






The PRI must acknowledge that the 
opposition should be allowed to gain 

strength by winning fair elections 

represents an authentic transformation, facilitating more 
direct and open political life in the PRI. 

For now, the precedent for open competition and pub
lic presentations of platforms and programs has been set; 
it will clearly influence the selection processes for other 
PRI candidates, especially in gubernatorial races and even 
local elections, where authoritarian decision-making has 
predominated and base -level PRI members generally left 
without a say. And from now on, the presidential succes
sion will probably be determined in a more open process, 
with greater participation by Party members and a smaller 
dose of the traditional presidential prerogative. 

With the most important of presidential powers thus 
limited, it is reasonable to think that Mexican presiden
cialismo could become less authoritarian. This presents 
the second majar paradox: Salinas owes his nomination 
and the presidency to the traditional, vertical exercise of 
presidential power. But he will have to accept (and he may 
even move to facilitate) a reduction in, what have been 
until now, the excessive powers and attributes of the Mex
ican presidency. 

Limits on the PRI? 

This more modern, and thus democratic, form of 
presidencialismo must allow for its corollary in a more 

active role for political parties. And that's at the root of the 
third paradox for Salinas and his team. A greater role for 
oppositioA parties implies setting limits for the PRI. But it 
is not at ali clear that PRI members, and especially the old 
school leaders in certain sectors of the Party, labor for ex
ample, or in certain regions where political authority is par
ticulary concentrated, will permit such a redistribution of 
power. 

While presidentialism has played an 
important role in Mexico, 1t is quite 
possible that its historical cycle is 

drawing to a close 

Given this panorama, it's quite reasonable to think that 
the 1988 elections won't bring any, or but very few, 
changes to the Mexican political scene. Unless there are 
sorne really majar surprises, it seems unlikely that past 
electoral patterns will change much on a national level. 
But that doesn't make next July's elections, and especial
ly the campaigns leading up to them, irrelevant. Their 
relevance lies in the chance for people to express their 
opinions and for the parties to make proposals. Carlos Sa
linas' insistence since the start of his campaign that peo
ple should raise criticisms and make suggestions is 
significant in this regard. Only time w11I teli how much those 
opinions will be taken into account. 

In addition, to the extent that they can put together 
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coherent and believable programs, opposition parties 
could become both effective interlocutors tor political pow
er and intermediaries between that power and society. In 
this context, then, the 1988 elections represent a real test 
tor the new party system that has begun to develop in Mex
ico. lt they manage to overcome their interna! weakness
es and put together a set of proposals, not only to 
implement if they should win, but rather to present to those 
in power in the coming years, then opposition parties could 
have a greater presence in the reorganization ot the Mex
ican political system. AII ot this implies, among many other 
things, that they will need to go beyond the limits ot elec
toral politics, organizing, for example, among sectors that 
have only recently arrived on the political scene: tenants, 
women's groups, alternative labor organizations, environ
mentalists, etc. 

The challenge for the PRI, the governing party, is to 
recover sorne ot its lost ground (it dropped trom 80 O/o ot 
the total vote in 1976, to 69 O/o and later to 64.5 O/o in 1985). 
But it can't do this by using torce to impose an artificial 
majority, as sorne believe it did in the July 1986 elections 
in Chihuahua. This is the third majar dilemma tor Carlos 
Salinas de Gortari and the PRI: to acknowledge that the 
opposition should be allowed to gain strength by winning 
tair elections, as one way tor civil society to increase its 
political intluence, while deepening the process ot trans
tormation within the PRI, so that its capacity to influence 
policy depends less on govenment support and more on 
the strength of its own membership. What is at stake, then, 
is the creation ot an authentic party system in Mexico. That 
means recognizing, as Jesús Reyes Heroles always said, 
that despite ideological differences, in politics, "resistance 
is support. "o 


