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Following McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, I will define democracy as a 
regime of protected consultation1 and democratization, as:

Increases in the breadth and equality of relations between governmental 
agents and members of the government’s subject population, in binding 
consultation of a government’s subject population with respect to govern-
mental personnel, resources, and policy, and in protection of that popula-
tion (especially minorities within it) from arbitrary action by governmental 
agents. As shorthand, we can speak of increases or decreases in protected 
consultation, calling high levels of protected consultation democratic.2

The pathways to democracy are multiple,3 and different actors have 
been involved in that process (political parties, peasants, workers and stu-
dent movements, elites, revolutionaries and armies of occupation, among 
others). Here, I will not develop a general theory of democracy and 
democratization. My purpose is more limited. First, I want to understand 
the historical process of democratization in Mexico; I will argue that the 
primary pressures for democratization were internal (that does not mean 
that there were no external forces in favor and against democracy, but they 
were not the determining factors), and I will concentrate my analysis on 
the role of the political parties that emerged in the processes of contention 
between the citizens and the authoritarian government.

At a minimum, my explanation should help to understand democra-
tization in Mexico, as a process of contention and mobilization in which 
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political parties of opposition played key roles, vis-à-vis other explana-
tions (particularly the elitist models of democratization).

I also hope that my research will give at least partial answers to more 
general questions about the process of democratization: How do these 
complex institutions called political parties develop strategies for democ-
ratization? What is the relationship between the mobilizations led by 
political parties in presidential elections and the democratization pro-
cess? And under what conditions do parties of the democratic opposition 
become a viable alternative to an authoritarian regime? These are very 
broad and general questions that several political scientists have posed 
and, as we will see, they have proposed different theories to answer 
them. Since I will not develop a general theory, I will only try to under-
stand the process of democratization in Mexico, as a case where internal 
factors were the primary pressure for democratization.

Although I will not analyze all possible types of transitions, I think 
that other researchers, who analyze processes of democratization where 
internal factors are the primary pressure for transition, could find similar 
processes of contestation and party-building to those that I analyze in 
Mexico.

An important assumption and strategy of inquiry in my research is 
that building a democratic polity requires the development of political 
parties that are able to fulfill a series of tasks necessary in a democracy: 
they aggregate the preferences of the electorate, they construct, through 
their political programs, the options that the electorate is going to vote 
for, they form leaders, they campaign and give the voters the necessary 
information to have a reasonable alternative to vote for, and they formu-
late policies that respond to different problems. That does not mean that 
all political parties enhance democracy. As we know, a political party can 
be used as a totalitarian machine to crush democracy. However, based 
on the assumption of the relevance of political parties I will develop four 
central arguments.

First, following several authors,4 I will argue that democratization in 
Mexico is the historical outcome of multiple struggles and contentious 
politics. In Mexico, the actors of the struggle have been workers, peas-
ants, and student movements that confronted the authoritarian state 
and helped in the formation of political parties of the opposition. They 
pushed, cajoled, and even forced the governing elites into the democratic 
game of elections. Once the authoritarian regimes entered the electoral 
process, the possibilities of democracy increased with the construction 
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of political parties of the opposition that developed an alternative to the 
authoritarian regime.

Second, I will maintain that at the beginning, opposition parties were 
small groups of deeply committed, ideological individuals. These small 
groups can remain latent for a long time before becoming real alterna-
tives to the authoritarian regime. There are resource-building and reper-
toire-building processes that are developed throughout the struggle for 
democracy. I want to show these processes by reconstructing the elec-
toral history of Mexico between 1970 and 2012. In the following chap-
ters, I will analyze how these parties changed and adapted their strategies 
to the different contexts (opportunity structures they had to face) over 
the years.

Third, I sustain that the level of institutionalization of the authoritar-
ian regime is a key variable to explain the pace of the transition and the 
different tasks the parties have to fulfill. I will argue that the Mexican 
authoritarian regime was highly institutionalized around the PRI.

Finally, following a political process model, I argue that in the recent 
democratization processes of Mexico, the center-right party tends to win 
the founding elections not only, as Bermeo says, because “…the vot-
ing public has been affected by the experience of authoritarianism itself. 
Contrary to what might seem logical, authoritarianism may make impor-
tant sectors of the voting public more, rather than less, moderate,”5 but 
because the center-right parties tend to have more resources than the 
center-left ones, i.e., it is not only a matter of values, but of mobilization 
of resources, particularly once the electoral process has started.

The Relationship Between Political Parties 
and Democratization

In the following pages, I will try to define what political parties are, dis-
tinguishing their role in democratic and authoritarian regimes. I will sus-
tain, following Sartori, that the parties are independent variables, and I 
will follow Shefter to distinguish between internally mobilized and exter-
nally mobilized parties. I will also use Shefter’s typology to classify the 
Mexican political parties of the transition.

I will not develop here a typology of parties (e.g., distinguishing 
between, authoritarian parties such as the Nazis, clientelist parties such 
as the Peronistas, class parties such as social democrats, interest-oriented 
coalition parties such as the Greens, ethno-religious parties such as the 
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B.J.P., and so on). As we know from Roberto Michels, all political par-
ties have a tendency to become oligarchies; consequently, for the democ-
ratization process it is more important to concentrate on the dynamics 
of the interaction of parties with other parties (if they exist) and their 
relations with the state and the different social groups in the country. 
Consequently, for our purpose—the analysis of the democratization 
processes in Mexico—it is more useful to distinguish between classes of 
party systems. Following Sartori, we find seven classes: (1) one party; (2) 
hegemonic party; (3) predominant party; (4) two-party; (5) limited plu-
ralism; (6) extreme pluralism, and (7) atomized. Classes 1 and 7 make 
the formation of regimes of protected consultation impossible. I can 
think of at least two reasons why it is not possible to have a democratic 
regime in one-party systems. First, if there is only one political party, the 
collective consultation among polity members with respect to govern-
ment personnel, policy, and resources loses most of its meaning (if only 
members of the same party can run for office, we have a dictatorship not 
a democracy). Second, in a one-party system, as we have seen in the his-
torical cases of totalitarian and authoritarian regimes, the protection of 
polity members and persons from arbitrary action by government agents 
practically does not exist. In a hypothetical atomized system, the possi-
bilities of protected consultation are also minimal.6

Classes 2 and 3 also present important problems both in terms of the 
process of consultation and control by the governing elite of the subject 
population, and in terms of the effective protection of the population 
from the arbitrary action of the state. This will become very clear when 
we analyze the case of Mexico.

