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WHY LATIN AMERICA?

“The U.S. will do anything for Latin America, except read about it,” ac-
cording to James Reston, for many years the dean of U.S. political com-
mentators. Is there any reason why we should try to prove him wrong?
There are several. First, our nation’s economic interests are deeply involved
in the region. Latin America is one of our major trading partners. It is the
site of much U.S. investment and a source for oil and other critical raw
materials. An acceleration of growth in key countries—such as Mexico and
Brazil—may soon produce significant new powers on the world scene.

We also have political links. Revolutionary upheavals and repressive re-
sponses in Latin America directly challenge U.S. foreign policy. They raise
difficult questions about how to protect and promote U.S. national inter-
ests (defined as not simply economic or strategic interests). Ronald Rea-
gan dramatized this fact shortly after his 1980 election by meeting with
Mexican President José Lopéz Portillo on the U.S.-Mexican border, in what
was the U.S. president’s first such conference with any other head of state.
President George W. Bush made a similar choice in 2001, selecting Mexi-
can President Vicente Fox as his first contact with a foreign head of state.
President George Bush (senior) sought a special relationship with Mexico
and proposed a free-trade agreement that would tighten economic bonds
between all of Latin America and the United States. His successor and po-
litical rival, President Bill Clinton, followed up the free-trade initiative by
hosting a hemispheric “Summit of the Americas” in Miami in December
1994. Bush (junior) continued the initiative by pressing for the approval
of a so-called Free Trade Area of the Americas by 2005.

There is another important consideration closer to home. Large sections
of our country have become Latinized by the influence of migrants from
Mexico, Puerto Rico, Central America, the Caribbean, and even Brazil.
This is in addition to the Hispanic descendants of the original Spanish-
speaking population of the formerly Mexican Southwest. Migration, both
historical and recent, then brought peoples and customs from Latin Amer-
ica to the American Southwest (from Texas to California), Florida, and
New York. Many major U.S. cities now have more children from Spanish-
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speaking families than from any other group. Bilingualism has become a
political issue forcing us to rethink the meaning of Spanish-speaking Amer-
ica, both within our borders and beyond.

Most U.S. citizens (or “North Americans,” as we are commonly called in
Latin America) know little about our neighboring societies to the south.
Many believe that the United States can impose its will on the region
through “big-stick” diplomacy or military might. Others do not even care.
Looking for an “easy” foreign language, high school or college students
choose Spanish and then assume everything associated with speaking Span-
ish must be “easy.” Such ignorance can be dangerous, and one purpose of
this book is to help reduce misinformation. In fact, this lack of knowledge
is felt just as keenly in West Europe. British journalists are alleged to have
once had a contest to think up the most boring newspaper headline imag-
inable (it had to be real and actually printed) and they came up with “Small
Earthquake in Chile: Not Many Dead.” Chile’s complex history over the
last forty years puts that provincialism into painful relief.

By training and outlook, most North Americans and Europeans search
for intellectual formulae that will yield clear-cut answers to our inquiries:

Modern Latin America2

U.S. Stereotypes of Latin America

On December 10, 1940, the Office of Public Opinion Research con-
ducted a nation-wide poll in which respondents were given a card
with nineteen words on it and were asked to indicate those words that
seemed to describe best the people of Central and South America.
The results were as follows:

Dark-skinned 80% Imaginative 23%
Quick-tempered 49% Shrewd 16%
Emotional 47% Intelligent 15%
Religious 45% Honest 13%
Backward 44% Brave 12%
Lazy 41% Generous 12%
Ignorant 34% Progressive 11%
Suspicious 32% Efficient 5%
Friendly 30% No answer 4%
Dirty 28% No opinion 0%
Proud 26%

Since respondents were asked to pick as many descriptive terms as
they liked, percentages add to considerably more than 100.

From John J. Johnson, Latin America in Caricature (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 1980), p. 18; Hadley Cantril ed., Public Opinion, 1935–1946 (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1951), p. 502.



the “Latin lover,” the “Frito Bandito,” the soulful Che Guevara, the Brazil-
ian mulatta carnival queens—these are the images that often first come to
mind. But when we move beyond these caricatures (which have their own
truth to tell), we find Latin America to be a complex region.

Latin America is not an easy place to understand, despite the fact that
the same language, Spanish, is spoken everywhere—except Brazil (Por-
tuguese), part of the Andes (Quechua and other Indian languages), the
Caribbean (French, English, and Dutch), Mexico (scattered pockets of In-
dian languages), and Guatemala (over twenty Indian languages). Latin
America covers a vast variety of people and places. Geographically, Latin
America includes the land mass extending from the Rio Grande border
between Texas and Mexico to the southern tip of South America, plus some
Caribbean islands: a total area two and one-half times the size of the United
States. Brazil itself is larger than the continental United States.

Physical features present sharp differences: from the Andean mountain
range, stretching the full length of western South America, to the tropical
forest of the Amazon basin; from the arid plains of northern Mexico to
the fertile grasslands of the Argentine pampa. The people of Latin Amer-
ica contain elements and mixtures of three racial groups—native Indians,
white Europeans, and black Africans. By 2001 the total population came
to 524 million, compared with 285 million in the United States.

Latin American society displays startling contrasts—between rich and
poor, between city and country, between learned and illiterate, between
the powerful lord of the hacienda and the deferential peasant, between
wealthy entrepreneurs and desperate street urchins. Politically, Latin Amer-
ica includes twenty-six nations, large and small, whose recent experience
ranges from military dictatorship to electoral democracy to Fidel Castro’s
socialist regime in Cuba. Economically, Latin America belongs to the “de-
veloping” world, beset by historical and contemporary obstacles to rapid
economic growth, but here too there is diversity—from the one-crop de-
pendency of tiny Honduras to the industrial promise of dynamic Brazil.

Throughout their modern history Latin Americans have sought, with
greater or lesser zeal, to achieve political and economic independence from
colonial, imperial, and neo-imperial powers. Thus it is bitter irony that the
phrase Latin America was popularized by mid-nineteenth-century French,
who thought that since their culture, like that of Spanish and Portuguese
America, was “Latin” (i.e., Romance language-speaking), France was des-
tined to assume leadership throughout the continent.

As these observations suggest, Latin America resists facile categorization.
It is a region rich in paradox. This insight yields a number of instructive
clues.

First, Latin America is both young and old. Beginning in 1492, its con-
quest by the Spanish and Portuguese created a totally new social order
based on domination, hierarchy, and the intermingling of European,
African, and indigenous elements. The European intrusion profoundly and
ineradicably altered indigenous communities. Compared with the ancient
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civilizations of Africa and Asia, these Latin American societies are relatively
young. On the other hand, most nations of Latin America obtained polit-
ical independence—from Spain and Portugal—in the early nineteenth cen-
tury, more than 100 years before successful anticolonial movements in
other developing areas. Thus by the standard of nationhood, Latin Amer-
ica is relatively old.

Second, Latin America has throughout its history been both tumultuous
and stable. The Conquest began a tradition of political violence that has
erupted in coups, assassinations, armed movements, military interventions,
and (more rarely) social revolutions. Ideological encounters between 
liberalism, positivism, corporatism, anarchism, socialism, communism, fas-

Modern Latin America4
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cism, and religious teachings of every doctrinal hue have sharpened the
intensity of struggle. Despite the differing forms of political conflict, old
social and economic structures have persisted. Even where modern revo-
lutions have struck, as in Mexico (1910) and Bolivia (1952), many aspects
of traditional society survive. The Cuban Revolution (1959) seems at first
an exception, yet even in Cuba the pull of history has continued to be
strong, as we shall see.

Third, Latin America has been both independent and dependent, au-
tonomous and subordinate. The achievement of nationhood by 1830 in all
but parts of the Caribbean basin represented an assertion of sovereignty
rooted in Enlightenment thought. Yet a new form of penetration by ex-
ternal powers—first Britain and France, then the United States—jeopar-
dized this nationhood. Economic and political weakness vis-à-vis Europe
and North America has frequently limited the choices available to Latin
American policymakers. Within Latin America, power is ironically am-
biguous: it is the supreme commodity, but it has only a limited effect.

Fourth, Latin America is both prosperous and poor. Ever since the Con-
quest, the region has been described as a fabulous treasure house of nat-
ural resources. First came the European lust for silver and gold. Today the
urge may be for petroleum, gas, copper, iron ore, coffee, sugar, soybeans,
or for expanded trade in general, but the image of endless wealth remains.
In startling contrast, there is also the picture of poverty: peasants without
tools, workers without jobs, children without food, mothers without hope.
An aphorism oft repeated in Latin America summarizes this scene: “Latin
America is a beggar atop a mountain of gold.”

One can easily think of additional contrasts, but these should illustrate
the difficulty—and fascination—in trying to come to grips with Latin Amer-
ica. To understand Latin American history and society requires a flexible,
broad-gauge approach, and this is what we try to offer in this book. We
draw on the work of many scholars, presenting our own interpretation, but
also acquainting the reader with alternative views.

Interpretations of Latin America

Most analysts of modern Latin America have stressed the area’s political
instability, marked frequently by dictatorship. North American and Eu-
ropean observers have been especially fascinated with two questions: Why
dictatorships? Why not democracy? This preoccupation is not recent. In
1930, for example, a U.S. economic geographer specializing in the re-
gion observed, “the years roll on and there arise the anxieties and dis-
appointments of an ill-equipped people attempting to establish true re-
publican forms of government.” A year earlier an English scholar had
noted that “the political history of the republics has been a record of al-
ternating periods of liberty and despotism.” Implicitly assuming or ex-
plicitly asserting that their style of democracy is superior to all other
models of political organization, North American and European writers
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frequently asked what was “wrong” with Latin America. Or with Latin
Americans themselves.

What passed for answers was for many years a jumble of racist epithets,
psychological simplifications, geographical platitudes, and cultural distor-
tions. According to such views, Latin America could not achieve democ-
racy because dark-skinned peoples (Indians and blacks) were unsuited for
it; because passionate Latin tempers would not stand it; because tropical
climates somehow prevented it; or because Roman Catholic doctrines in-
hibited it.

Each charge has its refutation: dictatorial rule has flourished in pre-
dominantly white countries, such as Argentina, as well as among mixed-
blood societies, such as Mexico; it has appeared in temperate climes, such
as Chile, not only in the tropics, such as Cuba; it has gained support from
non-Catholics and nonpracticing Catholics, while many fervent worship-
pers have fought for liberty; and, as shown by authoritarian regimes out-
side Latin America, such as Hitler’s Germany or Stalin’s Soviet Union, dic-
tatorship is not restricted to any single temperament. Such explanations
not only failed to explain. When carried to extremes, they helped justify
rapidly increasing U.S. and European penetration—financial, cultural, mil-
itary—of the “backward” republics to the south.

The scholarly scene improved in the late 1950s and early 1960s, when
North American social scientists formulated “modernization theory.” As ap-
plied to Latin America, this theory held that economic growth would gen-
erate the social change that would in turn make possible more “developed”
politics. The transition from a rural to an urban society would bring a
change in values. People would begin to relate to and participate in the
voluntary organizations that authentic democracy requires. Most impor-
tant, a middle class would emerge—to play both a progressive and mod-
erating role. Latin America and its citizenries were not so inherently “dif-
ferent” from Europe and North America. Instead they were simply
“behind.” Modernization adepts thought the historical record showed this
process was well under way in Latin America.

Thus analysts went to work describing Latin American history in the light
of modernization theory. One optimistic and widely read U.S. scholar
found in 1958 that the “middle sectors” had “become stabilizers and har-
monizers and in the process have learned the dangers of dealing in ab-
solute postulates.” The author of a late-1970s textbook on Latin American
history saw “Latin American history since independence . . . as modern-
ization growing slowly against the resistance of old institutions and atti-
tudes.”

Reality, however, proved harsher. Instead of spreading general prosper-
ity, economic growth in the 1960s and 1970s (and it reached sustained high
rates in Mexico and Brazil) generally made income distribution more un-
equal. The gap in living standards between city and countryside grew. Do-
mestic capital’s ability to compete with the huge transnational firms de-
clined. Meanwhile, politics was hardly following the model predicted by

Modern Latin America6
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Dimensions of Diversity

Although we commonly speak (and think) of “Latin America” as a
single entity, it is essential to recognize the enormous variation that
exists within the region. As this summary shows, there are major dif-
ferences in population size (Brazil being five times larger than Ar-
gentina, for instance, and more than ten times the size of Chile); in-
come per capita (Argentina far outdistancing Brazil, Peru, and the
Dominican Republic); and demographic composition (Argentina and
Chile being essentially European, Mexico and Peru being mostly mes-
tizo, and Brazil and the Dominican Republic being mulatto).

One of our principal intellectual challenges is to understand the
causes and the consequences of such variations. For further data and
comparisons, see the Statistical Appendix.

Population GNP/Capita Demographic Composition
(millions) (U.S. dollars) (principal elements only)

Argentina 38 6940 European
Brazil 172 3070 European, African, mulatto
Chile 15 4590 European
Mexico 99 5530 European, indigenous, mestizo
Peru 26 1980 European, indigenous, mestizo
Dominican Republic 9 2230 European, African, mulatto

Note: Mulattoes are from European and African forebears, mestizos from European and indigenous.

Source for population and GNP data as of 2001: World Bank Atlas (Washing-
ton, D.C.: The World Bank, 2003), pp. 54–55.

many experts on modernization. The middle strata, relatively privileged,
forged a sense of “class consciousness” which, in critical moments of deci-
sion, such as in Argentina in 1955 or 1976, Brazil in 1964, and Chile in
1973, led them to join the ruling classes in opposition to the popular
masses. Politics took an authoritarian turn, producing military govern-
ments. And in stark contradiction of modernization theory, these patterns
emerged in the most developed—and most rapidly developing—countries
of the continent. What had gone wrong?

Two sets of answers came forth. One group of scholars focused on the
cultural traditions of Latin America and their Spanish and Portuguese ori-
gins. These analysts argued, in effect, that antidemocratic politics was (and
remains) a product of a Roman Catholic and Mediterranean worldview
that stressed the need for harmony, order, and the elimination of conflict.
By failing to grasp these continuities in the Iberian experience, scholars
had confused form with substance, rhetoric with reality. Latin America’s
constitutions were never as democratic as they appeared, party politics was



not as representative as it might have looked. The North American and
European academic community, afflicted by its own myopia and biases, had
simply misread the social facts.

A second group of scholars accepted modernization theory’s linking of
socioeconomic causes with political outcomes but turned the answer up-
side down: Latin America’s economic development was qualitatively dif-
ferent from that of North America and West Europe, and therefore it pro-
duced different political results. Specifically, these scholars argued, Latin
America’s experience was determined by the pervasive fact of its economic
dependence. “By dependency,” as one exponent of this viewpoint has ex-
plained,

we mean a situation in which the economy of certain countries is conditioned
by the development and expansion of another economy to which the former
is subjected. The relation of interdependence between two or more
economies, and between these and world trade, assumes the form of de-
pendence when some countries (the dominant ones) can expand and be self-
sustaining, while other countries (the dependent ones) can do this only as
a reflection of that expansion, which can have either a positive or a negative
effect on their immediate development.

A declining number of scholars now use the explicit vocabulary of de-
pendency, although many still employ the conceptual approach identified
with the term. In what follows we give special attention to the empirical
implications of our application of the dependency concept.

By its intrinsic character, “dependent development” generated in-
equities, allocating benefits to sectors participating in the world market
and denying them to other groups. A typical case might involve a country
whose economic growth relied on a single export crop, such as coffee or
sugar. A national landowning elite, the planters, would collaborate with ex-
port-import merchants, often foreign, to sell the goods on an overseas mar-
ket. Most profits would be restricted to those groups. The planters would
use much of their money to import high-cost consumer goods from Eu-
rope or the United States, and the merchants (if foreign) would remit prof-
its to their home countries. The export earnings would therefore provide
precious little capital for diversifying the local economy, thus creating a sit-
uation that some observers have labeled “growth without development.”
Because of a labor surplus, field workers would continue to receive low
wages; groups outside the export sector would get little benefit. Conse-
quently, regional imbalances would intensify and income distribution
would become more unequal than before. What growth occurred, more-
over, would be subject to substantial risk. If the overseas market for coffee
or sugar contracted—for whatever reason, as it did in the 1930s—then the
entire economy would suffer. It would in this sense be “dependent” for its
continued growth on decisions taken elsewhere and it would be, as our
just-cited author says, “conditioned by the development and expansion of
another economy.”

Modern Latin America8



The proponents of “dependencia theory,” as it quickly came to be known,
maintained that economic dependency leads to political authoritarianism.
According to this view, the “dependent” location of Latin America’s eco-
nomics placed inherent limitations on the region’s capacity for growth, es-
pecially in industry. The surest sign of this economic trouble is a crisis in
the foreign accounts—the country’s ability to pay for needed imports. Ex-
ports lag behind imports, and the difference can only be made up by cap-
ital inflow. But the foreign creditors—firms, banks, international agencies
such as the World Bank—deny the necessary extra financing because they
believe the government cannot impose the necessary “sacrifices.” Backed
against the wall, the country must take immediate steps to keep imports
flowing in. Political strategy falls hostage to the need to convince the for-
eign creditors.

The most frequent solution in the 1960s and 1970s was a military coup.
The resulting authoritarian government could then take its “hard” deci-
sions, usually highly unpopular anti-inflation measures, such as increased
public utility prices, cuts in real wages, and cuts in credit. Hardest hit are
the lower classes. To carry out such policies therefore requires a heavy hand
over the popular sectors. Thus, the coups and repressive authoritarian
regimes that emerged in Brazil, Argentina, and Chile came about not in
spite of Latin America’s economic development, but because of it.

The 1980s replaced these authoritarian regimes with civilian leaders and
elected governments. Explanations for this trend took many forms. Once
thought to be dominant and monolithic, authoritarian regimes came to
display a good deal of incoherence and fragility. Everyday citizens rose up
in protest movements, formed civic organizations, and demanded popular
elections. Confronted by severe economic crisis, people from Argentina
and Chile to Central America sought to express their political rights. By
the mid-1990s almost all countries of the region, with the conspicuous ex-
ception of Cuba, had elected governments. Whether or not these new
regimes were fully “democratic,” a point that led to much debate, they rep-
resented considerable improvement over the blatantly dictatorial patterns
of the 1970s. Many observers expressed the optimistic hope that, at long
last, Latin America was moving toward a democratic future.

Economic prospects brightened as well. Under pressure from interna-
tional creditors throughout the 1980s, Latin American leaders imposed far-
reaching measures designed to “liberalize” their national economies—
reducing tariffs and other barriers to trade, selling state-supported com-
panies to private investors, and curtailing deficit spending. Inflation de-
clined and foreign investment increased. As a result, average growth in
Latin America rose from a scant 1.5 percent per year in 1985–89 to 3.2
percent in the 1990s. The unexpected onset of financial crisis in Mexico
in late 1994 and in Brazil in early 1999, and Argentina’s disastrous eco-
nomic collapse in 2001, led to disenchantment and confusion, but many
analysts remained hopeful that, in the long run, the economic outlook re-
mained positive.

Why Latin America? 9



Scholars approached these political and economic developments with
intellectual caution. Instead of launching grand theories, such as mod-
ernization or dependency, political analysts stressed the role of beliefs,
ideas, and human conviction. Some interpreted the turn toward democ-
racy in Latin America and elsewhere as a global triumph of U.S. values, es-
pecially in light of the collapse of the Soviet Union. Others emphasized
the importance of leadership and tactical maneuvers at the elite level. As
for economics, some experts regarded the growth spurt of the early 1990s
as vindication for pro-capitalist, free-market policy reforms. Others noted
that the surge tended to reflect the ebb and flow of international invest-
ments, and that capital promptly vanished in the face of crisis—leaving
Latin America just as “dependent” as before. Of continuing concern, for
many, was the problematic relationship between economic and political
transformation. Does economic liberalization lead to political democracy?
Or might it be the other way around? Recent developments in Latin Amer-
ica thus raised new questions and posed new challenges for the scholarly
community.

Analytical Themes in This Book

This book is a survey of modern Latin American history, not a formulation
of social theory; but we cannot escape the need for concepts in approaching
our material. From modernization theory we take the causal premise that
economic transformations induce social changes, which, in turn, have po-
litical consequences. From the dependency school we borrow the ideas
that:

1. a country’s place in the international division of labor defines the shape
of available paths to economic growth;

2. functional location on the “periphery” of the world system, as distinct
from the commercial-industrial “center,” and development at a stage
when the North Atlantic system was already far advanced, meant that
economic transformations in Latin America would be different from
patterns traversed earlier in Europe and North America;

3. these differences in economic processes would produce different forms
of social change—with respect, for example, to the nature of the “mid-
dle classes,” the urban and rural working classes, and the relationship
among these classes;

4. this combination of social and economic forces would define the op-
tions available to political leaders and help explain the alteration of de-
mocratic and authoritarian regimes;

5. within these constraints, some Latin American countries did much bet-
ter than others in exploiting their own resources (especially agricul-
tural) for economic development.

In other words, we intend to examine the relationship between society,
culture, economics, and politics within an international context. We be-
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lieve that this approach can be applied to the entire modern era. We shall
be looking for these key features throughout the book.

But we see limits to the utility of this approach. The further we go back
in Latin American history, the harder it is to find the data on economic
relations and social class behavior. We do not accept the all-embracing the-
oretical claims put forward by some analysts, and we do not share the view
that only revolutions can break the cycles of dependency. More funda-
mentally, we believe that historical transformations are complex processes
and to understand them we need to adopt a multicausal approach. Ideas
and ideology, for example, are not merely adornments or superstructures;
they have important effects on the perceptions, attitudes, and actions of
the people who make history. Anyone who has ever tried to compare the
political traditions of Argentina and Brazil can vouch for this truth. De-
mographic factors, such as rapid population growth, also have far-ranging
social and political effects. In our portrait of Latin American society, we
hope to integrate an “international political economy” approach with con-
sideration of cultural and other noneconomic forces.

Our narrative begins by describing first the Conquest and the colonial
period, 1492–1825, when Latin America entered the periphery of the cap-
italist world-system through subordination to Spain and Portugal. We then
describe how the disruption of this connection led to independence, fol-
lowed by a phase of economic and political consolidation between 1830
and 1880.

In the late nineteenth century Latin America established new links to
the global system, this time providing raw materials (especially foodstuffs
and minerals) to Great Britain, continental Europe, and the United States.
As a result, Latin America entered a period of more rapid change—in eco-
nomics, society, and politics—than anything it had experienced since the
Iberian conquest in the sixteenth century. We therefore regard this process
as absolutely essential to an understanding of Latin America’s subsequent
development. Chapter 2 offers an overview of these trends, tracing com-
mon patterns that accompanied the emphasis on exports, the drive toward
“delayed” industrialization, and neo-liberal reform.

The core of this book then offers case studies of long-term transitions
from the early nineteenth century to the present: Argentina, with its tra-
ditional emphasis on beef and wheat, wracked by internal strife and mili-
tary intervention before its recent turn toward democracy (Chapter 3);
Chile, a leading source of nitrates and copper and, eventually, the site of
an abortive socialist experiment (Chapter 4); Brazil, so well-known for cof-
fee and, more recently, its rapid industrial growth amid political transition
(Chapter 5); Peru, with its strong Indian tradition and its uncertain lurch
toward nationhood (Chapter 6); Colombia, a long-stable democracy and
coffee exporter (Chapter 7); Mexico, with its proximity to the United States,
the scene of a popular upheaval in 1910 (Chapter 8); Cuba, so dependent
on sugar and so close to the United States, the one Latin American soci-
ety that has undergone a full-fledged socialist revolution (Chapter 9); the
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Caribbean, where sharp ideological struggles have gripped small island na-
tions (Chapter 10); Central America, a region of highly stratified societies
long ignored until the political explosions of the late 1970s and early 1980s
(Chapter 11). We attempt to give full consideration to social and political
themes in these country studies, and each chapter can be read indepen-
dently. Taken together they represent 92 percent of Latin America’s pop-
ulation and roughly the same proportion of its territory.

In Chapter 12 we summarize recent and current relationships between
Latin America and the international community, particularly the United
States, and in the Epilogue we speculate about likely developments in the
twenty-first century. (The Statistical Appendix displays a variety of social
and economic indicators, the Analytical Appendix offers a practical illus-
tration of the comparative historical method, and a concluding appendix
lists all heads of state for the countries that we cover.)

This book offers a picture of Latin American society, not a definitive cat-
alog of facts. Our goal is to trace patterns and trends that help us to un-
derstand the complexities and variations in Latin America’s paths to the
present. We hope our presentation will stimulate discussion and debate,
and we expect that students and colleagues will disagree with many of our
interpretations. Above all, we want to introduce our readers to the excite-
ment and fascination of the history of an area that is intriguing in its own
right and has a vital role to play on the world stage.
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THE COLONIAL FOUNDATIONS,
1492–1880s

When Europeans reached present-day Latin America they found three im-
portant civilizations: Mayan, Aztec, and Incan. That we should still call the
native peoples of this hemisphere “Indians” perpetuates the error of 
sixteenth-century Spaniards who wanted to believe they had reached the
spice-rich Indies.

The Mayan people, who occupied the Yucatán peninsula, southern Mex-
ico, and most of present-day Guatemala, began to build their civilization
around 500 B.C.E. The most famous achievements of this group were 
cultural—not only the building of exquisite temples but also pioneering
accomplishments in architecture, sculpture, painting, hieroglyphic writing,
mathematics, astronomy, and chronology (including the invention of cal-
endars). Normally organized into a series of independent city-states, some
with populations of 200,000 or more, the Mayans developed a complex so-
cial order. For reasons unknown, classic Mayan society collapsed, falling
victim to domination (972–1200) and then absorption (1200–1540) by
Toltec invaders from the central Mexican highlands. Yet, the direct de-
scendants of the Mayans have survived in southern Mexico and Guatemala
down to our own day.

Mexico’s spacious central valley eventually became the seat of the Aztec
empire. One of the Chichimec tribes that came from the north to subdue
the Toltecs in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the Aztecs engaged in
constant war with their neighbors, finally constructing the city of Tenochti-
tlán around 1325 (on the site of contemporary Mexico City). After gain-
ing control of the entire valley of Mexico, they created a major empire—
one that was just reaching its peak as Columbus touched shore in the
Caribbean.

Aztecs were noted for their military organization and prowess at cere-
monial city-building. Their art, except for their haunting poetry, was infe-
rior in subtlety and craftsmanship to that of many other ancient Mexican
civilizations.

In its final form, Aztec society was rigidly stratified. At the bottom were
slaves and at the top was a hereditary nobility. Education, marriage, and
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labor were meticulously programmed, and the economy was owned com-
munally. Hereditary rulers, such as Moctezuma II, exercised immense po-
litical power. Despite centralization of authority, however, conquered states
in neighboring areas were not incorporated into the empire. They were
treated as tribute-paying vassals, and some—such as nearby Tlaxcala—were
allowed to maintain a perpetual state of war with Tenochtitlán. One rea-
son for this warfare was that the Aztec religion required human sacrifice,
and prisoners of war could be served up for bloody rituals.

Incas adopted a very different pattern of organization. Their empire
stretched for 3000 miles along the Andes, from northern Ecuador through
Peru to southern Chile, and into the interior as well. After consolidating
their hold in the Cuzco Valley in Peru, the Incas began expanding their
empire in the early 1400s and continued until the Spanish Conquest in
1532. Once defeated, groups became integral parts of the empire. To
strengthen support for the emperor, or Inca, local nobles from conquered
areas were brought to Cuzco and treated as royal guests, while resistant el-
ements in recently conquered zones were transferred to areas controlled
by loyal followers. Political power belonged to a tightly organized, highly
disciplined bureaucracy, with teams of local officials on the bottom and a
single supreme ruler at the top. Incas were thereby able to command ef-
fective authority over most of the Andes.

Incas were master engineers, building a vast road system (for human and
animal transit, since they did not use the wheel), an intricate irrigation sys-
tem, and impressive terraced agriculture on mountain sides. The Incas also
excelled in textile design and in treating head injuries, the latter made pos-
sible by extraordinary skills at trepanning the human skull.

Aside from the Mayans, Aztecs, and Incas, there were many other native
cultures. In the area of modern-day Mexico alone there were over 200 dif-
ferent linguistic groups. Estimates of the size of Latin America’s indige-
nous population have varied widely. One scholar has set the figure at 90
to 112 million, with 30 million each in central Mexico and Peru. Though
this calculation may be too high, it is clear that by European standards of
the late fifteenth century indigenous societies had grown very large. Then
the Spaniards arrived.

The European Context

Europe’s “discovery” of America (the Indians presumably knew where they
were) was part of the remarkable European expansion in the fifteenth cen-
tury. Europe was coming to know the rest of the world, as its navigators
and explorers pushed back the frontiers of then-current knowledge of the
globe. By the early 1600s they had woven a network of communications all
the way around the earth, and had established the economic dominance
that would shape the modern world.

This burst of European expansion was made possible by a combination
of factors. One was technical skill. Pilotage and navigation were notable ex-
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amples, as was the ability to adapt coastal ships to the challenges of the open
ocean. And another example was weaponry, which was to fortify the Euro-
peans against the occasionally well-armed native peoples, as in Mexico.

A second factor was the economic base, which furnished capital for the
maritime and military enterprise. Technology alone was not enough.
Vikings had shown the technical ability to reach America but lacked the
resources to carry out settlement and colonization, which required men
and money. In short, the New World was not to be had by speculators of
small resources or limited purpose.

Third, there had to be a European power interested in more than tech-
nical expertise and profit. It had to be ready to pursue the unknown with
exceptional determination. Spain and Portugal fit this description. These
Catholic monarchies, with their crusading ideal of converting heathen
masses to the true religion, had a unique motivation. Spain in particular
had come late to the consolidation of its territory against the infidel Mus-
lim occupier. Portugal, although earlier rid of the Muslim intruder, was
equally committed to the militant spread of the Christian faith. Their bold-
ness set a precedent for European intruders into Latin America over the
next four centuries. However much Latin America struggled, it was to re-
main an extension, at times a contradiction, of the Europe that had sailed
west in the fifteenth century.

Spanish America: From Conquest to Colony, 1492–1600

It was no coincidence that Columbus reached America in the same year
that the Spaniards liquidated the last Moorish stronghold in Spain. The
reconquest down the Iberian peninsula saw the warring Christian nobles
acquiring land and the crown strengthening its political control. The re-
sult by 1492 was a nobility and would-be nobility anxious for more con-
quests, and a crown ready to direct these subjects overseas.

Spaniards therefore reached the New World in a conquest spirit already
well developed at home. Spain had presented moderate opportunity for
upward social mobility, and there is considerable evidence to suggest that
the New World conquerors—Hernán Cortés, Francisco Pizarro, and their
followers—came to America in order to win social status as well as wealth.
Spanish motivation was no doubt complex. Ferdinand and Isabella and suc-
cessive monarchs thought the wealth of the New World could strengthen
their hand in Europe. Many dedicated missionaries hoped to save the souls
of heathen Indians. The conquerors had multiple purposes in mind: as
one conquistador said, “We came here to serve God and the King, and also
to get rich.” But their central motive appears to have been the achieve-
ment of noble rank and wealth. (About one-third of the conquerors of
Peru came from the lesser or “common” nobility; two-thirds were of ple-
beian origin. These were people with status to gain.) Thus driven, they set
out for they knew not what. In a few short years they had toppled the mighty
empires of the Aztecs and the Incas.
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How did they do it? When Cortés set out from Cuba toward Mexico in
1519, he had only 550 men and 16 horses. Within two and a half years he
and his battered Spanish contingent (bolstered by several hundred rein-
forcements) reduced to rubble the magnificent Aztec capital of Tenochti-
tlán, forced the capitulation of the disheartened and bewildered god-king,
Moctezuma, and crushed the final resistance of forces led by the coura-
geous Cuauhtémoc. One explanation for their feat was the superiority of
Spanish equipment and technology—gunpowder (for muskets and can-
nons), horses, organization, and the confidence to stay constantly on the
attack.* Important also was the role of non-Aztec peoples, such as the Tlax-
calans, who resisted and resented Aztec domination and who supplied the
Spaniards with troops and advice on appropriate military tactics. Finally,
and perhaps most important, an outbreak of smallpox, previously unknown
in the Americas, ravaged a native population lacking natural immunity. By
1521, two years after the start of the Cortés campaign and less than thirty
years after Columbus’s first voyage, the Aztec empire had fallen under Span-
ish control. Cortés lost no time in asserting his authority. He extracted
pledges of allegiance from neighboring chieftains and directed a vigorous
reconstruction effort.

