic consolidation will be answered in Latin 

America. The Mexican case will forecast the future of the third wave. If democratic 

consolidation is unable to find purchase in Mexico, a highly institutionalized, civilian-controlled, 

increasingly pluralistic nation, its prospects in the rest of the developing world will be bleak. 

The first chapter seeks to construct a theoretical framework for understanding electoral 

systems and electoral reform as they pertain to both democracy and the process of 

democratization, addressing the ways in which different electoral systems reflect specific values 

and interests. The second chapter provides an analysis of the creation of the centralized Mexican 

electoral system in 1946 and its functioning through the 1970s. The third chapter opens with 

steps towards further reform and opening of the electoral system, beginning in the 1970s, and 

traces the tumultuous path of electoral politics and reform on through the 1994. Chapter Four 

addresses the most recent, perhaps defmitive reforms to the electoral system, embodied in the 

1996 amendments to the COFIPE, focusing on the development of the IFE as an independent 

institution and attempts to address campaign finance and asymmetrical access to the media. 

Finally, the last chapter is devoted to delineating some of the effects that the 1996 reforms have 

had on the transparency ofthe electoral system and the political parties themselves, closing with a 

discussion of the future of Mexican electoral reform and whether the current system is 

sufficiently transparent, fair, and equitable to stand as a facilitator, not an inhibitor, of 

democratization. 

The obvious question, then, is whether democracy has arrived in Mexico. For my part, I 

believe that with the clean, largely equitable 1997 elections, Mexico made the transition from 

hegemonic party state to an electoral democracy at least on par with Japan. Additionally, the 

institutionalization of widely agreed upon norms governing electoral competition has begun to 

effect the deepening of Mexican democracy, even as Mexico's democratic transition is not yet 

complete. New threats to democratic governance, specifically the burgeoning drug trade, have 
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begun to cast doubt on the future of democratic consolidation in Mexico. Furthermore, many 

have argued that true democratic transition cannot take place as long as the PRI maintains control 

over the presidency. In order to consummate a true break with its past, the argument goes, 

Mexicans must use the ballot to oust the party that consolidated authoritarian rule. 

These outcome-oriented definitions of democratic transition are lacking because they 

ignore the procedural nature of democratic government. Governments are only democratic if they 

are the result of specific processes through which the power to govern is allocated based on fair 

electoral competition. Democracy is not a guarantee of good government, nor does it always 

produce the most desirable outcomes. Democracy is a set of institutional arrangements under 

which control over government decisions about policy is constitutionally vested in fairly and 

openly elected officials. Mexico's democratic transition is not contingent on the PRI's expulsion 

from the Palacio de Gobierno. Outcome-based definitions of democracy and democratic 

transition may be attractive to members of the opposition, but they diminish our ability to 

accurately understand these concepts. 

Despite the threats posed by non-system actors and politically driven definitions of 

democratic transition, there is reason for hope. Mexico would probably still not qualify as an 

inclusive polyarchy, but in the same sense it is governed neither by the chaotic, fragmented 

factionalism that characterized the immediate post-revolutionary period, nor the hegemonic-party 

dominated authoritarian rule by which it once was. Today, Mexico is a nation struggling with the 

onset of pluralistic politics, where diverse actors are opening new spaces of political contestation. 

The Mexican political system has evolved, slowly and at times begrudgingly, with the shifting of 

the nation's demographic and economic realities. Moreover, this evolution appears to be headed 

in the right direction; the development of the JFE as an independent branch of the federal 

government has, for the first time, given Mexicans faith in their electoral institutions. While the 

process of democratization is not done, it is indeed full ofpromise and portent. 
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I. 	 Democracy, Democratization, Electoral Systems and Reform: 
Theoretical and Comparative Considerations 

Mexico's prolonged process of democratization has taken place within the context of an 

intense period of global democratic expansion, a movement that Samuel Huntington has 

christened "the third wave" (Huntington 1991, 21). Following closely the rise of bureaucratic 

authoritarianism in Latin America and an increasingly skeptical, realpolitik stance in the U.s. 

State Department, the cresting of the third wave renewed interest in both democratic expansion 

and consolidation. Between 1974 and 1990, some 35 countries either established (or 

reestablished) democratic regimes or made significant headway toward more liberalized political 

processes (Huntington 1991, 14). Writing in 1997, Huntington noted that "more than 60 percent 

[of states] have governments produced by some form of open, fair, and competitive elections" 

(Huntington 1997,4). 

Still, if the third wave has renewed the spirit of democratization in the developing and 

former Sovietwdominated worlds, it has raised theoretical questions about democracy in the 

modem context, the process of democratization, and the increasingly polemical issue of electoral 

reform. The work of Huntington, although possessing extensive explanatory power, tends toward 

a categorical distinction between democratic and non-democratic regimes, a fact that lessens the 

analytical power of Huntington's rubric to convey the diversity of regimes and institutions in the 

democratizing world. Huntingtonian analysis, therefore, is necessary, but not sufficient, to 

address the theoretical questions begged by this latest round of transitions. Positing that the 

greatest explanatory powers are found in a synthesis of competing models, this chapter seeks to 

construct a theoretical context for a discussion of democracy and democratization based on the 

works of Huntington, Robert Dahl, PhilIipe Schmitter, Terry Lynn Karl, and others. In a global 

context that constantly forces the reassessment of traditionally dichotomous distinctions, 

flexibility, not categorization, is paramount. 
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What is Democracy? 

Democracy is not so much a form ofgovernment as a set ofprinciples. 
Woodrow Wilson 

In Huntington's words, a democratizing wave is composed of 


. " a group of transitions from non-democratic to democratic 

regimes that occur within a specified period of time and that 

significantly outnumber transitions in the opposite direction 

during that time. A wave also usually involves liberalization or 

partial democratization in political systems that do not become 

fully democratic (Huntington 1991, 15). 

If, however, the concept of a democratizing wave is easily delineated, the term "democracy" itself 

is far more vexing for a variety of reasons. First, "democracy" has meant different relationships 

between governors and the governed at different times, from direct participatory governance in 

classical Athens to electoral politics on a grand scale as they have been practiced since the advent 

of the truly massive polity, the nation-state. Second, even when restricted in historic scope to the 

present, the name "democracy" has been applied to a wide variety of regimes, from the highly 

institutionalized, pluralist polities of Western Europe, North America, Australia and New Zealand 

to more suspect "democratic" regimes, such as Russian and Peru, defined as such by little more 

than regular electoral practices. 

Perhaps even more confusing is the institutional diversity found in comparative analysis 

of democratic regimes. The federal form of government favored in the United States and India 

contrasts sharply with the unitary system as practiced in the Netherlands. The parliamentary 

arrangement common to European democracies places constraints and conditions on the 

executive use of power that would be considered preposterous to the North and South American 

devotees of presidential systems. Add to this situation the numerous non-democratic 

governments that nonetheless seek to derive legitimacy from democratic rhetoric, and it becomes 

clear that divining a concise definition of modern democratic government will be difficult. 
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One of the foremost political theorists to have grappled with this issue is Robert Dahl. 

Dahl's Polyarchy: Participation and Opposition, published in 1971, is considered by many to be 

a seminal work on democratization, his institutional prerequisites for democracy (or polyarchy, as 

he calls it) having become the standard theoretical foundation on which the body of third-wave 

literature has been based. In Polyarchy, Dahl sets about the tasks of first defining democracy as it 

pertains to the modern nation-state, and then accounting for some of the societal preconditions 

which have historically either expedited or deterred its development. 

An idea developed more fully in his later work, yet that is crucial to understanding 

democracy in modern times, is that 

Modern democratic ideas and practices are a product of two 
major transformations in political life. The first, as we saw, 
swept into ancient Greece and Rome in the fifth century B.C., 
and receded from the Mediterranean world before the beginning 
of the Christian era ... The second major transition, to which we 
are heirs, began with the gradual shift of the idea of democracy 
away from its historic locus in the city-state to the vaster domain 
of the nation, country, or nation-state (Dahl 1989, 213). 

The application of democratic ideals, based on the intellectual heritage of the Greeks and 

Romans, to the massive polity of the nation-state necessitated operational changes that would 

preserve the spirit of democracy while making it applicable in a much larger arena. Features of 

classical democracy included direct participation of the citizenry in the decision-making process 

and the accountability of citizens to the Assembly, the body politic of the city-state. In many 

ways, classical democracy is idealized as the most pure form ofdemocracy that has been realized, 

and perhaps rightfully so: thus far, classical democracy is the only form of democratic 

government in which there has been no intermediate structure between the government and the 

governed. 

To accept classical democracy as an absolute definition of democracy, however, is 

fraught with both practical and theoretical problems. Practically speaking, democracy as 

practiced in Athens and later in Rome was far from democratic for women, metics or resident 
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aliens, and slaves, large segments of the population that were excluded from participation (Dahl 

1989, 22). In this sense, classical democracy was exclusive rather than inclusive, which (for 

reasons to be addressed shortly) makes it incongruous with the contemporary view of a 

democratic regime. A further indictment of classical democracy as an ideal system of governance 

was the fact that pOlitical discourse in Athens was often a treacherous sport, full of conflict, 

factional disputes, and unashamed pursuit of personal power (Dahl 1989, 21). Perhaps most 

troublesome, however, is the fact that classical democracy was predicated on the assumption of 

the minute polity, the city-state. If all forms of democracy were contingent on miniscule polities, 

democratic governance would be fundamentally incompatible with a world populated by massive 

nation-states. 

The theoretical dilemma posed by the common usage of the term "democracy" arises 

from the tension between defming democracy as a theoretical ideal or as a set of governing 

institutional arrangements. The latter view is expressed succinctly by Joseph Schumpeter in 

Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy: "Democracy is a political method, that is to say, a certain 

type of institutional arrangement for arriving at political-legislative and administrative

decisions and hence incapable of being an end in itself' (Schumpeter 1962, 13). Schumpeter's 

answer to this predicament is to create a schism between classical, normative democratic theory 

and his procedural definition of democracy, which holds that democratic government is an 

institutional arrangement for making political decisions in which the power of decision is 

acquired by electoral competition (Huntington 1991,6). Classical democratic theory was of little 

or no significance to Schumpeter's understanding ofdemocracy. 

If, however, democracy is indeed a certain type of institutional arrangement, it would 

logically then be marked by certain intransitive attributes in both its present and past iterations. 

Even a cursory look, however, at the distinct features of classical and modem democracy makes 

this position untenable. As Dahl points out in Democracy and Its Critics, "So profound are the 
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differences, then, that if [a] hypothetical Athenian citizen were to somehow appear in our midst, 

he would surely contend that a modern democracy is not, after all, a democracy" (Dahl 1989, 20). 

Dahl addresses this issue by choosing not to attempt an operational definition of 

democracy per se, but instead to delineate its theoretical significance. As used in Polyarchy, 

democracy is "a political system one of the characteristics of which is the quality of being 

completely or almost completely responsive to all its citizens" (Dahl 1971, 2). Dahl then 

acknowledges that no conceivable political system could meet this standard. Whether any 

currently conceivable political system could rise to this lofty standard is, however, irrelevant. For 

Dahl, democracy exists as a hypothetical system, a theoretical end case for government 

responsiveness and accountability to its citizens (Dahl 1971, 2-3). It is precisely because 

democracy is an ideal, then, that finding an acceptable institutional threshold for democratic 

government has been difficult. As a theoretical construct, democracy is a widely understood 

concept. As a system of governance, however, the name "democracy" has been applied to such 

varied political systems that it leaves the student of modern democracy without a clear basis for 

studying regimes in a comparative context. 

While Polyarchy is devoted in large part to the conditions that catalyze or discourage the 

deVelopment of democratic government, its most lasting contribution to democratization theory is 

its clear definition of modern democracy via the institutions on which it is based. First Dahl lists 

three fundamental freedoms that must be applied to all full citizens of the polity for a regime to be 

considered responsive to its citizenry: 

1. 	 To formulate their preferences. 
2. 	 To signify their preferences to their fellow citizens and the 

government by individual and collective action. 
3. 	 To have their preferences weighed equally in the conduct of 

government, that is, weighted with no discrimination 
because of the content or source of the preference (Dahl 
1971,2). 
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For these freedoms to exist among a large polity, such as the modern nation-state, Dahl then 

asserts seven institutional guarantees that must be present at a minimum to secure these 

freedoms:) 

1. 	 Elected officials. Control over government decisions about 
policy is constitutionally vested in elected officials. 

2. 	 Free and fair elections. Elected officials are chosen in 
frequent and fairly conducted elections in which coercion is 
comparatively uncommon. 

3. 	 Inclusive suffrage. Practically all adults have the right to 
vote in the election of officials. 

4. 	 Right to run for office. Practically all adults have the right to 
run for elective offices in the government, though age limits 
may be higher for holding office than for the suffrage. 

S. 	 Freedom of expression. Citizens have a right to express 
themselves without the danger of severe punishment on 
political matters broadly defined, including criticism of 
officials, the government, the regime, the socioeconomic 
order, and the prevailing ideology. 

6. 	 Alternative information. Citizens have a right to seek out 
alternative sources of information. Moreover, alternative 
sources of information exist and are protected by law. 

7. 	 Associational autonomy. To achieve their various rights, 
including those listed above, citizens also have a right to 
form relatively independent associations or organizations, 
including independent political parties and interest groups 
(Dahl 1989, 221). 

The degree to which these guarantees exist in a given polity determines the scope of public 

contestation and inclusiveness, which Dahl defines as the two most general theoretical 

dimensions of democratization (Dahl 1971, S). Presented graphically in figure 1.1, the axis 

marked public contestation or liberalization refers to the degree to which elected officials and 

policy are the product of open, electoral competition. Inclusiveness speaks to "the proportion of 

the population which is entitled to participate on a more or less equal plane in controlling and 

contesting the conduct of government" (Dahl 1971,4). Regimes found in the upper right comer 

of figure 1.1, marked by a high degree of both public contestation and inclusiveness, are what 

I I have chosen to list Dahl's seven guarantees as they are presented in a later work, Democracy and Its 
Critics, for reasons ofpresentation and clarity, the main difference between the two being Dahl's inclusion 
of an eighth point, that institutions for making government policies depend on votes and other expressions 
ofpreference, which is incorporated into the seven points listed here (Dahl 1971, 3). 
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would generally be thought of as modern, consolidated democratic regimes. In order to avoid the 

theoretical issues raised by the term "democracy," Dahllabels these polyarchies, although I will 

use the terms "consolidated democracy," "modern democracy," and "polyarchy" interchangeably 

(Dahl 1971, 8).2 

Figure 1.1 
Public Contestation, 

Inclusiveness, and Democracy 

Competitive 
Oligarchies 

Closed Heg~monles 

Polyarchies 

InclusivenessSource: Dahl 1971. 7. 

Since Polyarchy was published in 1971, however, democratic theory has undergone some 

modifications based on the experiences of the third wave. While Polyarchy is a work 

conceptualized and developed on the Western experience with democracy, the third wave has 

taken place primarily in the developing world, moving from the Iberian peninsula to Latin 

America, Asia, and fmally Eastern Europe. Subsequently Philippe Schmitter and Terry Lynn 

Karl have offered two additional institutional guarantees that are especially pertinent to 

democracy in the developing world, where praetorian militaries and colonial relationships have 

long posed a different type ofthreat to democratic consolidation: 

2 Likewise the terms "hegemony" and "authoritarian regime" will be used interchangeably. The term 
hegemonic party, however, is separate and is not to be confused with this defmition. 
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8. 	 The rule of the democratic regime is not compromised by 
political limitations imposed by non-democratic 
governmental institutions. 

9. 	 The rule of the democratic regime is not subject to foreign 
control (Schmitter and Karl 1991, 81). 

Modern democracies, then, are political systems marked by high degrees of inclusiveness and 

public contestation, as they are facilitated by the nine previously delineated institutional 

guarantees. 

This definition is attractive for several reasons. First, it appeals to devotees of both 

Schumpeterian, empirical definitions of democracy and more normative, traditional views of 

democracy as a conceptual ideal. By separately defining democracy as both a hypothetical 

system of governance and as it pertains to themodern context, this definition creates a schema in 

which modern democracy may peacefully coexist with its own ideological heritage. Second, by 

enumerating a set of specific institutional arrangements that characterize modern democratic 

governance, it equips the student of comparative politics with a valuable rubric for comparing 

political regimes. Working in conjunction, the three fundamental freedoms and nine institutional 

guarantees establish a minimum threshold for a regime to be considered democratic. This is not 

to say, however, that these institutions and freedoms represent the totality of the democratic 

experience. Other important factors, such as regime longevity, economic realities, opportunities 

for political participation, and levels of education (to name a few) would definitely affect the 

level of democratization in a political system. 

The delineation of widely accepted procedural norms for democracy has lead to the 

question of civic culture. Perhaps best acknowledged by the pluralistic model of democratic 

politics, civic culture is described as the "phenomenon of cooperation and deliberation via 

autonomous group activity," which is characterized by the existence of interest groups and 

organization independent of the governmental structure (Schmitter and Karl 1991, 79). Defining 

politics not solely as the competition of elites for public approval, civic culture denotes active 

participation in political affairs through non-governmental channels: The more common 
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defmition of civic culture involves the participation ofpolitical interest groups, roughly following 

the U.S. model. To proponents of the U.S. system such as David Truman, the presence of civic 

culture is indeed the defining element of the democratic process. 

There are problems, however, with the contention that civic culture is a necessary 

precondition to democracy. First and foremost, if a society lacks democratic guarantees of 

freedoms for the press and freedom of association, the concept that civic culture can develop, 

much less operate, is absurd. Second, the presupposition of civic culture as a necessary 

precondition for democracy harshly limits the prospects for its proximate extension into regions 

historically lacking independent political organization. For the people of the Middle East and 

Southeast Asia, the over-emphasis on civic culture yields culturally deterministic arguments 

based on the supposed incompatibility of democracy and non-Western society. If this were the 

case, the prevailing concept of democracy would be one of marginal utility, unable to account for 

Japan's post-war regime or Taiwan's democratic transition, which has closely paralleled the 

Mexican case. 

Civic culture most certainly deepens democratic participation and helps to ingrain 

positive, regime-reinforcing beliefs about the desirability of democracy. To assert, however, that 

these attributes are necessary for its basic functioning is to assume the effect for the cause. 

Schmitter and Karl are correct when they conclude "the far more benevolent and ingrained norms 

of a civic culture are better thought of as a product and not a producer of democracy" (Schmitter 

and Karl 1991, 83). Before civic culture can blossom and operate as it has in the more 

consolidated democracies, the political actors of those nations must be made to believe that 

lasting political power and consensus can only be achieved by yielding to democratic processes. 

The rise of pluralism and civic culture may factor heavily in the consolidation of democratic 

government, but their development is only possible if political systems satisfy the operational 

definition of democracy. Democracy may certainly mean more than these three freedoms and 

nine institutional guarantees, but it can never mean less. 
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Democratization 

Most importantly for this discussion, Dahl's definition of modern democracy provides a 

clear theoretical framework from which to approach the subject of democratization. Because 

democratization has been the product of distinct societal forces specific to each state's political, 

social, and economic realities, the question of why countries democratize is not easily addressed 

(Huntington 1991, 38). The question of how regimes democratize suffers from the same 

problem, although political scientists have had more success creating descriptive forms of 

analysis based on the history of countries that have undergone the transition (Huntington 1991, 

41-44). As it is commonly presented, democratization is a process that increases the proportion 

of the polity involved in creating policy, opening new political spaces and enfranchising a greater 

diversity of political actors, and that holds government officials accountable to the citizens of the. 

polity by electoral competition (Schmitter and Karl 1991, 76). 

The clarity of the modern rubric for democratic government, however, affords a more 

precise theoretical discussion of what democratization entails. If modern democracy is a political 

system marked by high degrees of inclusiveness and public contestation, as they are facilitated by 

these nine specific institutional guarantees, then democratization is the process of increasing the 

inclusiveness and degree of public contestation in a regime by means of the institutionalization of 

the nine guarantees. 

Dahl's biaxial model (figure 1.1) is a useful tool for understanding the process of 

democratization because of the clarity with which it explains the relationship between public 

contestation, inclusiveness, and democratization. Dahl begins by constructing a Cartesian 

coordinate plane bounded by axes representing both public contestation and inclusiveness. He 

then establishes four broad regime types, each representing a possible combination of both 

variables. For the purposes of establishing a theoretical framework, these values are not assigned 

numbers, but rather designated as either high or low: closed hegemonies (both low levels of 
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public contestation and inclusiveness); competitive oligarchies (high degree of public 

contestation, low inclusiveness); inclusive hegemonies (low public contestation, high 

inclusiveness), and polyarchies, or modern democracies (high levels of both public contestation 

and inclusiveness). He then defines democratization as the liberalization of the rules governing 

public contestation and the extension of participation to a greater proportion of the populace, i.e. 

any movement toward the upper right corner. 

Though simple, Dahl's model is accurate in its portrayal of several complex realities. 

First, because the coordinate plane theoretically may represent infinite permutations combining 

public contestation and inclusiveness, it is capable of representing a broad spectrum of political 

diversity. As useful as Dahl's four regime types are for presenting end cases, it is likely that most 

regimes reside somewhere in the expansive middle ground (Dahl 1971,8). While most of these 

regimes would defy conventional designation as being entirely "democratic" or "hegemonic," 

"competitive" or "closed," Dahl's theoretical construction is nonetheless capable of placing these 

regimes in a comparative context that does not treat its axial criterion as dichotomous variables. 

While the ultimate purpose of a study of democratic regimes may necessarily be predicated on a 

clear distinction between democratic and non-democratic polities (Huntington 1991, 11), analysis 

of regimes in transition is not well served by this delineation. Because democratization is a 

process, and not an event, any useful schema for studying democratization must be able to 

distinguish between less and more democratic processes and institutions that still fall short of 

meeting the minimum threshold established for modern democracy. By treating both public 

contestation and inclusiveness as continuous variables, Dahl's model conveys a degree of regime 

diversity that enables accurate depiction of often politically ambiguous realities. 

A second strength of Dahl's model is that it allows for changes in either variable 

independent of the other. Regimes may become more liberalized (allowing for more public 

contestation) but not more inclusive, or vice versa. Borrowing from both the U.S. and Mexican 

examples is illustrative of this point. The PRI-dominated regime that followed the closed, 
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authoritarian porjiriato (1876-1910) became significantly more inclusive through a process of 

popularization identified with president Lazaro Cardenas (1934-1940), which extended 

membership in the ruling coalition to the peasantry and organized labor. While this 

popularization did increase the diversity ofpolitical actors at least nominally involved in politics, 

the fact that this popularization was not accompanied by increased public contestation of policy 

indicates that this process did little to democratize politics in Mexico. Because the post

revolutionary regime has long been inclusive, recent democratization in Mexico has been a 

process of regime liberalization rather than extension, building on the inclusiveness established 

by post-revolutionary regime architects. While the processes may not occur concurrently, in 

nations transitioning from typically repressive, non-inclusive authoritarian systems, some of both 

is likely to be necessary to effect democratization. 

The converse existed in the United States until the 20th century, where public contestation 

was highly institutionalized while at the same time more than half the adult population (women, 

Southern blacks) was excluded from political participation. The democratization of the United 

States has been a transition from a competitive near-oligarchy to polyarchy, from exclusive to 

inclusive suffrage. From these two examples it becomes clear that, just as there is a multiplicity 

of regime types, there is also a multitude ofpaths toward the development of modern democracy. 

The independence of political contestation and inclusiveness in Dahl's model increases the 

precision with which democratization can be explained, and thus is of more use in a comparative 

context. 

The third, and perhaps most sobering reality that Dahl's model accurately portrays is, that 

while democratization is one possible outcome of changes in the degree of political contestation 

and inclusiveness, it is far from the only potential eventuality. These changes may just as easily 

produce less inclusive, less liberal regimes. This aspect of the model acknowledges the "reverse 

waves" which have followed each of the worldwide waves of democratization, in which some of 

the newly democratized states have reverted to non-democratic rule (Huntington 1991, 15-16). 
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Indeed, the diagram would indicate that even comparatively well-consolidated democracies are 

susceptible to a reversal of fortune, as was the case in the Southern Cone nations of Chile and 

Uruguay in the 1970s. 

This phenomenon, however, is not limited to the past; several examples can be taken 

from the third wave. Recent events in Argentina, Brazil, and Peru have led some scholars to 

broach the concept of a new hyperpresidentialism to explain the concentration of political power 

in the executive in those countries, a process viewed as a potential regression to a form of civil 

authoritarianism (Ducatenzeiler and Oxhorn 1994,31-32). While geographically distanced from 

these South American regimes, Boris Yeltsin's closure of Russia's democratically elected 

congress aroused a similar reaction (O'Donnell 1996, 35). While the third wave may be 

responsible for having universalized the concept of democracy as the legitimate source of 

political authority, modem democracy has yet to take hold in all comers of the world, and in fact 

may be in retreat in others. 

Dahl's model of democratization succeeds because it is broad, treats the variables of 

regime inclusiveness and liberalization independently, and because it reflects the far from 

irreversible realities of regime change. Dahl's model, however, entirely predates the third wave, 

and is perhaps in need of modification in lieu of the lessons of the latest effects of the democratic 

tide. The definitive word on this most recent round of democratizations would appear to be that 

of Samuel Huntington, as expressed in The Third Wave. 

Huntington asserts that regime longevity, or stability, is equal in importance to previously 

established democratic criterion. Referring to Dahl's biaxial model, it is likely, Huntington 

asserts, that similarly "democratic" governments (i.e. governments with similar degrees of both 

public contestation and inclusiveness) may vary greatly in the degree to which the institutions of 

democracy have been consolidated, or may be expected to endure. In this context, the definition 

of democratic consolidation is that shared by Juan J. Linz and Guillermo O'Donnell: "a state of 

affairs in which none of the major political actors, parties, or organized interests, forces, or 
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institutions consider that there is any alternative to democratic processes to gain power ... To put 

it simply, democracy must be seen as the only game in town" (O'Donnell 1996, 37).3 

This emphasis on consolidation as indicative of an established, accepted power structure 

applies not only to democratic regimes, however. It is applicable to any regime type, for even 

similarly repressive and exclusive regimes may differ in the degree to which their rule is accepted 

as Linz's "only game in town." Countries A and B may be characterized by comparable 

institutions; but if these institutions are widely challenged by important political actors in country 

A and not in country B, it seems fair to assert that country B is probably more consolidated in the 

. same sense that a given polity may be more open to public contestation than another. Thus 

delineated, consolidation, in the non-democratic sense, refers to a state of affairs in which no 

major political actors consider that there is any alternative to the established political order. What 

differentiates democratic consolidation from non-democratic consolidation, however, is that the 

acceptance of democratic processes as the only vehicle to political power is based on the 

legitimacy of those processes, rather than force and suppression. The importance of regime 

consolidation may give cause to reassess the Dahl-based model that has been proposed thus far. 

As Huntington writes, "Democratic and non-democratic systems may be created but they mayor 

may not endure. The stability of a system differs from the nature of the system" (Huntington 

1991, 11). The degree of consolidation, as a third axis describing the degree to which the regime 

is challenged by non-system political actors, is an important addition to Dahl's biaxial model, an 

addition which we will call "stability." Regime stability should thus be characterized as a factor 

affecting the quality and permanence of democratization, although it is not part of the actual 

process, per se. 

3 A substantial body of work exists on the subject of consolidation of democratic regimes. Many of these 
texts, however, discuss consolidation as the further development of the recently-democratized polity in 
terms of i~dependent judiciaries, limits on executive power, and political parties. While these 
developments would all indicate the deepening ofdemocratic institutions, the definition of consolidation 
presented here is much more basic. For a defense of this more basic defmition, see O'Donnell, Guillermo. 
1996. "Illusions about Consolidation." Journal ofDemocracy 7 (2): 34-47. 
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This hybrid model, based on the work of Dahl and Huntington, might look something like 

figure 1.2. Because regime stability is treated as a continuous variable, the new model retains the 

stated advantages of Dah1's biaxial model: flexibility to represent infinite combinations, 

independence of all variables, and a full range of motion that does not imply democracy as the 

Figure 1.2 Public Contestation, 
Inclusiveness, and Stability 
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result of an inevitable progression. What this new model introduces is a context for 

understanding differences in regime stability, which may explain why certain types of regimes 

have democratized along certain paths. For example, the 20th century has wimessed many nations 

follow a rhythm of alternation between populist democratic governments and repressive, non

democratic military regimes, approximating Huntington's first path, the cyclical pattern. Those 

nations embroiled in the cyclical pattern have historically experienced many changes in both 

public contestation and inclusiveness. What has accounted for their inability, however, to escape 
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this pattern has been an incapability to affect democratic consolidation (Huntington 1991, 43). 

Stable governments are by definition much less susceptible to radical regime change of any form 

(O'Donnell 1996, 37). 

Whether this addition to Dahl's model may be extended to a discussion of modern 

democracy (and I believe that it may) is beyond the scope of this study. What is of greater 

importance is that the new model is descriptive of the process of regime change, a process that 

often upsets traditional points of access to the decision making process, and therefore political 

actors themselves. That stability should be part of an operational definition ofmodern democracy 

is debatable. It is conceivable that the purpose of a precise, theoretical delineation of democracy 

as a form of government is not aided by a rubric that incorporates analysis of regime stability 

over time. Democratization, however, is a real-world process of replacement of unresponsive, 

authoritarian political discourse with rules that facilitate widespread participation and genuine 

debate over public policy. If these rules cannot be sustained, democracy is, in all but the 

theoretical sense, a meaningless designation. 