I will also discuss the strengths and weaknesses of what I consider 
the two most important approaches to the study of democratization: 
the structure-centered (Barrington Moore) and the elitist-centered 
(O’Donnell and Schmitter) theories of democratization. I sustain that 
these two approaches can be improved by analyzing the process of con-
tention between the authoritarian regimes and workers and student 
movements and the formation and development of political parties as 
key organizations that mediate between the state and society. The causal 
explanation of democratization needs agents, but these agents are not 
simply elites (political, military, and economic elites), but elites that 
establish links with the population. This is why political parties were so 
important in Mexico and in other cases of democratization (e.g., Spain, 
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Chile, Argentina); they were adequate institutions to establish those links 
between the elites and the different social groups.

The political parties are not the only institutions that function as bro-
kers between the state and society. In the recent democratization pro-
cess, there have been other important actors: trade unions, student 
associations, professional associations, interest groups, churches, and civil 
and nongovernmental organizations. However, parties are particularly 
important because of several characteristics, which make them a particu-
larly effective connector7 and, as I said, they are capable of fulfilling a 
series of tasks in a democratic regime that other organizations cannot ful-
fill. Vis-à-vis the structuralist and the elitist models, I will propose a third 
approach—a political process model to help us understand the democra-
tization processes in Mexico. As a part of the model, following McAdam, 
Tarrow, and Tilly, I will distinguish three types of mechanisms of conten-
tious politics: cognitive, relational, and environmental.

What Are Political Parties and Why  
Are They Important for Democracy?

Following Joseph Lapalombara and Jeffrey Anderson, “a party is any 
political group, in possession of an official label and of a formal organiza-
tion that links center with locality, that presents itself at elections, and is 
capable of placing through these elections (free or non-free) candidates 
for public office.”8 One of the central advantages of this definition is that 
it allows us to analyze political parties in different regimes, authoritarian 
or democratic, or even more relevant for our case, in regimes in transi-
tion.

Two key elements of the definition that I would like to emphasize 
is the character of political parties as the main connector between the  
electorate and the government, and the importance of this electoral  
connection.

I do not think that, as Joseph Schumpeter or E.E. Schattschneider 
maintain, political parties are only instruments of power in the hands of 
politicians eager to be elected.9 That is a central aspect of political par-
ties, but not the only one. Lapalombara and Anderson distinguish six 
central functions fulfilled by political parties: (1) Leadership recruitment; 
(2) Formation of governments; (3) Political identity; (4) The vote;  
(5) Mobilization; and (6) Integration. As Lapalombara and Anderson 
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argue, not all political parties are able to fulfill all of these functions, and 
even the more institutionalized political parties in the oldest Western 
democracies have problems to satisfy all these tasks, and they generally 
have to adapt their work to a changing context. However, they have 
become the key institutions in the democratic governments to fulfill 
these tasks.

As McKenzie says “The organization and behavior of political par-
ties tend to adapt to structural and configurative dimensions of the sys-
tems in which they operate.”10 I would go even further by arguing that 
the political parties not only adapt themselves to the political system in 
which they work, but they are also able to transform that environment; 
in this sense, they are not only a dependent variable, but an independent 
one.

This independent power of the political parties is particularly impor-
tant during the periods of transition in which an old regime is breaking 
down, but the new one has not yet been established. In these conjunc-
tures, the role of the political parties is enhanced by the situation: the 
system is in flux. Consequently, each of the functions of the parties is 
also in flux. Of the six functions captured by Lapalombara, leadership 
recruitment, mobilization, and eventually the formation of a government 
become particularly relevant. Integration and political identity are more 
long-term processes, essential to explain the fate of democratic regimes.

As Giovanni Sartori sustained in his critique to Lipset’s “Political 
Man”, parties and party struggles are not only “a democratic transla-
tion of the class struggle.” Parties are not only representatives of dif-
ferent class interests, they are coalitions that do not only project social 
cleavages, but they can deviate and domesticate them or, instead, inten-
sify and exasperate these social divisions.11 Parties are an independent  
variable.

Following this reasoning, political parties actually are able to create 
cognitive divisions among the population. They create an identity, and 
this is particularly important in the democratization process. Parties are 
ideological families that mobilize resources. Martin Shefter has classi-
fied these “ideological mobilizers” as internally and externally mobilized  
parties.

Under authoritarian regimes, parties do not necessarily disappear, but 
their role is different. In some authoritarian regimes the role of the polit-
ical parties is to limit the freedom of the population, as the cases of the 
former Communist and Fascist regimes have shown. On the contrary, 
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in a democracy, parties have been one of the central institutions to 
empower the powerless.

Externally mobilized parties are established by leaders who do not occupy 
positions of power in the prevailing regime and who seek to bludgeon 
their way into the political system by mobilizing and organizing a mass 
constituency. Many European Socialist parties and Third World nationalist 
parties fall into this category […] Internally mobilized parties are founded 
by politicians who do occupy leadership positions in the prevailing regime 
and who undertake to mobilize and organize a popular following behind 
themselves12

In the Mexican transitions, we find both types of parties. The PRI is 
a classic example of an internally mobilized party, generated inside the 
government to keep the power.

As Shefter sustains, “The fewer resources any group of outsiders com-
mands, the more it will have to rely on the weight of numbers to achieve 
its political demands.”13 The evolution of the left in Mexico partially 
exemplifies that process.

