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PREFACE TO THE EIGHTH EDITION

The first edition of this book was published in 1979, the second in 1985, the third in 1990, the fourth in 1996, the fifth in 2000, the sixth in 2007, the seventh in 2010, and now the eighth in 2014. The issues we have sought to examine in all eight editions include why Latin America is different from the United States, why it lagged behind economically and politically, how societies cast historically in a medieval, dependent, and semifeudal mode have gone about achieving modernization and development, what paths of national development the distinct countries of the area have followed (evolutionary or revolutionary; authoritarian, Marxist, or democratic; capitalist, socialist, or statist), and what developments and difficulties of democracy have been encountered in the area. These are large, meaty issues; their importance goes beyond the geographic confines of Latin America.

Each of the eight editions of the book has reflected the major dynamic changes occurring in Latin America itself. The decade of the 1970s was a period of authoritarianism and repression, and human rights abuses in much of the region, all of which resulted in interpretations about the area—corporatism, dependency theory, and bureaucratic authoritarianism—that reflected scholars’ pessimism about Latin America’s future. Following this, the 1980s was a period of democratization throughout Latin America, with greater optimism about the area’s political future (even though the economic prospects continued to be poor) and newer interpretations that stressed transitions to democracy.

In the early 1990s there was considerable agreement between the United States and Latin America on goals for the region (labeled the “Washington consensus”): democracy, economic liberalism, and free trade. By this point most of the authoritarian regimes of the area had given way, and with the collapse of the Soviet Union, Marxism-Leninism had become less attractive; democracy and liberalism therefore seemed the only viable option. But by the end of the 1990s and continuing into the twenty-first century, although democracy, economic reform, and freer trade were still high on the agenda, a number of cracks had appeared in the prevailing consensus. Democracy was still limited and not working well in quite a few countries: much of Latin America had achieved electoral democracy but not liberal or participatory democracy. Economic reform continued, but the neoliberal agenda had resulted in widespread unemployment and privation in many countries. Trade barriers continued to fall in Latin America, but in the United States protectionist political pressures prevented new trade initiatives. Meanwhile, Latin America moved increasingly away from the United States and followed a more independent policy.

While Latin America has gone through political and economic ups and downs over this period of more than fifty years, its society has been massively transformed. These are no longer the “sleepy,” “backward,” “underdeveloped” countries of cartoon and movie stereotypes. Since 1960, Latin America as a whole has gone from 70 percent rural to 70 percent urban and from 70 percent illiteracy to 70 percent literacy. The old two-class society is giving way, a new middle class is emerging, and poverty is slowly being reduced. These figures reflect the massive social changes under way throughout the area as well as the transformation from a peasant-agricultural economy to a more modern, industrial, and diversified one.

In the mid-1970s seventeen of the twenty countries were authoritarian, but today nineteen of the twenty (all except Cuba, and even there changes are likely soon) are democratic—incomplete democracies, but certainly better than the human-rights-abusing regimes of earlier decades. Economically, quite a number of the countries are booming, with miraculous or nearly East Asian–level growth rates, but others are still mired in underdevelopment. At the same time a host of new issues—rising crime and insecurity, drugs, gangs, social inequality, and globalization—have come to the fore. So, as always, Latin America reflects a mixture of successes and failures, of traditional and modern features, of mixed and often crazy-quilt regimes in an always changing, dynamic context.

No longer a group of backward, underdeveloped countries, Latin America is one of the most exciting regions of the globe for the comparative study of economic, social, and political change. In previous decades the choice of developmental models seemed wide open, representing diverse routes to modernization, but by now the route of democracy and mixed economies seems the main one conceivable, although with great variation still among the countries of the region. But populist regimes dedicated to redistribution have also come to power. In most countries the state plays a major role in the economy, and the private sector is weaker than in the United States. Virtually every social, economic, and political issue, process, and policy present in the world can be found in Latin America. It thus remains an exciting, innovative, ever-changing, and endlessly fascinating living laboratory for study, travel, and research.

Not only is Latin America an interesting area to study, but it has also become increasingly important to the United States. After Canada, Mexico is now the United States’ second-largest trading partner in the world. Hispanics have become the largest minority in the United States and are voting in increasing numbers. On a host of new, hot issues—including drugs, trade, immigration, tourism, energy, investment, the environment, democracy, and human rights—the United States and Latin America have become increasingly intertwined and interdependent. Yet conflict persists in US relations with Cuba, Venezuela, and other countries. At the same time, both Europe and Asia are increasing their trade with and interest in Latin America and, as a result, are often competing with the United States for influence. So is Iran.

This book offers in its introduction a broad, regionwide overview of the patterns and processes of Latin American history, politics, society, and development. It then proceeds to a detailed country-by-country treatment of all twenty Latin American countries. Major countries such as Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Cuba, Mexico, Peru, and Venezuela receive extended coverage, and the smaller countries receive complete but somewhat briefer treatment. Each country chapter is written by a leading specialist in the field. To facilitate comparisons between countries we have asked each of our authors to use a common outline and approach as far as it is feasible. We emphasize throughout both the unique features of each country and common patterns and processes. Instructors thus have maximum flexibility in the selection of which countries to study and which themes or developmental models to emphasize.

Latin American Politics and Development has throughout its previous editions emerged as one of the most durable yet innovative texts in the field, and we hope that this eighth edition will intrigue new students of Latin America as it has stimulated two generations of earlier ones. Many of these students have now gone on to careers in business, academia, private agencies, or foreign policy; it is always rewarding to meet, hear from, or run into these former as well as current students. We hope that some of our enthusiasm for the subject continues to rub off on them.

The editors wish to thank their wives and families, for whom this book has over the years become almost another addition to the household. Thanks also to our contributors, both new and old; in each edition we have tried to bring in new faces, new ideas, and more women and minority contributors. Finally, we wish to thank acquisitions editor Anthony Wahl of Westview Press for encouraging this new edition and shepherding it through the publication process.

Howard J. Wiarda

Harvey F. Kline
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The Latin American Tradition and Process of Development
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THE CONTEXT OF LATIN AMERICAN POLITICS

Profound social, economic, cultural, and political transformations are sweeping through Latin America, affecting all institutions and areas of life. Accelerated economic and social change, democratization, and globalization are having an impact on all countries, often incompletely and unevenly. Latin America, however, still has abundant poverty, malnutrition, disease, poor housing, and the worst distribution of income in the world; its economic and political institutions often fail to work well or as intended; and social and political reforms are still strongly needed. However, at least some of the countries—generally the larger, more stable, and richer ones—are making what appears to be a definitive breakthrough to democracy and development, and many of the small nations are modernizing as well.

We speak of “Latin America” as if it were a single, homogeneous region; however, the area is exceedingly diverse. Because of this diversity, we need to understand each country individually as well as the common patterns. While the Latin American countries share a common basis in law, language, history, culture, sociology, colonial experience, and overall political patterns that enables us to discuss the region in general terms, we also recognize that each country is different and becoming increasingly more so. Unity amid diversity is a theme that runs throughout this book, so in Part I we survey the general patterns before moving on to the individual countries in Part II.

Throughout Latin America’s history its leaders and people have debated their heritage and future, particularly between Western and non-Western; feudal, capitalist, and socialist; First World (developed nations) and Third World (developing ones); and evolutionary or revolutionary change. Conflict over these issues has often delayed development.

Now at last a consensus seems to be emerging, namely, democracy in the political sphere; a modern, mixed, and in some cases social-democratic economy; and greater integration with the rest of the world. Authoritarianism seems to be on the decrease in Latin America, although when the economy declines and instability results, the authoritarian temptation is still often present. Marxism-Leninism is similarly in decline, even while social democracy and populism are still attractive options for many political leaders. More and more of Latin America is becoming middle-class and centrist. The old extremes are no longer attractive, and the range of political and economic options has narrowed.

Driving these changes are democratization, economic development, and globalization. Democracy is overwhelmingly the preferred form of government of Latin America, even though democracy does not always work well or quickly enough, it takes forms that are often different from that of the United States, and it is still threatened by upheaval, corruption, and vast social problems. Globalization affects Latin America in all areas of life: culture (movies, television, and music), society (behavioral norms), politics (democracy), and, above all, economics. Latin America is now part of a global market economy. It has little choice but to open its markets to global trade and investment.

With the Cold War over and the war on terrorism concentrated elsewhere, there is little foreign aid, and Latin America can no longer play the superpowers against each other. Instead it must have private investment and become globally competitive or else it will sink. If a country deviates very far from the path of democracy or free markets, that all-important investment will simply go elsewhere. All political leaders and economic sectors in Latin America now recognize these hard facts, even though they may still rail against them in populist fashion or disagree on the precise balance between authority and democracy, statism and open markets, and unfettered capitalism and social justice. The Latin American countries vary greatly in how they manage development policy, and they are still debating their choices about the basic model to follow.

As Latin America has become more democratic and its economies more open, it has, in its own way, balanced outside pressures and domestic, often traditional ways of doing things. Modernity and tradition frequently exist side by side in Latin America—the most traditional agricultural methods alongside the most modern skyscrapers—reflecting the mixed, often transitional nature of Latin American society. Patronage considerations often remain as important as merit and electoral choice. Moreover, as democracy has come to the area, it has frequently been a more centralized, executive-centered form of democracy rather than one of separate and equal executive, legislative, and judicial branches. At the same time, despite privatization and neoliberalism, the state has remained a strong force in the economic and social programs, closer to the European tradition than to the US laissez-faire model. Thus modernization in Latin America has represented a fascinating blend of US, European, and historically Latin American ways of doing things.

A QUICK SNAPSHOT

For the purposes of this book, Latin America consists of eighteen Spanish-speaking countries, one Portuguese-speaking country (Brazil), and one French- or Creole-speaking country (Haiti). Including South America, Central America, Mexico, and the Caribbean islands, it encompasses eight million square miles (twenty-one million square kilometers), about one-fifth of the world’s total land area. Its population is about 550 million, almost twice that of the United States. The former Dutch and British colonies in the area are also interesting and worthy of study, and although they are part of the geographic region of Latin America, they are not culturally, socially, religiously, or politically “Latin” American. For this reason, they are not included in this book.

The social and racial composition of Latin America is exceedingly diverse and complicated. At the time of Columbus’s arrival in America in 1492, some areas (Mexico, parts of Central America, Andean South America) had large numbers of indigenous people, whereas other areas did not. Even today assimilation and integration of indigenous people into national life remain among the great unsolved problems of these countries. Where there were few Indians or they died out and where the climate was right for plantation agriculture (such as in the Caribbean islands, northeast Brazil, and some coastal areas), large numbers of African slaves were brought in. White Europeans formed the upper class, and Indians and blacks were slaves, peasants, and subsistence agriculturists. In these areas social and race relations were then written mainly in terms of relations between whites and blacks; on the rest of the mainland the major socioracial components remained white and Indian. The cultures of the Spanish colonies in the Caribbean and the Portuguese one in Brazil, because of the African influence, were often different from those in the other Spanish-speaking countries. In some countries all three major racial strains (Indian, black, white), as well as Asian and Middle Eastern, are now present.

In contrast to North America, where the colonists took their wives and families along with them to settle and farm, the conquest of Latin America was viewed as a military campaign (no women initially), and widespread miscegenation between whites and Indians, whites and blacks, blacks and Indians, and all of their offspring took place right from the beginning. Hence a mulatto (white and black) element in the Caribbean and Brazil and a mestizo (white and Indian) element in the mainland countries of the Spanish empire emerged, with endless social and racial gradations based on skin color, hair texture, and facial features. Although there is racial prejudice, because of these many variations and gradations Latin Americans tend not to typecast people as “black,” “white,” or “Indian” based solely on color, as North Americans do. Indeed, in many of the Central American and Andean countries of South America, one is considered an indio or indígena mainly if he or she dresses like a native American and speaks a native language other than Spanish. Moving to a city, wearing Western clothes, becoming educated, and speaking Spanish probably mean that the person would no longer be called an “Indian,” even though there has of course been no change in the person’s ethnic background.

The racial situation in Latin America is generally more fluid and permeable than it is in the United States; in addition, higher education, wealth, and particular styles of dress and comportment tend to make one “whiter.” Because being viewed as whiter is pragmatically seen by most Latin Americans as being easier and/or better, it has long been hard to launch Indian or black rights or power movements, although this is changing as well. Endlessly fascinating, racial/social relations in Latin America are very different from those in the United States.

Richard C. Williamson, in Latin American Societies in Transition, suggests that in broad ethnic terms the countries of Latin America could be classified into four major groups (although many countries have regional variations):

       1.  Countries in which a mestizo population dominates

       2.  Countries overwhelmingly European in character

       3.  Countries with conspicuous Indian groupings, generally inhabiting the highlands

       4.  Countries dominated by African admixtures1

The first group of countries includes the South American countries of Venezuela and Colombia, as well as Nicaragua, El Salvador, Honduras, and Panama in Central America, and Mexico. The predominantly European countries are Argentina, Chile, Uruguay, and Costa Rica, and the countries with large Indian groups are Guatemala, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, and Paraguay. Finally, the countries dominated by African admixtures are Brazil and the Caribbean countries of Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and Haiti.