Thus defined, democratizatiOn is the concurrent liberalization and expansi~n of 

inclusiveness represented graphically by a progression toward the upper-right sector of the cube 

(inclusive polyarchy) outlined in figure 1.2. For democratic transitions to achieve permanence, 

however, progress must also be made in consolidating democracy, represented graphically by 

movement toward rear comer of the upper-right sector. This model of democratization succeeds 

for the reasons previously attributed to Dahl's model: specifically, that it acknowledges diversity, 

independence of variables, and uncertainty of outcomes. In achieving breadth, however, this 

continuum compromises a more specific understanding of how regimes have democratized. 

While the remainder of Polyarchy is devoted to addressing the various circumstances that have 

historically increased public contestation and led to democratic regimes, it falls short of offering a 

descriptive paradigm of regime change. Fortunately, Huntington addresses this theoretical void, 
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postulating more specific paths of democratization based on the experiences of those countries 

that have made the transition. 

Huntington groups the newly democratized states of the third wave according to five 

basic paths through which they arrived at democratic governance. The first is that of a "cyclical 

pattern," in which states experience a periodic oscillation between authoritarian and democratic 

government (Huntington 1991, 41). Huntington asserts that this apparent governmental 

instability, especially prevalent in Latin America, is actually a fairly regular process of 

democratization followed by the corruption and polarization of political parties, cries for more 

draconian measures to guarantee order, and a return to authoritarian government. As Huntington 

writes, 

In these countries, the change of regime thus performs the same 
function as the change of parties in a stable democratic system. 
The country does not alternate between democratic and 
authoritarian political systems; the alternation of democracy and 
authoritarianism is the country's political system (Huntington 
1991,42). 

A second path toward democracy is that which Huntington calls "second-try" democratization, 

which occurred in nations like Spain and Portugal, where democratic governments were erected 

only to fall into authoritarian control in the early part of 20th century after a brief period of rule. 

Eventually, a second effort to install democratic norms of governance is successful, and the new 

government enjoys more or less stable reign (Huntington 1991,42). 

Huntington names a third pattern "interrupted democracy." Typified by the experiences 

of Uruguay and Chile, the path of interrupted democracy occurs in those states that had 

experienced sustained, consolidated democracy. The polarization of democratic politics and 

threat of armed movements leads to the disruption of democratic processes. Because of these 

states' prior experience with consolidated democracy, however, authoritarian rule eventually 

succumbs to pressures for democratization (Huntington 1991,43). 
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Huntington later offers a fifth path toward democracy, that of decolonization, but since 

the countries involved (the island nations of Barbados, Antigua, and the Solomon Islands, to 

name a few) are generally minuscule, this path is given considerably less attention. His fourth 

path, however, is both the most complex and of the most direct importance to this study: "the 

direct transition from a stable authoritarian system to a stable democratic system" (Huntington 

1991, 43). While this process may have occurred quickly in some states and more slowly in 

others, all cases classified under the banner of direct transition are marked by either the evolution 

from or the direct replacement of, a stable, long-reigning hegemony to or by a proportionately 

stable democracy. 

The stable-authoritarian-to-stable-democratic regime transition is the object of special 

interest for two reasons. Consolidated, stable authoritarian regimes are by definition more 

durable and resistant to change than the loosely consolidated regimes characteristic of the first 

three paths to democratization. Regimes of all types, even the most petty of personalistic 

dictatorships, seek to institutionalize their own "rules of the game," I.e. to establish and enforce 

channels of political discourse. All regimes attempt to consolidate their rule in the sense that 

their sanctioned channels of discourse are viewed as "the only game in town" (O'Donnell 1996, 

37). The more success a regime has in consolidating its rule, the more complex and lengthy, but 

also permanent, the process of democratization is likely to be. 

More importantly, the stable-authoritarian-to-stable-democratic regime transition has 

been the path followed by former hegemonic party states. Hegemonic party states are those 

characterized by the presence of a ruling party that operates without fear of alternation of power, 

in which the other parties exist to provide formal, but not substantial competition (Prud 'home 

1998, 140). PRI-governed Mexico is considered by most to be among the most seminal 

hegemonic party systems. The hegemonic party regime is differentiated from other types of 

authoritarian regimes for a variety of reasons that have become more clear following the crest of 

the third wave. 
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Hegemonic party states4
, as Huntington writes, 


had an institutional framework and ideological legitimacy that 

differentiated them from both democratic and military regimes 

... the distinctive characteristic of [hegemonic party systems] 

was the close interweaving of party and state (Huntington 1991, 

l37). 

Unlike military regimes, which generally asserted power in a praetorian, autarchic fashion, 

hegemonic parties generally meld closely with the apparatus of the state at all levels. Moreover, 

whereas military regimes have generally legitimated their ascension to power as a response to 

specific economic or social upheavals, hegemonic parties operate under the presumption of 

permanence in government, deriving their legitimacy from other sources, one often being 

revolution (Huntington 1991, l37). Because of this assumed permanence, the lines between party 

and state are often blurred beyond distinction. One of the most daunting aspects of 

democratization is separating the institutions of government from the party. The debate over 

party representation at both the ballot box and in the organizational bodies responsible for 

elections in Mexico (to be addressed in subsequent chapters) is a prime example of this situation. 

A second characteristic which distinguishes hegemonic party systems from other types of 

authoritarian rule is that democratization does not end the hegemonic party's role as a political 

actor. While democratization may send military leaders back to barracks and personalistic 

dictators either in front of a firing squad or into foreign exile, formerly hegemonic parties simply 

become one of several actors competing for the vote. To again quote Huntington, "the party 

gives up its monopoly of power but not the opportunity to compete for power by democratic 

means" (Huntington 1991, 120). 

This state of affairs has two main ramifications for the democratization of one-party 

regimes. The first is that rather than being an entirely top-down process imposed and initiated by 

the hegemon (a process Huntington calls "transformation") or the product of combined action of 

the government and opposition (Huntington's "transplacement"), the liberalization of a 

4 Again, "hegemonic party state" and "one-party state" will be used interchangeably. 
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hegemonic party state is likely to include elements of both. Highly-consolidated hegemonic 

parties no doubt begin the process of regime liberalization from a position of power, against 

which the opposition is either poorly organized or is acting through nontraditional channels of 

political discourse, including non-democratic revolutionary movements. This would be a clear 

example of transformation. As the regime liberalizes public contestation and becomes more 

inclusive, however, the opposition may grow in strength to the point where both it and the 

formerly hegemonic party realize that they are "incapable of unilaterally determining the nature 

of the future political system in their society" (Huntington 1991, 152). At this point, further 

democratization is likely to be the product of negotiation between the hegemonic party and the 

opposition. 

The good news (for democratizers, at least) is that once completed, democratic transitions 

from one-party rule are much more likely to be permanent (Huntington 1991, 120). This is 

because the formerly hegemonic party is in no position to reinstate authoritarian rule, or at least in 

no more advantaged position than any other political actor. Following the transition from 

military regimes, the military remains quite capable of reacquiring power by force, as has been 

the case in regimes that have experienced the cyclical pattern. Formerly hegemonic parties give 

up the power to govern, but retain the right to pursue a return to power through electoral 

competition. Because the hegemonic party is not stripped of the possibility of legitimate 

governance in the future, one-party system transitions may be those most capable ofconsolidating 

a stable regime whose legitimacy flows from the ballot box, and not from the barrel of a gun. 

Elections and Electoral Systems 

The assertion that elections are without doubt the most defming institution of modern 

democratic process is so fundamental to a twentieth-century understanding of democracy that it is 

scarcely in need of defense. Four of Dahl's original seven institutional guarantees, the 

operational definition of democracy, directly concern elections; while the remaining three could 
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accurately be portrayed as facilitators of elections. To Huntington, "elections, open, free, and 

fair, are the essence of democracy, the inescapable sine qua non" (Huntington 1991, 9). And 

while Huntington's proclivity for equating elections with democracy may stray dangerously close 

to electoralism, for the vast majority of the population, the exercise of the vote is the totality of 

the democratic experience. If, however, the importance of elections is beyond debate, there is no 

such broad consensus on the processes that govern the translation of votes into governments. Just 

as the third wave has forced new development in democratic theory and broached new issues 

regarding democratization, it has also renewed interest in electoral systems and reawakened 

fundamental debates concerning the very concept of representative government. As countries 

like Mexico experience increases in public contestation and more inclusive politics, electoral 

systems have gone from being benign to polemical. 

Electoral systems have historically been a topic of little interest to most political actors. 

For the recently-democratized countries of the third' wave, however, a most recent round of 

constitutional design witnessed the seemingly technical issue of electoral institutions rise to 

become the subject of heated debate. fu the words of Pippa Norris, 

. .. during the 1990s, debate about the electoral system moved 
from margin to mainstream on the political agenda. This shift 
produced growing awareness that electoral rules are not neutral: 
the way votes translate into seats means that some groups, 
parties, and representatives are ruled into the policymaking 
process, and some are ruled out (Norris 1997, 297). 

Electoral systems, not just votes, determine the composition of government. Especially for 

former hegemonic-party states, many of which have undergone transition through reform of 

existing constitutions, the reform of electoral law has very real consequences for all actors in the 

electoral arena. 

Several thinkers who form the new institutionalist school of comparative analysis have 

developed this strain of thought thoroughly. Centered around Arend Lijphart at the University of 

California, San Diego, Bernard Grofman at University of California, Irvine, and Juan Linz at 
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Yale, this particular strain of new institutionalism places emphasis on the consequences for 

political actors of institutional and constitutional design (Norris 1997, 297-8). As Grofrnan writes 

of Lijphart, "almost all of his work has dealt with questions that are part of a bigger picture, e.g., 

having to do with the roots of stability in multi-ethnic polities, or the fundamental institutional 

choices that affect the inclusiveness, responsiveness, and durability of political regimes" 

(Grofrnan 1998,6). To Lijphart and Grofrnan, democratic institutions aren't merely the arbitrary 

products of consensus among political actors. Institutional design is, in fact, fundamental to the 

development of democracy (or lack thereof). Because electoral laws determine the number and 

nature of actors represented in government, their composition is crucial. 

That the institutional arrangements that define the parameters of competition are not 

neutral and may either foster or inhibit the development of consensus on democratic processes is 

now clear. Much like the term "democracy," however, there exist questions about the definition 

of electoral law. The classic definition, presented by Douglas Rae in The Political Consequences 

ofElectoral Laws, defines electoral law as that body of law which governs the translation of votes 

into government: 

Electoral laws are those which govern the processes by which 
electoral preferences are articulated as votes and by which these 
votes are translated into distributions of governmental authority 
(typically parliamentary seats) among the competing political 
parties (Rae 1971, 14). 

If the comprehensiveness of this definition is assumed, electoral reform is the refinement of the 

processes by which electoral preferences determine the composition of government. Much of the 

existing body of literature on electoral reform is thus devoted to comparative analysis of different 

models of representation, generally focusing on degrees of proportionality (the degree to which 

the parties' share of seats corresponds to their share ofvotes) and the debate over majoritarianism 

versus proportional representation (Norris 1997, 308). 

Thus defined, the issue of electoral reform appears to be one of great importance but 

limited interest to the majority of the population. This definition is also predicated on the 
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assumption that the nine democratic guarantees have already been institutionalized. If this is the 

case, however, the newly democratized countries of the third wave have again raised questions 

about the validity of traditional theory. For countries experiencing electoral politics for the first 

time, or a return to elections after a period of authoritarian rule, proportionality and the 

majoritarian-proportional representation debate are but two of many issues that new electoral 

systems must address: registration of candidates and parties, technical aspects of voter 

registration, financing and conduct of political campaigns, as well as providing mechanisms for 

oversight of the electoral institutions and means to impugn election results. Many of these issues 

transcend the debate over representation and directly effect the development of the institutional 

guarantees held as fundamental to the development ofmodem democracy. 

To both Rae and Norris, these issues are of significant yet separate and secondary 

importance to the question of representation. Rae addresses these topics by categorizing them 

under the banner of "election law," which he then defines as "those authoritative rules which 

pertain to the conduct of elections" (Rae 1971, 14). Norris asserts a less technical, more 

normative position concerning what Rae defines as elec~ion law. While asserting the significance 

of this body of law, Norris identifies the issue of representation as "the heart" of the electoral 

system (Norris 1997,299). While Rae's distinction is a matter of theoretical taxonomy, that of 

Norris represents a clear subordination of these issues to that ofrepresentation. 

Despite the fact that Norris gives attention to the new issues of institutional design that 

have accompanied the democratizations of the third wave, her conclusion that electoral law 

supercedes election law in importance is predicated on the assumption that the institutions of 

democracy are accepted as legitimate. In recently-democratized nations, the nature of the laws 

governing participation and election procedures may playa great part in consolidating democratic 

process. This would seem to be especially true in former one-party states for two reasons. First, 

as a single hegemonic party transitions to the realities of a competitive party system, it is more 

likely that great asymmetries in funding and access to media will exist between political parties. 
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More importantly, in one-party systems where elections have long been used to legitimate the 

ruling regime, the independence from party control of the institutions charged with facilitating 

elections may be critical to directing political action through democratic channels. In recently-

democratized, often unstable nations, election rules are likely to be of equal importance to 

electoral rules. Electoral reform, then, will be defined as the process of altering the institutions 

and rules governing elections and distributing government control based on votes in order to 

affect the proportionality and inclusiveness of a polity's political actors. Electoral reform may 

entail either changes in electoral formula or the amendment of laws governing participation and 

election procedures. 

Rae's The Political Consequences ofElectoral Laws offers several electoral law variables 

as the basis for comparative analysis, including ballot design and district magnitude, but that 

which receives the most thorough treatment is electoral formula. Rae defines electoral formula 

operationally, asserting that "the function of the electoral formula is to interpret [votes] as the 

basis for a legitimate distribution of parliamentary seats among the competing parties" (Rae 1971, 

22). Surprisingly, this broad charge has fostered a diversity of formulas that differ in 

mathematics, but not in philosophy; electoral formula may be grouped into four basic categories: 

majoritarian, semi-ptoportional, proportional, and mixed systems (Norris 1997,300) .. The debate 

over electoral reform, however, has centered on the distinction between majoritarian and 

proportional systems of representation. This section will seek to provide a sketch of each system 

and then address its ramifications for political actors. Far from purely of technical interest, the 

debate over electoral formula challenges the concept of representative government and begs 

tough questions about the philosophical purpose of democratic government. 

As of 1993, majoritarian systems were in place in more than half of the world's electoral 

democracies5 (Norris 1997,300). While majoritarian systems may be further classified according 

5 This use of the tenn "democracy" should not be construed to be consistent with the operational defInition 
offered earlier in the chapter. 
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to the nature of their voting apparatus, all majoritarian systems are alike in that the composition 

of the national legislature is determined by the individual results of each voting district. As 

Norris writes, "voters within each constituency cast a single ballot (marked by an X) for one 

candidate; the candidate with the largest share of the vote in each seat is returned to office; and in 

turn the party with an overall majority of seats forms the government" (Norris 1997, 301). A 

party's share of the national vote plays no direct, institutionalized role in determining its 

representation. 

Rae delineates several key consequences of majoritarian systems. First, while all 

electoral formula tend to work to the disadvantage of small parties, this tendency is greater in 

majoritarian systems (Rae 1971, 88). Furthermore, majoritarian formulas also tend to give a 

greater advantage to the largest party (Rae 1971, 91). Because of the bias against smaller parties, 

majoritarian systems produce two-party systems of electoral competition (Rae 1971, 93). To 

Norris, these consequences are not a series of unrelated outcomes, but rather an electoral means 

to an end. The purpose ofmajoritarian formulas is 

to create a 'manufactured majority', that, is to exaggerate the 
share of seats for the leading party in order to produce an 
effective working parliamentary majority for the government, 
while simultaneously penalising minor parties, especially those 
whose support is spatially dispersed ... The focus is effective 
governance, not representation of all minority views (Norris 
1997,301). 

Majoritarian electoral systems, therefore, value decisiveness over inclusiveness, efficacy over 

representation. 

In contrast, systems of proportional representation are predicated on the assumption that 

the broadest representation of the concerns and viewpoints of the electorate is the guiding 

principle of a democratic legislature (Grofman and Lijphart 1984, 5-6). In place in roughly 40 

percent of electoral democracies, proportional representation is, generally speaking, a system in 

which the seats in a given constituency are apportioned according to votes cast for party lists 

(Norris 1997, 302). Party lists may be either open or closed, and the size of the constituency may 
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vary, but the defining element of proportional formula is that a party's representation in the 

legislature is a function of its share of the national vote. While there are many ways in which 

proportional representation methods have yielded less than idyllically-proportional results, 

diversity and inclusion remain the central principles guiding these systems (Lijphart and Grofman 

1984,5). 

Like majoritarian systems, proportional representation systems have several 

consequences for political actors. First, proportional systems are indeed better at allocating seats 

in legislatures in accordance with a party's share of the vote (Norris 1997, 308). Second, 

proportional systems deny representation of smaller parties to a much lesser extent than 

majoritarian systems (Rae 1971, 97). This is especially true of spatially diffuse parties, who, 

under majoritarian systems, are discriminated against when compared to regionally strong parties 

of similar size (Norris 1997, 303). Third, proportional systems allow for greater fractionalization 

among parties (Rae 1971, 98). Because of this greater degree of fractionalization, legislative 

majorities in proportional systems tend to be larger as a result of post-election coalition building 

(Rae 1971,99). And whereas a small swing in the vote is often enough to propel another party 

into power under a majoritarian system, proportional systems, which must often manufacture 

coalition-based majorities, are less vulnerable to these small shifts (Norris 1997, 306). 

Governments elected by proportional systems may not be as decisive as their majoritarian 

counterparts, but they may hinge less on small shifts in voter preference and be more 

representative of the whole of society. Indeed, one of the principal criticisms of proportional 

systems is that they insulate the decision-making process from changes in voter preference 

(Mainwaring and Shugart 1997, 34-35). 

Both sides of the majoritarian vs. proportional representation debate have strong points. 

Supporters of majoritarianism stress the necessity of strong government that may institute its 

policy program without constantly being encumbered by minority opinions. Consistent with this 

view, the election should be the decisive moment at which the direction of government policy is 
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decided for the given term (Norris 1997, 310). For recently-democratized nations, where new 

democratic regimes have faced difficult economic and social problems since their foundation, the 

ability to effectively address these issues may be the sole criterion on which the future of 

democracy in that polity is judged. If regime legitimacy is largely based on performance, then the 

democracies of the third wave will need political institutions that facilitate strong, decisive 

government. One ofthose would be a majoritarian electoral system. 

Proponents of proportionality, however, correctly assert that for newly democratized 

polities marked by high degrees of ethnic conflict, regional strife, and deep ideological and 

religious divisions, the government that affords the most diverse representation of political actors 

(in the legislature, as opposed to the battlefield) is the government most likely to remain standing 

(Norris 1997, 311). Majoritarians stress transparency and accountability in decision making. 

Proportionalists counter with inclusiveness and the avoidance of "electoral dictatorships," where 

opposition parties are at the mercy of the majority for the duration of the term (Norris 1997, 311). 

Proportionalists laud the diversity of representation and fairness to small and geographically 

dispersed parties. Majoritarians preach the virtues of the clear relationship between 

representatives and their constituency and the simplicity of their system (Lijphart and Grofman 

1984,7). 

What appears to arise from this debate is the inevitability of a value judgement between 

government efficacy and accurate representation. According to Grofman, the fundamental 

decision is between that of two seemingly mutually exclusive goals: "the ability of governments 

to reach decisions and the avoidance of negative consequences of those decisions for some 

members of a society" (Grofman 1998, 7). Believing in the power of institutional design to 

foment stability and solve social problems, however, Lijphart and Grofman view majoritarian and 

proportional (consensual, in Lijphart's lexicon) electoral systems not as mortal enemies but rather 

as polar ends on a continuum that holds the possibility of a solution which resides not in the 

dominance of either model, but in synthesis. 
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As an institutional answer to the problems raised in the majoritarian vs. proportional 

representation debate, several new democracies have chosen to adopt a mixed electoral system, 

combining the· strength and decisiveness associated with majoritarian systems with the 

inclusiveness and legitimating powers of proportional representation (Norris 1997, 304). In 

mixed systems, voters generally cast two votes: one to decide the representation in their single

member constituencies, and another for party lists. As such, mixed systems combine the 

strengths of both majoritarian and proportional systems: the majoritarian aspect facilitates two

party electoral competition and strong government, while the possibility of proportional 

representation gives hope to smaller parties, ethnic minorities, and other political actors normally 

excluded by majoritarian systems (Lijphart 1984, 212-213). Theoretically speaking, the 

combination of strength and inclusiveness offered by mixed systems may provide institutional 

solutions to problems of regime stability, one of the most important issues facing recently.., 

democratized nations. While no electoral system should be expected to unilaterally solve divisive 

issues within the polity, careful, inclusive institutional design can diminish the barriers to 

effective electoral participation, helping to concretize democratic processes as the ground rules of 

the polity. 

Electoral systems, therefore, may play an important role in legitimizing democratic 

processes in the eyes of political actors. In certain types of regimes, however, the importance of 

electoral formula for the allocation of legislative power may be of marginal importance. 

Especially in Latin America, but also in European and Asian nations (like Russia and the 

Philippines), the regimes that have replaced authoritarian rule have been defined not only· by 

presidential constitutions, but by presidentialist politics. While these states' constitutions may 

provide for separation of powers and independent legislatures, democratization for many 

countries occurred at the same time as severe economic problems (most notably the debt crisis of 

the 1980s) arose. These intense economic and social pressures catalyzed an accumulation of 

political power in the institution of the presidency (Ducatenzeiler and Oxhom 1994, 32). 



37 

Addressing specifically the Latin American experience, Guillenno O'Donnell has tenned this 

state of affairs "delegative democracy," a decidedly Schumpeterian situation in which the winner 

of the election is assumed to carry the popular mandate to govern during its tenn as it sees fit, 

even if this necessitates resorting to supra-constitutional powers (Ducatenzeiler and Oxhorn 1994, 

32). 

In regimes characterized by strong presidentialism, however, electoral fonnulae can be 

almost irrelevant to the allocation of actual political power. Because presidential power is almost 

unifonnly invested in a single person, the advantages of proportional representation are not 

manifest because of the impossibility of crafting an executive broadly representative of all 

parliamentary groups. While proportional representation may provide for the election of a more 

representative legislature, the election of the executive is invariably winner-take-all. This has 

several ramifications: first, presidentialist governments are likely to be strong governments, as to 

an even greater extent than in majoritarian parliamentary systems, the power to proceed with 

majority policy is uncontested. More importantly, however, presidentialist regimes may reduce 

politics to a zero-sum game, a situation that poses a threat to democratic consolidation in nations 

still new to electoral contests. 

This line of thought has been delineated by Alonso Lujambio, a member of the Consejo 

General (the organization's governing body) ofthe IFE and one ofMexico's foremost students of 

party politics. Following in the theoretical footsteps of Linz and Lijphart, Lujambio finds 

presidentialist politics to be jeopardous to democratizing regimes. In parliamentary systems, 

elections may produce an absolute majority for a single party, but in most cases a degree of 

coalition building is necessary to craft a majority. This arrangement facilitates the inclusion of 

different parties, who may expect to benefit from supporting the coalition (Lujambio 1996c, 17). 

In presidentialist systems, however, democratic process produces clear winners and losers. By 

making the presidential election the only vehicle to power, this institutional arrangement 

polarizes politics in democratizing regimes at the very moment that cooperation and negotiation 
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are essential to regime stability during the transition phase (Lujambio 1996c, 18). For Lijphart, 

the institutional arrangement capable of relieving this tension and changing the zero-sum nature 

of political competition is consensual (i.e. proportional) government (Lujambio 1996c, 19). 

Given the fact that the concentration of power in the presidency is understood to be an 

institutional response to economic and social pressures that demand efficacy, however, the 

solution proposed by Lujambio and Lijphart seems to only lead back to the seemingly intractable 

majoritarian vs. proportional representation debate. For modern democracies, the continued 

dispute over strong government and inclusiveness seems unlikely to abate. 

The third wave has raised important theoretical questions about democracy in the modem 

context, the process of democratization, and the increasingly controversial role of electoral 

systems. In addressing some of these questions, the goal has not been to have the final word, but 

merely the creation of a context in which to address the specific path of democratization in 

Mexico, and the central role that the Mexican electoral system has played in the creation and 

subsequent dismantling of PRI hegemony. As countries like Mexico transition from 

exclusionary, authoritarian politics to democratic processes, many of the issues broached in this 

chapter will be addressed and answered by the success or failure of newly democratized states to 

consolidate democratic rule. But before the future may be postulated, the past must be 

understood. Any study of the electoral institutions that have facilitated Mexico's democratization 

must begin with an understanding of the electoral institutions that guarded authoritarian rule. 
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II. In the Shadow ofthe Mexican Revolution: 
Post-Revolutionary Regime Formation and 


Elections without Democracy, 1917-1970 


Hoy pasamos de la condicion historica de pais de un hombre, a la de nacion de 
instituciones y leyes. 

Today we pass from our historic condition as a country ofmen to one ofa nation 
ofinstitutions and laws. 

President Plutarco Elias Calles 
September 1, 1928 

Speaking mere weeks after the assassination ofpresident-elect Alvaro Obregon and years 

before the eventual inclusion of mass sectors in the governing coalition, Calles' heralding of the 

institutionalization of Mexican politics was greeted with skepticism. History, however, has 

tended to absolve him: while the timing of Calles' proclamation may have been questionable, its 

veracity has not. Arising as a response to the virulently anti-institutional, personalistic 

authoritarian rule of Porfirio Diaz (a time known as the porfiriato), the character of the post

revolutionary regime has been defined largely by the development of a sophisticated institutional 

framework for mollifying widespread social and political antagonisms. In the decades following 

the revolution, political stability would be achieved through institutional efforts to centralize and 

broaden political participation and power; perpetuate a strong government with an expansive, 

interventionist program; end the fratricidal political violence associated with presidential 

succession; and preserve authoritarian rule in a way that would not overtly betray the liberal 

democratic ideals that had incited revolutionary foment. The development of the Mexican 

electoral system was both conditioned by and intended as a response to these circumstances. If 

the new regime was to base its legitimacy not only on inclusiveness and efficacy but also on 

formal (although not real) adherence to democratic institutions, the organization and control of 

electoral processes were to be of paramount importance. 
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Beginning in 1910 and extending well into the 1 920s, the Mexican Revolution was both 

the first and the most complex revolution of twentieth-century Latin America. Following the 44

year porjiriato, Mexico was plunged into a bloody, protracted struggle marked by a mUltiplicity 

of goals and actors. Unlike the revolutions that would take place in Cuba and Nicaragua, 

Mexico's revolutionary struggle was not a clear battle between government forces and a 

consolidated revolutionary movement but rather an anarchic, discombobulated free-for-all 

involving a sundry, quarrelsome cast of peasants, regional strongmen, middle-class reformers, 

small landowners, cattle-rustling brigands, furloughed miners, and railroad workers (Middlebrook 

1995, 14). By 1920, the year of the Agua Prieta revolt that brought Alvaro Obregon and the 

"Sonoran dynasty" to power, political violence, immigration, and disease had erased some 

825,000 Mexicans from national population ledgers, devastated agricultural and mine production, 

and caused industrial growth, a hallmark of the porjiriato, to stagnate (Camin and Meyer 1993, 

71). Along with ushering in a period of significant instability and violence, however, the 

Mexican Revolution dispersed political power throughout the republic, mobilized mass sectors as 

political actors, and witnessed the development of Mexico's revolutionary ideology, which would 

both define national identity and wed the possibility of social change to a broad program of 

action. 

The reality of post-revolutionary Mexico was one of diverse, geographically dispersed 

poles of political power. Whereas the porjiriato had been characterized by a high degree of 

centralization, the revolution redistributed political power throughout the nation, which had 

several related effects. First, the decline of the personalistic, centralized regime shifted the 

balance of political power to myriad regional caudillos (military strongmen), who dominated 

political discourse in the countryside through quasi-feudal broker-clientelist relationships with 

other caudillos and newly politicized mass sectors of society. While the revolution had not 

caused the complete breakdown of centralized authority, it had made regional strength the sine 

qua non of political power (Alvarado Mendoza 1990, 19). Even Calles and Lazaro Cardenas, the 
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two figures most closely identified with the process ofpost-revolutionary regime formation, arose 

to national prominence on the strength of their military might in the states of Sonora and 

Michoacan, respectively. 

Second, the decentralization of the regime promoted the rapid propagation of political 

organizations with distinctly regional (and often mass-based) sources of support. In the words of 

Mexican historian Arturo Alvarado Mendoza, 

The problems of organization in post-revolutionary Mexico were 
defmed by two factors: on the one hand, the multiplicity of 
movements organized in diverse forms: trade unions, parties, 
agrarian leagues, clubs, and military factions; and on the other 
the social program of these groups and the presence of mass 
sectors on the political scene (Alvarado Mendoza 1990, 17). 

So great was the proliferation of independent political organizations that, at the moment of its 

incorporation in 1929, the Partido Nacional Revolucionario, the official party that would 

eventually become the PRJ, was composed of some 1400 groups of heretofore regional focus 

(Alvarado Mendoza 1990,23). Despite the primacy of the Sonorans (Calles imd Obregon, known 

collectively as the diarquia, or dyarchy) at the national level, the state of Mexican party politics 

was one of fragile, unstable coalitions existing in a Hobbesian condition of constant conflict, 

where patrimonial relationships between caudillos and partisans, not party organization or 

cohesion, determined the outcomes of political processes. This state of affairs left the political 

system extremely disorganized and generally incapable of establishing the primacy ofthe national 

government (Alvarado Mendoza 1990, 18). 