“A second condition influencing the strength of externally mobilized 
parties is the amount of resistance the party must overcome to win a 
measure of power. The more determined the incumbent leaders are to 
exclude outsiders, the fewer the allies inside the regime that the outsiders 
enjoy; and the more powerful the regime an externally mobilized party 
confronts, the stronger and more broadly based the party of outsiders 
must be if it is to succeed in forcing its way into the political system.”14

As we will see, the case of the Partido de la Revolución Democrática 
(PRD), the Mexican left-wing opposition party, is complicated because 
it was the result of a dual process: a division inside the PRI and of a long 
process of unification of different left-wing organizations. In Chap. 3, we 
analyze the different transformations, divisions, and later unification of 
the left-wing organizations that had to deal with the problem of a corpo-
ratist authoritarian regime that developed a strong capacity for co-opting 
the trade unions.

In the case of the Partido Acción Nacional (PAN), although it was  
an externally mobilized party, for several years it was mainly a cadre  
party, a party of notables more than a mass-based party. It was to be 
environmental changes, in particular, the economic crisis of 1982, and 
the response of the state to this crisis, that would have a strong impact 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-56032-8_3


18   R.Y. ORTEGA ORTIZ

on the transformation of the PAN from a cadre to a “catch-all party” 
in the late 1980s. This would imply a lot of tensions in the right-wing 
opposition, some of which are still present in the party today.

Again, following Shefter, “Another precondition for incumbent 
leaders pursuing a strategy of party building and political mobilization 
is that no single public or private institution so completely overshad-
ows all others in civil society, that politicians are able to maintain them-
selves in power simply by allying themselves with it.”15 In Mexico, the 
overwhelming power of the “party of the revolution,” the PRI, and its 
corporative control over the most important social actors for several 
decades, made the development of political parties of the opposition or 
independent organizations very difficult.

The Democratization Process and Causal Mechanisms

The democratization process always implies a redistribution of power 
and consequently, it is a contentious process. McAdam, Tarrow, and 
Tilly have distinguished three types of mechanisms in contentious poli-
tics: cognitive, environmental, and relational mechanisms.16 All these 
mechanisms are present in Mexico’s democratization.

“Cognitive mechanisms operate through alterations of individual and 
collective perception; words like recognize, understand, reinterpret and 
classify characterize such mechanisms.”17 In terms of cognitive mecha-
nisms, the party building process involves also a great transformation 
of the cognitive maps of the population. However, the argument that 
authoritarian regimes are based on the authoritarian political cultures of 
the populations is circular and has limited explanatory power. Contrary 
to that argument, I sustain that the parties are key actors that mobilize 
not only material resources, but also ideological ones. They help in the 
construction of new democratic identities, which sustain the transfor-
mation of the authoritarian regime into a democratic one. But following 
Rustow, I would say that in their origins, there could be democracies with 
very few democratic actors.18 Actually, the authoritarian elites are gener-
ally forced or cajoled into establishing a new democratic game either by 
internal or external forces or by a combination of both. Of course, if there 
were no transformation of the authoritarian actors into democrats, the sta-
bility of such a democracy would suffer, particularly if they are powerful 
actors such as the military, the entrepreneurs, or the leaders of the domi-
nant party, but that is another issue that any democratic polity has to face.
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Environmental mechanisms “are externally generated shifts in some 
connection between the structure or process of concern and surrounding 
structures and processes which shift the surroundings within which peo-
ple interact. Such mechanisms can operate directly: for example, resource 
depletion or enhancement affects people capacity to engage in conten-
tious politics.”19 Or they can operate through institutions; for example, 
when changing demographic patterns are channeled into pre-existing 
institutional processes they often render these processes less favorable 
to participants. In Mexico, the economic crisis of 1982 was a key envi-
ronmental change in terms of the resources available to the authoritarian 
regime and, consequently, its capacity to maintain the union of the coali-
tion that supported it decreased. During the 1980s, the PAN benefit-
ted from the alienation of some of the northern entrepreneurs who were 
affected by the nationalization of banks in 1982. The resources of these 
entrepreneurs would be central to the electoral success of the PAN in key 
cities such as Ciudad Juárez in Chihuahua.

Finally, I will emphasize the relational process of coalition build-
ing of the political parties and how the party leadership develops links 
to different social groups. I will try to show how the political parties 
in Mexico have influenced the formation of different coalitions, which 
challenged the authoritarian regime at particular junctures. How these 
particular events are “solved,” affects the opportunity structure in which 
the opposition works until the next conjuncture. In the Mexican case, 
the presidential elections have been those junctures. Here, we will ana-
lyze them only from 1970 to 2012, but we could have analyzed previous 
presidential elections as a part of the process.20

In the following section, I will analyze two main approaches to the 
process of democratization: the “structuralist” and the “elitist” schools. 
I will highlight their strengths and weaknesses, and I will propose a third 
approach: a political process model to help us to understand the democ-
ratization processes in Mexico.

Theories of Democratization

Moore and His Followers: The ‘Structuralists’
In his classical work, “The social origins of Dictatorship and 
Democracy,” Barrington Moore Jr. developed what we can call a “struc-
turalist” thesis of democratization. Moore argued that capitalist democ-
racies in England, France, and the USA were the results “of violent 
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changes that took place in English, French and American societies on the 
way to becoming modern industrial democracies and that historians con-
nect with the Puritan Revolution […] the French Revolution, and the 
American Civil War.”21 The key element in the formation of the new 
regimes was the coalitions established through a long historical process 
in those societies. Thus,

[…] A key feature in such revolutions is the development of a group in 
society with an independent economic base, which attacks obstacles to a 
democratic version of capitalism that they have inherited from the past. 
Though a great deal of the impetus has come from trading and manu-
facturing classes in the cities that is very far from the whole story. The 
allies this bourgeois impetus has found, the enemies it has encountered, 
vary sharply from case to case. The landed upper classes, our main con-
cern at the start, were either an important part of this capitalist and demo-
cratic tide, as in England, or if they opposed it, they were swept aside in 
the convulsions of the revolution or civil war. The same thing may be said 
about the peasants. And it was negligible either because capitalist advance 
destroyed peasant society or because this advance began in a new country, 
such as the United States, without a real peasantry.22

In the case of England, “the landed interest to some extent engaged 
in a popularity contest with the bourgeoisie for mass support. After 
1840, the landowning class found in the support of factory laws a con-
venient way of answering manufacturers’ attacks on the Corn Laws.”23 
The series of electoral reforms that would transform the competitive oli-
garchy of England into an inclusive polyarchy (using Dahl’s term)24 were 
the result of these processes of social classes’ alliances and competition.

