
A
s we saw in the last issue of Voices of
Mexico, the Mexican transition has not
been a compromise between power seek -

 ing-elites, but a gradual step-by-step process of
small negotiations limited to the electoral arena,
all related to the 1996 electoral reforms. There -
fore, we could conclude that the Mexican tran -
sition was not based on a pact, but rather, was
a voted transition. Changes have occurred since

the beginning in the electoral sphere and in the
party system, as we explained in the first part of
this analysis. Now, we will talk about the over-
whelming impact of these changes in the Mex -
 ican electoral system: the transition from the
hegemony of an almost single party to a party
system. In this respect, the following facts stand
out:

1. Up until the mid-term elections in 1985,
the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI)
always held a greater than two-thirds ma -
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jority in the Chamber of De pu -
ties. In 1988 it lost that majority,
and in 1997 it even lost the abso -
 lute majority. 

2. Up until 1989, only 39 out of the
2,387 municipalities that existed
then were ruled by parties other
than the PRI: 1.84 percent of the
population.1 By December 2000,
that figure had grown to more
than 500 municipalities, while
the PRI held 1,382 out of 2,427.
In terms of population, by the
end of 2000, the PRI governed
44.11 percent at the municipal
level; the National Action Party
(PAN), 37 percent; and the Party of
the Democratic Revolution (PRD),
15 percent. But we must add
that, before the 2000 elections,
63.6 percent of the population
had already experienced local
go vernment by alternate parties,
and if we take into consideration
Mexico City, the figure rises to
almost eight out of every ten per -
sons. 

3. Regarding local legislatures, ac -
 cording to data compiled by Alon -
 so Lujambio, political change
has been very similar: if in 1974
the PRI had 97.8 percent of all
the seats, at the start of 2000 it
held 49.6 percent.2 However,
another fact must be taken into
consideration: in 1974 there were
369 local seats, while at the start
of 2000 the figure had in creased
to 1,108. This means that the
PRI lost decision making capa-
bilities, but not seats. In other
words, the political class kept
its spaces open. So, if at the
beginning of the 1970s there were
opposition representatives in only
four out of 31 local legislatures

—4 deputies out of 369—, by
the end of the 1990s, as we have
already said, the PRI no longer
held the majority of seats. The
aggregate result is that, even
though the formerly hegemonic
party still gets the most votes, it
has lost the absolute majority.

4. On the other hand, so-called “di -
vided governments” —where the
executive and the legislative
branches hail from different par -
ties— did not exist in Mexico
until 1989. But by the end of
2000 there were already 20 ca s -
es of divided government. And
even before that year’s July elec -
tions, 15 states had already had
that experience.

5. Regarding the Senate, as we
have already explained, in 1993
the electoral system introduced
the legal concept of first minor-
ity senator for every state: the
party that came in in second
place would be awarded one
seat. But in 1996, with double
the number of senators —128
instead of 64— two would be
elected by majority vote, one
would be allotted to the largest
minority, and 32 would be elec t -
 ed from a national proportional
representation list. Once again,
the electoral system was the
door that led to plurality.

6. Finally, on July 2, 2000, for the
first time since its birth in 1929,
the PRI did not win the presi-
dential elections. So what had

been happening in the pe rip hery
—in state legislatures and local
governments, bolstered by the
principle of proportional repre-
sentation— became the basis for
the competition for the center.

THE NEXT STEP

All this is enough to explain why the
Mexican transition toward democracy
is not just starting, but has already
closed a cycle, even though it has not
followed in the steps of other countries.
It has followed a pattern based on po -
litical liberalization, the salvaging of
institutions, and, most evidently, votes.
What does seem clear —even though
it is always harder to conjecture about
the future than to narrate the past— is
that democratic consolidation will have
to settle the issues it has left unsolved.
To go from the elec toral and party sys-
tem —as has been the case up to now—
to the political system as a whole im -
plies different problems that can no
longer be studied under the same the-
ory of democratic transition. Looking
at the same data from the opposite
side, at least three problems arise for
the consolidation of democracy. First
and most notably is the one regarding
the decision- making and action ca pa -
bilities —and even the pertinence—
of the presidential regime. The data
we have mentioned as evidence of de -
mocratization can also be interpreted
as a challenge to governability, at least
in the short run: the president’s hege-
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At least three problems arise for the consolidation of democracy. 
First and most notably is the one regarding the decision-making 

and action capabilities of the presidential regime.



mony, which used to be the gravita-
tional center of the political system as
a whole, no longer exists. The president’s
party has no majority in any of the fe d -
eral legislative chambers. He is now
compelled to negotiate everything with
the opposition. And the PRI has be -
come the strongest opposition party in
Mexican history. So, to the negotiations
in Congress we must add the federal
struggle —which the PRI never had to
face during its rule. But if this was not
enough, we must still remember that
the PAN is not a party of corporations
gathered around power. It was not born
and did not evolve to be a transmitter
of presidential instructions, and it does
not in clude unions, peasant groups or
intermediate organizations that pledge
their support to the executive. This is
in contrast to the way in which the PRI

was created —and worked.3 Those
groups lost votes and rallying power,
but most of them are still affiliated to
the PRI. Thus, from the outset, Pre si -
dent Vi cente Fox’s room for maneuver
has been much more limited than that of
any other president, at least since 1934. 