The economies of the area are similarly diverse. A few countries (Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, Venezuela) have vast, rich agricultural lands comparable to the US Midwest, while in most of the others subsistence agriculture has predominated. Because of climate, few countries, except those in southern South America, can grow the kind of grains raised in more temperate climates; hence sugar, coffee, cacao, and fruits have predominated. Mexico and the larger South American countries have considerable mineral wealth and some have oil, but others have few natural resources and are likely to remain poor, regardless of whether they call themselves capitalist or socialist. Based on their resources, some countries—generally the bigger ones with large internal markets (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Mexico, Panama, Uruguay)—are “making it” in the global economy and becoming competitive with the most efficient countries. Several Latin American countries are doing moderately well economically and improving their condition. A handful of countries, however (Bolivia, Paraguay, El Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Nicaragua), are not doing well at all and are mired at the lower end of the rankings with the world’s poorest nations.

The Latin American countries differ not only in people and economics but also in terms of geography. The continent contains the world’s second-highest mountain range (with peaks over twenty thousand feet [six thousand meters]), the Andes, which runs like a spine up and down the Pacific Coast. Latin America also has some of the world’s largest river systems (Amazon, Orinoco, Plate), but few of these connect major cities with agricultural areas or provide the internal transportation networks formed by the rivers and Great Lakes of North America. In many countries mountains come right down to the sea, leaving little coastal land for settlement and agricultural development. Much of the interior land is similarly unsuitable for cash crops, and although some countries have iron ore, few have coal, thereby making it difficult to produce steel, one of the keys to early industrial development. Hence, although nature has been kind to Latin America in some resources, it has been stingy in others, and even though a few countries are resource-rich, others are stunningly poor. The rise of commodity prices has helped benefit the resource-rich countries, but those prices could fall again—boom and bust.

One of the most startling features of South America is the vast Amazon basin, stretching nearly two thousand miles (thirty-two hundred kilometers) in all directions. Largely uninhabited until recently, the Amazon rain forest produces upward of 40 percent of the world’s oxygen supply. Environmentalists seek to preserve this area, but Brazil and other countries on its perimeter see the Amazon’s resources as the keys to their future development. Note from the map in Part II that most of South America’s great cities are located on the ocean coast; only in recent decades have efforts been made to populate, develop, and exploit the vast interior.

Geographically, Latin America is a land of extremes: high mountains that are virtually impassable, lowlands that are densely tropical and also difficult to penetrate, and such extremes of heat, rainfall, and climate that living and working can be difficult. Latin America largely lacked the resources that the United States had during its great march to modernization in the nineteenth century, one of the key reasons it lagged behind. The mountainous, chopped-up terrain made internal communications and transportation difficult, dividing Latin America into small, isolated villages or regions, making national integration extremely difficult. Only now, with the advent of modern communications and transportation, have the Latin American countries begun to become better integrated and develop their vast potential.

THE ECONOMIES

The Latin American economies were founded on rapacity and exploitation. Under the prevailing economic theory of mercantilism, colonies such as those of Spain and Portugal existed solely for the benefit of the mother countries. The considerable gold, silver, and other resources of the colonies were drained away by the colonial powers. Latin America was cast in a position of dependency to the global powers. Ironically, Latin America’s precious metals little benefited the mother countries but flowed through Spain and Portugal to England and Holland, where they helped launch the Industrial Revolution. As in the Americas, in Europe the north then forged ahead while the south fell further behind.

The most characteristic feature of colonial Latin America was the feudal or semifeudal estate, patterned after the European model, with Spaniards and Portuguese as the overlords and Indians and blacks as peasants and slaves. Even after independence, Latin America remained mainly feudal; only slowly did capitalism and an entrepreneurial ethic develop. Under feudalism, the land, wealth, and people were all exploited; there was almost no effort to plow back the wealth of the land into development or to raise living standards. In accord with the feudal ethic and then-prevailing values, the total social product was fixed, and people had a duty to accept their station in life. Land, cattle, and peasants, then as now, were to the wealthy elites symbols of status and power and not necessarily to be used for productive purposes. The whole system was imperialistic and exploitive. However, the economic situation of the colonies varied considerably: the Caribbean islands and northeast Brazil were areas of large-scale sugar plantations, and Mexico, Central America, Colombia, Peru, Bolivia, and other areas of Brazil were valued for their mineral wealth, while Argentina, Uruguay, and other farm areas were settled later because at the time there were better ways than agriculture to get rich quick.

Once the readily available precious metals were exhausted, the vast territory of Latin America was divided up among the Spanish and Portuguese conquerors, mostly into huge estates that were the size of US states or counties and resembled medieval fiefdoms. Along with the land came the right to exploit the Indian labor living on it. Each Spanish and Portuguese conquistador could live like a feudal noble: haughty, authoritarian, exploitative, and avoiding manual labor. These large estates were mainly self-sufficient, with their own priests, political authority (the landowners themselves), and social and economic life. Few areas in Latin America (Chile and Costa Rica come closest) were founded on the productive, family-farm basis that the New England colonies were.

It was only in the last half of the nineteenth century that these feudal estates began to be converted into more capitalistic enterprises producing more intensively for a world market as well as home consumption. Sugar and tobacco in the Caribbean, bananas and coffee in Central America and Colombia, rubber in Brazil, and beef, hides, and wool in Argentina and Uruguay were the new crops being produced for profit. The old feudal estates began to modernize and become export-oriented enterprises. Foreign investment further stimulated this conversion process. Latin America went through the first stages of economic development, but in the process many Indians and peasants were exploited even more than in the past or pushed off their communal lands onto the infertile hillsides. The result was class polarization and, in Mexico, a violent revolution in 1910.

Production for the export market resulted in an economic quickening throughout Latin America that led to further growth later on, but it also brought Latin America into the world economy for the first time, with both positive and negative consequences. Greater affluence led to greater political stability and new economic opportunities from roughly the 1890s to the 1930s, but it also made Latin America subject to global economic forces over which it had no control. Particularly in countries where 60 percent or more of export earnings depended on one crop, if that crop (for instance, sugar, coffee, or bananas) suffered a price decrease on world markets, the entire national economy could go into a tailspin. This is precisely what happened with virtually every price fluctuation in this period, especially during the 1929–1930 world market crash, when not only did the bottom drop out of all the Latin American economies but their political systems collapsed as well. Almost every country of the area had a military coup d’état associated with the Depression; Colombia and Mexico were exceptions.

Industrialization began in Latin America in the 1930s precisely because the countries had inefficient export earnings to purchase imported manufactured goods and therefore had to produce them on their own. Most of the heavy industry—steel, electricity, petroleum, and manufacturing—was established as state-owned, reflecting the weakness of entrepreneurialism and the history of mercantilism. This system was called state capitalism in order to distinguish it from the laissez-faire capitalism of the United States. It was the beginning of Latin America’s large but often bloated, inefficient, and patronage-dominated state sector.

Table 1.1     Indices of Modernization in Latin America, 2008

[image: Table 1.1]

Source: World Bank. World Development Indicators 2009. http://ddp-ext.worldbank.org/ext/dd[re[prts/ViewSharedReport?REPORTID=9147&REQUESTTYPE=VIEWADVANCED, December 15, 2009

   *  Annual percentage.

  **  2008 data.

 ***  Life expectancy at birth in years (2007).

****  Mortality rate, under five, per one thousand live births (2007).

During World War II and the postwar period Latin America developed rapidly on the basis of this model of import substitution industrialization (ISI). However, growing demand for new social programs outstripped countries’ ability to pay for them, and then came the massive oil price increases of the 1970s and the debt crisis of the 1980s. Latin America was unable to pay its obligations, and many countries slipped into near bankruptcy. Economic downturn again helped produce political instability in the 1960s and 1970s, as it had in the 1930s.

In the 1990s and continuing into the new millennium, the Latin American economies began to recover, but in many countries growth was anemic and debt continued to be a burden. Nevertheless, there was recovery throughout the region and many countries began to reform their economies. In an effort to become competitive in the global economy many countries sold off inefficient public enterprises, opened previously protected economic sectors to competition, emphasized exports, and sought to reduce or streamline inefficient bureaucratic regulation. They also tried to diversify their economies internally and sought a wider range of trading partners. However, their reform efforts often produced mixed results, because although it was economically rational to reduce the size of the state, such reductions conflicted with social justice requirements and the political patronage demands of rewarding friends and supporters with cushy state jobs.

Chile, Brazil, and Mexico were the chief leaders and beneficiaries of the new free market economic policies. Several countries did moderately well as middle-income countries, but others remained poor and backward, as shown in Table 1.1. Then the global economic crisis of 2009 brought renewed pressures for state-led growth.

CLASSES AND SOCIAL FORCES

During the colonial period Latin America was structured on a fundamentally two-class basis. There was a small white Hispanic or Portuguese elite at the top and a huge mass of Indians, black slaves, and peasants at the bottom, with almost no one in between. The two-class system was a reflection of feudal Spain, with its medieval Christian conception of each person being fixed in his or her station in life, and of slavery. This strict social hierarchy was assumed to be immutable and in accord with God’s ordering of the universe; in Latin America the rigid class structure was further reinforced by racial criteria. Over time, as miscegenation progressed, a considerable mixed-race population emerged, with these mulattos and mestizos often forming a small middle class.

The onset of economic growth in the late nineteenth century and industrialization in the twentieth century eventually gave rise to new social forces, although for a long time it did not change the basic two-class structure of society. In the early stages of modernization in the nineteenth century a new business-commercial class began to emerge alongside the traditional landed elite, but this new class thought like the old elite, intermarried with it, and adopted the same aristocratic, haughty ethos. Similarly, as a large middle class of shopkeepers, small-business owners, government workers, and professionals began to emerge in the 1930s and thereafter, it too acquired conservative attitudes, disdained manual labor, and often allied with a repressive military to prevent left-wing and lower-class movements from acquiring power. Emerging new social movements were co-opted by the elites and the two-class society was generally preserved.

During the 1930s, as industrialization began, a working class also developed in Latin America; by the 1950s and 1960s peasant groups were being mobilized, and in the 1970s and thereafter women, indigenous elements, community and neighborhood groups, and other social movements and civil society also organized. At first the elite groups (oligarchy, church, army) that had long dominated Latin America tried either to co-opt these groups as they had others in the past or to send the army out to repress, kill, and intimidate them. The carrot-and-stick strategies of co-optation and repression worked when these new groups were small, heading off revolution or even democracy and enabling the old power structure to survive. However, as the labor movement, peasant elements, and other civil society groups grew in power, the old techniques of co-optation and repression proved less successful. These processes then produced a variety of outcomes in Latin America: dictatorships in some countries, democracy in others, revolution in still others, and in most either alternation between rival alternatives or simply a period of muddling along.

Latin America today is much more pluralistic and democratic than before. There is still an old, landed, oligarchic class in most countries, but it has been largely supplanted by business, banking, industrial (including agro-industrial), and commercial groups. There is now a larger middle class that, depending on the country, may comprise 20 to 50 percent of the population. In many countries the business and middle classes, rather than the old oligarchies, dominate. These groups tend to favor a stable democracy both because it serves their interests and because the global international community now demands it.

Since 2003 there has been rapid economic growth in most Latin American countries. Higher overall income plus some redistribution of it have led to higher percentages in the middle-income sector of most countries. A recent analysis by World Bank economists concludes that from 2003 to 2012, the percentage of people in extreme poverty (earning US$4–10 per day) shrank to 38 percent. If one assumes that about 2 percent of the Latin American population is “rich,” meaning earning more than US$50 a day, that means the middle-income sector is the remaining 30 percent. Another 30 percent are poor but not in extreme poverty.

The important conclusion from this analysis is that the extremely poor are no longer the majority; rather, it is the group “sandwiched between the poor and the middle class . . . who appear to make ends meet well enough so as not to be counted among the poor but who do not enjoy the economic security that would be required for membership in the middle class,” a group that might be best called “the vulnerable.”2 Important questions, considered in Chapter 3, include whether this middle sector has become a “middle class” (stable, prosperous, peaceful, democratic) in any sense and how this still vulnerable sector might have changed its politics.

At lower class levels important changes are occurring as well. Labor is organizing, peasants are mobilizing and sometimes marching on private lands, and new neighborhood and community groups are forming. Protestantism is growing, especially evangelical groups; women’s organizations, racial and ethnic groups, and many nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) are becoming more active. At the grassroots many of these civil society groups have organized to get things done, often bypassing the traditional political parties, bureaucratic agencies, and patronage systems. In many countries, however, there are rivalries between these newer, more pluralistic civil society groups and the traditional, patronage-dominated ones. We must also remember that Latin America’s pluralism is still more limited than the chaotic hurly-burly of US interest group pluralism, still more state-controlled, and therefore less participatory and democratic. The number of plural groups is small, the elites and/or the state still try to co-opt and control them, and interest group lobbying, as seen in the US system, is often absent. Nevertheless, Latin America is sufficiently pluralistic that it is harder now to govern dictatorially, and that means a stronger base for democracy’s survival.

