Political Parties And
The 2003 Mid-Term Elections

Challenges and Proposals

he collapse of the Soviet Union

and the Communist regimes of

Eastern Europe threw left par-
ties into ideological crisis. Fully aware
of the current inviability of the social-
ist revolution and the failings of the
welfare state, the left is debating the
Third Way, as a proposal for renovat-
ing social democracy in the framework
of a runaway world, to use Anthony
Giddens' phrase. Together with the ideo-
logical crisis of the left worldwide,
hybrid party coalitions have begun
to emerge, joining left-wing and right-
wing forces in the model of the “catch-
all party.”

Neoliberal globalization has weak-
ened both the sovereignty of national
states and the ability of traditional polit-
ical actors (parties and parliaments) to
represent the complex societies of our
time, particularly the new social move-
ments. This crisis of political represen-
tation is manifested in the emergence
of candidates and movements from
civil society, independent of parties, a
decrease in party membership and
electoral participation, as well as low
levels of public confidence in political

institutions.
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Closing the gap between the
parties and society

so that people become more

actively involved in public life
through them

is a challenge of the first

water for Mexico's democratic

development.

As can be seen in the United Na-
tions Development Program (UNDP)
2002 Report on Human Development,
in recent years there has been a con-
siderable decrease in the size of party
membership in European countries
and the United States, while in Latin
America, public confidence in political
parties has dropped very low, beneath
that proffered the Church, the armed
forces, the president, television, the
police, the judicial branch and nation-
al congresses. These low levels of
confidence contrast with the central
role that parties still have in democra-
cy, which is the reason that one of the
UNDP report’s recommendations is
the strengthening of “official democra-

tic institutions.”!

In Mexico, only 5.36 percent of
the adult population expresses a great
deal of confidence in parties, while
18.81 percent expresses some confi-
dence.? Together with the other fac-
tors, these indicators can be attributed
to the public’s negative perception of
politics, which it associates with cor-
ruption, deficient performance by pub-
lic officials and congresspersons and
party elitism, seen as proof that they
only look after their own interests.
Another explanation is the scant di-
rect communication between parties
and the citizenry. Parties give more
weight in electoral campaigns to the
electronic media, which leads to sim-
plified messages, a blurring of ideo-
logical proposals and a weakening of
political identities.

Despite the public’s scant confi-
dence in political parties, 67 percent
of Mexicans think they have a great
deal of influence in Mexico’s political
life, surpassed only by the president.?
The public sees parties’ political in-
fluence in the phenomenon dubbed
the “party-ocracy” since, in its view, it
is the parties who run candidates for
election, make decisions in the legis-
lature and frequently hold up the
country’s operation when they delay
the approval of the federal budget. In
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Patricia Mercado (left), president of Possible Mexico, a political organization running for election for the first time.

addition, President Fox has taken it
upon himself to strengthen this per-
ception when he has stated, both at
home and abroad, that he is the vic-
tim of the brakes that opposition par-
ties have put on Congress’ activities.
Closing the gap between the par-
ties and society so that people become
more actively involved in public life
through them is a challenge of the
first water for Mexico's democratic
development. In the framework of dem-
ocratic transition, the party system
has evolved from a practically single
party stage to a multi-party, competi-
tive system in which alternation in of-
fice is not only possible but has already
occurred on every level of political
representation. As Octavio Rodriguez
Araujo says, “The party system in
Mexico changed....The system of the
dominant or hegemonic party no longer
exists. But the parties have also changed
by abandoning their old principles and
their more or less ideological nature
and becoming more ideologically am-
biguous and secking the vote by ad-
justing their political discourse to that
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The citizenry has advanced
from voting to fulfill
a civic obligation to voting
pro-actively, to
give the victory to a specific
party or candidate.

need, as the competitive parties that
they are.”*

The country’s three main parties
have moved toward institutionaliza-
tion enough to be functional to demo-
cratic competition.” For its part, the
citizenry has advanced from voting to
fulfill a civic obligation to voting pro-
actively, to give the victory to a spe-
cific party or candidate. This advance
reflects a consolidation of voters’iden-
tities and political positioning in the
country. As Alejandro Moreno and Eliz-
abeth Zechmeister have observed,
“The location of party voters has
evolved in an interesting way....PRD

Juan Pablo Zsamo /Cua

[Party of the Democratic Revolution]
followers continue to be to the left of the
other main parties, but moving more
to the right. National Action Party
[PAN] followers, for their part, also
moved to the right, so much so that in
May 2002 they were to the right of the
PRI [Institutional Revolutionary Party]....
This forces us to think about what new
content is associated with the left and
the right in Mexican politics today.”®
This new content is determined by
alternation itself, with the interchange
of positions between the PRI and the
PAN as administration and opposition,
and the proximity of mid-term elec-
tions, both of which lead the parties to
differentiate their political proposals.

