GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS IN MEXICO

Not too many years ago, many observers considered Mexico to be a model for LDCs (less developed coun-
tries) around the world. The “Mexican miracle” described a country with a rapidly increasing GNP in
orderly transition from an authoritarian to a democratic government. Then, the economy soured after oil
prices plummeted in the early 1980s, the peso took a nosedive, and debt mounted during the decade. Ethnic
conflict erupted in the mid-1990s when the Zapatistas took over the capital of the southern state of Chiapas
and refused to be subdued by the Mexican army. On the political front, the leading presidential candidate
was assassinated, and top political officials were arrested for bribery, obstructing justice, and drug pedaling.
Then under new leadership Mexico surprised the world by recovering some financial viability through pay-
ing back emergency money it borrowed from the United States. In 2000, under close scrutiny by western
democracies, Mexico held an apparently honest, competitive presidential election, and confirmed the emer-
gence of a competitive electoral system. Then, just as pundits were declaring Mexico’s path to capitalism
and liberal democracy a successful one, the contentious presidential election of 2006 threatened to rock the
government’s legitimacy to its core. Once again, Mexico survived the uproar, only to be hit hard by the
global economic crisis in late 2008.

Despite its uncertain path, Mexico may be seen as a representative for the category of “newly industrializing
countries.” Its purchasing power parity ($14,200) is fairly high, and about 58% of its workers are employed
in the service sector. This “developing” nation called Mexico is full of apparent contradictions that make its
politics sometimes puzzling, but always interesting and dynamic. Mexico is generally described economi-
cally as a developing country and politically as a “transitional democracy.” In both cases it is at an “in-
between” stage when compared with other countries globally, but the transition has had its surprises, and its
successes and challenges may well serve as beacons for other nations to follow.

SOVEREIGNTY, AUTHORITY, AND POWER

Like many other Latin American countries, Mexico’s sources of public authority have fluctuated greatly over
the centuries. From the time that the Spanish arrived in the early 16" century until independence was won in
1821, Mexico was ruled by a viceroy, or governor put in place by the Spanish king. The rule was centralized
and authoritarian, and it allowed virtually no participation by the indigenous people. After Mexican inde-
pendence, this ruling style continued, and all of Mexico’s presidents until the mid-20" century were military
generals. The country was highly unstable in the early 20" century, and even though a constitution was put
into place, Mexico’s presidents dictated policy until very recent years. Significant economic growth charac-
terized the late 20" century, followed by democratization that is currently reshaping the political system.

LEGITIMACY

In general, Mexican citizens consider their government and its power legitimate. An important source of
legitimacy is the Revolution of 1910-1911, and Mexicans deeply admire revolutionary leaders throughout
their history, such as Miguel Hidalgo, Benito Juarez, Emilio Zapata, Pancho Villa, and Lazaro Cardenas.
Revolutions have been accepted as a path to change, and charisma is highly valued as a leadership charac-
teristic.

The revolution was legitimized by the formation of the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) in 1929.
The constitution that was written during that era created a democratic, three-branch government, but PRI was
intended to stabilize political power in the hands of its leaders. PRI, then, served as an important source of
government legitimacy until other political parties successfully challenged its monopoly during the late 20®
century. After the election of 2000, PRI lost the presidency and one house of Congress, so that by 2006, the