CHANGING POLITICAL CULTURE

Political culture—the basic values and ideas that dominate in a society—varies from country to country and from region to region. Political culture provides a composite view of a society’s beliefs as represented by its religious orientation, historical experience, and standard operating procedures. Political culture can be determined and analyzed using literature, music, other elements that shape the general culture, and, most important, public opinion surveys. In speaking of political culture we want to avoid stereotyping; at the same time, when carefully used, the concept can be an important explanatory tool. Remember also that political culture may change (usually slowly) over time, there may be two or more political cultures within a given society (elite versus mass, left versus right), and the diverse views and orientations that compose political culture may be in conflict.

Whereas the political culture of the United States is mainly democratic, liberal (believing in the classic freedoms of the Bill of Rights), and committed to representative government, that of Latin America has historically been more elitist, authoritarian, hierarchical, corporatist, and patrimonial. Latin American elitism stems from the Iberian tradition of nobility, the feudal landholding system, and a powerful tradition in Spanish-Portuguese political theory that holds that society should be governed by its “natural” elites. Authoritarianism in Latin America derived from the prevailing elitist power structure, biblical precepts and medieval Christianity’s emphasis on top-down rule, and the chaotic and often anarchic conditions in Latin America that seemed to demand strong government.

The notion of a hierarchy among people thus derived from early Christian political ideas as well as the social and power structure of medieval Spain and Portugal, which was carried over to Latin America. God was at the top of this hierarchy, followed by archangels, angels, and so on down, until one reached humankind. Rulers received their mandate from God; land, cattle, military prowess, and high social and political status were similarly believed to derive from the “Great Chain of Being,” God’s unchanging design for the universe. Proceeding down through society, one eventually reached workers and peasants, who had some, though limited, rights. In the New World, Indians and Africans were thought to be barely human. After a long debate, the Roman Catholic Church decided that Indians also had souls; as a result, they were given to Spanish conquerors in encomiendas, through which they would work for the Spanish, who had the duty of “civilizing” and “Christianizing” the less-fortunate Indians. The church fathers initially decided, on the other hand, that Africans did not have souls and could therefore be enslaved, having no rights at all. It is obvious that this hierarchical conception is profoundly inegalitarian and undemocratic.

Another feature of Latin American political culture and institutions is corporatism, or the organization of the nation’s interest groups under state regulation and control rather than on the basis of freedom of association. The main corporate groups in Latin America have been the church, the armed forces, the landed and business elites, and more recently the trade union movement, peasants, women, and indigenous elements. Corporatism, which is largely unknown in US politics, is a way of both organizing and controlling interest group activity. Corporatism is thus often associated with authoritarianism and an illiberal society, and it reinforces the other undemocratic traits previously mentioned.

One other feature of traditional Latin American society and politics that has continued into the present is patronage. Historically in Latin America this has been based on a system of mutual obligation: a favor for a favor. This is also a quasi-feudal concept with its roots in Greek and Christian philosophy: if I give you a gift, then you owe me a gift in return. Patronage manifests itself in various ways, including votes in return for gifts or money, votes in return for a government job, friends or relatives rewarded with government contracts, special access to those with good connections, and sometimes whole programs or government offices doled out in return for critical political support. At high levels patronage verges on or is corruption; at low levels it constitutes the “grease” that keeps the machinery of government working. Patronage is inherently uneven and undemocratic: some are patrons or godfathers, others are humble petitioners.

These features of historical Latin American political culture—elitism, authoritarianism, hierarchy, corporatism, and patrimonialism—remained largely intact over three centuries of colonial rule and became deeply embedded in the region’s customs and political processes. However, when Latin America became independent in the nineteenth century, a new political culture based on representative institutions emerged, even while the old political culture remained strong. The result was two political cultures, one authoritarian, the other nascently liberal, existing side by side and vying for dominance throughout the nineteenth century and into much of the twentieth. The two political cultures also had different social bases: the more traditional one was centered in the church, the landed elite, the military, and the conservative peasantry, with the newer, liberal one concentrated in urban areas among intellectuals, students, the emerging middle class, and some business elements. With no single political culture dominant (unlike the situation in the United States after the Civil War, when the liberal-democratic ethos definitively triumphed), Latin American politics was often unstable and torn by frequent civil war between the two ways of life.

A third tradition—socialist, Marxist, social-democratic—emerged in the 1930s, particularly among students, trade unionists, and intellectuals. Some of these groups favored a full-scale Marxist-Leninist regime, others wanted a socialist redistribution of wealth, and still others advocated only greater social welfare. The common themes of these groups included a strong role for the state in directing change, a leftist ideology, and anti-US nationalism. Fidel Castro, the Nicaraguan Sandinista revolution, and Hugo Chávez galvanized these leftist groups, which in the past often looked to the Soviet Union and/or China for support. However, the collapse of the Soviet Union and of Marxist-Leninist movements and regimes worldwide led to a severe drop in support for Marxist solutions, although in an updated social-democratic or populist form it may be possible for the left to come back to power.

Meanwhile, the historical political culture, or at least some of its aspects, is fading. No one believes anymore that one must stay poor and one’s children must have bloated bellies because God or St. Thomas has willed it that way and one must accept one’s station in life. The older notions of authority, hierarchy, and elitism, although still often present, are no longer the dominant political culture. At the same time, the groups that were the strongest proponents of the traditional political culture (the church, the landed oligarchy, the army, the conservative peasantry) either are changing internally or are losing influence. However, patronage and patrimonialism seem as strong as ever.

Latin America has modernized, democratized, and become part of the global economy. It is no longer the same Latin America portrayed in earlier editions of this book. Rising literacy, urbanization, social change, immigration, globalization, and democratization are all changing the appearance and culture of Latin America. Polls tell us that 60, 70, or even 80 percent of the public in most countries support democratic rule, and none of the other alternatives (authoritarianism or Marxism-Leninism) has much support. It may be that the historical conflict over political culture in Latin America is finally ending and that the democratic option with a modern and social-democratic mixed economy has finally emerged as triumphant.

Yet these same polls show that Latin Americans want an effective government, one that delivers real social and economic reform. Democracy and economic liberalism (or neoliberalism) are still weak and unconsolidated in Latin America, and they could still be upset in some of the weaker and poorly institutionalized countries. Moreover—and this is what makes Latin America so interesting—the form that democracy takes there is often quite different from democracy in the United States. It is more organic and centralized, with still-powerful features of patronage and corporatism. Latin America now has formal, electoral democracy; whether it has genuinely liberal democracy may be quite another thing. Although the changes have been vast, the continuities from Latin America’s past remain strong.

AN ASSESSMENT

Latin America’s geography, economic underdevelopment, dependency conditions, socioracial conditions, and traditions of political culture have historically retarded national unity, democracy, and development. However, the great forces of twentieth-and twenty-first-century change—urbanization, industrialization, modernization, democratization, and now globalization—are breaking down historical barriers and altering the foundations of traditional Latin American society. Latin America is experiencing many of the same revolutionary transformations that the United States, Western Europe, and Japan went through in earlier times. Latin America has commenced the process, but here the period is much more telescoped and the outcome is still likely to be a great variety of political systems rather than some pale imitation of the United States. To us that is healthy, invigorating, challenging, and interesting.

Although the changes have been immense and often inspiring, many problems still remain. Poverty, malnutrition, and malnutrition-related disease are still endemic in many areas; too many people are ill-housed, ill-fed, ill-educated, and just plain ill. Wages are too low, economies and democracies are often fragile, and the gap between rich and poor is greater than in any other area of the world. Political systems can be corrupt and ineffective, the standards of living of the rural and urban poor are woefully inadequate, and crime, violence, drug activity, and general personal insecurity are increasing. Frequently social and economic change occurs faster than political systems can handle it; fragmentation, ungovernability, and collapse are still lurking.

Three recent changes also command special attention. The first is the dramatic shift to democracy in all but one country (Cuba). The second is the new movement in economic policy toward a modern economy, reform of the state, export-led growth, and integration. Some of these economic reforms are still weak and limited, and in some countries where democracy is fragile and has not been consolidated, these changes still could be reversed. Nevertheless, the degree of progress over the previous two decades is often breathtaking.

The third profound change is the impact of globalization on Latin America in all its dimensions (cultural, political, technological, economic), which has broken down the region’s traditional isolation and forced all countries to become integrated into the modern world, mostly for good but damaging to marginal groups such as small farmers.

There is, overall, strong economic, social, and political reform, a growing realization that Latin America must take charge of its own future, and a great eagerness to enter the modern global community of developed nations. Later chapters detail which countries have made this great leap forward, examine how they have done so, and consider the successes, failures, and future prospects of all the Latin American nations.
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THE PATTERN OF HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT

Whereas the United States was founded during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when modernization was beginning (capitalism, liberalism, pluralism, the Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution), Latin America was founded in an earlier time, when feudal and medieval practices and institutions still held sway. If the United States was “born free,” Latin America was “born feudal,” and these differences still account for many of the contrasts between the two areas. To a degree unknown in the United States, Latin America has long been dominated by a political, social, and economic structure that had its roots not in modernity but in medievalism. Much of Latin America’s recent history involves the efforts to overcome or ameliorate that feudal past. Because this feudal legacy remains so strong, because the heavy hand of ancient history hangs so oppressively over the area, we must come to grips with Latin America’s past to understand its present and future.

Latin America is not just a product of its own history, however. It was also exploited and pillaged by the colonial powers. Spain, Portugal, England, France, Holland, and most recently the United States all exploited and took advantage of Latin America. Colonialism and imperialism devastated the area. At many levels and throughout history Latin America was brutalized, exploited, and robbed of its resources. It was an isolated dependency of the great powers, an exploited periphery kept apart from global modernizing movements, a region with a history of suffering.

THE CONQUEST

The conquest of the Americas by Spain and Portugal was the extension of a reconquest of the Iberian Peninsula that had been occurring in the mother countries for the preceding seven centuries. In the eighth century AD the armies of a dynamic, expansionist Islam had crossed the Strait of Gibraltar from North Africa and conquered most of present-day Spain and Portugal. In the following centuries the Christian forces of Spain and Portugal had gradually retaken these conquered lands, until the last of the Islamic Moors were driven out in 1492, the same year that Columbus arrived in America. Because of the long military campaign against the Moors, which was also a religious crusade to drive out the Islamic “infidels,” Spanish and Portuguese institutions tended to be authoritarian, intolerant, militaristic, and undemocratic. These same practices and institutions were carried over to Latin America.

The conquest of the Americas was one of the great epic adventures of all time; its impact was worldwide. The encounter with the New World vastly expanded humankind’s knowledge, exploration, and frontiers, led to a period of prolonged European world dominance, and helped stimulate the Industrial Revolution. It also led to the brutalization, death, and isolation of much of the indigenous population.

At the time of Columbus’s landing in America there were only three million indigenous people in all of North America but some thirty million in Latin America. The Indians in Latin America were often organized into large civilizations—Aztec, Maya, Inca—of five to seven million people each, as compared with the generally small tribal, nomadic basis of most North American Indians. Whereas in North America the Indians were often eliminated, pushed farther west, or confined to reservations, in Latin America the large numbers and organization of indigenous groups called for a different strategy. The Spanish tactic was usually to capture or kill the Indian chiefs, replace them with Spanish overlords, and rule (and enslave) the Indian populations by dominating their own power structure, meanwhile seeking to Christianize, Hispanicize, and assimilate them into European ways. That has been the strategy for over five hundred years, but recently Indian groups in such countries as Mexico, Guatemala, Colombia, Ecuador, and Bolivia have been raising the issue of indigenous rights and seeking new degrees of autonomy from the nation-states that Spain and Portugal left in their wake.

The degree of colonial influence varied from place to place. The first area to receive the impact of Spanish colonial rule was Hispaniola, an island in the Caribbean that later was divided between the two independent countries of Haiti and the Dominican Republic. Here Spain carried out its first experiments in colonial rule: a slave plantation economy, a two-class and caste society, an authoritarian political structure, and a church that served as an arm of the conquest. But Hispaniola had little gold and silver, and as the Indian population was decimated, largely by disease, Spain moved on to more valuable conquests.

Next came Cuba and Puerto Rico, but when the scarce precious metals and Indian labor supply were exhausted there also, Spain moved on to conquer Mexico and explored Florida and the North American Southeast. The conquest of Mexico by Cortés was fundamentally different from the earlier island conquests. First, Spain found a huge Indian civilization, the Aztecs, with immense quantities of gold and silver and a virtually unlimited labor supply, and second, Mexico’s huge mainland territory finally convinced the Spaniards that they had found a new continent and not just scattered islands on the outskirts of Asia. Mexico therefore became a serious and valuable colony to be settled and colonized by Spain, not just a way station en route to somewhere else.

From Mexico Cortés’s lieutenants fanned out to conquer Central America and the North American Southwest. In the meantime, Balboa had crossed the Isthmus of Panama to gaze out upon the Pacific, and other Spanish conquistadores had explored both the east and west coasts of South America. From Panama in the 1530s the Pizarro brothers, using the same methods Cortés had used in Mexico, moved south to conquer the vast Inca Empire, which stretched from southern Colombia in the north through Ecuador and Peru to Chile in the south. Meanwhile, Portugal had gained a foothold on the part of Brazil’s coast that sticks out toward Africa. Other Spanish explorers spilled over the Andes from Peru to discover and subdue Bolivia and Paraguay and sailed all the way downriver to present-day Buenos Aires, which had been explored in the 1530s but was not settled until the 1580s. Meanwhile, Chile, where the Indian resistance was especially strong, was conquered in the 1570s, and other previously unconquered territories were then explored and subdued.