Given the absence of an institutional framework for the peaceful resolution of conflict 

between rival revolutionary factions and the militarizing effects of the revolution, the prevalence 

of violence in Mexican politics was a predictable outcome of decentralization. This was 

especially the case regarding presidential succession. Of the eleven men to occupy the 

presidency between 1910 and 1934, three were assassinated either in or shortly before assuming 

office; five were removed forcibly from the presidency; only three served complete terms. It was 
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not until 1934, with the election of Cardenas, that Mexico experienced a post-revolutionary 

presidential election that was not accompanied by military revolt (Cothran 1997, 48). While 

ultimately less destabilizing than the ongoing battle for the presidency, the regularity of entries 

alluding to gunplay in the official Diaro de los Debates (Mexico's Congressional Record) 

indicates that congress was not immune to the more violent effects of factionalism (MacGregor 

1977, 159). The frequency with which the tension between federalist forces and regional powers 

erupted into pitched melees was indicative of both the difficult process that would be the taming 

of post-revolutionary politics and the heterogeneity (and often incompatibility) of revolutionary 

elites. 

Finally, the diversity of political actors and causes fostered by decades of revolution led 

to the development of a distinct revolutionary ideology. This ideology was not drawn simply 

from traditional Mexican political sources, such as the maderista' emphasis on liberal-democratic 

reforms, but also from the experiences and concerns of Mexico's peasantry and organized labor, 

two newly mobilized mass sectors that had experienced brutal political repression under the 

porjiriato. It was their presence, along with that of maderista democratic reformers, in the post

revolutionary arena that fostered the appearance of Mexico's revolutionary ideology. Broadly 

defmed, Mexico's revolutionary ideology was an inchoate body ofpolitical ideas that emphasized 

"nationalism, participation, economic redistribution, and social justice," composed of both 

political ideals and specific redistributive policies (Middlebrook 1995, 15). 

Thus, in addition to legitimizing the revolutionary process, the ideology of the Mexican 

Revolution would have a programmatic, achievement-oriented role that would assume an agenda

setting function for the foreseeable future. As Giovanni Sartori acknowledges, ideology may be 

assessed not only for its power to legitimate political hegemony, but also by "to what extent they 

are action activators whose import lies in their efficacy" (Sartori 1987, 500). This is especially 
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the case in weakly consolidated regimes created by national revolutionary movements 

(Huntington 1991, 119). In other words, results were to matter, especially regarding the 

participation of labor and the reform of the land tenure system. The necessity of a strong state 

apparatus to effect these reforms, plus suspicion of the free market as an engine for economic 

recovery, conditioned the development of an ideological commitment to the Mexican state as "the 

central pillar of political power and the engine for socioeconomic change" (Middlebrook 1995, 

15). Within a supposed liberal democracy, broad electoral mandates would be necessary to 

justify state interventionism on such a grand scale. Whether accurate portrayals of actual 

electoral preference or not, decisive electoral results would bathe the actions and policy of the 

governing elite in the warm waters of "popular mandate" (Middlebrook 1986, 125). 

Achieving centralized state hegemony in the political and economic spheres, however, 

would require the reconciliation of the inherently paradoxical conditions created by the 

revolution. While the revolution had expanded political participation, it had also led to bitter 

factionalism, instability, and the adoption of violence as the preferred manner of political 

discourse; while ideologically committed to a preponderant state role in politics and 

socioeconomic transformation, political power was more fragmented and dispersed than at any 

point in the previous 50 years. Moreover, although liberal democratic ideology held great appeal 

among many revolutionary factions, its actual implementation had fueled political violence and 

independent, war-like partisan politics in the national legislature that threatened to undermine the 

presidentialist system delineated by the Constitution of 1917 (picatto 1997, 78). In the context of 

violence, regional factionalism, and liberal ideology fostered by years of revolutionary strife, the 

task facing the architects of the post-revolutionary regime was to effect the centralization and 

stabilization of Mexican politics by expanding regime inclusiveness and constraining public 

contestation, all under an institutional marker that derived legitimacy from the appearance of 

I Political supporters ofFrancisco Madero, the "apostle of Mexican democracy," a politician and farmer 
steeped in liberal democratic theory; his refusal to recognize (and armed response to) Diaz's victory in the 
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democratic discourse, The post-revolutionary regime is best understood as the product of 

institutional attempts to achieve this fundamental goal. 

Giant Steps: The PNR and No-Reelection 

The period from 1928-1946 was a time of great institutional proliferation, as the 

revolutionary elite (notably Calles, Cardenas, and Manuel Avila Camacho, Cardenas' successor) 

sought to build a state apparatus that would promote stability, centralization, and interventionism 

while depersonalizing political power (Cothran 1994, 17). Different actors within the 

revolutionary coalition would come to bear distinct institutional markers. The creation of the 

Confederacion de Trabajadores Mexicanos (CTM) and the Confederacion Nacional Cam pesina 

(CNC), during the Cardenas administration (1934-40), established a national institutional 

framework for state control ofthe newly mobilized labor and peasant movements with corporatist 

restraints on non-sanctioned political organization, replacing allegiance to caciques with 

allegiance to a nationalized, non-patrimonial authority. The subordination of the national 

military, a traditional threat to civilian rule throughout Latin America, was achieved through both 

gradual budgetary asphyxiation and the purging of parochial elements in the military during the 

Cardenas and Avila Camacho administrations (Dominguez and McCann 1996, 131), These 

processes returned the balance of political power from regional caciques to the national 

government. 

As significant as these developments were, however, the most definitive moments in the 

development of the post-revolutionary regime were the foundation of the PNR in 1929 and the 

addition of a no-reelection clause to the Constitution in 1933. In order to stabilize the political 

climate, Calles, the former president, one half of the diarquia, and perhaps the most influential 

national political actor from 1920 to 1934,· had come to believe that the principal actor in 

Mexican politics should be vested in the position, not the person, of the executive. Achieving this 

1910 election marked the beginning ofthe Mexican Revolution (Smith 1979,32-33). 
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goal would mean that decisive political power would turn from being the product of individual 

agency to the attendant responsibility of a constitutionally delineated institutional authority 

(Alvarado Mendoza 1990, 30). The timing of the moment merely afforded him a unique 

opportunity to effect this change: following the assassination of president-elect Obreg6n, the 

issue of violence in presidential succession was raised at the same moment that Calles became 

unquestionably the nation's most powerful political actor. It was an opportunity on which Calles 

would not fail to capitalize. As one of his last actions as president, Calles called upon all of the 

revolutionary factions to put an end to caudillismo and unite under the banner of a "great official 

party that would unite all of the parties and groups of the 'revolutionary family'" (Camin and 

Meyer 1993, 109). Facing the prospect of continued armed conflict, enduring uncertainty, or 

defeat, the elite of the various revolutionary factions promptly came to support the creation of an 

institutional vehicle for the centralization and pacification ofpolitical discourse. 

The process of regime centralization and pacification was also achieved through the "no 

reelection" constitutional reforms of 1933. Anti-reelectionist sentiment had been part of the 

revolutionary ideology since the earliest hours; Madero himself had campaigned under the banner 

of the Anti-Reelectionist Party during the 1910 presidential election (Smith 1979, 33). Occurring 

the same year as the disintegration of the component political organizations that had formed the 

PNR (individual organizational integrity had been part of the original pact), the prohibition of 

reelection at all levels of government was intended to curb the electoral autonomy of 

revolutionary elites by impeding the development of regional bases of power both at the state 

level and in the national legislature. In addition, the reforms were intended to alter the 

relationship between the president and a congress that had often displayed independent tendencies 

in the post-revolutionary period (Lujambio 1996, x). Constitutionally prohibited from seeking to 

develop loyal, regional constituencies, the party machinery of the PNR would be the sole 

determinant of political career longevity. 
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The development of the PNR (later the Partido de la Revolucion Mexicana (PRM) and 

finally PRJ) and prohibition of reelection would have three primary effects on electoral politics 

and the revolutionary coalition. First, the union of diverse revolutionary factions under a single 

party characterized by inclusion and ideological heterogeneity effected what Giovanni Sartori has 

deemed "the taming of politics": "that politics no longer kills, is no longer a warlike affair, and 

that peacelike politics affirms itself as the standard modus operandi of a polity" (Sartori 1995, 

105). Because power was to be institutionalized in the regularly renewable position of the 

executive, members of the coalition could assume orderly, regulates elite alternation in power. 

An entirely new concept in Mexican political discourse, the routinization of non-violent elite 

circulation would have favorable effects on political stability. "This process," asserts Peter 

Smith, "has tended to invigorate policy formulation and, more important, the periodic reopening 

of career opportunities has greatly strengthened the stability of the country's one-party system" 

(Smith 1979, 159). From the 1930s onward, according to Juan Molinar Horcasitas, "the 

'fissures' in the revolutionary elite took political-electoral, not armed, form" (Molinar Horcasitas 

1993, 24). As the deciding factor in presidential succession, intense factionalism and violence 

would be supplanted by an internal selection process based on deals between factions and elites 

within the revolutionary party. While political violence would occasionally define relations 

between the state and rebellious elements in labor, student, and peasant organizations, the elite 

path to the presidency had been effectively consolidated. 

Second, the no-reelection amendment would make political advancement at all levels of 

government contingent on deference to the PNR leadership. In efforts to check the continued 

power held by regional caciques (despite the dissolution of all local, PNR-affiliated parties in 

1933), the no-reelection clause, and the adoption of closed-list nomination processes, further 

centralized political power in the leadership of the PNR. According to Jeffrey Weldon, 

Once the prohibition on reelection was placed in the constitution, 
deputies and senators no longer had incentives to be responsive 
and accountable to their local constituents (local political 
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machines or bosses). Since national party leaders, through their 
control of nominating procedures, would determine the political 
futures of members of Congress after their terms ended, the 
incentives of the deputies and senators were aligned with the 
interests of the leaders ofthe PNR (Weldon 1997a, 248). 

Thus, as the PNR undermined the power of regional caciques, it was able to enforce increasingly 

strong party cohesion (Weldon 1997a, 246). The prohibition of reelection made the president, as 

head of the PNR, the final arbiter of political advancement; this largely unintended result of the 

no-reelection reforms has allowed the PNR-PRM-PRI to enjoy an extreme degree of internal 

cohesion. 

Lastly, the consolidation of the party as the vehicle for presidential aspirations and the 

adoption of the no-reelection reforms helped to create the structural preconditions necessary for 

the development of Mexico's particular brand of authoritarianism, presidencialismo 

(presidentialism). Presidentialism, according to Roderic Ai Camp, is the centralization of 

authority in the executive branch, more specifically, in the person of the president (Ai Camp 

1999, 11). The Mexican Constitution of 1917 is undoubtedly presidential in design, granting the 

president the power to initiate legislation, introduce constitutional amendments, formulate the 

national budget, and broad powers of appointment and removal (until 1995) of all cabinet 

members with total impunity (Weldon 1997a, 241). Still, a presidential constitution was not by 

itself sufficient to explain the massive aggregation of power in the office of the Mexican 

president. The centrality of a strong party is evident in the preconditions for the development of 

presidentialism as described by Weldon: 1) a constitutionally-mandated presidentialist system; 2) 

unified government, where the same party controls the presidency and the legislature; 3) 

discipline within the ruling party; and 4) presidential leadership of the ruling party (Weldon 

1997a, 227). 

Prior to 1936, national political power had been shared by a diarquia, consisting of the 

president and the head of the party, orjefe maximo. The 1916 Constitutional Assembly having 

established the first structural necessity and the inclusive hegemony of the PNR providing both 
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the second and the third, Cardenas' expulsion of Calles from Mexico and the PNR's 

reconstitution as the PRM (incorporating pro-Cardenas organized labor and peasantry) in 1936 

and 1938 solidified Cardenas' position as both head of state and head of the party (Weldon 

1997a,250). The ouster of Calles, much like the assassination of Obreg6n several years earlier, 

provided Cardenas with the unchecked political capital to recreate the institutions of the Mexican 

presidency and party leadership in his own image, establishing a pattern that persists to the 

present day. 

The historical significance of this process is striking. The party created by Calles and 

subsequently reformed and reconstituted by Cardenas would become the most important political· 

institution of the post-revolutionary Mexican regime. The creation of the PNR centralized and 

regulated the process of presidential succession and institutionalized peaceful political discourse 

among revolutionary factions; its reform and reconstitution as the PRM in 1938 firmly 

established the president as the decisive actor in Mexican politics. 

Still, if the institutional arrangements for power sharing and elite circulation were 

impressive and broad, the hegemony of the PRM still faced an electoral Achilles' heel with which 

to contend. Despite efforts to institutionalize the rule of the PRM, the entire system of elite 

circulation, political recruitment, and political patronage on which the ruling coalition had been 

based was predicated on the perpetual victory of ruling-party presidential candidates. Without 

continuity at the presidential level, the regular circulation of the elite could not be guaranteed and 

thus violence could not be entirely ruled out; furthennore, if the PRM could not guarantee the 

presidency, politicians in Congress and at the state and local levels could not rely on the party 

machinery to reward their adherence to the party line with positions in the incoming 

administration. 

Furthermore, throughout this period there had been virtually no formal (but broad 

informal) obstacles to the formation of independent parties. If elites were to become dissatisfied 

with the process of alternation in power, their calculations of the risk involved in separating from 
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the party, not institutional arrangements, would be the only brake on their legal capacity to 

challenge the ruling party for the presidency. The loss of the presidency by the PRM could result 

either in a breakdown of party cohesion, returning the country to the fratricidal violence of the 

pre-PNR period, or a minor-party president presiding over a PRM-controlled Congress, raising 

the specter of legislative paralysis. Having placed the president at the apex ofpolitical power and 

made party cohesion contingent on closed-nominating processes that assumed permanence in 

office, the election of a non-PRM presidential candidate would destroy not just the internal 

cohesion of the ruling party, but threaten the general stability of the entire nation. 

The party leadership found itself in an interesting predicament. Future threats to PRM 

presidential hegemony would undoubtedly be electoral in nature; the national military had been 

successfully subordinated to the executive by both Cardenas and Avila Camacho, and thus could 

be counted on to repress any violent challenge to the elected government (Dominguez and 

McCann 1996, 131). Control of electoral processes, then, would be key, both in maintaining the 

dominance of the ruling party and in discouraging party members from subverting its elite

circulating structure by seeking alternate electoral routes to power. At the same time, the 

importance of liberal democratic ideology to significant segments of the revolutionary coalition 

meant that the prohibition of electoral competition (a La the Soviet Union) would be tantamount 

to a repudiation of the revolution itself. The fundamental problem facing the PRM leadership 

was to create an electoral system that would make the hegemony of the ruling party impervious to 

effective electoral challenge and enforce party cohesion, while allowing for enough competition 

to legitimate the electoral process. The dynamic tension between the hegemonic impulses of the 

ruling party and the importance of electoral competition as a legitimizing (not to mention 

constitutionally mandated) institution would determine the shape ofthe Mexican electoral system, 

a shape that would first be defined in 1946. 
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La Ley Electoral Federal de 1946: National Integration and Party Decimation 

La Nacion reclama de todos nosotros el decidido propos ito de hacerla fuerte, 
porque solo asi puede mantener su dignidad, cumplir sus destinos y combatir la 
opresion, /a ignorancia y la pobreza. 

The nation asks ofall of us a commitment to make her strong, because only by 
this commitment will she maintain her dignity, achieve her destiny and fight 
oppression, ignorance, and poverty. 

Manuel Avila Camacho 
PRMpresidential candidate, April 16, 1939 

Delivering the first speech of his presidential campaign before the masses gathered at 

Mexico City's Plaza El Toreo, Avila Camacho wasted little time in outlining his vision for the 

future of the nation. According to him, the future of the Mexican Revolution would depend on 

the strengthening of national institutions in both relative and absolute terms (Medina Peiia 1977, 

108). During his administration (1940-1946), Avila Camacho would pursue a broad plan of 

national unity, including a nationally integrated strategy for economic development and the full 

nationalization and professionalization of the military, while pursuing national unity as a political 

ideal, as Camin and Meyer write, "the wineskin in which the idea of history and spiritual values 

ofMexico as a treasure to be joined to the struggles of the past, would age and ripen" (Camin and 

Meyer 1993, 161). It was in this context, in 1946, that Avila Camacho saw two of his crowning 

achievements come to fruition: the re-christening of the PRM as the PRI and the adoption of the 

Federal Electoral Law. These events signaled the advent of the modem Mexican electoral system 

(Molinar Horcasitas 1993,24). 

Until 1946, Mexico's electoral system reflected the decentralization, violence, and 

diversity of political organizations produced by decades of revolutionary strife. The electoral 

regime established by the 1918 Law for the Election of Federal Powers was extremely 

decentralized, most obviously in the areas of election organization and vigilance and party and 

candidate registration. According to the 1918 law, most duties associated with the organization 

and vigilance of elections were delegated to regional and municipal authorities or, in fact, the 
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electorate itself (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 25). Voter rolls were constituted by state Councils of 

Electoral Lists, which were themselves constituted of nominees proposed by the various 

municipal governments. Municipal presidents were directly responsible for a broad range of 

activities, including the posting of voter rolls, the demarcation ofelectoral districts, registration of 

congressional, senatorial, and presidential candidates, the issuing of voter identification 

credentials, registration of party and candidate representatives and the installation of casillas, or 

polling stations (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 25). Even more disorderly was the process of 

determining the composition of the mesas directivas (polling station directorships), which would 

be determined by a majority of the voters present at the time of the installation of the casilla, 

which meant in practice that local caudillos would control the ballot box, often only after 

defeating a rival caudillo's partisans in pitched battle. The casilla presidents would then be 

responsible for tabulating the votes and transmitting the results to the Electoral College (Molinar 

Horcasitas 1993, 26). With responsibilities thusly divided, the federal government, specifically 

the executive, was entirely removed from direct control of the electoral processes. 

The rules governing political parties and candidates were commensurately representative 

of the prevailing, decentralized political structure, minimizing prerequisites for party creation and 

maximizing participation in electoral organization. The law did not define the teon "political 

party" in any meaningful sense, establishing no national party registration program or standard 

rubric for operating under that designation. It merely established, rather, negligible prerequisites 

for party participation in the organization and vigilance of electoral processes: to have been 

constituted by an assembly of 100 or more citizens, to have a stated political program, to have 

published the eight basic tenets of the party in a weekly paper before the election, to register its 

candidates in accordance with the law, and not to be racial or religious in character (Molinar 

Horcasitas 1993,27). Even in the absence of legal standards for party integration, parties were 

not the only paths to political candidacy. Any eligible voter resourceful enough to attain 50 

signatures ofregistered voters could run as an independent candidate for even the highest elected 
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office (Molinar Horcasitas 1993,27). Structural impediments to party fonnation or independent 

candidacy were virtually nonexistent. The dearth of such barriers to political participation was 

evident in the mass proliferation ofpolitical organizations in the 1920s. 

The Federal Electoral Law of 1946 superceded regional autonomy and lax restrictions on 

party fonnation in an attempt to bolster the centralized authority of the ruling party (henceforth 

the PRI) and curtail the possibility of non-PRI-endorsed political ascension; in theoretical 

parlance, consolidating the regime while constraining the degree of public contestation. These 

goals were realized by entrusting virtually all electoral organization and vigilance to the 

Secreta ria de Gobernacion (Department of the Interior) and establishing lofty organizational 

prerequisites for constituting a "political party" and thus participating in national politics. 

The law effected the centralization of the electoral system by replacing the dispersed 

process of electoral organization and vigilance with one based in three national institutions: the 

Secretaria de Gobernacion, the Comision Federal de Vigilancia Electoral (Federal Electoral 

Vigilance Commission, later the Comision Federal Electoral (CFE)), and the Consejo de Padron 

Electoral (Council of Electoral Census) (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 26). The Comision Federal de 

Vigilancia Electoral, the organ broadly charged with organizing and overseeing national 

elections, was composed of two executive appointees, the Secretary of Gobernacion being one of 

them (and the presiding power); one commissioner each from the Chamber of Deputies and the 

Senate; and finally two commissioners to be appointed by the political parties. The law went on 

to establish a system of subordinate local commissions, district committees, and finally polling 

station officials, with officials of each level being appointed by the level directly above it. The 

Consejo del Padron Electoral, for its part, would assume control of district demarcation and the 

drawing up of electoral rolls (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 26). 

Whereas the 1918 law had been laissez-faire in its attitude toward political parties, the 

1946 statute imposed draconian restrictions on the types of political organizations that could 

qualify for registration as political parties from the Secretaria de Gobernacion: 30,000 members 
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in the entire country, with a minimum of 1,000 in each of two-thirds of the federal entities (the 31 

states plus the Federal District) of the Mexican union; prohibitions against pacts with foreign 

parties (a restriction aimed directly at the Mexican Communist Party), religious organizations, 

racially-defined groups; and finally specific, obligatory organizational structures (Molinar 

Horcasitas 1993, 28). These impositions were made even more significant by the forbiddance of 

an independent candidacy (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 27). The system created by the 1946 law 

would receive the tacit support of the judiciary when, in 1949, the Supreme Court decided not to 

render decisions on cases concerning electoral-political issues, making the CFE the absolute 

authority in electoral matters (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 28). 

According to Molinar, the 1946 law created an electoral system whose defining elements 

endured until 1994: the centralization of electoral organization and vigilance under the executive 

and the exclusion from electoral participation of all political organizations not meeting the 

prerequisites for incorporation as a political party (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 28). Clearly, 

however, the 1946 law had other proximate effects on the Mexican political system. First, the 

law decisively tipped the balance of power in favor of the centralized party apparatus. Precluded 

from participation in the composition of district and local councils, caudillos were stripped of 

their power to affect entry into the national political system. Already in complete control of the 

nomination process, the 1946 law extended the PRI's dominion to every aspect of candidate 

selection and election. 

Second, the 1946 law produced a party system that was both national in scope and focus 

and completely dominated by the PRI. For the 1946 election, the PRI was the only party able to 

obtain its official registry by satisfying the demanding organizations prerequisites, although ten 

other parties obtained provisional registrations via transitory legislation that accompanied the 

1946 law (Molinar Horcasitas 1993,31). The era of parties that revolved exclusively around the 

political careers of individual caudillos had come to its ultimate end. Third, and perhaps most 

importantly, the 1946 law firmly placed yet another part of the state apparatus under the direct 
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control of the president. As the uncontested leader of the party and therefore final arbiter of the 

political futures of all party members, the president could count on a permanent five-to-one 

majority (the two executive appointees {including the secretary of Gobernaci6n}, the two 

congressional appointees, and a party appointee) in any federal commission ruling, and a similar 

majority in all local and district commissions and councils. By proposing and later executing the 

law of 1946, Avila Camacho, although rhetorically committed to strengthening the party and the 

state, fueled the further concentration ofpower in the presidency. 

Shrinking Competition, Growing Discontent: Results and Impending Crisis, 1946-1963 

The period of 1946 to 1963 would see the electoral regime established by the 1946 law 

undergo recurring modifications, as the system was adapted to tackle. the new realities that the 

system itself had created. In time, however, the overwhelming success of the system at defending 
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PRI predominance in the national legislature would threaten to undermine opposition 

commitment to a program ofelectoral competition. 
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Aside from the prohibition of judicial review of electoral matters, introduced in 1949, 

significant reform primarily concerned party registration. The 1946 elections were the first to be 

held under the new regime. Given the extent to which the 1946 law had restricted the types of 

political organizations that could participate in electoral politics, the elections were decidedly 

multiparty: while only one party, the PRI, had met the organization requirements for registration 

under the 1946 law, nine other parties were able to obtain transitional registration. In a 

remarkable display of institutional leniency, four of the parties were allowed to participate even 

having petitioned for their registration after the official deadline (Molinar Horcasitas 1993,32). 

This act of benevolence toward the opposition was not a hollow gesture; had the letter of the law 

been enforced, the most successful opposition party, the Partido Democrtitico Mexicano (PDM), 

would likely have not qualified to compete (Molinar Horcasitas 1993,33). 

By the 1952 election, however, the party registry had shrunk from ten to five: the Partido 

de Accion Nacional (PAN), the PRI, the Federacion de Partidos Populares (FPP), the 

Federacion de Partidos del Pueblo Mexicano (FPPM), and the Partido Nacionalista de Mexico 

(PNM); while most of the lost registries were transitory and no attempt was made to renew them, 

at least one, that of the Partido Fuerza Popular (PFP) was revoked after party members defaced a 

statue of Benito Juarez, perhaps Mexico's most revered national figure, during a rally in Mexico 

City's Alameda Central park (Molinar Horcasitas 1993,34). Stiff opposition in 1952 led to the 

1954 reform of the prerequisites for party registry, which tightened restrictions by increasing 

membership quotas to 75,000 nationwide with at least 2,500 in two-thirds of federal entities 

(Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 36). Having learned their lesson from the henriquisttl electoral revolt, 

the PRI instituted lofty organizational standards, intended to enforce party discipline, which 

virtually closed the party registry. 

2 A fissure in the ruling coalition developed when General Miguel Henriquez Guzman, a PRI member and 
presidential hopeful, was passed over for presidential candidacy in favor of Adolfo Ruiz Cortines. 
Henriquez broke with the party and ran as the candidate ofhis own party, the FPP, garnering 15.87 percent 
of the vote. 
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The elevated requirements for party registry also achieved their intended effect, the 

repression of multiparty electoral competition, at the congressional level. In 1946, an average of 

5.3 candidates per district competed for each seat in the Chamber of Deputies; by 1958, the 

average was 2.5 (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 42). While the PRI was able to field candidates in 

99.8 percent of all congressional races from 1946 to 1961, the PAN, the party with the second-

greatest national coverage, managed to field candidates in only 62.9 percent, a gap which 

widened considerably during non-presidential election years (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 40). In 

1955, for instance, the PRI candidate ran uncontested in almost a quarter of all congressional 

districts. 

The considerable electoral advantages of the PRI (both structural and in resources, the 

line of demarcation between the national treasury and the PRI's campaign finances having been 

consistently obscured since the party's inception) were further exacerbated by the formula used to 
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apportion seats in congress. The 1917 Constitution established a bicameral legislature whose 

members would be elected in single-member districts according to the plurality method. As the 
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purpose ofmajoritarian systems is, to quote Pippa Norris,· "to exaggerate the share of seats for the 

leading party ... while simultaneously penalising minor parties" (Norris 1997, 301), the system 

operated to the distinct advantage of the PRI and to the detriment of the opposition. This was 

especially apparent in 1946 and 1952, when the PRI won 91.16 and 93.79 percent of seats in the 

Chamber of Deputies while garnering only 73.52 and 74.31 percent of the national vote (see 

figure 2.2). The PAN experienced the converse: while winning 9.17 and 10.22 percent of the 

national vote in 1955 and 1958, the party only received 3.7 percent of the seats in both years 

(Molinar Horcasitas 1993,50-51). 

Over time, the PAN was becoming disenchanted with the electoral-political process. 

Having offered the most significant and consistent challenge to PRM-PRI hegemony since its 

foooding in 1939, the PAN had most directly felt the force ofboth the widespread electoral fraud 

perpetrated by the PRI and the aforementioned misuse of public foods by PRI candidates 

(Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 52). Structurally discriminated against in the electoral realm, the 

victims oframpant electoral skullduggery, and facing massive asymmetries in access to campaign 

funds, the PAN turned increasingly recalcitrant, a process which culminated in the recall of the 

six party members elected to the Chamber of Deputies in 1958 and the incarceration of over 800 

party members following protests surroooding the 1959 gubernatorial elections in Baja California 

(Lujambio 1996b, 35-37). While these incidents posed no threat to the real power of the PRI, that 

the electoral system created to increase the legitimacy of PRI rule was about to be abandoned by 

the only major opposition party was indeed troubling: an electoral system in which the most 

powerful opposition party did not feel able to compete would clearly not suffice to further the 

perception of a broad popular mandate. It was this crisis that caused the ruling party to reappraise 

the formula by which the congress would be comprised. 
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Manufacturing Consensual Government, Manufacturing Consent: 1963-1970 

Having previously relied on a rather insidious cocktail of structural repression and 

electoral chicanery in order to maintain electoral dominance, the PRJ government's adoption of a 

mixed system of congressional apportionment must be viewed as a conciliatory maneuver 

directed at restoring opposition commitment to participate in the electoral process. The reforms 

stood no immediate chance of affecting a broad change in the regime; given Mexico's strong 

presidentialist system and the virtually hermetic internal cohesion of the PRJ, the addition of a 

mathematical minority of party deputies would not place the entire system at risk. The 1963 

reform, rather, was primarily about perceptions: altering the perception widely held by the public 

that electoral competition was futile; altering the perception that the revolutionary regime had 

forsaken its inclusive charge; and altering the perception that political dissent channeled through 

non-electoral vehicles was a form of political discourse whose legitimacy was growing. It is not 

surprising, then, that analysts refer to the period from 1963-1976 as the "classic" period of the 

PRJ-dominated electoral system. The 1963 reforms guaranteed the continued dominance of the 

PRJ while providing real incentives to opposition participation. The goals of the original 

architects of the regime could not have been more fully fulfilled. 