Some factors that favored the Spaniards in Mexico operated also in Peru,
but Pizarro’s task was simplified by the civil war then wracking the Incan
empire: the Inca Atahualpa, preoccupied by the local conflict, never took
Pizarro as seriously as warranted. The small Spanish band accomplished
the takeover by 1533. They carted off as their booty a hoard of gold and
silver large enough to fill a 12� � 17� room to the height of a man’s ex-
tended arm. The dream of El Dorado had come true in the Andes.

It did not take long for Spaniards to recreate many aspects of their own
society in the Americas. They laid out typically Spanish designs for cities
and created richly complex societies. Coopers, bakers, scribes—people
from all walks of life in Spain—came, under tight immigration control, to
make their way in the New World.

Men dominated this diaspora. According to a study on Peru, for instance,
white males outnumbered white females by at least seven to one. This 
not only created intense competition for the hands of Spanish women; it
also led Spaniards to take Indian women as their consorts. Their mixed-
blood children, often illegitimate, came to be known as mestizos. In time,
the mestizo race would become the dominant ethnic component of much
of Spanish America, including Mexico, Central America, and the Andean
countries.

The Spanish crown soon realized it had a conflict of interest with the 
independent-minded conquerors and promptly created an elaborate bu-
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Woman Power

The predominant gender image from Latin America is one of violent
men, cloistered women, and a strictly patriarchal society. It is often
summed up in the word machismo. Yet there was a category of women
which contradicted this image:

Widows from the propertied sectors of colonial society enjoyed the
greatest freedom of action and participated most extensively in the
colonial economy. In Spanish America, a widow enjoyed full control
over her dowry and the arras, if provided by the husband; in addition,
she received half of all wealth acquired during the marriage. As a widow
she usually also administered her children’s inheritances while they
were minors. One of the most remarkable of these women was Doña
Jerónima de Peñalosa, widow of a wealthy and powerful lawyer who in
the sixteenth century served as a judge and adviser to the viceroy of
Peru. Once widowed, Doña Jerónima managed the family’s vast eco-
nomic holdings that included real estate, orchards, farms, mines, and
a sugar mill in addition to property in Spain. She never remarried,
choosing to manage, even expand, the family’s wealth. When she died
her eldest son inherited an entailed estate and her other children were
provided for, with three sons sent to Spain for a university education
and another put in the Church; her daughter was provided with a rich
dowry of 35,000 pesos.

From Mark A. Burkholder and Lyman L. Johnson, Colonial Latin America, 5th
ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), pp. 229–30.

reaucracy, designed to keep the New World economy and society under
firm control. In Spain the key institution for New World affairs was the
Council of the Indies. Overseas the main unit of organization was the
viceroyalty, headed by a viceroy (“vice-king”) appointed by the king. The
first viceroyalty was established in Mexico (then known as New Spain) in
1535, the second in Peru in 1544; two others were set up in the eighteenth
century. The church had parallel structures, led by the archbishop and by
the officials of the Inquisition.

In practice, this bureaucracy led to intense conflict over matters of ju-
risdiction, but the genius of the system was that stalemates, once they de-
veloped, could always be transmitted to a higher authority, such as the
viceroy or the Council of the Indies. This meant that the various institu-
tions would serve as watchdogs over each other (aside from periodic re-
views and investigations of performance in office). Another feature of the
system was, surprisingly, its flexibility. Virtually all groups had some mea-
sure of access to the bureaucracy. And though the crown retained ultimate
authority, local officials possessed considerable autonomy, as shown by
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their occasional responses to royal decrees—obedezco pero no cumplo
(roughly, “I accept your authority but will not execute this law”). Despite
its seeming idiosyncrasies, the Spanish bureaucracy operated rather well in
the New World, keeping the colonies under royal rule for nearly 300 years.

Underpinning this political structure was a set of values and assumptions
that legitimized monarchical, elitist rule. They stemmed from the funda-
mental Roman Catholic premise, most clearly articulated by Thomas
Aquinas, that there were three kinds of law: divine law, that is, God’s own
heavenly will; natural law, a perfect reflection or embodiment of divine law
in the world of nature; and human law, man’s thoroughly imperfect at-
tempt to approximate God’s will within society. Born in original sin, hu-
manity was fallible by definition and it was only by the grace of God that
some people were less fallible than others. The goal of political organiza-
tion, therefore, was to elevate the less fallible to power so they could in-
terpret and execute God’s will in a superior way. And the ruler, once in
power, was responsible to his or her own conscience and to God—not to
the will of the people.

This rationale provided convincing justification for the supremacy of the
Spanish monarch. Its theological origin revealed and fortified close links
between church and state. Resuscitated in the postcolonial era, as it has
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often been, the code also furnished, as we shall see, a devastating critique
of democratic theory. In time, political rulers would thus legitimize their
power through residual aspects of traditional Roman Catholic doctrine.

The empire’s economic structure reflected the prevailing mercantilist
theory that economic activity should enhance the power and prestige of
the state, measured on the basis of gold or silver bullion. The good mer-
cantilist was supposed to run a favorable balance of trade, thus acquiring
species or bullion in payment. Following this logic, Spain attempted to mo-
nopolize the access to wealth discovered in the New World. The first tar-
get was mining, first of gold and then mainly of silver. Another goal was
to maintain complete control over commerce. Agriculture, by contrast, re-
ceived little initial attention from crown officials (except for export prod-
ucts), and manufacturing, when later considered, was actively discouraged.

The central foundation for this economy was Indian labor, obtained from
the natives by one form of coercion or another. They paid tribute to the
crown and its appointed emissaries. Since cheap labor was so critical, the
Spanish crown, colonists, and clerics fought bitterly for control of the In-
dians. In 1542, seeking to curtail the colonists, the king decreed the “New
Laws,” aimed at protecting the natives by removing them from direct tute-
lage of the conquistadores and bringing them under the direct jurisdic-
tion of the crown. By 1600 the crown had largely succeeded in this task, at
least in legal terms. In reality, however, these changes altered only the le-
gal form of oppression; the fact of oppression persisted.

For the Indians, the Conquest meant above all a drastic fall in popula-
tion. Scholars have argued long and hard about the size of the indigenous
population when the Spaniards arrived. The most reliable studies of cen-
tral Mexico place the pre-Conquest populations, as of 1519, at around 25
million; for 1523 the figure is 16.8 million, for 1580 it is 1.9 million, and
for 1605 it is 1 million—a total decline of 95 percent! Data on Peru are
less complete, but they also show continuing decline, from 1.3 million in
1570 (forty years after the Conquest) to less than 600,000 in 1620, a drop
of more than 50 percent. However uncertain the exact magnitudes, the
Conquest clearly resulted in demographic calamity, largely attributable to
diseases such as smallpox, measles, and influenza.

The Indian survivors saw their social order undermined and distorted.
Forced to give their labor to the Spaniards, the natives struggled to main-
tain their traditional social networks. The most fertile land was seized by
the conquerors—who, in many cases, converted the land to raising live-
stock. Indians saw the symbols of their old religion destroyed and they
clung to such syncretistic practices as they could devise. In fact the Nahua-
speaking Indians (popularly known as Aztecs) succeeded in preserving
their language through secret written transmissions. Diseases took a heav-
ier toll on men than on women, and the resulting gender imbalance fur-
ther disrupted marriage patterns and family structure.

To offset the decline in Indian population, especially in tropical lowland
regions, Spaniards began importing black slaves from Africa—a practice
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already familiar in Spain and Portugal and their Atlantic islands. Between
1518 and 1870, Spanish America imported more than 1.5 million slaves—
over 16 percent of the entire Atlantic slave trade—mostly through Cuba
and the northern tip of South America, destined for labor in the lowland
coastal areas. Brazil, with its extensive sugar plantations, brought in about
3.7 million.

As we shall see later, Latin America produced largely multiracial soci-
eties, in contrast to the highly polarized biracial society that developed in
North America.

The three ethnic components of colonial Spanish American popula-
tion—Indians, Europeans, Africans—fit together in a social structure that
divided itself along lines of race and function. The white sector, which
included less than 2 percent of the sixteenth-century population, was the
most powerful and prestigious. In the same period the mixed bloods in-
cluded free blacks, mestizos, and mulattoes—all told, less than 3 percent
of the total. Indigenous peoples, over 95 percent of the population, were
placed in a unique position carefully limited and protected by a battery
of royal laws.

There were additional important social relationships. One was the rivalry
between whites born in Spain (peninsulares) and whites born in the New
World (criollos or creoles). Another was the structure of occupations, such
as the church, the army, merchants, and sheep farmers. These overlapping
social categories produced in colonial Spanish America a complex stratifi-
cation system in which social status was the major prize. Conflict between
the peninsulares and creoles would eventually shape the struggles that led
to independence from European rule.

Interaction between the racial groupings was less tension-filled, but still
tenuous. Though interracial concubinage was widespread, interracial mar-
riage was probably rare, and even then it followed gradations—whites might
marry mestizos, and mestizos might marry Indians, but whites seldom mar-
ried Indians. As civil and religious consecration was extended to interra-
cial liaisons, especially those involving whites, they tended to blur social
boundaries, legitimize aspirations for mobility, and foment uncertainty
about the system of stratification. Movement definitely existed, both so-
cially and geographically, and individuals could experience considerable
change during their lifetimes.

Marriage and family customs generally assumed male domination of fe-
males. The cult of masculine superiority (machismo) appeared early in Latin
America, within a broad range of social and ethnic strata, and many women
led restricted lives. But contrary to the stereotypical image, the standard
family was not always headed by a male patriarch presiding over a large
brood of children. More often than not families consisted of married cou-
ples reasonably close in age with two to four children.

But not all women married, and those who did often did not remain
married for life. Data on the sixteenth century are sparse, but by 1811, ac-
cording to census results, only 44 percent of the adult females in Mexico
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Celibacy and Anti-Clericalism

Parish priests in colonial Peru were enjoined by their superiors to
take good care of their flocks. Such care also had its dangers. One
was intimacy with their female parishioners. As sons of the Roman
Catholic Church, the priests were bound by the pledge of celibacy,
on which they were often sorely tested. In response to a wave of re-
ports about priests having entire families, the crown in 1727 ordered
church authorities in Peru to crack down. They ruled that any ser-
vant of a priest be more than forty and have a perfect reputation.
Their advice: “The best way to overcome the temptations of the flesh
is to flee them; he who courts danger will perish in it.” By the end of
the colonial era in both Spanish and Portuguese America, more than
a few priests had succumbed. The ensuing scandals did much to un-
dermine public support for the church and feed the anti-clericalism
that was to dominate nineteenth-century Spanish American politics.

Quotation from William B. Taylor, Magistrates of the Sacred: Priests and Parish-
ioners in Eighteenth-Century Mexico (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press,
1996), p. 621.

City were married. Many women were widows, and approximately one-third
of the households in Mexico City were headed by single women. This was
due in part to the lower life expectancy for men. For whatever reason,
many Mexican women spent much of their lives as single women.

Spanish America: The Transformation of Colonial Society, 1600–1750

Spanish American colonies underwent profound changes soon after 1600.
The first impetus came from Europe, where Spain began to lose the power
it once had in the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. After the defeat
of the armada by the English in 1588, the royal treasury repeatedly went
bankrupt, the nobles challenged the crown, Catalonia erupted in revolt,
and in 1640 Portugal—since 1580 governed by the Spanish monarch—
successfully reasserted its independence. At the same time, Spain and Por-
tugal began losing their monopolies on the New World. The English,
Dutch, and French established settlements in North America and also
gained footholds in the Caribbean.

With Spain’s decline, the rest of seventeenth-century Europe sought to
counterbalance France, now the leading power. The New World became
a vital element in the European power equation. This became clear in the
War of the Spanish Succession (1700–1713), which installed the Bourbons
on the Spanish throne and gave the British the contract (asiento) for the
slave trade to the Spanish colonies.



Far-reaching changes were also taking place within the colonies. The eth-
nic composition of society underwent profound transition. Continued im-
migration and natural increase turned the whites, mainly creoles, into a
sizable segment of the population, perhaps 20 percent by 1825. Much more
dramatic was the relative growth of the mestizo and mixed-blood category,
from less than 3 percent around 1570 to approximately 28 percent by 1825.
The shift in the Indian population was even greater, despite a slight re-
covery in absolute terms—down from over 95 percent to barely 42 percent.
By the same year (1825) blacks accounted for about 12 percent of the Span-
ish American population.

As time passed the creoles began to assume active roles in key sectors of
the economy, such as mining and commerce. Especially striking was their
increasing ownership of land (something the early Spanish monarchs had
discouraged) and, in some areas, the appearance of great landed estates,
or haciendas. Typified by vast territorial holdings and debt peonage, the
haciendas often became virtually autonomous rural communities governed
by the owners or their foreman. Land titles were hereditary, and most were
held by creoles. By the mid-eighteenth century, the crown was confronting
a proud New World nobility.

The political role of the creoles was less obvious. In the late seventeenth
and early eighteenth centuries they held many important political posts,
mainly on the local or regional level, such as in town councils or audien-
cias. Upper-level positions were still reserved for peninsulares. With the de-
cline of Spain as an imperial power, however, political institutions ceased
to function as before.

Portuguese America: A Different World?

The history of Portuguese America contrasts with the story of colonial Span-
ish America. Under the royal House of Aviz, Portugal had established a far-
flung empire with outposts in India, China, Africa, and some Atlantic is-
lands. In fact, Portugal had become the European leader in exploration
by shrewd use of its superior technical skills in cartography and navigation.
In 1494 the Treaty of Tordesillas between Spain and Portugal granted Por-
tugal the eastern half of South America (the dividing line could hardly be
precise in the unknown territory), and in 1500 Pedro Alvares Cabral, the
Portuguese sea captain credited with “discovering” Brazil, claimed that vast
territory for his monarch.

This New World incursion differed from Spain’s in two fundamental re-
spects. First, there was no native civilization in Brazil comparable to the
Aztecs or the Incas. The Tupí-Guaraní, the largest language group, lived
along the coast from what is now Venezuela into southern Brazil and
Paraguay, and Tapuias inhabited the interior. Some Indians were canni-
balistic, and most were seminomadic—which meant that Brazil would have
to be settled gradually, rather than taken at a single blow. More important,
it meant that the Portuguese, unlike the Spanish, did not face a highly or-
ganized, settled indigenous civilization.
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Furthermore, there was no trace of silver or gold, and consequently no
easy path to fabulous wealth. The first important economic activity was the
export of brazilwood (hence the country’s current name), prized in Eu-
rope for its qualities as a source of dye. And in time, contrast-
ing sharply with most of colonial Spanish America, agriculture, especially
cane sugar cultivation, predominated in the Brazilian colonial economy.
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The scarcity (compared to Spain) of human and mineral resources
forced the Portuguese crown to resort to unusual means in trying to per-
suade or entice its subjects to occupy the New World holdings. In the 1530s
the kings started making massive grants of effective power over (almost to-
tally unexplored) land, usually to military men with prior experience in
India or Africa or to handpicked personal favorites, and in either instance
to men “of gentle blood.” The land donations were huge, averaging about
130 miles along the coastline and running all the way west (as much as 500
miles or more) to the imaginary Line of Demarcation that divided Por-
tuguese from Spanish America.

Not until 1549 did the crown begin to establish an effective imperial 
bureaucracy—but the purpose was to protect the area from French and
British intrusions and not, as in the case of Spanish America, to reconquer
the possessions from the conquerors. On the contrary, it was the lack of a
Portuguese presence that forced Lisbon to act.

Partly because in its first century Brazil received a lower priority than
Portugal’s other overseas dominions (which were more profitable), monar-
chical control started out much looser than in Spanish America. Even when
the Portuguese crown tightened up after 1549, the royal institutions were
largely limited to the Atlantic coast, where the taxes on exports could be
easily collected. Power on the local level rested with the landowners and
the town councils. Even the church was weak in sixteenth-century Brazil,
compared to Mexico and Peru.

During the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, landowners
developed a lucrative sugar industry in the Brazilian Northeast. Having ear-
lier made technological breakthroughs in sugar processing in their Atlantic
islands, such as the Madeiras, the Portuguese had come to rely on the
Dutch to retail the product in Europe. To grow sugar in America, how-
ever, required abundant labor. The Portuguese landowners first turned to
the Brazilian Indians. As in Mexico and Peru, however, the natives soon
fell victim to devastating European diseases. The survivors often fled into
the interior. Although the Portuguese continued to exploit the Indians un-
til well into the eighteenth century, they had to look elsewhere for a satis-
factory labor supply.

The obvious source was Africa. By the early 1500s the Spanish and Por-
tuguese already had a half-century of experience with African slave labor,
both at home and in their Atlantic islands, such as the Canaries (Spanish)
and the Madeiras (Portuguese). It was not until the 1580s that the Por-
tuguese saw enough potential profit to warrant importing African slaves.
By 1650, however, northeastern Brazil had become the world’s greatest
source of cane sugar, produced predominantly with African slave 
labor. Sugar exports were estimated at £2.5 million a year, which made
Brazil’s coastal Northeast probably the richest single region in the entire 
Americas.

Other European powers wanted in on the sugar boom. The British and
Dutch brought new technology, which eventually made the Caribbean into
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the world’s preeminent sugarcane producer. The Dutch invaded Brazil it-
self in 1624 and controlled the sugar-rich Northeast until an alliance of
Portuguese planters, merchants, and mixed-blood troops pushed them
back into the ocean in 1654. Yet the Portuguese were never again to du-
plicate the near monopoly on New World sugar production they had en-
joyed earlier in the century.

In the central and southern regions of Brazil the economy first centered
on cattle-raising and, more importantly, on slave raids against the Indians
(who were often shipped to the Northeast). Carried out by the bandeirantes,
whose legendary status in national history resembles a mixture of the Cali-
fornia gold prospectors and the American cowboys, these forays extended
Portuguese control over the Brazilian interior. Furthermore, they led to the
discovery of mineral wealth, which had so long eluded the Portuguese. In the
1690s gold was found in Minas Gerais (“General Mines”) and people flocked
to the area. Diamonds were located in 1729. Mining reached its peak in 1750,
with a yearly output of £3.6 million, although the low level of technological
expertise contributed to a decline in mining near the late 1700s. The era also
brought a brief export boom in cotton, but Brazil would have to await the
nineteenth-century coffee boom before regaining much prosperity.

Brazil’s colonial economy had been created for export. The resulting so-
cial structure reflected the investment the Portuguese crown had made.
The most important single human consequence was the pervasive presence
of African slaves. Over 2.5 million Africans had been brought to Brazil by
1810, nearly one-third of the Atlantic slave trade in that era. Blacks were
a major component of Portuguese American society, in contrast to most
areas of Spanish America.

As shown in Table 1-1, blacks amounted to nearly one-half of Brazil’s to-
tal population around 1825, compared with 12 percent in Spanish Amer-
ica, and the mixed-blood group, mainly mulattoes, added another 18 per-
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Table 1-1 Racial Composition of Early Latin American Population

Spanish America Portuguese America

1570 (%) 1825 (%) 1570 (%) 1825 (%)

Whites (legally 1.3 18.2 2.4 23.4
defined or by
social convention)

Mixed-bloods 2.5 28.3 3.5 17.8
(mestizo or mulatto)

Blacks (included with 11.9 (included with 49.8
mixed-bloods) mixed-bloods)

Indigenous 96.3 41.7 94.1 9.1

Total 100.1 100.1 100.0 100.1

Note: Some columns may not add up to 100 because of rounding.
Source: Adapted from Richard M. Morse, “The Heritage of Latin America,” in Louis Hartz, ed., The Found-
ing of New Societies (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1964), p. 138.



cent. All in all, perhaps as much as two-thirds of the entire Brazilian pop-
ulation in the early nineteenth century were of partial or total black an-
cestry.

The multiracial colonial Brazilian society was highly stratified. Racial
intermarriage was rare, accounting for no more than 10 percent of all
marriages, and, as in Spanish America, it followed lines of gradation—
whites might marry mulattoes, but they almost never married blacks.
Concubinage and common-law relationships were more frequent among
blacks than whites. As in Mexico City, about one-third of the family units
in a sample of colonial Brazilian communities were headed by single
women.

A second major facet of the social structure was internal division within
the white ruling stratum, particularly between Brazilian-born landowners and
Portuguese-born merchants. This difference resembled the creole-peninsular
conflict in Spanish America, and it had the potential for leading to an in-
dependence movement. As it turned out, European politics cut the process
short. In any case, the looser crown control of Brazil had generated less re-
sentment among the colonists than in most of Spanish America.

Portuguese America’s integration into the Western economy as a pe-
ripheral area resembled that of Spanish America, but with notable differ-
ences: first, for two centuries Brazil lacked the gold and silver that obsessed
the Spaniards in Mexico and Peru; second, Brazil’s main contribution un-
til the eighteenth century was agriculture, not mining; third, and perhaps
most important, Portugal had developed a simpler system for ensuring rev-
enues from its prize colony. Unlike Spain, Portugal did not develop a vast
bureaucratic network aimed at taxing and controlling the domestic mar-
ket. Instead, it concentrated almost entirely on taxing Brazil’s exports. As
a result, Brazil offered less potential than Spanish America for breeding a
powerful alliance of colonial interests which might rebel against the polit-
ical authority of the mother country.

The Roots of Independence

The independence movements that led to the creation of most of present-
day Latin America’s nation-states owed their origins to events in Europe.
Most were not radical, and none brought cataclysmic changes in the social
order. Much of the impetus proved to be conservative, thereby shaping the
direction of the young republics in the early nineteenth century. Our story
begins back in Europe.

The Bourbon monarchs of Spain, whose family had succeeded to the
crown in 1713, had sought to reverse Spain’s decline, both in Europe and
America. Hoping to shore up New World defenses against rival European
powers while also increasing revenues for the crown, the Bourbon kings
imposed far-reaching administrative and political reforms. One was to cre-
ate new viceroyalties—one at New Granada (first in 1717, then again in
1739) and another at Buenos Aires (1776).
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In addition, Charles III (1759–88) replaced the complex administrative
arrangement of the Hapsburgs with the intendancy system. In effect, this
led to the replacement of the hated corregidores in Spanish America with
“intendants”—local governors who were directly responsible to the crown,
not to the viceroy. Almost all of the intendants were Spanish-born penin-
sulares, rather than American creoles, presumably thereby assuring loyalty
to the monarch. The intendants greatly strengthened crown control over
government, but also collided with prosperous creoles, many of whom had
taken advantage of the relaxed administration.

This trend could be seen in the administration of local courts. Des-
perately needing funds, the late seventeenth-century Hapsburg monarchs
put court appointments up for sale, as had Philip IV earlier in the cen-
tury. It was creoles who bought, and by 1750, out of ninety-three judges
fifty-one were American born. The Bourbon monarchs reversed this
trend, and by 1807 only twelve out of ninety-nine judges were creoles. Ul-
timately, creoles would decide to look elsewhere for positions of author-
ity and prestige.

One place they looked was to the town councils, or cabildos, which were
barely functioning by the early eighteenth century. Cabildo offices did not
always find eager buyers. With the arrival of the intendants, however, more
efficient taxation gave the cabildos increased revenues—and they reasserted
their role as local councils. The cabildos thus became institutional bases of
creole authority.

Charles III also sought to increase royal power by tightening crown con-
trol of the church. The most dramatic step was the expulsion of the Jesuit
order from all of Spanish America in 1767. Charles saw the Jesuits as a state
within a state, a rival source of power and wealth. The best properties of
the Jesuits were auctioned off, and the proceeds, of course, went to the
crown.

The military was another power source. To ward off outside threats and
to crush any potential rebellion, the king decreed the establishment of
colonial militias, an excellent source of prestige for status-hungry creoles.
But it also altered the military balance. By 1800, for instance, there were
only 6000 members of the regular Spanish army in the viceroyalty of New
Spain—compared to 23,000 American-born members of the colonial mili-
tia. This was the foundation of the patriot army that would later fight for
independence.

The Bourbons wanted especially to promote colonial economic devel-
opment in order to strengthen their hand in Europe. In 1778 Charles III
promulgated a Decree of Free Trade, which meant that the twenty-four
ports of Spanish America could now trade directly with any port in Spain
or with each other (but not with any port outside the Spanish realm). Com-
merce would no longer be restricted to four colonial ports (Veracruz, Carta-
gena, Lima/Callao, and Panama) or tied to the Cadiz monopoly in Spain.
Buenos Aires immediately began to profit from the measure. In fact, con-
traband trade had long flourished on these formerly forbidden routes. But
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the crown increased its customs receipts, since it could now place taxes on
the goods that were once smuggled.

Partly for this reason, the colonial economy flourished under the Bour-
bons. The port of Buenos Aires, a small and lackluster town in 1776, grew
to a city of 50,000 by the year 1800. Mexico was minting three times as
much silver and gold in the 1790s as it had been in the 1740s. Commerce
was thriving by the turn of the century.

The Bourbon policies appeared to be a success. Administration became
more efficient, defenses improved, commerce swelled, and governmental
revenues increased. But creoles were upset by many of these changes, which
threatened (and often managed) to reduce their status and influence. It
was the challenge to creole status, more than the influence of Enligh-
tenment thought or the example of British colonies in North America, 
that ultimately prompted the Spanish American dominions to opt for
independence.

There had been colonial resistance, to be sure. In 1780 Túpac Amaru
II, claiming to be a lineal descendant of the Incas, led an Indian revolt
with an army of nearly 80,000 men. It took nearly two years of brutal fight-
ing to stamp out the insurrections that swept over southern Peru and Bo-
livia. In 1781 the citizens of Socorro, in New Granada, violently protested
against a tax increase, and the disruption spread through much of the
viceroyalty. Although patriotic Latin American historians have often de-
scribed these events as “precursors” to the creole-led independence move-
ments of the nineteenth century, this was not the case. As for Túpac Amaru
II, some strands in that insurrection pointed toward independence, but on
terms of Indian leadership that would never gain solid creole support. In
the 1781 rebellion in New Granada, the protestors did not seek indepen-
dence from the Spanish crown. They were protesting within the system,
not against it.

Then how did independence come? Once again Latin America’s fate was
determined by dynastic politics in the Old World. After having tried and
failed to help the French Bourbons save their crown, Spain allied with the
revolutionary French regime in 1796, a pact that led directly to the anni-
hilation of the Spanish navy at the Battle of Trafalgar (1805). Meanwhile,
Napoleon Bonaparte, now France’s dictator, in 1807 occupied Portugal,
England’s long-time ally. Napoleon reached the hills above the capital city
of Lisbon just as the English royal navy was whisking the Portuguese royal
house of Braganza and its court off to Brazil. Napoleon then turned to
Spain. In 1808 he occupied Madrid, planting his brother, Joseph, on the
Spanish throne. This was the act that prompted the colonies to revolt.

There was Spanish resistance to Joseph, as supporters of Ferdinand VII ral-
lied to the cause. A junta was set up in Seville to rule in Ferdinand’s name.
In 1810 there followed a parliament, or cortes, dominated by Spanish liberals
who had moved into the vacuum created by the monarch’s absence. In 1812
it proclaimed a new constitution that asserted the authority of parliament,
abolished the Inquisition, and restricted the role of the king.
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The Colonial Response

When Napoleon put his brother on the Spanish throne, the creoles rejected
him as an imposter, just as most Spaniards had done. Since Spain no longer
had a government, the colonists argued, sovereignty reverted to the people.
Could this logic be extended to an argument for independence?

Yet there was nothing inevitable about the train of events that overtook
Spanish America. Neither the European Enlightenment nor the example
of the American Revolution alone would have fomented rebellions in Span-
ish America. Without Napoleon’s intervention the Spanish American
colonies might all have remained Spanish until well into the nineteenth
century, as did Cuba.

One of the focal points of resistance to Napoleon was Buenos Aires, the
seat of the newest viceroyalty, whose cabildo had already acquired remark-
able authority. In 1806 an English squadron occupied the city of Buenos
Aires, sending the viceroy fleeing to the interior city of Córdoba. A citi-
zen’s army drove the British out, and in 1807 it made short shrift of a sec-
ond British attack. So it was the creoles, not the viceregal authorities, who
successfully defended Buenos Aires from invasion. This demonstrated both
the weakness of the crown and the capacity of the local citizenry.

Another lingering issue in the Río de La Plata region was free trade. The
proclamation of 1778 had partially opened up trade for Buenos Aires,
which could now ship goods directly to Spain—rather than along the long
tortuous route overland to Panama and finally across the Atlantic. But it
was England, not Spain, that offered the most promising market for hides
and salted beef. A contraband trade therefore flourished, and Argentine
desire for open commerce with other European countries intensified.

In 1809, after Napoleon had ousted Spanish King Ferdinand VII, a young
lawyer named Mariano Moreno called for a two-year experiment with to-
tally free trade. Moreno argued that such a step would strengthen loyalties
to the Spanish crown and provide increased revenues—since duties could
be charged on legal trade, but not on contraband traffic. Late in the year
the viceroy granted Buenos Aires limited freedom of trade with nations al-
lied to Spain or neutral in the Napoleonic wars. Once again, the elite of
Buenos Aires tasted political success.

When Napoleon’s forces seized the centers of Bourbon resistance in
Spain in 1810, leading citizens met and decided to create a “provisional
junta of the Provinces of the Río de la Plata, governing for Ferdinand VII.”
Although it was not until 1816 that a congress formally declared indepen-
dence, the pattern had been set.

In 1810 a similar movement emerged in Caracas, where the municipal
cabildo deposed the Spanish captain-general and organized a junta to gov-
ern in the name of Ferdinand VII. As in Buenos Aires, the insurgent group
consisted mainly of wealthy creoles. Its leaders had more decisive views.
The most famous, Simón Bolívar, from the beginning wanted indepen-
dence for America.
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Born into a wealthy creole family in Caracas in 1783, Bolívar was or-
phaned at the age of nine. He was then sent to Spain to complete his ed-
ucation, and after three years he returned to Caracas with a young Span-
ish bride, who within months died of yellow fever. Bolívar was devastated
and never remarried. (He did not deprive himself of female companion-
ship, however.) With his magnetic, charming, persuasive personality, he in-
spired loyalty and confidence among his followers. Familiar with the ideas
of the Enlightenment, he vowed in 1805 to free his homeland from Span-
ish rule. In July 1811 the congress that convened to govern Venezuela re-
sponded to his vision by declaring independence.

But the pro-Ferdinand regency in Seville proved more resilient than had
been expected, sending troops to crush this upstart rebellion. Together
first with blacks, then with llaneros (cowboys) of the Venezuelan interior
plains, Spanish forces defeated colonial troops under Francisco de Mi-
randa. Bolívar himself managed to escape to New Granada. In 1813 he re-
turned to Venezuela and won a series of startling military victories.

Events in Europe again intruded. In 1814 Ferdinand VII returned to the
Spanish throne, annulled the liberal constitution of 1812 and restored him-
self in an absolute monarchy. Many creoles concluded that since the king
was back there was no reason to continue their mobilization.

Bolívar now saw his men and munitions dwindle. After a series of de-
feats he was obliged in 1814 to flee again to New Granada and then to the
English island of Jamaica. He hoped that Spanish America might become
a single nation, but knew the odds were low. Here he was much influenced
by the recent failures to establish republican government in Venezuela.
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Brimming with self-confidence,
Simón Bolívar assumed military
command of pro-independence
forces around the precocious age
of thirty. (Courtesy of the Library
of Congress.)
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Did the Indians Want a Race War?

In his study of the popular movements in the Mexican Wars for In-
dependence, Eric Van Young examines the motives of the varied
rebels. He wants to explain the objectives that led Mexicans to take
up arms against the colonial authorities. After reviewing the Indian
record in detail, he concludes: “[I]ndigenous participation in the in-
surgency did not carry a race war, if such it was, to the colonial regime,
its representatives, or its hijos predilectos. In this sense, the indigenous
insurgency was a war of stasis. Indians stayed pretty close to home,
seemingly preoccupied with re-equilibrating local social relationships,
settling old scores, and protecting community integrity.”

If true, what does this statement suggest about the potential for po-
litical mobilization of indigenous communities in subsequent
episodes—such as the Mexican Revolution of 1910 or the Chiapas up-
rising of 1994?

From Eric Van Young, The Other Rebellion (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford Univer-
sity Press, 2001), p. 138.

His advice was concise: “Do not adopt the best system of government, but
the one which is most likely to succeed.”

In New Spain events took a different course. In a preemptive strike
against creole patriots, peninsulares ousted the viceroy José de Iturrigaray
in 1808 and promptly recognized the regency in Seville. Mexico City was
firmly in royalist hands until 1821.