In less than a hundred years from the initial discovery, Mexico, the Caribbean, Central America, and all of South America, east to west and north to south, had been conquered. Spain had most of the territory; Portugal had Brazil. It was a remarkable feat in a short period of time, especially when one considers that it took North American settlers almost three hundred years to cross the continent from the Atlantic to the Pacific.

COLONIAL SOCIETY: PRINCIPLES AND INSTITUTIONS

The institutions that Spain and, less aggressively, Portugal brought to the New World reflected the institutions that had developed in the mother countries during their centuries-long struggles against the Moors and their efforts to form unified nation-states out of disparate social and regional forces. These institutions included a rigid, authoritarian political system, a similarly rigid hierarchical class structure, a statist and mercantilist economy, an absolutist church, and a similarly closed and absolutist educational system.

In the New World the Spanish and Portuguese conquerors found abundant territory that they could claim as feudal estates, enormous wealth that enabled them to live like grandees, and a ready-made “peasantry” to exploit, in the form of the indigenous Indian population or imported African slaves. The men who accompanied Columbus and other explorers to the New World were often the second or third sons of the Spanish and Portuguese aristocracy, and under Spanish law they were prohibited from inheriting their fathers’ lands, which went to the first sons. But in the New World they could acquire vast territories and servants and live like feudal overlords. The oligarchies of Latin America, then as now, were haughty, aloof, authoritarian, and disdainful of manual labor and those forced to work with their hands. The aristocratic ethos and power structure has been a very powerful force in Latin America even to this day.

The institutions established by Spain and Portugal in Latin America reflected and reinforced the medieval system of the mother countries. At the top was the king, who claimed absolute power; his authority came from God (divine-right monarchy) and was therefore unquestionable. Below the king was the viceroy (literally “vice king”), similarly with absolute power and serving as the king’s agent in the colonies. Below the viceroy was the captain-general, also absolute within his sphere of influence; next came the landowner or hacendado, who enjoyed absolute power within his own estate.

The economy was feudal and exploitative; the wealth of the colonies, in accord with the prevailing mercantilism, was drained off to benefit the mother countries and not used for the betterment of the colonies themselves. Similarly, the social structure was basically feudal and two-class, with a small group of Spaniards and Portuguese at the top, a large mass of Indians and Africans at the bottom, and almost no one in between. Democracy cannot be based on such a strict two-class structure, which was not only social and economic but also racist.

The Roman Catholic Church reinforced royal authority and policy in the colonies and was similarly absolutist and authoritarian. Its role was to Christianize and pacify the indigenous population and thus serve the crown’s assimilationist polices. Some individual clergy sought to defend the Indians against enslavement and maltreatment, but the church was primarily an arm of the state. Intellectual life and learning, monopolized by the church, was scholastic, based on rote memorization, deductive reasoning, and unquestioned orthodoxy.

It is not surprising that Latin America was founded on this feudal-absolutist basis in the early sixteenth century; that was before the onset of modernization, and most countries were still organized on that basis. What is surprising is that this system lasted so long: through three centuries of colonial rule, only slightly modified by the Latin American independence movements, and on into the twentieth century. Most Latin American countries are still struggling to overcome this feudal past.

In contrast, by the time the North American colonies were established, the back of feudalism had been broken in England and Holland, and hence the thirteen colonies that would later form the United States were organized on a more modern basis. By that time the idea of limited government rather than absolutism had emerged, the Protestant Reformation had destroyed the older religious orthodoxy and given rise to religious and political pluralism, the Industrial Revolution was occurring, mercantilism was giving way to commerce and entrepreneurship, the scientific revolution was breaking the hold of the old scholasticism, and a new multiclass society was beginning to emerge. Founded on these principles and changes, North American society was modern from the start, whereas Latin America continued to be plagued by feudalism. These differences also explained why from the beginning the United States was destined to forge ahead while Latin America lagged behind. Table 2.1 summarizes these contrasting foundations of US and Latin American society.

Spanish and Portuguese colonial rule lasted for over three centuries, from the late fifteenth through the early nineteenth century. It was a remarkably stable period, with few revolts against the colonial system, a testimony to its efficiency even if it was unjust. However, in the late eighteenth century the first serious cracks began to appear in this monolithic colonial structure. Under the impact of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, ideas of liberty, freedom, and nationalism began to creep in; the examples of revolutions in the United States (1776) and France (1789) also caused tremors in Latin America. In addition, the rising Latin American commercial class sought to break the monopolistic barriers of Spanish mercantilism so as to trade freely with other countries. One of the main sources of independence sentiment was the growing rivalry between creoles (people of Spanish background born in the colonies) and peninsulars (officials sent out by the Spanish crown to govern the colonies). The creoles had growing economic and social influence, but the peninsulars monopolized all administrative positions. Denied the political power to go along with their rising prominence, many creoles began to think of doing away with the inconvenience of Spanish colonialism and moving toward independence.

Table 2.1     Contrasting Foundations of Latin and North American Society
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The immediate causes of Latin American independence were precipitated by events in Europe. In 1807–1808 the forces of Napoleon Bonaparte invaded the Iberian Peninsula, occupied both Spain and Portugal, ousted the reigning monarchs, and placed Napoleon’s brother Joseph on the Spanish throne. The Latin American creoles opposed this usurpation of royal authority by Napoleon’s army and, operating under longtime medieval doctrine, moved to hold power until the legitimate king could be restored. This was, in effect, an early declaration of independence. A few years later Napoleon’s forces were driven from the peninsula and the Spanish and Portuguese monarchies restored. However, when the Spanish king accepted the principle of limited monarchy and a liberal constitution, the conservative creoles in Latin America moved for independence.

The independence struggles in Latin America waxed and waned for nearly two decades before succeeding in the 1820s. The first revolt in Argentina in 1807 was quashed by Spanish authorities, but independence fervor was also growing in Colombia, Mexico, Venezuela, and other countries. Independence sentiment waned for a time after 1814, when the Spanish monarchy was restored, but resumed again in 1820 as a result of the king’s shortsighted policies.

Simón Bolívar, the “George Washington of Latin America,” led the struggle against Spanish forces in Venezuela, Colombia, and Ecuador. José San Martín liberated Argentina, then crossed the Andes to drive the Spanish forces from Chile. The key to the independence of the rest of South America was Lima, Peru, one of the most important Spanish viceroyalties and home of a sizable Spanish garrison. Bolívar came south overland and San Martín north by ship, and in the key battle of Ayacucho they defeated the royalist forces, ending Spanish authority in South America. The other main viceroyalty was Mexico City, but by 1821 independence forces were in control there also. Once Mexico was freed, Central America, as part of the same viceroyal administration, was liberated without much actual fighting. By 1824 all Spanish forces and authority had been removed from mainland Latin America. The two exceptions were Cuba and Puerto Rico, which remained Spanish colonies until 1898; for all of the nineteenth century their nationalism was frustrated by the lack of independence, which would also shape twentieth-century politics on the two islands.

Haiti and Brazil were special cases as well. In Haiti a successful slave revolt in 1795 drove out the French colonial ruling class, destroyed the plantations, and established Haiti as the world’s first black republic, unloved and unwelcomed by the rest of the world (including the United States), which still practiced slavery. Haiti’s economy went into decline, and its political system since then has alternated between repressive dictatorships and chaotic upheaval.

Brazil was a different story. When Napoleon’s troops occupied Portugal, the royal family fled to Rio de Janeiro, making them the first reigning monarchs to set foot in Latin America. In 1821 the king, Dom João, was called back to Lisbon, but he left his son Pedro in charge of the kingdom of Brazil. The following year Pedro too was called back to Portugal, but he refused to go and declared Brazil an independent monarchy. Thus Brazil gained independence without the upheaval and destruction of the other countries and was a monarchy for the first seventy years of its existence. Brazil escaped the tumult that soon enveloped its Spanish-speaking neighbors.

The independence movements in Latin America had almost all been conservative movements of separation from the mother countries rather than full-scale social or political revolutions. Led and directed by the white, aristocratic, creole elite, they were aimed at holding power for the deposed monarch and defending the old social hierarchy. After they later became movements for independence, they retained their elitist, conservative orientation. When social revolution raised its head, it was either isolated and despised, as in Haiti, or brutally repressed, as in Mexico, where large-scale Indian protest had been part of the independence struggle.

The same conservative orientation was present in the laws, constitutions, and institutions established in the new republics. The franchise was extremely limited: only literates and property owners (less than 1 percent of the population) could vote, if and when there were elections. Thus the feudal landholding and class system was kept intact, before and after independence. The church was given a privileged position, and in most countries Catholicism remained the official religion. However, a new, similarly conservative power force was added: the army, which replaced the crown as the ultimate authority and became almost a fourth branch of government. Although Latin America adopted constitutions modeled after that of the United States, checks and balances, human rights, and separation of powers existed mostly in theory. The laws and constitutions of the new Latin American states enshrined the existing power structure and perpetuated paternalistic, top-down, elite rule.

During the more than three hundred years of colonial rule, Latin America had no experience with self-government, lacked infrastructure, and had none of the civil society or “web of sociability” (neighborhood, community, religious, civic, and social groups) that nineteenth-century theorist Alexis de Tocqueville identified with US democracy. With independence the Latin American economies also went into decline, and the social structure was severely disrupted. It should not be surprising, therefore, that after independence Latin America fell into chaos and that the disintegrative forces set loose by independence continued. The former viceroyalty of New Granada split up into the separate nations of Colombia, Ecuador, and Venezuela; the viceroyalty of Rio de la Plata divided into the separate countries of Argentina, Paraguay, and Uruguay; and the Central American Confederation disintegrated into the small “city-states” (too small to be economically viable) of Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica. Within the new nations further fragmentation and confusion occurred. Only Brazil under its monarchy and Chile under a stable oligarchy escaped these divisive, disruptive, and disintegrative early postindependence forces.

Deprived of their Spanish markets but still lacking new ones, many of the countries slipped back to a more primitive barter economy, and living standards plummeted. Similarly, the old Spanish/Portuguese social and racial categories were formally abolished in most countries but were resurrected informally; at the same time, the levels of education, literacy, integration, and assimilation were so low (in many countries the majority of the population did not speak the national language, participate in the national economy, or even know that they were part of a nation-state) that pluralist and participatory democracy seemed only a distant dream. In the absence of political parties, organized interest groups, civil society organizations, or well-established institutions of any kind, the Latin American countries sank into dictatorship or anarchy, usually alternating between the two. Internationally Latin America was isolated and cut off from the modern Western world. Hence the immediate postindependence period, from the mid-1820s until the mid-1850s, was in most countries a time of turbulence and decline.

EARLY STIRRINGS OF MODERNIZATION

By the 1850s a degree of stability had begun to emerge in many Latin American countries. Some of the more vexing questions of early independence—sovereignty and borders, federalism versus unitarism, church-state relations—had been resolved. By this time also, the first generation of postindependence dictators (Juan Manuel de Rosas in Argentina, Antonio López de Santa Anna in Mexico) had passed from the scene. Agriculture began to recover; a degree of order returned.

With increased stability at midcentury came foreign investment and greater productivity. The first banks in the region were chartered. British capital invested in the area provided a major stimulus for growth. New lands were opened to cultivation, and new exports (sugar, coffee, tobacco, beef, and wool) began to restore national coffers. The first highways, railways, and port facilities were built to transport exports to foreign markets. The telephone and telegraph were introduced. The opportunities available in Latin America began to attract immigrants from Europe, who often brought knowledge and entrepreneurial skills with them. They opened small shops and started farms, and they prospered; often this new wealth intermixed with older landed wealth.

As Latin America’s prospects began to improve, the area attracted other investors: France, Germany, Italy, and, most important, the United States, which began to replace England as the largest investor in the area. These changes, beginning at midcentury but accelerating in the 1870s and 1880s, represented the first stirrings of modernization in Latin America after nearly four centuries of stagnation. They brought prosperity for the landed and business elites and stimulated the growth of a middle class, but often peasant and Indian elements were left behind or had their lands taken from them for the sake of greater production for global markets.

Economic growth also increased political stability, although not in all countries. Three patterns may be observed. The first, in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Peru, and other countries, involved the consolidation of power by an export-oriented landed oligarchy whose leaders rotated through the presidential palace over a thirty- to forty-year period. The second, in Mexico, Venezuela, and the Dominican Republic, involved the seizure of power by strong authoritarian dictators, no longer the simple caudillos of the past but leaders who provided both long-term stability and development. A third pattern emerged slightly later, in the first decades of the twentieth century, in the smaller, weaker, resource-poor countries of Central America and the Caribbean. It involved US military intervention and occupation and the carrying out by the Marines of many of the same policies as the order-and-progress oligarchs and dictators: pacification, infrastructure development (roads, communication, port facilities), and overall nation building.

Two subperiods are discernible here. The first, 1850 to 1890, established the preconditions for Latin America’s takeoff: greater stability, banks, investment, population increase, and infrastructure development. The second, 1890 to 1930, was the economic takeoff itself, the most stable and prosperous period in Latin American history. Under more stable regimes and exporting for the first time for a world market, Latin America began its development process, not at the rapid rate of the United States and Europe during the same period, but slowly and steadily.