Materially, the 1963 reforms offered two changes to the existent system. First, the 

reforms offered an inducement, what Molinar calls the zanahoria, or carrot: the opening of the 

Chamber of Deputies to include "party deputies": opposition deputies drawn from national party 

lists and apportioned seats in the Chamber based on the national electoral returns of the party. To 

counterbalance this new source of party freedom and hope, however, the party also imposed a 

[{ztigo, or whip: party registration would henceforth be forfeited if winners of an election failed to 

assume their duties (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 65). In this respect, the introduction of clear 

inducements to and constraints on political participation established a measure of parity between 

the design of the electoral system and the corporatist relations enjoyed by the PRJ with its mass

based organs. 
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According to the 1963 reforms, five party deputies would be allocated to all parties 

managing to win at least 2.5 percent of the national vote, with an additional deputy added for 

each one-half of a percentage point won thereafter, up to a maximum of 20 (Molinar Horcasitas 

1993,66). Parties winning more than 20 seats in the Chamber in single-member districts would 

not be eligible for party deputies. Additionally, any seats won by plurality would count against 

the 20-deputy cap (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 66). By accounting for minority-party 

representation in the Chamber based on its -share of the national vote, the 1963 reforms effected 

the adoption ofa mixed majoritarian-PR electoral formula. 

Theoretically speaking, the introduction of a measure of PR (Lijphart's "consensual 

government"), and thus the creation of a mixed system, would have several ramifications, 

specifically the maintenance of a strong, majoritarian government and the inclusion of smaller 

parties, ethnic minorities, and other political actors normally excluded by majoritarian systems. 

In Mexico, the adoption of a mixed system also had the effect of further nationalizing electoral 

politics while renewing their legitimacy. Since a party's share of the national vote was suddenly 

of great import, opposition parties would be compelled to field candidates even in those districts 

where there was no reasonable hope of winning or even finishing a distant second. To a limited 
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extent, every vote would count. In the 1961 mid-term elections, the PRI candidate ran 

uncontested in 33 districts while only 32 were contested by more than three candidates. Just three 

years later, the PRI would candidate would run unchallenged in not a single district; 106 of the 

178 districts would be contested by more than three candidates (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 71). 
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Even the most antagonistic ofpolitical parties would now be able to make a convincing argument 

for continued competition in the electoral arena. Ideologically speaking, the inclusion of a broad 

range of political ideals had always been one of the basic tenets of the revolution. The structure 

of the nation's congress would now reflect that commitment. 

Not surprisingly, the adoption of a mixed system also reduced the degree of 

disproportionality in congressional representation. Underrepresentation of the PAN went from 

6.5 percent in 1958 to 2.0 percent in 1964. More remarkable was the degree to which the 

overrepresentation of the PRI was effected. Whereas the PRI had benefited from some 20 points 

of overrepresentation in 1946 and 1952, its overrepresentation would be cut sharply, to an 

average of 3.24 percent between 1964 and 1976. While not entirely egalitarian, the reforms of 

1963 did make significant, demonstrable headway toward the redress of the degree of 

disproportionality present in the Mexican electoral formula. 

While the introduction of party deputies was a boon for the opposition, the increased 

legitimacy derived from the active, willing participation of all registered political parties in 

elections throughout the nation served the ruling party well. The regime was able to affect the 

appearance of liberalization and inclusiveness while leaving the institutions of electoral 

domination largely in tact. Indeed, for all the attention given to the changes that came with the 

1963 reform, the true measure of the reform may be more accurately divined from an assessment 

of that which was left untouched: complete domination of the electoral process either by the 

president or by organs directly subordinate to him, the structural preconditions necessary for the 

presidentialist system, the ability to carry out widespread fraud with impunity, and the 

intermingling of the PRI's campaign coffers with those of the national treasury, the last two being 

topics to which we will return in later chapters. The most crucial institutions of Mexican 

authoritarianism were left largely in tact. The sudden inclusion of opposition parties in Congress 

due to a slight modification of the electoral formula was not about to cause the collapse of a 
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regime with overwhelming majorities in both houses of Congress and a vast network of 

institutions centered around the president. 

The formative period of the Mexican electoral system was defined by institutional 

attempts to secure the stability and hegemony afforded by authoritarianism while enjoying the 

appearance of democratic discourse. The product of a regime committed to centralization, 

stability, and inclusiveness, the electoral system in place by 1963 and until the mid-1970s was 

able to satisfy these aspirations while safeguarding the dominion over the political system of a 

single party. The establishment and maintenance of Mexico's authoritarian regime had been 

achieved largely through careful management of electoral processes. Perhaps paradoxically, the 

seeds of its undoing would be planted in the success of those same institutions. 
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III. The Dividends of the "Miracle": 
Crises and Institutional Renewal, 

1970-1994 

The contradictions in the political system have produced a party system that is 
able to exploit some kinds of issues but is much less able to exploit others. 
Whatever the cause, the present boycott of the political system has brought the 
political system very near to something like the limit of tolerance of passive 
abstention. 

E.E. Schattsneider, 

The Semisovereign People 


The development of Mexico's broad state apparatus for operating elections without 

substantial democratic competition did not occur in a vacuum. Concurrent to the process of 

political and institutional development was a sustained period of rapid economic development 

dubbed "the Mexican miracle." Statist economic policies instituted by a strong, stable 

government, low manufacturing wages enforced on urban workers through corporatist means of 

restraint, and low taxes on business and the new economic elites created the structural 

preconditions necessary for the rapid development of the Mexican economy. Between 1940 and 

1970, the Mexican economy grew by over six percent annually, over eight percent annually in the 

manufacturing sector (Cothran 1994, 72). While only 35 percent of Mexico's economically 

active population was involved in either manufacturing or service industries in 1940, by 1970, 

these sectors accounted for some 55 percent (Cothran 1994, 73). The Mexico of 1940-1970 was 

one ofrapid economic development and political stability, both to the apparent credit of the PRI. 

Still, the elation and national pride that accompanied such unprecedented economic 

success would obfuscate the growing strain on Mexican society. For a society deeply entrenched 

in an agrarian and extractive capitalist economy, the term "industrial revolution" could not have 

been more apropos: like the socio-political revolution it followed, Mexico's "industrial 

revolution" displaced populations, created new political actors, and altered the balance of power 

between established actors and groups. The tension in the Mexican system, however, would arise 

neither from the growing disenfranchisement of the "soft white underbelly of society," i.e. the 
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impoverished, disaffected poor (of which there were many), nor from a rupture in the chorus of 

revolutionary elites who were able to make policy, but rather from the nascent middle and upper 

classes created by the process of national economic development. From the 1970s on in to the 

mid-90s, the reform and renewal of the electoral system would fundamentally alter the meaning 

of the electoral process. Slowly at first, the liberalization of electoral processes would become a 

vicious cycle for the ruling party, as each reform opened the degree of public contestation while 

permanently eroding the ruling party's constitutional ability to re-institute authoritarian rule. By 

1994, the highly centralized, presidential-dominated electoral system created by Avila Camacho 

48 years earlier had made strides toward institutional autonomy and integrity that would sharply 

curtail the PRI government's ability to perpetuate its hegemony through control ofthe ballot box. 

Shifting Demography, Growing Dissent 

The electoral reforms of the 1970s were enacted to address several linked problems 

arising from both the structural composition of the post-revolutionary regime and Mexico's rapid 

industrialization. First, certain members of the elite began to fear that the regime was losing 

political legitimacy (Middlebrook 1986, 128). Following closely the political upheaval of 1968, 

remembered for the infamous Massacre de la Plaza de rres Culturas, PRI leaders were justified 

in their belief that the PRI was losing its legitimacy, especially with urban young adults and 

intellectuals. The causes of this discontent were mainly structural: the 'Ieconomic miracle" that 

had accompanied Mexico's ambitious plan of state-<iirected, import-substitution industrialization 

had accelerated the process of urbanization begun during the revolution. The hundreds of 

thousands of internally displaced Mexicans who flocked to urban areas to avoid the chaos that 

prevailed in the countryside would compose the labor force that fueled the development of both 

the Mexican economy and a nascent urban middle class. 

Economic and social evolution, however, was not accompanied lock-step by political 

development. As development theorist Samuel Huntington asserted at the time, "rapid increases 
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in mobilization and participation, the principal political aspects of modernization, undermine 

political institutions" (Huntington 1965, 393). This was especially the case in Mexico, where the 

institutional arrangements that had facilitated stability from the 1930s onward had been designed 

to incorporate rural peasants and urban industrial labor, not the burgeoning middle class. The 

middle class Mexico confounded PRI attempts to sway its support largely because the political 

tools with which the PRI was accustomed to operating were ill-fitted for competition with non

authoritarian opposition groups. Violent repression of student protests, a hallmark of the Gustavo 

Diaz Ordaz administration (1964-1970), crystallized middle-class opposition to government 

policy at precisely the moment when its weight as a political actor was becoming a potential 

threat to PRI hegemony. The populist rhetoric of Luis Echeverria (Diaz Ordaz's successor, 1970

1976), intended to reinforce the popular sectors and thus counter middle and upper-class power, 

only caused massive capital flight, currency devaluation, and the solidification of the urban 

middle and upper classes as political actors (Camin and Meyer 1993,202). Abstention was on the 

rise, correlated strongly with urbanization, industrialization, and literacy (Ramos Oranday 1993, 

188). If the people were choosing not to participate in the electoral process, elections could 

hardly fulfill their ideological role as evidence of broad popular mandate. The mobilizing effects 

of economic development threatened the PRI's system of interest representation based on 

stability, continuity, and corporatist state-society relations. Shifting demographic realities would 

require new channels for political participation. 

Second, the appearance of several new political actors, operating outside of the party 

system through a program of armed resistance, catalyzed the need for reform. In response to the 

hard-line position taken by the Diaz Ordaz administration against student protesters at the 

Massacre de la Plaza de Tres Culturas and the lofty restrictions on party formation (and thus 

electoral participation), many leftist groups lost faith in the viability of non-violent protest. By 

the early 1970s, leftist opposition to the PRI regime had re-introduced political assassinations, 

bank robbery, and kidnappings to the national political lexicon (Middlebrook 1986, 127). 
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The experience of the ACNR typified both the nature of the guerilla groups and of the 

government response: their first leader having died in a massive assault by government forces, a 

neo-caudillo, Lucio Cabafias; arose in his place, renaming the group the Partido de los Pobres 

(Party of the Poor). The PRI government responded with violent repression in the countryside, 

putting down popular protests, evicting squatters, and summarily executing peasants accused of 

supporting the insurgents (Cothran 1994, 105). Cabafias himself was soon killed, and in true 

Mexican revolutionary fashion, his movement died with him (Cothran 1994, 105). While 

presidents Diaz Ordaz and later Lopez Portillo (1976-1982) obviously did not demure from 

employing strict repression against these groups, reform of the election process was seen as a less 

politically and militarily costly way of suppressing revolutionary and guerilla movements. The 

failure of state structure to accommodate and mollify social antagonisms had facilitated 

subversive, violent resistance movements. Liberalizing the political system, it was hoped, would 

undercut the support for these groups by funneling allegiances towards non-violent opposition 

parties. 

Finally, members of the PRI were worried that the party, having operated in the absence 

of significant political opposition since the 1930s, was growing stagnant and unhealthy 

(Middlebrook 1986, 128). Since the henriquista electoral rebellion in 1952, the PRI had 

successfully dominated the electoral process to the extent that the opposition, specifically the 

Partido Popular Socialista (pPS, first registered as the Partido Popular (PP) in 1948) and 

Partido Autentico de la Revolucion Mexicana (PARM, registered 1957), began to consistently 

nominate the PRI candidate as their own (Middlebrook 1986, 128). While this provided the PRI 

with additional political capital that attended the appearance of broad cross-party support, it also 

had the effect of making the PAN, the remaining "true" opposition, the catchall repository for 

anti-PRI electoral sentiment. Thus, the decision by the PAN not to field a presidential candidate 

in 1976, to protest the widespread electoral fraud perpetrated by PRI militants (but due in large 

part also to internal discord during the nominating convention), represented the near repudiation 
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of the electoral process (Lujambio 1996b, 42). Having successfully deterred from competition 

the very opposition whose presence was required to maintain the appearance of liberal 

democracy, the PRI-instituted electoral system was in danger of becoming a casualty of its own 

success at limiting public contestation. Like the crisis of 1958, during which PAN refusal to 

validate the electoral process through its participation required institutional reform and renewal, 

the crisis of 1976 renewed debate over reform of the electoral system. 

The situation that arose, then, was one in which the design of the electoral system, which 

assumed PRI hegemony and· the inclusion of all significant post-revolutionary actors and 

movements and thus focused on curtailing defections from the ruling coalition, was 

fundamentally incompatible with Mexico's changing demographic realities. New challenges to 

PRI hegemony would arise from new societal sectors, the products of the "miracle," that were 

neither accounted for by post-revolutionary regime architects nor subsumable within the PRI 

through traditional channels of interest representation. Moreover, the changes in Mexican society 

appeared to be permanent; there was little reason to think that Mexicans would become less 

urban, less industrialized and less educated in the foreseeable future. The traditional mass bases 

of PRI support (labor and the peasantry) were declining in numbers while the development of an 

urban middle class occurred at breakneck speed (Camp 1999, 227). This situation demanded a 

fundamental shift in the way that elections were understood: rather than merely serving to 

maintain the dominance of the PRI, elections would now serve to channel popular dissent and 

incorporate the middle and upper classes into the political system. Participation, it was assumed, 

would legitimate the institutions ofMexican government, thereby legitimating PRI rule. 

La Ley Federal de Organizaciones Politicas y Procesos Electorales (LFOPPE) of 1977 

As part of its strategy for alleviating the tensions that rose to a fevered pitch under Diaz 

Ordaz, the Echeverria administration instituted moderate reforms of the party deputy system 

leading up to the 1973 mid-term elections. As per the 1963 reforms, five party deputies would be 
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allocated to all parties managing to win at least 2.5 percent of the national vote, with an additional 

deputy added for each one-half of a percentage point won thereafter, up to a maximum of 20. 

The 1973 reform reduced the minimum share of the national vote necessary for party 

representation to 1.5 percent, and increased the maximum number of party deputies to 25, while 

lowering the national membership prerequisite (Molinar Horcasitas 1993,87; Middlebrook 1986, 

130). At the same time that the party deputy system was liberalized, however, the 1973 reforms 

also extended the tatigo of party registration loss to those parties that refused to assume their 

elected positions in the Chamber of Deputies to those parties that refused membership on the 

PRJ-dominated CFE, in which, by order of the 19731aw, each registered party would have a vote 

(Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 88). As the PPS and PARM consistently supported PRJ candidates 

and policy, however, this reform effectively prohibited parties from enjoying representation while 

engaging in otherwise anti-system protest, without raising the credible possibility of significant 

opposition in the Comision. 

While the 1973 reforms ostensibly liberalized the party deputy system, they failed to 

mollify the strains being placed on the political system. Because the reforms only dealt with 

registered parties and existent channels of representation, they overlooked the true source of 

political turmoil: the sectors of society and unofficial political groups that had been 

systematically excluded from peaceful participation. If the stabilization of the political system 

was to be effected through reform ofelectoral processes, a more thorough redefinition of the rules 

governing party registration, the structure of Congress, electoral procedures, and campaign 

resources would be key. 

Despite the institutional barriers to participation that had caused the political 

estrangement of these unofficial groups, it was the non-participation of a sanctioned, registered 

political actor, the PAN, which threatened to undermine the legitimacy of the electoral system 

during the 1976 presidential campaign. The significance of the PRJ's most consistent and 

vociferous opposition failing to field a presidential candidate was not lost on incoming president 
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Jose Lopez Portillo y Pacheco. LOpez Portillo had become convinced of the need for more broad 

reform of the electoral system during his campaign, and actively discussed a program of reform 

with his campaign advisors (Middlebrook 1986, 131). In the period following the election and 

proceeding his inauguration, Lopez Portillo's future Secretary of Gobernaci6n, Jesus Ruiz 

Heroles, conducted a series ofhigh level consultations with leaders of organized labor, the private 

sector, and state governors and local political organizers (Middlebrook 1986, 132-133). Despite 

reticence on the part ofboth organized labor (who felt that the main beneficiaries of reform would 

be leftist, activist labor movements, undercutting support for established system labor 

organizations) and local political authorities (fearful that reforms would extend to state and local 

governments), the Ley Federal de Organizaciones Polltteas y Proeesos Eleetorales (LFOPPE) 

was enacted on December 31, 1977. 

Altering the regulations governing elections, congressional apportionment, and the 

composition of federal electoral organs, the LFOPPE was the first comprehensive reform of the 

electoral system since it was established by the Federal Electoral Law of 1946. Specifically, the 

reforms were aimed at five areas: party registration, the recognition of non-registered political 

organizations, the size and composition of the Federal Chamber of Deputies, the organization and 

vigilance of elections, and party access to mass media and funding. The reforms represented 

significant modifications to the defining elements of the system: the heretofore centralization of 

electoral organization and vigilance under the executive and the exclusion from electoral 

participation of all political organizations not meeting the prerequisites for incorporation as a 

political party. By lowering (and removing, in some cases) the traditional barriers to electoral 

participation and significantly increasing the potential for reward, the 1977 reform radically 

opened the electoral realm to increased contestation. While the reforms were effective in re

legitimizing PRl rule in the short term, the long-term effects of the 1977 reforms would 

significantly hinder the PRl's ability to control the pace and scope of Mexico's nascent process of 

democratization. 
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The 1954 reform to the Federal Electoral Law had virtually closed the party registry, 

erecting daunting organizational prerequisites (at least 75,000 members nationwide, with at least 

2500 in two-thirds of the states) in order to enforce internal discipline and discourage electoral 

revolts from within the ruling party. While the 1973 reform slightly altered membership 

requirements (65,000 national members, 2000 in two-thirds of states), between 1961 and 1976, 

only four parties (the PRJ, PAN, PARM, and PPS) had been able to secure registration and thus 

compete for the vote (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 72). The LFOPPE re-opened the party registry 

by first loosening the membership prerequisites for procuring official registry. Under the 

LFOPPE, parties seeking official registry would only have to count on the support of 3000 

militants in half of Mexico's federal entities or half of the electoral districts, while the 

requirement for national membership remained unchanged (Molinar Horcasitas 1993,99). Since 

national distribution, and not gross membership, had been the most consistent impediment for 

parties seeking official registration, the LFOPPE reduced considerably the barriers to party 

formation. 

More meaningful, perhaps, was the introduction} of an alternate route to acquiring 

official registration: that of conditional registry (Middlebrook 1986, 135). To obtain conditional 

registry, a political party merely would have to present a declaration of principles, a program for 

action, and have participated in political activities for the four years previous to the election 

(Middlebrook 1986, 135). Under the LFOPPE, this conditional registration would automatically 

become official if the party in question were to obtain 1.5 percent of the national vote for the 

presidency, Senate, or Chamber of Deputies; official registry would be revoked if the party in 

question failed to gamer 1.5 percent of the national vote in three consecutive elections (Molinar 

Horcasitas 1993, 99). Additionally, the right to form electoral coalitions was also conferred. 

} Or, more precisely, reintroduction; the Federal Electoral Law of 1946 had provided for transitional 
registries for nine parties leading up to the 1949 mid-term elections. Unlike the LFOPPE, however, the 
Federal Electoral Law did not provide for the granting of official registry based on electoral returns. 
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A second aspect of the 1977 reforms facilitated the implementation of a program of 

conditional registry: the introduction of "political associations" into the legal lexicon of organized 

political actors. This designation-open to groups with a national membership of at least five 

thousand, a national directorship, delegates from at least ten federal entities, and at least two years 

of previous political activity-while introduced in order to regulate political participation at the 

sub-national level, recognized that political associations were organs likely to transform into 

official political parties (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 99). Indeed, several political organizations 

would attempt to gain official registry by first obtaining association status. 

The third major modification realized by the 1977 reforms was that of the composition 

and seat allotment of the Federal Chamber of Deputies. First, the size of the Chamber was nearly 

doubled, from 238 seats to 400 (Middlebrook 1986, 135). More important, however, was the 

introduction of proportional representation on a much wider scale. Originally introduced in 1963 

and later modified in 1973, proportional representation in Mexico had hitherto been very limited 

in scope, allotting a maximum of 25 party deputies to each opposition party based on its 

percentage of the national vote. The LFOPPE, in contrast, reserved a full quarter of the seats in 

the newly enlarged Chamber for minority (i.e. opposition) parties, to be elected by proportional 

representation in party-list circumscriptions (Middlebrook 1986, 135). In addition to competing 

for proportionally apportioned seats, opposition parties could continue to contend for the 

remaining 300 seats, which would be elected by single-member, plurality districts. 

The fourth principal result of the 1977 reforms was to increase opposition representation 

in the organs charged with the organization and vigilance of elections. While the 1973 law had 

extended membership in the CFE to all officially registered parties, the LFOPPE extended 

membership privileges to the conditionally registered parties, who would have voice 

immediately, but only be granted voting rights pending the attainment of official registration 

(Middlebrook 1986, 135). Furthermore, the LFOPPE extended membership privileges of 

conditionally registered parties to local electoral commissions, district committees, and polling 
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station directorships, enabling the opposition to challenge fraudulent electoral practices at each 

level of organization and supervision (Middlebrook 1986, 135-136). Additionally, the parties 

themselves were empowered to take part in the granting or revoking of official party registry, by 

virtue of their vote in the CFE, a power previously exercised at the virtual discretion of the 

Secretary of Gobernaciim (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 100). 

Finally, the 1977 reforms represented the first attempt to redress the asymmetry of access 

to mass media and campaign funds that existed between the PRI and the opposition. The 1973 

reform had granted political parties free access to postal and telegraph modes of communication 

(Middlebrook 1986, 136). The LFOPPE deepened these initial efforts at addressing the 

unevenness of campaign resources by designated free air and radio time for each political party 

during federal electoral campaigns, while earmarking additional funds to defer specific, 

campaign.;.related costs, including printing and travel (de Swaan et al. 1998, 157; Middlebrook 

1986, 136). In a peculiar instance of either calculated oversight or legislative imperfection 

(depending on one's normative leanings), the LFOPPE made no mention of a formula for the 

allocation of the funds or specific rules for establishing the amount of public funding, leaving 

these questions to the discretion ofthe CFE (de Swaan et al. 1998, 157). 

The effects of the reforms on the diversity and numbers of parties, voter abstention, 

opposition representation in Congress, and executive control of the CFE would become apparent 

during the next three electoral cycles. Immediately, the loosening of restraints on party registry 

produced a more diverse party system. Whereas only four parties had been able to achieve and 

maintain official registry between 1961 and 1976, between 1978 and 1985 four new parties, the 

Partido Democrata Mexicano (PDM), Partido Comunista Mexicano (PCM), the Partido 

Socialista de los Trabajadores (PST), and the Paftido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores 

(PRT), obtained their official registry, having won at least 1.5 percent of the national vote after 

campaigning with conditional registry (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 103). The average number of 

registered parties more than doubled, from 4.0 between 1961 and 1976, to 8.3 between 1979 and 



72 

1985 (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 103). Moreover, the newly registered parties campaigned in a 

manner that represented a significant departure from the "loyal" opposition that had been offered 

by the PPS and P ARM. The newly registered parties were by and large parties of the far left that 

represented a real threat to PRI hegemony over the organized labor movement. At the same time, 

the appearance of these parties, representing the interests of urban workers, helped to reign in the 

impulse to strike that had threatened to cripple an economy already weakened by massive capital 

flight and currency devaluation (Camin and Meyer 1993,204-205). 

The 1977 reforms also had a positive (albeit delayed) effect on voter abstention, one of 

the main concerns of the PRI elite. Abstention actually rose in the 1979 mid-term elections, to 

50.3 percent, marking the first time that total abstentions outnumbered total votes (Middlebrook 

1986, 141). While the abstention rate present in the 1979 elections was the highest in post

revolutionary history, it was not inconsistent with the general pattern of decreasing electoral 

participation (Ramos Oranday 1993, 193). The 1982 elections, however, were a remarkable 

turnaround: 94.9 percent of all eligible citizens were registered, 74.8 percent of who cast their 

ballots (Middlebrook 1986, 141). The increased voter turnout was attributed to many factors, 

including renewed PRI efforts to mobilize traditional mass sectors of support (organized labor 

and the peasantry) and increased campaign expenditures, but also significant was the diversity 

fostered by the competition of nine parties, seven presidential candidates, and 500 million pesos 

($12.5 million) in CFE-apportioned public funds (Middlebrook 1986, 141-142). The infusion of 

new parties and actors into the national political arena enlivened political debate and, by offering 

increased electoral options, legitimized the electoral process, ifnot PRI rule. 
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The 1977 reforms also effected the composition of the national Federal Chamber of 

Deputies, although to a lesser extent than the great deal of attention given to the reforms in the 

literature2 would seem to indicate. The traditional opposition parties failed to reap significant 

electoral windfalls from the expansion of proportional representation, as is evident in figures 3.1 

and 3.2. The most obvious beneficiaries of the 1977 reforms, the newly established parties, did 

not instantly become major players; by 1985, the PDM, PSUM, and PST had topped out at 3.0 

percent of seats in the Chamber, respectively, while the PRT and PMT did only half as well, 

garnering 1.5 percent, or six seats, each. Even the major loser in the structural reorganization of 

the Chamber, the PRJ, did not see its decisive majority threatened. During the 1979, 1982, and 

1985 elections, the PRJ won 98.2 percent of the single-member districts, the 300 seats for which 

it was legally permitted to compete. In the Senate, the upper chamber of Congress whose 

composition was unchanged by the 1977 reforms, the PRJ continued to hold all the seats until the 

1988 elections (Casar and de la Madrid 1998, 42). While the 1977 reforms had liberalized rules 

for party registration and increased the diversity of political actors at the national level, the PRJ 
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still enjoyed great advantages in funding and patronage relative to its competitors at the 

congressional level. Any proximate threat to PRJ hegemony was not likely to arise from the 

development of an opposition bloc in the Congress., 

One arena in which the opposition could immediately expect to counter PRJ hegemony, 

9.43% 4.72% 2.36% 

9.38% 4.69% 2.35% 

10.80% 4.33% 3.03% 

8.40% 5.04% 4.62% 

10.75% 2.75% 3.00% 2.50% 4.50% 2.50% 

12.75% 2.50% 3.00% 4.25% 2.75% 

10.25% 2.75% 2.75% 3.00% 3.00% 3.00% 1.50% 1.50% 

- denotes party did not have registry for that election 

Source: Ai Camp 1999, 183. Calculations by author 

however, was that of the organs charged with the design and vigilance of the electoral process. 

The 1977 reforms had altered the composition of the national legislature, but it was the compound 

effect of the 1973 reforms, which required each registered party to seat a commissioner, and the 

1977 reforms, which opened and expanded the party registry, that would have the most 

degenerative effects on the PRJ's centralized control of the electoral process. The 1973 reforms 

had originally been intended to discourage anti-system protest by linking party registration to 

participation in the CFE and its subordinate organizations. With the expansion of the party 

registry, however, the erstwhile liztigo of CFE membership became a powerful weapon for a 

developing opposition bloc, which threatened to destabilize PRJ control over electoral processes. 

Since 1973, the closed party registry had assured the PRJ of enough votes in the CFE 

(those of the Secretary of Gobernaci6n, the PRJ commissioner, and the Senate and Chamber of 

Deputies commissioners) to counter the consolidation (however unlikely) of an opposition bloc 

composed of the PAN, PPS, and PARM commissioners. With the addition of the PDM, PSUM, 

PST, and eventually the PRT and PMT to the fold, the PRJ could no longer expect to unilaterally 

2 See Molinar Horcasitas 1993, Middlebrook 1986, Cothran 1994, Ai Camp 1999, etc. 
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guard its command of the CFE against a possible coalition of opposition parties (Molinar 

Horcasitas 1993, 107). 

PRJ fears of an anti-PRJ bloc in the CFE began to appear genuine in 1982, with the 

development of three voting alliances: the regime-dominated bloc, the so-called "anti-PRJ" bloc 

composed of the PAN, PSUM, and PRT, and finally a non-aligned bloc comprised of the PPS, 

PST, and PDM (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 108-109). The imminent solicitude of registry by the 

PMT, a party of leftist, anti-PRJ trade unionists, was thus countered by PRJ-backed attempts to 

resuscitate the P ARM, the loyal opposition party that had lost its registry after a poor showing in 

1982. The vociferous quality of debate in the CFE, and the razor-thin margin by which the 

PARM's registry was renewed, were indicative of the new kinds of problems that the PRJ would 

have to face. From the initial perspective of the ruling party, the 1977 reforms had been a 

success: increased electoral opportunities (coupled, it bears mentioning, with state repression) 

provided the necessary enticement to undercut support for anti-system political actors, allowed 

for the delineation of alternative programs and ideological positions, and, perhaps most 

importantly, served to bring the PAN back into the electoral fold, all without immediately 

undermining the PRJ's absolute majority in both houses of Congress and its dominion over the 

office of president. 

In essence, the 1977 reforms achieved their architect's main goal: the re-Iegitimization 

and re-pacification of Mexican electoral politics. While the PRJ achieved peace and legitimacy, 

however, it did so by largely forfeiting the structural aspects of the electoral system that had 

perpetuated its rule. The lowering of the barriers to party formation and participation undermined 

one of the central structural arrangements that had helped to enforce party cohesion throughout 

the PRJ's history. Once removed, the impediments to party formation that had originally been 

established to enforce the inviolability of the PRJ's internal nominating process left the PRJ 

withouta legal mechanism for exacting party cohesion, as the 1977 reforms concurrently created 

incentives, in the form of public funding and participation in the design and implementation of 
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the electoral system, for the formation of new political parties. The absence of the ltitigo and the 

preponderance of zanahorias would become key during the presidential campaign of 1988, the 

results of which would occasion the repudiation of the existing electoral system and the creation 

of an entirely new institutional marker. 