In France, it would be necessary for a social revolution led by the new 
bourgeoisie and supported by the peasantry to destroy the power of the 
landed aristocracy and the Monarchy. The French Revolution would 
establish a new Liberal democracy after a series of revolutionary and 
counter-revolutionary movements.

In the USA, the main battle was between two types of production, 
the industrial bourgeoisie of the North and the landed oligarchy of the 
South. If instead of a division between the bourgeoisie and the landed 
aristocracy, there was an alliance between the upper classes, and the State 
had a high degree of autonomy, such as in Germany or Japan, the result 
would be a fascist regime.
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Moore’s thesis has been subject to important criticism,25 particularly 
for its Marxist overtone. However, there has been a revival of Moore’s 
thesis exemplified by Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens’s book.26 
For them,

The cross–national statistical analysis, which establishes a positive, though 
not perfect correlation between capitalist development and democracy, 
must stand as an accepted result […] Any theory of democracy must come 
to terms with it. At the same time, such a correlation, no matter how often 
replicated, does not carry its own explanation. It does not identify the 
causal sequences accounting for the persistent relation, not to mention the 
reasons why many cases are at odds with it. Nor can it account for how the 
same end can be reached by different historical routes. The repeated statis-
tical findings have a peculiar “black box” character that can be overcome 
only by theoretically well-grounded empirical analysis.27

Rueschemeyer et al. have tried to fill the black box, arguing that 
“Democratization represents first and foremost an increase in politi-
cal equality […] the central proposition is that: it is power relations that 
most importantly determine whether democracy can emerge, stabilize, 
and then maintain itself even in the face of adverse conditions.”28

For Rueschemeyer et al., there are three power configurations that 
determine the emergence and stability of a democracy:

(a) The balance of power among different classes and class coalitions; 
(b) The structure, strength, and autonomy of the state apparatus and its 
interrelations with civil society; (c) The impact of transnational power rela-
tions on both the balance of class power and on state-society relations.29

Following Moore, Rueschemeyer et al. argue that

[…] large landlords engaged in “labor repressive” agriculture would be the 
most implacable opponents of democracy. However, contrary to Moore’s 
theory, as well as that of Leninists and Liberal social scientists, they also 
expect the bourgeoisie to oppose suffrage extension to the working classes; 
as such a move posed a potential threat to their interests. On the contrary, 
the urban working class is expected to be the most frequent proponent of 
the full extension of democratic rights because this promised to include the 
class in the polity where it could further pursue its interests and because 
the working class, unlike other lower classes, had the capacity to organize 
itself. It is the capacity to organize and express its interests that differenti-
ated the working class from the small peasantry […] The middle classes 
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would favor their own inclusion, but would be ambivalent about further 
extensions of political rights perhaps swinging to one side or another on 
the basis of possible alliances.30

In sum, their central hypothesis is that “capitalist development is asso-
ciated with democracy because it transforms the class structure, strength-
ening the working and middle classes and weakening the landed upper 
class. It was not the capitalist market nor capitalists, as the new dominant 
force, but rather the contradictions of capitalism that advanced the cause 
of democracy.”31

Although I agree with the hypothesis about the importance of social 
coalitions to explain the emergence and sustainability of a democracy, 
I think it is necessary to analyze the role of the political parties as the 
brokers in the formation of these social coalitions. Otherwise we cannot 
understand cases like Mexico, where the leaders of the urban working 
class have long supported an authoritarian party like the PRI. According 
to Rueschemeyer et al., “Political parties emerged in a crucial role as 
mediators in both the installation and consolidation of democracy. 
Strong parties were necessary to mobilize pressures from subordinate 
classes for democratization, but if their programs were too radical, they 
stiffened resistance among the dominant classes against democracy. Once 
democracy was installed, the party system became crucial for protecting 
the interests of the dominant classes and thus keeping them from pursu-
ing authoritarian alternatives.”32

A key argument that I share with Rueschemeyer et al. is that democ-
racy in Latin America has not followed a linear progression from oligar-
chic to restricted to mildly restricted regimes to democracy, but there 
have been reversals and skipping stages.33 This could also be applied to 
other cases like Spain, where there were fast advances to democracy like 
the establishment of the Second Republic in 1931, but then a strong 
reaction that led to a civil war between 1936 and 1939 and the ensuing 
authoritarian regime of 1939–1975.

The authors of Capitalist Development and Democracy brought up 
a topic that Dankwart Rustow first developed; he argued that the only 
prerequisite for the emergence of a democratic polity was “national 
unity.”34 “The greater difficulties in consolidating state power in Latin 
America compared to Europe explain at least part of the comparative 
scarcity of stable institutionalized elite contestation and gradual inclusion 
of non-elite sectors.”35 However, in Mexico the highly institutionalized 



2  THE DEMOCRATIZATION PROCESS IN MEXICO …   23

authoritarian regime made it particularly difficult to institutionalize a 
process of real elite contestation.

In a recent volume inspired by Barrington Moore’s Social origins of 
dictatorship and democracy, Theda Skocpol says that “Moore could have 
more effectively sustained his thesis about the contributions of the US 
Civil War to the emergence of modern American democracy if he had 
more carefully considered the organizational patterns and competitive 
electoral dynamics of US political parties in the late nineteenth century.”36 
Following this idea, I argue that the process of political change in Mexico 
cannot be explained if we do not analyze these institutional aspects (the 
construction of political parties, particularly the political parties of the 
opposition, and their transformation into a democratic alternative to the 
authoritarian regimes) in the process of transition from authoritarian-
ism. But before introducing the role of the political parties as a key link 
between the social structure and the elites in the transition, it is necessary 
to analyze the other main approach to democratization: the elitist school.

Schumpeter and His Friends: The Elitists

Joseph Schumpeter developed the argument that democracy was mainly 
a competition among elites for the popular vote. Guillermo O’ Donnell 
and Philippe Schmitter later developed this idea of democracy as a 
mechanism in their model of procedural democracy. Thus, they talk of a 
“procedural minimum,” which contemporary actors would agree upon 
as necessary elements of political democracy. Secret balloting, universal 
adult suffrage, regular elections, partisan competition, associational rec-
ognition and access, and executive accountability, all seem to be elements 
of consensus in the contemporary world.37 Until the 1970s there were 
very few countries that could fulfill such conditions.