Although Latin America’s development was often impressive, it came under nondemocratic leadership: oligarchs, order-and-progress dictators, and US military occupations. Hence the potential for future problems was present amid the growing prosperity. Three applecarts were upset even before the 1930s market crash caused the entire edifice to come crumbling down. In 1910 the order-and-progress dictator Porfirio Díaz was overthrown in Mexico, precipitating a bloody ten-year social revolution out of which Mexico’s present political system emerged. In 1912 in Argentina and in the early 1920s in Chile a rising middle class challenged and eventually wrested political power from the old oligarchs. These changes in some of the more advanced countries of Latin America provided a foretaste of what would occur in the other countries in later decades.

UPHEAVAL AND RESTRUCTURING

When the stock market crashed in the United States in 1929 and in Europe the following year, the effects were global. The bottom dropped out of the market for Latin America’s exports, sending the economies of the area into a tailspin and crashing their political systems as well. Between 1930 and 1935 there were governmental overthrows in fourteen of the twenty Latin American countries, not just the usual substitution of one colonel for another but real transforming revolutions. The immediate causes of this collapse were economic, but deep-rooted social and political issues were also involved. By this time Latin America had a business class, a middle class, and a restless trade union movement, but power was still monopolized by the old landowning oligarchs, and something had to give. The chasm between traditional holders of power and the new social and political forces clamoring for change had grown wider; the new forces were demanding change and democratization, while the older elites clung to their privileges at all costs. The 1930s Depression was the catalyst that collapsed the prevailing political as well as economic structure.

Once Humpty Dumpty (the Latin American political systems) had fallen off the wall, the question was how to put him back together again, and a variety of solutions were tried. This is an important turning point to remember because this is the time when most of our country-by-country analyses begin. Some countries, after a brief interruption in the early 1930s, reverted to restoring oligarchic rule. In others new, tough dictatorships (Fulgencio Batista in Cuba, Anastasio Somoza in Nicaragua, Rafael Trujillo in the Dominican Republic, Jorge Ubico in Guatemala) brought the new business and middle classes into power and stimulated development, but under authoritarian auspices. (It is getting ahead of the story only a little bit to note that all these countries with brutal right-wing dictatorships produced left-wing revolutions later on.) Mexico replaced the old regime with a one-party authoritarian-corporatist regime that monopolized power for the next seventy years.

In Argentina and Brazil the regimes of Juan Perón and Getúlio Vargas, respectively, borrowed some semifascist features from Mussolini’s Italy in an effort to bring labor unions into the system even while imposing strict controls over them. Other countries borrowed selectively from European corporatism and fascism while maintaining a democratic facade. Populism was still another option, whereas other countries—Chile and Uruguay followed by Costa Rica, Colombia, and Venezuela—moved toward democracy. The revolutionary alternative (as in Cuba) came later.

The 1930s were thus, in the words of David Collier and Ruth Berins Collier, a “critical juncture” in Latin American history, a period in which various alternative developmental models—authoritarian, quasi-fascist, populist, single-party, democratic—were tried out and came to power in various Latin American countries.1

Some countries rotated among several of these options or tried to combine them. Many countries are still strongly shaped by the choices made and the directions taken during this period. The Depression years of the 1930s and the war and postwar years of the 1940s were thus a time of both uncertainty and upheaval; although the old, stable, oligarchic order had come crashing down, what would replace it was not altogether clear, and eighty years later it is still not clear in quite a number of countries.

As the demand for their products rose again during World War II, the Latin American economies began to recover from the devastation of the Depression; they were also stimulated by industrialization. The postwar period continued this economic growth, enabling some countries to move toward greater prosperity and democracy while others continued under dictatorship. Although gradual economic growth was occurring throughout the region in the 1940s and 1950s and stimulating further social change, the political systems of Latin America remained divided, full of conflict, and often unstable.

A key turning point in the region and in US–Latin American relations was the Cuban revolution of 1959. Cuba became the first openly socialist country in Latin America, the first to ally itself with the Soviet Union, and the first to openly turn its back on the United States. The revolution initiated improvements in health care, education, and other social programs, although over time its economic policies proved a failure and its political system was hardly democratic (see Chapter 17 for details), but here we are concerned with Cuba’s broader, regionwide impact.

First, Cuba added a new model to the Latin American landscape, one that stood for armed revolution and a Marxist-Leninist political structure. Second, the Cuban revolution divided and thus hurt the prospects for democratic development and social reform in Latin America by splitting the reform groups into pro- and anti-Castro factions. Third, although the Cuban revolution forced the United States to pay closer attention to Latin America (through such schemes as the Peace Corps and the Alliance for Progress), it skewed US policy by making the prevention of “another Cuba” (a Marxist-Leninist state allied with the Soviet Union and housing missiles aimed at the United States) virtually the only goal of that policy. This was the “lesser evil” doctrine: when faced with the choice between a usually wobbly Latin American democracy that believed in freedom even for leftists and a tough anti-Communist military regime, the US government almost always opted for the military regime. But the policy polarized Latin America even more and led in the 1960s and 1970s to a series of civil conflicts and wars that tore several countries apart.

After a brief democratic interlude in the late 1950s and early 1960s, by the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s Latin America had succumbed to a new wave of militarism. By the mid-1970s fourteen of the twenty countries were under military authoritarian rule, and in three others the military was so close to the surface of power that authoritarianism ruled even if civilians were still technically in office. That left only Colombia, Costa Rica, and Venezuela as democracies, and even they were elite-directed regimes.

The causes of this throwback to military authoritarianism were basically two: economic and political. By the 1960s Latin America’s economies had become less competitive in global markets, the strategy of import substitution industrialization (ISI) was not working, the terms of trade had turned unfavorable (it cost Latin American more exports of sugar, bananas, coffee, or other items to pay for its imports than before), and the economies of the area could not pay for all the programs its citizens were demanding. Politically, the 1960s were a period when workers, peasants, and left-wing guerrillas were all mobilizing; the traditional wielders of power felt threatened by the mass mobilization and thus turned to the army to keep the lower classes in check. This was called bureaucratic authoritarianism—rule by the institutional armed forces and their civilian supporters, as distinct from the caudillos of the past.

By the late 1970s the steam had gone out of most of these military regimes, and Latin America began to reverse course and return to democracy. The armed forces had often proved just as corrupt and inefficient at running governments as their civilian predecessors, they were notorious human rights abusers and thus despised by their own people, and the international community (led by the United States) put pressure on them to return to their barracks. There followed one of the most amazing transformations in Latin American history. By the turn of the millennium nineteen of the twenty Latin American countries were ruled by the “third wave” of democratization, which affected the entire world and surely constituted one of the most significant events of the late twentieth century.

Many of these new democracies are still weak and not very well institutionalized. Crime and drugs are tearing some countries apart. They lack strong and independent legislatures, judiciaries and court systems, bureaucracies, political parties, interest groups, and local governments. They are often not very effective in carrying out public policies. They are referred to as “electoral democracies” (formal elections are held) but not “liberal democracies,” in the sense of being open, pluralistic, and egalitarian. Many regimes in the area are still partial or limited democracies, designations that indicate links to Latin America’s past. Nevertheless, even partial democracies are better than no democracies at all. No one doubts that an important breakthrough has been made, and certainly the human rights situation in virtually every country is far better now than it was two or three decades ago.

A FRAMEWORK FOR THINKING

The 1930s was a critical juncture—a key turning point, maybe the key turning point—in Latin American history. In that period (give or take a decade or two depending on the country), Latin America’s old oligarchic, feudal, and medieval social, economic, and political structures began to collapse, in some cases giving way altogether, in others hanging on but in attenuated form. What replaced the old order was then uncertain and often unstable, frequently alternating between one type of regime and another. But there could be no doubt that Latin America had begun a profound transformation leading to modernization. At present, after decades of confusion and upheaval, what seems finally to be emerging is a system of democracy and a mixed economy; however, this process is still incomplete, shows many continuities with Latin America’s past, and remains fragile.

As we begin to probe more deeply into Latin America’s political institutions and processes, and as we go through the country-by-country analyses, readers should keep in mind the following framework for assessing the changes occurring: how much has changed in each country, what are the emerging patterns, and what outcomes are likely? This approach not only will give us a deeper understanding but also is fundamental to the comparative analysis that is at the heart of this book.

Changes in Political Culture

Until the 1930s Latin America still was often feudal and medieval in its thinking, but then education increased, literacy expanded, and first radio and then eventually television, VCRs, and the World Wide Web brought new ideas even to the most isolated areas. The old fatalism and passivity faded, people were mobilized, and new and challenging ideas (democracy, socialism) arose. The Catholic Church, long a supporter of the traditional political culture, began to change; Protestantism as well as secular ideas made strong inroads. The fundamental beliefs, ideas, and orientations by which people order their lives began changing. So in each country we will want to know among which groups these ideas are changing, how deep and extensive the changes are, and what impact a changing, more democratic, and more participatory political culture has had on institutions and policy.

Economic Change

Latin America’s economies are now more diversified toward business, industry, services, manufacturing, tourism, mining, and agro-industry and no longer rely on the subsistence and plantation agriculture of the past. The economies are larger, more complex, and integrated into world markets. Most of them are now moving away somewhat from the statism and mercantilism of the past toward a system of open markets, freer trade, greater efficiency, less corruption, and neoliberalism. These changes are creating greater affluence (although the wealth is unevenly distributed), creating new jobs and opportunities, and giving new dynamism to the economies of the area. However, there are also lags and uneven development, with some groups and countries doing much better than others. In addition, all of these changes, both positive and the negative, carry important political and policy implications that vary from country to country.

Social Change

The economic changes just outlined have also accelerated social change. The old landed oligarchy is giving way to a more diverse panoply of business, industrial, commercial, banking, and other new elites. A sizable middle class has grown up in every country, ranging from 20 to 50 percent of the population, and its size and political orientation help determine whether democracy survives. Labor unions have organized, peasant groups are mobilizing, and employed urban slum dwellers are becoming politicized. In addition, there are new women’s groups, community organizations, civil society organizations, and indigenous movements. Some of the older groups such as the church and the military are also undergoing change (becoming more middle-class and less elitist), and Roman Catholicism is being challenged in many countries by Protestant evangelicalism, which often involves quite different values and attitudes toward work and the role of family. In a forty-year period Latin America has gone from mostly rural to more than two-thirds urban. All these social changes and the far greater social pluralism force us to ask whether political pluralism (which usually means democracy) can be far behind.

Political Institutions

Along with the transformations in Latin America’s political culture, economy, and society have come changes in political institutions. First, political parties in most countries tend to be better organized, with a real mass base and real programs and ideology, as compared with the small, personalist, and patronage-based parties of the past, which still exist in some countries. Second, reflecting the greater societal pluralism, there are far more interest groups, NGOs, and civil society organizations than ever before whose agendas need to be satisfied—although US-style lobbying is still seldom practiced in Latin America. Third, government agencies and institutions are being forced to modernize, increase efficiency, reduce corruption, and deliver real goods and services. Elections have become more honest and are recognized as the only legitimate route to power; legislatures, court systems, the police, and local government are all being modernized in various ways.

Public Policy

Not only are Latin American political processes and institutions modernizing, but so are public policy programs. In the past, governments in Latin America had few functions, but now government is being called upon to provide a host of new public policy programs in the areas of agrarian reform, family planning, education, economic development, the environment, housing, health care, and dozens of others. Moreover, with an aroused population, these programs are demanded as a matter of course, and governments in this new era of democracy have to deliver or they will be voted out. Rather than jobs, patronage, and handouts, public institutions in Latin America are called upon to provide public goods and services. But patronage and special favoritism still operate.

The International Environment

For centuries Latin America was isolated from the rest of the world, but now it is becoming closely integrated into it politically, culturally, and economically. Globalization has come to Latin America. Politically Latin America is becoming democratic, and if a country deviates from that course, the full weight of international sanctions comes down on it. Culturally Latin America is being swept up in the world political culture of jeans, rock music, Coca-Cola, and consumerism; values, especially those of young people, are becoming like those everywhere else (democratic, less authoritarian, less religious, less traditional). Economically Latin America is now a part of the global economy, with mostly good consequences (increased trade, commerce, jobs, affluence) but sometimes negative ones (currency uncertainties, fluctuating market demand, capital flight). Latin America can no longer choose among very many other economic options because foreign aid is meager and no other country is about to bail it out. It must join the global economy, compete with everyone else, and adopt some degree of economic reform. It must do so not just because outside pressures force it to but also because its own businesspeople, middle classes, and governments recognize that they have no other choice.

All of these long-term modernizing and globalizing changes have had a profound effect on Latin America, but they vary between countries, within institutions, and even between individuals, all of which continue to show complex mixes of traditional and modern attitudes and practices. As the twenty-first century moves along we will want to know in general for the region and for individual countries just how democratic they are. Have the societies modernized sufficiently to provide a firmer basis for pluralism and democracy? How successful are the new reforms in favor of free trade and open markets, and will they pay off in terms of improved living standards? How strong are political parties, interest groups, and government institutions? Now that the Cold War is over, can US–Latin American relations be put on a normal, more mature basis, and what of Latin America’s relations with the rest of the world? These are some of the crucial questions that this book tries to answer.