The provinces of New Spain, particularly north of the capital, were an-
other story. By 1810 a group of prominent creoles, including a priest named
Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla, were planning to seize authority in Ferdinand’s
name. When the plot was discovered, Hidalgo decided to act. On Sep-
tember 16, 1810, in the little town of Dolores, he gave an impassioned call
to arms. And, curiously, it was not the local notables who rallied, but rather
the long-suffering mixed-bloods and Indians. They flocked to the banner
of the Virgin of Guadalupe, whom they had long ago appropriated as their
own. This “colored plebe” now formed a massive, angry, undisciplined
army—“a horde,” in the eyes of the startled creole elite.

Hidalgo’s men stormed into the city of Guanajuato, where they massa-
cred 500 Spanish soldiers and civilians, including the intendant, in an all-
out assault on the municipal granary. After looting freely, they headed to-
ward Mexico City. Hidalgo struggled to maintain control.

By November 1810 Hidalgo was on the outskirts of Mexico City with
about 50,000 men in arms. In a decision that has prompted debate and
speculation ever since, he then pulled back from the city. Surely he could
have taken the capital. Why did he withdraw? Was he afraid of his own fol-



lowing? Instead Hidalgo moved north. After a defeat near Guadalajara in
early 1811, he went on to Coahuila where he was captured and subsequently
executed by a firing squad at Chihuahua.

Leadership of the ramshackle insurgency now passed to José Maria More-
los, another priest. Like Hidalgo, Morelos supported the abolition of In-
dian tribute and slavery and even proposed agrarian reform. The latter was
an explosive issue among the colonial elite. He insisted, too, that citizens
had the right to choose their own form of government. Ultimately, More-
los envisioned “a new government, by which all inhabitants, except penin-
sulares, would no longer be designated as Indians, mulattoes, or mestizos,
but all would be known as Americans.” Thus Morelos combined national-
ism with a commitment to social and racial equality.

In 1813 the Congress of Chilpancingo declared Mexico’s independence
from Spain (although it is September 16, the anniversary of Hidalgo’s
speech, that is celebrated as the country’s independence day). The con-
gress also decreed that slavery should be abolished and that Roman Catholi-
cism should be the state religion. The constitution, adopted the following
year, affirmed the ideal of popular sovereignty, created a system of indi-
rect elections, and designed a powerful legislature alongside a weak three-
person executive.

Meanwhile the Spaniards were winning military victories. One of the
Spanish commanders was the young Agustín de Iturbide, later to play a
central role in Mexican independence. In 1815 Morelos was captured, tried
(by the Inquisition as well as by secular authorities), and executed. Others
continued to fight for the cause, but Spaniards now held the upper hand.

Thus ended the first phase of the Spanish American independence move-
ments. New Spain’s Morelos and Hidalgo were both dead. Bolívar lan-
guished in exile in Jamaica. The junta in the Río de la Plata struggled to
maintain unity and had yet to call for independence. By 1815, with Ferdi-
nand back on the throne, the Spanish crown appeared to have snuffed out
its colonial rebellion.

Achieving Independence

The Spanish military advantage in South America did not last long. In 1816
Bolívar returned to Venezuela and began duplicating his earlier victories.
But now he had allied with José Antonio Páez, the brilliant leader of the
fearless llaneros, who had earlier fought for the royalists. Now Paez was fight-
ing for independence from Spain. Bolívar’s cause was further bolstered by
the arrival of reinforcements from England, which by 1819 numbered over
4000. Thus strengthened, Bolívar established firm control of Venezuela by
early 1819.

After defeating Spanish forces in New Granada, Bolívar attempted in
1821 to create a new state of Gran Colombia, uniting Venezuela, New
Granada, and Ecuador. It gained little support, so Bolívar marched south-
ward, hunting for more royalists and Spaniards to defeat.
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Meanwhile, José de San Martín was conducting an extraordinary mili-
tary campaign in the south. The son of a Spanish officer, born on the north-
ern frontier of present-day Argentina, he began a military career at the age
of eleven. In 1812 he offered his services to the junta in Buenos Aires, hav-
ing decided in favor of independence for the colonies. A soldier by train-
ing and outlook, he did not have the political acumen of Bolívar or the
social commitment of Morelos, but he was a skillful military strategist.

As commander of the rebel forces, San Martín was ready by early 1817
to attempt one of the most daring exploits of this era: leading an army
of 5000 across the Andes for a surprise attack on royalist troops in Chile.
He caught the Spaniards completely off guard, won a major victory in
the battle of Chacabuco, and triumphantly entered the city of Santiago.
San Martín now prepared for the next step in his campaign, the libera-
tion of Peru.

By 1820 San Martín reached the Peruvian coast. Lima was even more
monarchist than Mexico City. Although the elevation of Buenos Aires to a
viceroyalty in the Bourbon era had hurt Lima economically, its monarchist
sentiment was still strong. Creoles and peninsulares both tended to favor
the continuation of Ferdinand VII’s rule. San Martín withheld his attack,
noting: “I do not seek military glory, nor am I ambitious for the title of
conqueror of Peru: I only wish to free it from oppression. What good would
Lima do me if its inhabitants were hostile politically?”

Here, too, radical change in Spain catalyzed events. When Ferdinand
VII succumbed to political pressure and suddenly endorsed the liberal con-
stitution of 1812, the turnabout stunned his Lima supporters. They were
especially distressed over the abolition of the Inquisition and the challenge
to the dignity of priests. Many could accept limitations on monarchical au-
thority, but not on the role and power of the church.

This turn of events in Spain drastically altered the climate of opinion in
Mexico City and Lima. Independence from Spain was no longer a radical
or even a liberal cause. Now it was a conservative goal, a means of uphold-
ing traditional values and social codes. As if acknowledging this fact, the
cabildo of Lima invited San Martín to enter the city in mid-1821. On July
28 he formally proclaimed the independence of Peru.

After further skirmishes with royalist troops, San Martín went to Ecuador
for a historic meeting with Simón Bolívar. Exactly what happened there
has never been established. Bolívar may have set the tone when he offered
a toast to the two greatest men in America, General San Martín and him-
self. Apparently Bolívar rejected San Martín’s proposal for a monarchy in
Peru, insisted on the union of Gran Colombia, and declined San Martín’s
offer to serve under his command. In any case, San Martín then resigned
all his offices and soon went to Europe, where he died in 1850.

In late 1823 Bolívar moved to Peru, where the Spaniards still maintained
an imposing force. In 1824 the royalists were decisively defeated by colo-
nial troops in the battle of Ayacucho. In 1825 Bolívar entered Upper Peru
(present-day Bolivia) in the hope that Peru and Upper Peru might form a
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single nation, but he was too late. The regional leaders of Upper Peru were
set on creating their own republic. They promptly did so, naming it for
Bolívar and making him president for life.

After returning to Lima, Bolívar went on to Gran Colombia, hoping to
patch up the failing union. By now he had grown bitter and vindictive, up-
set that his dreams had failed to materialize. In 1830 both Venezuela and
Ecuador withdrew from Gran Colombia. Suffering from tuberculosis, Bolí-
var looked back in despair. “America,” he said, “America is ungovernable.
Those who have served the revolution have plowed the sea.” On Decem-
ber 17, at the age of only forty-seven, the Liberator passed away.

In Mexico the defeat of Morelos in 1815 stalled the independence 
movement—until Ferdinand VII declared submission to the constitution
of 1812, thus pushing prosperous and prominent creoles to the side of in-
dependence. The cause was led by the same Agustín de Iturbide who had
led the royalists against Morelos. Ironically, the independence movement
acquired a conservative tinge.

The opportunistic Iturbide persuaded the viceroy to give him command
of royalist forces in the south. He then marched against a rebel leader with
whom he immediately struck an alliance—for the sake of independence.
In 1821 he issued a call for three “guarantees”: of religion (the Catholic
faith to be the official creed), of independence (presumably under a
monarchy), and union (fair treatment for creoles and peninsulares alike).
Iturbide took Mexico City and established an empire—with himself, of
course, as emperor. It lasted only two years.

In Central America the landed creole class became as worried about lib-
eral dominance in Spain as had been their counterparts in Mexico. In 1822
the Central American landowners decided to cast their lot with Iturbide’s
empire and announced their annexation to royalist Mexico. When Itur-
bide abdicated in 1823, the modern-day Central American states, from
Guatemala to Costa Rica (excluding Panama), became the independent
United Provinces of Central America.

The Brazilian Path to Independence

Independence came to Brazil in a manner very different from that of Span-
ish America. That was partly due to the fact that Brazil was by 1800 far
more populous and prosperous than the tiny mother country. By contrast,
no single Spanish colonial territory equaled metropolitan Spain in eco-
nomic or political power. When the colonials proclaimed independence,
Spain fought back doggedly, and Spanish Americans grew to hate the
crown. The Portuguese, on the other hand, did not even have the military
power to stop the Brazilians’ move toward political autonomy.

The context of Brazilian independence pointed up another important
difference. When the Napoleonic army invaded Iberia in November 1807,
the entire Portuguese court was able to flee to Brazil, thanks to the British
royal navy.
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Upon arriving in early 1808, the Portuguese court found a colony
which had no printing press, no academic faculties, and no commerce,
save with the mother country. The newly arrived prince regent and later
monarch Dom João VI promptly decreed the end of Portugal’s com-
mercial monopoly by opening Brazil’s ports. His logic was obvious. Since
Napoleon now controlled Portugal, the exiled Portuguese monarch
could continue to benefit from Brazil’s foreign trade only if the formerly
exclusive link with Lisbon was severed. The prime beneficiaries were the
British, who had, after all, brought the Braganza family and its retinue
to Brazil.

Britain gained privileged access to Brazil in 1810 by official, fifteen-year
agreements which (1) gave Britain the lowest tariff (even lower than Por-
tugal!) on goods entering Brazil; (2) committed the Portuguese crown to
the gradual abolition of the African slave trade; and (3) guaranteed British
subjects in Brazil the right of trial by British-named judges. These treaties
soon caused deep resentment among the Brazilian elite.

The exiled Portuguese monarch now set about creating new institutions,
such as a national library, a national museum, and a botanical garden, all
in Rio de Janeiro. A French artistic mission was requested to speed pro-
fessionalization in architecture, painting, and sculpture.

The crown also sought to attract foreign immigrants to Brazil. It had very
limited success, and large-scale European immigration was not to begin
until the late 1880s. There was a push to promote textile manufacture, in-
cluding repeal of the 1785 royal decree that banned all industry. But such
measures could not get at the deeper causes of Brazil’s economic back-
wardness: the lack of capital, technology, skilled labor, and a significant
domestic market.

In late 1808 French troops were driven from Portugal, and an assembly
(Cortes Gerais) was called to write a new constitution. The newly victorious
Portuguese Liberals, interested in exploiting Brazil’s wealth, pressed for
the return of the royal court to Portugal. Dom João soon did return to Lis-
bon, leaving his son Dom Pedro behind in Brazil as the prince regent of
the Combined Kingdoms.

Attention now focused on the Cortes Gerais, which approved measures
that would have restored Lisbon’s royal trade monopoly in Brazil. The Cortes
also approved measures returning the individual Brazilian provinces to di-
rect and separate rule from Lisbon, thereby undermining the central rule
created in Rio de Janeiro after 1808. However “liberal” the Portuguese Lib-
erals were in Portugal, they abhorred the move toward autonomy of their
American “co-kingdom.”

The landowners and urban professionals who constituted the Brazilian
elite had been preparing to confront the Portuguese recolonizers. Their
passionate rhetoric overflowed the fledgling Rio press. They wanted the
prince regent, Dom Pedro, to refuse to return to Lisbon. By June 1822
Dom Pedro had decided to convoke a Constituent Assembly in Brazil. The
Cortes in Lisbon then demanded the prince regent’s immediate return and
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took new steps to reverse Brazil’s growing autonomy. The Brazilian plan-
tation owners’ pressure on Dom Pedro now paid off: On January 9, 1822,
he defied the summons of the Cortes. “I shall remain!” he cried, giving birth
to the only durable independent monarchy in modern Latin American 
history.

To win their independence the Brazilians had to fight, but not on the
scale of the Spanish Americans. The fiercest combat came in Bahia, on the
northeastern coast, and Grão Pará, in the eastern Amazon valley. In Bahia
a junta proclaimed loyalty to Portugal and fought off the local pro-inde-
pendence rebels. In 1823 the rebels triumphed, aided by Admiral
Cochrane, one of the English military officers hired to give the rebel gov-
ernments experienced help in combat. Another mercenary, Admiral Gren-
fell, led the victory over a similar loyalist junta in Grão Pará. His forces
then mopped up a local rebel wing that was demanding more radical so-
cial change. In Brazil, as in Mexico, the elite was alert to repress any fun-
damental challenge to the socioeconomic establishment.

Portugal’s military weakness partly explains why Brazil’s struggle for in-
dependence proved far less bloody than Spanish America’s. Equally im-
portant, the Brazilian rebels did not split over the issue of republicanism
because, with a few exceptions, the elite preferred a monarchy to a re-
public. Thanks to the exile of the court, the Brazilians could opt for an in-
dependent monarchy. Brazil thus entered independence with a unique
legacy. Not least important, Brazilians did not associate independence with
military prowess: no Brazilian Simón Bolívar or San Martín arose to dom-
inate the patriotic imagination.

The Aftermath of Independence, 1830–1850

The new Spanish American republics faced formidable problems as they
embarked on independence in the 1820s. The physical violence of the wars
wrought economic disaster. The destruction probably reached its highest
point in Venezuela, where guerra a muerte (“war to the death”) took a heavy
toll on human life. The early phases of the Mexican wars, particularly dur-
ing the campaigns of Hidalgo and Morelos, took a similar toll on people
and property. Uruguay, where Jose Artigas led bands of gaucho rebels
against well-entrenched Spanish troops, also suffered grave losses. During
the second phase of the movement, the theater of operations shifted to
other areas, especially Peru, where the fighting appears to have been less
intensive than before—but the burden of supporting large armies was nev-
ertheless heavy. The civilian labor force was decimated and, throughout
the continent, capital was scarce.

The economies of the new nations were overwhelmingly based on agri-
culture and mining. This was equally true of most of the world outside
West Europe. Yet Latin America differed from most of Africa, the Middle
East, and Asia in that over the past two and a half centuries it had been
partially brought into the world trading economy dominated by Europe.
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It was the exportable surplus from Latin American agricultural and min-
ing production that linked it to the North Atlantic economy. With the cre-
ation of separate countries, this basic economic structure remained intact
almost everywhere, slowly to be modified in succeeding decades.

Trade had come to an almost complete standstill between 1810 and 1826.
Commerce with Spain had stopped, and trade among the former colonies
was also greatly reduced. Northwest Argentina, for instance, suffered from
the loss of trade with Peru. Guerrilla warfare in New Spain and other ar-
eas made transport difficult and dangerous. Communications systems
within and between the former colonies, never much favored by the
Spaniards, fell into near-total disuse.

There was also the factor of postindependence regional conflict within
major areas of Spanish and Portuguese America. Mexico was wracked by
battles which kept that country divided and without effective national di-
rection before 1850. Brazil, at the same time, collapsed into a series of re-
gionalist revolts that left the monarchy effectively neutralized until the
1840s. And in the Río de la Plata region the fierce rivalry between the
province of Buenos Aires and the rest of the country was temporarily re-
solved only by the dictatorship of Juan Manuel de Rosas (1829–52). Every-
where the move was to assert economic autonomy by locality or region.
That meant fragmentation. In Spanish America it meant that Bolívar’s
dream would be buried under the advance of nationalism. One after an-
other of the new republics claimed economic independence. They would
soon find the world market a sobering test.

In many parts of Spanish America the new governments had to deal with
public debts, even before they could attempt to rebuild their economies.
To sustain the fighting, to equip the armies, the insurgent regimes fre-
quently had to obtain or borrow funds. Tax collection, to put it mildly, was
difficult. As a result, the national treasuries were empty, and government
authorities had to turn elsewhere for funds. A prime source was Britain,
where bankers supported the regimes with loans—particularly in Ar-
gentina, Chile, Peru, and Mexico. Thus the new governments immediately
ran up debts to foreign lenders. Managing the foreign debt has remained,
down to our own day, a major problem for Latin American governments.

Another area in which foreign capital invested was the African slave trade,
which continued on a large scale to Brazil (until 1850) and Cuba (until
1865). Both had an export-oriented agriculture that made slave labor prof-
itable during an era when it was being abolished elsewhere in the Western
Hemisphere.

The years between 1830 and 1850 saw Latin America’s exports to the
North Atlantic economy increase. The following were key primary prod-
ucts: wheat and nitrates from Chile, tobacco from Colombia, hides, salted
beef, and wool from Argentina, guano from Peru, sugar from Cuba, cof-
fee from Brazil, and cacao from Venezuela. These same countries were
heavily importing textiles and consumer goods, thereby often throwing lo-
cal artisan producers out of work. It was the industrial producers in West
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Europe (especially Britain) competing against the small-scale Latin Amer-
ican producers who had survived from the colonial era. The result was a
foregone conclusion.

This was all part of free trade, the dogma that had arrived in Latin Amer-
ica with Enlightenment philosophy and the postindependence commit-
ment to the principles of liberalism. Applying this dogma was the most sig-
nificant economic policy decision in nineteenth-century Latin America.
Along with a rapid inflow of foreign (primarily European) imports came
a small cadre of foreign merchants, especially British. They became key fig-
ures throughout Latin America in the import of goods and services, the
latter including shipping, insurance, and financing.

Should we be surprised that manufactured goods from Europe steadily
displaced domestic products? Wasn’t it inevitable that Europe’s greater
technology and economies of scale would prevail? Transportation costs
should have helped protect local producers, but the supposed (or gen-
uine) superiority of foreign-made goods posed a serious dilemma soon af-
ter independence and has continued down to today. Latin American
economies often failed to make their own industry truly competitive. Why?
Lack of a sufficient market was certainly a factor. But equally important
was the system of values and the social hierarchy which made it possi-
ble for the elite to perpetuate a society based on an agrarian-oriented 
economy.

The economic record of the 1830–50 period is therefore one of slow adap-
tation to the world economy. Latin America was on the fringes of the North
Atlantic economy, which was to expand rapidly in the nineteenth century.
Both research and data on the economic history of this era are distressingly
scarce—but it appears, on the basis of evidence available, that Latin Amer-
ica’s republics took a passive stance. The dynamism came from outside.

The creation and maintenance of large armies in most Latin American
republics also crucially affected the social order because they created a
channel for careers based on talent. As the fighting intensified and the
stakes increased, creole rebel leaders had to recruit soldiers and com-
manders on ability, rather than on skin color or social status. Thus José
Antonio Páez, a rough-hewn mestizo, became a valued military leader in
Venezuela. In Mexico José María Morelos was mestizo. Other examples
abound. Military prowess became a means by which members of marginal
groups could gain social recognition. None of the newly independent gov-
ernments retained legal disabilities for mestizos or other mixed-bloods, a
fact which helped to blur once-rigid social lines.

But if the wars opened a social avenue for ambitious mestizos and others,
mobility was limited. Economic resources, particularly land, remained in
the hands of traditional creole families. Commerce was modest in the years
right after the fighting, and many merchant families retained their control
of trade. Industry barely existed. As a result, there was only one way for
men of modest origin to get ahead: through the military, and from there
into politics.
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This social dynamic helps explain much of the political turbulence in
Spanish America between the 1820s and 1850. The new republics finished
the wars with large military establishments, often led by mestizos who had
no alternative careers. To get ahead they had to stay in the army—or move
into government. In the meantime, creole landowners, in many parts of
the continent, did not compete for political power. They withdrew to their
haciendas, which could function as self-sufficient units, and tried to in-
crease their landholdings. In effect they left government to the soldiers
and to the bosses known as caudillos, partly because political power did not
seem worth the trouble. Later in the nineteenth century, when govern-
mental authority became a valued commodity, hacendados and estancieros
came off their lands and took over.

So governments were toppled and run by caudillos, often soldiers (or ex-
soldiers) who took power by force. Once in the presidential office, they
usually found that sparse treasuries offered little reward for their follow-
ers. Their bands then dispersed, and new caudillos would come forward
with new bands of followers. The governments did not have strong finances
and as a result were highly vulnerable to being overthrown. From the 1820s
until midcentury, political authority in Spanish America was weak; the state,
as a central institution, did not wield much autonomous strength.

During this era another current emerged, a move to consolidate and
centralize power. It usually came out in attempted dictatorships, not pop-
ular consensus. The first two decades after independence thus saw the ap-
pearance of real or would-be “strong men,” like Diego Portales in Chile
and Juan Manuel de Rosas in Argentina, who sought to impose their will
on their countries, thereby strengthening the role of the state. The strug-
gle between locally based power and the centralizers—military or civilian—
became a basic theme in the political life of the new nations.

If the Wars of Independence opened narrow channels for mestizos and
middle-range groups in Spanish America, they did very little for the In-
dian masses. In general, natives played an ambiguous role in the struggle:
though they sided with Hidalgo or stayed neutral in Mexico, they sup-
ported royalists in southern Chile, and in Peru and Colombia they fought
on both sides. The leaders of the new republics therefore did not feel in-
debted to the Indians. More important, the Indians now lost the special
protection of caste status they had enjoyed under Spanish colonial law.
Whatever its drawbacks, that status had been an oft-used refuge for the
Indians. They also lost their communal lands (which had been inalien-
able) and were theoretically forced into the competitive market so praised
by nineteenth-century liberals. In fact, they became even more isolated
and poverty-stricken.

Independence left a somewhat different social legacy for Brazil. Instead
of displacing a ruling elite, as happened in Spanish America, Brazil acquired
a ruling elite: the Portuguese crown and its attendants. Brazil also acquired
a monarchy that would last until 1889. But these political trends had little
effect on the black slaves. In fact, the institution of slavery was not abol-
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ished at independence or by the 1850s, as in Spanish America (except for
Cuba and Puerto Rico) and it would later become a central issue in Brazil-
ian politics. In Brazil, as in other new nations, independence did not
change life much for the poorest segments of the population.

The Pull of the International Economy, 1850–1880s

After 1850 Latin America moved from the postindependence consolida-
tion phase to begin laying the foundations for its greater integration into
the world economy. In political terms this required governments ready to
create the infrastructure needed to export key primary products, such as
guano from Peru, coffee from Brazil, minerals from Mexico, and sugar
from the Caribbean. As the era of the caudillo gave way to the era of the
administrators, the prime task was national unification.

The independent republics moved to strengthen the use of two elements
in their economies: land and labor. Most governments sought to put land
into the hands of entrepreneurs who would invest and make it bear fruit.
In Brazil and Mexico that meant government pressure to sell off govern-
ment (previously crown) land. The losers in Mexico and the Andes were
the Indians, but such action could also hit white or mestizo owners who had
failed to develop their lands.

To provide labor, the Latin American elites in several countries hoped
for immigration from Europe. These years saw repeated proposals to at-
tract European immigrants, who would supposedly contribute to national
development with little further investment. In fact, the elite—in countries
like Argentina and Brazil—soon found that immigration was a sensitive is-
sue, both at home and in the countries sending the migrants. Before 1880
immigration was nowhere a major factor in increasing the labor force. But
the strong elite impulse to recruit migrants demonstrated their belief that
their countries’ economic and social salvation was to be found in Europe.
As will become apparent, this reflected Latin American doubts about their
countries’ viability.

The mid-nineteenth century also saw an effort to improve Latin Amer-
ica’s transportation network. What was needed were railroads, canals,
docks, and roads. Since the sixteenth century, cargo (including people)
had traveled by pack-mule or burro. In only a few areas did navigable rivers
or lakes offer an alternative. By midcentury Latin America was the target
for numerous proposals to build railroads. The impetus usually came from
foreigners, especially British and North American. But few railways were
actually built before the 1880s, so the transportation networks remained
about as bad as they had been on the eve of independence.

The rhythm of economic activity quickened, nonetheless, throughout
Latin America after 1850. The stimulus came primarily from the dynamic
economies of North America and West Europe, led by Britain. As Europe
plunged ever more deeply into industrialization, it needed increasing im-
ports of food, such as sugar, beef, and grain, as well as primary commodi-
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ties, such as guano and nitrate fertilizers, wool, and industrial metals. These
were the decades when economic ties—trade, investment, financing, tech-
nology transfer, migration—deepened between Europe and Mexico, Ar-
gentina, Peru, Chile, Brazil, and Cuba (even though still a Spanish colony).
By 1880 the stage was set for even greater economic expansion.

The economic upturn after 1850 had several important limitations, how-
ever. First, it resulted in very little growth of domestic industry. The rising
Latin American need for metal tools, small machines, instruments, con-
struction equipment, weapons, and similar light industrialized goods was
primarily met from Europe, not from home-country shops or factories. The
trend was hardly surprising. The British, French, or U.S. products were of
better quality than anything produced at home, although that advantage
could have been narrowed if the domestic producers had had enough time
and a sufficient market to upgrade quality. But that would have required
government protection either through high tariffs or outright import pro-
hibitions. No Latin American government was prepared or able to take
such a step in these decades.

The reasons were several. First, imported products were superior and
were thus strongly preferred by local consumers; second, most governments
lived off tariff revenues, which tough protectionism would have cut off;
third, the economically powerful groups, such as the landowners and cat-
tlemen, were strongly committed to free trade, which their European cus-
tomers preached as the only true road to prosperity; finally, Latin Ameri-
can merchants, who were strategically located in the largest cities, had an
obvious stake in fighting protection. That motive was even greater when
the merchant was a foreigner (usually British or French), as happened fre-
quently by midcentury. Not surprisingly, the Latin American advocates of
protectionism or state-aided industry could make little headway.

A second limitation on economic expansion between 1850 and 1880 was
its reinforcement of the highly stratified socioeconomic structure inher-
ited from the independence era: a thin elite at the top, a slightly wider
middle group, and the other 90 percent or so at the bottom. The contin-
ued focus on agro-ranching and mining meant that most laborers would
continue under working conditions and rates of pay that could never move
them toward becoming the consumers that a “developed” economy both
produces and needs.

Latin America was being pulled further into the international economy
in a way that would strongly condition its economic development. The na-
ture of that economic link has continued to trouble Latin Americans for
the last century and will be a recurrent theme in the rest of this book.
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THE TRANSFORMATION 
OF MODERN LATIN AMERICA,

1880s–2000s

Latin America has undergone a series of far-reaching economic, social, and
political changes since the late nineteenth century. National economies
have become integrated into the global system centered in Europe and the
United States, social groupings and relationships have changed, cities have
burgeoned, politics have witnessed reform and upheaval and sometimes
stagnation. Variations on these themes have led to great diversity in na-
tional experience, and following this chapter we present nine case studies:
Argentina, Chile, Brazil, Peru, Colombia, Mexico, Cuba, the Caribbean,
and Central America. As we shall see, these countries illustrate the com-
plexity of Latin America’s modern history.

Yet there have been important uniformities as well as differences, and
the purpose of this chapter is to offer an outline of the patterns and
processes of change. It does not depict the history of any single country;
rather, it presents a composite portrait that can provide a basis for un-
derstanding the context in which individual countries developed. It will
also enable us to compare countries and generalize about the historical
forces at work throughout the continent.

If we are to understand modern Latin America, it must be placed within
the context of global economic expansion, beginning with the Conquest
of the sixteenth century. Within this system, Latin America has occupied
an essentially subordinate or “peripheral” position, pursuing economic
paths that have been largely shaped by the industrial powers of Europe
and the United States. These economic developments have brought about
transitions in the social order and class structure, and these changes in
turn have crucially affected political change. We thus begin with a set of
simplified causal relationships: economic changes produce social changes
which furnish the context for political change.*
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*It is for this reason that each of the case studies in the following chapters con-
tains an overview section on “economic growth and social change”—with the ex-
ception of Mexico, where the Revolution of 1910 exerted such a strong political
impact on that country’s history that we chose to employ a different format.
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Phase 1: Initiation of Export-Import Growth, 1880–1900

It was the Industrial Revolution in Europe that precipitated change in the
economies of nineteenth-century Latin America. As shown in Chapter 1,
Latin America had seen its links with the world economy reduced after
achieving independence from Portugal and Spain. Latin America’s local
landowners converted their holdings into autonomous, self-sufficient enti-
ties, rather than producing goods for domestic or foreign markets. Min-
ing had come to a standstill, partly as a result of the destruction of the
Wars of Independence. Manufacturing was modest, mostly done by arti-
sans in small establishments.

By the late nineteenth century, however, industrialization in Europe was
producing a strong demand for foodstuffs and raw materials. English and
European laborers, now living in cities and working in factories, needed
to purchase food they could no longer cultivate. And captains of industry,
eager to expand their output and operations, were seeking raw material,
particularly minerals. Both incentives led governments and investors in Eu-
rope to begin looking abroad—to Africa, to Asia, and, of course, to Latin
America.

As a result, the major Latin American countries underwent a startling
transition in the late nineteenth century, especially after 1880. Argentina,
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The Ambiguities of Independence

Simón Bolívar was not only a dashing military hero but also a pene-
trating political thinker. In his famous “Letter from Jamaica” (1815),
the thirty-two-year-old Bolívar justified the quest for independence
from Spain but also expressed apprehension about the prospects for
democracy:

It is harder, Montesquieu has written, to free a nation from slavery than
to enslave a free nation. This truth is confirmed from the annals of all
times, which reveal that most free nations have fallen under the yoke,
but very few enslaved nations have recovered their liberty. In spite of
this lesson, South Americans have endeavored to obtain liberal, even
perfect, institutions, doubtless out of that universal human instinct to
seek the greatest possible happiness; and this is certain to be found in
civil societies founded on the principles of justice, liberty, and equal-
ity. But are we capable of maintaining in proper balance the difficult
charge of a republic? Is it conceivable that a people but recently freed
from its chains can ascend into the sphere of liberty without melting
its wings like Icarus and falling into the abyss? Such a marvel is in-
conceivable and unprecedented.

Quoted in R. A. Humphreys and John Lynch, eds., The Origins of the Latin
American Revolutions, 1808–1826 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1965), p. 266.



with its vast and fertile pampas, became a major producer of agricultural
and pastoral goods—particularly wool, wheat, and, most notably, beef.
Chile resuscitated the production of copper, an industry that had fallen
into decay after the independence years. Brazil and Colombia both became
famous for the production of coffee. Cuba produced coffee as well as sugar
and tobacco. Mexico came to export a variety of raw material goods, from
henequen (a fiber used for making rope) to sugar to industrial minerals,
particularly copper and zinc. Central America exported coffee and ba-
nanas, while Peru produced sugar and silver.

The development of these exports was accompanied by the importation
of manufactured goods, particularly from Europe. Latin Americans pur-
chased textiles, machines, luxury items, and other finished products in rel-
atively large quantity. There thus occurred an exchange, though the prices
of Latin American exports were far more unstable than the prices of Eu-
rope’s exports.

As development progressed, investment flowed into Latin America from
the industrial nations, particularly England. Between 1870 and 1913 the
value of Britain’s investments in Latin America went from 85 million
pounds sterling to 757 million pounds in 1913—an increase of almost nine-
fold in four decades. By 1913 British investors owned approximately two-
thirds of the total foreign investment in Latin America. One of the most
consistent British investments was in railroad construction—especially in
Argentina, Mexico, Peru, and Brazil. British, French, and North American
investors also put capital into mining ventures, particularly in Mexico,
Chile, and Peru. This meant that Latin Americans themselves would not
have to invest there. It also meant that control of key economic sectors was
passing into foreign hands.

Thus was established, in the late nineteenth century, an “export-import”
form of economic growth that stimulated development in the raw-mater-
ial sectors of the Latin American economies. The impetus and capital came
largely from abroad. With the adoption of this alternative, Latin America
took a commercial road to “dependent” economic growth—dependent,
that is, on decisions and prosperity in other parts of the world.

The rapid expansion of Latin America’s export economies was ac-
companied, even preceded, by the victory of an intellectual rationale
that justified Latin America’s integration into the world economy. That
rationale was liberalism, a faith in progress and a belief that it would
come in economics only through the free play of market forces, and in
politics only through a limited government that maximized individual
liberty. Latin American liberalism, like most ideologies in Latin Amer-
ica, was an import. Its principal sources lay in France and England. Un-
like those countries, however, Latin America had not undergone signif-
icant industrialization by the middle of the nineteenth century. Latin
America therefore lacked the social structure that had nurtured liber-
alism in Europe, a fact that was bound to make Latin American liberal-
ism different.
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In the second half of the eighteenth century, Spanish America and Brazil
underwent an abortive experiment in state capitalism. The upheaval caused
by the French revolutionary wars had disrupted Spain’s mercantilist mo-
nopoly in America. Havana had been captured by the English and its ports
thrown open. The astounding increase in trade impressed all observers.
The logic was inescapable: since smuggling had grown into a huge per-
centage of total trade throughout Portuguese and Spanish America, why
not legalize free trade and gain taxes from the increase in government-
monitored commerce?