However, in the late 1970s, Portugal, Greece, and Spain went 
through processes of transition from authoritarian to democratic 
regimes. In the middle of that transformation, a group of scholars 
decided to initiate a research program to understand these processes of 
change. That was the origin of the Woodrow Wilson Center group on 
democratization. As Adam Przeworski says, during the debates of the 
group there was a silence that he made evident, the abandonment of 
the structuralist thesis of Barrington Moore. According to Przeworski, 
none of the scholars in the meeting mentioned the most well-established 
theory of democratization: B. Moore’s book. Why? His answer is that, 
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in addition to being scholars, the members of the WWC were activists 
interested in “stop the killing,” i.e., transform the authoritarian regimes 
into democratic ones.38 Moore says that the construction of democracies 
involved long social processes in which there was little agency, very little 
possibilities of individual action. The social and state structures of each 
country determined the road that they would follow. That explained 
the silence on Moore and the structuralists. The revival of authoritarian 
regimes in the most developed countries of Latin America: Argentina, 
Uruguay, Brazil, and Chile during the previous two decades, had dis-
credited other structuralist theories, such as the modernization theory.

The revival of democracy in parts of the periphery like Greece, 
Portugal, and Spain, and eventually, the democratization processes of the 
Southern Cone countries in the 1980s refuted also the dependency the-
ory of the 1970s. Consequently, on the right and the left, the structural-
ist theories became discredited.

Following Rustow’s seminal article, the WWC group of scholars 
developed a model of stages to explain the processes of transition from 
authoritarian rule. According to them, there were three consecutive 
stages: Liberalization, Transition, and Consolidation of Democracy. The 
model was not teleological because they considered the possibility of fail-
ure and the maintenance or strengthening of authoritarian regimes. But, 
as Bermeo has argued, the model was voluntarist and it overemphasized 
the indeterminacy of the process. The elitist model also built a myth of 
moderation, which Bermeo and my own analysis challenge.

O’ Donnell et al. say that “One premise of this way of conceptual-
izing the transition is that it is both possible and desirable that political 
democracy be attained without mobilized violence and dramatic discon-
tinuity.”39 As I will show in the book, in Mexico the process was not a 
velvet revolution, there was violence involved in the process and without 
the menace of more violence, we could not understand the willingness 
of the elites to accept the democratic process; democracy, according to  
D. Rustow, is basically the result of a compromise, a way of solving a 
struggle between different groups.

Some Critiques of the Elitist Model

In his now classical review article, Bermeo calls for bringing parties back 
in. “[P]olitical party leaders are the key players in the transition gam-
ble. They set the stakes; they work out the compromises, they act as the 
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forces for moderation that a successful transition process requires.”40 O’ 
Donnell and Schmitter see “parties, whether revived or emergent […] 
to be not only, or not so much, agents of mobilization as instruments 
of social and political control.” I intend to show that the parties of the 
opposition were agents of mobilization in Mexico and that without 
such mobilization we could not understand the process of transition, its 
pace, and outcome. I would also like to emphasize the construction of 
identities encouraged by the political parties.

Bermeo addressed a series of important questions: “One thing we 
do know or should know by now is that center-right parties can play 
an especially important role in the transition process.” It is clear, she 
says, that center-right parties win a disproportionate share of the first 
elections in re-democratizing states; it happened in Italy, Greece, Spain, 
post-Nazi Germany, Austria, and even Hungary. In Asia, it was the 
center-right Liberal Party that won the founding election in Japan, and 
in South America virtually none of the enduring experiments in return-
ing to democracy began with a national electoral victory for the left; 
the answer given by Rouquie is that “the military appear not to accept 
withdrawal unless the civil government that replaces them is similar to 
their own […] or unless the elections produce a victory for their own 
candidate.”41

According to Bermeo, this answer leaves open the question of why 
a majority of citizens will vote for a center-right party in the first place. 
As I mentioned before, Bermeo sustains, as a possible explanation, that 
the experience of authoritarianism could affect the electorate, making it 
more moderate.

I propose an alternative hypothesis, that the center-right parties tend 
to have more resources than the center-left ones, i.e., it is not only a 
matter of values, but of mobilization of resources, particularly when the 
electoral process has started.

In a more recent article, Bermeo, after examining the cases of democ-
ratization in Spain, Portugal, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, South Korea, Peru, 
and the Philippines, sustains that “high levels of popular mobilization 
do not inevitably sidetrack the transition from authoritarian to demo-
cratic rule […] Moderation is not a prerequisite for the construction of 
a democracy; […] In many cases, democratization seems to have pro-
ceeded alongside weighty and even bloody popular challenges.”42

Bermeo centers her explanation on why, in some cases such as Spain, 
Portugal, Greece, and Peru, there was extremism and this did not lead 
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to the destruction of democracy on the perceptions of “pivotal elites.” 
(Table 2.1).

I consider that in addition to looking at the “elite’s perceptions,” it 
is necessary to bring in the perceptions of challengers and even more 
important, their capabilities. Following Tilly, we should look at the 
level of WUNC43 (worthiness, unity, numbers, and commitment) of 
the opposition, i.e., “how worthy, unified, numerous and committed 
the opposition is.” As Tilly says, “each of these elements compensates 
one another to some degree; for example, a high value of worthiness 
(‘respectability’ in the language of 1829) can make up for small num-
bers. Yet a visible low value on any one of these elements (a public 
demonstration of unworthiness, division, dwindling numbers, and/or 
outright defection) discredits the whole movement.”44

In our case, I also show the continuous process of mobilization of dif-
ferent sectors, workers, students, and political parties. The history of the 
democratization processes in Mexico is certainly not linear. At the empir-
ical level, I maintain that a high level of contestation-mobilization pre-
ceded the Mexican transition. In order to study these long processes of 
contestation-mobilization, I propose to follow a political process model 
in the following section.

