Historic Triumph of Fox Promises New Political Era in Mexico

After 71 years of uninterrupted power, Mexico's Institutional Revolutionary Party
(PRI)-the longest-governing political party in the world-conceded defeat in the
country's presidential elections on July 2. Thousands of people took to the streets
to celebrate the victory of Vicente Fox of the National Action Party (PAN) and the
dawn of a "new Mexico."

Founded in 1929 by President Plutarco Elias Calles, the PRI lived up to its mission
to "keep the presidency in the party."” After decades in power, the PRI became
inseparable from the state. At its height, it exercised complete control over
political life in Mexico. This era has ended, however, in what many are calling a
peaceful revolution.

What Happened?

Some analysts attribute the election results to the "necessary democratic opening”
encouraged by Mexico's current president, Ernesto Zedillo. The Mexican leader
certainly played an influential role in the transition process. Among other things,
he established independent control of the Federal Electoral Institute (IFE); created
a special prosecutor to investigate violations of the electoral code; and encouraged
the first primary elections to choose the PRI's presidential candidate, traditionally
hand-picked by the outgoing president. Nine million Mexicans participated in the
primary, which designated former Interior Minister Francisco Labastida as the
party's candidate.

As Mexican author Carlos Fuentes has noted, "Zedillo will go down in history as the
president who confirmed the era of democracy in Mexico and consolidated the
transition that made it possible.” Javier Solana, the European Union's
representative for foreign policy and defense, agreed that Zedillo's actions "serve
as a model that will undoubtedly contribute to the strengthening of democracy and
the rule of law in Latin America."

Other observers have pointed to additional factors contributing to the PRI's
downfall. According to Victor Juarez, a political commentator for the Peruvian
newspaper EI Comercio, "all it took was holding clean elections to bring an end to
the hegemony that the Institutional Revolutionary Party enjoyed for more than
seven decades." Sergio Mufoz of the Los Angeles Times cited three factors to
explain the results: political frustration (directed at the PRI), the emergence of a
candidate with charisma (Fox), and fair elections (under the auspices of IFE).

Why Did the PRI Lose?

Mexican intellectual Carlos Monsivais describes Mexicans as "fed up" with the PRI.
This is clearly one of the reasons behind the party's defeat, but a long list of other



factors also were important. These include the recent history of political scandals
(with former President Carlos Salinas at the top of the list); the growing strength
of the opposition (especially the PAN and the Party of the Democratic Revolution,
or PRD); growing intolerance of the governing party's corrupt practices; and an
overwhelming turnout on Election Day itself that thwarted any attempts at vote
buying.

Historian Enrique Krauze has argued that as far back as the 1950s, the PRI went
from being a "mechanism for political control™ to "a sophisticated mechanism for
manipulating elections.” Likewise, ElI Comercio concludes that the PRI was
destroyed by "time and the party's own history, which made it the personification
of a corrupt hold on power in a one-party state with complete control over political
life."

What Does It Mean for Mexico?

According to former US President Jimmy Carter, who observed the elections, the
vote was "an extraordinary manifestation of the Mexican people's maturity and
commitment to democracy, but also of their readiness for change.” And in fact, in
his victory speech Fox declared, "this is the moment for democracy, the moment
to change our country to what we want it to be."

Fox's election has produced enormous hope for change among Mexico's 97 million
inhabitants. On the day following the elections, an editorial in the Mexican
newspaper El Universal proclaimed, "We will no longer be seen as a country with a
one-party state, hegemonic and closed to the changes necessary in this era of
profound transformation. We will show that we are capable of joining the
community of nations that seek a democratic system open to essential change
based on a collaborative effort, without sectarianism or messianism, as
circumstances and society demand. We have opened the door to an irreversible
transition; the many different political actors must carefully watch their steps
during this crucial launch time."

The president-elect will face the challenge of giving concrete form to the changes
he advocated during his campaign. He must work to ensure that the transition
from one regime to another will be as smooth as possible for a country that has
finally achieved a handover of power. Jorge Castafieda, a Mexican political analyst
and an advisor to the Fox campaign, identifies the priorities as "putting into
motion Mexico's transition and renewing the country's development...Starting
tomorrow, political power will alternate in Mexico."

Fox has pledged to include all parties and political groups in his government,
including the PRI. This strategy will be key in attacking some major challenges,
including corruption, increasing the autonomy of Mexico's electoral institutions,
and sharing power with the opposition, especially considering that the legislature
will be divided among Mexico's three leading parties.



Peruvian author and one-time presidential candidate Mario Vargas Llosa calls Fox's
task "titanic....Taking apart an authoritarian system entrenched in power for 71
years means reforming the state almost from top to bottom." He described the
events in Mexico as the transition from "a perfect dictatorship to a difficult
democracy."

What's certain is that Mexicans voted for change. More than a vote for Vicente
Fox, the results were a vote for democracy. The elections were a historic moment
that represents a step forward for Mexico's democratic system of government and
a new stage in its political development. Mexico is at the threshold of a new era.



