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In the afteIT11athof the 1988 presidential election, the PRD (Partido de la Revolución

Democrática) was founded with great optimismo The vote percentages obtained by the

PRD, however, fell well below the vote percentage Cárdenas was officially credited

with in 1988. Of twenty-two statewide races the PRD participated in between July

1989 and March 1991, the PRD obtained only 10 percent of the vote. In the 1988

presidential elections in these same states, the FDN (Frente Democrática Nacional)

obtained 24.8 percent of the vote.! Similarly, in the 1991 congressional elections the

PRD obtained a lackluster 8.27 percent of the vote, compared to 31.12 percent in

1988.2 This paper will attempt to analyze the decline in the PRD vote compared to the

1988 FDN vote.

One of the principal causes of the decline in the PRD vote could be labeled "fraud

fatigue." Without exception the PRD has been declared the loser in the elections that

the PRD (and before it the FDN) felt it had the best chance to win. The PRD has

blamed the losses on election fraud. These elections include the July 1988 presidential

election, the November 1988 gubernatorial election in Tabasco, the July 1989 election

in Michoacán, the December 1989 elections in Michoacán and Guerrero, and the

November 1990 election in the State of Mexico. The 1991 congressional elections and

the 1992 election in Michoacán praduced additional fraud charges.

Inevitably, the confrontation of what it regards as an unending string of frauds has

changed the nature of the party. As columnist José Woldenberg commented, "The

government's unscrupulous fraudulent manipulation of election returns has pushed the

PRD leadership to the left and at the same time isolated it."3 It has also provided an

easy excuse for failure. PRD member Jorge Alcocer claimed charges of "fraud" are

often used to cover the failings of the PRD.4 Finally the PRD's preoccupation with

fraud has diverted energy fram other organizational tasks. As Cárdenas noted, "The

government's offensive has forced us to devote more attention to conflicts which result

from electoral dishonesty, fraud, and imposition."5
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Another factor affecting the PRD has been violent attacks on its members. During

1989 and 1990, 73 PRD members were killed, of whom 17 were in Oaxaca, 16 in

Michoacán, and 13 in Puebla.6 Luis Salazar C. commented on the attacks directed at

PRD members: "No one can deny or even minimize the harassment and aggression

that this new organization has suffered at the hands of various branches of

government. Dozens of dead, arrested, kidnapped, and threatened speak clearly of the

hostility with which they have viewed the forrnation of the PRD."7

The political environment in which the PRD finds itself has proved less favorable

than the one the FDN faced. In 1988 Mexico was mired in a deep recession, and blame

was placed on the incumbents. Several factors have changed. Economic growth

resumed, and Salinas promoted the widely approved free trade agreement. AIso the

poli tic al reform and primary elections have improved the PRI's image. All of these

have cut into the protest vote.

PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional) Deputy Carlos Castillo Pérez cornrnented

on the changing poli tic al environment in a speech in the Chamber of Deputies on

October 18, 1989. He addressed the PRD deputies: "You members of the PRD

assumed that the men of the official party and of the government would not change.

We assumed that they are indeed capable of change. You believe that reforrn will not

occur within the executive branch and we feel it is worth attempting to reforrn the

executive branch."8 The Solidarity program has been especially important, since it has

tended to undermine the PRD's base among the poor. As Octavio Rodríguez Araujo

noted, "In a country with great needs and inequality, heavy spending should not be

rninirnized even though it insults recipients' dignity and is quite insufficient."9

One of the issues that most caught voters' imaginations in 1988 was suspending

debt payments. I-Iowever, the PRI effectively co-opted that issue after the debt

renegotiation; its stated position now resembles the PRD position. In the Plan of

Action approved after the September 1990 Assembly of the PRI, the official party

declared that it proposed "struggling for the full utilization and optimal use of

resources freed by foreign debt renegotiation, using them for economic growth and

social development in keeping with the nation's ability to pay, and giving special

priority to rural areas in reallocating resources."lO

Also, the potential cost of casting a protest vote has risen. In 1988 there was liule to

lose by voting for, or even electing, a candidate whom the world's financiers might

deem too radical. At the time, new credits and new investment had stopped, the
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economy was stagnant, and massive debt payments were flowing out of the country.

By 1990 the Mexican economy was growing at a modest rate, and the massive flow of

new investment more than offset debt payments. Thus, voters had something to lose

by a rejection of the PRI. The recent examples of Nicaragua and Chile confirm that

nations can paya high economic price for electing leaders not to the liking of the

United States and the international financial community.

Another factor limiting the PRD has been its reliance on the Mexican Revolution of

1910-17 for its ideological inspiration. Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas is closely associated

with the Revolution since he literally grew up at the feet of the man most close1y

identified with its achievements, Lázaro Cárdenas. For the younger Cárdenas, despite

the great changes in Mexico and the world, the Mexican Revolution still provides

guidance. He sees the unmet goal s of the Revolution as (1) democracy, (2) eliminating

poverty, and (3) an equitable intemational order.ll Cárdenas reaffirmed the importance

of the Revolution when visiting Washington state in 1989: "The PRD is the heir of

those who engaged in the armed struggle of 1910, seeking to end inequality and

poverty, and above all, seeking democracy."12

Commentators have noted the limited effectiveness of the PRD's appeal to the ideals

of the Mexican Revolution. The main appeal of such a message is to marginallaborers

and peasants.13 AIso, the image of the Mexican Revolution, given the crisis of the

1980s, is undergoing rapid change in Mexico, just as the image of the Bolshevik

Revolution in the former Soviet Union has undergone change. Columnist Moisés

Lawson Villafaña commented on the PRD, "A party can no longer flourish in today' s

Mexico as the standard bearer of an economic model, the historical model of the

Revolution, which has proved inefficient and terribly unjust."14 Finally, the Mexican

Revolution's appeal to younger Mexicans is weak. As Rodolfo González Guevara

noted, "The Mexican Revolution does not mean anything to Mexico's youth nor does

it interest them."15

Another problem faced by the PRD is its being repeatedly described as part of the

"Left." In a sense such a charge is unfair. Cárdenas himself rejects the label, preferring

the term "inheritor of the Mexican Revolution. "16 Nonetheless, the PRD is widely

perceived as part of the Left and the image is continually reinforced by media

references to it as "left" or "center-left." To the extent the Left label has stuck, it has

hurt. As Jorge Castañeda noted, the Left suffers from guilt by association with Cuba