We have seen that both the structuralist and the elitist models of 
democratization have flaws. The structuralists overdetermine the process 
of democratization, while the elitists make it look like a simple agree-
ment among elites without considering the weight of the past and the 
history of the actors. That is why I consider it necessary to use a political 
process model to analyze the democratization process in Mexico. Before 

Table 2.1  Elite Forecasts of the effects of extremism and the resulting scenarios 
for transitions to democracy

Source Nancy Bermeo, Myths of Moderation…., p. 317

Scenario If pivotal elites 
forecast

They Because they see 
democracy as

As happened in

I Extremist victory Will reject  
democracy

An intolerable 
threat

China, 1989

II Extremist defeat May accept  
democracy

A means of escape Peru, 1977
Greece, 1975

III Extremist defeat 
and their own 
victory

May accept  
democracy

A form of  
legitimization

Portugal, 
1974
Spain, 1976
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developing the model, I will discuss briefly the current debate on democ-
ratization.

The Current Debate on Democratization

In “Contention & Democracy in Europe,”45 Tilly has distinguished four 
styles of arguments in recent attempts to explain democratization and 
de-democratization: necessary and sufficient conditions (Rueschemeyer, 
Stephens, and Stephens),46 variables (Huntington),47 sequences (Linz 
and Stepan,48 Sorensen,49 Diamond50) and clusters (Geddes,51 Collier,52 
Markoff,53 Bratton, and van de Walle54). The political process model 
of democratization that I will develop in the following section borrows 
from the necessary conditions and cluster type of arguments. I agree 
with Collier in that “Democracy is an outcome of the struggle between 
the dominant and subordinate classes and hence an outcome of the bal-
ance of class power.”55 However, in contrast with Collier, I consider that 
the democratic struggle involves the construction of coalitions and politi-
cal parties, and it is not only a struggle of classes in the Marxist sense. 
Members of the same class could be a part of the authoritarian or the 
democratic coalitions. As we will see, when we analyze the workers’ and 
students’ movements in Mexico, in several moments, the history of con-
tention and the struggle for democracy took place inside the working 
class.56 The success of democracy in Mexico and in other countries such 
as Spain and Chile involved the construction of broad coalitions that 
included not only the working classes, but important sectors of the mid-
dle classes too.

Recently, Nancy Bermeo has contrasted two competing visions of how 
ordinary people behave in the drama of democracy’s construction and 
consolidation:

In one vision, ordinary people seem heroic. Either as single actors chal-
lenging dictatorship through individual acts of resistance or as members 
of associations nurturing democracy in civil society, common citizens 
appear in some of our literature as democracy’s salvation. In a second set 
of works, ordinary people seem much less noble. As members of groups, 
they can demand too much democracy and erode its capacity to perform 
and survive57
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After analyzing 20 cases, including every democracy that collapsed in 
the aftermath of the Russian Revolution in interwar Europe, the break-
down of democracy in Brazil, Uruguay, Chile, and Argentina and three 
democracies that avoided breakdown despite serious economic and 
political challenges, Bermeo concludes that: “the culpability for democ-
racy’s demise lay overwhelmingly with political elites […] The histories 
recounted here are replete with examples of monarchies, militaries, and 
long-established political parties that toppled democracies by leaning too 
far to the Right. Ordinary people sometimes threw democracies off bal-
ance too, but only rarely with their votes.”58

Bermeo’s book tells us compelling stories about why democracies fail, 
and I agree with her argument that political and, more important, mili-
tary elites are key actors in those breakdowns. However, the questions 
of how democracies emerge and the role of “ordinary” people in that 
process have not been fully answered. This book, using Mexico as a case 
study, will try to partially explain that process. Of course from one case 
I do not pretend to develop a general theory of democratization, but I 
think I can illustrate the process of construction of democratic institu-
tions through the several struggles led by workers, students, and political 
parties.

A Political Process Model and the Building  
of a Democratic System

Both structuralist and elitist theories of democratization have a tendency 
to ignore the fact that building a democracy is a political process. For 
some of the structuralists, like the followers of the modernization theory, 
political culture, and dependency theory, democracy is a byproduct of 
the economic system or the cultural system of a specific society.

Schematically the causal mechanisms would look as shown in Fig. 2.1.
As Doug MacAdam argues on social movements, the difference 

between political process models and structuralist models, such as the 
modernization theory is that: For classical theorists, the relationship 
between insurgency and socioeconomic processes is direct, i.e., “with 
industrialization/urbanization generating a level of strain sufficient to trig-
ger social protest… In contrast, the political process model is based on the 
idea that social processes, such as industrialization, promote insurgency 
only indirectly through a restructuring of existing power relations.”59
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(a) Modernization theory 

Broad socio-economic processes Industrialization 

Democracy

     Urbanization 

(b)

(c)

(d)

Political Culture theories

Broad socioeconomic processes Literacy New political culture Democracy

For the elitists, democracy, as Tilly has argued, would be like a garden built by 

political elites that reach an agreement: the famous pacts to establish a procedural democracy.

Elitist theories

Conflict Elites Pacts Democracy

In contrast with the previous three models, here, following the literature on political 

process and social movements, I will use a political process model to explain the emergence 

of the opposition in an authoritarian regime and the democratization process. The caricature 

of our model would look like this:

Political process model

Structure of political Social    Expanding political  
opportunities      conflict opportunities 

Bargaining Democracy

Opposition organizational 
strength

Fig. 2.1  Four causal models
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I consider democratization as a type of insurgency. It is puzzling 
that the dialogue between social movement theories and the literature 
on democratization has not been more vigorous. Most of the literature 
about transitions rarely mentions the literature on social movements and 
vice versa. I hope that this book helps to solve that lack of communica-
tion.

McAdam argues that “the political process model identifies three sets 
of factors that are believed to be crucial in the generation of social insur-
gency. The first is the level of organization within the aggrieved popula-
tion; the second, the collective assessment of the prospects for successful 
insurgency within the same population; and the third, the political align-
ment of groups within the larger political environment.”60

Following McAdam, I will use the structure of political opportuni-
ties and the organizational strength of the political parties of the opposi-
tion as the two central explanatory variables. Both sets of factors help to 
explain not only the “success” or “failure” of the democratization pro-
cess, but also the length of the process.

