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The 1990s marked a pivotal decade in Mexico’s political landscape, characterized by a
significant decline in support for the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI). This decline
was driven by a combination of political, economic, social, and military factors that
collectively eroded the PRI’s long-standing dominance. Among these, Mexico’s military
played a crucial role, both directly and indirectly, in shaping the political environment of
the period. Understanding why support for the PRI waned requires examining the broader
context of Mexico’s political reforms, economic crises, social movements, and the evolving
role of the military during this transformative decade.

The Political Context of the 1990s

The 1990s in Mexico were marked by a series of political reforms and upheavals that
challenged the PRI’s entrenched control. Historically, the PRI had maintained a monopoly
on Mexican politics since its founding in 1929, often using a combination of patronage,
electoral manipulation, and repression to sustain power. However, mounting
dissatisfaction, corruption scandals, and demands for greater democratic accountability
began to erode its legitimacy.

Reform Movements and Democratization

e Introduction of electoral reforms in the early 1990s aimed at increasing transparency
and fairness in elections.

e Emergence of opposition parties, notably the National Action Party (PAN) and the
Party of the Democratic Revolution (PRD), which challenged PRI dominance.

e Growing public demand for democratic processes and transparency, fueled by social
movements and civil society activism.

Economic Crises and Political Instability

e The 1994 Mexican peso crisis, which undermined public confidence in the
government and the PRI’s economic management.



e Corruption scandals involving high-ranking officials, including the assassination of
presidential candidate Luis Donaldo Colosio in 1994, which cast a shadow over PRI
leadership.

e Increasing political violence and violence associated with drug cartels, further
destabilizing the political environment.

The Role of Mexico’s Military in the 1990s

While often perceived primarily as a defense and internal security force, Mexico’s military
played a significant role in the country’s political development during the 1990s. Its
involvement extended beyond traditional defense duties, influencing the stability and
transition of political power.

The Military’s Historical Influence in Mexican Politics

e Historically, the Mexican military has maintained a position of political neutrality but
has occasionally intervened during crises.

e During the PRI’s rule, the military was often viewed as a pillar of the regime’s
stability, serving as a counterbalance to internal dissent.

e However, the 1990s marked a period of transformation, with the military
increasingly involved in internal security and counter-narcotics operations.

Military Reforms and Operations

e Reforms aimed at professionalizing the armed forces and increasing their capacity to
combat organized crime and drug trafficking.

e Expansion of military roles in domestic security, often leading to tensions with
civilian authorities and civil society.

e Participation in peacekeeping missions abroad, reflecting a shift in military focus and
international engagement.

Impact of Military Activities on Public Perception and



Political Support

e The military’s active role in combating drug cartels and maintaining internal security
garnered both praise and criticism.

e Some segments of the population viewed the military’s actions as necessary for
stability, reinforcing the PRI’s narrative of order and control.

e Conversely, reports of human rights abuses and military excesses contributed to
public skepticism and calls for reform.

Factors Contributing to the Decline of PRI
Support in the 1990s

Several interconnected factors contributed to the waning support for the PRI, with the
military’s evolving role both reflecting and influencing broader societal shifts.

Corruption and Scandal

e Widespread corruption within the PRI, exemplified by scandals such as the “Casa
Blanca” affair and the involvement of party officials in illicit activities.

e Public outrage over the perceived impunity of political and military figures involved
in corruption and violence.

Electoral Fraud and Lack of Transparency

e Persistent allegations of electoral manipulation undermined trust in the electoral
process.

e Reforms introduced in the early 1990s aimed to address these issues but failed to
fully restore public confidence.

Rise of Opposition and Civil Society

e The emergence of opposition parties, especially PAN, which gained ground by
advocating for democratic reforms.



e Social movements demanding greater transparency, justice for violence victims, and
electoral fairness.

e Urban middle classes and youth increasingly supportive of opposition candidates,
diminishing PRI’s traditional support base.

