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News Analysis

In Mexican Vote, Nostalgia for Past Corruption 

By ELISABETH MALKIN
MEXICO CITY — “The PRI comes back” shouted the front page headline of the daily newspaper El Universal on Monday, the day after the political party known as the PRI swept midterm elections. 

But the story was all in the photograph, a shot of former President Carlos Salinas de Gortari as he left a voting booth. He was not running for any office, but the photograph seemed to ask why Mexicans were returning to power the party identified with Mr. Salinas, who left office 15 years ago amid political scandal and economic chaos.

His party, the PRI, or Institutional Revolutionary Party, governed Mexico with a blend of patronage and corruption for more than 70 years before it was voted out in 2000. But on Sunday, the PRI won effective control of the lower house of Congress and a broad swath of the country’s largest cities, as well as five out of six gubernatorial races. 

The results were a blow to President Felipe Calderón, whose conservative National Action Party, or the PAN, failed to hold on to even its traditional strongholds. 

“Yes, I admit the PRI is corrupt,” said Luis Osorio, a juice vendor in Mexico City, on Monday as he discussed election news with customers stopping by his stand. “So we voted for the PAN, and they turned out to be just as corrupt. They turned everything into their personal business.” 

Although Mr. Calderón is personally popular, his economic policies are not. Mexico has been buffeted especially hard by the global economic crisis, and the economy is expected to contract by as much as 8 percent this year. 

“It is not a good idea to run a plebiscite on the presidency in a recession,” said Jeffrey Weldon, a political scientist at ITAM, a university in Mexico City. 

Mr. Calderón tried to remind voters that the recession was not of Mexico’s making, an oblique reference to a generation of economic turmoil that began in the 1970s as successive PRI governments overspent and overborrowed. During the campaign, he would pluck out statistics to show that Mexico was turning the corner — data that evidently did not resonate with voters struggling to get by. 

A PRI television commercial in the final days of the campaign was particularly effective. Three mimes held up cards with numbers showing how inflation and unemployment had spiked. At the end, they wiped off their face-paint and said, “Reality — you can’t hide it.” 

Lauro Mercado Gasca, a pollster who directs Mercaei, a market research firm, called the commercial “a very good attack.”

“It was just right to remind people that the main issue of the campaign should be the economy,” he said.

At the local level, where popular PRI governors operate with few controls from the federal government, the party responded to the economic meltdown with handouts of items like food and material goods.

“People value that, it’s helpful,” Mr. Mercado said. The PAN, in contrast, was viewed as out of touch with voters’ hardships. 

The image of the PRI outside the capital is very different from its reputation among the political and social elite in Mexico City. “If you say you’re a PRI-ista in Tamaulipas, it’s something to be proud of,” said Francisco Abundis Luna, a pollster with the firm Parametría, referring to the state of Tamaulipas, which is on the Gulf of Mexico and borders Texas. 

Many voters think that PRI politicians are corrupt, Mr. Mercado said, but his polling found what he called a perverse nostalgia for the PRI’s style of corruption. The PRI tolerates a bending of the rules that allows working people, like illegal street vendors or unlicensed cabdrivers, to earn a living. 

“It’s perverse and antimodern, but it’s functional,” Mr. Mercado said. 

The PRI will have de facto control over the lower house in an alliance with a smaller party. Mr. Calderón’s only leverage now is in the Senate, whose members were not up for election and where his party has a 40 percent plurality. 

Still, many analysts warned against interpreting the election results as a broad shift of power in Mexico, noting that the PRI won only slightly more of the popular vote, about 37 percent on Sunday, than it did during the 2003 midterm elections. 

The PRI also prospered from what appears to have been the near-collapse of the left-wing Party of the Democratic Revolution, or P.R.D., which was split by an internal feud. Once-solid P.R.D. territory went to the PRI.

The PRI also picked up many districts and cities where it had previously run a close second to the PAN, with the recession tipping the balance this time. “They ended up winning marginal districts,” Mr. Weldon said. “Small changes can yield a whole bunch of districts.” 

It did not hurt that one of the PRI’s most photogenic politicians, Enrique Peña Nieto, the young governor of the State of Mexico, which surrounds Mexico City, traveled the country stumping for PRI candidates. The PRI’s success makes Mr. Peña Nieto a front-runner in the 2012 presidential campaign, provided he can maneuver through his party’s factions. 

But Mr. Weldon said people should not assume that the PRI’s success on Sunday means that it is likely to take back the presidency in three years. 

The PRI did well in the 2003 midterm elections but then ran a deeply unpopular candidate in 2006, who came in third. 

“The victory for the PRI today could presage the future in three years, but it could be completely off, like it was six years ago,” Mr. Weldon said. 

Antonio Betancourt contributed reporting from Ecatepec, Mexico.