Economic Crisis, Electoral Chicanery, and Institutional Catharsis, 1988-1994 

While the electoral reforms of 1977 had helped Mexico to avoid the widespread political 

violence common in Latin America throughout the 1970s, the PRJ-dominated regime was as 

susceptible as any other in Latin America to the great regional problem of the 1980s-debt crisis 

and prolonged economic recession. A crisis born of development policy, and seemingly limitless 

petrodollars followed by skyrocketing interest rates, the Mexican debt crisis forced structural 

adjustments not only in national economic policy, but in the corporatist political structure as well. 

Besides having signaled the end of Mexico's adherence to import-substitution industrialization 

policy, the 1980s have come to be remembered for having witnessed the first fissures in the 

disintegration of the PRJ's ruling coalition. Before the end of the decade, opposition parties 

would make significant advances at both the state and national level. While the electoral reform 

of 1977 may account for some of these gains, institutional changes in Mexico's corporatist 

structure diminished the PRJ's already flagging legitimacy, paving the way for opposition parties 

to stake a greater claim on the national electorate. 

The IMF-brokered structural adjustment program, adopted at the outset of the Miguel de 

la Madrid administration as a necessary precondition for debt rescheduling, vastly altered 

economic policy. The liberalization of trade, currency devaluation, fiscal austerity, and adoption 

of neoliberal economic policy called for in these adjustment programs forced Mexico to abandon 

its commitment to import-substitution industrialization (lSn, the state policy of economic 

development since 1940 (Loaeza 1996, 7). lSI had appealed to the Mexican elite because it 

promised economic development independent of international capitalist controls, but also because 
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state interventionism provided both an apparatus and funding to perpetuate Mexico's corporatist 

and clientelist political structure. Despite the obvious restrictions imposed by a corporatist 

system of interest representation, Mexico's emphasis on state~controlled enterprise gave the party 

a vast array of rewards, in the form of wage increases or benefits, to help maintain organized 

labor's support (Oppenheimer 1995, 16). 

lSI linked the health of the domestic economy to the growth of the domestic market, but 

the new neoliberal model, with emphasis on production for export, did not. The adoption of 

neoliberal economic principles caused the real minimum and manufacturing wage to fall by 42.4 

and 37.8 percent, respectively, during the de la Madrid administration (Samstad and Collier 1995, 

15). Without the tangible incentives (wage increases, benefits) offered under state control of the 

economy, laborers began to reevaluate the legitimacy of the corporatist system, conscious that the 

balance between state inducements and constraints had been upset. Neoliberal constraints on the 

role of the state in the economy have wounded the PRI's ability to maintain strong rank and file 

electoral support from organized labor. 

Organized labor was not the only wing of the original Cardenas-led coalition of 

consolidation that was adversely effected by the economic crises of the 1 980s. The peasantry, 

Cardenas' second pillar of popular support, bore the brunt of the budget cuts called for in the 

structural readjustment. While real wages had seen a marked decline in the industrialized sectors 

of the economy, Mexico's legions of small farmers were devastated by a series of agricultural 

changes (the collapse of small-grower coffee cultivation, for instance) that accompanied fiscal 

austerity and government non-intervention. The deconstruction of the corporatist-clientelist 

relationship between the PRI and organized labor and the peasantry would be one of the legacies 

of the de la Madrid administration. 

Another would be the first major instance of intra-party sedition since the henriquista 

revolt of 1952. In the aftermath of the 1985 mid-term elections, the PRI elite began to engage in 

an increasingly polemical debate over the future ofthe party. In a response similar to the counter
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reforms enacted in response to the henriquista revolt, the relatively open and contentious 

elections of 1982 were followed by concerted PRI efforts to maintain electoral hegemony at the 

state level and national level. As the PRI's formal powers to control the electoral process had 

dwindled as a result of the 1977 reforms, however, these efforts to preserve PRI primacy relied 

primarily on widespread fraud and force, which reached their most blatant expression in the local 

elections in the northern state of Chihuahua, a traditional PAN stronghold, in 1986 (Ai Camp 

1999, 183). That same year, the de la Madrid administration introduced its own reforms to the 

electoral system: the majority party in the Chamber of Deputies was forbidden to hold more than 

70 percent of seats; the size of the chamber was increased, from 400 to 500 seats, 200 of which 

were to be apportioned by proportional representation; the party winning the most single-member 

plurality districts would be apportioned a simple majority in the Chamber, drawing on 

proportional1y-apportioned seats (the much reviled "governability clause"); and finally, in 

keeping with the climate of counter-reform present during the de la Madrid administration, the 

LFOPPE was amended once again, abolishing conditional registry as a vehicle to electoral 

participation and official party registry (Ai Camp 1999, 181; Bruhn 1997, 107). 

PRI efforts to obstruct the continued progress of external opposition led to internal strife. 

At the heart of the dispute were two primary issues: first, the flagging credibility of the PRI with 

its traditional sectors of support and in the electoral arena, and second the dedazo3 to fol1ow de la 

Madrid in the 1988 presidential election. Several high-ranking party officials were troubled by 

the likelihood that de la Madrid would select an ideologically similar successor, forgoing the 

tradition in Mexican politics of selecting a successor to redress the imbalances of power created 

during the outgoing president's administration. It was the fear that de la Madrid would not 

continue the intra-elite balancing act, one of the central sources of political stability since the 

3 A product ofboth the president's role as head of government and party (see chapter two), the dedazo 
(literally, the "big finger") is the presidential prerogative to name the PRI candidate for the presidency. As 
the PRI has traditionally dominated presidential elections, the dedazo has been tantamount to allowing the 
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inauguration of a peaceful system of elite rotation in 1929, which fomented the "democratic" 

movement within the PRJ. 

The corriente democratica (democratic current), the upstart movement within the PRJ, 

sought first to reform the party from within. Led by Cuahtemoc Cardenas Solorzano, former 

governor of Michoacan and son of ruling-coalition architect Lazaro Cardenas, Porfirio Muiioz 

Ledo, former Secretary of Labor, ambassador to the United States, and president of the PRJ, and 

Rodolfo Gonzalez Guevara, ambassador to Spain and influential intellectual, the corriente 

represented a small but vocal, highly respected minority within the PRJ elite. The current was 

highly critical of the de la Madrid administration~s reticence to repudiate efforts at electoral 

alchemy and to effect more broad democratic reform (Ai Camp 1999, 184). It was their 

continued criticism during the period ofpresidential succession that ultimately cost Cardenas and 

Muiioz Ledo their party memberships and precipitated their eventual break with the party in 1987 

(Rodriguez and Ward 1995, 7).4 For less visible but equally critical party militants, the doubts of 

the corriente were verified when de la Madrid selected Carlos Salinas de Gotari, a Yale-trained 

economist and proponent of trade liberalization, as his successor (Bruhn 1997, 100). 

At any other point in the previous three decades, banishment from the ruling party would 

have been the death of a priista's political career. Instead, Cardenas managed to parlay his 

expUlsion from the ruling party into the most serious electoral challenge to PRJ hegemony since 

the formation of the party in 1929. Cardenas was quickly nominated as the presidential candidate 

of the P ARM, PPS, and PST, parties that would subsequently enter into an electoral coalition, 

called the Frente Democratico Nacional (FDN). Campaigning on a platform of institutional 

reform, a return to statist economic policies and social programs, and anti-PRJ sentiment while 

making good use of his presidential pedigree, Cardenas won 29.90 percent of the official vote in 

outgoing president to hand pick his successor. The topic of the dedazo, and its prospects for survival in the 

coming elections, will be addressed in chapter five. 

4 Guevara, the third founder of the corriente democratica, remained loyal to the party, founding the 

corriente critica and continuing to press for reform from within. 
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1988, the highest percentage for a non-PRI candidate since 1928 (Molinar and Weldon 1990, 

231). 

The surprising electoral achievements of the Cardenas campaign have largely been 

attributed to a mixture of popular resentment of the de la Madrid administration's program of 

economic liberalization, changes in demography that shifted power away from traditional pillars 

of PRI support and toward the disenchanted urban middle class, and the flexibility of and broad 

sources of support for the campaign (see Weldon and Molinar, 1990; Bruhn, 1997; and 

Oppenheimer, 1994). While these explanations are accurate in part, they fail to address the 

changes in the electoral system that allowed for the Cardenas campaign to meet with 

unprecedented success. Fundamentally, the success of the Cardenas campaign would not have 

been possible were it not for the 1977 reforms that increased incentives for opposition parties, 

broadened opposition access to mass media, and, most importantly, allowed for the creation of 

inter-party electoral coalitions, a heretofore-unmentioned stipulation of the LFOPPE. 

Approaching the 1988 elections, the PRI's loyal opposition (the PARM, PPS, and more 

recently the PST) was finding fewer and fewer reasons to offer unconditional support for the PRI. 

Specifically, the experience of the PARM, the most long-serving of the PRI-allied opposition 

parties which nevertheless was allowed to lose its registry after a poor electoral showing in 1982, 

was enlightening. lfthe PRI would not bother to engage in a bit of electoral alchemy to boost the 

P ARM's electoral returns to the requisite 1.5 percent, the opposition leadership reckoned, it 

would be unlikely to intercede on their behalf in the future (Bruhn 1997, 107). Ultimately, the 

leadership of the P ARM, PPS, and PST came to believe that continued allegiance to the PRI 

would ultimately undermine their efforts to attract popular support and that de la Madrid had 

made the worst possible choice in naming Salinas as the PRI presidential candidate (Bruhn 1997, 

107). The arrival of cardenas as a well-known and widely revered champion of democratic 

reform provided the formerly loyal opposition with an unparalleled opportunity to declare their 

independence from the PRI while supporting a nationally recognized and politically seasoned 
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candidate. The P ARM, PPS, and PST quickly nominated Cardenas as their presidential candidate 

and aggregated their efforts under the banner of the FDN (Bruhn 1997, 108-109). 

The consolidation of the FDN as a coalition, and not an independent political party, 

allowed the Cardenas campaign several key advantages. First, had the cardenistas attempted to 

form a new party, the lengthy process of establishing party organs and apparatuses in half of the 

federal entities or districts would have precluded electoral participation in 1988, rendering 

Cardenas supporters unable to capitalize on either the media attention generated by the high-level 

defections from the PRJ or widespread discontent with both de la Madrid's economic policy and 

choice of successor. Second, the decision to establish a coalition meant that the Cardenas 

campaign could count on an existent web of resources, party militants, and infrastructure. As 

Kathleen Bruhn, author of Taking on Goliath: the Emergence of the New Left Party and the 

Struggle for Democracy in Mexico, notes, ''the coalition parties came endowed with offices, 

telephone lines, bank accounts, political connections, and trained activists" (Bruhn 1997, 123). 

Third, the organizational diversity of the parties comprising the FDN allowed campaign 

coordinators to adapt campaign strategy to regional and local conditions more thoroughly, relying 

on the apparatuses of its constituent parties in their areas of relative strength. Although the 

success of the Cardenas campaign had roots in the presidential tenor of the Cardenas family name 

and the ideological attractiveness of a platform stressing equity and social justice in a period of 

neoliberal economic transformation, the formal organization of the FDN, facilitated by previous 

liberalization of the party system, contributed to its electoral achievements. 

The 1988 elections left the PRJ in the most fragile position in the history of the regime. 

In purely quantitative terms, the PRJ had produced its worst electoral performance in the history 

of the party: Salinas managed only 48.92 percent of the presidential vote, the first time in post

revolutionary electoral history that a president had been elected on a plurality of the votes cast; 

while the PRJ continued to enjoy an overwhelming majority in the Senate (60 of 64 seats), it was 

able to craft only a slim majority in the Chamber of Deputies (260 of 500 seats) (Molinar 
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Horcasitas 1993, 218). Having lost its qualified majority in the Chamber (two-thirds, or 334, of 

the seats), the PRI would have to court opposition support in order to effect the further 

amendment of the constitution for the first time in its history. This reality would fundamentally 

Figure 3.3 
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alter the process by which subsequent electoral reforms would be created. 

In addition to the purely quantitative terms in which the PRI had been the major loser, the 

circumstances of Salinas' election undermined the traditional notion ofPRI presidents enjoying a 

broad electoral mandate. Carlos Salinas de Gotari ascended to the presidency under extremely 

suspect conditions. Salinas' election marked the closest presidential race in post-revolution 

Mexican history, with Salinas being credited with 50.74 percentS of the official vote a week after 

the election computer "crashed" on election night (Russell 1994, vii). While the PRI had often 

resorted to electoral fraud to craft the illusion of a broad electoral mandate, the strength of the 

showings of both Cardenas (29.9 percent) and Manuel Clouthier, the incendiary candidate of the 

PAN (18 percent), and the fact that in the following weeks hundreds of thousands of Mexicans 

took to the streets in protest as thousands of bUrned ballots were found in various dumps, made 
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the election of Salinas appear to be one of the most egregious cases of election fraud in the 

already murky history of the PRI (Russell 1994, viii). Whereas previous PRI presidents had 

entered office with the appearance of broad electoral support only to encounter crises of 

legitimacy stemming from the systematic restraints on public contestation, the loosening of these 

systematic restraints meant that Salinas would assume office under a cloud of doubt. Despite an 

ongoing process ofreform that had engendered more legitimacy for the electoral system, the 1988 

election was de-legitimizing for both party and president: the elimination of systematic restraints 

on coalition formation and electoral competition undermined prospects for a decisive (and thus 

legitimizing) electoral victory and compelled the PRI to be more reliant on electoral fraud. The 

newly inaugurated Salinas thus found himself in a predicament similar to that of Lopez Portillo, 

despite the obverse nature oftheir respective crises. 

Entering the presidency at a time of broad popular unrest and facing a united anti-PRI 

opposition coalition, Salinas was quick to establish a rhetorical commitment to widespread 

reforms of the Mexican system. Speaking at his inauguration, Salinas remarked, 

Termina la epoca del partido practicamente unico y entramos en 
una nueva etapa politica en la vida del pais con partido 
mayoritario y muy intensa competencia de la oposicion (as 
quoted in Prud'homme 1996,93). 

So ends the era of one party rule, as we enter a new stage in the 
political life of the nation, defined by a majority party and 
intense competition from the opposition. 

Despite the fact that the PRI still enjoyed a majority in both houses of the Congress and 

controlled the presidency, the situation Salinas described was a fair, if not simplified, depiction of 

the political landscape. In addition to the PRI and the PAN, the 1988 elections had witnessed the 

arrival of a third major actor. In the aftermath of the elections, the broad coalition that had 

supported the Cardenas candidacy began to fracture, leading to the practical dissolution of the 

FDN in October of 1988 (Bruhn 1997, 158). At the same time, however, the Partido de la 

5 Salinas would eventually be credited with only 48.92 percent of the vote, according to the final 
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Revoluci6n Democrtitica (PRD) emerged from the cardenista coalition as an ideologically broad 

"fusion" party of the Mexican left, although of all the political parties that originally constituted 

the FDN, only the PMS, a late arrival to the coalition, continued to support Cardenas and 

eventually allowed itself to be subsumed within the nascent PRD (Bruhn 1997, 110). 

The arrival of the PRD on the national political scene and the success of the opposition in 

congressional elections created a broad tripartite division of the national electorate that had 

significant ramifications for the trajectory of electoral reform in the following sexenio.6 Until 

1988, the history of Mexican electoral system had been the history of a hegemonic party 

unilaterally engaging in reform, in order to maintain the imperviousness of the ruling party to 

effective electoral challenge and enforce party cohesion, while allowing for enough competition 

to legitimate the electoral process. From 1988 onward, the reform of the electoral system would 

be the result of contentious, often complex debates between the three major parties, in which each 

would follow a strategy conditioned by the dual goals of developing a more advantageous 

electoral system and advancing their position vis avis their political competitors. 

The C6digo Federal de Instituciones y Procedimientos Electorales (COFIPE), adopted 

on August 15, 1990, was the product of one such round of protracted negotiations. After having 

felt the effects of a united opposition following the elections, the PRI was quick to bid for the 

support of its formerly loyal opposition (the P ARM and PPS) and to make overtures to the PAN, 

capitalizing on that party leadership's fear of losing their long-held position as the primary 

opposition party to the upstart PRD (Prud'homme 1996, 102-103). The PRD, for its part, opted 

to pursue a more confrontational program of action centered on the renunciation of the PRI's 

electoral chicanery and, in more general terms, the purported illegitimacy of the electoral 

practices that had produced the Salinas government (prud'homme 1996, 107). In pursuing an 

overtly confrontation program, however, the PRD effectively prohibited their own participation in 

computations released by the CFE. 
6 Six-year presidential term. 
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the negotiations. The PRD antipathy toward the refonn process was evident in the Chamber vote, 

where the measure was supported by the PRI, the majority of the PAN, PPS, and PARM deputies, 

while being opposed in unified fashion by the PRD's representatives and by a hand full of PAN 

deputies (Prud'homme 1996, 106). These general strategies would be identified with the major 

parties until the final third ofthe Salinas sexenio. 

The COFIPE represented the frrst comprehensive revision of the statutes governing the 

electoral system since the adoption of the LFOPPE of 1977. Due to its breadth, the COFIPE 

touched on virtually all aspects of the electoral process, from the taking of the electoral census to 

the issuing of voter identification cards complete with pictures and fingerprints and the 

establishment of an autonomous judicial organ with specific jurisdiction in electoral matters. 

Most importantly, however, the COFIPE created a new institutional marker for the main Mexican 

electoral authority: that of the Instituto Federal Electoral (IFE). Since 1946, supreme electoral 

authority had resided in the CFE, an organization established by the executive under the auspices 

of the Secretary of Gobernacion and staffed primarily by members of said department. In the 

intervening years, this institutional arrangement had facilitated the direct domination of the CFE 

by the president, by virtue of his powers as both head of government and head of the ruling party 

(Weldon 1997a, 255). Arising in a period of popular disenchantment with the political 

predominance of the president, The COFIPE was aimed broadly at redressing the prevailing 

influence of the executive in electoral matters through a process of isolating the IFE from the 

executive and professionalizing the electoral civil service. 

The fonnation and integration of the IFE was described in paragraphs 70, 80, 90 and 120 

of Article 41 of the Mexican Constitution, as amended by the COFIPE. According to paragraph 

70, 

La organizacion de las elecciones federales es una funci'on 
estatal que se ejerce por los poderes legislativo y ejecutivo de la 
Union, con la participacion de los partidos politicos nacionales 
y de los ciudadanos segUn desponga la ley. Esta funcion se 
realizara a traves de un organismo publico dotado de 
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personalidad juridica y patrimonio propios. La certeza, 
legalidad, imparcialidad, ohjetividad, y profesionalismo seran 
principios rectores en el ejercicio de esta funcion estatal 
(COFIPE 1991,41:70). 

The organization of federal elections is a state function exercised 
by the legislative and executive powers, with the participation of 
the national political parties and of citizens as described by the 
law. This function shall be realized by a public organization, 
juridical in nature and imparted with independence. Accuracy, 
legality, impartiality, objectivity, and professionalism will be its 
guiding principles in the exercise of this function. 

To which paragraph 90 added: 

El organismo publico agrupara para su desempefio, en forma 
integral y directa, ademas de las que Ie determine la ley, las 
actividades relativas al padron electoral, pre para cion de la 
jornada electoral, computos y otorgamientos de constancias, 
capacitacion electoral y educacion civica, e impresiOn de 
materiales electorales. Asimismo, atendera 10 relativo a los 
derechos y prerrogativas de los partidos politicos. Las sesiones 
de todos los organos colegiados seran publicas en los terminos 
que disponga la ley (COFIPE 1991,41 :90). 

The public organization will be in charge of carrying out, in 
addition to its specific activities as described by law, all 
activities related to the federal voters' register, preparation of 
election materials, computation and publication of electoral 
results, civic education and electoral training, and the printing of 
electoral materials. Likewise, it will attend to the rights and 
prerogatives of political parties. The daily records of all 
affiliated organizations will be published according to terms 
described by law. 

In these two brief paragraphs, the COFIPE outlined both the scope and institutional ethos that 

would characterize the IFE .. According to Mexican jurist Jose Fernando Franco, ''the reform 

embodied the actual state of our democratic transition, defined by decentralization, autonomy, 

and control over its own resources" (Franco 1991,8). The mUltiparty tenor of the debate leading 

to the adoption of the COFIPE was visible in the organization of the IFE's main organ, the 

Consejo General (General Council). The Consejo was established by the COFIPE as the 

governing body of the IFE, comprised of the Secretary of Gobernacion, two representatives each 

from both houses of Congress, one each from the majority and first minority party in each house 
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of Congress, six citizen councilors, and representatives of the political parties (Prud'homme 

1998, 148). Citizen councilors, a new type of council member introduced by the COFIPE, were 

to be non-partisan, private citizens, elected by a qualified majority (two-thirds) in each house of 

Congress from a list proposed by the president, while parties would be apportioned representation 

based on their percentage of electoral support in the previous congressional elections 

(Prud'homme 1998, 148). To affect administrative control of the IFE, managerial power was 

vested in a General Director, appointed by the Secretary of Gobernacion pending a two-thirds 

vote in the Consejo (Prud'homme 1998, 149). 

The composition of the supreme electoral authority was thus markedly different than it 

had been under the LFOPPE: whereas the composition of the CFE had allowed the PRI to 

maintain numeric parity, if not superiority, against the opposition, the PRI would only be assured 

six votes out of a possible 21, the independent opposition (PAN and PRD) five, the formerly loyal 

opposition parties three, the Citizen councilors six, and the Secretary of Gobernacion one, in the 

event of a tie (Prud'homme 1998, 148.:149). As lean-Fran¥ois Prud'homme notes, the changes in 

the integration of the electoral authority represented "an important change in the process of 

decision-making in the electoral agency given that the PRI would need at least four votes from 

the councilors in order to have an influence on electoral decisions" (Prud'homme 1998, 148). 

Materially, the retention of nominating power in the office of the president and the congressional 

majorities enjoyed by the PRI meant that IFE decisions would likely continue to favor the ruling 

party. Because citizen councilors were prohibited, however, from holding membership in 

political parties, their introduction to the governing electoral body was an important first step in 

de-linking electoral organization and vigilance from partisan politics. 

The COFIPE also represented significant progress toward the professionalization of the 

electoral bureaucracy_ While the CFE was technically a subordinate yet separate entity to the 

Department of Gobernacion, prior to 1990 there had been no clear demarcation between the 

bureaucracies of the the two agencies. The COFIPE technically ended this bureaucratic co
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mingling through the creation of a separate Servicio Profesional Electoral, or Professional 

Electoral Service (SPE). Because the new service was largely staffed by former personnel of 

both the CFE and Gobernacion, however, doubts were raised as to the true level of institutional 

autonomy afforded by this reform (Prud'homme 1998, 149). The COFIPE further affected an 

increase in the bureaucratic independence of the electoral civil service by establishing six 

specialized departments under the control of the General Director, in charge of the federal voters' 

registry, political parties and public financing, electoral organization, the professional electoral 

service, civic education and electoral training, and administration, respectively (COFIPE 1997, 

91-96). 

The 1991 mid-term elections, the first test of the newly organized system, represented a 

return to a position ofpower for the PRJ. Rebounding from a poor showing in the 1988 elections, 

the PRJ netted 61.4 percent of the national congressional vote, recouping the losses of the 

previous electoral cycle, compared to a downturn in electoral support for the party of Cardenas, 

the PRD, and a relatively consistent showing by the PAN, which netted 17.7 percent, up .6 of a 

percentage point from their 1988 mark (Ai Camp 1999, 186). Despite the PRJ's return to pre

1988 levels of electoral support, however, the general anti-system opposition coalition, 

crystallized in 1988, remained in force following allegations of mass fraud in the gubernatorial 

elections in San Luis Potosi and Guanajuato (Prud'homme 1996, 110). At the national level, 

however, electoral alchemy had largely been eschewed by the PRJ, which was still able to count 

on its traditional advantages in funding, access to media, and mass bases of support in order to 

effect electoral success. Despite general consensus that the national congressional elections had 

been among the most clean in the history of the PRJ regime, the insufficiency of the national 

apparatus for contesting electoral outcomes, and the difficulties in establishing a measure of 

parity in campaign resources, would require further reform as a necessary precondition for 

governmental legitimacy in the next three years. 
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After intense rounds of interparty negotiations that eventually won the support of all 

parties in congress except for the PRD, the COFIPE II was adopted in August of 1993. Although 

the 1993 refonn declined to alter the composition and organization of the supreme electoral 

authority, it did offer more technical amendments to the rules governing the composition of 

Congress and the tenns of electoral competition and impugnation (to be discussed at length in 

chapter five). Before the new COFIPE could be put to the electoral acid test of a presidential 

election, however, the January 1994 rebellion of the Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional 

(EZLN) renewed fears from across the party spectrum that, despite significant liberalization of 

the national electoral institutions, the reticence of the ruling party to expand the refonn process to 

the state and district levels of electoral organization and vigilance continued to undermine the 

legitimacy of electoral avenues to political participation. 

The arrival of the EZLN as an influence on the party system changed the tenor of debate 

over electoral refonn. Because of the broadly anti-system threat contained in the EZLN uprising, 

the PRJ and PAN, which had managed to alienate the PRD from the negotiation of the two 

previous refonns, sought to engage the PRD in negotiations and thus increase the legitimacy of 

participation in the system with leftist elements (Prud'homme 1996, 120). The results of these 

negotiations were twofold. First, the eight national political parties issued joint Accords for 

Peace, Democracy, and Justice, a multipartisan declaration of principles designed to affect the 

incorporation of the EZLN in the process of peaceful political discourse and increase general 

confidence in the electoral process by assuring the independence of electoral authorities, the 

accuracy of the voters' registry, equity in access to mass media, and more stringent means of 

impugning electoral results and prosecuting electoral crimes (Prud'homme 1996, 120). 

Second, the talks convened in the aftermath of the EZLN revolt produced a second slate 

of reforms, passed with overwhelming multipartisan support, effecting both the composition and 

institutional autonomy of the IFE and the local and district level control of polling stations. 

Continuing the trend of removing executive influence from the governing organs of the !FE, the 
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power of citizen councilors was changed in order to give the councilors a majority (six of eleven 

votes) in the Consejo General at the same time that political parties themselves were stripped of 

their votes but not voice; furthermore, decision-making power at the local and district level was 

vested almost entirely in the hands of citizens (Prud'homme 1996, 125). The appointment 

process for citizen councilors was changed as well, from congressional approval of executive 

nominees to party-delegation recommendations subject to the approval of two-thirds of the 

Chamber of Deputies (Prud'homme 1998, 149). Furthermore, the 1994 amendments to the 

COFIPE prevented any party from winning more than 315 of the 500 seats in the Chamber of 

Deputies, doubled the size (from 64 to 128) of and introduced minority representation in the 

Senate7
, placed caps on campaign spending, liberalized opposition access to the media, and 

broadened the scope of issues that could be brought before the Tribunal Federal Electoral, the 

juridical organ established by the original COFIPE to arbite disputes emanating from electoral 

results (Ai Camp 1999,187; Prud'homme 1996,117). 

Despite the continued presence of the Secretary of Gobernacion in the Consejo, the 

deliberative organs of the IFE fell outside the control of the executive for the first time since the 

goal of institutional autonomy had been codified by the original COFIPE in 1989. While the 

EZLN uprising may have failed militarily, the pressure exerted by this anti-system political actor 

was influential in galvanizing multipartisan commitment to increasing the legitimacy of the 

electoral process. This enhanced legitimacy, the product of an inclusive reform process, would 

be of paramount importance during the tumultuous 1994 electoral campaign. 

The climate approaching the 1994 elections was one ofprofound uncertainty. Despite the 

apparent economic successes of the Salinas administration and the multiparty quality of recent 

political reforms, the EZLN rebellion ensconced the elections in an atmosphere of inc~tude that 

was exacerbated by the assassination of Luis Donald Colosio, Salinas' hand-picked successor as 

the PRI candidate for the presidency, in Tijuana on March 23, 1994. The first armed uprising and 

7 For a discussion of the Senate's roll in policy formation, see page 111-112. 
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assassination of a presidential candidate since 1929 (the year that Obregon was murdered and the 

cristero war drew to a close) threatened a widespread return to violent channels of political 

discourse, channels that the institutionalization of PRJ hegemony had managed to eradicate. The 

peaceful transition from "the perfect dictatorship" to multiparty democracy appe~ed in jeopardy. 

In this context of suspicion and increased societal antagonism, the importance of the perception 

that the 1994 elections were conducted fairly could not easily be overstated. 

In contrast to the 1988 elections, the 1994 elections were successful in both legitimizing 

the regime and the electoral system. Ernesto Zedillo Ponce de Leon, the PRJ candidate 

nominated after Colosio's murder, obtained virtually the same percentage of the vote as his 

predecessor, continuing the uninterrupted string of PRJ presidents; the PAN candidate, Diego 

Fernandez de Cevallos, captured 25.9 percent, the best ever showing for a PAN candidate, while 

Cardenas, running under the banner of the PRD for the first time, saw his electoral support 

decline from 29.9 percent to 16.6 after conducting a campaign that included accepting the 

endorsement of Subcomandante Marcos, the public leader of the EZLN (Ai Camp 1999, 189). In 

the Congress, the PRJ maintained its majority, controlling 300 seats (277 in single-member 

districts, 23 plurinominal), with the PAN in second place (119 total, 18 and 101 respectively) and 

the PRD in third (71, five, and 66) (Ai Camp 1999, 183). The PRJ continued its dominance of the 

Senate, controlling 95 of 128, or 74.7 percent, of the seats in the upper house. 