The apologists of economic liberalism in Latin America quoted freely from
European theorists who justified free trade and the international division of
labor as “natural” and, indeed, optimal. Any deviation from its dictates would
be folly—reducing trade and thereby reducing income. It is important to
see that the great majority of those critics who attacked political institutions
of European monarchical governments (which they considered “illiberal”)
did not disagree with the ideology of economic liberalism. In Brazil, for ex-
ample, Tavares Bastos indicted the imperial government on the charge that
it stifled local political life but extolled the virtues of free trade and faith-
fully repeated European doctrines of laissez-faire.

One can say that throughout the later nineteenth century economic lib-
eralism remained unshaken in Latin America. Attempts at protective tar-
iffs were beaten back by politicians who argued that Latin America was not
well suited, either by its resources or by its relative bargaining position, to
violate the principles of free trade.

The key debates about economic policy were largely restricted to the
elites, who are defined here as that very small stratum (less than 5 percent
of the population) that had the power and wealth to control economic and
political decision making on the local, regional, and national levels.

The elites’ commitment to liberalism was reinforced by their deep con-
cerns about the supposed racial inferiority of their native populations. They
implicitly acknowledged the influence of racist theories by constantly urg-
ing heavy European immigration as the solution to their lack of skilled la-
bor. They preferred immigrants from northern Europe (although the vast
majority in fact came from Portugal, Spain, and Italy), hoping that habits
of self-reliance and entrepreneurship—the hallmarks of the liberals’
ideal—could be reinforced in Latin America.

Added to the racist doubts was a general sense of their own inferiority.
Until the First World War, Latin American elites frequently described them-
selves as little more than imitators of European culture. Many doubted that
their countries could ever achieve a distinctive civilization. For the tropi-
cal countries, their worries over racial determinism were reinforced by
doubts about their climate, which European theorists constantly told them
could never support a high civilization. This environmental determinism
thus reinforced racial determinism, and the combination appeared to 
disqualify tropical lands as a stage on which the liberal dream could be 
realized.
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Within Latin America the rapid growth of the export economies led to
subtle but important transformations in the societies. First in sequence and
importance was the modernization of the upper-class elite. Given new eco-
nomic incentives, landowners and property owners were no longer con-
tent to run subsistence operations on their haciendas; instead, they sought
opportunities and maximized profits. This led to an entrepreneurial spirit
that marked a significant change in the outlook and behavior of the con-
tinent’s elite groups. Cattle raisers in Argentina, coffee growers in Colom-
bia and Brazil, sugar barons in Cuba and Mexico—all were seeking effi-
ciency and commercial success. They were no longer a relatively enclosed,
semifeudal elite; they became aggressive entrepreneurs.

New professional or “service” groups emerged to play additional eco-
nomic roles. Particularly important was growth and change in the com-
mercial sector. Merchants played an essential part in this transforma-
tion, as in the colonial era, but now many were foreigners—and this
time they were tying the Latin American economies to the markets over-
seas, particularly in Europe. Another development concerned profes-
sionals, lawyers, and others who represented both foreign and domes-
tic groups in their commercial transactions. Lawyers had always been
important, but during the export-import phase, they assumed crucial
new roles in helping determine the institutional framework for the 
new era.

These economic and social transitions also led to political change. With
so much at stake, Latin American elites—particularly landowners—began
to take a clear interest in national politics. No longer content to stay on
their fief-like haciendas, they began to pursue political power. The era of
the traditional caudillo was coming to an end.

This elite quest for political authority in late nineteenth-century Latin
America took two basic forms. In one version, landowners and other eco-
nomic elites took direct control of the government—as in Argentina and
Chile. They sought to build strong, exclusive regimes, usually with military
support, often proclaiming legitimacy through adherence to constitutions
strongly resembling U.S. and European democratic models. In both Ar-
gentina and Chile there was mild competition between political parties that
tended, at least in this early phase, to represent competing factions of the
aristocracy. But there was more agreement than disagreement about basic
policy issues, and little serious opposition to the wisdom of pursuing export-
oriented economic growth. Competition was restricted and voting was 
often a sham. One might think of such regimes as expressions of “oligarchic
democracy.”

A second pattern involved the imposition of dictatorial strongmen, of-
ten military officers, to assert law and order—again, for the ultimate ben-
efit of the landed elites. Porfirio Díaz of Mexico, who took power in 1876,
is the most conspicuous example—but the pattern also appeared in
Venezuela, Peru, and other countries. In contrast to oligarchic democracy,
where elites exercise direct political power, here it was the indirect appli-
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cation of elite rule through dictators who often did not themselves come
from the upper ranks of the society.

In either case, the emphasis was on stability and social control. Dissi-
dent groups were suppressed, and the struggle for power was contained
within restricted circles. Indeed, one of the basic goals of these regimes
was to centralize power, if necessary stripping it from regional caudillos,
and to create powerful and dominant nation-states. These goals were not
easily achieved, given the residual fragmentation of society and the so-
cial structure, but progress was made in the larger countries. In Argentina,
for example, centralism triumphed with the establishment of the city of
Buenos Aires as a federal district in 1880 (much as Washington, D.C., was
under the jurisdiction of the federal government in the United States).
In Mexico, the effective and often ruthless policies of Porfirio Díaz led
to enhanced national power at the expense of local strongholds. And in
Brazil, the imperial government of Dom Pedro II made significant head-
way toward the establishment of an effective nation-state (thereby also
provoking a regionalist backlash that contributed to the empire’s over-
throw in 1889).

One intent of these centralizers was to promote further economic de-
velopment along the export-import lines of growth. Political stability was
viewed as essential to attract foreign investment, which, in turn, could 
stimulate economic growth. And when the investment came, it helped
strengthen the forces of law and order. Railroads offer an example: for-
eign investors would be reluctant to put funds into a country threatened
by political disorder; but once the railroads were built, as in Mexico, they
became important instruments in consolidating central rule, since they
could be (and were) used to dispatch federal troops to put down uprisings
in almost any part of the nation.

Phase 2: Expansion of Export-Import Growth, 1900–1930

The success of these policies became apparent in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, when export-oriented Latin American
economies embarked on eras of remarkable prosperity. Argentina be-
came so wealthy from its beef-and-wheat economy that the figure of the
Argentine playboy became a watchword in fashionable European soci-
ety—a free-spending young Latin in high-spirited pursuit of elegance.
Plantations appeared and expanded in Mexico, producing henequen in
the Yucatán and sugar in the central zones, especially in areas south of
Mexico City; mining was also profitable, and the nascent industry of oil
production was beginning to grow into a significant activity. Copper ex-
ports continued to grow from Chile, which produced some fruits and
wheat for international markets as well. Technological improvements led
to increased production of sugar in the Caribbean, especially in Cuba, as
U.S. owners stepped up their investing in modern sugar mills. Brazil lived
off coffee and natural rubber exports. The United Fruit Company ex-
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panded its huge banana plantations in Central America. In all these coun-
tries the money economy had become more sensitive to trends in the in-
ternational economy, where exports earned the foreign exchange to buy
badly needed imports. Any major shock to the world economy would pro-
duce rapid and dramatic effects in the commercialized sectors. Although
industrialization had not gone far yet, factories existed in such sectors as
textiles, leather goods, beverages, food processing, and construction ma-
terials. The most dynamic service sectors were transportation, govern-
ment bureaucracy, commerce, and finance.

Consolidation of the export-import model of growth prompted two fun-
damental changes in the social structure. One was the appearance and
growth of middle social strata. Occupationally, these consisted of profes-
sionals, merchants, shopkeepers, and small businessmen who profited from
the export-import economy but who did not occupy upper-strata positions
of ownership or leadership. Most often found in cities, middle-sector
spokesmen were relatively well educated and were seeking a clearly rec-
ognized place in their society.

The second major change concerned the working class. In order to sus-
tain expansion of the export economies, elites tried to import labor from
abroad (as the Argentine Juan Bautista Alberdi once put it, “to govern is
to populate”). As a result, Argentina began, in the 1880s, an aggressive pol-
icy to encourage immigration from Europe: the tide of arrivals in Argentina
over the next three decades was so great, even allowing for the returnees,
that it has been called by one historian the country’s “alluvial era.” Brazil
also recruited immigrants, primarily to work in the coffee fields of São
Paulo. Peru and Chile received a number of immigrants, though far fewer
in both relative and absolute terms than Argentina. Cuba remained a spe-
cial case, since the importation of black slaves from Africa had long since
determined the composition of the country’s laboring class (this had also
been true in parts of Brazil, particularly in the Northeast where sugar plan-
tations thrived on slave labor). Mexico presents an interesting exception
to this pattern. Alone among the major countries, Mexico never sought
large-scale immigration from abroad. One reason is obvious: the country
continued to have a large peasant Indian population, making it unneces-
sary to import new recruits for the labor force.

The appearance of incipient working classes led to new organizations
with important implications for the future. Workers often established mu-
tual aid societies and, in some countries, started labor unions. The nature
of the Latin American economies set the context for worker activism. First,
because exports were crucial, workers in the infrastructure that supported
exports—especially railways and docks—held a vital position. Any work
stoppage posed an immediate threat to the country’s trade viability and
therefore to its capacity to import. Second, the relatively primitive state of
industrialization meant that most workers were employed in very small
firms, usually with less than twenty-five employees. Only a few industries,
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such as textiles, fit the modern image of huge factories with mass produc-
tion techniques. The unions in question were usually organized by craft,
rather than by industry. The exceptions were rail workers, miners, and
dockers, who, not coincidentally, were among the more militant workers.

The years between 1914 and 1927 saw a surge of labor mobilization. It
was the high point of the anarchist, anarcho-syndicalist, and syndicalist in-
fluence, when the capital cities of every major Latin American nation were
rocked by general strikes. Latin America suddenly seemed to be joining in
the class confrontations shaking Germany and Russia, as well as the United
States and much of the rest of Europe. It is at these critical moments—
mass protests, general strikes, intensified ties between the unionized and
the nonunionized—that we can see clearly the nature of the working class,
its organizations, and the manner in which the dominant elites chose to
respond.

What we shall need to compare, as the country studies unfold, are the
similarities and differences in the patterns of interaction among employ-
ers, workers, and politicians, along with landowners, professionals, and the
military. If there are similarities in urban labor’s mobilization during the
decade after the great protests that began at the end of the First World
War, there were striking differences in the elites’ responses. For example,
we shall find that the legal framework of labor relations received much
more attention in Chile than in Argentina and Brazil.

Another major change during the 1900–1930 era was in the balance be-
tween rural and urban sectors of society. The importation of labor and mi-
gration from the countryside combined, in this era, to produce the growth
of large-scale cities. By 1900 Buenos Aires had established itself as “the Paris
of South America,” a large and cosmopolitan city with about 750,000 in-
habitants. All told, just about one-quarter of the Argentine population lived
in cities with 20,000 or more inhabitants at the turn of the century; the
same held true for Cuba. About 20 percent of the Chilean population
resided in similar settlements, while the corresponding figures for Brazil
and Mexico (the latter with a substantial indigenous population) were just
under 10 percent. For Central America the figures were also under 10 per-
cent and in Peru only 6 percent. Expansion of the export-import economies
brought with it the urbanization of Latin American society.

Because of national or ethnic origin, however, laboring classes did not
gain much of a foothold on political power in the early twentieth century.
Immigrants in Argentina and Brazil were not entitled to vote unless they
went through naturalization, so politicians could afford to ignore them. In
Mexico, workers of peasant background had little chance of influencing
the Díaz dictatorship. And in Cuba, of course, the history of slavery left its
own painful legacy.

What this meant, at least in the short run, was that Latin American elites,
while promoting export-oriented expansion, could count on a responsive
labor force without an effective threat of political participation by the work-
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ing class (although strike actions had proved worrisome). Throughout this
era, it seemed, for many, like the best of both worlds.

And as a result, elites in several countries permitted enough political re-
form to allow the effective pursuit of power by members and representa-
tives of the middle sectors. The idea was to gain the allegiance of the mid-
dle sectors and therefore strengthen the structure of elite control and
power. Accordingly, the early twentieth century was a period of political
reform in some of the larger countries. A voting law in 1912 in Argentina
opened suffrage to large sectors of the population and permitted a 
middle-class party, the so-called Radical Party, to win the presidency in
1916. Changes in Chile, actually beginning in the 1890s, saw the imposi-
tion of parliamentary rule on a previously presidentialist system. In Brazil,
the overthrow of the monarchy in 1889 opened a period of limited elec-
toral politics. Cuba, after gaining independence from Spain in 1898 (and,
many would say, then ceding it to the United States), remains a special
case. And even in Mexico, where a large-scale revolution broke out in 1910,
the generalization holds: the original goal of the revolutionary movement
was not to transform Mexican society but merely to gain access to the po-
litical system for excluded fragments of the country’s middle class.

The reformist movements often produced a “co-optative democracy”—
in which effective participation spread from the upper class to the middle
class, to the continued exclusion of the lower class. Such transitions usu-
ally reflected the attempts of ruling socioeconomic elites to co-opt the mid-
dle sectors into supporting the system, though they sometimes had un-
foreseen and unintended consequences—as in the case of Mexico, where
events transpired to create a full-blown revolution. For the most part the
goals were limited.

One significant side effect was the creation of a cadre, in various coun-
tries, of professional politicians. Party politics created careers for men
(women did not even have the vote anywhere in Latin America before
1929) who could devote their entire adult lives to the pursuit of political
power. As often as not they represented the interests of the reigning aris-
tocracy, but they also formed an identifiably separate social group. As
prominent actors in the civilian political scene, they would also become
targets for the disdain and wrath of the military establishment.

For many countries of Latin America, or at least for the elites, the re-
formist formula worked fairly well. European demand for raw materials
during and for several years after World War I led to continued and sus-
tained prosperity. The export-import model of growth appeared to offer a
functional and profitable means of integrating Latin America into the
global system of capitalism. Political adaptations seemed to assure the long-
run hegemony of national elites.

In fact, liberalism—both political and economic—was soon found want-
ing. Its failure illustrates the phenomenon so familiar throughout modern
Latin America: unsuccessful cultural borrowing. Copy as they would the le-
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gal institutions and philosophical phrases of classical liberalism, Latin
Americans found that their reality did not lend itself to the simple appli-
cation of dogma. They failed to understand that originally European lib-
eralism was the ideology of a rising social class whose growing economic
power gave it the political leverage to put its ideology into practice.

Does this mean anything more than that Latin America lacked a large
middle class? Only in part. More fundamentally, Latin America had re-
mained an agrarian economy whose export sector was matched, in most
countries, by a huge subsistence sector. Liberalism had a chance only be-
cause, after 1850, a small but growing sector of the society thought it saw
its interests as different from those of the traditional sectors.

Specifically, the professionals—lawyers, doctors, military officers, civil ser-
vants, and merchants—all constituted an urban interest. They rapidly ab-
sorbed the European liberal ideas without gaining the relative economic
power which their counterparts had gained in France and England. Thus,
even if they had seen their economic interests as antagonistic to those of
the traditional agrarian sector, they would have been in a weak position.
But often they did not. Their livelihood was usually tied to the agrarian
sector even though they lived in cities. Their clients, customers, and em-
ployers were men whose incomes depended largely upon commercial agri-
culture. And the prosperity of this agriculture, in turn, depended upon
foreign trade.

Latin American liberals were debilitated for yet another reason. It was
their uncertainty about an underlying assumption of liberalism: faith in
the rationality and enterprise of their individual countrymen. In Brazil, for
example, politicians had spent years justifying slavery on the grounds that
it was a necessary evil for Brazil’s tropical, agrarian economy. Only enslaved
Africans could do the work. Now the argument came back to haunt liber-
als. Slavery’s legacy was a labor force that fell far short of the rational world
envisaged by Bentham and Mill. The event that transformed this atmos-
phere was the spectacular collapse of the world capitalist economy in
1929–30.

Phase 3: Import-Substituting Industrialization, 1930–1960s

The Great Depression had initially catastrophic effects on the economies
of Latin America. The precipitous economic decline in Europe and the
United States suddenly shrunk the market for Latin American exports. The
international demand for coffee, sugar, metals, and meat underwent sharp
reduction—and Latin American leaders could find no alternative outlets
for their products. Both the unit price and the quantity of Latin American
exports dropped, with the result that their total value for the years 1930–34
was 48 percent below what it had been for 1925–29. Once again, events at
the industrialized center of the world-system had decisive (and limiting)
effects on Latin America and other developing societies.
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The Need to Rethink Economic Theory

Economic theory is serious business in Latin America. In the late
1940s one of the region’s leading economists, Raúl Prébisch, issued
a trenchant critique of liberal doctrines. His arguments provided the
intellectual foundation for the policies of import-substitution indus-
trialization (ISI) that prevailed from that time into the 1980s.

In Latin America, reality is undermining the out-dated schema of the
international division of labor, which achieved great importance in the
nineteenth century and, as a theoretical concept, continued to exert
considerable influence until recently.

Under that schema, the specific task that fell to Latin America, as
part of the periphery of the world economic system, was that of pro-
ducing food and raw materials for the great industrial centres. There
was no place within it for the industrialization of the new countries. It
is nevertheless being forced upon them by events. Two world wars in
a single generation and a great economic crisis between them have
shown the Latin-American countries their opportunities, clearly point-
ing the way to industrial activity. . . . Industrialization has become the
most important means of expansion [for countries of Latin America].

Quoted in Samuel L. Baily, ed., Nationalism in Latin America (New York: Al-
fred A. Knopf, 1971), pp. 153, 160.

The ensuing world depression put great pressure on the political systems
of Latin American countries, many of which suffered military coups (or at-
tempted coups). Within a year or so after the October 1929 stock market
crash in New York, army officers had sought or taken power in Argentina,
Brazil, Chile, Peru, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras. Mexico was en-
during a special constitutional crisis of its own, and Cuba succumbed to a
military takeover in 1933. It would be an exaggeration to say that the eco-
nomic effects of the depression alone caused these political outcomes, but
they cast into doubt the viability of the export-import model of growth,
helped discredit ruling political elites, and made the populace more pre-
pared to accept military regimes. From the early 1930s onward, the mili-
tary reasserted its traditional role as a principal force in Latin American
politics.

Latin American rulers had two options in responding to the global eco-
nomic crisis. One was to forge even closer commercial linkages to the in-
dustrialized nations in order to secure a steady share of the market, what-
ever its size and dislocations. Argentina took such an approach, for
example, to preserve its access to the British market for beef.

An alternative tack, not necessarily inconsistent with the first, was to em-
bark on industrialization. One of the goals of this policy, often supported
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by the military, would be to achieve greater economic independence. The
idea was that by building its own industry, Latin America would be less de-
pendent on Europe and the United States for manufactured goods. By pro-
ducing industrial as well as agricultural and mineral goods, the Latin Amer-
ican economies would become more integrated and more self-sufficient.
And, as a result, they would be less vulnerable to the kinds of shocks brought
on by the worldwide depression.

An additional goal of industrialization was to create jobs for the work-
ing classes, which had continued to grow in size and importance since the
beginning of the twentieth century. Concentrated almost entirely in cities,
the Latin American proletariat was still struggling to organize and sustain
union movements. And in contrast to the previous generation, it was now
trying to exert power as a social force. In some countries, such as Chile,
union movements were relatively free of arbitrary government involvement.
Elsewhere, as in Mexico and Brazil, politicians recognized labor as a po-
tential political resource and took a direct hand in stimulating (and con-
trolling) labor organizations. Whether perceived as ally or threat, the ur-
ban working class was seeking secure employment, and Latin American
leaders saw industrialization as one way to respond.

But the most plausible form of industrial development was not simply to
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copy the paths traced by, for example, nineteenth-century England. In-
stead, Latin America’s economies started producing manufactured goods
that they had formerly imported from Europe and the United States. Hence
the name for this type of development, “import-substituting industrializa-
tion” (ISI).

From the late 1930s to the 1960s, at least in major countries, ISI policies
met with relative success. Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico developed signif-
icant industrial plants that helped generate economic growth. There were
limitations and drawbacks in this form of development (discussed below),
but the immediate result was to generate momentum for the national
economies.

The social consequences of industrialization were complex. One result
was the formation of an entrepreneurial capitalist class or, more specifi-
cally, an industrial bourgeoisie. In Chile, members of this group came prin-
cipally from the families of the landed elite. In Mexico and Argentina, they
comprised different social types and therefore presented a potential chal-
lenge to the hegemony of traditional ruling elites. But the basic point re-
mains: industrialization, even of the ISI type, created a new power group
in Latin American society. Its role was to be much debated in the years
ahead.

Of particular importance here was the role of the state in stimulating
ISI growth. In contrast to the largely laissez-faire policies of nineteenth-
century England and the United States, Latin American governments ac-
tively promoted industrial growth. They did so in various ways: erecting tar-
iff barriers and raising the price of imported goods to the point where local
industrial firms could successfully compete in the marketplace; creating
demand by favoring local producers in government contracts (involving,
for example, purchases for the military); and, most important, establish-
ing government-run companies and investing directly in industrial firms.
Through protection and participation, the state in Latin America furnished
critical impetus for the region’s economic growth.

As industry progressed, the working classes also grew in strength and im-
portance. Whether autonomous or state-directed, union movements in-
creased rapidly, and the support (or control) of labor became crucial for
the continuation of industrial expansion. The workers were needed to pro-
vide the labor under conditions that would yield profits for their employ-
ers. Organized labor was emerging as a major actor on the Latin Ameri-
can scene.

The political expression of these socioeconomic changes took two forms.
One was the continuation of co-optative democracy, through which in-
dustrialists and workers gained (usually limited) access to power through
electoral or other competition. One example was Chile, where political
parties were reorganized to represent the interests of new groups and strata
in society. Pro-labor and pro-industrialist parties entered the Chilean elec-
toral process, leading eventually to a tragic confrontation in the 1970s. Un-
der this system, they were co-opted into the governing structure, and as
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long as this arrangement lasted their participation lent valuable support
to the regime.

An alternative response involved the creation of multiclass “populist” al-
liances. The emergence of an industrialist elite and the vitalization of the
labor movement made possible a new, pro-industrial alliance merging the
interests of entrepreneurs and workers—in some cases, directly challeng-
ing the long-standing predominance of agricultural and landed interests.
Each of these alliances was created by a national leader who used the power
of the state for personal purposes. Thus, as we shall see later, Juan Perón
built a multiclass, urban-based populist coalition in Argentina during the
1940s; in Brazil, Getúlio Vargas began to do so in the late 1930s; and, un-
der somewhat more complicated circumstances, Lázaro Cárdenas turned
to populist solutions for Mexico during this same period.

Most populist regimes had two key characteristics. For one thing, they
were authoritarian: they usually represented coalitions against some other
set of interests (such as landed interests) that were by definition prevented
from participation, and this involved some degree of both exclusion and
repression. Second, as time would tell, they represented interests of
classes—workers and industrialists—that were bound to conflict among
themselves. The maintenance of such regimes therefore depended in large
part on the personal power and charisma of individual leaders (such as
Perón in Argentina and Vargas in Brazil). It also meant that, with or with-
out magnetic leadership, the regimes would be hard to sustain in times of
economic adversity.

Phase 4: Stagnation in Import-Substituting Growth, 1960s–1980s

The 1960s presaged an era of crisis for Latin America. The economic strat-
egy which grew out of the post-1929 industrialization policies had begun
to run into serious troubles, both economic and political. On the economic
front, the problems arose in part from the nature of ISI development 
itself.

First, industrialization through ISI was structurally incomplete. To pro-
duce manufactured goods, Latin American firms continually had to rely
on imported capital goods (such as machine tools) from Europe, the
United States, and later Japan. If such capital goods could not be imported
or were too expensive, local firms were placed in jeopardy. Latin Ameri-
cans slowly realized that ISI growth did not end the dependency of Latin
America on the industrialized nations. It merely altered the form of that
dependency.

This inherent difficulty became acute because of the uneven terms of
trade. Over time, the world market prices of Latin America’s principal ex-
ports (coffee, wheat, copper) underwent a steady decline in purchasing
power. That is, for the same quantity of exports, Latin American countries
could purchase smaller and smaller quantities of capital goods. Industrial
growth therefore faced a bottleneck. And the answer did not lie in in-
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creasing the quantity of their traditional exports, since that might simply
depress the price.

Second, the domestic demand for manufactured products was inevitably
limited. Industries ran up against a lack of buyers, at least at prevailing
prices and credit terms. Brazilians could buy only so many refrigerators
(especially in view of the highly unequal distribution of income, which kept
the popular masses from even contemplating such purchases). This prob-
lem of limited markets might have been met through the formation of
multinational or regional trade associations, or something like a Latin
American common market; there were efforts in this direction, but they
did not resolve the issue. The economies in the major Latin countries
tended to be more competitive than complementary, and such rivalries
posed serious political obstacles to the formation of such associations. As
time went on, industrial firms in Latin America continued to face the prob-
lem of limited markets.

Third, and closely related, was the relatively high degree of technology
involved in Latin American industry. This meant that it could create only
a limited number of jobs for workers. In other words, Latin American in-
dustrial development in this era had picked up the capital-intensive tech-
nology typical of the advanced industrial economies: in comparison to nine-
teenth-century models of growth, it entailed more investments in machines
and fewer in manual labor. Individual firms saw this as necessary to survive
against the economic competition. One of the unintentional results, how-
ever, was to place a ceiling on the size of the domestic market for con-
sumer goods, since relatively few wage earners could afford to purchase
them. A second result was an inability to stem the tide of growing unem-
ployment, which, by the 1960s, began to pose a serious threat to the pre-
vailing social orders.

As pressure mounted, ruling elites in several countries imposed highly
repressive regimes, often through military coups—as in Brazil (1964), Ar-
gentina (1966), and Chile (1973). In all cases the most important deci-
sions were made (or were subject to veto) by the top ranks of military of-
ficers. In view of economic stagnation the military and civilian elites
believed they had to stimulate investment. And in order to accomplish this,
they reasoned, they would have to dismantle, perhaps even crush, the col-
lective power of the working class. The more organized the working class,
the more difficult this task became.

Each of these military-dominated governments assumed the power of
control over decisions concerning labor’s most vital interests—wages, work-
ing conditions, fringe benefits, and the right to organize. Labor had to rec-
oncile itself to the measures approved by the military-dominated govern-
ment bureaucracies that set labor policies. Outright strikes were virtually
nonexistent in Chile between 1973 and 1979 or in Brazil between 1968 and
1978. Moves to organize strikes in those countries in those years invited
harsh repression, although some relaxation occurred in Brazil beginning
in early 1978. Argentina’s stronger tradition of union initiative was harder
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to suppress, but labor leaders there were forced to show great prudence
as well. All three military regimes took an authoritarian approach to labor
relations.

Why this heavy hand toward labor? Viewed from the short term, all three
cases could be explained by the need to undertake unpopular anti-infla-
tion policies. These regimes came to power when inflation and balance of
payments deficits had made their economies dangerously vulnerable. In-
ternational credit, both public and private from the capitalist world, had
been virtually closed off. All three governments were required to launch
stabilization programs. Since no capitalist country in recent years (except
Brazil in 1994) had succeeded in carrying out economic stabilization with-
out producing a drop in real wages (usually very large), it was no surprise
that these military governments sought tough controls over the working
class.

All three cases of antilabor policies, however, had more profound causes.
These governments proclaimed themselves to be “antipolitical.” All blamed
their countries’ distress on the alleged incompetence, dishonesty, or treach-
ery of politicians. These military groups were most aggressive toward the
radically leftist politicians and labor leaders. Few channels of political op-
position were left open. Just as Chile had once been the most democratic
system, its military regime became the most draconian, abolishing all po-
litical parties and burning the electoral rolls.

Argentina’s military government took stern measures in 1976, suspend-
ing Congress and all political parties, thereby signifying a hiatus in com-
petitive politics. Brazil’s military guardians, having come to power in a less
radicalized political atmosphere than their counterparts in Argentina and
Chile, also pushed to abolish the old political parties (replaced by two 
government-sanctioned new ones). A more repressive phase (although with
fewer deaths than in Argentina or Chile) after 1968 in Brazil was followed
by a gradual “opening” after 1978.

Regimes pursuing this path became known as “bureaucratic-authoritar-
ian” states, and they had several characteristics. One was the granting of
public office to people with highly bureaucratized careers—to members of
the military, the civil service, or large corporations. Second was the politi-
cal and economic exclusion of the working class and the control of the
popular sector. Third was the reduction or near-elimination of political ac-
tivity, especially in the early phases of the regime: problems were defined
as technical, not political, and they were met with administrative solutions
rather than negotiated political settlements.

Finally, bureaucratic-authoritarian governments sought to revive eco-
nomic growth by consolidating ties with international economic forces—
revising, once again, the terms of dependency on the global world-system.
Specifically, leaders of these regimes often forged alliances with multina-
tional corporations (vast international companies such as IBM, Philips,
Volkswagen). To establish credit and gain time, they also needed to come
to terms with their creditors, such as U.S. and European banks and inter-
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national lending agencies (such as the World Bank and the Inter-
American Development Bank). Tasks of this kind were commonly dele-
gated to the most internationalized members of the original coalition, fre-
quently young economists trained at U.S. institutions—often identified by
derisive nicknames, such as the “Chicago boys” in Chile.

Mexico, as we shall see in Chapter 8, represents a different situation,
since the state had acquired effective control over the popular sectors be-
fore the economic turndown of the 1960s, and the country was therefore
able to make the transition from “populist” authoritarianism toward a mod-
ified version of “bureaucratic” authoritarianism without a brutal military
coup. That control of the popular sectors was tested anew during the pro-
tracted post-1982 economic crisis. Central America demonstrates the
volatility of social conditions where economic development took place un-
der traditional dictatorship, without giving rise to incremental reform. And
Cuba, with its socialist revolution, offers still another pattern of transition
and change.

Phase 5: Crisis, Debt, and Democracy, 1980s–2000s

Economic growth during the 1970s often relied on external borrowing.
In 1973–74 and again in 1979–81, concerted action by petroleum-
exporting countries led to abrupt increases in the world price of oil.
Unable to spend all their windfall profits (technically known as “rents”)
in their own countries, Middle Eastern potentates made massive deposits
in international banks. Logically enough, the banks sought to lend this
money to capital-starved but creditworthy clients—at profitable interest
rates. Prominent bankers in Europe and the United States decided that
Latin American countries looked like good potential clients, especially
if their governments were committed to maintaining law and order.

Thus began a frenetic cycle of lending and borrowing. Between 1970
and 1980 Latin America increased its external debt from $27 billion to
$231 billion, with annual debt-service payments (interest plus amortiza-
tion) of $18 billion. Complications quickly ensued. Commodity prices de-
clined, real interest rates climbed, bankers became reluctant to make still
more loans. Countries of the region experienced increasing difficulty in
meeting obligations on the debt, and in August 1982 Mexico declared its
inability to pay. The U.S. government frantically put together a rescue pack-
age for Mexico, but it provided only short-term respite. Merely to cover in-
terest payments, major Latin American debtors—Argentina, Brazil, and
Mexico—had to pay yearly the equivalent of 5 percent of their gross do-
mestic product (GDP). Caught in a squeeze between declining export earn-
ings and rising debt-service obligations, Latin America plunged into a
decade-long economic crisis.

Over the course of the 1980s, international authorities—the U.S. gov-
ernment, the private bankers, and, especially, the International Monetary
Fund (IMF)—imposed strict terms on Latin American borrowers. If the

Modern Latin America58



governments would undertake fundamental economic reforms, they could
qualify for relief from debt burdens. These reforms almost always included
opening up economies to foreign trade and investment, reducing the role
of the government, promoting new exports, and taking steps against in-
flation. Such “neo-liberal” ideas called for “structural adjustments” in eco-
nomic policy and amounted to a near-complete repudiation of time-
honored ISI strategies. Because of its association with international finan-
cial organizations located in the U.S. capital, this set of recipes came to be
known as the “Washington consensus.”

Faced with little choice, most Latin American governments accepted
IMF-sponsored conditions, at least formally. Smaller countries, such as
Chile and Bolivia, first succeeded in carrying them out. Mexico made sig-
nificant headway by the late 1980s, as did Argentina and Peru in the early
1990s. Brazil, the largest country of all, would resist IMF formulae until the
mid-1990s.