Structure of Political Opportunities

In their seminal critical review article to Robert Dahl’s Who Governs? 
Morton S. Baratz and Peter Bachrach, following Schattschneider, argue 
that “all forms of political organization have a bias in favor of the exploi-
tation of some kinds of conflict and the suppression of others because 
organization is the mobilization of bias. Some issues are organized into 
politics while others are organized out.”61

The structure of political opportunities is “the particular set of 
power relationships that define the political environment at any point in 
time.”62 However, this structure is not immutable. As Tilly, MacAdam, 
and others say, there are several events that are disruptive to the political 
structure, such as wars, industrialization, depression, migration, politi-
cal realignments, and sociodemographic changes. We can think of the 
democratization process as the transformation of the structure of politi-
cal opportunities in a society. In order to achieve that transformation, I 
sustain that it is necessary to construct political parties capable of “con-
verting” the grievances of the population under an authoritarian regime 
into a democratic alternative. Following Przeworski, it is not enough  
for a regime to lose its legitimacy to rule; in order to have a transition,  
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it is necessary to build an alternative. This leads us to our second set of 
factors: the “organizational strength of the opposition.”

Organizational Strength of the Opposition 
and the Political Parties

MacAdam divided the organizational strength of a social movement 
into “the members, the established structure of incentives to solidarity, 
the communications network, and the leaders.” I want to use these cat-
egories of the organizational strength to analyze the construction of the 
political opposition parties in Mexico.

As Katz and Gurin have argued, an aggrieved population will not start 
a social movement unless it has the resources that enable the group to 
use a particular opportunity structure, i.e., “To generate a social move-
ment the aggrieved population must be able to ‘convert’ a favorable 
‘structure of political opportunities’ into an organized campaign of social 
protest.”63 Following McAdam, the existence of networks and organiza-
tions conditions this “conversion.” Four elements constitute the organi-
zational strength of a group: the members, the established structure of 
incentives to solidarity, communication networks, and the leaders. These 
elements have been used for the analysis of social movements, but I think 
they are useful for the analysis of political parties.

“Bloc recruitment” is another type of party recruitment, the trade 
unions and the student movements in Mexico are characteristic of this type 
of building a social base. According to Oberschall, “mobilization does not 
occur through recruitment of large numbers of isolated and solitary indi-
viduals. It occurs as a result of recruiting blocs of people who are already 
highly organized and participant.”64 In the empirical chapters, I will ana-
lyze the types of recruitment and the process of party building in Mexico.

Structure of Incentives to Solidarity

In his classical study “The logic of collective action,” Mancur Olson 
posed the “free-rider problem” for any organization interested in achiev-
ing a collective good. His answer to the problem was that either there 
were selective incentives or there were leaders who assumed the original 
cost of establishing the organization. Another explanation is the exist-
ence of a “structure of solidarity incentives,” “interpersonal rewards that 
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provide the motivating force for participation in insurgent groups.”65 
Without these structures of solidarity incentives, it would be very diffi-
cult to explain the participation of hundreds of people who literally sacri-
ficed their personal lives for a cause.

Communications Networks

The establishment of a communications network is one of the central 
tasks of any emerging political party, this is also known by the govern-
ment and it is a reason why the first thing any dictatorship tries to do 
is to break the lines of communication between the members of the 
opposition. A key element in the history of the opposition in Mexico 
is the construction and destruction of networks of communication; 
party journals like El Machete in Mexico reflect this history. According 
to McAdam, “the inter-organizational links characteristic of established 
groups facilitates movement emergence by providing the means of com-
munication by which the movement, as a new cultural item, can be dis-
seminated throughout the aggrieved population.”66

The authoritarian governments in Mexico, knowing the power of 
the mass media, tried to maintain a strict control of the media. One of 
the key demands of the opposition was the opening up of the press and 
the media in general. There were timid processes of liberalization of the 
press in the early 1970s in Mexico, but the authoritarian elites stopped 
that liberalization when they considered it had gone too far, the exam-
ple during Echeverría’s presidency, the repression against Julio Scherer at 
Excélsior, is emblematic of the problem.

Leaders or Political Entrepreneurs

In his appendix to the “Logic of Collective Action,” Olson 
accepts Richard Wagner, Oran Young, Norman Frohlich, and Joe 
Oppenheimer’s arguments about the importance of “political entrepre-
neurs” to explain collective action. “They all emphasize the role of the 
entrepreneur or leader who helps to organize efforts to provide the col-
lective good and tend to call him/her a “political entrepreneur.”67 For 
Olson “The successful entrepreneur in the large group case is above 
all an innovator with selective incentives.”68 In established democra-
cies, there are some selective incentives, but in the previous stage, the 
leaders really have very little selective incentives. I think that during  
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the “resistance” period, the leaders actually work mainly through the sol-
idarity structure built around common experiences, there are common 
goals and identities built through a complex process of socialization in 
the lucha (struggle) that are certainly more important than the selective 
incentives. Most of the leaders of the opposition and their families had 
to carry the burden of the organizational work during the authoritarian 
periods; without these solidarity structures, it is very difficult to explain 
the construction of the democratic alternatives.

The opportunity structure and the four elements of the organizational 
strength: members, established structure of solidarity incentives, commu-
nication network and leaders, are the key variables that I will analyze, in 
order to explain under what conditions parties of the opposition become 
a viable alternative to the authoritarian regimes in Mexico.

In sum, the general argument of the book is the following: (1) That 
in Mexico, workers, student movements, and the political parties of the 
opposition played crucial parts as brokers in the democratic transitions. 
Without the history of mobilization of these actors, we could neither 
understand the acceptance of electoral processes by the governing elite, 
nor the transformation of elections without a choice into real electoral 
contests where parties lose elections. (2) That parties, workers, and stu-
dent movements in Mexico (operating through a number of members, 
solidarity incentives, communication networks, and leaders) shaped 
both the organizational strength and the WUNC of the opposition to 
threaten an authoritarian regime. (3) That the opposition party’s bro-
kerage attaching—or failing to attach—various segments of the popula-
tion is key to understanding their strength and affects the possibilities 
of establishing democratic regimes. (4) That the superior resources of 
center-right parties in Mexico vis-á-vis Left-wing parties are a key vari-
able to explain their pivotal role in the transitions and to understand 
the electoral results of the first competitive elections in Mexico. (5) The 
presidential elections have been, in the Mexican case, those crucial junc-
tures where we can analyze the whole process. In order to study these 
elections, in the following pages I will develop a typology.