The national elections of 1994 were significant for three basic reasons. First, the 1994 

elections perpetuated PRJ rule. The PRJ continued to control the presidency, three-fifths of the 

Chamber of Deputies, and three-quarters of the Senate. In doing so, the state-society 

relationships that had been created and modified over a period of over 60 years remained in 

.effect. Second, the PAN was able to reclaim their position as the primary opposition party, on the 

strength of a strong showing by presidential candidate Fernandez de Cevallos and in 

congressional elections, at the expense ofthe PRD. 
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Most important, however, was the legitimization of the electoral process as the rightful 

vehicle to political power. Despite continued asymmetries in access to mass media and campaign 

finances, the published results of the 1994 elections were widely believed to be an accurate, clean 

depiction of the preferences of the electorate. In the words of Denise Dresser, 

The election was clean and fair insofar as the rules of political 
competition changed: Citizen Councilors were incorporated into 
the Federal Electoral Institute, national observers and 
international visitors were present at the casillas, limits were set 
on campaign spending, and quick counts and exit polls were 
allowed. These innovations contributed to imbue the electoral 
process with an unprecedented degree of credibility . . . the 
results of the election may have laid to rest the foremost source 
of disputes among the country's political actors: electoral fraud 
(Dresser 1996, 163). 

While Zedillo entered office with a quantitatively similar electoral mandate to that of his 

predecessor, the fact that the electoral process was widely regarded as clean and transparent 

bestowed the new administration with a much broader base of legitimacy. The fact that 78 

percent of all eligible voters took part in the elections, the highest proportion in Mexico's history, 

was seen as further proof of the success of refonn in reinvigorating public faith in electoral 

competition (Ai Camp 1999, 188). 

The organization and perfonnance of the IFE was central to the development of this 

broad consensus. The accolades received by the IFE were in response to various successes: the 

accuracy of the voters' registry; the mobilization and education of some 700,000 polling station 

officials, the largest force ever employed for the organization and vigilance of elections; the 

hosting and designation of international observers (a first in Mexico's history); and finally the 

active involvement of the citizenry in Alianza Civica, a program of electoral observation 

facilitated by the IFE's Department of Electoral Training and Civic Education (Valdes Zurita 

1995, 392). Insofar as the 1994 elections were carried out in accordance with existing laws 

governing electoral competition, the casting of ballots in 1994 surpassed the legitimacy of any 

previous experience with the ballot box. Despite the inherent weaknesses of arguments based on 
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counterfactual conjecture, that no national political actor, of which there were now several, 

denounced the electoral processes or chose to embark on a path of violent, anti-system 

confrontation (with the notable exception of the EZLN) provided compelling evidence that the 

electoral reforms implemented during the Salinas administration had made significant progress in 

facilitating increases in public contestation while fostering the necessary consensus to prevent the 

system-wide crisis of stability hinted at by the EZLN revolt and the Colosio assassination. 

Still, if the 1994 elections were clean, they were far from fair. In the absence of a general 

assumption of widespread fraud, the opposition began to press for increased rectification of the 

structural advantages enjoyed by the PRJ, especially in the arenas of campaign finance and 

coverage by the national media (Dresser 1996, 163-164). In addition, two more traditional 

concerns, the autonomy of electoral institutions from the executive and the processes for 

challenging electoral results and prosecuting electoral crimes, would continue to set the tone of 

the process ofnegotiation and cooperation between political parties. 

Prior to late 1970s, electoral reform had been a top-down endeavor (in Huntingtonian 

parlace, transformation) directed at encouraging institutional channels ofpolitical participation in 

order maintain the structural arrangements of PRJ hegemony (presidentialism, broker-clientelist 

relationships with mass sectors and, increasingly, the business elite) and inhibit the development 

of anti-system political actors that would threaten the national program of economic 

development. "The Mexican Miracle" catalyzed the growth of the Mexican economy, but also 

fueled urbanization, increased literacy, and mobilized new political actors. Mexico's "perfect 

dictatorship," which had assumed the form of institutional responses to a specific set of 

circumstances stemming from the Mexican Revolution, found itself attempting to perpetuate rule 

over a society that barely resembled the one for which it had been designed. From the adoption 

of the LFOPPE to the COFIPE and its subsequent reforms, the trajectory of Mexican electoral 

reform would be one of liberalization on pain of destabilization: a path successful in averting 

crisis, but which left the PRJ in an ever more diminished position from which to preserve its rule 
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through authoritarian measures and which fomented the development of a budding multiparty 

system. Since 1988, the process of electoral reform had become one of transplacement, or 

combined action ofthe government and opposition, in which neither actor is able to freely impose 

its will on the system, and political change thus becomes contingent on the inherently inclusive 

process of negotiation. By 1994, the electoral system had come to reflect this reality. While the 

purpose of reform remained the mollification of political pressures by means of systematic 

alterations, the purpose of the system itself had come full-circle: from sentinel of institutionalized 

authoritarianism to guarantor of institutional renewal. 
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IV. The 1996 Amendments to the COFIPE: 
Institutional Autonomy, Alleviating Inequality 

and Juridical Accountability 

By virtually universal acclaim, the elections that brought President Zedillo to power were 

the most clean in Mexico's post-revolutionary history. The professionalization of the electoral 

civil service, the increased autonomy of the IFE, and the degree of both domestic and 

international attention focused on the elections, as a result of the Colosio assassination and the 

EZLN uprising, established structural inhibitors to and clear disincentives for PRI-initiated 

electoral alchemy. Still, as Denise Dresser notes, "Although the 1994 elections were generally 

perceived as clean and free, the structural inequalities of the political system persisted" (Dresser 

1996, 161). The reforms of 1994, and the laudable performance of the IFE and the SPE, had 

guaranteed that the votes cast were the votes counted; fraud of the type employed in 1988 was 

virtually nonexistent. Insofar as the reforms facilitated fair competition between political parties, 

however, Zedillo acknowledged that his election was the product of unfair terms of competition 

between the PRI and the parties of the opposition (de Swaan et al. 1998, 158). The leveling ofthe 

electoral field and the final aislamiento of the IFE from the executive branch became the most 

pressing concerns on the reform agenda. 

Indications of the structural inequalities of the existent system were several. First, the 

Figure 4.1 
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1994 elections focused renewed attention on the subject of electoral formulae. Despite garnering 

the slimmest of absolute majorities (50.2 percent of the vote), the PRI was awarded 60 percent of 
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the seats in the Chamber. The PAN, PRD, and PT were all underrepresented. Overrepresentation 

of the majority party in the Senate was even more exaggerated, with the PRI occupying almost 75 

percent of the seats despite its modest majority. The PRD, the big loser of the 1994 elections, 

16.65 8 

50.20 96 74.70 24.50 

·Positive numbers indicate percentage ofoverrepresentation) negative numbers indicate percentage of undem:presentation 

Source: Bercerra et al. 1997, 206. 

was allotted only eight seats, or 6.25 percent of the total, despite garnering 16.65 percent of the 

national vote. Despite 40 years of alterations to, the electoral formula, majority party 

overrepresentation in the Chamber of Deputy elections was three times the average from 1964

1976 (Molinar Horcasitas 1993, 83). Finally, although not directly an issue of electoral formula, 

the continued rule of a formally non-democratic executive in the Federal District remained a 

source of discontent for both the opposition and reform-minded PRI members. 

Second; the ineffectiveness of existent campaign spending limits allowed the PRI to 

make full use of its enormous advantages in resources. According to official reports submitted to 

the IFE by the parties themselves, the PRI spent close to 324.7 million pesos (l05 million USD), 

an amount more than three times greater than the combined amount spent by all other parties and 

almost eight times that of its closest competitor, the PAN (IFE, 1998).1 The differences in 

resources became more apparent on a per-seat in the Chamber basis, where PRI spent three times 

as much as the PAN, and almost four times as much as the PRD (IFE, 1998). Furthermore, the 

existent rules governing campaign finance required only minimal reporting of campaign 

expenditures. Of the 414.8 million pesos spent system-wide during the 1994 campaign, only 67 
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million, or a little over 16 percent, were subject to audit by the IFE (IFE, 1998). It is also 

important to note that these figures represent only the reported campaign expenditures of the 

parties; the PRJ was widely reported to have expended private funds, raised through a network of 

business elites loyal to the PRJ, which it declined to report (Oppenheimer 1996, 145). The 

muteness of the electoral system regarding massive asymmetries in access to campaign resources, 

plus the traditionally cozy relationship between the PRJ's campaign war chest and the national 

treasury, amounted to a structural advantage for the ruling party. 

No single issue encapsulated the inequity of electoral competition and the difficulty of 

separating the PRJ party from the PRJ government more readily than the debate over the role of 

the Programa Nacional de Solidaridad (pRONASOL). A massive (6.8 billion pesos in 1992) 

anti-poverty program incorporating public works projects, scholarships and food assistance for 

children, hospital and school construction, and a variety of other programs, PRONASOL was 

established by the first official act of the Salinas administration, ostensibly having grown out of 

campaign-trail brushes with Mexico's endemic poverty (Russell 1994, 281). Unlike many of the 

more overtly patrimonial social development programs of the past, the legislation establishing 

PRONASOL stipulated that while funds would be allocated by a national PRONASOL board, 

any local project seeking PRONASOL resources would require the formation of a local 

PRONASOL committee (Bruhn 1997, 220). In theory, this organizational structure would 

increase community responsibility for their own development and reap the greatest gains possible 

from Salinas' fiscally austere budget. Salinas, like de la Madrid before him, was firmly 

committed to liberalizing the Mexican economy through a program of decreased public 

expenditures, mass privatization, and lowered barriers to trade. In this economically contrained 

context, PRONASOL appeared consistent with Salinas' general approach to economic 

restructuring. 

1 U.S. Dollar values calculated based on the prevailing exchange rate of3.1 pesoslUSD as ofJuly 1994. 
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The application of PRONASOL, however, reinvigorated the clientelist system of 

inducements and constraints that had otherwise been suffering since the de la Madrid 

administration. PRONASOL may indeed have emanated from a sincere desire on the part of 

Salinas to privatize (and thus economize) social development programs, but its political 

applications, especially in light of the Mexican left's strong electoral challenge to PRJ hegemony, 

could not be overlooked: PRONASOL was a clear attempt to reestablish regime legitimacy with 

the left and undercut and divide support for the opposition. Precisely because funds could be 

targeted at specific local projects at the same time that funding for system-wide social 

development programs was being cut, and owing to the fact that PRONASOL funds emanated 

from presidential discretionary accounts, PRONASOL served to both streamline the patronage 

system and augment the power and prestige of the president, even as it weakened the traditional 

state hierarchy by allowing community organizations to circumvent the established bureaucracy 

and petition directly to the president. 

Part of augmenting the power of the president meant insuring that the president's 

successor would be victorious in the 1994 elections. In practice, this meant that PRONASOL 

funds were targeted at opposition, especially cardenista, strongholds (Bruhn 1997, 261). 

According to estimates of the PAN, some 4 billion USD in social development programs (under 

the auspices ofPRONASOL and PROCAMPO, a subsidy program for increasingly marginalized 

small farmers) in the two months leading up to the 1994 elections, following a pattern that had 

been established in anticipation of the 1991 mid-term elections (Oppenheimer 1996, 144; Bruhn 

1997,261). The availability of government funds quickly produced rifts in the left, as member 

organizations of the FDN were divided between those who accepted government funds and those 

who would not. Moreover, PRONASOL was effective in reattaching voters, or reestablishing 

party identification with, the PRJ (Bruhn 1997,267). 

For many in both the opposition and the academic world, PRONASOL represented a 

clear example ofabuse of government funds for partisan purposes. As Kathleen Bruhn writes, 
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Only the PRI had the power to use state institutions and state 
resources in this way to win electoral support. If PRONASOL 
were pork, even 'relatively efficient pork,' the PRI owned all the 
pigs. Thus, PRONASOL constituted 'disloyal competition' 
(Bruhn 1997, 266). 

While others (most notably Weldon and Molinar) have argued that the targeting ofPRONASOL 

funds merely represents the increased accountability of the government to the political demands 

of the citizenry, the privileged position from which the funds were allocated by the president and 

the fact that none of the opposition parties were involved in the disbursement of these funds 

indicate that PRONASOL provided an electoral boon to the PRI, a boon entirely predicated on 

access to and discretionary control of state resources. PRONASOL represents the modification of 

traditional, institutionalized broker-clientelist relationships, a hallmark of Mexico's authoritarian 

system, to fit the economic realities of market liberalization. Presidential prerogative in 

allocating these funds thus amounted to a structural advantage for the PRI. 

Finally, media coverage of the 1994 elections reflected a strong bias in favor of the PRI. 

Since the 1960s, social scientists have been engaged in a lively debate over the influence of the 

media on political participation, especially voting (see Cambell et aI., Kraus and Davis etc.). 

Studies indicate that most people have come to rely on their daily television news for information 

on the political process (Kraus and Davis 1976, 55). In this arena, the media performs two 

functions that are specifically germane to this discussion: that of status conferral and that of 

agenda.setting. The status-conferral effects of th~ media legitimize certain people, acts, and 

issues by portraying them in a positive manner (Krause and Davis 1976,211-212). The agenda-

setting effects of the media expand the scope of the status-conferral paradigm, holding that by 

focusing attention on certain people, acts, and issues while ignoring others, the mass media sets 

priorities of concern with certain sectors of the public (Krause and Davis 1976, 213). In other 

words, the media has broad power, by selecting which stories to publish or air (or not), to 

determine which issues are important. In this theoretical context, the ramifications for equitable 

competition between parties with asymmetric access to mass media are self-evident. 
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The body of research conducted on the effects of mass on political behavior has been 

conducted in the United States and the United Kingdom, two nations in which freedom of the 

press has long been viewed as an inalienable right. The Mexican media, however, has historically 

been constrained by its relationship with the government. Although freedom of speech is a 

constitutionally recognized right, both radio and television programming are subject to careful 

supervision and regulation by the Department of Communications and Transportation (Ai Camp 

1999, 146). In addition to the formal restraints on radio and television, the impartiality of 

television media is constrained further by PRJ-friendly network ownership. Four of the five 

national, freely broadcast networks, including Televisa, Mexico's largest network, are owned by 

Don Emilio Azcarraga, an ardent priista and a major contributor to the Zedillo campaign 

(Oppenheimer 1996, 128-130). Print media operates under a different set of informal constraints. 

While the press is officially free, total circulation of Mexican newspapers is small: serving a city 

of nearly 25 million inhabitants, Mexico City's 23 daily papers have a combined circulation of 

only 500,000 (Oppenheimer 1996, 135). Most major publications derive between 30 and 40 

percent of their revenue from government advertising (Ai Camp 1999, 146). This high degree of 

dependence on the state for financial survival has caused the Mexican press to be largely self-· 

censoring. 

The effects ofthe PRJ's dominance ofbOth print and broadcast media were evident in the 

1994 campaign. In both mediums there was a distinct biasin favor of Zedillo, the PRJ candidate, 

and against both Cardenas and Fernandez de Cevallos, the candidates of the PRD and PAN, 

respectively. According to an IFE audit of Televisa, Mexico's largest television network, the 

station's flagship prime-time news program, 24 Horas, devoted 40.6 percent of its campaign 

coverage to Zedillo, while devoting only 7.8 percent to Cardenas and 7.6 to Fernandez de 

Cevallos (Oppenheimer 1996, 144). Even more striking was the fact that Televisa's top news 

program had dedicated more time to the candidates of the PARM and the PT, minor parties 

continually in peril of losing their registration, than to either Cardenas or Fernandez de Cevallos 
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(Oppenheimer 1996, 144). Although somewhat less absolute, PRI dominance of print media was 

still clear: Zedillo was the subject of 44 percent of presidential campaign coverage, while 

Cardenas and Fernandez de Cevallos received 24 and 20 percent of coverage respectively (Ai 

Camp 1999, 146). 

Disproportionate electoral formula, pronounced disparities in campaign resources, PRI 

allocation of state resources for political gain, and unequal coverage in the media were therefore 

the systematic advantages enjoyed by the PRI during the 1994 elections. Having been elevated to 

office by an electoral process that was clean but not fair, Zedillo quickly began the process of 

dismantling the very institutional arrangements that had facilitated his ascension. Zedillo 

announced that he would relinquish his role as party leader and become a "passive member" of 

the party, and to forgo the traditional presidential privilege of handpicking the PRI's next 

presidential candidate in favor of a party primary in order to select the PRI's candidate, and 

committed his administration to a sweeping reform of the judicial system (Rubio 1998, 14). 

Furthermore, Zedillo set a team of citizen councilors to the task of developing recommendations 

for a defInitive, reform of the electoral system that would reflect consensus between all parties. 

Why was Zedillo, having been raised to office by the most clean and legitimate electoral 

processes in the history of Mexico, so committed to pursuing a broad plan of reform? This 

question has proven especially vexing in light of Zedillo's inconsistency with the pattern of 

established by the de la Madrid and Salinas administrations: that of reform in light of presidential 

elections followed by counter-reform for the ensuing mid-term cycle. Two related factors are 

central to understanding Zedillo's openness to further reforms. The fIrst was the residual political 

uncertainty caused by the EZLN uprising of 1994. Not since the cristero movement of the 1920s 

had a president assumed office in the face of open rebellion. The existence of the EZLN, and the 

popular support which it was able to foster within the Mexican left renewed fears that the terms 

of electoral competition were fueling the development ofanti-system political actors. Despite the 
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achievement of electoral transparency in 1994, the vast differences in campaign resources became 

an ever-present reminder of the systemati~ inhibitors to effective electoral contestation. 

The peso crisis was a second factor that encouraged Zedillo to continue to pursue a 

reformist path once in office. The peso crisis, one of the first major tests of Zedillo's presidency, 

had its roots the Salinas administration, whose plan of economic development through trade 

liberalization had been lauded as the new Mexican miracle. Fear of triggering financial 

uncertainty during the presidential campaign, the Salinas administration chose not to address, 

much less publicize, the capital flight that had begun following the murders of PRI presidential 

candidate Donald Colosio and the murder of PRI general secretary Francisco Ruiz Massieu. In 

the first month of his presidency, Zedillo was forced to order a devaluation of the peso, intended 

to avoid default on Mexico's dollar-based foreign debt (Levy and Brulm 1999, 559). Instead of 

stabilizing Mexico's ability to make its debt service payments, the devaluation caused the 

Mexican stock market to crash and international investors to divest themselves of Mexican 

holdings, further exacerbating the situation. After consistent economic gains throughout the 

Salinas administration, the newly liberalized Mexican economy regressed into recession. 

According to Mauricio Gonzalez Gomez, 

The guerrilla movement in Chiapas and the assassinations (of 
Colosio and Masseiu) increased political uncertainty in a year of 
high political expectations '" Amid the combination of political . 
unrest and inadequate macroeconomic trade, misguided 
exchange rate and financial policies turned an external financing 
problem into an unprecedented exchange rate and credibility 
crisis, one that was unforeseen by most observers and 
participants in the Mexican economy (Gonzalez Gomez 1998, 
46). 

The peso crisis thus compounded the political crises of 1994 with a serious threat to the economic 

stability and prosperity of the Salinas sexenio. Despite the transparency of the electoral process, 

Zedillo entered office facing a situation not unlike that which awaited Lopez Portillo. Perhaps 

not surprisingly, Zedillo opted for the same strategy as his indirect predecessor: that of 
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liberalizing the electoral system in order to undercut support for anti-system actors and legitimate 

the institutionalized channels ofpolitical discourse. 

After nearly a year of deliberation, the Zedillo-backed group, which grew to include 

experts on electoral systems and representatives of the major political parties, produced a 

document, Los Sesenta Puntos del Castillo de Chapultepec, which served as the roadmap for 

congressional debate over electoral reform (de Swaan et al. 1998, 158). Substantively, the 

Sesenta Puntos would be embodied in two separate measures: a slate of 18 amendments to the 

constitution and amendments to some 150 articles of the COFIPE and related laws governing 

electoral crimes and the Tribunal Federal Electoral (TRIFE). In August of 1996 both chambers 

of Congress unanimously approved the constitutional amendments, marking the apogee of 

multipartisan cooperation over electoral reform (de Swaan et al. 1998, 159). 

Debate over the amendments to the COFIPE would prove more taxing on the fragile 

multiparty coalition. As debate moved from relatively general topics, such as the autonomy of 

the IFE and the introduction of limited proportional representation in the Senate, to specific 

issues, i.e. access to mass media and campaign spending limits, the debate began to stagnate. 

Approaching the 1997 mid-term elections, the Zedillo administration was faced with entering the 

elections without finalized amendments to the COFIPE, courting congressional gridlock, or 

reneging on his expressed commitment to broad consensus on the reform. Zedillo ultimately 

chose the latter. The reforms to the COFIPE were approved along partisan lines, by the vote of 

282 PRI deputies to 142 opposition votes in the Chamber and a similarly divided 89-24 tally in 

the Senate (de Swaan et al. 1998, 160). Despite the objections of the opposition in Congress, the 

1996 reforms to the COFIPE became the legal banner under which the 1997 mid-term elections 

would occur. Materially, the 1996 reforms produced changes in the composition of the IFE's 

governing body, electoral formula in Congress and the D.F., campaign finance and access to 

media, and finally the rules governing challenges to electoral results and the prosecution of 

electoral crimes. 
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Concretizing Institutional Autonomy 

The 1994 reform had expanded the autonomy of the IFE by changing the composition of 

the Consejo General in order to craft a majority for the citizen councilors and concurrently 

deprive political parties of voting (but not voice) privileges. Despite these changes, executive 

influence was still present, in the form of the Secretary of Gobernacion, who continued to chair 

the Consejo, and one PRJ delegate from either house of Congress. Under the existent system, the 

president, as head of the executive and the party, could still exert notable, if not preponderant, 

influence. The situation was similar at the state and district levels: local councils (state-level 

organs) were comprised of the executives and secretaries of the Local Executive Board (under the 

direction of the national executive), six citizen councilors, and single representatives of each 

national political party, again with voice but without vote; district committees were composed 

identically, save for the presence of District Executive Boards (again, under the executive) 

(Bercerra et al. 1997, 44-46). 

The 1996 reforms instituted several key changes that firmly established the autonomy of 

the IFE and its subordinate organs from both executive and party influence. First, the size and 

composition of voting members on the Consejo were modified. According to the 1996 COFIPE, 

the Consejo would be composed of nine voting members: eight citizen councilors and the newly 

created President of the Consejo (COFIPE 1997, 74:1). Congress and political parties would 

maintain their voices in the Consejo but be stripped of voting rights (COFIPE 1997, 74:4,9). The 

process for the nomination and confirmation of citizen councilors was also subjected to revision. 

Whereas the 1990 COFIPE had made nomination to the Consejo a matter of executive privilege, 

the 1996 reforms entrusted this task to the congressional party delegations (COFIPE 1997, 74:5). 

Confirmation continued to require qualified (two-thirds) majorities in both houses of Congress 

(COFIPE 1997, 74:5). Citizen councilors will occupy their positions for terms of seven years and 

can be re-elected (Bercerra et al. 1997, 36). On October 30, 1996, the first fully "citizen" council 

of the IFE was seated: Jacqueline Peschard Mariscal, Jose Barragan Barragan, Jesus CantU 
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Escalante, Jaime Cardenas Gracia, Alonso Lujambio Irazabal, Mauricio Merino Huerta, Juan 

Molinar Horcasitas, and Emilio Zebadtia Gonzalez. Jose Woldenberg Krakowsky became the 

first president of the IFE (Bercerra et al. 1997, 36). Comprised almost entirely of students of 

electoral politics, the citizen council became the first entirely nonpartisan electoral authority in 

the history ofMexico. 

Second, the 1996 reforms removed all vestiges of direct presidential influence from 

executive control of the institutions governing national elections. Since 1946, executive control 

of all national electoral organs had resided with the Secretary of Gobernaci6n, an arrangement 

. that had preserved executive influence in the institutions of Mexican elections, despite more 

recent efforts to affect the autonomy and impartiality of said institutions. The 1996 reforms 

removed the Secretary of Gobemaci6n from the IFE entirely, vesting executive control of the 

Consejo in the newly created President of the Consejo General, who would be elected by a 

mechanism identical to that for selecting citizen councilors (COFIPE 1997, 83:1). The 1996 

reforms also created a new administrative position, that of Executive Secretary, proposed by the 

president of the IFE and subject to confirmation by the Consejo, to aid the president in the 

discharge ofduties previously delegated to the General Director (COFIPE 1997,84:1). 

A similar process of aislamiento, or insulation, from the executive was undertaken at the 

state and local levels of national electoral organization. The 1996 reforms altered. the 

composition of both the state and district electoral authorities. Consejos Locales (state-level 

electoral authorities) would subsequently be comprised of a president-councilor, appointed by the 

national Consejo, six citizen councilors, and a representative of each national political party, 

again with voice but without vote; district councils would be constituted accordingly (COFIPE 

1997, 82: Ie; Bercerra et al. 1997, 45-47). Both state and district organs would also count on the 

technical expertise of Local and District Juntas Ejecutivas (executive boards) composed of 

members of the Professional Electoral Service (COFIPE 1997,99:4). 
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The system-wide elimination ofdirect executive influence was thus achieved through the 

1996 reforms. No longer would the simple power of appointment secure executive privilege and 

predominance in electoral matters. The isolation of the electoral system from the executive also 

had significant symbolic value. The 1994 reforms having brought about the less celebrated, but 

perhaps equally important, prohibition of political parties taking part in the organization and 

operation of the IFE, the 1996 reforms helped to further the process of a-politicizing the electoral 

system itself. In consolidated polities, electoral systems are normally of particular interest only to 

experts. The particular trajectory of Mexican electoral reform, however, which followed a pattern 

of crisis attended by institutional modification, was responsible for inculcating the widespread 

belief that modifications of the rules governing electoral competition were political concessions 

designed to foster legitimacy. Electoral reform having itself become one of the many zanahorias 

responsible for legitimating PRI rule, attempts to liberalize the rules governing elections merely 

reinforced the belief that the electoral system was a tool of the dominant party. 

This perception Wlderwent a shift during the Salinas administration, as the multiparty 

debate over electoral reform increasingly became an arena for the pursuit of competing party 

strategies for political advancement (Prud 'homme 1998, 150). Whether an institutional response 

to flagging legitimacy or an opportWlity for exercising partisan advantage, electoral reform had 

historically been a highly politicized (and politicizing) process. The removal of both the 

executive and political parties from the IFE's administrative processes thus created the image that 

electoral matters would henceforth be above the level of partisan politics. While genuine, 

widespread consensus on the norms governing electoral competition could not be effected by the 

reform of the COFIPE, the 1996 reforms at least removed some of the clear structural inhibitors 

of its development. 

While significant both for the institutional autonomy fostered by changes in executive 

control and for the symbolic value of eliminating partisan actors from the IFE's main executive 

organs, the independence conferred by the 1996 reforms of the COFIPE did not amount to a 
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structural guarantee of institutional autonomy. The complicated development of the Mexican 

electoral system was not an anomaly in the Mexican system; the process of post-revolutionary 

regime formation established a national, institutional framework for state control (or cooptation) 

of virtually all political actors and movements. In order to accommodate the considerable 

diversity and scope of these actors, regime architects from Calles on had established 

compartmentalized channels for interest representation and allocation of resources. Most 

obviously, this process of institutionalization led to the formation of the PRJ. As Weber notes, 

"the great state and the mass party are the classic soil for bureaucratization" (Weber 1948, 209). 

Guided by statist ideology and consolidated under the banner of a single revolutionary party, 

regime architects developed an extensive state bureaucracy, defined by fixed and official 

jurisdictional areas, standardized processes of inter-institutional exchange, and formalized modes 

of interaction between state officials and political actors (Weber 1948,209-215). 

It is in this respect that the development of the IFE as an independent institution provides 

insight into the peculiarities of Mexico's democratic transition. Because Mexico's transition has 

been an ongoing process carried out under the same institutional banner (the Constitution of 

1917) that facilitated the consolidation of PRJ hegemony, the institutions and laws of its 

authoritarian past have shaped its democratic transition. As citizen councilor Alonso Lujambio 

remarks, 

The great paradox of the Mexican transition has been that 
traditional theory of democratic transition speaks of "concluded 
transitions" and the "beginnings of democratic consolidations". 
I believe that although Mexico has not concluded its process of 
transition, it is already confronting the dilemmas of 
consolidation (Lujambio 1998). 

In other words, the Mexican transition is occurring unevenly, with some institutions having 

developed autonomy and independence while others remain bulwarks of authoritarian rule. 

Specifically, the structurally autonomous IFE was born into the broader context of a massive 

bureaucratic state apparatus that is otherwise subordinate to the executive. In order for the IFE to 
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consolidate its own autonomy, it has had to establish and defend its authority and jurisdiction 

against a highly compartmentalized state bureaucracy unaccustomed, by virtue of Mexico's 

strong president, to overt territorial confrontations. While the IFE is not the only independent 

institution within the state apparatus (others include the Banco de Mexico, the National 

Commission on Human Rights), the highly polemic tenor of the debate over electoral reform 

galvanized public attention on this new actor. 