By 1990, as more loans were made just to cover current interest pay-
ments, Latin America’s total external debt climbed to $417.5 billion. From
1982 through 1989 Latin America transferred over $200 billion to indus-
trialized nations, equivalent to several times the Marshall Plan. Real eco-
nomic output (GDP) per capita declined in 1981, 1982, 1983, 1988, and
1989—and showed a cumulative decline of almost 10 percent over the
decade.

In this context of economic crisis, Latin America turned away from au-
thoritarianism—and, in many cases, toward democracy. The coalitions be-
hind bureaucratic-authoritarian regimes turned out to be relatively fragile.
Local industrialists felt threatened by multinational corporations, and the
military’s instinct to annihilate any militant opposition aroused protest
from intellectuals, artists, and middle-sector representatives. Under the
weight of the debt crisis, too, some military leaders chose to return to the
barracks—and let civilians take over what seemed to be an “unsolvable
problem.”

Pressure also welled up from below. One conspicuous feature of Latin
American politics throughout the 1980s was a rise in civic participation, as
ordinary citizens began to insist on their rights and demand accountabil-
ity from governments. In part this resulted from the uniting of opposition
forces produced by the brutality of military repression. Second, once
democracy was established, was an increasing commitment to free and fair
elections. Third, as a consequence of all these processes, there appeared
a new cadre of civilian, middle-class, well-educated leaders. This occurred
most clearly in Brazil, Argentina, and Chile.

Most of these regimes were not complete democracies. In many coun-
tries the military still wielded considerable power from behind the scenes
and could exercise a veto power over major policies. After years of re-
pression (including physical elimination) by military dictatorships, the
Marxist left by the 1990s was largely divided, demoralized, and discredited
by the collapse of communism in East Europe and the Soviet Union, and
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in some countries the left was still denied effective participation in poli-
tics. Key topics, such as land reform, stood no chance of serious consider-
ation. Human rights suffered continuing violations. And many crucial de-
cisions, especially on economic policy, were made in high-handed and
authoritarian fashion.

By the early 1990s, Latin America at last began to reap rewards for ac-
cepting stringent reform policies. Excluding Brazil (which postponed its
reforms until 1994), average inflation throughout the region dropped from
130 percent in 1989 to 14 percent in 1994. Partly in response, international
investors looked with favor on Latin America. The inflow of private funds
from abroad—mainly from Europe, Japan, and the United States—climbed
from only $13.4 billion in 1990 to the impressive total of $57 billion in
1994. (In 1993 alone, U.S. investors bought more foreign equities around
the world—about $68 billion—than during the whole decade of the 1980s.)
And as a result, average growth in Latin America increased from only 1.5
percent in 1985-89 to the respectable level of 3.5 percent in the 1990s.

Problems lingered nonetheless. Most of this new private funding came
in the form of “portfolio” investments (that is, purchases of paper stocks
or bonds) rather than “direct” investments (such as plants or factories).
Portfolio investments tend to be highly mobile and notoriously volatile,
and they can leave host countries almost instantly. So when the U.S. Fed-
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A Partially Free Press

Democratization has brought many benefits to Latin America, but the
process is far from complete. Nowhere is this more evident than in
the plight of the press.

According to the highly regarded Freedom House, the press in
most of Latin America—including Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico—
was only “partly free” as of 1999, largely due to political harassment
and/or economic restrictions. In two countries, Peru and Cuba, the
press was rated “not free” as a result of state control and physical in-
timidation. Scholarly research has also come up with a chilling sta-
tistic: 122 journalists were killed in Latin America between 1988 and
1997.

It takes courage to be a journalist in this kind of atmosphere, and
there are genuine champions of press freedom throughout Latin
America. Among them are Gustavo Gorriti, exiled from his native
Peru and harassed by government officials in his adopted home of
Panama; Horacio Verbitsky, a relentless investigative reporter whom
the president of Argentina once called “a terrorist with a pen”; and
Julio Scherer García, who founded the magazine Proceso after incur-
ring the wrath of the Mexican government for his independent lead-
ership of the once-respected newspaper Excélsior.



eral Reserve started increasing interest rates in early 1994, investors began
to anticipate improved returns in the U.S. market. This expectation led to
a 14 percent drop in capital flows to Latin America in 1994. And when
Mexico crashed in December 1994, foreign investors fled markets through-
out the region in what came to be known as the “tequila effect.” The im-
plication was painfully clear: despite impressive and often courageous ef-
forts at economic reform, Latin America still remained vulnerable to the
vagaries of world financial markets.

There were structural problems as well. One was the persistence of
poverty. According to international standards, nearly 40 percent of the pop-
ulation of Latin America qualified as “poor” in the mid-1990s. A second
long-term problem was inequality. Ever since data on the subject first be-
came available in the 1950s, Latin America has displayed the most uneven
distribution of income in the world—more so than Africa, South Asia, and
the Middle East—and this situation was getting progressively worse. By the
early 1990s, the richest 10 percent of households in Latin America were
receiving 40 percent of the total income, while the bottom 20 percent was
getting less than 4 percent. Social equity thus came to pose a major chal-
lenge for the region.

By the turn of the twenty-first century, the political spectrum in Latin
America encompassed a broad span (even aside from socialist Cuba). At
one end was “liberal democracy,” with free and fair elections and gener-
alized respect of rights of speech, organization, and dissent. After a long
struggle with tyranny, Chile resumed its position, along with Uruguay and
Costa Rica, as one of the most democratic countries in the region. At the
other end were authoritarian episodes, and coups were attempted—if un-
successfully—in Guatemala, Paraguay, and Venezuela. In between these
two extremes was what has been called “illiberal democracy,” a form of “in-
complete” democracy that combined electoral competition with pervasive
constraints on the exercise of citizen rights. One conspicuous case was Al-
berto Fujimori’s reign in Peru; another was Hugo Chávez’s “revolutionary”
regime in Venezuela. To one degree or another, many Latin American
countries—including Argentina and Brazil, at least throughout the 1990s—
fell into this intermediate category. Throughout much of the region, too,
political institutions—legislatures, courts, regulatory agencies, and the civil
service—were notoriously weak. Key questions therefore emerged: Would
Latin America’s fragile democracies develop the will and capacity to pro-
tect the rights of citizens? Would they acquire the strength and ability to
govern? Could they build the institutional capacity to consolidate recent
reforms and to attack the problems of poverty and inequality?

In summary, the evolution of leading societies in Latin America has fol-
lowed a pattern in which economic, social, and political developments are
linked. Adherence to a general pattern has varied from country to coun-
try, but it is nonetheless possible to discern the outline of a common his-
torical experience since the late nineteenth century. (Table 2-1 presents a
simple summary.) This set of patterns, one should remember, derives from
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the history of the largest and most economically developed nations of Latin
America. Some of the economically less developed areas, such as Central
America or Paraguay, have undergone only some of these transitions—and
their trajectory is seriously affected by the timing of their start. Just as global
factors have conditioned the historical experience of the larger countries,
so will global factors condition the future development of less advanced
countries. There is no guarantee, in other words, that the histories of Ar-
gentina and Brazil foreshadow the future of Honduras and Paraguay—any
more than knowing the history of the nineteenth-century United States en-
ables us to predict the evolution of Chile or Mexico.

Women and Society

If we are to judge by the conventional accounts, women have played only mi-
nor roles in the economic and political transformation of Latin America. A
look at prominent public positions appears to confirm this impression. Why
should this have been so? To answer, we need first to look into Latin Amer-
ican culture. A central cultural norm has consisted of the notion of machismo,
a celebration of the sexual and social expressions of masculine power and
virility. For centuries this idea has provided both a prescription and a justifi-
cation for varied forms of aggression and assertiveness which have been
linked, in turn, to the protection of honor. Machismo appears to have its ori-
gins in medieval conceptions of knighthood, including chivalry and ca-
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Table 2-1 Patterns of Change in Latin America

Typical
Economic Social Political

Development Change Outcome

Phase 1 Initiation of export- Modernization of Oligarchic
(1880–1900) import growth elite, appearance democracy or

of commercial sector integrating
and new professionals dictatorship

Phase 2 Export-import Appearance of middle Co-optative
(1900–1930) expansion strata, beginnings democracy

of proletariat
Phase 3 Import-substituting Formation of entrepre- Populism or

(1930–1960s) industrialization neurial elite, strength- co-optative
ening of democracy
working class

Phase 4 Stagnation in Sharpening of con- Bureaucratic-
(1960s to import-substituting flict, often class authoritarian
early 1980s) growth; some conflict regime

export-oriented
growth in the 1970s

Phase 5 Economic crisis, Increased mobiliza- Incomplete
(early 1980s neo-liberal reform, tion of middle- and electoral
to the present) gradual recovery lower-class groups democracy



ballerosidad, and it has undergone steady adaptation in the face of social
change. In any event, it still lives.

The other side of this male-oriented stereotype has been, for women, the
cult of marianismo. Named after the Virgin Mary, this myth exalts the virtues
associated with womanhood—semidivinity, moral superiority, and spiritual
strength. For it is women, according to the Latin American conception, who
are the custodians of virtue and propriety. They are pictured as having infi-
nite capacities for humility and sacrifice, and, as mother figures, they demon-
strate unfailing tolerance for the impulsive (often childlike) antics of the ma-
cho menfolk. The typical female image thus becomes one of saintliness and
sadness, often identified with the rituals of mourning: a wistful figure, clad
in black and draped with a mantilla, kneeling before the altar and praying
for redemption of the sinful males within her sheltered world.

Reality, of course, has not always complied with the mythologies of
machismo and marianismo. But both cults have been integral parts of Latin
American society, and they have consistently been used and exploited by
members of both sexes.

The social role of females has typically been confined to the private
sphere, particularly the family, and here women have often reigned
supreme. Among the lower classes especially, women have, from the colo-
nial times onward, often been the heads of household—because husbands
have either moved elsewhere or died. And among the upper-class elite, ex-
tended families have frequently been dominated by forceful matrons,
grandmotherly figures who wielded unchallenged authority over such fam-
ily matters as marriage, place of residence, and inheritance.

Over time the boundaries of acceptable social behavior for women have
broadened a great deal. In the nineteenth century women of culture of-
ten hosted literary discussions, or tertulias, where guests would engage in
discourse about novels and belles-lettres. Some, like Clorinda Matto de
Turner and Mercedes Cabello de Carbonero in Peru, became distinguished
writers (a tradition first set by a seventeenth-century Mexican nun, Sor
Juana Inés de la Cruz). But restrictions persisted. Mariquita Sánchez, host-
ess of a well-known salon in Buenos Aires, described the female plight in
ironic verse:

The only things we understand
Are hearing a mass, reciting a prayer,
Arranging our clothes,
And patching and repair.

During the twentieth century the process of change accelerated. Within
middle-class strata especially, young women ceased to be chaperoned on
social occasions (partly because the family had less at stake in the event of
an inconvenient marriage). Women have entered the job market and made
their mark as teachers, professors, dentists, doctors, even lawyers. In large
metropolitan cities, their lifestyles are often barely distinguishable from
those of women living in Paris or New York.
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Nonetheless, Latin American women have been slow to enter (or have
been prohibited from entering) the public arena. As Table 2-2 reveals,
women obtained the right to vote rather late in many countries, mostly in
the 1930s or 1940s (and as late as 1961 in Paraguay). Survey research in-
dicates that many women interpret the franchise as a matter of civic duty,
rather than partisan involvement. On many occasions, it appears, they have
voted in deference to their husbands’ preferences.

But not always. In 1958, for instance, women in Chile tipped the balance
in favor of the conservative presidential candidate (men having given a plu-
rality to the radical opponent). And in 1970 in the same country, lower-
class women provided an important base of electoral support for the vic-
torious left. More research on the subject is needed (it was easy in Chile,
where by law women and men vote in separate booths), but there is every
indication that increasingly women are asserting independent stands in key
elections.

They have also shown their influence in other ways. As early as the 1920s,
women in Chile and elsewhere mobilized in order to demand the right to
vote. From the 1930s through the 1950s, authoritarian regimes granted suf-
frage to women in hopes of constructing a political base of support. This
pattern occurred in Brazil (1932), Haiti (1950), Mexico (1953), Peru
(1955), Colombia (1957), Paraguay (1961), and much of Central America.
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Table 2-2 Female Suffrage in the Americas

Year in which National Woman
Country Suffrage Was Recognized

United States 1920
Ecuador 1929
Brazil 1932
Uruguay 1932
Cuba 1934
El Salvador 1939
Dominican Republic 1942
Guatemala 1945
Panama 1945
Argentina 1947
Venezuela 1947
Chile 1949
Costa Rica 1949
Haiti 1950
Bolivia 1952
Mexico 1953
Honduras 1955
Nicaragua 1955
Peru 1955
Colombia 1957
Paraguay 1961

Source: Elsa M. Chaney, Supermadre: Women in Politics in Latin Amer-
ica (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1979), p. 169.



Perhaps the most well-known instance took place in Argentina (1947),
where Evita Perón became one of the most powerful women in the history
of the Western Hemisphere. Even so, she presented herself with self-con-
scious modesty:

In this great house of the Motherland, I am just like any other woman in any
other of the innumerable houses of my people. Just like all of them, I rise
early thinking about my husband and my children. . . . It’s that I so truly feel
myself the mother of my people.

Thus did Evita, willful and politically ambitious, harken to the themes of
marianismo.

From the 1950s through the 1980s, women of Latin America became in-
creasingly forceful. They took active part in revolutionary movements, mak-
ing up fully one-third of the Sandinista fighting force in Nicaragua and a
comparable share of armed rebels in El Salvador. As brutal military regimes
took hold, especially throughout the Southern Cone, women found ways
to resist. In Argentina, the “mothers of the Plaza de Mayo” held weekly vig-
ils demanding information on relatives and loved ones who had “disap-
peared.” In Chile, female arpilleras found ways to express themselves
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Ill, gaunt, and nonetheless compelling, Evita Perón waves to the crowd during a
motorcade for the inauguration of her husband into his second presidential term
in June 1952; she died the following month. (Corbis/Bettman/United Press In-
ternational.)



through subversive forms of art, while other women engaged in public
protests against military rule. 

Starting in the 1980s, the trend toward democratization produced am-
bivalent effects. Eager to recoup political power, civilian men at first con-
trolled the political process, reserved high-ranking positions for themselves
and their colleagues, and made only token concessions to women’s de-
mands. By the 1990s, however, the patterns started to shift. Women now
constituted significant electoral constituencies, sometimes a majority of vot-
ers. They were increasingly educated and engaged in the workforce. They
joined together to form innumerable grass-roots movements and non-
government organizations (NGOs) devoted to improving conditions for
women. Feminist publications emerged in Mexico, Argentina, Chile, Brazil,
and other countries.

As a result, women of Latin America gained increasing representation
in positions of power. In 1990, women occupied an average of only 5 per-
cent of the seats in upper legislative houses (or senates) and 9 percent in
lower houses; by 2002, these proportions increased to 13 and 15 percent,
approximately the same level as in the United States. Laws setting quotas
for women candidates on party slates were especially effective in increas-
ing legislative representation. Similarly, women constituted 9 percent of
Latin America’s cabinet ministers in 1990 and 13 percent in 2000. In some
countries—Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras, Panama,
and Venezuela—women held one-fifth to one-quarter of ministerial posts.
Perhaps most remarkably, Chile would even have a female minister of 
defense!

To be sure, there were no independently elected women presidents of
Latin America as of early 2004. The women who became presidents—
Isabel Martínez de Perón in Argentina, Violeta Barrios de Chamorro in
Nicaragua, Mireya Moscoso in Panama—acquired public profiles as wid-
ows of prominent men. But women were stepping forward as serious pres-
idential contenders, in Peru and elsewhere, and it seemed like only a mat-
ter of time. Legacies of machismo were not nearly as strong as stereotypes
might suggest. 

In the context of the constraints (and advantages) afforded by their cul-
ture, Latin American women have not developed a U.S.-style “feminist”
movement with an emphasis on equality in the workplace and control over
sexuality and reproductive processes (through birth prevention and/or
abortion). Instead they have focused their energy on issues closer to
home—economic survival, physical security, and human rights. Conse-
quently, women have assumed leading roles in grass-roots movements and
local organizations, from soup kitchens to civic associations. At the same
time, the pursuit of initially “private” goals has often thrust women directly
into the public sphere (as in the case of the mothers of the Plaza de Mayo,
whose dignified demands for information about missing family members
turned into an eloquent condemnation of Argentina’s military regime). In
one way or another, women have thus become prominent actors in Latin
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America’s rapidly changing social and political scene. As Helen I. Safa and
Cornelia Butler Flora have argued, “Latin American and Caribbean women
collectively have inserted themselves too decisively into the public sphere
to retreat into the private domestic domain. Women have become in-
creasingly important members of the labor force and contributors to the
household economy; they have mobilized their households in response to
economic crises; and they have organized social movements for human
rights and social welfare.” From this there is no turning back.

A Framework for Comparison

One of the aims of this book is to furnish a basis for the comparative analy-
sis of contemporary Latin America. This involves three steps: first, identi-
fying the patterns and processes shared in common by Latin American so-
cieties; second, identifying the differences between their individual
historical experiences; third, and most difficult, ascertaining the reasons
for those differences.

Thus far we have presented a general scheme for depicting socioeco-
nomic and political transition in Latin America. To comprehend the sim-
ilarities and differences between various countries, we need to ask a com-
mon set of fundamental questions. We have, accordingly, approached the
case studies that follow with several inquiries in mind:

1. How has the class structure evolved? What are the most important social
classes? Are any classes missing? In some instances economic changes have
conspired to create some groupings and to prevent the formation of oth-
ers. Not every Latin society has had a peasantry or an industrial elite, for
example, and the absence of a social grouping can have as important an
effect on the social order as can the presence of others.

2. Which social classes have the most power? Who controls the economy,
and who dominates the political scene? How much effective competi-
tion takes place between existing groups?

3. Which groupings form alliances? Are there effective social coalitions?
On the basis of what interests? Are industrial workers more likely to join
an alliance with entrepreneurial leaders, for example, than with peas-
ants who share their lower-class status?

4. How autonomous is the state? Does the government represent the in-
terests of only one social class (or coalition), or does it stand apart from
such allegiances? If it is run by the army, for example, do military lead-
ers strive to remain above and beyond the conflicts of civil society?

International factors have played key roles in the shaping of Latin Amer-
ican history, particularly in regard to economic issues. This dimension gives
rise to additional questions:

5. At any given moment, what kind of activity is taking place at the center
of the international economy? What are the shape and form of eco-
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nomic changes in Europe and the United States, and what kind of lim-
itations and incentives do they pose for the countries of Latin America?

6. How does the relationship between the economies at the center and
the periphery of the system affect the composition and arrangement of
social classes within Latin American societies? Would a country export-
ing beef (Argentina), for example, be likely to have a different class
structure from a country exporting copper (Chile)? What implications
might this have?

7. How have Latin American countries managed to take advantage of their
place in the global economy? Experience has suggested that the pos-
session of oil, for example, can provide such countries as Mexico,
Venezuela, Ecuador, and Colombia with economic opportunity and in-
ternational influence (and with long-run difficulties, too). Have there
been similar cases in the past?

8. What are the predominant political factors in the international scene?
The presence (or absence) of an East–West Cold War, to take one ob-
vious example, could help determine the plausible range of choices
available to Latin American policymakers. In specific moments, too, this
concern can translate into another factor: geographic proximity to the
United States. Because of presumed “national security” considerations
of a geopolitical nature, the United States may well grant more leeway
to a country like Argentina than, let us say, to nations in the Caribbean
basin.

We offer a comparative analysis of key countries in the Analytical Ap-
pendix. Our immediate task is to turn to individual case studies.
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ARGENTINA

Prosperity, Deadlock, and Change

Present-day Argentina was originally a backwater in the Spanish American
colonial empire. Unlike Mexico or Peru, the region of the Río de la Plata
did not have a settled native population. The Indians were few in number
and nomadic, so the Spaniards had no ready large-scale source of labor. The
area’s greatest resource was its fertile land—some of the richest in the world.
A further asset was the location of Buenos Aires, which was situated to be-
come a great port. Yet no dynamic economy emerged in the colonial era.

Argentina’s geography is important for understanding the region’s later
development. Until 1776 Argentina was included within the viceroyalty of
Peru, and its economic development was closely linked to the northward
shipment of cotton, rice, wheat, and leather goods. The coastal region
around Buenos Aires was less active. Its greatest industry was smuggling.
Only in 1776 did Buenos Aires assume importance, when it was made the
seat of a new viceroyalty. Power then began to shift from the northwest to
the southern coast, as Buenos Aires became the entry port for European
imports.

The Wars of Independence shook the viceroyalty of La Plata, but with-
out the property damage that hit Mexico (and Uruguay). Anti-Spanish sen-
timent in La Plata united the local elite and produced what became an en-
during myth of military prowess, as General José de San Martín defeated
the troops loyal to the Spanish crown. With independence achieved in the
1820s, the landowning aristocracy contemplated their realm with satisfac-
tion. Most important, Buenos Aires and the interior to the north and west
grew steadily farther apart.

The Struggle over Nationhood

The decades after independence saw a battle over the direction of the new
country’s economic development. The competing groups came from dif-
ferent regions. One faction was made up of the “unitarians,” mainly from
the province (and city) of Buenos Aires. They wanted to nationalize the
port city of Buenos Aires: strip it of its autonomy, then make it into a base
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from which to reduce provincial barriers to trade and thereby open the
entire country to international commerce.

The second group was the “federalists,” who were from the interior. They
agreed on the need to nationalize the city of Buenos Aires because they
wanted the city’s customs receipts distributed to all the provinces. At the
same time, they wanted to maintain provincial autonomy, especially the
ability to levy interprovincial tariffs and thus protect local industries.

The third group was also called the “federalists,” but they were of a very
different kind: they were from the province of Buenos Aires and opposed
nationalization of the port city of Buenos Aires, since that would mean the
loss of their province’s existing monopoly over the city’s customs revenues.
They also wanted free trade. In effect, the third group was advocating the
status quo.

The conflict among these three groups lasted through the 1830s and 1840s.
In the end the issue was decided by one of Latin America’s famous dictators:
Juan Manuel de Rosas, a politically ambitious cattle rancher from the province
of Buenos Aires, who won the governorship of his province in 1829. His am-
bitions did not stop there. He wanted to rule all of Argentina, and pursued
his goal with policies favoring the estancieros (ranch owners), thus furthering
the consolidation of a landed aristocracy. Rosas was an ardent Buenos Aires
federalist, and he had the following to achieve his goal of subduing rival
caudillos. He extended the power of the province of Buenos Aires over the
country, in effect building up a nation on the principle of federalism. At the
same time, Rosas built a powerful government machine, with an enforcement
squad (Mazorca) that terrorized all who dared oppose the dictator, even if only
because they failed to wear the official color of red.

Rosas was such an ardent nationalist that many foreigners saw him as a
xenophobe. He sought to apply in his foreign policy the tactics that had
worked so handsomely in domestic politics. Unfortunately for Rosas, he
had succeeded in arousing a powerful opposition alliance that included
Brazil and Uruguay, as well as General Justo José de Urquiza, who com-
manded the force that defeated Rosas in 1852. The Argentine strongman
then immediately left for exile in England. Despite his ignominious fall,
Rosas had succeeded in creating a united Argentina out of the disparate
provinces. From the moment of his defeat Argentine nationalists adopted
him as a prototypical Argentine patriot, who pursued national develop-
ment against the alien forces seeking to subvert Argentina’s rise to full na-
tionhood. Rosas resembles Chile’s Diego Portales and Mexico’s Agustín de
Iturbide, who also became strong-arm autocratic rulers in the decade af-
ter independence. Rosas ruled far longer than the other two.

During the Rosas era many Argentine intellectuals, such as Domingo
Sarmiento and Esteban Echeverría, fled the repressive regime. Sarmiento
described Rosas as the man “who applied the knife of the gaucho to the
culture of Buenos Aires and destroyed the work of centuries—of civiliza-
tion, law and liberty.” These intellectuals dreamed of capturing control of
Argentina and steering it onto the course of liberal representative gov-
ernment. With the fall of Rosas in 1852 they got their chance.



Power was taken by Justo José de Urquiza, a federalist from the interior.
He began by calling a constitutional convention, which promulgated a con-
stitution in 1853, closely following the U.S. example. It was to be a federal
system, with the president chosen by an electoral college. The federal con-
gress had two houses, with the Chamber of Deputies elected by direct vote
and the Senate elected by provincial legislatures.

The controversy over the status of the city of Buenos Aires was far from
settled, however. Protesting the nationalization of the city in the new con-
stitution, the province of Buenos Aires refused to join the new confedera-
tion. Defeated in a brief civil war in 1859, the province was forced to ca-
pitulate. Only two years later the province rose in revolt, led by Bartolomé
Mitre, and captured control of the confederation.

In 1862 Mitre was inaugurated as president, and he launched a new drive
to unify Argentina. For the next two decades the liberals continued in
power. Mitre was followed in the presidency by Domingo Sarmiento, au-
thor of Facundo (1845), the most famous literary attack on the caudillo-style
gauchos. Sarmiento believed ardently in North American–style public ed-
ucation and urged Argentines to follow the U.S. model. A diversion on the
way was the drawn-out Paraguayan War (1865–70), in which tiny Paraguay
held off Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay for five years. At issue was the ill-
advised attempt by the Paraguayan dictator, Francisco Solano López, to
monopolize access to the all-important Paraná River basin.

The third liberal president was Nicolás Avellaneda. In his term (1874–80)
Argentina undertook its last major territorial conquest—the “Indian wars.”
The provinces to the south and west of Buenos Aires had long been plagued
by Indian raids. Now an army force under the command of General Julio
Roca subdued or exterminated the indigenous bands.

Since ousting Rosas, the liberals had enjoyed power long enough to lay
the basis for their country’s rapid integration into the world economy.
Their leader now was General Roca, hero of the “Conquest of the Desert.”
The symbolism could hardly have been better: the Indian-fighter presid-
ing over the Europeanization of a South American republic.

The political elite had few doubts about its mission. Like their counter-
parts in Brazil and Mexico, the Argentine politicians and intellectuals saw
themselves as applying the true principles of both economic and political
liberalism. They quoted the pseudoscience of Herbert Spencer, arguing
that if an aristocracy ruled Argentina, it was the result of natural selection.
With the Indian and the gaucho safely subdued, the elite confidently
looked forward to enriching itself, and, by liberal logic, thereby enriching
their country.

Overview: Economic Growth and Social Change

Argentina’s economic success in the 1880–1914 era was based on supply-
ing agricultural goods to the North Atlantic industrial world. Argentina
had a comparative advantage in producing meat and grain. Important
technological advances had made it practical to ship foodstuffs the many
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Whitening Argentina

The elite of nineteenth-century Argentina worried about the racial
future of their young country:

In terms of the population, Argentina was becoming increasingly dif-
ferentiated from her sister South American republics, which, with the
exception of Uruguay, remained numerically dominated by a racially
mixed population of Afro-Indio-Europeans. Citizens of the only “truly
white” nation in South America, the Argentines compared themselves
to such “mongrelized” countries as Brazil, Peru, Paraguay, and Mex-
ico, and were well pleased. By the 1880s Domingo Sarmiento [Ar-
gentine statesman] could write that the banners of the African na-
tions that one used to see at the old Carnival celebrations had been
replaced by the flags of the various French, Italian, and Spanish clubs
and societies.

From George Reid Andrews, The Afro-Argentines of Buenos Aires: 1800–1900
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1980), p. 106.

thousands of miles from Buenos Aires to London and Antwerp. One was
the steam vessel, with its faster and far more certain pace than the sailing
ship. Another was the process for chilling meat (the plants in Argentina
were called frigoríficos).

Argentina’s pampas were among the most fertile lands in the world.
But Argentina lacked capital and labor. England, Argentina’s principal
customer, soon sent the capital. It came as investment in railroads,
docks, packing houses, and public utilities. English firms now handled
shipping, insurance, and banking. This inflow of capital was exactly 
what the Argentine political elite saw as essential for their country’s 
development.

The other missing economic factor was labor. Here the solution also
came from Europe, although not from Britain. The badly needed workers
streamed into Argentina from southern Europe, especially Italy. Between
1857 and 1930 Argentina received a net immigration (immigrants minus
emigrants) of 3.5 million, meaning that about 60 percent of the total pop-
ulation increase could be attributed to immigration. Of these immigrants
about 46 percent were Italian and 32 percent were Spanish. The demo-
graphic effect of immigration on Argentina was greater than in any other
major country of the Western Hemisphere. By 1914 approximately 30 per-
cent of the population was foreign born. (At the same time in the United
States, another haven for European emigrants, only about 13 percent of
the population was foreign born.) The result was to give Argentina a dis-
tinctly European quality, with a resulting tension among Argentines as to
their real national identity.
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This immigrant labor force was a textbook example of the mobility of
labor. There was a remarkable movement of laborers back and forth be-
tween Italy and the Argentine pampas (earning them the nickname of
golondrinas or “swallows”). There was a fluid movement within Argentina,
too, with Buenos Aires always attracting a large share of the foreigners.

This era also saw a modest industrialization, which, however, posed no
threat to the basically agro-export orientation of the economy.

The rapid economic growth of the 1880–1914 era had profound social
implications. At the outset there was a landed elite on top, gauchos and
wage labor on the bottom. With the epic tide of immigration, the na-
tional population swelled from 1.7 million in 1869 to 7.9 million in 1914.
As the economy boomed, new economic niches appeared. The immi-
grants came first to the farms, but then often moved to the cities. The
Italians and Spaniards arrived to become colonists, tenant farmers, and
rural laborers. Other jobs opened in the urban sector: in transport (es-
pecially the railroads), processing, and the service industries (banking,
government).

Argentina’s economy thus entered an era of increasing prosperity based
on the exportation of meat and grain and on the importation of manu-
factured goods. From the 1860s to 1914 Argentina’s GDP grew at an an-
nual average rate of a least 5 percent (exact data for pre-1900 are sketchy).
This is one of the highest sustained growth rates ever recorded for any
country. Argentina, so blessed with natural resources, seemed on its way
to unending expansion.

But the country paid a price for this success. A decline in European de-
mand for foodstuffs depressed exports, which could provoke a downturn
throughout the entire Argentine economy. And as shown in Figure 3-1,
the peso value of Argentine exports varied considerably from 1915 to 1939:
up during World War I, down in the early 1920s, then up and down and
up and down again when the Great Depression struck in the 1930s. This
is one way in which Argentina, like other exporting countries of Latin Amer-
ica, came to be economically dependent on the industrialized center of
the world-system. The condition of the economy was largely determined
by trends and decisions outside of Argentina.

But the international market for meat and grain was relatively stable, at
least in comparison to the demand for sugar and coffee (as we shall see
below). The meat trade, in particular, held fairly firm throughout the 1930s.
After recovering from drought and other setbacks, the demand for wheat
and other cereals also bounced back. So Argentina was hit hard by the de-
pression, but not as quickly—or as completely—as some other countries of
Latin America.

Economic dependency also appeared in the Argentine banking system,
which was periodically tied to the gold standard. Short-term fluctuations
in trade caused sharp changes in Argentina’s gold reserves, thus contract-
ing or expanding the domestic money supply and making Argentina’s econ-
omy a hostage to international currency movements.
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Still another link to the world economy posed further problems: the
large role played by foreign capital and foreign businessmen. From 1900
to 1929, 35 percent of the country’s total fixed investment came from for-
eigners. Britain was the prime investor, followed by France and Germany.
This high degree of foreign economic involvement later became a prime
target for the economic nationalists. Such dependence on foreign re-
sources also fed a recurrent doubt that Argentines could ever achieve a
more self-sufficient economy, especially in industry.

Argentina’s export-import growth also created inequities at home, especially
among geographic regions. While prosperity blessed the pampas and Buenos
Aires, parts of the interior stagnated. Only Mendoza, Tucumán, and Córdoba

Figure 3-1 Argentine Exports, 1915–39 (in thousands of pesos)
Source: Vicente Vázquez-Presedo, Estadísticas históricas argentinas (comparadas), vol. II (Buenos Aires: Edi-
ciones Macchi, 1976), pp. 190–93.
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escaped this fate, thanks to their wine and sugar production. Throughout the
nineteenth century the interior had fought to prevent its demise at the hands
of Buenos Aires. It lost, and the price of its defeat was poverty.

Of course inequities also existed even within the prosperous regions. The
wealthy estancieros built elegant chalets, while foreign-born tenant farmers and
displaced native workers scratched out a meager existence. In Buenos Aires,
elegantly attired aristocrats met at their European-style clubs while workers
struggled to protect their families from inflation. The Argentine boom, like
so many others in capitalist countries at this time, did facilitate considerable
upward mobility. But it also fostered huge income discrepancies, which were
ultimately bound to create social and political tensions.