In the next three chapters we examine the nature and role of interest groups and political parties in Latin America, describe government institutions and public policy, and analyze the overall political process and how it is changing. In the rest of the book we then examine individual countries to see how they conform to these overall patterns.
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INTEREST GROUPS AND POLITICAL PARTIES

Latin American political parties and interest groups are involved in the current conflict in the area between its corporatist past and a newer system based on pluralism and democracy. Since the beginning of the 1990s the conflict has been between two different views of what the political rules of the game should be. On one side are new forces that desire majority rule, human rights, and freedom of association. On the other side are those that favor traditional ways of doing things, where the emphasis was often on creating an administrative state above party and interest-group politics, and in which such agencies as the church, the army, the university, and perhaps even the trade unions were often more than mere interest groups, forming a part of the state system and inseparable from it.

Of particular importance is the nature of relationships between the government and interest groups. Although these traditionally ranged from almost complete governmental control to almost complete freedom, as under liberalism, the usual pattern involved considerably more state control over interest groups than in the United States, and this helped put interest group behavior in Latin America in a different framework than was the case in the United States. As Charles Anderson has suggested, at least until the 1980s Latin America never experienced a definitive democratic revolution—that is, a struggle resulting in agreement that elections would be the only legitimate way to obtain public power.1 In the absence of such a consensus, political groups did not necessarily work for political power by seeking votes, the support of political parties, or contacts with elected representatives. The groups might seek power through any number of other strategies, including coercion, economic might, technical expertise, and controlled violence. Any group that could mobilize votes was likely to do so for electoral purposes, but since that was not the only legitimate route to power, the result of any election was tentative. Given the varying power of the competing groups and the incomplete legitimacy of the government itself, the duration of any government was uncertain. Political competition was a constant, virtually permanent struggle and preoccupation.

Further, group behavior in Latin America was conditioned by a set of unwritten rules, called by Anderson the “living museum.” Before a new group could participate in the political system, it had to demonstrate both that it had a power resource and that it would respect the rights of already existing groups. The result was the gradual addition of new groups under these two conditions but seldom the elimination of the old ones. The newest, most modern groups coexisted with the oldest, most traditionalist ones, often leading to gridlock.

A related factor was the practice of co-optation or repression. As new groups emerged as potential politically relevant actors, already established actors (particularly political parties or strong national leaders) sometimes offered to assist them in their new political activities. The deal struck was one mutually beneficial to each: the new group gained acceptance, prestige, and some of its original goals, and the established group or leader gained new support and increased political resources. In some circumstances, new groups refused to be co-opted, rejecting the rules of the game. Instead, they took steps indicating to established groups and leaders that they might act in a revolutionary fashion against the interests of the established elites. In the case of a group that violated the ground rules by employing mass violence, for example, an effort was made by the established interests to repress the new group, either legally by refusing it legal standing or in some cases through the use of violence. Most commonly, such repression proved successful, and the new group disappeared or atrophied, accomplishing none of its goals. The general success of repression made co-optation seem more desirable to new groups, because obtaining some of their goals through co-optation was preferable to being repressed. In a few cases the established political groups failed to repress the emergent groups, and the latter came to power through revolutionary means, proceeding to eliminate the traditional power contenders. These are known as the true, genuine, or social revolutions in Latin America and include only the Mexican Revolution of 1910–1920, the Bolivian Revolution of 1952, the Cuban Revolution of 1959, and the Nicaraguan Revolution of 1979. Examples of the reverse process—utilization of violence and repression to eliminate the newer challenging groups and to secure in power the more traditional system—were Brazil in 1964 and Chile in 1973. Both led to the elimination of independent political parties, student associations, and labor and peasant unions as power groups.

Before the late 1980s we viewed the politically relevant groups of Latin America in this context of a historically patrimonial, corporative, and co-optive tradition. Since then, with the movement toward liberal democracy, some individuals and groups have favored the new regime while other people and organizations have preferred the historical one, and throughout Latin America there has been conflict between the new supporters of democracy and the supporters of the traditional system. Peru and Guatemala hold special interest in this regard, as both are cases where presidents tried to govern within the old, unwritten rules rather than the new, written ones incorporated in constitutional and democratic precepts.

THE TRADITIONAL OLIGARCHY

After independence three groups, what can be called the nineteenth-century oligarchy, were predominant in Latin America: the military, the Roman Catholic Church, and the large landholders. Through the process of economic growth and change new groups emerged: first commercial elites; later industrial elites, students, and middle-income sectors; then industrial labor unions and peasants; and most recently groups representing indigenous people, women, consumers, nongovernmental organizations, and many others. Political parties have existed throughout the process. Particularly since the end of the nineteenth century, the United States has been a politically relevant force in the domestic politics of the Latin American countries. During the Cold War years of conflict with Communist countries (1945–1989), the US government seemed most interested in keeping Latin America out of the enemy camp; today, in the absence of international enemies, US governmental concerns have more to do with free trade, drugs, democracy, and human rights.

The Armed Forces

During the wars for independence, the Spanish American countries developed armies led by a great variety of individuals, including well-born creoles, priests, and people of humbler backgrounds. The officers did not come from military academies but were self-selected or chosen by other leaders. Few of the officers had previous military training, and the armies were much less professional than armies today.

Following independence, the military element continued as one of the first important power groups. The national army was supposed to be preeminent, and in some countries national military academies were founded in the first quarter century after independence. Yet the national military was challenged by other local or regional armies. The early nineteenth century was a period of limited national integration, with regional subdivisions of the countries often dominated by local landowners or caudillos, charismatic leaders who had their own private armies. One aspect of the development of Latin America was the struggle between the central government and its army on one hand and the local caudillos on the other, with the former winning out in most cases. One of the unanswered questions about Latin American politics even today is the extent to which outlying areas of the countries, in the mountains or jungles, are effectively covered by the laws made in the national capitals.

The development of Brazil varied somewhat from the norm because Portugal was the colonizing power and because of the lack of a war for independence. The military first gained prominence in the Paraguayan War (1864–1870). Until 1930 the Brazilian states had powerful militias, in some cases of comparable strength to the national army.

Although Latin American militaries varied in the nineteenth century, two general themes applied. First, various militaries, including the national one, became active in politics. At given times they were regional or personal organizations; at others, they were parts of political parties that were participants in the civil wars frequently waged between rival factions. However, national militaries also often played the role of a moderating power, staying above factional struggles and preferring that civilians govern, but taking over power temporarily when the civilians could not rule effectively. Although not emerging in all countries, this moderating power was seen in most, especially in Brazil, where, with the abdication of the emperor in 1889, the military became the chief moderator in the system.

As early as the 1830s and 1840s in Argentina and Mexico, and later in the other Latin American countries, national military academies were established. Their goal was to introduce professionalism into the military, requiring graduation rather than elite family connections for officer status. These academies were for the most part successful in making entry to and promotion within the officer corps proceed in a routinized manner, and by the 1950s Latin American officers were named generals, with potential political power, only after a career of some twenty years.

Through professionalization the military career was designed to be a highly specialized one that taught the skills for warfare but eschewed interest in political matters. Being an officer would supposedly absorb all an individual’s energy, and officers’ functional expertise would be distinct from that of politicians. Civilians were to have complete control of the military, which would stay out of politics. However, this model of professionalism, imported from Western Europe and the United States, never took complete root in Latin America. In the absence of strong civilian institutions, the military continued to play politics and to exercise its moderating power, and coups d’état continued.

By the late 1950s and early 1960s a change had occurred in the nature of the role of the military in Latin America. The success of guerrilla revolutions in China, Indochina, Algeria, and Cuba led to a new emphasis on the military’s role in counterinsurgency and internal defense functions. In addition, Latin American militaries—encouraged by US military aid—began to assume responsibility for civic action programs, which assisted civilians in the construction of roads, schools, and other public projects. The new professionalism, with its emphasis on counterinsurgency, was a product of the Cold War and may have been more in keeping with Latin American political culture than the old professionalism had been. Military skills were no longer viewed as separate or different from civilian skills. The military was to acquire the ability to help solve national problems that might lead to insurgency, a task that was in its very essence political rather than apolitical. The implication of the new professionalism was that, besides combating active guerrilla factions, the military would ensure the implementation of social and economic reforms necessary to prevent insurgency if the civilians proved incapable of doing so. The new professionalism in Latin America led to more military intervention in politics, not less.

The end result of this process was bureaucratic authoritarianism, the rule of the military institution on a long-term basis.2 Seen especially in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Peru, and Uruguay, this new form of military government involved the institution as a whole—not an individual general—and was based on the idea that the military could govern better than civilians. The bureaucratic authoritarian period, during which the military often governed repressively and violated human rights, lasted from the mid-1960s through the late 1970s.

Since the 1980s the Latin American militaries have begun transitions to constitutionalism, subservience to civilian control, and support of democratically elected presidents. The transformation has had its difficulties, with militaries supporting a president who dismissed congress and the courts (Peru), playing a key role in overthrowing a president who attempted the same maneuver (Guatemala), putting down coups d’état against chief executives (Venezuela), helping civilian groups to depose unpopular presidents (Ecuador), and failing to intervene even though key elements of public opinion and the US ambassador apparently favored getting rid of the elected president (Colombia). The Latin American militaries are now in the process of learning the new role of support for civilian democracy.

Table 3.1     Patterns of Civil-Military Relations in 2000
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Source: Peter H. Smith, Democracy in Latin America: Political Change in Comparative Prospective (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 103.

*Grouped in this way because of structural variations.

It has always been difficult to compare the Latin American militaries cross-nationally. Similarly, trying to distinguish “civilian” and “military” regimes was a difficult task at best and sometimes a meaningless one. Often military personnel temporarily resigned their commissions to take leadership positions in civilian bureaucracies or as government ministers. Frequently they held military and civilian positions at the same time. In some cases an officer resigned his commission, was elected president, and then governed with strong military backing. In almost all instances, coups d’état were not just simple military affairs but were supported by groups of civilians as well. It was not unheard of for civilians to take a significant part in the ensuing governments. Sometimes civilians actually drew the military into playing a larger political role. In short, Latin American governments were often coalitions established between certain factions of the militaries and certain factions of civilians in an attempt to control the system.

We suggest that several dimensions of military involvement in politics be considered in the chapters about individual countries that follow. First is whether the military still forcefully removes chief executives, an activity that now has become a thing of the past in most countries. The second is the extent to which military leaders have a say in nonmilitary matters. Although in the past generals have protected their large-landowner friends and relatives, that phenomenon may also be passing. The last is the extent to which the role of moderating power still obliges the military to step in and unseat an incompetent president or one who has violated the rules of the game.

Considering this very complicated question, Peter Smith classified Latin American countries into four types:

       1.  Military control

       2.  Military tutelage: in the case of a crisis of the civilian government, the armed forces supervise civilian authorities and play key roles in decision making

       3.  Conditional military subordination: the armed forces keep careful watch over civilians, protecting military prerogatives

       4.  Civilian control

Smith’s classification of the Latin American countries is shown in Table 3.1.3

Besides the degree of military influence in the political system, several other interrelated questions should be kept in mind. These include the reason for military involvement in politics, what the results of military rule were, and how the military was internally divided. The military was one of the traditional pillars of Latin American society, with rights, responsibilities, and legal standing that can be traced back to colonial times. This meant the military played a different role than it did in the United States. Although this seems to be a matter of the past, the cases of Peru (1992), Guatemala (1993), and Honduras (2009) show that in some countries the generals still play very important roles in politics.

The Roman Catholic Church

All Latin American countries were nominally Catholic, although the form of that religion varied from country to country. The Spanish and Portuguese came to “Christianize the heathens” as well as to seek precious metals. In areas with a heavy concentration of indigenous peoples, religion became a mixture of pre-Columbian and Roman Catholic beliefs. To a lesser degree, Catholicism later blended with African religions, which also existed on their own in certain areas, especially in Brazil and Cuba. Religion in the large cities of Latin America is similar to that in the urban centers of the United States and Western Europe, while in the more isolated small towns, Roman Catholicism is still of fifteenth-century vintage.

The power of the church hierarchy in politics also varies. Traditionally the church was one of the main sectors of Spanish and Portuguese corporate society, with rights and responsibilities in such areas as care for orphans, education, and public morals. Beginning in the nineteenth century some laypeople wanted to strip the church of all its temporal power, including its lands. Generally speaking, the conflict over the role of the church ended in most countries by the first part of the twentieth century.

Between the 1960s and the 1980s the church changed, especially if by “church” we mean the top levels of the hierarchy that control the religious and political fortunes of the institution. These transformations were occasioned by the new theologies of the previous hundred years, as expressed through various papal encyclicals, Vatican II, and the conferences of the Latin American bishops at Medellín, Colombia, in 1968 and Puebla, Mexico, in 1979. Significant numbers of bishops (and many more parish priests and members of the various orders) subscribed to what was commonly called liberation theology. This theology stressed that the church was of and for this world and should take stands against repression and violence, including the demeaning and life-threatening institutionalized violence experienced by the poor of the area. Liberation theology also stressed the equality of all believers, laypeople as well as clerics and bishops, as opposed to the former stress on hierarchy. The end result, in some parts of the region, was new popular-level churches with lay leadership and only minimal involvement of priests.