One such instance of inter-institutional conflict arose almost immediately after the 1996 

reforms was adopted, concerning the foreign financing of Alianza Civica. The Alianza had 

secured a grant from the European Union in order to finance monitoring of the mayoral election 

of the Federal District (Prud'homme 1998, 153). The Department of Foreign Affairs 

subsequently pressured the EU to withhold the grant, claiming that the grant violated the 

stipulations of the General Agreement, signed in 1991, pertaining to prior consultation 

(Prud'homme 1998, 154). The situation was resolved through negotiations between the IFE and 

the Department, ultimately allowing both institutions to defend their jurisdiction. While far from 

addressing the most pressing of concerns, the squabble over jurisdictional authority represented 

the first instance of the IFE vocally asserting its authority in opposition to a bureau directly 

subordinate to the presidency. 

Far more potentially contentious has been the IFE's relationship with another organ 

significantly altered by the 1996 reforms of the COFIPE: the Tribunal Federal Electoral, or 

TRIFE. The 1996 reforms established the TRIFE as the highest authority in electoral matters, 

save for issues that beg questions of constitutionality (Bercerra et al. 1997, 145).2 The 1996 

reforms also established the duty of the TRIFE to review appeals concerning the decisions of the 

IFE (COFIPE 1997, 189:C). Because the TRIFE has the power to overturn decisions pertaining 

to electoral matters, it has become one ofthe principal checks on the autonomy of IFE. This issue 

will be addressed in greater detail in following sections. 
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One of the most important areas in which an independent institution must preserve its 

autonomy is that of exerting control over its access to resources. As in the United States, the 

power of appropriation in the Mexican system resides in the legislature. Control of 

appropriations has long been regarded as the most important policymaking tool of the legislature 

and a primary source of legislative influence over the executive (Thurber 1991, 2-4). This 

"power of the purse" extends legislative influence to the bureaucracy as well. In consolidated 

democracies, the power of the appropriation gives the legislature rather broad powers to preclude 

specific actions on the part of the executive. Given the Mexican president's historical dominance 

of Congress, however, the power of appropriations could conceivably be a powerful tool of 

presidential influence, especially considering the broad powers of the president in budget 

formation and initiating legislation (Weldon 1997a, 225). 

The process by which the IFE is budgeted is designed to circumvent the influence of the 

executive. Unlike the other institutional components of the state bureaucracy, whose budgets are 

formulated and initiated in the legislature by the president, the IFE itself proposes its budget 

directly to the Chamber of Deputies (Weldon, 1998). While the Congress may amend or 

otherwise alter the IFE's budget proposals, neither the president nor the Department of Hacienda, 

the executive organ charged with budget formation and internal coordination of the various 

agencies, has any direct power to influence the IFE's budget (Weldon, 1998). This particular 

arrangement prevents the executive from brandishing budgetary control as a constraint on the 

independent operation ofthe IFE. 

Having effected the complete separation, both administrative and fiscal, of the IFE from 

the executive, the 1996 reforms to the COFIPE finally effected the reversal of one of the hitherto 

defining elements of the modem Mexican electoral system: the centralization of electoral 

authority in offices and institutions directly subordinate to the president. Fifty years after the 

Avila Camacho administration first consolidated the national electoral regime in 1946, the 

2 As in the United States, issues of constitutionality are heard in the Supreme Court. 
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COFIPE finalized the process of institutional separation that has established the IFE as an 

independent agency, a "fourth branch" of the Mexican government (Weldon, 1998). 

Electoral Formula and Democracy for the D.F. 

Despite specific emphases on institutional autonomy and balancing party access to 

campaign resources and mass media, the 1996 reforms also offered two changes to the existent 

electoral formula and altered the nature of governance in the nation's capital. First, the 1996 

reforms addressed the issue of overrepresentation in the Chamber of Deputies. The Mexican 

electoral formula, based in single-member plurality districts, has tended historically to over

represent the majority party at the expense of smaller opposition parties (see figure 2.2). Efforts 

to address the overrepresentation of the majority party began in 1963 with the adoption of limited 

proportional representation, a system that would be modified on a regular basis, each time tending 

towards increased representation for smaller parties, from 1973 until 1994. 

The increased competition for seats in the Chamber, engendered by the incentives 

established to ensure opposition participation in the electoral process, caused the de la Madrid 

and Salinas administrations to counter oppositions gains in the legislature with electoral formula 

modifications designed to perpetuate the primacy of the PRJ. Specifically, the de la Madrid 

administration introduced a "governability" clause, which guaranteed a simple majority to the 

party winning the most single-member districts (Ai Camp 1999, 182). The governability clause 

was further entrenched by a 1993 constitutional amendment that extended proportional 

apportionment of party deputies to the majority party, in accordance with the stipulation that the 

majority party could never control more than 300 seats in the Chamber (Bercerra et al. 1997, 

204). By allocating party deputies to the majority party, the governability clause fixed the 

majority party presence in the Chamber at 300 seats, or 60 percen~, insulating the electoral 

3 In the sense that any majority, be it 50.1 percent or 99.9, would result in the majority party being 
apportioned 300 deputies. Realistically, this rule was opposed because it would make PRJ congressional 
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fonnula from the changes in voter preference, toward opposition parties, which the system of 

proportional representation was adopted to express (Bercerra et al. 1997, 205). Not surprisingly, 

opposition parties quickly became vocal critics of the policy. Alteration of the systematic 

overrepresentation of the majority party became one of the issues on which opposition 

participation was contingent (Lujambio, 1998). 

The 1996 refonns abolished the despised governability clause while maintaining the limit 

on majority party representation and finally establishing a limit to overrepresentation. According 

to Article 12 ofthe COFIPE: 

No political party may obtain more than 300 deputies total by 
both means (majority districts and proportional representation). 
In no case shall a party obtain a number of deputies which 
represents a percentage of the total seats in the Chamber that 
exceeds by eight points its percentage of the national vote 
(COFIPE 1997, 12:3). 

In practice, the 1996 refonns established a minimum electoral threshold for establishing a simple 

majority in the Chamber of either victory in at least 250 of the SMDs or 42.2 percent of the 

overall national vote (Lawson 1997, 14). This importance of this refonn would be manifest in the 

1997 mid-tenn elections, in which the cap on overrepresentation precluded the PRJ from winning 

a simple majority with approximately 40 percent of the vote. 

A second broad modification of the electoral fonnula was directed at the Senate. Despite 

a rather lengthy history of modifications to the Chamber of Deputies, the Senate historically has 

been overlooked during the refonn process. This lack of attention is largely commensurate with 

the Senate's minor role in policy formation. Meeting in 1916, Mexican constitutional architects 

vested the Senate with very modest powers relative to the president and the Chamber of Deputies. 

Unlike these organs, the Senate is prohibited from initiating legislation. Rather, the Senate is 

charged with approving or disapproving of certain presidential appointments and bills originating 

in the Chamber (Ai Camp 1999, 168). Given the limited applications of senatorial power, 

apportionment immune to rather large (nearly 10 percent) swings in voter preference, between 60 and 50 
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pressure to reform the legislature has been directed almost exclusively at the Chamber. Until 

1994, the Mexican Senate was comprised of two senators from each of the federal entities, 

elected on the basis of plurality. Unsurprisingly, the Senate has been virtually uncontested PRI 

territory: from 1946 until 1988, no opposition politician was seated in the upper house. Nineteen 

ninety-four witnessed the first reform aimed at Senate in the post-1946 period: the size of the 

chamber was doubled, from 64 to 128 (two to four in each federal entity), with three senators 

being apportioned to the majority party in the state and one to the first minority party (Bercerra et 

al. 1997, 207). Despite the introduction of opposition representation, the 1994 elections 

illustrated the limitations and disproportionality ofthe existent system (see figure 4.2). While the 

1994 reform did move in the direction of correcting the overrepresentation of the PRI, there 

remained a significant bias in favor of the majority party. Furthermore, the three-to-one 

apportionment scheme maintained much of the extreme rigidity of the old system (Bercerra et al. 

1997,207). 

The 1996 reforms broke ground by applying the principle of proportional representation, 

the frequently altered instrument of opposition representation in the Chamber, to the Senate: 

The Senate shall be composed of 128 senators, of whom two will 
be elected on the basis of relative majority and one assigned to 
the first minority party. The remaining 32 senators will be 
elected on the basis of proportional representation in a single, 
plurinominal national district (COFIPE 1997, 11 :2). 

The reform subsequently stipulated that the 1997 mid-term elections would seat 32 "party 

senators" elected accordingly (COFIPE 1997, 11 :2). In accordance with the results of the 1997 

elections, the PRI was awarded 13 party senators, the PAN nine, the PRD eight, the PT one, and 

lastly one independent senator (http://www.senado.gob.mx. 2000). 

Third, the 1996 reforms democratized the position of regent of the Distrito Federal 

(D.F.), the nation's capital. Since 1928, the year that President Obregon suspended the 

democratically elected local government, the executive and administrative duties of the D.F. have 

percent of the national vote, for the foreseeable future. 

http:http://www.senado.gob.mx
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been vested in the Jefe (Regent) del Distrito Federal, a political appointee of the president 

(Bercerra et al. 1997,216). Despite a series ofreforms aimed at democratizing the government of 

the D.F., including the establishment of various neighborhood councils in 1980 and the election 

of citizen councils in 1995, the regent remained unaccountable to the constituency over which he 

exercised authority. Additionally, that the regent, perhaps the second most visible public official 

in the Mexican system, was not democratically elected helped to alienate from the PRI many 

residents of the capital, turning it in to one of the most consistent areas of support for the 

opposition. 

The 1996 reforms re-democratized the government of the D.F .. Henceforth, executive 

and administrative control would be vested in the freely elected position ofthe Regent ofthe D.F. 

for a term of six years, without possibility of re-election (COFIPE 1997, 381). As stipulated by a 

transitory addition to the COFIPE reforms, the first democratically elected regent would be seated 

in 1997, to discharge their duties until December 4,2000, so that the regency of the D.F. and the 

presidency would serve concurrent terms in the future (Bercerra et al. 1997,217). The results 

were dramatic: the race went to Cuauhtemoc Cardenas, two-time candidate for the presidency and 

figurehead of the PRO, who won in convincing fashion, earning 47 percent of the vote to the PRI 

candidate's 25 and the PAN's 15 (Lawson 1997, 18). Following almost 70 years of formally 

undemocratic rule in the nation's capital, the resounding victory of an opposition candidate, to be 

addressed more thoroughly in the following chapter, was an event charged with symbolic 

significance. 

Regulating Competition: Campaign Finance and Access to Mass Media 

As noted in chapter one, discussion of electoral reform has focused primarily on the 

issues of who is allowed to compete and how votes are translated into seats. The reality of the 

Mexican case is different. Proportionality and the majoritarian-proportional representation debate 

are but two of many issues that the Mexican electoral system must address: registration of 
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candidates and parties, technical aspects of voter registration, financing and conduct of political 

campaigns, as well as providing mechanisms for oversight of the electoral institutions and means 

to impugn election results are all central to the process of consolidating democratic rule. Given 

the long history of systematic repression of political pluralism in Mexico, the debate over 

electoral reform had been focused primarily on issues of expanding participation (registration of 

parties, voter registration, etc.). The tenor of electoral reform underwent. a qualitative shift in the 

mid-1990s. Having achieved the liberalization of rules governing participation and introduced 

more proportional electoral formula, the debate began to shift to issues affecting the inequitable 

terms of competition between the formerly hegemonic party and the increasingly powerful parties 

of the opposition. The 1996 reforms concerning party finances and access to mass media were 

reflective of this shift. 

Until 1987, the issue of party finance reform was given scant attention. The assumption 

of permanence in rule, one of the foundational principles on which the ruling coalition had been 

based, had allowed PRI regime architects to fix only imprecise demarcations between the PRI as 

a party and the PRI-controlled government. The institutional blurring of boundaries between the 

state and party resources was especially prevalent during electoral campaigns. For much of its 

history, the PRI has simply used its control of the bureaucracy to transfer government funds into 

PRI campaign coffers (Russell 1994, 77). Furthermore, PRI use of state resources, both human 

and material, for electoral purposes has also been routine, including the mobilization of 

corporatist labor organizations and the use of government vehicles and monies to provide 

transportation and food to voters on election day (Russell 1994, 77-78). 

The first attempt to regulate campaign and party finances came in 1963, with the granting 

of certain tax exemptions to political parties. The LFOPPE, adopted in 1977, was the first 

Mexican electoral law to subsidize campaign expenditures, such as printing, and address the 

subject of unfair competition by introducing regulated public funding for all parties. Under the 

LFOPPE, however, the guidelines for implementing a program of public funding were unclear: 
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the law created no formula for the allocation of funds nor did it establish a state mechanism for 

the dispersion and auditing of public monies (Bercerra et al. 1997, 98). Full discretionary 

authority thus resided with the CFE, an organ entirely under the control of the executive. The 

PAN, traditionally an advocate of private funding for political parties, refused its share of the 

subsidies, in protest of executive discretionary control, for the next nine years (de Swaan et al. 

1998, 157). 

The C6digo Federal Electoral, adopted in 1987, would contain the first specific non

arbitrary rules for the allocation of public funds to political parties. The law stipulated that the 

CFE would establish a "minimum campaign cost per deputy," which would then be multiplied by 

the number of registered candidates for all SMD seats in the Chamber and apportioned to the 

parties, with 50 percent apportioned based on the parties percentage of the national vote and 50 

percent based on their number of deputies (Bercerra et al. 1997,99). Notably, this reform only 

affected the financing of congressional campaigns. The COFIPE, adopted in 1990, modified this 

system of apportionment by introducing two new criteria, the minimum cost of an election 

campaign and party activities, and introducing campaign spending limits, a frrst in Mexico's 

history (de Swaan et aL 1998, 158). More importantly, the COFIPE established the IFE, the 

organ which subsequent reforms have vested with the power to establish campaign limits and 

regulate both public and private finances. 

Prior to 1996, the laws concerning campaign finance were adopted in 1993. The 1993 

law was concerned chiefly with the regulation of both public and private fmancing. It required 

political parties to establish internal financial offices and submit annual reports on income and 

expenditures and tri-annual reports on campaign spending of public funds for each campaign and 

candidate (Barquin Alvarez 1996, 54). In terms ofprivate financing, the law prohibited donations 

to political parties from the national (including the D.F.), state, and local levels of government 

(with the exception of those funds established by the LFOPPE), religious organizations, Mexican 

nationals working or living abroad, and commercial businesses; it also fixed a cap on anonymous 
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donations equal to 10 percent of the total public funds for all parties (Barquin Alvarez 1996, 51). 

With the prohibition of government contributions to political parties, the 1993 refonn achieved an 

important victory in sharpening the division between state and PRJ resources. Still, the 1993 

refonn was defined less by the issues it addressed than by the issues it did not: limits on private 

financing, effective caps on campaign spending, mechanisms for reporting and auditing private 

resources, and penalties for overspending remained untouched. 

The refonn of 1996 was aimed broadly at establishing comprehensive rules for both 

public and private funding of political parties, developing campaign spending limits, reinforcing 

the reporting and auditing systems designed to facilitate IFE oversight of the financing of 

electoral competition, and addressing the disparity in access to organs of mass media. First, the 

1996 refonns modified the rubric for detennining public financing of the various political parties 

in order to concretize the preponderance of public funding over all other types. According to the 

1996 COFIPE, the IFE would be responsible for detennining the amount of annual public 

funding. Amounts would be calculated based on a familiar concept, the "minimum campaign 

cost," which would subsequently be multiplied by the number of candidates to be elected in the 

next election and the duration of the campaign (COFIPE 1997, 49:7). Funds would then be 

distributed on a dual basis, with 70 percent of funds distributed according to the party's electoral 

returns in the previous cycle and 30 percent distributed equally to each party (COFIPE 1997, 

49:7). The amounts would be doubled in election years to offset campaign expenses. 

Furthennore, the reforms accounted for the public funding of parties that obtained their registry 

after the previous electoral cycle, apportioning these parties two percent of all funds earmarked 

for ordinary (i.e. non-electoral) activities (COFIPE 1997,49:8). 

Second, the 1996 reforms established clear guidelines for the accruement of private 

funds. According to Article 49-A of the COFIPE, non-subsidized party income may come from 

the contributions of party members, donations from sympathizers, revenues from the sales of 

publications and other fmancial activities, and finally profits derived from investments (COFIPE 
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1997,49-A:11). Additionally, the 1996 reforms capped individual donations at .05 percent of the 

total public financing of political parties and total private donations at 10 percent of total public 

funding (COFIPE 1997, 49-A:l1). By capping private donations at a mere 10 percent of total 

funds allocated for political parties, the 1996 reforms amounted to a "progressive" constraint on 

private funding: the greater the degree of a party's public funding, the smaller its share of private 

funding will be in relation to it. By limiting public funding to 10 percent of total public 

expenditures, the 1996 reforms systematically assured that public funding would be the primary 

source of income for the three major political parties. 

Third, the 1996 reforms established comprehensive spending limits for presidential, 

senatorial, and congressional campaigns. While spending limits had been in force during the 

1994 elections, the ceiling on electoral spending was some 37 times higher than the average 

amount of public party funding allotted for the 1994 campaign (de Swaan et al. 1998, 165). This 

was attributable to the existent process for determining limits. Under the 1993 law, this duty had 

been delegated to the local commissions and district committees. The parochial nature of the this 

process produced both an extremely high overall cap and considerable differences in spending 

limits at both the district and state level (Bercerra et al. 1997, 115). 

According to 1996 reforms, the IFE assumed the task of determining campaign-spending 

limits for all federal elections (COFIPE 1997, 49-B). Based on calculations formally similar to 

those used to compute public funding, the IFE set the spending limit for all congressional and 

senatorial campaigns at only a fourth of the same limit in 1994 (de Swaan et aL 1998, 164). Due 

in part to much higher levels of public funding and the lowered ceiling for campaign 

expenditures, the average amount of public funding as a percentage of what parties were legally 

entitled to spend leaped from 2.64 percent to 81 percent, further limiting the role of private funds 

in electoral competition (de Swaan et al. 1998, 166). The effects of placing caps on campaign 

spending and increasing public funding would become apparent in the 1997 mid-term elections. 
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The fourth substantive refonn of the COFIPE established more rigorous rules for 

reporting and monitoring party resources. Although the 1990 COFIPE expanded the electoral 

authority's capacity to regulate party fmances and campaign expenditures, the lofty spending 

limits of the 1994 campaign illustrated their limited overall utility (de Swaan et al. 1998, 167). 

The greater role for public funding, one of the central elements of the refonn debate, further 

concretized the indispensability of invigorated fiscal monitoring systems. The 1996 refonns 

answered this call by creating a standing commission, the Commission for Inspection of Party 

and Association Resources, charged with reviewing the party's financial reports and campaign 

expenditure reports as stipUlated in Article 49 of the COFIPE (COFIPE 1997, 49:6). This 

commission is distinct from the other various subordinate organs of the IFE in that it may render 

and implement decisions without consulting the Consejo. The commission also has discretionary 

authority to request more detailed infonnation from the parties or conduct an audit of party 

finances, either under its own auspices or through third parties (de Swaan et al. 1998, 167). The 

significance of the commission's power to define reporting standards became directly evident 

following the 1997 electoral cycle, during which 77.21 percent of all campaign funds were 

accounted for by commission audits, up from only 16.15 percent of funds expended during the 

1994 elections (IFE, 1998). 

Access to mass media organs was the last principal subject affecting disparities in 

campaign resources addressed by the 1996 reforms to the COFIPE. Until 1996, the issue had 

received scant attention in Mexican electoral law. The 1973 refonn introduced state-funded time 

on radio and television for political parties during federal election campaigns, and also 

established postal and telegraph rights for political parties (de Swaan et al. 1998, 157). Four 

years later, the LFOPPE would establish permanent regular access to radio and television, retain 

the 1973 law's grant of free access to postal and telegraph resources, and expand on the tax 

exemptions frrst delineated by the 1963 refonn (Middlebrook 1986, 136). 
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Like many other aspects of the 1996 reforms, the COFIPE articles dealing directly with 

state-subsidized free access to mass media were amended to establish IFE jurisdiction over the 

allocation and regulation of party access to broadcast media (COFIPE 1997, 43:1). Once 

established, the amendments turned to familiar subjects: the formula for allocating broadcast 

resources (airtime) and the establishment of a system for monitoring their disbursement and use. 

The reforms of 1996 stipulated that each party is to receive fifteen minutes of free television and 

radio airtime per month, with the right to participate collectively (i.e. with other parties) in special 

programs twice monthly (COFIPE 1997, 44: 1-2). During electoral campaigns, at least half of the 

free time must be devoted to expressing the parties' political platforms (COFIPE 1997,44:3). 

Moreover, the 1996 reforms established much larger grants of airtime during electoral 

campaigns. For presidential elections, the total amount ofairtime to be made available the parties 

was set at 250 hours on radio and 200 on television; for mid-term elections, the total amounts 

were halved (COFIPE 1997, 47: la-b). The formula for allocating these hours would be the same 

as that for allocating public funds: 30 percent equally, 70 percent based on electoral returns in the 

previous cycle (COFIPE 1997,47:3). The 1996 reforms also introduced a new denomination of 

public airtime: that of promocionales, short spots 20 seconds in length. The 1996 reforms 

empowered the COFIPE to distribute up to 10,000 radio and 400 television spots per month 

according to the apportionment formula outlined in Article 47, section 3 (COFIPE 1997,47:2-3). 

Parties that had obtained their registry since the last electoral cycle would be apportioned 4 

percent of the total time for all parties (COFIPE 1997,47:2). 

Finally, the 1996 reforms established a monitoring system for public allocations of 

airtime, coverage of the parties and campaigns in the news media, and finally limited provisions 

concerning private airtime. The 1996 COFIPE established a permanent commission, the 

Broadcast Commission, within the IFE Department of Political Parties and Public Finance, in 

order to oversee public grants of access to mass media and promote accurate, fair reporting in 

broadcast media (COFIPE 1997, 43:1). Among other duties, the Broadcast Commission is 
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specifically charged with regulating the content of party programming and incorporating the 

political parties themselves into the regulation process (COFIPE 1997, 43:2). Final executive 

authority over scheduling and resolving conflicts emanating from disputes over specific time slots 

was vested in the Executive Director of the Department of Political Parties and Public Finance 

(COFIPE 46:1). In effect, the Department of Political Parties and Public Finance became the 

middleman in all transactions involving party access to broadcast media, reducing the likelihood 

of a single party exerting hegemony in the area ofmass communications. 

In order to inculcate professionalism and non-partisanship in the news media, the 1996 

reforms ceded two specific tasks to the Broadcast Commission. First, the commission was 

empowered to establish reporting guidelines for broadcast journalists (COFIPE 1997, 48:10). 

These guidelines included measures to balance news coverage ofall parties and candidates, insure 

accuracy and remove overt bias, and guard the privacy of political candidates (Bercerra et al. 

1997, 122-123). Second, the COFIPE empowered the Broadcast Commission to systematically 

monitor campaign coverage in the Mexican news media, accounting for airtime devoted to 

specific candidates and parties, as well as the accuracy and bias of the reports, and to have its 

findings published by the Consejo General of the !FE (Bercerra et al. 1997, 124). The media, 

historically subservient to the dictates of the ruling party, would be subject to content-based 

independent audit for the first time. 

Lastly, the 1996 reforms addressed briefly the subject of campaign use of privately 

purchased airtime. Specifically, the COFIPE limited each party's expenditures for promotional 

advertising for presidential and congressional campaigns to 20 and 12 percent, respectively, of 

the total public funds allocated for electoral campaigns (COFIPE 47:1c). These spending caps, 

together with the general campaign spending limits, insured the multiparty tenor of broadcast 

media in subsequent electoral cycles by establishing structural barriers to the domination of the 

airwaves by a single party. Additionally, the 1996 reforms categorically prohibited the funding of 

radio and television advertising for political parties and candidates by third parties, an apparent 
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response to opposition accusations that the PRI had bankrolled the presidential campaign of Celia 

Soto, the candidate of the PT, in order to divide the left and erode electoral support for Cardenas 

and the PRD (COFIPE 1997,48:13; Oppenheimer 1996, 139). 

By tackling those issues affecting the quality of competition between the PRI and the 

parties of the opposition, the 1996 reforms significantly eroded the capacity of the increasingly 

legitimacy-weak but economically-dominant PRI to preserve its hegemony merely on the strength 

of its access to massive state resources. The 1996 reforms established an atmosphere of fair 

competition by broadening the scope ofpublic financing and regulation of campaign expenditures 

and media representation, an atmosphere that would prevail throughout the 1997 campaign. 
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V. 1996 Reforms, 1997 Results, and Millennial Realities: 

Tentative Conclusions on the Future of Electoral Reform 


and Democracy in Mexico 


In sum, the class upheavals and socioeconomic transformations that have 
characterized social revolutions have been closely intertwined with the collapse 
of state organizations of the old regimes and with the consolidation and 
functioning ofthe state organizations ofthe new regimes. 

Theda Skocpol 
States and Social Revolutions 

El proceso democratizador no se detendra, por la sen cilia razon de que esta es 
una sociedad plural, que exige un formato y un metodo politico adecuado para 
poder expresarse. 

The· democratizing process will not stop, for the simple reason that this is a 
plural society that demands adequate political methods and institutions in order 
to express itself. 

Jose Woldenberg Krakowsky 
President ofthe Consejo General, [FE 

The 1997 Elections: The End of Presidencialismo? 

When Mexican voters entered polling stations on July 6, 1997, they were voting for more 

than their Chamber of Deputies, 32 senators, and the first democratically elected Regent of the 

D.F. in almost 70 years. In a context marked by opposition misgivings over the partisan manner 

in which the Zedillo administration had pushed its electoral reform initiatives through congress, 

the 1997 mid-term elections became a national referendum on both the reforms of 1996 and the 

future of the PRI. Despite the uncertain political landscape created by the results, both the reform 

agenda and the formerly hegemonic party would be vindicated. 

The reforms intended to remedy the PRI's traditional superiority in funding and 

stranglehold on mass media organs had immediate effects that were apparent during the 

campaign. The combination ofmassive amounts ofpublic funding and a relatively modest cap on 

campaign spending, both courtesy of IFE procedures established by the 1996 reforms, was able to 

introduce a remarkable degree of parity in campaign spending among the three leading parties 

(see figures 5.1 and 5.2). This achievement was especially impressive in light of the massive gulf 
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Figure 5.1 

Percentage ofTotal Campaign Spending by Party, 
1994 
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Figure 5.2 

Percentage ofTotal Campaign Spending by Party, 
1997 
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in party expenditures during the 1994 campaign: the PRI's share of total campaign spending was 

reduced from 78.27 percent in 1994 to 35.06 percent in 1997 while the PRD (4.73 to 23.13), PAN 

(10.37 to 24.19), and PT (1.12 to 10.68) shares of campaign spending increased markedly (!FE, 
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1998). Media coverage of the campaign was more even as well: while the PRJ had been the 

beneficiary of 51 percent of all television time devoted to covering the 1994 elections, it received 

only 23 percent of airtime dedicated to covering the 1997 campaign (Lawson 1997, 15). As 

Chappell Lawson noted in the Journal of Democracy, "political liberalization had created a 

climate in which opposition parties could expect to compete on a roughly equal footing with the 

PRJ" (Lawson 1997, 14). These structural adjustments, coupled with the electoral transparency 

insured by the IFE and its subordinate organs, helped to produce the first post-revolutionary 

elections not denounced by a single national political party. 

Embittered by the (largely accurate) perception of widespread corruption and economic 

mismanagement, empowered by almost a decade of continuous political reform, the Mexican 

electorate turned out in strength (58 percent of the electorate, uncommonly high for a mid-term 

Figure 5.3 
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election cycle) to deliver a stunning setback to the PRJ. Failing to reach the minimum electoral 

threshold of victory in either 250 of the SMDs or 42.2 percent of the national vote, the PRJ lost its 

simple majority in the Chamber for the first time in its history, despite having being OVer

represented to the maximum extent allowed by law. Again, the effect of the reforms of 1996 was 

evident: were the same electoral returns translated into seats under the old system, the PRJ would 

have maintained its simple majority in the Chamber. For the frrst time in its history the PRJ 

controlled only a plurality of votes in the lower house of Congress. This fact would have distinct 
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ramifications for party politics and presidential-congressional relations during the second half of 

the Zedillo administration. 

Rebounding from its poor electoral showing in 1994, the PRD won virtually all of the 

seats lost by the PRJ, becoming the second largest party in the Chamber. The PAN failed to 

capitalize on the unique circumstances of the elections, only adding two deputies to its party 

caucus. In the elections for party senators, the 32 spots were divided virtually exactly according 

to each party's share of the national vote; the PRJ was able to keep its majority (60.15 percent of 

seats) in the Senate. The campaign for the regency of the D.F., although less nationally 

significant, was imbued with dramatic political symbolism. Cardenas, the candidate of the PRD, 

won handily, garnering 48 percent of the vote in the D.F., in comparison to his PRJ and PAN 

opponents' 25 and 15 percent (Lawson 1997, 18). For a two-time presidential also-ran whose 

party had been steadily losing popularity since 1988, Cardenas's victory in the D.F. and the 

PRD's remarkable turnaround in the congressional elections signaled the revitalization of the 

unified Mexican left. His ascension to the regency of Mexico's largest and most important city 

also provided the PRD with the opportunity to prove, in a highly national venue, that it is capable 

of competent and non-corrupt administration. 

