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The Electoral Process and the Transformation of the Party
System in Contemporary Mexico

Mexico’s long-ruling party, PRI, has been rightly characterised by having a vertical structure
of command and control, an inclusionary corporatist party system and strong presidentialism. So
this party dominated the electoral arena at all levels of government and had ruled unchallenged
for more than sixty years until 1988.

In the 1980’s, as a wave of democratization swept much of the world, Mexico nearly
experienced the end of one of the oldest and most stable authoritarian regimes. The onset of
economic crisis coincided with and, in part, led to the emergence a new govering elite of young
technocrats, the independent mobilization of a new business class finding political expression in
the Partido de Accion Nacional (PAN), the growth of grassroots popular movements and the
unification of the Left around the presidential candidacy in 1988 of Cuauthemoc Cardenas. All
these developments implied a serious erosion of corporatist ties between state and society which
had underpinned Mexican stability since the 1930's. They also paved the way for transition to a
new party system and political system.

PRI lost the presidential elections of July 2000. Yet even before that election defeat, its
dominance had been weakened by electoral competition, which in turn had changed the internal
dynamics of the party. Therefore, to understand the Mexican transition to democracy it is
imperative to study how electoral competition, principally from the centre-left party, the
Democratic Revolution (PRD) and PAN affected the internal relations of power within PRI.

This article examines the evolutionary changes in Mexico’s former hegemonic party system
between 1988 and 1997. The focus is on how this hegemonic one-party system was trnsformed
into the multiparty system in the context of an increasing electoral competitiveness and
democratic transition. | would therefore like to focus on five main points of argument on Mexican
political transformation which form the basis of discussion in this article; the corporatist
mobilization system in election campaign; the 1988 presidential elections; the 1991 mid-term
elections; the 1994 presidential elections; and the party system change from the hegemonic party
system to the multiparty system.
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