It would be a mistake to assume that all, or even most, members of the Latin American clergy ever subscribed to liberation theology. Many believed that the new social doctrine had taken the church more into politics than it should be. Some were concerned with the loss of traditional authority that the erosion of hierarchy brought. The various countries of Latin America differ substantially in church authority and adherence of the bishops to liberation theology.

As a result of these changes, the clergy is no longer uniformly conservative; rather, its members differ on the role that the church should play in socioeconomic reform and on the nature of hierarchical relations within the church. At one extreme of this conflict is the traditional church elite, usually with social origins in the upper class or aspirations to be accepted by it, still very conservative, and with close connections to other supporters of the status quo. At the other end of this conflict are those priests, of various social backgrounds, who see the major objective of the church as assisting the masses to obtain social justice. In some cases these priests have been openly revolutionary, fighting in guerrilla wars. Other priests fall between these two extremes of political ideology, and still others favor a relaxing of the rigid hierarchy, giving more discretion to local parish priests.

Liberation theology had its critics outside of Latin America. The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, headed by German cardinal Joseph Ratzinger (later Pope Benedict XVI), strongly opposed certain elements of liberation theology. In both 1984 and 1986 the Vatican officially condemned liberation theology’s acceptance of Marxism and armed violence. In 1985 Leonardo Boff, a Brazilian leader in the liberation theology movement, was “condemned to ‘obsequious silence’ and was removed from his editorial functions and suspended from religious duties.” While some argue that liberation theology weakened as the Marxist world disappeared, it did not disappear. In mid-2007 the Vatican strongly criticized the work of the Jesuit father Jon Sobrino, who was born in Spain but had been working in El Salvador since the 1980s. The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith warned pastors and all other Catholics that Father Sobrino’s work contained “erroneous or dangerous propositions.”4

The church still participates in politics to defend its interests, although in most cases its wealth is no longer in land. Certain church interests are still the traditional ones: giving religious instruction in schools, running parochial high schools and universities, and occasionally attempting to prevent divorce legislation and to make purely civil marriage difficult. At times the church has been a major proponent of human rights, especially when military governments deny them. A touchier issue has been that of birth control, and in most cases the Latin American hierarchies have fought artificial methods. However, in the face of the population explosion many church officials have assisted in family planning clinics, turned a blind eye when governments have promoted artificial methods of birth control, and occasionally even assisted in those governmental efforts.

Some analysts feel the Roman Catholic Church in Latin America is no longer a major contender. They argue that on certain issues its sway is still considerable but that the church is no longer as influential politically as the army, the wealthy elites, or the US embassies. Modernization, urbanization, and secularism have also taken their toll on church attendance and the institution’s political power. However, that has not prevented church leaders from making statements in recent years in opposition to abortion and same-sex marriage.

On March 13, 2013, Jorge Mario Bergoglio, an Argentine Jesuit whose parents were of Italian background, was elected the 266th pope of the Roman Catholic Church. Choosing the name of Francis, he is the first pope from Latin America. It is too soon to know how he might change the church.

In recent decades Protestant religious groups have grown rapidly in Latin America. In some countries Protestants constitute 25 to 35 percent or more of the population; in Guatemala a Protestant general became dictator for a time. The fastest-growing of these sects were the evangelical ones, not the older mainline churches. Protestantism was identified with a strong work ethic, obliging its members to work hard and save. Until recently, however, the Protestant groups have generally not become politically active.

Large Landowners

In all the countries of Latin America save Costa Rica and Paraguay, the colonial period led to the establishment of a powerful group of individuals who had received large tracts of land as royal grants. With the coming of independence these landowners wielded more influence than before and developed into one of the three major power groups of nineteenth-century politics.

This was not to say that they operated monolithically; in some cases they were pitted against each other. In recent times such rifts have remained among the large landowners, usually along the lines of crop production. However, the major conflict has been between those who have large tracts of land and the many landless people. In those circumstances the various groups of large landowners tend to coalesce. In some cases there is an umbrella organization to bring all of the various producer organizations together formally; in other cases the coalition is much more informal.

In the 1960s the pressures for land reform were considerable, both from landless peasants and from foreign and domestic groups who saw this type of reform as a way to achieve social justice and to avoid Castro-like revolutions. In some countries, such as Mexico, land reform had previously come by revolution; in others, such as Venezuela, a good bit of land had been distributed by the government to the landless; in still others, the power of the landed, in coalition with other status quo groups, led to merely the appearance of land reform rather than actual changes. In some of the Latin American countries, especially those in which the amount of arable land is limited and the population has exploded, the issue of breaking up large estates will continue for the foreseeable future.

Since the 1960s, with Latin America rapidly urbanizing, the rural issue has become less important. The traditional landowners still dominate in some countries, but in others power has passed to newer commercial and industrial elites. Although land reform may still be necessary in some areas, with large percentages of the population moving to the cities many of the main social issues have become urban rather than rural.

OTHER MAJOR INTEREST GROUPS

Commercial and Industrial Elites

Although not part of the traditional oligarchy, commercial elites have existed in Latin America since independence; one of the early political conflicts was between those who wanted free trade (the commercial elites and allied landed interests producing crops for export) and those who wanted protection of nascent industry (industrial elites with allied landed groups not producing for export). In recent decades the strength of these commercial and industrial groups has steadily grown.

With the exception of Colombia, the real push for industrialization in Latin America did not come until the Great Depression and World War II, when Latin America was cut off from trade with the industrialized world. Before those crises industrial goods from England and the United States were cheaper, even with transportation costs and import duties, than locally produced goods.

Between the mid-1930s and the mid-1980s, Latin American countries experienced industrialization of the import substitution type—that is, producing goods that formerly were imported from the industrialized countries. This was the case in light consumer goods; in some consumer durables, including assembly of North American and European automobiles; and in some other heavy industries such as cement and steel. Because import substitution necessitated increased foreign trade to import capital goods, there was no longer much conflict between commercial and industrial elites: Expanded trade and industrialization go together.

Since the 1980s neoliberal presidents in Latin America have been pushing for more foreign commerce in a world with trade barriers that are lower or do not exist at all. In this internationalization of the Latin American economies, foreign trade is of utmost importance. Hence so are the commercial elites. Mexico entered a free trade association with the United States and Canada in 1994 through the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), Central America and the Dominican Republic entered into a similar association with the United States in 2005 through the Central American Free Trade Association (CAFTA), and in separate agreements Colombia and Peru began free trade agreements with the United States in 2011. The goal is to have a free trade association covering all of the Americas, from Alaska to Tierra del Fuego.

A complicating factor is the industrial elite’s relationship with the landed elite. In some countries, such as Argentina, the early industrialists were linked to the landed groups; later, individuals who began as industrialists invested in land. The result was two intertwined groups, a marriage of older landed and newer moneyed wealth, with only vague boundaries separating them and with some families and individuals straddling the line. All these groups were opposed to agrarian reform.

Industrialists and commercial elites, who are strategically located in major cities of Latin America, are highly organized in various chambers of commerce, industrial associations, and the like. Generally they favor a status quo that profits them. They are often the driving forces in Latin American economic development; for this reason and because they are frequently represented in high official circles, no matter what government is in control, they are very powerful. Neoliberalism and globalism have made these groups even more essential to the functioning of the economy, and hence also to the political system.

The Middle Sectors

With economic growth the percentage of Latin Americans who are in the middle class has increased, with some suggesting that a majority of Mexicans are now in that group. Although the Latin American countries began independence with a basically two-class system, there have always been individuals who fell statistically into the middle ranges, neither very rich nor abjectly poor. These few individuals during the nineteenth century were primarily artisans and shopkeepers; later this group included doctors and lawyers. The emergence of a larger middle sector was a twentieth-century phenomenon, associated with urbanization, technological advances, industrialization, and the expansion of public education and the role of the government.

All of these changes necessitated a large number of white-collar, managerial workers. New teachers and government bureaucrats constituted part of this sector, as did office workers in private businesses. In addition, small businesses grew, particularly in the service sector of the economy. Many of these new non-manual-labor professions have been organized, including teachers, small-business owners, lawyers, and government bureaucrats. Military officers, university students, political party officials, and even union and peasant group leaders are usually considered middle class.

The people who filled the new middle-sector jobs were the product of social mobility, with some coming from the lower class and others “fallen aristocrats” from the upper class. Their numerous and heterogeneous occupations temporarily impeded the formation of a sense of common identity as members of a middle class. Indeed, in some of the Latin American countries this identification has yet to emerge.

In those countries of Latin America in which a large middle-sector group first emerged, certain generalizations about its political behavior can be made. In the early stages of political activities, coalitions tended to be formed, with groups from the lower classes against the more traditional and oligarchic groups in power. Major goals included expanded suffrage, the promotion of urban growth and economic development, a greater role for public education, increased industrialization, and social welfare programs.

In the later political evolution of the middle sectors the tendency was to side with the established order against rising mass or populist movements. In some cases the middle-class movements allied with landowners, industrialists, and the church against their working-class partners of earlier years; in other cases, when the more numerous lower class seemed ready to take power on its own, the middle sectors were instrumental in fomenting a middle-class military coup, to prevent “premature democratization” (a democratic system that the middle sectors could not control).5

Because the status of the middle class varies greatly in Latin America, a number of factors should be considered when reading the chapters about individual countries, including the size of the middle-income group, its cohesion and relationships with political parties, and the degree of self-identification as members of a “middle class.” Only time will tell whether the middle sectors will serve as a new, invigorated social base for democracy or whether they will continue to ape and imitate the upper class and thus perpetuate an essentially two-class and polarized social structure.

Labor Unions

From its inception, organized labor in Latin America has been highly political. Virtually all important trade union groups of the area have been closely associated with a political party, strong leader, or government. On some occasions labor unions have grown independently until they were co-opted or repressed. In other cases labor unions have owed their origins directly to the efforts of a party, leader, or government.

Latin American unionism was influenced by ideological currents that came from southern Europe, including anarchist and Marxist orientations. In addition, three characteristics of the Latin American economies favored partisan unionism. First, unions came relatively early in the economic development of the region—in most cases earlier than in the United States and western Europe. Second, the labor pool of employables has been much larger than the number who can get the relatively well-paid jobs in industry. An employer in that situation could almost always find people to replace striking workers unless they were protected by a party or by the government. Finally, inflation has been a chronic problem in Latin America, making it important for unions to win the support of other political groups in the continual renegotiation of contracts to obtain higher salaries, which often need governmental approval.

The Latin American legal tradition required that unions be officially recognized by the government before they could bargain collectively. If a group could not obtain or retain this legal standing, it had little power. Labor legislation, in addition, varied greatly, including codes mandating that labor organizers be employed full-time by the industry they were organizing, limiting the power of unions that lacked leaders who were paid full salaries to spend part of the working day in union activities. This was only one of the many governmental restrictions placed on labor unions.

Some union organizations were co-opted by the state; others remained outside the system. Key questions to consider when reading the country chapters include the extent to which workers are organized, how the labor code is used to prevent or facilitate worker organization, the nature of the relationships between labor and the political parties or between labor and the government, and the extent to which unions have been co-opted or repressed. Are the unions a declining or growing interest in Latin America?

Peasants

The term peasant refers to many different kinds of people in Latin America. Some prefer the Spanish term campesinos (people who live in the campo, the countryside) rather than the English term with its European-based connotations. The major groups of campesinos, who vary in importance from country to country, include indigenous groups who speak only their native language or who are bilingual in that language and Spanish; workers on the traditional haciendas, tilling the fields in return for wages or part of the crops, with the owner as a patron to care for the family or, more frequently, a manager-patron who represents the absentee owner; workers on modern plantations, receiving wages but remaining outside of the older patron-client relationship; individuals with a small landholding, legally held, of such a size that a bare existence is possible; people who cultivate small plots but have no legal claim to that land, perhaps moving every few years after the slash-and-burn method and the lack of crop rotation deplete the soil; and those who have been given a small plot of land to work by a landowner in exchange for labor on the large estate.

What all of these campesinos have in common, in the context of the extremely inequitable distribution of arable lands in Latin America, is a marginal existence due to their small amount of land or income and a high degree of insecurity due to their uncertain claims to the land they cultivate. It was estimated in 1961 that more than 5 million very small farms (below 30 acres, or 12 hectares) occupied only 3.7 percent of the land, while, at the other extreme, 100,000 holdings of more than 1,500 acres (607 hectares) took up some 65 percent of the land. Three decades later, the situation had changed little. At least eighty million people still lived on small landholdings with insufficient land to earn even a minimum subsistence, or they worked as agricultural laborers with no land at all. For many of these rural people their only real chance of breaking out of this circle of poverty was to move to an urban area, where they faced another—in some ways even worse—culture of poverty. For those who remained on the land, unless there was a dramatic restructuring of ownership, the present subhuman existence was likely to continue. Moreover, as commercial agriculture for export increased in many countries, the campesinos were increasingly shoved off the fertile lands into the sterile hillsides, where their ability to subsist has become more precarious.