One crucial social effect of Argentina’s expansion was a nonevent: the
country never developed a peasantry. The Conquest of the Desert in the 1870s
virtually eliminated the Indian population, and the land was promptly dis-
tributed in large tracts appropriate for raising cattle and sowing grain. In
contrast to the policy in the Great Plains of the United States, Argentina
did not give its land to family farmers or individual homesteaders. Cattle
ranching did not require a large-scale workforce, since barbed wire was suf-
ficient to contain the herds; and though wheat was often grown by foreign
colonists who rented land, they did not constitute an influential social
group. As a result, a classic peasantry—such as those of Mexico, Chile, or
northeastern Brazil—did not exist in Argentina.

Britain in Argentina

By the end of the nineteenth century, Argentina was the economic
success story of Latin America, due partly to its close ties with Britain.
Here is how one Anglo-Argentine later captured the mood:

Those were the days when the Jockey Club, with a large British mem-
bership, was described as the wealthiest club in the world and the
British-run Rowing Club became the largest club of its kind in the
world. All was superlatives as Argentina entered the twentieth century
as a rich country, its wealth lying on the land and ready to be picked
up and exported through British companies. Argentina’s high society
kept racing horses in Paris, houses in Switzerland, but they bought
British engineering and banked in London—where the palatial Ar-
gentine Club was opened in March 1911. To speak English was not just
a mark of education, it was a daily necessity. Britons shied away from
anything more than dabbling in the Spanish language; to keep their
shocking accent in the native tongue became a symbol of status, of
power.

From Andrew Graham-Yooll, The Forgotten Colony; A History of the English-
Speaking Communities in Argentina (London: Hutchinson & Co., 1981), pp.
228–29.



This fact meant, for instance, that land reform would never become the
vital and symbolic issue that it was in such countries as Mexico. It was not
that land was so evenly distributed in Argentina; it was that there were no
long-time rural dwellers to lay historic claim to the soil.

Further, the absence of a peasantry meant that there was no peasantry
to form a power base or coalitions with other social groups. Landowners
could not resort to the time-tested alliance with the peasantry that fre-
quently occurred in other countries, and urban laborers could not enlist
peasants in broad-based warfare with the social system at large.

In the big cities, however, wage laborers found strength in organization.
Manual workers accounted for nearly 60 percent of the population in
Buenos Aires in the early twentieth century. And about three-fifths of the
working class, in turn, consisted of immigrants who retained citizenship in
Italy and Spain.

The first efforts at organizing Argentine labor were influenced by Eu-
ropean precedents. In the 1870s and 1880s European anarchist and so-
cialist exiles began vigorous organizing, and in 1895 the Socialist Party was
founded. The Socialists were molded on the European model: a parlia-
mentary party, clearly committed to an electoral and evolutionary strategy.
As of 1900 one might have expected the Socialist Party to become a ma-
jor political voice for the Argentine working class. Yet it failed to attract
the immigrant workers.

The urban working class proved receptive to another message; it came
from the anarchists. Their Federación Obrera Regional Argentina (FORA)
caught the workers’ imagination with its call for direct action. The FORA-
sponsored local and general strikes worried the government, which as-
sumed that any labor problems must be the work of foreign agitators. Con-
gress therefore passed the Ley de Residencia (“Residence Law”) in 1902,
which empowered the government to deport all foreigners whose behav-
ior “compromised national security or disturbed public order”—by partic-
ipating in strikes, for example. The lawmakers refused to believe that class
conflict could arise among truly patriotic Argentines.

Political leaders continued their efforts to gain control of labor. In 1907
the Congress created a Department of Labor and invited the leading 
labor confederations to participate in a tribunal to adjudicate labor con-
flicts. But worker organizations refused to support the “corrupt bourgeois
government” in this effort. Once again the Argentine labor movement 
escaped incorporation into a government-dominated system of labor 
relations.

Meanwhile the anarchists continued to organize. Their efforts reached
a climax in 1910, the centennial of the declaration of Argentine indepen-
dence, when a great public celebration was planned to glorify Argentina’s
progress. As militant opponents of the liberal elite, the anarchist leaders
wanted to raise their protest against the farce of the European-oriented
model of progress. The protestors filled the streets and plazas, but were
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crushed and scattered by masses of police. The reaction against the pro-
testors spilled over into the Congress, which approved a new law (Ley de
Defensa Social, or “Social Defense Law”), making even easier the arrest and
prosecution of labor organizers.

This was the death knell for Argentine anarchism, but not of urban
protest. Strike activity in Buenos Aires reached another peak in 1918–19,
and it would oscillate from time to time after that (Figure 3-2). Even more
significant is the persistence and continuity of worker agitation into and
through the 1950s. Fairly early in this century, organized labor emerged
as a key actor in Argentine society.

Rhythms of Popular Culture

There were also tensions in the cultural realm. As Argentina experienced
impressive economic growth, it became increasingly obvious that the Ar-
gentines did not yet have a clear-cut sense of nationality. Their nationhood
was ill-defined because the flood of immigrants, mostly concentrated 
in Buenos Aires, had accentuated the long-standing contrast between 
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Figure 3-2 Strikes and Strikers in Buenos Aires, 1907–72
Sources: Departamento Nacional del Trabajo, Estadística de las huelgas (Buenos Aires, 19040), p. 20; Di-
rección Nacional de Investigaciones, Estadística y Censos, Síntesis estadística mensual de la República Argentina,
1, no. 1 (January 1947), 7; Vicente Vázquez-Presedo, Estadísticas históricas argentinas (comparadas), vol II.
(Buenos Aires: Ediciones Macchi, 1976), p. 47; Guido di Tella and Manuel Zymelman, Las etapas sel de-
sarrollo económico argentino (Buenos Aires: Paidós, 1967), pp. 537–38; International Labor Office, Year Book
of Labour Statistics, 11 (1949–50), 379; 16 (1956), 456; 25 (1965), 692; 33 (1973), 752.
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This difference in living conditions reflects the social inequality that accompanied Ar-
gentina’s economic expansion after the 1880s. Top, luxurious residences of aristo-
cratic families in Buenos Aires; bottom, temporary shacks for workers in the city’s port
area around 1910. (Courtesy of the Archivo General de la Nación, Buenos Aires.)



the densely settled, Europeanized, cosmopolitan capital city and the 
rough-hewn, cattle-oriented society of the vast and lightly populated inte-
rior. This contrast had been dramatized by the bitter battle between 
the liberals and Rosas, whom they saw as the incarnation of the primitive
gaucho.

In the early twentieth century this liberal dogma was challenged by a
new generation of nationalist writers, such as Ricardo Rojas, who sought
“to awaken Argentina out of its coma.” Rojas pointed to the Indian and
the soil as the true origins of Argentine nationality. He and other nation-
alists looked to Martín Fierro, the classic poem about the gaucho, as an au-
thentic source of inspiration for the national consciousness.

Meanwhile, the capital city was developing its own culture. The major
foreign influence was Italian, and in the dock area there emerged a
unique dialect, lunfardo, a mixture of Spanish and Italian. It was a strictly
working-class phenomenon, as was also the tango, the famous sensuous
dance and accompanying music. Argentina’s national dance, the tango
traces its origins to the late nineteenth century, when Buenos Aires street
toughs (compadritos) borrowed features of the Afro-Argentine candombe
dance, which they married to the milonga, a folk music originating on the
pampas. In the dance halls and brothels of Buenos Aires’ déclassé bar-
rios, these toughs and their partners gradually created the dance that
would become the tango to music created by amateur musicians, whose
improvisation on flute, guitar, harp, violin, and clarinets matched the
contortions of the dancers.

By the turn of the century, the tango acquired additional refinement as
professional musicians and dancers emerged. The city’s Italian immigrants
adopted the dance, adding their accordions and mandolins to the tango’s
instrumentation. Musicians began composing and publishing tangos for pi-
ano, ending the earlier era of loose improvisation. The tango also acquired
a wider audience as it moved into more respectable dance halls and clubs.
Within a decade the tango had attained much of its present-day shape and
form. The bandoneón (an accordion-like instrument) had become an inte-
gral part of the instrumentation, while the first true “stars” emerged—
dancers, musicians, and bandleaders who have remained famous to the
present day.

The Argentine elite still scorned the tango, however, dismissing it for its
origins in the seedy neighborhoods of Buenos Aires. It was not until the
1913–14 tango craze in Europe, when a softened version swept London
and Paris, that it won respectability at home. The more outrageous aspects
of the dance were left behind, and the music slowed as it reached the ball-
rooms of Buenos Aires.

Tango now entered its Golden Age at home, in cafés and cabarets, where
elite men paid to dance with lower-class women. Musicians were increas-
ingly professional, playing to huge crowds at thriving nightclubs, while
silent movies played at city cinemas. Vocalists became ever more central to
the tango, above all the world-famed Carlos Gardel. When he died in a
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plane crash in the mid-1930s, hundreds of thousands of porteños followed
his hearse through the city.

The Golden Age was over by the early 1950s. Venues closed and tango
bands shrank in size, the smaller surviving in competition with a new gen-
eration of folk musicians, who enjoyed increasing airtime on Argentine ra-
dio. The tango nevertheless survived in Argentina. In the 1980s and 1990s,
it even enjoyed a resurgence of popularity in the United States and Eu-
rope, suggesting that the tango is, after jazz, the Americas’ second great
contribution to international music.

The Political System: Consensus and Reform

The liberal politicians, later known as the “Generation of 1880” (so labeled
for their emergence that year), were themselves members of, or very close
to, the landowning class that produced Argentina’s riches. Second, they
managed to control the army and the elections, resorting to vote fraud
when necessary. They operated a highly effective political machine. The most
important national decisions were made by acuerdo, or informal agreement
between the president and oligarchic power brokers. In this respect the
Argentine liberals ignored one key aspect of the British/U.S. example—
the central role of the legislature, which in Argentina had been rendered
inconsequential in this period.

At first glance this political system seems to have admirably served the
agro-export interests that profited from the post-1880 expansion. But the
aristocrats in control did not go unchallenged. The spreading prosperity
helped feed political discontent among three groups: (1) newly prosper-
ous landowners of the upper Littoral; (2) old aristocratic families, often
from the far interior, who had failed to profit from the agro-export boom;
and (3) members of the middle class doing well economically but excluded
from political power.

These three groups created the Radical Party, destined to play a major
role in twentieth-century politics. In 1890, just as the country entered a
short but severe economic crisis, they attempted an armed revolt. An
acuerdo ended the rebellion, but some intransigent leaders founded the
Radical Civic Union (Unión Cívica Radical, or UCR) two years later. Able
to make no electoral progress against the fraud routinely practiced by the
ruling politicians, they resorted twice more to armed revolt. Both attempts
failed. Nonetheless the Radicals, led first by Leandro Alem and then by
Hipólito Yrigoyen, maintained their stubborn pursuit of political power.
As for economic goals, the Radicals remained committed to the agro-
export economy. They simply wanted a share in the political direction of
their society.

Not all the oligarchs endorsed the government position of freezing the
Radicals out of power. A more enlightened wing won out in 1911 when
President Roque Sáenz Peña proposed an electoral reform. Passed in 1912,
the new law called for universal male suffrage, the secret ballot, and com-
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pulsory voting. This was a shrewd attempt at co-optation by the oligarchy.
Sáenz Peña and his colleagues saw labor organizers and the working class
to be the real threat—not the middle classes, who would cooperate once
incorporated within the system.

The Sáenz Peña electoral reform thus extended the vote to the frustrated
middle-sector citizens. The well-organized Radicals immediately capitalized
on the new rules and got their long-time leader, Hipólito Yrigoyen, elected
president in 1916. Was this to be a new era?

An early test came in the government’s behavior toward the workers.
The Radicals began with a genuine concern for the lot of the working class,
partly because they hoped to win eventual votes in their struggle with the
Conservatives. As labor-management conflicts arose, the Yrigoyen govern-
ment followed an apparent pro-labor stance in its interventions. Labor or-
ganizers saw this as an improvement, but one that would depend on gov-
ernment action case by case.

The crisis came in 1918–19, when the entire Western world was shaken
by strike waves. It was a confluence of specific grievances and generalized
hostility. In Argentina, workers were aroused over the reduced buying
power of their wages. Food prices rose sharply, stimulated by European de-
mand, but wage increases lagged. Union leaders called a series of strikes
in late 1918, and in early 1919 syndicalist organizers decided the time was
ripe for a general strike—the syndicalist instrument for bringing down the
bourgeois state.

Their idea had tragic consequences. The Yrigoyen government decided
it had to act firmly, and the results were a rerun of 1910. Antilabor hyste-
ria was promoted by a newly formed ultra-rightist civilian paramilitary move-
ment, the Argentine Patriotic League (Liga Patriótica Argentina), which 
effectively exploited the middle- and upper-class fear of the popular chal-
lenge. League members took to the streets to attack workers; it was class
warfare with a vengeance. Hundreds of demonstrators were shot. The la-
bor leaders were again repressed, this time by the Radicals, with the heav-
iest blows falling on the syndicalists and the last remnants of the anarchist
leadership.

Organized labor did not disappear. Two other ideological currents be-
gan to make headway among Argentine workers: socialism and commu-
nism. The former stressed political action, betting on the Socialist Party as
the hope for change in Argentine capitalism. The Communists, on the
other hand, placed emphasis upon the labor union movement instead of
the ballot box, and they soon made modest progress in gaining key union
positions.

The 1920s did not bring much success to labor organizers. Declines in
strike activity (seen in Figure 3-2) meant that the government made no ef-
fort to create a new framework for labor relations. By 1930 organized la-
bor had become a relatively subdued actor on the Argentine stage.

At the other end of the political spectrum were the Conservatives. They
had hoped the Sáenz Peña electoral reform would make it possible to co-
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opt the Radicals. Their hopes were soon disappointed. Instead of sustain-
ing the tradition of agreement by acuerdo, electoral reform led to basic
changes in the political system.

First, the electorate was steadily enlarged. All Argentine males over eigh-
teen years old now had the right to vote, and nearly 1 million people qual-
ified in 1912. The elections were highly competitive. Winners rarely
emerged with more than 60 percent of the vote. This relatively high per-
centage of (male only) citizen participation distinguished Argentina from
other major Latin American countries, such as Mexico or Brazil, whose far
more restricted electorates reflected lower literacy rates and more closed
political systems.

A further consequence of expanded voter participation was the increased
importance of the political parties. Almost nonexistent under the Gener-
ation of 1880, after 1912 the parties became primary vehicles for the or-
ganized pursuit of power. The parties, in turn, spawned a new kind of po-
litical elite: middle-class professionals who made careers out of politics.

As innovative as the Sáenz Peña electoral reform was for its day in Latin
America, it left the political system still limited. Restricting the franchise to
male citizens not only excluded all women; it also left out at least half of the
adult males because so many were still foreign citizens. Since the unnatural-
ized immigrants were more numerous among the working class, the reform
tended to help the middle class at the expense of the lower class.

The practical result of all these changes was to leave the Conservatives
far from power. The Radicals, building upon their popular base and em-
ploying machine tactics, displayed continuing electoral supremacy:
Marcelo T. de Alvear became president in 1922, Yrigoyen was reelected in
1928, and the Radicals dominated both houses of Congress. The political
system came to represent an autonomous threat to the socioeconomic sys-
tem, both through the hegemony of political professionals and through
the accumulation of political power within an increasingly autonomous
state. For Conservatives and their allies, Argentina’s experiment in limited
democracy was becoming distasteful and risky.

Tension in the political sphere was exacerbated by the world economic
crash of 1929, though Argentina was not hit as soon or as hard as some
other countries. The prices and values of beef exports held up until 1931.
The wheat market was suffering badly, but mainly because of a drought;
besides, farmers exerted scant political influence, partly because so many
were unnaturalized immigrants (about 70 percent in 1914). In 1930 real
wages underwent a brief decline and unemployment was starting to spread,
but labor agitation was still at a moderate level (see Figure 3-2). The Great
Depression no doubt exposed weaknesses within the political system, but
it was not enough alone to have caused a coup.

The Military Turns Back the Clock

On September 6, 1930, a coalition of military officers and civilian aristo-
crats ousted President Yrigoyen, claiming his government was illegitimate.
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They then set up a provisional regime. Who were these soldiers? How had
they come to intervene in what seemed to be a smoothly functioning con-
stitutional order?

The answer is partly to be found in the history of the armed forces. The
liberals who came to power in 1852 believed that a professional army was
indispensable for Argentina’s development. They wanted a well-trained mil-
itary to crush provincial caudillos and to provide the order necessary for
economic growth.

Seeking to strengthen their armed forces, the Argentines looked to Eu-
rope for their models. In 1899 General Roca and his colleagues negotiated
the visit of a German mission to train staff officers in modern military tech-
nology. That collaboration with Germany was to last forty years.

The increased professionalization of the military led to a shift in the out-
look of the Argentine officer corps. By 1910 there was a change in the cri-
teria for promotion: now it became seniority and mastery of the new tech-
nology, rather than political favoritism. At the same time, there was a shift
in control over promotions—from the presidency to an all-military com-
mittee made up of army division commanders and chaired by the highest-
ranking general. The army was thus able to develop a higher degree of in-
stitutional autonomy.

The increased emphasis on merit opened military careers to aspiring
sons of the middle class. Not surprisingly, this soon included sons of im-
migrants, especially from Italy. Successful recruits who made their way up
the hierarchy forged a strong allegiance to the military as an institution.
The reverse side of this loyalty was a deep suspicion of outsiders, especially
politicians. By 1930 officers concluded that the only way out of the politi-
cal mess was to revise the rules of the political game.

Although they agreed on that point, they were otherwise divided. One
faction, led by General Agustín P. Justo, wanted to return to the oligarchical
system of the pre–Sáenz Peña reform days. These officers thought if
Yrigoyen and the Radicals were removed from politics, then power would
revert to the aristocrats and the specter of class struggle would disappear.

Another faction, led by General José F. Uriburu, suggested a more sweep-
ing solution: the establishment of a semifascist corporate state. They saw
the problem to be the very attempt to try democracy in Argentina. Uriburu
was reflecting the antidemocratic doctrines already rampant in Europe, es-
pecially in Italy, Spain, and Portugal. They envisioned a “functional democ-
racy,” where the elected legislators would represent functional (or “cor-
porate”) interests, such as ranchers, workers, merchants, and industrialists.
The theory was that a vertical structure would reintegrate the political sys-
tem with the economic system, so that the political arena would once again
reflect the distribution of economic power. It was also, quite obviously, a
formula for stopping class-oriented politics.

Although Uriburu directed the provisional government in 1930, the Justo
group eventually won out. After Justo became president in 1932 he cre-
ated a pro-government coalition of parties called the Concordancia, and he
replaced a number of military men in sensitive posts with well-known politi-
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Despite its historic importance, the military coup of 1930 was a relatively genteel
affair—here a white flag of surrender flutters from the presidential palace (see ar-
row) as onlookers gather in the Plaza de Mayo. (Private collection.)

cians. Clearly, Justo was hoping to form a broad, national government that
would give him the authority to respond to the socioeconomic effects of
the world depression.

This proved impossible. One reason for this failure was the expansion
of an urban working class which made repeated demands on the govern-
ment. And political professionals—committed to partisan interests—
refused to play by the old-fashioned rules. This became clear when Radi-
cal Party leader Roberto Ortiz, Justo’s successor in 1937, stopped electoral
fraud and thereby allowed the Radicals to win control of Congress.

Ortiz’ health forced him to leave office in 1940. His successor, Ramón
Castillo, resorted to the technique of the embattled oligarchs when faced
with elections: stuffing the ballot box. The cheating only dramatized the
illegitimacy of the incumbent civilian government.

Military officers watched with increasing impatience. As the war spread
in Europe in the early 1940s, and the Axis—which included Germany, Italy,
and Japan after 1940—seemed to be carrying the day, the Argentine mili-
tary chieftains saw the need for steady, sure leadership in their own land.
The obstacle was the cabal of civilian politicians, who had continued pur-
suing their petty interests and thereby rendering their country vulnerable.

Politics in Argentina was taking a unique path in Latin America. The
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causes were several. In contrast to Brazil, whose government had, after a
long flirtation with Nazi Germany, decided to cast its lot with the United
States in 1942, Argentina wanted to preserve its “neutrality.” That meant
it would continue to sell essential foodstuffs to besieged Britain while re-
fusing to join the U.S.-led military effort. This reflected a strong sentiment
among the Argentine elite, both civilian and military, that their country
had most to gain by withholding its political and military allegiance in the
world conflict.

Behind this rough consensus lay the continuing military impatience with
the civilian politicians. Dissident officers mounted plots to seize power. The
triumphant group was called the GOU (Grupo Obra de Unificación or Grupo
de Oficiales Unidos) and justified its seizure of power as a response to pop-
ular demand.

In fact, the ambitious officers wanted to revamp the entire political struc-
ture. They began, in 1943, by dissolving the Congress, that target of their
oft-expressed scorn. The ascendant military, led by the first provisional pres-
ident, General Arturo Rawson, grandly announced, “Now there are no po-
litical parties, but only Argentines.” The military set themselves to rid Ar-
gentina of politics, as well as politicians. In 1944 they decreed the end of
political parties, and they excluded from the cabinet all professional politi-
cians, aside from a few “collaborationist” Radicals.

While the military was seizing control of the political system, class con-
sciousness was growing among the workers. By the 1940s the urban work-
ing class was now about 90 percent literate, and it was mobile, with many
of its members having recently arrived from the countryside. In contrast
to the era of the great export boom (1880–1914), most urban workers were
now native Argentines, not European immigrants. Political commentators
in the United States and West Europe saw Argentina as an important test
case in the ability of a New World republic to adjust to the social conflicts
inherent in industrialization and development.

As the drama unfolded, the principal actors in Argentine politics turned
out to be the military and labor. The military had its own institutional base,
but the large and growing urban working class lacked effective political
representation. Why? Most important was the way the existing party system
worked. All the major parties, including the Radicals and the Socialists,
were geared to the electoral system as modified in 1912, when over half
the adult male population remained excluded from the vote. So none of
the major parties, with the partial exception of the Socialists, created an
authentic working-class base.

Enter Juan Perón. A man of middle-class origin, he had risen to the rank
of colonel in the Argentine army. Ambitious and outgoing, nearing fifty,
he had taken an active part in the GOU movement that ousted Ramón
Castillo from the presidency in 1943. He became secretary of labor, a fairly
minor post, but one that he transformed into a bastion of strength. Using
both carrots and sticks, Perón courted the support of industrial workers.
Partly because of this influence he later became minister of war and vice



president. A hero to the dispossessed, he won the presidential election of
1946 with a solid 54 percent majority—over the indiscreet resistance of the
U.S. State Department, which denounced him for pro-fascist sympathies.

During this period Perón grew to rely on the political instincts of his
mistress, later his wife, Eva Duarte. A former radio actress not long arrived
from the interior, she was determined to make her mark in the world of
Buenos Aires.

Peronism and Perón

Once installed as president, Perón proceeded to put into practice the cor-
poratist principles of the GOU. Argentina would now be organized ac-
cording to functional groups: industrialists, farmers, workers. The govern-
ment would act as the final arbiter in case of conflict among groups. A
Five-Year Economic Plan was issued, and a powerful new foreign trade in-
stitute (Instituto Argentino de Promoción del Intercambio, or IAPI) was given a
state monopoly over the export of key agricultural crops. Argentina now
began the most state-directed economic policy thus far seen in twentieth-
century Latin America.

Perón was carrying out the 1930s corporatist vision of General Uriburu,
but with a vital difference: Perón made urban workers his most important
political ally, flanked by industrialists and the armed forces. In contrast,
Uriburu would have reduced labor to a minor role.

Perón had campaigned for the presidency on a nationalist and pop-
ulist note. “Argentina was a country of fat bulls and undernourished pe-
ons,” said Perón in 1946. He promised truly Argentine solutions while
channeling to the workers the rewards they had been unjustly denied.
Perón continued the tactics he had been perfecting since 1943: the en-
couragement of strikes which the government then settled in favor of
the workers. (Notice the upsurge in the number of strikers in the late
1940s in Figure 3-2: although the number of strikes was not unusually
large, under Perón the average size of strikes went up as well.) Real hourly
wage rates jumped 25 percent in 1947 and 24 percent in 1948. Labor’s
share of the national income increased by 25 percent between 1946 and
1950. The losers were the owners of capital, especially the landowners,
since the government trade monopoly (IAPI) bought most of their prod-
ucts at low, fixed prices.

At first this bold strategy seemed to work well. The GDP grew by 8.6 per-
cent in 1946 and at the startling rate of 12.6 percent in 1947. Even the
lesser rate of 5.1 percent in 1948 was still very respectable by world stan-
dards. This growth was fueled in part by Argentina’s booming exports,
which produced healthy trade surpluses from 1946 through 1948.

Perón also made good on his promise to reduce foreign influence in the
economy. In 1948 Argentina nationalized the British-owned railways. Also
nationalized was the leading telephone company (from U.S.-controlled
ITT) and the French-owned dock facilities. In every case the Argentines
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compensated the owners, at prices Argentine nationalists later claimed
were too high. And in July 1947 Perón paid off Argentina’s entire foreign
debt, accompanied by a “Declaration of Economic Independence.”

Eva Perón also emerged as a political power in her own right. Snubbed
by the society matrons (señoras gordas) who had always monopolized the
political careers of past first ladies, “Evita” set up her own foundation in
1948. Dispensing cash and benefits personally, Evita rapidly built up a fa-
natically loyal following. Her charisma complemented her husband’s, and
they together succeeded in building an imposing political machine, but
one that was steadily choking off any open political dissent.

By 1948 it seemed clear sailing for the Peronists. Social justice was rapidly
being accomplished, and the economy continued to hum. The political
opposition had been demoralized and humiliated. The streets were con-
tinuously full of the faithful. It was the realization of the “New Argentina”
Perón had promised.

This success was soon clouded by economic problems. 1949 brought the
first foreign trade deficit since the war. Equally important was the sudden
jump in inflation to 31 percent, double the previous year. A severe drought
curtailed the production of exportable goods.

Perón ran into economic realities that had remained hidden during the
first few postwar years. World prices for Argentina’s exports were dropping;
prices for imports, especially manufactured goods, were rising. Peronist
policies also compounded the problem. IAPI, the government foreign trade
institute, had set unrealistically low prices for agricultural goods. The ob-
jective was to keep down food prices in the cities, but the effect was also
to discourage production, thus hurting exports.

Perón reacted to the economic crisis in 1949 by appointing a new fi-
nance minister who launched an orthodox stabilization program: tight
credit, reduced government expenditure, and tough limits on wage and
price increases. Perón was determined to get the economy under control
and resume as soon as possible his ambitious social politics.

His first problem was the Argentine Constitution of 1853, which pro-
hibited reelection of the president. Could there be any doubt that Perón
wanted another six-year term? The Peronists had their way, and the con-
stitution was amended. In 1951 Perón was reelected with 67 percent of the
6.9 million votes cast, drawing especially heavily among women voters. A
Peronist party was now founded, with a Tribunal of Party Discipline as one
of its central organs. The government now reverted more frequently to au-
thoritarian measures, such as the expropriation in 1951 of La Prensa, the
leading opposition newspaper.

On one political front, however, Perón was defeated. In running for re-
election in 1951 he wanted Evita to be his vice presidential candidate. Her
political influence had grown enormously, as many workers had come to
identify her as the heart of Peronism. She was brilliant at promoting this
image, aided by huge (and largely unaccounted for) government funds.
But the military refused to accept that a woman might succeed to the pres-
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idency and therefore become their commander-in-chief. Evita was bitter
about the decision.

The military veto of Evita’s candidacy foreshadowed a far greater blow.
Evita fell ill and eventually could not hide the fact that she was dying of
cancer. She grew hauntingly thin but fought the disease ferociously and
continued her exhausting schedule. In July 1952 she finally died, de-
priving Perón of a political partner who had become fully as important
as he.

Evita now became larger in death than she had ever been in life. The
government suspended all functions for two days, and the labor union con-
federation, the CGT (Confederación General del Trabajo), ordered its mem-
bers to observe a month’s mourning. The outpouring of grief was as-
tounding. There were immediate plans to build a mausoleum 150 feet taller
than the Statue of Liberty. Dead at the age of thirty-three, Evita became a
powerful myth binding together the Peronist faithful.

Meanwhile the tough austerity plan of Finance Minister Alfredo Gómez
Morales was beginning to produce results by 1952. Perón and his advisers
now opted for a second Five-Year Plan, far less populist and nationalist than
the policies of the late 1940s. There was a direct appeal for foreign capital,
resulting in a contract with Standard Oil of California in 1954. There were
new incentives to agriculture, previously a prime target for exploitation un-
der the cheap-food strategy. Workers were asked to accept a two-year wage
freeze, a sacrifice in the name of financing much-needed investment.

In order to regain economic growth Perón believed he had to reverse
some of his nationalist and redistributionist policies. As long as the econ-
omy was expanding, it was easy to favor one social sector; with a stagnant
economy, however, the workers could gain only at the direct expense of
the middle or upper sectors. Class conflict threatened to tear apart Perón’s
carefully constructed populist coalition.

Perhaps for this reason, the Peronist political strategy seemed to become
more radical. After 1949 Perón moved to win control over the army by pro-
moting political favorites. There was also a new program to indoctrinate
cadets with Peronist teachings and to dress up the lower ranks with flashy
uniforms. Perón knew he had opponents within the army, and in 1951 they
attempted a coup against him. He easily suppressed them, but the germ
of discontent remained alive.

After Evita’s death in 1952 Perón shifted his attention from the army to
the labor unions, led by loyalists. As the economic policy became more or-
thodox, a militantly Justicialist working-class tone became evident. In 1953
a Peronist street crowd pillaged the Jockey Club, the bastion of the Ar-
gentine aristocracy.

In 1954 the Peronist radicals took on another pillar of the traditional
order: the church. Divorce was legalized, and all parochial schools were
placed under government control. 1955 brought mass demonstrations
against the church, orchestrated by the Peronists. Several famous cathe-
drals in Buenos Aires were burned by Peronist crowds. The Vatican retal-
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iated by excommunicating the entire governmental cabinet, including
Perón. The president vowed to mobilize his masses against the “conspira-
tors” who menaced Argentine independence.

In fact, the Peronist government was out of control. Most important, the
ugly battle with the church had now given Perón’s enemies within the mil-
itary their chance. Many officers became convinced that he was bent on
destroying the country. In September 1955 the military conspirators pre-
sented their president with an ultimatum: resign or face civil war. Perón,
so often given to extreme rhetoric, had no stomach for a bloodbath. Un-
like Evita, he had never wanted to arm the workers. Now it was too late.
He retreated to the refuge of a Paraguayan gunboat that took him to an
ignominious asylum.

The Military Stewardship

As General Perón fled across the wide river, the mood changed in Ar-
gentina. Where were the workers, anxious to protect their leader? What
had happened to the huge political machine? How could a relative hand-
ful of military officers so easily thwart the working class?

An Independent Woman

Victoria Ocampo was a pioneer among women writers in Argentina.
Born into a wealthy nineteenth-century aristocratic family, she be-
came a major patroness of literature and culture in Buenos Aires. In
1931 she founded the cultural review Sur, with the help of Eduardo
Mallea and Waldo Frank, an Argentine and an American literary fig-
ure. Sur quickly became the best-known literary journal in Latin Amer-
ica. A parallel publishing house, also named Sur, was created, thanks
to Ocampo’s personal funding. In both enterprises she exercised a
firm managerial hand, making literary quality, not ideology, her
prime requirement. Sur became a prime outlet for the translated edi-
tions of such foreign writers as André Gide, T. S. Eliot, and Albert
Camus.

Ocampo was an outspoken critic of authoritarian regimes, which
earned her imprisonment by the Perón government in 1953. She was
also a powerful voice of feminism and the vote for women, which Ar-
gentina granted only in 1947. In 1966 she summed up her career
thus: “What little I have done in my life . . . I have done in spite of
being denied the advantages of being a man. But I wouldn’t have
achieved this little bit without having the unshakable conviction that
it is necessary to fight to win the place that belongs to half of hu-
manity.”



Perón had not really been defeated. He had left. He departed under duress,
making no effort to mobilize his followers. The sudden vacuum created by
his departure was indicative: neither Perón nor Peronism was finished.

The new president was Eduardo Lonardi, a moderate general who
wanted to avoid a vindictive policy that would keep the Peronists united.
But the hard-line military grew impatient with his conciliatory approach.
In November they deposed Lonardi and installed General Pedro Aram-
buru as provisional president. The anti-Peronist zealots now got their
chance to purge everything Peronist. The party was outlawed, and every
scrap of Peronist propaganda became contraband.