A Typology of Presidential Elections

In his classical paper “A Theory of Critical Elections,” V.O. Key Jr. 
defined a critical election as “a sharp and durable electoral realignment 
between parties.”69 Gerald Pomper, following Key and Angus Campbell 
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et al. (1960), proposed a classification of presidential elections on the 
basis of the electorate’s situation and the results of the majority party 
(Table 2.2).

In critical elections, the majority party is defeated and there are sig-
nificant changes in the electoral cleavages. On the contrary, maintain-
ing elections are characterized by a new victory of the ruling party 
together with continuity in electoral cleavages and, therefore, in the par-
ty’s base of support. In deviating elections, even if the governing party 
is defeated, this is not due to a change in electoral cleavages. Finally, in 
converting presidential elections, the majority party wins, but there are 
significant changes in the situation of the electorate.

To classify Mexican elections, I performed two statistical computa-
tions: first, I related the electoral results of each presidential election by 
state to the results of the last election; second, I correlated the electoral 
result of the ruling party with the average votes it obtained in the last 
three presidential elections, a variable I called “traditional” presidential 
vote.

Study of Consecutive Presidential Elections

I used the percentage of votes that the PRI obtained in the presiden-
tial election in each state of the Mexican Republic between 1964 and 
2012 so as to create the database. Every election is a variable and the 
percentage obtained by the PRI in each state is an observation of that 
variable. Every election (variable) was correlated to the preceding vari-
able. The correlation coefficients capture the degree of association in 
the geographical distribution of the votes for each pair of elections, and 
they indicate the degree of electoral continuity or change. Irrespective 
of whether the ruling party won or lost the election, a high correlation 
coefficient reveals continuity in the electorate base of the ruling party, 

Table 2.2  Types of presidential elections,   majority party’s electoral result

Source G. Pomper, op. cit., p. 538

Victory Defeat

Electorate Continuity “Maintaining” “Deviating”
Cleavage Change “Converting” “Realigning”
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whereas a low correlation coefficient indicates shifts in the electorate’s 
preferences. Graph 2.1 summarizes the results obtained.

The spikes in the graph show moments when support for the PRI was 
strongly related to its support in the last presidential election. According 
to our data, it is clear that change started in the 1988 presidential elec-
tion, accelerated in 1994, and more so in 2000. The increase in the 
correlation coefficient for 2006 shows the continuity of the electoral 
supports for the PRI at the state level during 2000–2006. Even when 
Roberto Madrazo, the PRI candidate, ranked third in the presidential 
contest, its constituency at the state level did not change dramatically. 
The sharp decrease in the correlation coefficient in 2012 suggests a new 
realignment that might account for the victory of the PRI in 2012.
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Graph 2.1  Correlations of consecutive presidential elections, 1964–2012. Note 
Graphed from 1970 onwards. Source Prepared by the author
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Correlation Between the Vote for the PRI  
and Its “Traditional” Vote

To corroborate the results, I performed a second statistical computation, 
by correlating the average vote for the PRI in three presidential elections 
(variable I, named “traditional” vote) with the outcomes by states in the 
following presidential election. The results are shown in Graph 2.2.

Here, the pattern is similar to that in Graph 2.1. The elections from 
1970 to 1982 can be classified as a maintenance of the PRI hegemony. 
In 1988, a period of changes began in the electorate: Even if the official 
results gave the victory to the PRI, we can speak of a “conversion” elec-
tion. This conversion deepened in 1994 and finally led to a critical elec-
tion in 2000, that is to say a realignment, reflected in the triumph of the 
opposition. In the 2006 election, even if the PRI became the third politi-
cal force, the geographical distribution of its support is similar to that in 
2000, which explains a relatively high correlation coefficient (0.68). In 
terms of the typology suggested, the presidential elections between 1970 
and 2012 can be grouped as given in Table 2.3.
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Prepared by the author
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The 2006 election is a complicated case, to which I will return in 
Chap. 3, but here I will classify it as a converting election. By going 
beyond particular elections, it might be possible to distinguish peri-
ods or stages of political stability and instability. For this, I built a chart 
with correlation coefficients between elections from 1958 to 2012; this 
allows us to distinguish four stages or periods: (1) from hegemony to 
crisis (1970–1982); (2) from fracture of the hegemony to limited plu-
ralism (1988–1994); (3) alternation and pluralism (2000–2006), and 
(4) a new realignment and possible reconstruction of hegemony (2012) 
(Table 2.4).

Between 1970 and 1982, there is a clear vote coalition for the PRI. 
Each election from this period is correlated to the consecutive one with 
coefficients ranging from 0.5 to 0.8. In 1988, the correlation level 
decreases to a range of 0.3–0.7, which is a sign of a converting election. 
This process, first of conversion and then of realignment, will be clear in 
the 1994 and 2000 elections. The figures indicate a substantive change 
in the sources of support for the PRI over the next period. The correla-
tion index between the 1988 and the 1994 elections decreased to 0.34, 
and in the critical election of 2000 it is even lower, 0.27. The year 2006 
represents a new stage, and the correlation index goes up again to 0.63. 
In the presidential election of 2012, there was a new realignment with a 
decrease in the correlation coefficient of 0.295. In the following pages, I 
will link the process of democratization and the presidential elections in 
Mexico.

Using as a template our previous theoretical analysis, in the following 
chapters we will examine the transformation of the Mexican political sys-
tem from a hegemonic party system into a moderate pluralist one.

Table 2.3  Typology of presidential elections in Mexico Majority Party’s elec-
toral result

Source Prepared by the author

Victory Defeat

Electoral Continuity “Maintaining”
1970, 1976, 1982

“Deviating”

Cleavage Change “Converting”
1988, 1994, 2006

“Realigning”
2000, 2012

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-56032-8_3
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