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Courting Democracy in Mexico
Party Strategies and Electoral Institutions
This book is perhaps the most comprehensive explanation to date of Mexico’s
gradual transition to democracy, written from a novel perspective that pits opposition activists’ postelectoral conflicts against their usage of regime-constructed
electoral courts at the center of the democratization process. It addresses the
puzzle of why, during key moments of Mexico’s twenty-seven-year democratic
transition, opposition parties failed to use autonomous electoral courts established to mitigate the country’s often violent postelectoral disputes, despite formal guarantees of court independence from the Party of the Institutional Revolution, Mexico’s ruling party for seventy-one years preceding the watershed
2000 presidential elections. Drawing on hundreds of author interviews throughout Mexico over a five-year period and extensive original archival research, the
author explores choices by the rightist National Action Party and the leftist
Party of the Democratic Revolution between postelectoral conflict resolution
through electoral courts and traditional routes – mobilization and bargaining
with the Party of the Institutional Revolution authoritarians. He argues that
these mobilizations divided the ruling party and facilitated the National Action
Party’s watershed presidential victory in 2000.
Todd A. Eisenstadt is Assistant Professor of Government at American University, where he directs the four-year “Mexico Elections Project” with the
United States Agency for International Development and the University of New
Hampshire. Formerly an assistant professor of political science at the University
of New Hampshire, Eisenstadt has been a visiting scholar at Harvard University’s David A. Rockefeller Center for Latin American Studies and the Center for
U.S.-Mexican Studies at the University of California, San Diego. He also spent
two years as a Visiting Professor at El Colegio de México, in Mexico City. His
current research focuses on comparative electoral reform, on the role of international development assistance in political development, and on public opinion
of Mexico’s indigenous communities regarding integration with the Mexican
state. He is the author of several articles on Mexico’s political development in
journals such as Democratization, the International Political Science Review, and
Latin American Politics and Society and is a past recipient of Fulbright, National
Security Education Program, and Rotary International Foundation fellowships.
A frequent consultant on democracy and governance matters, Dr. Eisenstadt was
an award-winning police-beat reporter for the Nashville Tennessean newspaper
and a congressional researcher on foreign affairs issues before receiving his
Ph.D. in political science from the University of California, San Diego, in
1998.
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Prior to the 1990s, the lack of credible data rendered the study of elections
in Mexico more of an art than a science. Three reasons were lucidly stated
by Bruhn (1997, 333):
First, since one party won every election, many scholars questioned the usefulness
of the effort to construct ‘‘models’’ of the vote. Second, most analysts believed
that pervasive fraud marked Mexican elections, inflating vote results even when
the outcome would have been the same with or without manipulation. . . . Third,
the limitations of demographic data made the validity of independent variables
questionable. . . .

Each of these reasons made information shortcomings insurmountable for
the period prior to the mid-1980s, and created challenges for researching
later federal elections and, especially, municipal elections.
Mere imprecision of information occasionally gave way to obfuscation
of the facts by officials, as I sought a disaggregated presentation of the
1988 federal electoral results, including opposition poll coverage data, to
improve the accuracy of my calculations. The task seemed quite simple, as
Baez Rodriguez (1994) asserted that the ‘‘close to 55 thousand acts from
these elections are available, through a computerized retrieval system, in
the National Archive (21).’’ However, inquiries to more than a dozen highlevel officials involved in Salinas’s electoral certification, the Chamber of
Deputies’ Electoral College of 1988, and the Baez Rodriguez book project,
rendered only a written admission by the director of the Central Historical
Archive that “we do not have said items in this institution, and thus cannot provide them for your consultation” (personal communication from
Hector Madrid Mulia). Even if copies of these acts had been located, it
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experience taught me that even at the federal level, there would be no
gleaning of data from Mexico’s pretransition period; that data variance
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about postelectoral conflicts and their legal and extralegal resolutions.
This by way of apologizing in advance for some of the unavoidable datacollection shortcomings of this work and most others seeking to measure
indices of political opening in semiauthoritarian regimes. Needless to say,
I alone am responsible for any errors in this text.
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of writing this book, which are easy to acknowledge but hard to repay.
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My image of him during our 1994 observation of Mexico’s federal elections is the one that sticks with me; seeking shelter in concrete pipes from
pouring rain that had washed out one of the largest slums of the Valley
of Mexico, he nonetheless insisted we continue patrolling polling stations
for signs of electoral fraud, and gauging voter turnout. A foremost authority on Mexican politics and a true believer in field research, his insistence
on rolling up sleeves pervades this work. Co-chair Stephan Haggard impressed upon me the imperative of striving to extend the comparative
purchase of my study. A masterful and dedicated theorist, he constantly
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Jonathan Hartlyn, Fabrice Lehoucq, and Andreas Schedler. Related papers
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research and conference-related travel in 1998. Without the United States
Agency for International Development (Grant 523-A-00-00-00030-00),
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with the Electoral Tribunal of the Judicial Power of the Federation
(TEPJF), where presidents Fernando Ojesto and José Luis de la Peza
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Avila, former Statistics Director Macarita Elizondo, and Information Services Director Jorge Tlatelpa were particularly giving of time and expertise. Two other libraries, that of Mexico’s Federal Electoral Institute and
the U.S.-based Clifton White Resource Center of the International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES), also generously offered assistance.
Rafael de la Torre Garcı́a, former public affairs director of the Interior
Secretariat’s National Center for Municipal Development (CEDEMUN)
also provided data, as did Maribel Méndez de Lara, former coordinator of
advisers for the Federal Solicitor General for Agrarian Concerns. Political
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his database of otherwise unmanageable local electoral data. Hundreds
of electoral authorities and party leaders at the national level and in
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court research coordinators Carla Barba and Amilcar Peláez Valdés, dedicated law students whose well-directed and frequent questions improved
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Perhaps the most important support I have received, for this project
and all others, has come from my family. My interest in studying politics resulted from childhood dinner table discussions with my parents
Melvin and Pauline Eisenstadt and my brother Keith, who have always
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they provided a caring home and made every opportunity available. This
book is a tribute to their example and inspiration, and to the generosity and tenaciousness of their own parents, whose difficult immigrant
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dining room table doubled as my office for a week while I formatted my
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