Mexicans' electoral preferences have
centered on three forces, spurring the
recurring question about the raison
d'étre of the eight remaining parties.
While these organizations do have a
social base that has allowed them to
obtain their registration as national
parties, it is also true that they are a
reflection of the fragmentation of the
country's political elites and tend to
scatter the vote without necessarily rep-
resenting a differentiated ideological
option on basic issues. In any case,
their scant social and political repre-
sentativeness could lead them to make
strategic alliances that would allow
them to survive inside the party system.

In the 2000 elections, two alliances
and three parties ran against the gov-
erning PRI. The PRI had adopted a
neoliberal program in its last few terms
in office. In addition, given the specter
of a defeat, it reincorporated in its
platform some theses from its classi-
cal period, like the state as the driv-
ing force behind the economy and
the promotor of social justice, bring-
ing them up to date with a proposal



of greater participation from the pri-
vate sector in national development.
Tor its part, the Alliance for Change,
made up of the PAN and the Green Eco-
logist Party of Mexico (PVEM), pro-
posed the continuity of the neoliberal
model in the framework of an econo-
my with a human face, plus the added
attraction of alternation in the presi-
dency with the candidacy of the cha-
rismatic Vicente FFox. Another option
was the Alliance for Mexico, made
up of five parties, three from the cen-
ter left (the PRD, the Labor Party [PT],
and Democratic Convergence [CD])
and two from the center right (the
Social Alliance Party [Pas] and the
Party of the Nationalist Society [PSN]).
Grouped around the candidacy of
Cuauhtémoc Cérdenas, these parties
proposed economic development with
social equality. Other contenders in
the elections were the Party of the
Democratic Center (PCD), the Authen-
tic Party of the Mexican Revolution
(PARM) and the Social Democracy Party
(PDS), with social democratic platforms.

Balloting concentrated on three
main forces (the Alliance for Change,
the PRI and the Alliance for Mexico),
preventing the PCD, the PARM and the
PDS from getting enough votes to
obtain seats in Congress and maintain
their registration as national political
parties. Despite the fact that voters’
preferences in 2000 pointed to dimin-
ishing the number of parties, three
organizations managed to obtain reg-
istration as new political parties in
2002: Citizens’ Torce (FC), Possible
Mexico (MP) and the Mexican Liberal
Party (PLM). With different emphases,
these three organizations consider
themselves to be on the left of the
political spectrum. Thus, the parties
that lost their registration were re-

Jorge Alcocer, president of Citizen's Force, another of
the new parties on the electoral spectrum.

Mexicans' electoral
preferences have centered
on three forces, spurring
the recurring question
about the raison d'étre of the
eight remaining parties.

placed by others with a similar ideo-
logical profile. In fact, some PDS acti-
vists became members of MP or FC.

In the current race, the governing
party is in fact defending a center-right
program, although its discourse is
that of the center. Most of the oppo-
sition is presenting center-left ideolo-
gical positions. Party alliances will
probably be formed in some specific
districts, but at the time of this writ-
ing exactly where and among whom is
not yet clear (see table of compared
positions).

In the current electoral process,
the biggest differences between the

Pedro MV

Politics

PAN and opposition parties are in the
areas of energy policy, while the most
important agreements are in the aim
of moving toward the consolidation of
democracy in Mexico. This is why it is
possible to again expect the creation
of a common agenda among parlia-
mentary caucuses for the political re-
form of the state.” In matters of eco-
nomic, social and foreign policy, the
parties have different, but not neces-
sarily incompatible, proposals, which
could lead to considerable parliamen-
tary agreements.