Economic Crises and Public Dissatisfaction

e The peso crisis of 1994 led to inflation, unemployment, and increased poverty, which
the PRI government struggled to manage.

e Economic hardship fueled dissatisfaction with the government’s handling of the
economy, impacting political support.

The Military’s Role in Internal Security and Its
Consequences

e The military’s expanded involvement in internal security often led to human rights
controversies, damaging the PRI’s image.

¢ Incidents of military abuse were widely reported, fostering skepticism about the
regime’s commitment to civil rights and justice.

e This, in turn, contributed to the decline of PRI support, as citizens demanded more
accountable and civilian-controlled security forces.

Transition Toward Democratic Elections

The culmination of these factors led to the historic 2000 presidential election where the
PRI lost power for the first time in over 70 years. The 1990s thus served as a decade of

political awakening and reform, driven by societal pressure and the changing role of the
military.

Electoral Reforms and Political Liberalization

e Creation of the Federal Electoral Institute (IFE) to oversee transparent elections.

¢ Gradual dismantling of electoral fraud practices that had favored the PRI.



e Increased participation of opposition parties in electoral processes.

The Military’s Continuing Role in Political Stability

e While the military’s influence waned in political decision-making, its role in internal
security remained vital.

e Reforms aimed at demilitarization of internal security, but challenges persisted with
organized crime.

e The military’s professionalization and adherence to constitutional limits became key
to consolidating Mexico’s democracy.

Conclusion: Why Did Support For The PRI
Decline? Mexico’s Military as a Catalyst

The decline of support for the Institutional Revolutionary Party in Mexico during the 1990s
was a multifaceted process influenced by political reforms, economic crises, social
movements, and shifts within the military. Mexico’s military, once seen as a pillar of PRI’s
stability, transitioned from a supportive role to a more complex actor involved in internal
security and counter-narcotics efforts. Its actions and evolving role contributed to public
perceptions of the regime’s stability and legitimacy.

As the military engaged more actively in domestic security, reports of human rights
abuses and military excesses fueled public skepticism, eroding trust in the PRI’s capacity
to govern transparently and justly. Simultaneously, the military’s efforts in combating
organized crime highlighted the weaknesses of civilian institutions and underscored the
need for democratic reforms.

Ultimately, the 1990s represented a critical juncture where Mexico’s political landscape
shifted from one-party dominance toward democratization. The military’s role, both as a
supporter and a challenge to the regime’s legitimacy, exemplifies how military institutions
can influence political change. The decade’s culmination in the election of a non-PRI
president in 2000 marked the end of an era, driven by the collective demand for
democracy, accountability, and rule of law.

In summary, the decline of PRI support in Mexico in the 1990s was rooted in internal
corruption, electoral fraud, economic hardship, social activism, and the complex role of
the military. The military’s transition from a stabilizing force to a participant in internal
security and its involvement in controversies played a significant part in shaping public
opinion and accelerating political reform. This decade set the stage for Mexico’s new
democratic era, highlighting the critical influence of military institutions in the country’s
political evolution.



Frequently Asked Questions

What economic challenges contributed to the decline of
support for the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI)
in Mexico during the 1990s?

Economic crises such as the peso devaluation in 1994, high inflation, and increased
unemployment undermined public confidence in the PRI, leading to declining support.

How did political reforms in the 1990s impact the PRI's
dominance in Mexico?

Reforms like the introduction of independent electoral institutions and transparent voting
processes reduced PRI's control, encouraging opposition parties and decreasing its
support.

In what ways did the Mexican military influence the
decline of PRI support in the 1990s?

The military's involvement in internal security and political affairs, along with allegations
of human rights abuses, eroded public trust in the PRI's governance and contributed to its
decline.

Did corruption scandals significantly affect the PRI's
popularity in the 1990s?