The results of the 1997 mid-term elections have radically altered the fundamental 

institutions of the Mexican regime's hegemony and stability. Most strikingly, the era of 

presidencialismo appears to be over. As described by Jeffrey Weldon, Mexico's particular brand 

of presidentialism is predicated on four realities: 1) a constitutionally-mandated presidentialist 

system; 2) unified government, where the same party controls the presidency and the legislature; 

3) discipline within the ruling party; and 4) presidential leadership of the ruling party (Weldon 

1997a, 227). The last half of the Zedillo administration has born witness to the unraveling of the 

final three structural preconditions that facilitated the aggregation of power in the office of the 

president. While the PRJ is still the largest party in Congress, it no longer has the potential to 
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unilaterally craft law or ratify amendments to the constitution (a power it lost in 1988, with the 

loss of its qualified majority). The PRI must court at least twelve votes from the opposition in 

order to enact legislation, a reality which has forced the ruling party to develop the art of 

executive-legislative relations, a heretofore virtual non-entity in Mexican politics. 

The debate over FOBAPROA is illustrative of the new relationship between the 

executive and legislative branches. Initiated by the Zedillo administration in the aftermath of 

1994's peso crisis, FOBAPROA (Fondo Bancario de Proteccion al Ahorro) was a federal 

program that seized control of failing banks and secured loans to protect against further 

devaluation of Mexico's currency, at a total cost of some 70 billion USD (Tricks 1998,4). In 

order to afford the massive bailout, the Zedillo administration quickly crafted legislation that 

would defer the costs ofFOBAPROA to Mexican taxpayers. Instead ofrapid approval, however, 

FOBAPROA was met with broad opposition from the PAN and PRD, ultimately leading to the 

adoption of a PAN-sponsored compromise that authorized appropriations to fund FOBAPROA 

but also subjected the program to oversight by an independent commission (Tricks 1999,4). 

The debate over FOBAPROA was interesting for two reasons: first, although the final bill 

was opposed by the PRD, the original, PRI-initiated package was only unsuccessful because the 

PAN and PRD were able to unite in opposition to it. For the first time in the history of PRI

governed Mexico, a united opposition majority blocked a PRI initiative. Second, it represented 

the frrst time that opposition threats to block passage of presidentially initiated legislation led to 

the adoption of an opposition-brokered compromise package. These processes, known as policy 

partnership and policy initiation, represent a significant development in the nature of executive

legislative relations. The debate over FOBAPROA established the legislature as an independent 

actor in policy fonnation. Having lost unilateral control the Congress, the president can no longer 

depend on the legislature to fulfill its traditional role as a rubber-stamp for presidentially drafted 

policy initiatives. 
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The rise of the Congress as a significant check on the president's broad power to initiate 

and execute policies has caused some to suspect the development of legislative paralysis that 

potentially attends so-called "divided government" (Linz 1994, Lujambio 1998, Bailey and 

Valenzuela 1997). According to Linz and Lujambio, presidentialist systems reduce the incentives 

for opposition parties to cooperate with presidential initiatives: cooperation generates political 

capital for the president, while non-cooperation extends blame to both congressional actors and 

the president (Lujambio 1998, 179). Because this system does not provide systematic incentives 

for opposition cooperation, the rational strategy for opposition parties is to oppose presidential 

policy, creating legislative deadlock. 

The Mexican case provides ample evidence, however, that divided governments have 

been able to avoid the seemingly intractable problem of legislative opposition to executive 

measures. At the state level, Lujambio has concluded that divided governments have been rather 

successful at negotiating either pennanent or ad-hoc coalitions in order to avoid pennanent 

gridlock (Lujambio 1996a, 26-31). As Lujambio concludes, 

The four states (Baja California, Guanajuato, Chihuahua, 
Aguascalientes) show that divided government offers an 
opportunity to train the parties in the art of negotiation and in 
entering into agreements, and that when there is not a 
congressional majority the government is not necessarily 
paralyzed (Lujambio 1998, 181). 

Rather than crippling governmental efficacy, divided governments have helped to inculcate the 

collegial competition and negotiation between parties that is essential to affecting the stability of 

a democratic regime. 

Zedillo's public reticence to act as leader ofthe ruling party has also hastened the demise 

of Mexico's presidentialist system. The dedazo, or selection of the PRI presidential candidate by 

the outgoing president, has historically amounted to presidential privilege to select his successor. 

The dedazo is the unquestioned basis of PRI cohesion. Because the process makes the new 

president beholden to their predecessor, it has been incumbent on the new president to both honor 
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the promises of political advancement made during the previous presidential administration and 

punish disloyalty to the previous president. The dedazo has preserved order not only in 

presidential succession but also in the legislature. Zedillo's rejection of the dedazo and call for a 

democratic primary to select the PRI candidate has upset this traditional ltitigo and source of 

political stability, opening political space for serious fissures in the ruling coalition. Zedillo's 

disavowal of broad presidential prerogative as head of the ruling party has effected the 

dismantling ofMexico's traditional presidentialist system. 

The political landscape produced by the 1997 elections has also helped bring about the 

long-overdue process of internal party restructuring. This process has been most evident in the 

PRD and PRI. For the PRD, a party that has often resorted to anti-system protest and 

irreconcilable posturing in response to periods of cooperation between the PRI and the PAN 

(especially concerning electoral reform between 1988-1994), having become the second-largest 

party in the Chamber has obligated it undertake internal renewal. This process has included 

moderating its antagonistic tactics, democratizing candidate nomination, and reconciling the 

internal divisions inherent in a party formed from a loose coalition of discordant leftist parties 

(Lawson 1997,25). The PAN, for its part, has a long history of deferring to the party base for 

nominating procedures and platform formation (Bailey and Valenzuela 1997,47). 

Clearly, however, the party that has undergone the most arduous process of internal 

change has been the PRI. While the gradual erosion of the PRI's bases of mass support has been 

expedited by the recent electoral successes of the PRD, the more unavoidable conclusion is that 

the PRI's traditional order, predicated on elite rotation, patronage, corporatism, and pork

barreling (as embodied by PRONASOL) has become untenable. The composition of modern 

Mexican society (literate, urban, and increasingly middle-class) has confounded PRI attempts to 

modify existing channels of interest representation, while the PRI-initiated program of fiscal 

austerity has significantly diminished the cache ofzanahorias at the disposal of the ruling party. 
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Two examples serve to illustrate the changing fortunes of the PRI. The first, obviously, 

was that of the splinter that created the PRD and propelled Cardenas to the regency of the D.F .. 

More recently, however, the election of Ricardo Monreal, a PRD candidate, to the governorship 

of Zacatecas focused attention on the PRI's noncompetitive nominating practices. Monreal had 

been an active, loyal priista for the entirety of his 25 years as a party militant, having served as a 

federal deputy, senator, and state president of the ruling party. After having been passed over for 

another candidate despite having manifested the support of 44 of Zacatecas' 56 municipalities 

and 50 percent of the local PRI caucus, Monreal defected to the PRD, winning the state in 

triumphant style and handing the PRD its first governorship (Correa 1998, 15). The Monreal 

example has called into question the political expediency of centralized nominating procedures in 

an era with few structural inhibitors to defection and a strong upsurge in electoral competition. 

Slowly, the PRI has begun a process of internal democratization, facilitated by Zedillo's 

willingness to become a passive member of the party and forgo the dedazo, designed to remake 

the party in the image ofa "normal party, rather than the electoral ann of an authoritarian system" 

(Lawson 1997, 25). This process has been most evident in the procedures that led to the 

nomination of Francisco La,bastida Ochoa. History was made on December 4, 1998, when PRI 

Executive Committee Secretary Carlos Rojas Gutierrez announced that the PRI candidate for the 

2000 presidential elections would be nominated in accordance with a national primary (Reforma 

1998, 1). The PRI's first national presidential primary was won by Labastida, Zedillo's Secretary 

of Gobemaci6n, in convincing fashion, commanding 248 out of 300 congressional districts in 

early polling (Preston 1999, AI). Despite the fact that the electoral mechanisms were widely 

regarded as transparent, the fact that old-guard members of the party elite resorted to classic PRI 

vote buying and underhanded campaign tactics, including using construction equipment to block 

access to a rally in support of Roberto Madrazo Pintado, L<:ibastida's chief opponent, depict the 

extent to which the internal democratization of the PRI has yet to be fulfilled (Dillon and Preston 
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1999, A6). In light of these reservations, PRJ recognition that primaries will produce more 

electable candidates is still a sign ofprogress. 

Furthermore, the PRJ faces significant internal tensions. Miguel Centeno, in his study of 

the technocratic revolution in Mexico, remarks that "It becomes increasingly clear that the PRJ as 

we have known it is not going to disappear quite as easily as had been believed" (Centeno 1997, 

254). Despite the rise of technocratic politicians and the breakdown of the PRJ's traditional 

ruling coalition, significant, old-guard members of the party have expressed ill ease about the 

transition of the PRJ from hegemonic, centralized power to competitive, internally democratic 

actor. These old-guard politicians, known collectively as dinosaurios, first crystallized into a 

distinct faction within the PRJ during the de la Madrid and Salinas administrations, during which 

the populist, nationalist ideological orientation of the party was largely abandoned. The internal 

divisions created by both shifts in ideology and the devolution of Mexican presidentialism have 

led scholars to place renewed emphasis on the supposed factionalization of the PRJ (see Bailey 

and Valenzuela, 1997; Blum, 1997). 

What most of these scholars seem to overlook, however, is that the PRJ has always been 

factionalized; the internal order has historically been predicated on a vast web of interwoven 

camarillas, political factions within the PRJ who share political interests and rely on each other to 

improve their chances for advancement within the regime (Ai Camp 1999, 116). The camarilla, 

in fact, has been identified by Roderic Ai Camp as the fundamental basis of Mexican political 

recruitment (Ai Camp 1999, 116-117). The real potential for internal dissolution emanates not 

from the camarilla structure but rather from the collapse of presidentially enforced restraints on 

their competition. Under the old system, inter-camarilla rivalry was both continuously reinforced 

and constrained by the strict party hierarchy enforced by presidential control of nominating 

procedures. Factions may have disagreed, often vehemently, but the dearth of alternate vehicles 

to political power constrained any seditious tendencies. Not so in the present context: the 

institutional barriers to party formation are greatly lessened; the traditional spoils associated with 
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loyalty to the ruling party have largely disappeared; the leader of the party can no longer impose 

order on presidential succession. ill the struggle to reform itself as a competitive political party, 

the PRJ thus faces considerable internal strife. 

The disintegration ofMexican presidentialism and PRJ hegemony was thus the product of 

presidential abdication of party leadership and the electoral "defeat" suffered by the PRJ in the 

1997 mid-term elections. By leveling asymmetries in campaign spending and media access as 

well as capping overrepresentation, the 1996 reforms facilitated a more accurate depiction of the 

uncertainty and political upheaval within Mexican society in the representative institutions of 

Mexican government. This uncertainty has been manifest in the changing relations between 

parties and institutions, but more generally in a populace struggling with the onset and attendant 

uncertainty of an electoral future largely unbounded by structural impediments to the accurate 

translation of votes into governments. While the 1996 reforms to the COFIPE did not herald the 

advent of consolidated democracy in Mexico, they have rather conclusively removed the most 

significant inhibitors to its expression through electoral channels. 

The Future of Electoral Reform and the !FE 

Viewed against the broader backdrop of post-revolutionary regime formation and 

subsequent liberalization, the development of the Mexican electoral system has mirrored the long 

and often tedious process of Mexican democratization, and as such serves as an intriguing proxy 

for predicting the future of Mexican democracy. The period of 1929 to 1963 witnessed the 

development of a massive state apparatus for mollifying revolutionary antagonisms, establishing 

political order in a changing society, and fostering a stable environment for the Mexico's 

nationalist policy of economic development. Beginning in the 1960s and up until the mid 1970s, 

electoral reform was a top-down endeavor directed at encouraging institutional channels of 

political participation in order maintain the structural arrangements of PRJ hegemony and inhibit 

the development of anti-system political actors that reflected the more violent repression of anti
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system political actors. During the Echeverria and Lopez Portillo administrations, however, the 

unforeseen fruits of Mexico's economic miracle would materially alter the composition of 

Mexican society and render inadequate the existing, state-monopolized channels for political 

participation and interest representation. From the adoption of the LFOPPE to the COFIPE and 

its subsequent reforms, the trajectory of Mexican electoral reform would be one of liberalization 

on pain of destabilization: a path successful in averting crisis, but which left the PRI in an ever 

more diminished position from which to preserve its rule through authoritarian measures and 

which fomented the development of a budding multiparty system. At this point, the trajectory of 

Mexican electoral reform, and the trajectory ofMexican democratization, underwent a shift, from 

transformation to transplacement, in which both the government and the opposition were 

compelled, as a matter ofpolitical expediency, to seek a negotiated settlement. Commensurately, 

electoral reform has increasingly been initiated and formulated through negotiation between the 

PRI and the opposition. With the dissolution of Mexican presidentialism and the opposition 

majority in the Chamber ofDeputies, this process has entered its more advanced stages. 

The policy recommendations eventually embodied by the 1996 reforms represented what 

Zedillo felt to be the definitive reforms to the nation's electoral law: elections are not likely to 

become much more transparent; while the formula for arriving at exact amounts may be subject 

to minor adjustments, Mexican commitment to public funding of political parties and campaigns 

as well as free access to media organs seems likely to endure for the foreseeable future. 

Tellingly, the 2000 elections will take place under the same legal marker as the previous electoral 

cycle, a first since 1973. Still, at least two highly divisive issues were left off the 1996 agenda to 

be addressed at a later date: the extension of voting rights to Mexicans living abroad and the 

repeal of the 1933 anti-reelection amendment. 

Because ofthe disproportionate size and strength of the U.S. and Mexican economies, the 

Mexican government has adopted a largely pragmatic policy regarding illegal immigration, 

including the Program for Mexican Communities Living in Foreign Countries (PMCLFC), a 
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comprehensive program involving a broad range of federal, state, and non-governmental actors 

dedicated to strengthening relations with Mexican communities in the United States. One of the 

most potentially polemic issues to arise from broadly inclusive programs like PMCLFC has been 

that of granting Mexican citizens living outside Mexico the right to vote. The Mexican 

constitution precludes Mexicans residing outside of Mexico from taking part in elections. 

According to the IFE, 9.8 million, or 13.97 percent of the eligible population (i.e. citizens 

above the age of 18), of Mexican voters live as either uI)documented aliens or as documented, 

temporary residents in the United States (IFE, 1999). The sheer dimensions of the foreign

dwelling population have made the issue of voting rights an emerging priority for both the IFE, 

the organ that would invariably be charged with incorporating it into the electoral system, and for 

the political parties. 

Currently, there are several impediments to the extension of voting privileges to 

Mexicans living abroad, both logistical and political. First, there are significant logistical 

problems with the organization of polling stations outside the Mexican Federation. Second, the 

foreign vote begs difficult questions about representation: in what kind of elections would 

foreign-dwelling Mexican nationals be able to take part? Would their votes count at the district 

level, or would they merely be added to the aggregate totals on which proportional representation 

is based? 

A second brake on the consideration of extending voting privileges to Mexicans living 

abroad is a matter of inter-party politics. Although formal polling of migrants has been limited, it 

is assumed that the vast majority of votes emitted by Mexican nationals abroad would be in favor 

of a single party, the PRD (Weldon, 1998). For virtually all migrants, the decision to cross the 

border is one driven by economic necessity: endemically low wages, brought on by the rapid 

commercialization of agriculture in rural areas, and high unemployment create considerable, 

system-wide incentives for illegal migration. Most migrants blame their economic plight on the 

policies undertaken by the PRJ during the de la Madrid and Salinas administrations, and favor a 
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return to state interventionist policies designed to safeguard Mexican industry and agriculture, a 

stance which logically leads them to favor the PRO platfonn (Weldon, 1998). Because both the 

PAN and PRI are aware that the enfranchisement ofMexicans abroad could conceivably increase 

support for the PRO by as much as 10 percent ofthe vote in a national election, both the PAN and 

PRI, parties that favor economic liberalism but differ on issues affecting small industries 

corruption, are for the time being united in tacit opposition to the extension of the vote to 

Mexican nationals living abroad. Despite the misgivings of the Mexican right, el voto en el 

extranjero continues to be a subject of investigation by the IFE and represents one direction in 

which future electoral reforms may be pointed. 

No single refonn of the electoral system would have as broad consequences, however, as 

the repeal of the constitutional prohibition on reelection. As has been seen, the prohibition on 

reelection has several consequences for the Mexican system: strong party cohesion within the 

dominant party, disincentives for representation of regional constituencies, and the strengthening 

of the central party apparatus, which controls the closed nominating procedure. These realities, in 

the words of Scott Mainwaring and Matthew Shugart, "reinforce the authoritarian dominance of 

the presidency over the congress" (Mainwaring and Shugart 1997, 420). The party cohesion 

fostered by the no-reelection clause has historically been a structural facilitator of Mexico's 

strong presidentialist system by making all political careers contingent on loyalty and willingness 

to toe the party line. According to John Bailey and Arturo Valenzuela, this arrangement 

precludes the development of "a professional political class capable of acting as a counterweight 

to executive power" (Bailey and Valenzuela 1997,52). 

As has been noted earlier, however, the incentives for party cohesion are only present if 

the president can guarantee that service rendered during the present administration will be repaid 

by the incoming president. The adoption of open nominating procedures during the Zedillo 

administration has undermined this traditional promoter of party discipline. The repeal of the no

reelection clause, however, would potentially destroy it. Reelection would provide clear 
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incentives for congressional parochialism, as careers in the legislature could be based on narrow 

representation of district interests. The opening of the presidential nominating system would 

remove all overriding incentives for following party dictates that run counter to the specific 

interests ofa deputy's constituency. If the legislature is to continue to expand on its new-found 

role as a check on the hitherto unrestrained presidency, congressional autonomy must be assured. 

The repeal of the no-reelection clause would be the most direct route to creating more parity 

between the legislature and the presidency. Depending on the outcome of the 2000 presidential 

elections, no-reelection could become a reform topic of concentrated interest in the following 

sexenio. 

"Although the achievement of minimally democratic procedural guarantees may not 

result in full democracy," write Bailey and Valenzuela, "electoral credibility is the cornerstone of 

representative democracy" (Bailey and Valenzuela 1997,47). The development of the IFE as an 

autonomous bureaucratic institution has given Mexicans faith in the electoral process and inspired 

similar movements to professionalize and de-politicize the state electoral bureaucracy. Having 

achieved full independence in 1996 and presided over transparent, equitable elections in 1997, the 

future of the IFE will hinge on the organ's success at continuing to make small adjustments to the 

electoral process and defending its bureaucratic jurisdiction from the TRIFE. 

Credible electoral institutions will likely have clear ramifications for voting behavior. 

Between 1929 and 1994, voting for a party other than the PRJ amounted to an anti-system vote. 

With the routinization of transparent and more equitable electoral process, however, voting 

patterns are changing. Votes for opposition parties are no longer considered blunt expressions of 

anti-system sentiment. Rather, Mexico appears to be experiencing the development of a less 

divisive political sociology, one in which both the ruling party and the opposition compete more 

or less as equals and in which campaigns focus on policy issues rather than precipitating a rupture 

with the existing order. 
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Additionally, the perfonnance of the IFE has had an effect on electoral institutions at the 

state level. Until now, the discussion of electoral reform has been focused on the development of 

the federal electoral system. Increasingly, however, the IFE has been used as a model for the 

creation of subordinate IEEs (Institutos Estatales Electorales), modeled on the IFE (Franco, 

1998). According to Franco, former chief magistrate of the Tribunal de 10 Contencioso Electoral, 

a forerunner of the TRIFE, "Before, the local tribunals and electoral authorities operated without 

state-level control. With the reforms of 1996, the situation has changed" (Franco, 1998). 

Although state-level electoral authorities have been slower to tackle the problems of transparency 

and electoral fraud, the system-wide influence of the IFE in inculcating standard norms for 

electoral competition has been considerable. For the first time since the creation of the modem 

Mexican electoral system in 1946, the rules that govern electoral competition between parties 

have ceased to be the overriding focus of inter-party negotiation in the congress. The fact that the 

various parties have graduated to debate and negotiation over substantive policy issues is 

evidence of the IFE's success. 

Democratization? 

With the 1997 mid-term elections, Mexico clearly became an electoral democracy, that 

is, a regime in which governmental offices are filled as a consequence of regular elections subject 

to real contestation (i.e. the opposition has more than a trivial chance of winning) and in which 

executive and legislative powers are vested in elected bodies (Diamond 1999, 9). The gap 

between electoral democracy and consolidated, iiberal democracy, however, has widened 

considerably during the third wave, especially as students of democratization have been forced to 

devote more attention to the qualitative study of democracy not as a categorical classification but 

as a designation that allows for a wide range of political institutionalization, consolidation, and 

development of liberal democratic ideals. Ultimately, whether or not Mexico remains a 

democracy in league with those of Turkey, Colombia, and Japan, or graduates into the league of 
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those liberal, consolidated democracies predicated on often intense but always civil party 

competition, respect for individual rights, and the unqualified rule of law will depend on the 

trajectory of Mexico's democratic deepening. 

According to Larry Diamond, democratic deepening is the process of making 

governmental institutions more liberal, accountable, representative, and accessible (Diamond 

1999, 74). The experience of Mexico has been unique in terms of its deepening process. 

Whereas most transitions from authoritarian rule have been marked by a distinct break from the 

institutions of the past, transition in the Mexican context has been achieved primarily through the 

same, albeit significantly liberalized, institutions that perpetuated PRI hegemony. In this sense, 

Mexico's process of democratic transition occurred concurrently with its process of democratic 

deepening. Significant liberalization of the electoral system occurred even as the PRI sought to 

prolong its dominance of Mexican political life. It is precisely because of the continuity in 

institutions that the Mexican transition has been both prolonged and unique. 

Mindful of the possibility of an interaction effect between political liberalization and 

party deVelopment, it is interesting to note that the Mexican transition has been facilitated not 

only by the development of strong opposition parties but also the strengthening and renewal of 

political institutions. Returning to Skocpol, we see that the converse of her structuralist paradigm 

for understanding regime instability is also true: class upheaval and rapid socioeconomic 

transformations have been avoided precisely because of the strength of Mexico's institutions and 

thus broad willingness to confine political participation to non-violent forms of interest 

articulation. Mexico's institutions may not have always enjoyed legitimacy: indeed they most 

certainly have not. They have, however, consistently proven to be the only game in town. The 

ruling party, and more recently the concerted efforts of the major parties, have managed to 

channel widespread political dissent through consolidated, institutionalized channels. 

It is for this reason that the study of institutions has remarkable explanatory power in 

addressing questions of stability during periods of political and economic development. Even if 
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one assumes, as Jose Woldenberg appears to assert, that democratization is part of the inexorable 

march of history, the specific institutional arrangements of the Mexican system help to explain 

why this path was paved with ballots and not blood. The growing party pluralism in Mexico's 

political institutions helps to explain why Mexico's authoritarian system and subsequent process 

of democratization has been qualitatively different from those of less institutionalized regimes. 

Following a period of regime consolidation predicated on the expansion of the central 

state apparatus and corporatist inclusion of the peasantry and organized labor, Mexico's 

democratic trajectory has been one of first liberalizing the constraints on public contestation, 

through lowering barriers to party formation and representation in congress, and subsequently 

increasing regime inclusiveness to account for the interests of the Mexican middle class, a 

relatively recent phenomenon. Throughout this process, change has come at a modest pace, in the 

form of specific institutional responses to period threats of political destabilization. Referring 

back to figure 1.2, having begun its democratic transition as a stable, inclusive hegemony, 

Mexico's increases in public contestation have been undertaken in such a way as to preserve the 

stability of the system and discourage the development of extra-systemic political actors. 

Incremental increases in regime inclusiveness and public contestation, within a continuous 

constititutional framework, have been the Mexican solution to the prevalent dilemma of 

developing democracy while maintaining stability. The difficulty of illustrating Mexico's 

specific trajectory toward democracy on either Dahl's biaxial model or the author's triaxial model 

illustrates the inherently qualitative aspects of democratization that make modeling political 

development problematic. 

Despite the stability afforded by Mexico's long process of democratization, the 2000 

elections are imbued with the paradoxical potential to undermine Mexico's orderly process of 

democratic transition. M. Delal Baer, director of the Mexico Project at the Center for Strategic 

and International Studies, delineates several reasons why the process will beleaguer Mexico's 

newly democratized institutions. First, Baer argues that Mexican politics have come to be 
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dominated, as it was in the pre-PRI era, by personalist politics: "Mexico suffered through most of 

the 19111 century at the mercy of men on horseback. Today, as PRI dominance atrophies, the 

popular allure of the caudillo (strongman) has returned" (Baer 1999,91). As evidence, Baer cites 

the charismatic appeal of Subcommandante Marcos, the EZLN spokesman, Cuauhtemoc 

Cardenas, and Vincente Fox Quesada, presidential candidates of the PRD and PAN-PVEM, 

respectively. Pointing to the breakdown of the inter-elite power sharing arrangement that was the 

source ofPRI cohesion until 1988, Baer notes that Mexico's democratic transition has occurred 

concurrently with the splintering and polarization of the nation's political elite. Such a situation, 

Baer argues, fosters a winner-take-all attitude and undermines compromise (Baer 1999, 92). 

Assuming the division of the electorate into three voting blocs of roughly equivalent strength, the 

election of an opposition president on a modest plurality, Baer asserts, will send Mexico down the 

Chilean path, where a fragmented electorate inhibits the formation of a ruling coalition, 

producing a state ofungovernability. 

Perhaps the greatest threat to continued democratic consolidation is a direct product of 

Mexico's proximity to the United States: the drug trade. For Mexico, the drug trade is beginning 

to exact a balance of benefits and costs similar to those that developed in the Andean region 

during the Colombian peak of the 1980s. Mexico's cartels have brought billions in profits to the 

Mexican economy, although the size of Mexico's licit economy has kept the cartels' national 

economic influence from approaching the national clout wielded by their Colombian 

counterparts. On the balance, the drug trade has exacerbated Mexico's traditional problems with 

corruption, renewed the threat of intra-elite political violence, and led to the dangerous 

militarization of Latin America's most enduring civilian government. These threats, taken 

collectively, represent a major politically destabilizing factor at a time in Mexican politics when 

other issues, such as economic reform, the Chiapan rebellion, and electoral reforms that have 

already put the PRI in one of the more tenuous positions of its seven decades of rule. While the 

destabilization of the PRI has increased opportunities for the opposition, especially within the 
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context of a thriving drug industry, the unbalancing of the regime does not necessarily bode well 

for the democratization of Mexico. 

Still, taken in a comparative context, Mexico has some distinct advantages that make it a 

likely candidate for further democratic deepening. First, Mexico's protracted period of 

democratization has fostered the development of a political class steeped relatively well in the art 

of compromise and negotiation. The period from 1997 to 2000, during which congressional 

plurality has guarded against the zero-sum nature of opposition-ruling party relations that 

predominated throughout the pre-1988 period, has been a period of particularly fast-paced 

political learning. Second, the Mexican party system is comparatively well developed. Both the 

PRI and the PAN have been in existence for more than fifty years, and the nascent PRD is 

primarily composed of former PRI militants and members of traditional leftist parties. 

Furthermore, despite significant alterations to the rules governing public contestation, the 

established parties have retained their role, delineated by Juan Molinar, as the sole vehicles to 

electoral participation. In the era of contested presidential elections, not a single candidate has 

represented an overtly non-system movement, as has been the case in Peru and Venezuela. 

Lastly, Mexico is blessed with good neighbors. The integration of Mexico into the economies of 

the United States and Canada has sharpened both countries' interest in Mexico's democratic 

transition and helped the Mexican economy to return to the robust growth that characterized the 

Salinas administration. 

Ultimately, the most compelling reasons for believing that the 2000 elections will not 

reverse the political gains of the past three decades are found in the deliberate, incremental 

manner in which the reforms were instituted. These institutional changes have helped to ingrain a 

political culture in which change is viewed as both necessary and essentially positive. This 

change in the Mexican political system has tended toward greater inclusion and opposition 

participation in the governing process. Because this shift has occurred both in the party system 

and in the institutions of government, the process of democratization has incrementally lessened 
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the potential spoils to be derived. from undermining the established order. Democratization may 

have spurred increasingly invective party rhetoric, but it has also produced an institutional 

framework that enjoys a great deal of legitimacy. While this legitimacy may be contingent on 

their performance in the upcoming electoral cycle, it nevertheless speaks to the process of 

democratic consolidation. Moreover, it has significantly diminished the PRI's capacity to 

reestablish political hegemony in unilateral fashion. A hegemonic party in decline, the PRI no 

longer benefits from exclusive control over the Mexican state apparatus. Under these 

circumstances, the PRI faces systematic constraints on the efficacy of a reversion to its 

authoritarian roots. 

On July 2, 2000, Mexicans will enter polling stations to select a new president, Congress, 

and myriad local and state officials. For the first time in the history of the post-revolutionary 

regime, they will do so confident that the votes they cast will be the votes that are tallied, and that 

the campaigns that inform their decisions are run in a competitive, fair fashion. Perhaps more 

than any single political actor or movements, the development ofthe IFE as an autonomous actor 

charged with insuring the accuracy and fairness of electoral results and campaigns has inspired 

faith in many Mexicans that the institutions of government can be remade and reformed in 

accordance with democratic processes. The Mexican political system has evolved, slowly and at 

times begrudgingly, with shifts in the nation's demographic and economic realities being 

accompanied by changes in the institutional marker that continues to define the space of political 

contestation. Thus, what began as a series of institutional solutions to endemic problems of 

violence, political diffusion, and instability has been reborn as a facilitator of democratic 

transition. Transparent electoral practices and a level field of competition do not themselves 

make for a consolidated democracy, but they are its irrefutable sine qua non. 
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