The hard-line military seemed to believe that Peronism could be eradi-
cated in a brief interval of military rule. Former property owners hit by 
Peronist expropriations had their holdings restored. The Aramburu gov-
ernment pushed the crackdown on Peronist leaders, especially in the
unions. In June 1956 the Peronists struck back. A revolt of pro-Peronist
military took place in several provinces, and the government responded
with force. In the follow-up some forty leaders were executed. However au-
thoritarian Perón’s government, it had never resorted to such a level of of-
ficial killing.

The Aramburu political strategists believed that they could reshape the
political system for a transition to a post-Peronist era. All parties were now
required to commit themselves to democracy. Having to establish such a
“requirement” was itself dramatic proof of the fragility of Argentine 
democracy.

On the economic front the military governments of 1955–58 found a
sluggish economy. In fact, the economic policymakers summoned by the
military took few bold steps. The years 1955–57 saw a healthy growth rate
in the GDP, although agricultural output lagged. Notwithstanding their
rhetoric, the military policymakers followed wage policies that resulted in
virtually unchanged real hourly wage rates for 1955 and 1956 and in a 7.2
percent increase in 1957. Any attack on the major economic problems
awaited a government with more legitimacy.

Unfortunately for Argentina, the anti-Peronist civilian politicians were
deeply divided. The largest party was still the Radicals, the venerable party of
Yrigoyen and his acolytes. At a party convention in 1956, the Radicals (UCR)
split in two. One faction was the “Popular Radicals” (UCR del Pueblo, or
UCRP), led by Ricardo Balbín, the party’s elder statesman who had run for
president in 1951. The other was the “Intransigent Radicals” (UCRI), led by
Arturo Frondizi, an economics professor. The Balbín faction was more fanat-
ically anti-Perón, while the Frondizi faction advocated flexibility in dealing with
the Peronists. This paralleled a similar split of opinion within the military.

In July 1957 Argentina held its first elections since Perón’s overthrow.
The two Radical factions won an almost equal number of seats in the con-
stituent assembly, which promptly restored the Constitution of 1853. But
the delegates wrangled and walked out so often that the assembly was fi-
nally disbanded.
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The military nonetheless held a presidential election in February 1958,
and the victor was Frondizi, who had mounted an aggressively nationalist
campaign. His wing of the Radicals, the UCRI, was still bitterly opposed by
the Balbín wing (UCRP), so Frondizi had needed votes elsewhere. To get
them he struck a deal with the Peronists, promising to restore their party
to legality. Frondizi’s wing won the presidency and the national Congress.
It looked as if Argentina now had a strong centrist government that could
take up the difficult tasks left by the inconclusive military government of
1955–58. The major cloud hanging over Frondizi was the degree of his
debt to the Peronists.

The Failure of Developmental Reformism

The new president seemed to be from the same mold as other democra-
tic reformers then making their mark in Latin America, such as Eduardo
Frei of Chile and Juscelino Kubitschek of Brazil. On both the economic
and political fronts, Frondizi decided to take major gambles.

Frondizi had an ambitious program to accelerate industrialization
while also stimulating agricultural production, thereby boosting export
earnings. Much of the financing for new industry was to come from
abroad, while at home the extensive state intervention in the economy
was to be reduced. Yet this plan could succeed only with a shift from
consumption to investment. That meant that consumers, once so fa-
vored under Perón, must make short-term sacrifices to gain long-term
national development.

Frondizi disappointed the nationalists by signing contracts with foreign
oil companies in an effort to correct Argentina’s 50 percent dependence
on imported oil. Argentina was potentially self-sufficient in petroleum and
needed to save the foreign exchange spent on imported oil. Nonetheless
the nationalists bitterly attacked Frondizi for his “sellout,” especially since
he had struck a dramatically nationalist note in his campaign.

The rest of the new president’s economic plan soon came under a more
ominous shadow. Almost immediately Frondizi faced an acute balance of
payments crisis. Perón had responded to a similar problem in 1949 and
again in 1952 by undertaking a tough stabilization program without any
commitments to foreign creditors. But Frondizi chose a different tack. He
wanted to impress Argentina’s foreign creditors, from whom he sought new
investment. Frondizi decided to accept the foreign creditors’ extreme med-
icine: a huge devaluation, stiff controls on credit, cuts in public spending,
tough wage limits, elimination of subsidies on public services, and dismissal
of redundant public employees.

Frondizi was now caught in a contradiction: he was trying to launch a
major economic development program while at the same time cutting back
in order to satisfy foreign creditors.

The contradiction in Frondizi’s economic policy was matched by a con-
tradiction in his political strategy. He owed his election to Peronist sup-
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port, and he was clearly hoping to coax Peronist voters over to his side. Yet
the military was deeply suspicious of this conciliatory policy. Within a year
Frondizi was forced by the military to fire his economic team and replace
them with a dogmatic free-enterprise group headed by Álvaro Alsogaray,
a rigid advocate of IMF-style monetarism.

Frondizi was now committed to carrying out the IMF-prescribed “shock
treatment,” to jolt the economy into adjusting domestic prices to interna-
tional prices. An important sectoral goal was to increase the real price of
agricultural products, thereby calling forth increased production.

The inevitable effect of these policies was a sharp shift in income. The
real income (or buying power) of industrial workers dropped by 25.8 per-
cent in 1959, while the real income accruing to beef production rose 97
percent in the same year. Here was an exact reversal of Perón’s Justicial-
ismo. There were general strikes in April, May, and September of 1959 and
an extended railway strike in November. The latter was the most damag-
ing because the deficit-ridden nationalized railways were a prime target in
the government’s campaign to reduce the government deficit. Frondizi was
forced to accept a compromise settlement in which labor was the effective
victor.

The stabilization policy also came under attack from Argentine busi-
nessmen, especially those from smaller firms. They denounced the credit
restrictions and the huge increase in import prices resulting from the mas-
sive devaluation. Farmers proved to be one of Frondizi’s greatest disap-
pointments. Having been guaranteed higher prices, they refused to make
the long-term commitment needed to boost output.

Despite the fierce public opposition, some of the Frondizi policies be-
gan to bear fruit. The stagnation of 1958–59 was followed by growth rates
of 8 percent in 1960 and 7.1 percent in 1961. The rate of inflation, which
rocketed up to 113.7 percent in 1959, declined to 27.3 percent in 1960
and to only 13.5 in 1961. Industrial production was up sharply, and two
key sectors showed success: the country’s first integrated steel complex was
finished in 1960 and domestic oil production was trebled, attaining virtual
self-sufficiency.

Yet the fate of Frondizi’s presidency rested on the strength of his polit-
ical support. Labor and the nationalist left never forgave his orthodox sta-
bilization policy, with its cut in real wages and its embrace of foreign cap-
ital. In the congressional elections of March 1960 Frondizi’s Radicals got
fewer votes than the Balbín faction; Peronists cast blank ballots on in-
struction from their exiled leader. Frondizi was already failing to woo the
Peronists to his side, a failure that aroused the military.

The climax came in the elections of March 1962. Now the Peronists were
allowed to run candidates under their own banner (for the first time since
1955), as Frondizi fulfilled his commitment to restore the Peronist party
to legality. The result was a disaster for the government. The Peronists led
all parties in total votes, with 35 percent. The Frondizi Radicals got 28 per-
cent and the Balbín Radicals 22 percent, the rest going to smaller parties.
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The furious military quickly forced the president to annul the Peronist
election victories in the provinces. The Frondizi Radicals then tried for a
coalition with the Balbín faction, an obvious way out. Together, the Radi-
cals represented half the electorate. But the Balbín followers rejected the
Frondizi overtures. Once again the middle-class party, the Radicals, proved
unequal to the task of governing Argentina, the most middle-class country
in Latin America.

Frondizi had gambled on converting the Peronists and lost; yet he stub-
bornly refused to resign. On March 29, 1962, the army tanks rolled onto
the streets and removed Frondizi. Into the presidency stepped the consti-
tutional successor, Senate President José María Guido.

Guido served as acting president for a year and a half, but the real power
was held by the military, still deeply divided on how to deal with the civil-
ian politicians. These splits led to repeated intramilitary revolts. The fact
was that the military were by no means united over the advisability of try-
ing to “reintegrate” the Peronist masses into the political system. And com-
plicating this was the exiled Perón himself, continuously sending instruc-
tions to his lieutenants in Argentina.

The military finally decided to annul entirely the election results of 1962
and to hold a new round of elections in July 1963. This time the Balbín
Radicals won the largest total, with 27 percent of the ballots. The new pres-
ident was Arturo Illia, a colorless provincial physician who was to lead the
second Radical attempt at governing post-Peronist Argentina.

Illia’s political style was decidedly low key. This seemed suitable, since
he had gained only slightly over a quarter of the popular vote. Unlike Fron-
dizi, Illia had made no overtures to the Peronists. Nonetheless, the hard-
line military were ever vigilant to find any signs of softness toward Pero-
nism or the left.

Illia was relatively fortunate in the economic situation he found. The
government began very cautiously. It soon became evident, however, that
the policymakers were set on expansion, granting generous wage increases
and imposing price controls. These measures helped to swing Argentina
into the “go” phase of the “stop and go” economic pattern (alternately
stimulating and contracting the economy) it had exhibited since the war.
The GNP showed small declines in 1962 and 1963, but spurted to gains of
10.4 percent in 1964 and 9.1 percent in 1965.

On the agricultural front the Illia government suffered through a down-
swing in the “beef cycle,” when the depleted herds were withheld for breed-
ing. The resulting shortage irritated urban consumers—always voracious
beef eaters—and reduced the production available for export. Cattlemen
were angry because the government did not let prices rise to the levels in-
dicated by market demand. Illia, like virtually every other president since
1945, found the rural sector virtually impossible to harness for the national
interest.

The Peronist unions were opposed to Illia from the moment he entered
office, in part because the Peronists were barred from the 1963 elections.
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Despite Illia’s initially large wage settlements, the Peronist-dominated CGT
drew up a “battle plan” (plan de lucha), which included strikes and work-
place takeovers. In the congressional elections of March 1965 the now le-
galized Peronist party won 30.3 percent of the vote, as against 28.9 percent
for the Illia Radicals.

Perón, in his Spanish exile, was encouraged by the vote and sent his
third wife, Isabel, to Argentina to negotiate directly with the feuding Per-
onist groups. The hard-line military grew more worried over the apparent
Peronist comeback. Illia had taken the same political gamble as Frondizi,
with similar results. The economic scene had also taken a disquieting turn.
Inflation had erupted anew, and the government deficit was out of con-
trol. In June 1966 the military intervened again. Illia was unceremoniously
ejected from the Casa Rosada. Once again the officers had removed a Rad-
ical government unable either to court or to repress the Peronist masses.

The Bureaucratic-Authoritarian Solution

The military coup of 1966 appeared to mark a sharper break with the past
than any coup since 1943. At a minimum, it was the most repressive, at
least in the initial stages. Proclaiming the advent of “the Argentine Revo-
lution,” General Juan Carlos Onganía sought to implant a new kind of
regime—a bureaucratic-authoritarian state. The goal was to attack the root
causes of Argentina’s problems, rather than to deal with the symptoms: so-
ciety must be transformed. The Onganía government shut down the re-
calcitrant Congress, ousted opponents from the universities, and set out to
control (and purportedly “uplift”) the tone of social life. Dismissing politi-
cians from positions of authority, the military leaders forged alliances with
technocrats and foreign investors, whose capital was sought to spur eco-
nomic growth. A key part of the overall plan called for the suppression of
the labor movement, since the increase in investment was to be provided
in part by a decline in real wages.

The Onganía government attempted yet another economic stabilization
program. None of the preceding governments had succeeded in getting
at the root of Argentina’s problem: the lack of sustained growth, based on
a productive rural sector able to satisfy both export and domestic demand.
Frondizi had put forward the most coherent vision, but it was immediately
compromised by short-term stabilization measures.

The Onganía government was determined to undertake a more pro-
found economic program. The economics minister, Adalberto Krieger
Vasena, announced a wide-ranging plan. A key feature was a two-year wage
freeze in 1967, which the government was able to enforce because of its
authoritarian methods and its relative success in holding down price in-
creases. (Note also the sharp reduction in strikes shown in Figure 3-2.)

The government had another factor working in its favor. A significant
wing of organized labor, led by CGT executive Augusto Vandor, wanted to
collaborate with the new military government. The Onganía-led officers in
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turn relished the prospect of dividing labor. This tactic proved partially
successful in 1967 and 1968. But in 1969 it was engulfed by explosive la-
bor opposition.

In that year an opposition movement developed in the provincial city of
Córdoba. There had been a series of antigovernment protests and labor
stoppages. During a street protest the troops opened fire, killing some tens
of protestors and bystanders. A howl of protest went up in the country.
The many enemies of the government’s economic program, including
some military who opposed the wage freeze, seized the occasion to lobby
for Krieger Vasena’s ouster, which finally came in June 1969. The Onganía
government lasted another year, but its credibility was shattered.

It was not only the labor opposition that doomed Onganía’s regime.
There was also a shocking rise in political violence, such as clandestine tor-
ture and execution by the military government and kidnapping and assas-
sination by the revolutionary left. The Onganía coup began in violence,
and all normal legal guarantees were suspended. The labor policy soon
came to depend on coercion. This had happened before, but now there
was a difference. The left decided to reply with its own violence. In 1970
leftist terrorists kidnapped ex-President Aramburu, who had ordered the
execution of Peronist conspirators in 1956. Aramburu was later found 
murdered.

A deadly toxin had entered the Argentine body politic. There was now
a revolutionary left, committed to traumatizing the nation by violence
against those they identified as the oppressors: the military and the police,
along with their collaborators, the well-tailored executives of the multina-
tionals. Civil war had broken out.

The Onganía government was by all standards a political failure. Al-
though it brought off postwar Argentina’s most successful economic sta-
bilization program, it failed to create a broad-based political coalition which
could make possible genuine planning for the future. The Onganía mili-
tary regime could never have achieved such a coalition because it seized
power against both the Radicals and the Peronists. Unlike the Brazilian
generals, whose apparent success the Argentines envied, the Onganía of-
ficers could not forge a military-civilian alliance capable of carrying out a
policy that would bring sustained economic growth. No less important, the
Argentine political scene had grown far more polarized than in Brazil. On-
ganía’s failure left Argentina with few alternatives.

The new president was another general, Roberto Levingston, a little-
known intelligence officer stationed in Washington, D.C. Levingston faced
a treacherous economic problem: inflation, which was on the rise, reach-
ing 34.7 percent in 1971. Levingston pursued a moderately expansionary
course, but a downswing in the beef cycle caused shortages and high prices.
Never well endowed with military prestige, Levingston found himself iso-
lated. Yet another military coup removed Levingston, installing General
Alejandro Lanusse, who had been the brains behind the ouster of Onganía
eight months earlier.
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Lanusse followed a moderate nationalist course in economic policy. He
decided to ride along with rising budget deficits. Predictably, inflation in-
creased, hitting 58.5 percent in 1972. The Lanusse government made no
pretense at having an answer for the economy.

Lanusse’s real ambition was to achieve a new political accord. He opted
for a relegalization of the Peronists. Lanusse took an even greater gamble:
he decided to allow Perón to return. Elections were announced for March
1973. Perón briefly returned to Argentina in late 1972 and lobbied inten-
sively for his stand-in, Dr. Héctor Cámpora, as his own presidential candi-
date. Meanwhile the violence continued. The guerrillas became bolder, di-
rectly striking at high-ranking military officers, as well as at prisons and
barracks.

Cámpora received 49 percent of the popular vote, far ahead of Balbín’s
22 percent. The president and like-minded officers began to see Perón as
the only hope against the left. When Héctor Cámpora was inaugurated in
May 1973, more than a few officers felt that the first step toward a solution
to the leftist threat might be at hand.

Peronists Back in Power

Cámpora had left no doubt that he was only a stand-in until Perón could
return and run in a new election. Nonetheless his government launched
a bold new economic policy. It was aimed at first stabilizing prices and then
boosting workers’ earnings back to the share of national income they had
reached in the earlier Peronist era. Obviously this would require extraor-
dinary cooperation from all interest groups. The Cámpora government
seemed to have negotiated agreement to that in their proposed “Social
Contract” (Pacto Social), which was formally ratified by both the CGT and
the CGE. They drafted a parallel compact with rural producers (except for
the rabidly anti-Peronist cattle breeders) which promised price, tax, and
credit incentives in return for a promise to double farm production by
1980. Surprisingly, the new Peronist regime had constructed a coalition
that included almost every interest group in Argentine society. How was it
possible? In part, because both exhaustion and realism had taken hold of
Argentines. Indeed, more than a few long-time anti-Peronists looked to the
new Perón government as perhaps their country’s last chance to solve their
problems by something short of naked force.

As every Argentine and foreign observer could see, the odds for success
were not high. Political violence was rising steadily, as guerrilla forces scorn-
fully rejected the new Peronist regime and tried, through kidnappings and
assassinations, to destabilize the fragile political balance. A further liability
was the age and health of the once-charismatic figure around whom the new
social consensus had to be built: Perón was seventy-seven and in failing health.

New presidential elections were scheduled for September. Perón now
succeeded in a political tactic which had failed in 1951: he got his wife, Is-
abel, nominated for the vice presidency. They swept the election with 62
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percent of the vote. Perón now began to turn against the revolutionary left,
whom he had often encouraged in his comments from exile. The People’s
Revolutionary Army (ERP) was outlawed. Lanusse’s judgment seemed vin-
dicated; Perón was proving the perfect sponsor to preside over a military
and police counteroffensive against the revolutionary left.

On the economic front, the ingenious program launched by Cámpora
seemed to be working. Early 1973 had seen an economic boom. But 1974
brought trouble. The OPEC oil price increase hurt the balance of payments,
although Argentina was importing only 16 percent of its oil. Furthermore,
some non-CGT unions won new wage agreements, in violation of the Social
Contract. Several CGT unions soon followed suit. Now under growing pres-
sure from union leaders, Perón agreed to large year-end bonuses for all CGT
unions, thereby undermining his own anti-inflation program.

Whether Perón could have yet worked his magic with the workers again
was not to be known. In July 1974 he died; the president now was Isabel.
Perón had met her when she was a nightclub dancer in Panama, during
his leisurely journey after his 1955 overthrow. Isabel was no Evita, as her
insecurity and indecision had already made clear. La Presidente assumed of-
fice as the Peronists were bitterly squabbling.* There was an immediate
scramble to gain influence over the frightened woman who had succeeded
to the presidential duties.

The adviser with the greatest influence was Isabel’s minister of social 
welfare, José Lopéz Rega, an ambitious and bizarre figure well known for
his militantly right-wing Peronist views. López Rega first helped convince
Isabel to purge her cabinet of the more moderate ministers in October
1974, then persuaded her to crack down on the left—including left-wing
Peronists. This became the direction of policy in 1975, as unions began ne-
gotiating new contracts with 100 percent wage increases or more. Isabel
mounted a counter-campaign, annulling the huge wage settlements and
later, after a series of massive strikes, reinstating them. López Rega resigned
in frustration, and the president also lost her congressional majority as the
Peronist delegation split apart.

The economy now careened out of control. Inflation rocketed to 335
percent in 1975. That year also proved to be disastrous for exports. By early
March 1976 Isabel’s government was reduced to adopting a stringent sta-
bilization plan in return for help from the IMF.

The guerrillas continued their deliberately provocative attacks on the
police and military, bringing off some dramatic assassinations. The right
answered through equally violent organizations. The value of money shrank
daily, almost hourly. Fear of terrorists, whether of the right or left, took

*Isabel should normally have been referred to by the feminine form la presidenta;
but the Argentine Constitution spoke only of el presidente, and her supporters did
not dare make any changes. So legal nicety triumphed over grammatical logic, and
she came to be known as La Presidente.



hold of the populace, especially the urban middle class. The president was
terrified, utterly unable to wield command.

Isabel’s term ran to 1977, and the military seemed willing to let her serve
it out. If they seized power, then they would have formal responsibility for
dealing with the economic mess. The military may have decided to let the
national situation become so violent and the economy so chaotic that no
one could doubt the need for the military to step in. If so, they had suc-
ceeded by March 1976. In Argentina’s best predicted coup, the men in
uniform placed La Presidente under house arrest, and once again an elected
government disappeared from the Casa Rosada.

The Military Returns

When the armed forces finally moved against Isabel, they were determined
to impose a bureaucratic-authoritarian solution that would last. Under Gen-
eral Jorge Rafael Videla, the regime launched a vicious campaign, alter-
natively known as a “dirty war” or “holy war” against the opposition. The
government began arresting “subversives” at will. And then there were the
desaparecidos, those who simply “disappeared,” perhaps 10,000 or 20,000 in
all. These people were abducted by heavily armed men who were un-
doubtedly “off-duty” security men operating with the military government’s
knowledge. Virtually none of the abducted were ever heard from again.

We shall never know how many of the “disappeared” were totally inno-
cent and how many actively supported the guerrilla movements. Thousands
of Argentines were no doubt involved in one way or another. From bank
robberies and ransomings the guerrillas built a war chest of at least $150
million, and they proved highly adept at paramilitary strikes. The army and
police faced a formidable challenge.

The infuriated generals decided to pursue an all-out offensive without
any legal constraints. The “disappeared” were victims in a tactic consciously
designed to terrorize the country. In the end the generals won, but at a
terrible price. They thought they had had no choice and savagely rejected
criticism from every quarter. Once proud Argentina became an inter-
national pariah, along with Chile and South Africa, and its people, by 
habit articulate and argumentative, suffered the ignominy of silence and
intimidation.

What had the guerrillas wanted? There were several groups, but all
sought the violent overthrow of the government and the installation of a
revolutionary socialist regime along Marxist-Leninist lines. Predominantly
middle class and deeply alienated by the merry-go-round of Argentine pol-
itics, they were caught up in a passionate rebellion against a socioeconomic
structure that was, ironically, one of the most “modern” in Latin America.
Once locked in battle, there was no exit for the guerrillas. It was a war to
the death.

The war showed that a well-equipped and determined government can,
barring any major split among the society’s ruling elites, normally defeat
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The Mothers of the Plaza

The Argentine military junta that seized power in 1976 left an ap-
palling record of torture and repression. The least hint of opposition
could result in “disappearance.” The only protesters who managed
to defy the generals were a small group of older mothers who met
spontaneously every afternoon to march around the Plaza de Mayo
in downtown Buenos Aires prominently displaying the names and pic-
tures of their missing children. Hesitant at first, they courageously
stood their ground when police and military harassed them with
threats and intimidation. By some miracle the women were allowed
to continue. Were these men, normally so ready to brutalize any sus-
pect, now afraid to attack mothers, the supreme symbol of the values
they claimed to be defending?

Their demands were simple. They wanted an accounting of what
had happened to their loved ones. They had no illusions. Most knew
their sons and daughters had been executed. They wanted confir-
mation and the chance to bury their lost progeny. They rarely got
that satisfaction. Yet they continued marching for years, a somber re-
minder of the terrible price that Argentina has paid for the demented
fanaticism of its military.

a guerrilla movement. A key factor was the tacit (and often explicit) sup-
port of the middle class for the antiguerrilla campaign. The Argentine mid-
dle class was proportionately the largest in Latin America, and therefore a
crucial actor in the political drama. It had watched with dismay the decay
of order under Isabel from 1974 to 1976, and most of it supported, at least
initially, the coup of 1976.

The March 1976 takeover was intended as a coup to end all coups. Videla
and his colleagues proclaimed that their goal was not merely to terminate
the chaos of the Peronist years, but also to restructure Argentine society.
The junta promised to eradicate terrorism and thereby remove some po-
tent actors from the political scene. They planned to reduce the public
sector, and consequently to rearrange relationships among business, labor,
and the state. They affirmed Argentina’s alignment with the “Western and
Christian world,” and in keeping with these lofty principles, they promised
to “reeducate” the populace by emphasizing values of “morality, upright-
ness, and efficiency.”

In pursuit of these ideas the military penetrated Argentine society more
deeply than ever before: in addition to abolishing the General Confeder-
ation of Labor, military officers also took over other institutions, such as
sports and charitable organizations.

In 1978 the generals got a heaven-sent propaganda opportunity when
Argentina hosted the World Cup soccer matches. Argentina won the cup,



to the ecstatic cheers of the home crowd and the obvious pleasure of the
heavy-handed generals. For a few weeks at least, ordinary Argentines could
take pride in their country. But the euphoria was soon dissipated by the
realities of Argentina’s plight.

Among the gravest worries was the economy. Economics Minister José
Martínez de Hoz, an outspoken representative of the “neo-liberal” view,
immediately imposed a stabilization program. Labor faced declining real
wages, while businessmen found credit increasingly hard to obtain.
Martínez de Hoz also moved to privatize a number of state enterprises,
while slashing tariffs on almost all industrial goods.

These policies succeeded in bringing inflation down to 88 percent in
1980 and in achieving a surplus on the balance of payments for four suc-
cessive years (1976–79). By 1981, however, the picture had darkened. In-
flation again exceeded 100 percent, and a recession set in. In 1981 indus-
try operated at only half capacity, and real income was less than it was in
1970.

Despite these economic troubles, the armed forces demonstrated no-
table coherence and unity. This was an institutional regime, not a one-man
show, and Videla turned the presidency over to General Roberto Viola in
March 1981. Viola lacked the stamina needed in the pressured position
and passed the presidency in early 1982 to General Leopoldo Galtieri, the
commander-in-chief of the army.

In March Galtieri chose to stake his government’s fate on the Falkland
Islands controlled by the British but long claimed by the Argentines, who
called them the Malvinas Islands. During his 1946–55 rule Perón reawak-
ened Argentine passions over the islands, but Britain simply ignored him.
The sovereignty issue was not formally discussed until 1977, the same year
in which British intelligence warned of an impending invasion. Britain sent
a small war fleet, without publicity, and the threat faded.

In 1982 the Argentines thought the British had changed signals and
would not defend the desolate islands—8000 miles away from Britain, pop-
ulated by only 1800 inhabitants and 600,000 sheep. On April 2 a large Ar-
gentine force invaded the islands and quickly overwhelmed the badly out-
gunned royal marine garrison.

The British denounced the invasion and mobilized a major task force.
In late May the British landed thousands of troops onto Falklands/
Malvinas beachheads. All but three other Latin American countries backed
Argentina in an Organization of American States vote condemning Britain
as the aggressor.

Why had the Galtieri government decided to invade? Clearly the Ar-
gentine economy was on the rocks again. Only days before the April 2 in-
vasion there had been the largest antigovernment demonstration since the
military seized power in 1976. Galtieri and the few fellow officers he con-
sulted undoubtedly saw the lure of a quick military victory in the Falk-
lands/Malvinas as a boost to the government’s sagging popularity. Fur-
thermore, Galtieri felt certain that he would have at least the tacit support
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of the Reagan administration, with which the Argentine generals had de-
veloped a warm relationship.

In the short run Galtieri was right about the Argentine reaction. The in-
vasion brought an outpouring of patriotic sentiment in Argentina. In part
that was due to government-controlled reporting that told of nothing but
Argentine victories. Had long-fragmented Argentina finally found a way to
come together?

The Argentine public soon suffered a rude return to reality. The better
trained and more experienced British troops laid siege to the 7500 Ar-
gentine troops holed up in the capital, Port Stanley. After nervous con-
sultation with Buenos Aires and sporadic resistance, the Argentine com-
mander surrendered promptly—the only sensible option, given the poor
morale, condition, and positioning of his troops. Yet the sudden surren-
der hit Buenos Aires hard. Britain, supposedly enfeebled and unable to
defend these distant islands, had decisively defeated numerically superior
Argentine forces. Only the Argentine Air Force emerged as having had
both the skill and the courage to fight effectively.

Transition to Democracy

The Galtieri-led junta had made a mortal error: as a military government
it began a military adventure that it failed to win. Patriotic fervor turned
into ugly demonstrations outside the Casa Rosada. Galtieri came under in-
tense fire from his fellow officers. He resigned, as military unity began to
unravel. The new president was an obscure retired general, Reynaldo
Bignone. Upon assuming office in July 1982, Bignone bravely repeated 
Argentina’s claim to the Falklands/Malvinas. He promised an election in
1983 and a return to civilian government by 1984. It was as if the Argen-
tine generals had by their incompetence restored legitimacy to the civilian
politicians.

The Argentine economy went from bad to worse in 1982. Inflation shot
up to 200 percent, workers lost about one-quarter of their real income,
and the country went into de facto default on its private foreign debt.

To virtually everyone’s surprise, Radical Party leader Raúl Alfonsín won 52
percent of the vote in the presidential election of 1983. The Radicals also
gained majority control of the Chamber of Deputies. Alfonsín had been a
courageous battler for human rights during military rule. Also, his party was
the only non-Perónist group capable of forming a viable government.

The new regime faced formidable problems. First was the commitment
to prosecute the military personnel and police who had killed or “disap-
peared” more than 10,000 suspects. The public revulsion against the per-
petrators was deep and had helped give Alfonsín his vote. Argentina, how-
ever, would be the first country to try its own military for domestic crimes.
How many should be tried? Where did criminal responsibility end? And
how would this prosecution affect the effort to build a new democratic 
military?
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The second major problem was the economy. Inflation had reached 400
percent in 1983, and Argentina could not service its huge foreign debt. Ar-
gentina had also failed to modernize its economy for survival in world trade.
Finally, Alfonsín faced the ever-present struggle for income among com-
peting classes and sectors, with the huge labor unions bloodied but un-
vanquished by military repression.

The third problem was finding a viable political base. Could the Radi-
cals, a minority party since 1945, retain the majority Alfonsín had won? If
not, was an effective coalition feasible?

Alfonsín struggled valiantly with all these challenges. Prosecuting the tor-
turers proved almost a no-win situation. A presidentially appointed com-
mission documented the death or disappearance of 8906 Argentines. The
government charged the nine military commanders-in-chief for crimes
ranging from murder to rape. Five were convicted and given prison terms,
while three of the four acquitted were later tried by military justice and
sentenced to prison. But how far down should the prosecutions go? A 1987
military revolt protesting the impending prosecutions forced Congress to
exempt all officers below the rank of general. Even the ongoing prosecu-
tions bogged down, spurring human rights advocates to denounce the fail-
ure to pursue the hundreds of other cases. Alfonsín supporters replied that
no other Latin American government had ever dared to prosecute its of-
ficers for crimes committed during a military government. Meanwhile, the
Argentine officer corps was largely unrepentant. Clearly, the repression

The seizure of the Falkland/Malvinas Islands in 1982 led to a massive outpouring
of national pride and defiance. (Carlos Carrión/Corbis Sygma.)



and subsequent search for justice would leave a deep scar in Argentine 
society.

Meeting payments on the massive $50 billion foreign debt was an im-
mediate economic problem for the Alfonsín government. Alfonsín had to
seek new loans, but the price was an IMF-designed austerity policy at home.
Nonetheless, inflation roared up to 627 percent in 1984 and approached
700 percent in 1985. With its back against the wall, the Alfonsín govern-
ment unveiled a wage-price freeze. Inflation dropped to less than 100 per-
cent (a victory by Latin American standards), but a recession and a sharp
fall in real wages also occurred. Only makeshift measures allowed the gov-
ernment to avoid defaulting on the foreign debt.

Then the wage-price freeze unraveled. By early 1989 prices were rising
at more than 30 percent a month; they would reach more than 100 percent
a month by midyear. The gross domestic product shrank by 3 percent in
1988 and 6 percent in 1989 (overall, per capita income for Argentines de-
clined by nearly 25 percent during the 1980s).

Peronists seized the opportunity. In the presidential elections of May
1989 the party’s candidate, Carlos Saúl Menem, governor of the interior
province of La Rioja, took 47 percent of the popular vote—and a clear ma-
jority in the electoral college—winning handily over the Radical candidate
Eduardo Angeloz. This marked a potential watershed in Argentine poli-
tics: it was the first time that an opposition party had triumphed in a pres-
idential election in over seventy years. If the country could take these steps,
some analysts reasoned, Argentina might have a realistic chance of achiev-
ing genuine democracy.

It would not be easy. The economic crisis intensified. Argentina, the
proverbial breadbasket of the continent, suffered the humiliation of food
riots. A stunned President Alfonsín declared a state of siege, then an-
nounced that he would resign from office six months ahead of schedule.
Chastened and disheartened, Alfonsín surrendered his ambition of being
the first freely elected Argentine president to complete a full term in of-
fice since 1952.