This problem leads, in the second
place, to the need to exercise govern-
ment conforming to the letter of for-
mal institutionalism: to the letter of
the law and constitutional political in -
s titutions. But, again, good news must
be interpreted also as the main chal-
lenge: these institutions, particularly
those of local governments, changed
during the transition in order to open
growing spaces for plurality. None

can be governed effectively without an
agreement between two or more par-
ties. Furthermore, it is an institution-
alism that was created mainly while
the authoritarian regime was in place.
This means that the habit of social
participation by citizens or of an insti-
tutionalism meant to allow for public
debate, transparent negotiations, and
efficiency, all at the same time, does
not exist in the local or the federal go v -
ernments. Institutions were created
with government-by-one-person in
mind, not by many reaching agree-
ments. That is the reason why, besides
the general challenge that adapting to
democracy implies, political institu-
tions have to adjust to pluralism. Thus,
the key to a stable government is not
to be found in intermediate organiza-
tions, or even in the media, but in the
prudence and responsibility of the lead-
ers of the different parties. This is the
strongest point made by those who
claim that the transition has just begun:
indeed, with the exception of the elec -
toral system, political institutions in
Mex ico were not designed by a demo-
cratic regime, and the windows they
provide for citizens’ participation are
still very few.4

And finally, clearly connected with
this, we must add the contradictions
embedded in Mexican political culture
which, at least for some time —while
democracy educates— will continue
to combine traits that belong to an
authoritarian logic with others that are
already part of democratic life. In this

respect, the results of a December 1999
Federal Electoral Institute (IFE) poll
are telling:5

1. Forty-eight percent of respon-
dents said that they were not
very interested in politics, and
24 percent said they were not
interested at all. This is comple -
mented by the fact that 76 per-
cent said they preferred a strong
leader. In other words, people
believe in voting (over 80 per-
cent), but it is clear that they
want to use their votes to elect
leaders who can solve all public
matters, as if this space were not
their business also. They want
a strong president; an elected,
but very strong one.

2. Regarding the rule of law, 44 per -
cent said that laws should be
obeyed always. But at the same
time, 29 percent said that laws
should be changed, while 24 per -
cent claimed a right to disobey
them “if they deem them unfair.”

3. Finally, 41 percent of those sur-
veyed believe that in order to
build “a great nation,” all citizens
must share the same ideas and
values. This is in tune with these
other facts: 66 percent said they
would not coexist with homo-
sexuals; 57 percent would not
accept living with someone with
AIDS; 56 percent with someone
of a different race; and worse yet,
51 percent would not live with
someone who had different po -
litical views. But is that not what
democracy is all about?

In short, the three traits that set the
Mexican transition apart from others
are at the same time the hardest chal-
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With the exception of the electoral system, political institutions 
in Mex ico were not designed by a democratic regime, and the windows

they provide for citizens’ participation are still very few.
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lenges that democratic consolidation
faces. A cycle in the transition pro cess
has already been closed. It has led Mex -
ico to plurality and a new party sys-
tem, but democracy itself is indeed
only just beginning. It seems rather evi -
dent that democracy cannot be re gard -
ed as a destination, but as the means
to channel political conflicts and, at
the same time, paraphrasing the Con -
s titution, as a way to process public life,
that is, not as a check ered flag but as a
means to solve public affairs. Nor berto
Bobbio has offered one of the simplest,
and at the same time, one of the most
complex descriptions to implement de -
mocracy: make public matters public.

It is clear that this requires a build -
ing and maintenance process that can -
not be subjected to a timetable. Rather,
it implies a constant challenge based
on clearly established rules and guided
by the three values that at some point
must be shared by the main political
forces of the country and by the vast
majority of the citizens: responsibility
and/or shared responsibility of each
and every participant; tolerance, which
allows coexistence with adversaries who
embrace different points of view, and
solidarity among all, based on an un -
wavering commitment to uphold the
rule of law. On these bare foundations
a polit ical pro cess that is something
more than a sort of end-cause can be
effectively built.

For today’s democratic Mexico, the
most important debate should be about
institutions, which are generally mar-
ginalized, in order to put temporary so -
lutions to temporary problems in their
right dimension. Institu tiona lism, sup -
ported by the strength of the rule of
law and by the respect of every actor, is
what can alleviate, even if only in part,
pessimistic sentiments.

And what are those concerns? There
are at least five delicate matters: first,
the tendency of political parties to make
a priority of electoral matters, and not
always those of an institutional nature,
which are national, shared and tolerant.

A second issue has to do with the
way in which Mexican society is told
about changes. In this respect, the me -
dia have historic opportunities and res -
ponsibilities, since the way in which it
gathers and reports the news turns it
into the channel between citizens and
institutions. One of the central condi-
tions for democratic consolidation is
a well informed citizenry.

In the third place come those pow-
ers that are only known because of
their perverse effects: drug-trafficking,
organized crime and public and pri-
vate corruption. The strength of res -
ponsible political institutions that are
willing to defend the rule of law could
gradually undermine those hidden
powers. 

Another important issue has to do
with those forces that because of pes-
simism or ideological convictions have
decided not to cooperate with institu-
tional development and have opted to
stay outside the process. The best
example of this is the Zapatista Na -
 tio nal Liberation Army (EZLN), whose
causes have rattled the national con-
science, but whose methods have not
enabled them to be partners in the
democratic consolidation pro cess, sim -
ply because violence, in any of its forms,
has never been the road that leads to

building a democracy anywhere in the
world. 

Finally, as long as economic frailty
is not completely averted, political ins -
titutions will obviously be at risk. How -
ever, if an institutional vision assumes
its share of responsibility for national
solvency, in every sense, and not only
because of specific or, even worse, cir-
cumstantial interests, economic vulne r -
ability, and even the sum of the five
points we have mentioned can be suc -
cessfully overcome. 

The necessary condition is an enor -
mous capacity to educate and increase
awareness. To think that de mocracy is
the sole responsibility of political par-
ties or even their leaders is one of the
worst mistakes that Mexico can make
at this or at any other time.
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