Based on their different electoral
campaigns and the design of renewed
strategies for winning the vote, some
parties have stated that their aim is
to achieve a congressional majority;
others only seek to increase or main-
tain their current positions; and the
new ones want to make themselves
known in order to get enough votes
to keep their registration as officially
recognized parties. To the three main
parties’ national leaders, the challenges
they face in these mid-term elections
are: obtaining a majority in the Cham-
ber of Deputies to push forward “the
structural reforms that will ensure the
viability of the nation in coming years”
(Luis Telipe Bravo of the PAN); win
300 of the 500 seats in the Chamber
of Deputies as a step toward recovering
the presidency in 2006 based on their
previously demonstrated ability to gov-
ern and the necessary renovation of
the party (Roberto Madrazo of the PRi);
win 130 seats in the Chamber of Dep-
uties to move toward being “the only
alternative for real change in the
country” vis-a-vis the neoliberal pro-
ject (Rosario Robles of the PRD).8

Regardless of each party’s legitimate
electoral expectations, the greatest
challenge for all the parties, given the
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probability that no party will achieve
amajority in the Chamber of Deputies,
will be to devise the agreements that
the country’s development urgently re-
quires among the congressional cau-
cuses and between the legislative and
executive branches of government.
Once the inevitable polarization of
the elections is overcome, the actors
on the national political scene will have
the responsibility of creating a dialogue
and negotiation capable of dealing
with the enormous legislative agenda
that cannot wait a minute longer at the
same time that they respect their prin-
ciples and specific commitments to
society. That is the only way that the
public’s trust in the parties, as well as
the confidence of international public
opinion in Mexico’s economic and
political viability, can expand. NMIM
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2003 ELECTORAL PLATFORMS. THE PARTIES AND THEIR PROPOSALS

DOMESTIC POLICY

Strengthen the division of laborand collab-

Revolutionary
Institutional oration among legislators.
Party (PRI) Promote a reform to review federal exec-

utive prerogatives, particularly those
linked to the veto and the nomination of
public servants subject to ratification.

Continue and deepen the democratic
reform of the state.

Reject consecutive reelection of legisla-
tors.

Labor Party (pT)

Democratic
Convergence (CD)

Consolidation of democracy given the
challenges of governability.

Promote electoral reform to allow for fair,
equitable participation of emerging
political currents.

Party of the
Nationalist
Society (PSN)

Defense of political pluralism and reform
of the state (decentralization, profes-
sionalization of public service and the
fight against corruption).

Possible Mexico (MP)

* Parties are listed in the order they appear on the ballot.
Source: The national political parties’ 2003 electoral platforms.

ECONOMY

Design a long-term state energy
policy.

Maintain electricity supply as a
public sewvice, operated exclu-
sively by the state.

Reform labor legislation to in-
clude a new labor and business
culture, agreements by consensus,
modernization of federal public
administration, efficient admin-
istration of justice in labor mat-
ters, union democracy and labor
relations with other countries.

Support for the domestic market
and solidarity between business-
men and workers.

Prevent the privatization of Mex-
ican state companies and foreign
investment in strategic sectors
of the national economy:.

Redistributive policy for an eco-
nomic reform that would pro-
mote growth, with a broad social
pact.

SOCIETY

Legislate the participation of the
media, the government, the pri-
vate sector and society as a whole
in the dissemination of women’s
and children's rights.

Reform the Constitution and
legislation to include the legiti-
mate rights of indigenous peo-
ples and communities along the
lines of the San Andrés Accords.

Solve the problems of inequali-
ty and poverty through quality
education.

Integral reform of national edu-
cation, safeguarding patriotic val-
ues as a fundamental principle.

Promote action against discrimi-
nation, particularlyagainst homo-
sexuals, and compensation for
vulnerable groups. Decriminali-
zation of marihuana use.

FOREIGN POLICY

Defend and preserve national
identity, dignity, beliefs and cul-
ture worldwide. Fester a bilateral,
integral migratory agreement that
would take into consideration
Mexicans human rights abroad.

Legislate to establish the de-
fense and safeguarding of labor,
human and social rights of Mex-
ican migrant workers.

Democratize foreign policy, adapt-
ing it to the new world situation.

Review the North American Free

Trade Agreement agricultural
chapters.

Seek favorable positioning in the
globalized world; fight against
abuses and asymmetries.
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