Yes, numerous corruption scandals, including electoral fraud and embezzlement, damaged
the PRI's reputation, leading to waning public support.

How did the emergence of opposition parties in the
1990s influence PRI support?

The rise of opposition parties like PAN provided alternatives to PRI's rule, attracting
voters disillusioned with PRI's long-standing dominance.

What role did the Zapatista uprising in 1994 play in
shifting political support away from the PRI?

The uprising highlighted issues of inequality and government neglect, fueling public
demand for reform and challenging PRI's authority.

How did public perception of the Mexican military



change during the 1990s, affecting PRI support?

The military's controversial actions and allegations of corruption and human rights
violations led to skepticism about PRI-led security policies.

What impact did electoral reforms and increased
transparency have on the decline of PRI support in the
1990s?

These reforms made elections more competitive and credible, reducing PRI's control and
encouraging support for opposition candidates.

Why was the 2000 presidential election a turning point
for the PRI and Mexico's political landscape?

The PRI's loss in 2000 ended its 71-year rule, symbolizing a significant decline in support
and a shift toward a more pluralistic political system.
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The support for the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) experienced a significant
decline in Mexico during the 1990s, marking a pivotal turning point in the country's
political landscape. Once considered a near-permanent fixture in Mexican politics, the
PRI's dominance was challenged by a confluence of economic, political, social, and
military factors. Understanding why this decline occurred requires examining the intricate
relationship between Mexico's political institutions and its military, as well as the broader
context of democratization, corruption, and social upheaval during this transformative
decade.

Historical Context: The PRI's Longstanding Dominance

For much of the 20th century, the PRI maintained control over Mexican politics through a
combination of patronage, electoral manipulation, and repression. Established in 1929, the
PRI positioned itself as the guardian of stability and national unity, effectively
monopolizing political power for over 70 years. During this period, the party cultivated a
system of clientelism that intertwined with Mexico’s military institutions, often relying on
the armed forces to uphold internal order and suppress dissent.

However, by the late 20th century, cracks in this political edifice began to appear.
Economic crises, demands for political liberalization, and social movements gained
momentum, challenging the PRI’s legitimacy. The 1990s, in particular, proved to be a
watershed decade that saw the party’s support diminish sharply, culminating in electoral
defeats and a more competitive political environment.



The 1990s: A Decade of Transformation and Turmoil
Economic Crises and Structural Reforms

- NAFTA and Economic Liberalization: The signing of the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994 was a double-edged sword. While it promised economic
growth, it also exposed vulnerabilities in Mexico’s economic policies and increased
inequality, leading to public disillusionment with the PRI’s management.

- Peso Crisis (1994): The sudden devaluation of the peso in December 1994 triggered a
financial crisis, eroding public confidence in government institutions and exposing
economic mismanagement. The crisis heightened skepticism towards the PRI’s ability to
maintain stability.

Political Opens and Electoral Competition

- Transition Toward Democracy: The 1990s witnessed a gradual shift toward democratic
reforms. Electoral institutions were reformed, and opposition parties gained ground,
culminating in the 2000 presidential election that ended the PRI’s uninterrupted rule.

- Erosion of Electoral Legitimacy: Despite reforms, the 1990s were marked by allegations
of electoral fraud, corruption, and authoritarian practices that alienated many Mexicans
from the PRI.

Social Movements and Civil Society

- Indigenous Rights and Social Unrest: Movements demanding indigenous rights, rural
development, and social justice gained prominence, challenging the PRI’s traditional
patronage networks.

- Urban Protests: Urban protests, labor strikes, and demands for transparency increased,
revealing widespread dissatisfaction with the status quo.

Mexico's Military and Its Role in the 20th Century

To understand the decline of PRI support, it is crucial to analyze Mexico’s military
institutions and their evolving political role during this period.

Historical Role of the Military in Mexico

- Guardians of Stability: Historically, the Mexican military served as a pillar of national
stability, often intervening internally to quell unrest and supporting the PRI’s political
machinery.