Rural peasant elements have long been active in politics, but only recently as independent, organized interest groups. The traditional political structure of the countryside was one in which participation in national politics meant taking part in the patronage system. The local patrons, besides expecting work on the estate from the campesino, expected certain political behavior. In some countries this meant that the campesino belonged to the same political party as the patron, voted for that party on election day, and, if necessary, served as cannon fodder in its civil wars. In other countries the national party organizations never reached the local levels, and restrictive suffrage laws prevented the peasants from participating in elections. In both patterns, for the peasants there was no such thing as national politics, only local politics, which might or might not have national party labels attached to the local person or groups in power.

This traditional system still exists in many areas of Latin America. However, since the 1950s signs of agrarian unrest and political mobilization have been more and more evident. In many cases major agrarian movements were organized by urban interests: political parties, especially those of the Marxist left. Some of these peasant movements were based in revolutionary agrarianism, seeking to reform and improve the land tenure system and to significantly reform the entire power structure of the nation. They employed strategies that included the illegal seizure of land, the elimination of landowners, and armed defense of the gains thus achieved. Less radical were the movements that sought to reform the social order partially through the elimination of a few of the most oppressive effects of the existing power structure, but without threatening the power structure as such.

The United States

Another important power element in Latin American politics is the United States. This influence usually has been seen in at least three interrelated ways: US governmental representatives, US-based private business, and US-dominated international agencies. The US government has been interested in the area since Latin America’s independence. Its first concern, that the new nations not fall under the control of European powers, led to the Monroe Doctrine in 1823. Originally a defensive statement, the doctrine was later changed through various corollaries to a more aggressive one, telling the Latin Americans that they could not sell strategically located lands to nonhemispheric governments or businesses and that the United States would intervene in Latin America to collect debts owed to nonhemispheric powers (the Roosevelt Corollary).

At various times the US government has set standards that had to be met before full diplomatic recognition was accorded to a Latin American nation. This de jure recognition policy, most memorable in the Wilson, early Kennedy, and Carter administrations, favored elected democratic governments, exclusion of the military from government, and a vision of human rights that should be applied in Latin America. At other times the United States has pursued a de facto recognition policy, according full diplomatic standing to any government with effective control of its nation’s territory.

The US ambassador to a Latin American country usually has impressive powers. This ambassadorial power typically has been used to support or defeat governments, to focus Latin American governmental policy in certain directions, and to assist US-based corporations in various countries. One ambassador to pre-Castro Cuba testified that he was second only to the Cuban president in influence in the country. In Central America during the 1980s a number of US ambassadors played this strong proconsular role, as did the ambassador to Colombia during the government of Ernesto Samper (1994–1998), because of the Colombian president’s suspected ties to drug groups.

From their early beginnings, particularly in sugar and bananas, US-based corporations in Latin America have grown dramatically. In addition to agribusiness, corporations later entered the extractive field (petroleum, copper, coal, iron ore), retailing, the services industry (accounting firms, computer outfits), and communications (telephones, telegraphs, computers). The most recent kind of US corporation introduced to Latin America was the export-platform variety—that is, a company that takes advantage of the low wages in Latin America to produce pocket calculators in Mexico or baseballs in Haiti, mainly for export to the industrialized world.

US corporations in Latin America often enter into the politics of their host countries. Some of the instances have been flagrant: bribing public officials to keep taxes low or threatening to cut off a country’s exports if certain policies were approved by its government. However, most political activities of US corporations currently are much less dramatic. Almost always Latin Americans in the host countries buy stock in the US corporations that operate there, and locals hold high managerial positions in them. US businesses purchase Latin American corporations, the leaders of which then work for the new owners. The result is that the US corporation develops contacts, obligations, and political influence similar to those possessed by domestic interest groups. In the 1980s the business climate improved as Latin American governments rescinded restrictions on maximum profits and repatriation. Once again US capital began to flow into the area, something that continues until the present.

Most foreign-aid and international lending organizations have been dominated historically by the United States. These agencies, especially active during the 1960s, when aid to Latin America began in large quantities, include the US Agency for International Development (USAID), which administers most US foreign aid; the World Bank; the International Monetary Fund (IMF); the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB), and a variety of others. The World Bank and the IMF are international agencies, results of post–World War II agreements between the countries of the West. However, the representation of the United States on the governing boards of both has been so large (based on the amount of money donated to the agencies) and the convergence of interests of the two with those of the US government has been so great that they can be considered US-oriented groups. So can the IADB. Contrary to the wishes of Latin American leaders who wanted a lending agency less dominated by the United States, in effect the IADB cannot lend to countries if the US government does not want it to. Economic development has been a central goal of the Latin American states for the past fifty years, and because loans for that development have come predominantly from USAID, the World Bank, and the IADB, with those loans contingent many times on a monetary policy judged healthy by the IMF, the officials of these four groups have much influence in the day-to-day policies of the governments of the area.

This power of the lending agencies was probably greatest during the 1960s, and then again during the debt crisis of the 1980s. USAID had most leverage or “conditionality” during the existence of the Alliance for Progress, a foreign-aid program initiated by the Kennedy administration that attempted to change Latin America dramatically in a decade. Even though it failed, it did lead to large loans from the US government, substantial progress in some fields, and much influence for the local USAID head in the domestic politics of some Latin American countries. The Alliance for Progress was terminated by the Nixon administration. Further, the power of the World Bank waned in the wake of the crisis of the industrialized economies of the West following the Arab oil embargo of 1973–1974 and with the growing power of OPEC. Then the private banks, recycling petrodollars, filled many of the needs of the Latin American countries. However, with the debt crisis of the 1980s, the IMF and its Bretton Woods partner the World Bank regained much of their lost power.

The influence of US-directed and -oriented groups—diplomatic, business, foreign-assistance—in Latin America is considerable. This does not mean that the power has been equal in all the Latin American countries. When a Latin American country is strategically important to the United States and when US private investors have established a large investment in the economy (such as in Cuba before Castro), US elements are extremely powerful in domestic Latin politics. This does not mean that the United States cannot have considerable influence in domestic politics in distant countries with relatively little private investment by US corporations, as the example of Allende’s Chile showed. With the end of the Cold War, US foreign policy interest in Latin America, with the exception of a few countries, waned; private transactions are now more important than official ones.

NEW GROUPS

Many new groups have appeared in Latin America in recent decades. Three of particular importance are indigenous groups, women’s groups, and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).

Indigenous Groups

Indigenous peoples constitute about 8 percent of the total population of Latin America, or an estimated forty million people. In some four hundred distinct groups, they are concentrated in southern Mexico, parts of Central America, and the central Andes of South America. In these states they make up between 10 to 70 percent of the population. Some individual language groups have more than one million members. A dozen groups have more than a quarter million members, in total making up some 73 percent of the indigenous population of the region. Finally, two groups have less than one thousand members.

In the 1970s Indian populations in Latin America began to mobilize politically in unprecedented ways to protect their lands and cultures from the increasing influence of multinational companies, colonists, the state, and other intruders. In the 1980s they placed a greater emphasis on the recuperation of ethnic identities and the construction of a pan-indigenous cultural identity. Contemporary Latin American indigenous organizations seek equal status for their cultures, forms of social organization and laws to advance their interests, and the means to facilitate and control their economic development. Their ultimate goal is the transformation of what they view to be a discriminatory, homogeneous state into a “plurinational state,” one whose institutions reflect the cultural diversity of society. In the 1990s seven Latin American states—Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico, Nicaragua, Peru, and Paraguay—recognized a milder version of this claim, declaring their societies “pluricultural and multiethnic.” At the same time many individuals of indigenous background continue to follow the traditional assimilationist strategy of seeking to integrate themselves into Hispanic culture.

The main component of rising indigenous nationalism is the struggle for territorial, political, economic, and cultural autonomy. Until 1987 only the Kuna of Panama enjoyed what could be described as territorial and political autonomy. In 1987 the Nicaraguan government established two multiethnic autonomous regions to accommodate claims of the Miskitu and other smaller groups, who had joined the anti-Sandinista counterrevolutionary guerrilla movement supported by the United States. Although the autonomous regions were largely a failure in terms of indigenous peoples’ aspirations, their establishment inspired indigenous organizations throughout Latin America to make similar claims.

Only Colombia’s indigenous population has achieved politico-territorial autonomy. The 1991 Colombian constitution elevated indigenous reservations to the status of municipal governments; recognized indigenous traditional leaders as public authorities and, with some restrictions, indigenous customary law as public and binding; and provided guaranteed representation in the national senate. The governments of Bolivia, Ecuador, Guatemala, and Mexico considered some type of politico-territorial autonomy arrangements following constitutional reforms or peace agreements with armed groups concluded in the 1990s.6

The most notable cases of members of indigenous groups taking part in national politics were the election of Alejandro Toledo in Peru in 2001 and the election of Evo Morales in Bolivia in 2006. While the Toledo presidency was troubled (see Chapter 10), the Morales presidency is still a work in progress (see Chapter 14).

Women’s Groups

Women in Latin America are making progress in ascending to leadership positions in government, politics, and civil society. A 1999 study concluded that although their numbers remain low, the percentage of women in national congresses and cabinets in Latin America (15 and 11 percent, respectively) is second only to that seen in the Nordic countries of Europe (36 and 35 percent) and is higher in congresses but lower in cabinets than in the United States (12 and 21 percent).7

More (and more-politicized) women’s groups emerged in the 1970s and 1980s, playing a prominent role in the struggles against authoritarian rule, raising hopes that the return to democracy would generate greater opportunities for women in the region. The consolidation of democracy was expected to promote greater participation of women in the formulation and execution of laws governing their lives. From 1994 to 2004 women’s participation rose, on average, from 9 to 14 percent in the executive branch (in ministerial positions), from 5 to 13 percent in the senate, and from 8 to 15 percent in the lower house or unicameral parliament.8 In that decade women’s presence in the public spheres of the economy and society also grew. Such growth is a reflection of social changes such as women’s entry into the labor force, rising educational levels, and changing attitudes about the role of women. Most notably, five women were elected presidents in their countries: Violeta Barrios de Chamorro in Nicaragua in 1990, Mireya Moscoso de Gruber in Panama in 1999, Michelle Bachelet in Chile in 2006, Cristina Fernández de Kirchner in Argentina in 2007, and Dilma Rousseff in Brazil in 2010.

Figures on women’s representation in politics show that their opportunities to exercise leadership are greater outside the main centers of power, in the lower levels of organizational hierarchy, outside the capital city area, and in less powerful governmental agencies. For example, in the judicial branch of government, women make up 45 percent of trial judges but only 20 percent of judges at the appellate court level, and virtually zero at the supreme court level.

One important consequence of women’s organizing has been the adoption of quota laws, intended to increase women’s representation in political office. After pressure from organized women’s groups, Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Panama, and Peru have passed national laws requiring political parties to reserve 20 to 40 percent of candidacies for women. Of course, that women are nominated does not necessarily mean that they are elected. Colombia enacted a law making it mandatory that mayors have women as one-third of their appointed officials, a law that is not always followed.

Despite the growth of women’s representation, the women’s movement has appeared to some observers to be increasingly fragmented and to have lost its visibility and capacity for political intervention. The obstacles to women’s full participation in Latin American democracies and economies stem from women’s weaker social position, traditional gender roles and the cultural expectations and stereotypes built around these roles, and blatant sex discrimination. Few Latin American countries have made efforts to make motherhood and work compatible. No Latin American country has a comprehensive child care policy. Although most countries have laws requiring businesses that employ twenty or more women to have on-site day care facilities, these laws are rarely enforced. Pregnancy discrimination is widespread in the region, some companies requiring a pregnancy test or a sterilization certificate as a condition of employment. Some fire women once they become pregnant. Although both actions are against the law, once again the laws are seldom enforced. Although cultural changes coming from women’s improving position will help erode such discriminatory barriers, this is likely to happen only in the very long run.

Nongovernmental Organizations

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), a newer type of group, are increasingly important actors in Latin American politics. Although some are specific to individual countries, others are based on a general theme and have offices in many Latin American countries. Some NGOs are transnational, with headquarters in one country and activities in many countries. Amnesty International, the Environmental Defense Fund, and the Red Cross are transnational NGOs that have influenced recent events in Latin America. Local NGOs are shaping contemporary politics too. For example, NGOs are providing community services in Mexico, raising racial consciousness in Brazil, extending credit to poor people in Colombia, defending indigenous peoples in Bolivia, and asserting women’s rights in Argentina. Unlike interest groups, NGOs do not focus their activities exclusively on governments. They also work to change the policies of international institutions such as the World Bank, the practices of private businesses and entire industries, and the behavior of individuals and society as a whole.9

POLITICAL PARTIES

In Latin America political parties have often been only one set of groups among several, probably no more (and perhaps less) important than the army or the economic oligarchy. Elections were not the only legitimate route to power, nor were the parties themselves particularly strong or well organized. They were important actors in the political process in some of the more democratic countries, representing the chief means to gain high office. But frequently in other countries the parties were peripheral to the main focal points of power and the electoral arena was considered only one among several. Many Latin Americans have viewed political parties as divisive elements and hence they are not held in high esteem. This increasingly seems to be the case in recent years as candidates use the mass media rather than parties to get elected.
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