- Political Actor: Although constitutionally under civilian control, the military exerted
influence behind the scenes, especially during times of political crisis or upheaval.

The Military’s Relationship with the PRI

- Institutional Loyalty: The military generally maintained loyalty to the PRI, viewing it as
the guarantor of the national order.



- Involvement in Internal Security: The armed forces played a key role in combating drug
cartels and insurgent groups, sometimes blurring the lines between military and police
functions.

Factors Contributing to the Decline of PRI Support in the 1990s
1. Erosion of Legitimacy and Public Trust

- Corruption and Electoral Fraud: Chronic corruption scandals and accusations of electoral
manipulation severely damaged the PRI’s reputation.

- Lack of Democratic Transparency: The failure to fully democratize electoral processes
led many Mexicans to question the legitimacy of PRI-led governments.

2. Economic Instability and Discontent

- Financial Crises: The peso crisis and subsequent economic downturn eroded living
standards and increased unemployment, fueling public dissatisfaction.

- Perception of Mismanagement: Citizens increasingly blamed the PRI for economic
mismanagement and favoritism toward elites.

3. Political Liberalization and Opposition Growth

- Emergence of Opposing Parties: The Partido de la Revolucién Democratica (PRD) and the
National Action Party (PAN) gained prominence as credible alternatives.

- Electoral Reforms: Reforms aimed at ensuring fairer elections made it more difficult for
the PRI to maintain its monopoly.

4. Social Movements and Civil Society

- Demand for Democracy: Growing civil society activism and demands for political change
challenged the PRI’s monopoly.

- Indigenous and Rural Movements: These groups sought greater autonomy and rights,
undermining the PRI’s traditional support base.

5. The Military’s Changing Role

- Military Modernization and Professionalization: The military began to modernize and
professionalize, reducing its role in internal repression and politics.

- Limiting Military Interventions: Reforms and external pressures encouraged the military
to stay within constitutional boundaries, diminishing its influence as a political actor.

- Transition Toward Respecting Civilian Rule: As Mexico moved toward democratization,
the military's role became more apolitical, which in turn shifted public support away from
traditional PRI dominance.

The Nexus Between the Military and Political Decline

The decline of PRI support was not simply a matter of electoral competition but also



intertwined with the military’s evolving stance and institutional reforms.

- Reduced Military Dependence on PRI: As the military became more professional and less
involved in politics, its role as a pillar of PRI support diminished.

- Shift in Internal Security Strategies: The military’s focus on combating drug cartels and
insurgent groups shifted the perception from being political enforcers to guardians of
security.

- Public Perception: The military’s move toward a more transparent and apolitical posture
contributed to changing public attitudes, which increasingly viewed the military as a
neutral institution rather than an extension of PRI rule.

Conclusion: A Decade of Transformation

The decline of support for the Institutional Revolutionary Party in Mexico during the 1990s
was the result of a complex interplay of economic crises, political reforms, social
movements, and institutional change within the military. The period marked a decisive
break from the PRI’s hegemonic rule, laying the groundwork for Mexico’s transition to a
more competitive and pluralistic democracy. The military, once a crucial pillar supporting
PRI dominance, transitioned toward a more professional and less politicized institution,
reflecting the broader democratization process. Ultimately, the 1990s heralded a new era
in Mexican politics—one characterized by increased citizen participation, electoral
transparency, and institutional reform—marking the beginning of the end for the PRI’s
long-standing dominance.

In summary:

- Economic crises undermined public confidence.

- Electoral and political reforms opened space for opposition.

- Social movements challenged traditional patronage networks.

- The military shifted toward professionalism and neutrality.

- These factors collectively diminished support for the PRI, leading to a more democratized
Mexico.

Understanding these dynamics provides vital insights into the broader process of
democratization in Mexico and the evolving role of its military institutions in shaping
national politics.
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