Argentina’s persistent financial crises stemmed from its failure to adjust
to the post-1945 world. Argentina entered that era with great strengths:
ample agricultural surplus, nascent self-sufficiency in oil, a highly skilled
workforce, and a universally literate public. During his presidencies of
1946–1955, Perón imposed an inward-looking nationalist economic policy.
By 1955 it was obvious that his experiment had failed to create self-
sustaining growth, although urban workers’ income had certainly im-
proved. Argentina needed to diversify its economy if it were to gain from
the boom in world trade. Unfortunately, the years after 1955 brought a
succession of contradictory policies. Neither the liberals, with their anti-
Peronist obsession, nor the nationalists, with their hostility to the market
and to foreign trade, ever controlled policy for more than a few years at a
time. Instead, the economy was pulled back and forth ever in anticipation
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that whoever was in opposition would soon gain power and could change
course again.

This pattern seemed to have ended when Carlos Menem, a Peronist ex-
governor, was elected president. Menem’s prospects seemed favorable be-
cause as a Peronist he could presumably retain the nationalists’ loyalty,
while also following a Washington-endorsed neo-liberal restructuring. Tak-
ing power amid these somber circumstances, Menem had his hands full.
Inflation was running at 150 percent per month. The country was nearly
$4 billion in arrears in payments on the external debt. Menem 
installed a new economics minister who immediately imposed a strict aus-
terity program. In January 1990 he shocked the public by transferring in-
terest-bearing bank certificates into ten-year bonds—in effect, confiscating
the savings of the middle class. These hard-nosed policies eventually pro-
voked a recession that brought an end to hyperinflation.

Violating cherished principles of Peronism, Menem and his ministers
embarked on a program to “privatize” state-owned companies by selling
them off to private investors. In 1990 the government auctioned off Entel,
the national telephone company, and the national airlines, Aerolíneas 
Argentinas. Not content with these bold strokes, Menem announced his
intent to proceed with the privatization of electricity, coal and natural gas, 
subways, and shipping. Neo-liberal economic doctrine seemed to be 
triumphant.

In early 1991 Menem named as the new economics minister Domingo
Cavallo, a powerful personality and a firm believer in strict market-oriented
reforms. Cavallo extended the privatization campaign and centered his pro-
gram on a “convertibility law”—which restricted public expenditures to rev-
enues and, most important, established a one-to-one exchange rate between
the Argentine peso and the U.S. dollar. Adherence to this exchange rate be-
came the key to economic credibility. It became the “anchor” for economic
confidence, neutralizing the Argentines’ well-founded fears of hyperinfla-
tion. The orthodox policies reduced inflation from 4900 percent in 1989
to 4 percent in 1994. Much to the delight of the public, an economic boom
was under way.

But there were negative features as well. One was overvaluation of the
peso, leading to a trade deficit of more than $6 billion in 1994. Another
was impoverishment of the middle class. According to one study, nearly
half the country’s middle class slipped down into the lower class during
the early 1990s. In the meantime, open unemployment increased from 6.5
percent in 1991 to 12.2 percent in 1994. These were the typical fruits of a
“hard money” policy that was enthusiastically endorsed by the IMF and the
World Bank.

Not surprisingly, the Menem initiatives caused disruption and discord
within the labor movement. In September 1990 the administration de-
feated a strike movement by telephone workers in Buenos Aires. Acceler-
ating unemployment and government layoffs also sparked protests in the
interior provinces, and dissidents organized a major rally in Buenos Aires
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in mid-1994. It seemed ironic to many, and grievous to some, that a Pero-
nist government was breaking strikes by organized labor and confronting
protests from the working class.

The armed forces at first presented Menem with a vexing challenge. Sev-
eral months after taking office he issued sweeping pardons for participants
in minor military revolts in 1987 and 1989. In December 1990 there erupted
yet another military rebellion, undertaken by carapintadas (“painted faces”).
The uprising was ultimately crushed, but it represented a serious challenge
to Menem’s authority. Claiming that he had made no bargain with the
rebels, Menem issued a new round of pardons in favor of former leaders
of the military government. The decision prompted protest rallies, but the
military won their case: there would be no continuing sentences or prose-
cutions for human-rights offenses committed in the dirty war.

In 1994 the administration gained congressional approval for reform
of the country’s 140-year-old constitution. The amendments would re-
duce presidential terms from six to four years, but permit one reelection;
reduce the president’s authority to rule through emergency decree; and
create the post of cabinet chief, who would be subject to removal by ma-
jority vote in Congress. Proponents insisted that the reforms would im-
prove governmental accountability. Opponents, including many Radicals,
regarded the reform as a maneuver by Menem to perpetuate himself in
power.

Menem promptly declared himself a candidate for the presidential elec-
tions of May 1995. Despite continuing rumors of high-level corruption and
widespread resentment of the president’s authoritarian style, Menem won
49.8 percent of the vote (under the new constitution he needed only 45
percent to avoid a second round). Divided, demoralized, and represented
by a lackluster candidate, the once-proud UCR earned only 17.1 percent. 

In the international arena, Argentina promoted the continued devel-
opment of MERCOSUR (the “Common Market of the South”), a four-
partner association that included Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, and
Paraguay. Established in 1991, the scheme envisioned the creation of a
free-trade zone that would eventually evolve into a full-fledged “common
market” along the lines of the European Union. Despite occasional ten-
sion among the members, the volume of trade and investment within 
MERCOSUR grew rapidly throughout the 1990s. Its apparent success bol-
stered Argentina’s claims to leadership in South America, although Brazil
would claim this mantle as well.

Until the late 1990s, Menem’s commitment to the neo-liberal model had
brought unprecedented economic growth and stability. Inflation had been
brought under control (less than 1 percent in 1996 and 1997), while pri-
vatization had been extended to virtually all state-owned industries and util-
ities. The GDP grew an average of 5 percent per year for the middle years
of the decade. The “dollarization” of the economy proceeded to a point
where dollars were a normal means of exchange for most transactions (by
1999 there was talk of abandoning the peso altogether). Menem’s wooing
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of Washington had paid off as well, as Argentina was named a “major non-
NATO ally” of the United States.

The decade’s liberalization had a darker side, too. Unemployment and
high living costs combined to weigh on the lower sectors of society, and
corruption affected the lives of Argentines of all classes. Independent re-
search conducted in 1996 and 1997 revealed that both corruption itself
and public awareness of corruption were on the rise through the 1990s.

Even though Argentines were tired of public malfeasance, they were wary
of disturbing the existing political order, which had hinged on Menem and
his party since 1989. Given the decline of the Radicals from the late 1980s
onward and the institutional and organizational weakness of the center-
left FREPASO coalition, there was little alternative. In mid-1997, however,
the two opposition groups banded together for the October 1997 con-
gressional elections under the label of the Alliance for Work, Justice, and
Education. In the months leading up to the elections, the Alliance candi-
dates, careful to reassure voters who were wary of change, declared their
support for the neo-liberal model while using the issues of unemployment
and corruption to criticize Peronist candidates.

The results were surprising: while the Peronists expected to lose a few seats,
they did not expect the Alliance coalition (and the UCR and FREPASO can-
didates from provinces in which the coalition was never formalized) to make
the substantial gains they made. Alliance and non-Alliance UCR and
FREPASO candidates together garnered 46 percent of the vote and more
than half the seats in the lower chamber. While the Peronists still held an ab-
solute majority in the Senate, the fragile UCR-FREPASO coalition had
emerged as a potential threat to Peronist dominance.

In office, the Alliance congressmen, as promised, supported Menem’s
economic policies while criticizing corruption in government. The process
of turning the electoral coalition into a viable opposition and a contender
for national power also began. Menem toyed with the idea of trying for a
third term, but the negative polling results soon discouraged him. By mid-
1999, the Alliance presidential candidate, Fernando de la Rúa, running a
campaign that expressed support for existing economic policy while draw-
ing attention to corruption and joblessness, faced a divided Peronist camp
led by Buenos Aires provincial governor Eduardo Duhalde, a bitter politi-
cal enemy of Menem. It was de la Rúa who prevailed in the election.

The new president now had to pay for the economic policies of his pre-
decessors. The prosperity soon faded. It turned out that the fixed exchange
rate, which was intended to be an “anchor,” could not be maintained by
mere rhetoric. The value of the peso began to slip. Since the peso rate was
unconditionally guaranteed (at 1:1 for the dollar) by the Central Bank, the
scene was set for a massive run on the bank’s dollar reserves. Cavallo, with
Menem behind him, vehemently refused to devalue, which was the obvi-
ous short-term remedy. A massive flight of capital, both Argentine and for-
eign, resulted. Panic swept the financial markets. Suddenly Argentina faced
the ultimate: default on its international debts. Earlier the IMF had bailed
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Argentina out. Not this time. Washington thought Argentina had done too
little to help itself. The land of the pampas was Latin America’s first na-
tion since 1945 to collapse into total foreign default.

The domestic consequences were horrendous. The economy fell into its
deepest decline since the 1930s. In 2001 GDP per capita fell 12 percent,
as 24 percent of bank deposits fled the country. Argentine incomes shrank
alarmingly, as unemployment leapt toward 20 percent and savings were
wiped out (dollar accounts were frozen). Riots and looting ensued in ma-
jor cities; public order collapsed. Foreign trade slumped, further reducing
the supply of foreign exchange. In the days of easy money the foreign debt
had soared to $141 billion. Measured as a percentage of export earnings,
that debt was the highest of all major countries. Especially distressing was
the drop in Argentina’s trade in MERCOSUR because of the advantage
that Brazil had gotten from its 1999 devaluation. Argentina, once the
wealthiest land in Latin America, was now a showcase of economic and po-
litical bankruptcy.

The country was on its own. The IMF, initially sympathetic to Cavallo’s
orthodox policies, grew disenchanted with Argentina’s swelling public 
sector deficits. The newly inaugurated Bush administration in Washington
was even less sympathetic. It dismissed Argentina as a self-made disaster 
of only secondary importance. Reconstruction would have to come from
within.

The key to further recovery lay with the political leadership. Following
a phase of intense political confusion, the 2003 presidential election was
crucial. The winner was Nestor Kirchner, a minor Peronist ex-governor.
Despite his modest credentials, Kirchner promptly earned popular support
by asserting independence from the Peronist machine and condemning
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Argentina on the Couch

Whatever its other defects, Argentina has no shortage of psychoana-
lysts. In fact, it hosts the highest number per capita of any country in
the world. As one Argentine student of the phenomenon, Mariano
Ben Plotkin, remarked, “anyone who questions the existence of the
unconscious or of the Oedipus complex at a social gathering in any
large Argentine city is made to feel as if he or she were denying the
virginity of Mary before a synod of Catholic bishops.” When asked for
the solution to one of Argentina’s many economic crises in the 1960s,
former Finance Minister Aldo Ferrer replied, “put it on the couch.”
The cure hasn’t taken yet.

Mariano Ben Plotkin, Freud in the Pampas (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford Univer-
sity Press, 2001), p.1.
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the military’s human-rights abuses of the past. But his principal task would
be to negotiate reentry into the international financial community.

Also urgent was an untangling of the ad hoc credit arrangements that
made conducting business in Argentina a nightmare. The nation’s social
fabric had been badly torn. Old wounds had been reopened. The politi-
cal party system was in shambles, and regional conflicts were exacerbated.
Most alarming, Argentine national confidence had suffered a blow that
would make more difficult any long climb back to economic respectability.

As of this writing, there has been a modest economic recovery, with pos-
itive effects on the balance of payments and domestic production. Perhaps
the best hope now for Argentina is that this shock will have finally forced
the Argentines to rethink their past policies and start to exploit their po-
tentially advantageous position in the international economy.



CHILE

Socialism, Repression, and Democracy

The territory we now call Chile was one of the most distant realms of the
Spanish empire in America. It evolved into a secondary center valued
largely for its agricultural and mining production. The Spaniards found a
native Indian population, but many perished under the onslaught of dis-
eases brought by the Europeans. A relatively homogeneous population
emerged from the colonial era, mestizo, although few of the “European” in-
habitants wished to admit the extent to which their Spanish forebearers
had mixed with indigenous partners.

When Napoleon invaded Spain, the colonists in Chile reacted much as
their counterparts elsewhere, showing strong loyalty to the crown. As the
French control of Spain dragged on after the conquest in 1808, the
Chileans seemed headed for independence, but the royalist forces regained
the initiative and by the end of 1814 won control of Chile. It was against
this royalist “reconquest” that Bernardo O’Higgins helped lead a revolu-
tionary army from Mendoza. The rebels won Chilean independence from
the Spaniards in 1818. As the new republic’s supreme director, O’Higgins
proved a decisive but autocratic leader. The constitutional congress he had
promised was rigged, however, and in 1823 the discontented Chilean aris-
tocrats forced him to resign.

The following years saw political instability, as Liberals and Conservatives
struggled for control. The latter won in 1830, beginning the three decades
of the “Conservative Republic.” The key figure was Diego Portales, who be-
came the strong man of the regime, although never president in name. A
Constituent Assembly was held in 1831, producing a constitution in 1833.
It created a strong central government, with economic power in the hands
of the landowners. Portales ruled unchallenged because the government
controlled the electoral machinery and the landowners were happy to let
Portales exercise power (including repression when deemed necessary) for
their benefit.

Portales’ undoing was a war with Peru (1836–39), which provoked a mil-
itary rebellion at home and brought the dictator’s assassination. Chile then
went on to defeat the Peruvians. Chile’s principal war hero was General
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Manuel Bulnes, who served as president for a decade after 1841, presiding
over an era of ferment and creativity.

The 1850s brought another decade of fruitful consolidation for the new
nation. The status of the church proved a key political question. Of all the
legacies from the Spanish colonial era, none was to cause more contro-
versy than this issue. One wing of the landowning elite wanted greater state
control over the church, especially in education and finances. Their op-
ponents defended the church’s privileges. When the normally anticlerical
Liberal Party softened its stance in the late 1850s, dissident Liberals
founded the Radical Party, an organization that would come to play an en-
during role in the political life of the nation.

Overview: Economic Growth and Social Change

For Chile, as for many Latin American countries, the nineteenth century
marked a period of far-reaching economic and social transformation. Dur-
ing the colonial era Chile played a relatively minor role in the Spanish
American economy. Land in the fertile central valley was concentrated in
the hands of a small number of powerful landlords. Their vast estates pro-
duced agricultural goods, especially fruit and grain, some bound for such
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What Makes a Chilean?

British travelers have long had a special affinity for Chile. In “the Eng-
land of South America,” the British journalist-historian Alistair Horne
gives this description of the Chileans. Note that the considerable in-
digenous population has no place in this list.

The wild, harsh and sensuous Spanish stock, with its incapacity for mod-
eration or compromise, has been greatly diluted over the years with
the various influxes of immigrants from different parts of the old world.
Tough and independent-minded Basques formed a major and vital part
of the Iberian content; then came educated Germans, getting out from
under Bismarck’s iron boot, to the south of Chile; Yugoslavs, fleeing
Franz-Josef, still further south; Welsh sheepmen fleeing from Wales,
down in the wastes of Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego; and Irish, Eng-
lishmen and Frenchmen everywhere else. Even the names of the
founders of the Christian Democrat Party—Eduardo Frei Montalva,
Bernardo Leighton, Manuel Garretón Walker—read like an ethno-
graphic chart of Chile; and, of course, there is that great founder fig-
ure, with the name that provokes ignorant gringo mirth—Bernardo
O’Higgins.

From Alistair Horne, Small Earthquake in Chile: New, Revised and Expanded Edi-
tion of the Classic Account of Allende’s South America (London: Papermac, 1990),
p. 108.



cities as Santiago or Valparaíso but most destined for export to Lima and
other urban markets in Peru. Maritime trade along the west coast of South
America thus connected Chile to the centers of the Spanish empire.

The Wars for Independence interrupted this coastal trade, and Chilean
agriculture promptly entered a period of relative stagnation. The situation
was further affected by protectionist policies in Peru. In the 1840s the Cal-
ifornia gold rush provided a temporary stimulus for a boom in agricultural
exports. But thereafter they leveled off and then declined again. Comple-
tion of the U.S. transcontinental railroad helped to take away the Califor-
nia market, although export to England continued. With its advantageous
location and fertile pampas, Argentina had better access to Europe. Agri-
cultural production and commerce in Chile continued, of course, but they
did not become the leading forces for economic growth.

It was nitrates, used for fertilizer and explosives, that became the coun-
try’s leading export. This development was made possible by the acquisi-
tion of northern territory from Peru as a result of the War of the Pacific
(1879–83). Foreign investors (especially British) quickly rushed in, and Eu-
ropeans owned about two-thirds of the nitrate fields by 1884. But Chilean
investors retained a hold in this area, reaping over half the total earnings
by 1920. Eventually, however, the nitrate market declined. An increase in
exports during World War I was followed by a cutback in the early 1920s,
then a brief recovery, then a steep and final reduction in the 1930s. Syn-
thetic nitrates took over after that.

The nineteenth-century growth of Chilean mining—in silver, copper,
and nitrates—led to important changes in the country’s social structure.

Though mining became
the most dynamic sector of
the Chilean economy, agri-
culture continued to play a
significant role; here sacks
of beans are loaded for 
export at the port of 
Valparaíso sometime after
1900. (Courtesy of the 
Library of Congress.)
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One was the appearance of new elements within the elite, consisting of
mine owners in the north and merchants from the growing towns and
cities. Yet these elements did not truly rival the traditional landowners. For
in Chile, more than in most Latin American countries, the landowning
elite did not remain isolated and apart from the manufacturing and min-
ing elites. There was, instead, a kind of merger, often achieved through
family ties, so landowners frequently had relatives in upper levels of the
other sectors if they did not take part themselves. Brothers, cousins, and
brothers-in-law provided important links, and these connections tended to
minimize conflict between the city and the countryside.

There also appeared a working class, first unionized in the nitrate fields
of the north. Chile’s economic development in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries did not require the massive importation of labor,
however, and this fact points to a central feature of the country’s working
class: it was native born. This stands in clear contrast to Argentina, where
25 percent of the population was foreign born in 1895; for Chile this pro-
portion was less than 3 percent. From the outset, Chilean workers had di-
rect access to the political scene.

Copper production underwent a technological revolution just after 1900,
due to the invention of a new smelting process, and this led to a major
transformation in Chile. Investments required large amounts of capital,
and these came from abroad. In 1904 the Braden Copper Company began
exploiting the El Teniente mine near Santiago. British interests were soon
taken over by the Guggenheims, and by 1920 the industry was dominated
by only three companies, known from their initials as “the ABC”: Andes
Copper, Braden Copper, and the Chile Exploration Company–Chuquica-
mata. The first and third belonged to Anaconda, while Braden was a sub-
sidiary of the Kennecott Corporation.

The Chilean copper industry thus was concentrated in a few hands,
and these hands were American. It came to constitute a foreign enclave,
one that would provide relatively little stimulus to the rest of the econ-
omy. The heavy reliance on capital and technology meant modest levels
of employment for Chilean workers. The importation of equipment and
parts did not give much business to Chilean manufacturers. And most of
the profits, often large, were returned to parent companies in the United
States instead of being invested in Chile. It is little wonder that resent-
ment grew.

An additional problem came from the great instability of copper prices
on the world market. Indeed, copper prices could fluctuate as much as 500
or 1000 percent within a single year. This made it extremely difficult for
Chile to anticipate the dollar amount of foreign exchange earnings. Un-
predictable gyrations in the world copper market could wreak havoc with
the most carefully laid-out plans.

And copper came to dominate the Chilean economy (see Figure 4-1).
By 1956 copper production accounted for half of all the country’s ex-
ports, and taxes on the companies’ profits yielded one-fifth of the gov-
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ernment’s entire revenue. As copper went, it was often said, so went
Chile’s economy.

In summary, these developments formed a complex social structure. The
rural sector contained a traditional landowning elite, a peasantry tied by
labor obligations to the estate where they lived, and a small but mobile

Figure 4-1 Chilean Copper Production, 1912–1987 (Major Companies)
Sources: Markos Mamalakis and Clark W. Reynolds, Essays on the Chilean Economy (Homewood, Ill.: Richard
D. Irwin, 1965), pp. 371–72; Ricardo Ffrench-Davis, “La importancia del cobre en la economía chilena,”
in Ffrench-Davis and Ernesto Tironi, eds., El cobre en el desarrollo nacional (Santiago: Universidad Católica
de Chile, 1974), Cuadros 2, 7; Manual Lasaga, The Copper Industry in the Chilean Economy: An Econometric
Analysis (Lexington, Mass.: D. C. Heath, 1981), p. 10; International Monetary Fund, International Financial
Statistics, various years.
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Women Doctors in Chile?

An American woman travel writer devoted an entire chapter of her
1943 book on Chile to “some Chilean women.” Not surprisingly, she
wrote only about women from the social elite:

A woman physician is no novelty in Chile. Since women were first ad-
mitted to the university in 1877, many of them have graduated in the
profession; perhaps medicine has had a particular appeal for them.
But even as late as 1914 when Eleanira Gonzales Donoso took her de-
gree in medicine, women doctors were kept out of sight. Long after
she was practicing in full partnership with a male colleague, she was
listed as a pharmacist, which for some reason was considered more
womanly than doctoring.

From Edna Fergusson, Chile (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1943), p. 274.

workforce that provided wage labor for the large commercial estates. There
was a mining and industrial elite, many of whose members had kinship ties
to the landed aristocracy. There were middle classes as well, and a grow-
ing, native-born, urban working class. Foreign investors were conspicuous
from independence onward, but by the twentieth century their presence
was epitomized by the preeminence of U.S. copper companies.

At least Chile has not had to face one problem that has beset so many
other countries of Latin America: excessive population growth. Indeed,
Chile has consistently had one of the lowest annual rates of population
growth in the hemisphere: in 1900–10 it was just 1.2 percent, and in
1970–80 it was only 2.1 percent (compared to 2.8 percent for Latin Amer-
ica as a whole).

As cause or effect of this situation, women in Chile have enjoyed more
opportunities than in many other countries. Females entered the work-
force with relative ease, and by 1970, for instance, nearly 16 percent of
Chile’s employed females held professional or technical jobs (higher than
the U.S. rate of 14.7 percent). Social customs also reflected fairly open and
egalitarian standards in the relative treatment of the sexes.

Politics and Parliament

As nineteenth-century Chile began to consolidate its place in the interna-
tional economy, political crisis ensued. A civil war in 1859 had convinced
the elite it was a time for quiet consolidation. They got it from José Joaquín
Pérez, who began a ten-year presidential term.

The two most important political issues of this era were the constitution
and the status of the church. On the second issue, the Liberals continued
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their campaign for equality of religion, while the Conservatives fought to
protect the state-favored position of the Catholic Church. Slowly the Lib-
erals won concessions, as non-Catholics received the right to have churches
and religious schools. In effect, this was a modest opening of the elite, mak-
ing it more pluralistic.

As for the constitution, the elite was struggling with how to achieve ef-
fective government while avoiding despotism. In 1871 the constitution was
amended to prohibit presidents from serving two consecutive terms. In
1874 further changes made government ministers more accountable to
Congress, thereby strengthening the legislative powers. This diminution of
the power of the church and president led to labeling the years between
1861 and 1891 the “Liberal Republic.”

The mid-1870s brought a severe economic depression. They also brought
Chile’s most famous foreign conflict: the War of the Pacific (1879–83),
when Chile fought both Peru and Bolivia. The ostensible issue was the treat-
ment of Chilean investors in the desert territories governed by Peru. After
extended fighting the Chileans won an overwhelming military triumph. As
victors, the Chileans took control of the mineral-rich coastal strip that had
belonged to Bolivia and Peru. This conclusion had two important effects:
to increase the self-confidence of the Chileans and to arouse deep resent-
ment among the Peruvians and Bolivians. It also led to Chile’s nitrate boom.

The 1880s saw much activity on the church-state issue. The Liberal re-
formers made new gains. Civil registration of marriage, birth, and death
was made compulsory, further eroding church control over daily life. In
these same years the Congress extended the vote to all literate males over
twenty-five, eliminating the previous income test.

The second half of the 1880s brought the presidency of José Balmaceda
(1886–91), the most controversial leader of late nineteenth-century Chile.
Conflict over food policy arose when Chilean cattle raisers proposed a tar-
iff on Argentine beef, which would have meant less meat and higher prices
for Chileans. They were countered by the new middle-class-led Democra-
tic Party (founded 1887), which helped mobilize Santiago’s artisans, small
merchants, and skilled workers against the tariff. The opposition carried
the day. Balmaceda convinced the bill’s proponents to withdraw it.

This early triumph of the Democratic Party signaled the start of an im-
portant trend. It was a direct appeal on economic grounds to the middle
and lower sectors of the cities. Seeking a broad electorate, the Democrats
argued for laws that would help workers, while they also presented classic
liberal demands for compulsory free education and democratic procedures
in electing governments. The party’s articulation of mass demands showed
how far Chile had already come on the road toward modern politics.

The fate of Balmaceda’s presidency was sealed by the civil war of 1891.
To this day Chileans argue passionately over the war, its causes, and its
meaning. The president wanted to increase government intervention in
the economy. In order to pay for the building of new railways, roads, and
urban infrastructure (water and sanitation), Balmaceda needed growing
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tax revenues from the nitrate industry in the northern province of Tara-
pacá. The obstacle was the primarily foreign ownership, especially in the
railways, where Balmaceda proposed to break a foreign monopoly.

His plans met with stiff opposition in the Congress. In fact, Balmaceda’s
boldness masked a deeper constitutional struggle, that of congressional
versus presidential authority. Congress had been fighting to establish its
supremacy in the constitutional structure. But Balmaceda was determined
to impose his will. The result was instability.

In 1890 the Congress failed to produce a budget, whereupon the presi-
dent ruled that the previous year’s appropriations would apply. Balmaceda
had earlier ventured into an area which had always proved sensitive: the
choice of a presidential successor, whom he tried to nominate on his own
authority. The Congress passed a law voiding any such nomination, which
Balmaceda then refused to sign.

Congressional opposition was now ready to seek a remedy by force of
arms. The emerging conflict had complex implications. First, Balmaceda
had alarmed conservative Chilean interests with his economic plans. He
wanted a national bank, an obvious threat to interests of the established
oligarchy, which dominated the private banking system. Above all, Bal-
maceda was asserting the power of the presidency against a parliamentary
system. Given his unorthodox economic ideas, this endangered the ruling
landowner-merchant network.

The mining region in the north proved a rebel stronghold, where the
mine owners were happy to support a force that promised to depose the
president who threatened to savage their economic interests. The owners
also cut off export tax revenues which were vital to the Santiago govern-
ment. A northern rebel army mobilized to sail south and depose the pres-
ident.

The resulting combat produced the bloodiest battles in Chilean history,
with Balmaceda’s forces going down in defeat. The president took refuge
in the Argentine embassy, where he committed suicide one day after his
presidential term ended.

In less than a month a new president was elected: Jorge Montt. But now
the president’s power was seriously circumscribed, as Chile now embraced
the parliamentary system.

One of the key issues of the war—the status of foreign investors—had
been settled. Nationalization was out, but the parliamentary victors con-
tinued pressuring the European investors. Nationalistic sentiment had pen-
etrated all sectors of the Chilean elite.

The trauma of the 1891 civil war only underlined the relative stability of
the Chilean political system. The elite weathered the crisis of the Balmaceda
challenge in a manner that promised stability at least equal to that in neigh-
boring Argentina. Chile was poised to participate in the export boom that
was carrying Latin America ever deeper into the North Atlantic economy.

Balmaceda’s fall at the hands of the congressional rebels changed Chile’s
constitutional structure. The strong presidency gave way to parliamentary
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dominance, but it proved impossible for any ministry to last long. This in-
stability was reinforced by the fragmentation of major parties, which pro-
liferated to five by 1900.

Political control continued in the hands of an oligarchy representing
primarily agricultural interests. Occasionally they were challenged by ur-
ban groups, such as merchants. The workers, although not yet organized
into political parties, were already beginning to make their weight felt. The
issue that aroused them was rising prices. In 1905 workers staged a series
of protests that led to direct confrontation with armed members of the oli-
garchy, and a miners’ strike in 1907 in the northern city of Iquique simi-
larly erupted into violence and bloodshed.

After 1910 workers became even more militant. The leading organizers
were the anarcho-syndicalists, indefatigable activists who excelled in orga-
nizing the many small firms. Centered in Santiago, the anarcho-syndical-
ist unions won significant improvements in wages and working conditions.
But they were vulnerable to reprisals against their leaders, who were sub-
ject to firings or arrests or imprisonment.

These unions did not, however, represent a basic threat to the political
system. As for working conditions and fringe benefits, the employers could
undercut much of the militancy by granting social welfare benefits. The
Congress did exactly this, legislating workmen’s compensation in 1916, em-
ployer’s liability in 1917, and a retirement system for railway workers in
1919.

After a slowdown in strike activity and a loss in bargaining power, orga-
nized labor began to revive in 1917. Economic recovery strengthened la-
bor’s hand, as World War I had greatly stimulated the demand for nitrates,
a key ingredient in explosives. But inflation was again eating up wages,
making workers receptive to the organizers’ appeals.

This growth of labor strength worried the incumbent political oligarchy
as well as the middle sectors. In 1918 the Congress passed a ley de residen-
cia, designed to facilitate the deportation of aliens who were active labor
organizers. But neither the politicians nor the elite had done their home-
work because Chile had almost no such aliens! Since immigration from
Europe had been minimal in Chile, the deportation strategy simply could
not work.

The year 1919 marked the peak of labor mobilization. In January-
February union leaders called huge rallies in Santiago to protest the high
prices of wartime inflation. In August came another mammoth demon-
stration, with 100,000 participants marching past the presidential palace.
The next month a general strike in Santiago failed, however, and worker
morale was shaken. Thereafter the rate of strikes declined.

Surprisingly enough, the government response to strikers had been mod-
erate since the labor upsurge began in 1917. In December an executive
edict (the Yáñez decree) made the government a mediator in stalemated
labor conflicts. Although rejected by anarchist and syndicalist leaders, it
was heavily used, often for labor’s benefit, in 1918 and 1919. That pattern
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continued into 1920, in part because the government was worried about
the presidential elections scheduled for June.

Chile, like Argentina, had opened the door to middle-sector political
participation, a process far less advanced in Brazil. The number of work-
ing-class voters, although still small, had begun to attract the attention of
Chilean bourgeois politicians, especially in Santiago. Their support could
be crucial, especially when the vote was divided among many parties, as in
Chile. The political leader who saw this most clearly was Arturo Alessan-
dri, who campaigned for the presidency by making a passionate appeal to
urban voters, including workers. Alessandri represented an “enlightened”
middle-sector view. He proposed to legitimize unions, but also put them
into an intricate legal framework determined by the government.

Alessandri won the election, if narrowly. With this democratic exercise
past, the incumbent President Sanfuentes felt free in his few remaining
days to answer the labor challenge. In July 1920 workers were harassed by
paramilitary street activists recruited from right-wing middle- and upper-
class families. Virtually all anarcho-syndicalist and other leaders who did
not choose exile or go underground were arrested and imprisoned. The
leaderless workers were further demoralized by a wave of lockouts, as em-
ployers revoked many of the concessions made between 1917 and 1920.

There was hope that the antilabor policy would change when Alessan-
dri assumed office, and so it did. For the first half of 1921 the Alessandri
government intervened (under authority of the Yáñez decree) in a num-
ber of strikes, favoring workers in their mediation. But conflict mounted,
and Alessandri drew attacks from all sides—from the right for being too
soft on labor and from the left for winking at aggressive employer tactics.
In July 1921 Alessandri finally opted for the employers. By the end of 1921,
the government had gone back to systematically repressing labor.

While organized labor was struggling against adverse economic and po-
litical conditions, President Alessandri pushed his proposals for a labor
code and social welfare package, introduced in Congress in 1921. Conser-
vatives balked at these ideas, since they preferred the status quo—where
unions had no legal status. Some Conservatives also feared that Liberals
might pick up new voters among urban workers. The impasse between Lib-
eral president and Conservative Congress continued until 1924. Then the
military intervened.

From Instability to Popular Front

A military junta took partial control of the government in early Septem-
ber 1924, and three days later issued a manifesto listing legislative de-
mands, with Congress dutifully approving every one. Most important was
an elaborate labor code that subjected unions to close government su-
pervision.

This social advance was not the product of a political process in which
workers played a direct role. Rather, it was a preemptive move by the gov-

Modern Latin America118



ernment to head off further mobilization by workers’ organizations. In
Chile this apparently progressive step resulted from the pressure of a gov-
ernment cadre that had much to fear from worker mobilization—the mil-
itary officer corps.

Alessandri, in the meantime, was losing ground in his struggle with the
army and took a leave to Italy. He was recalled after a second military coup
in January 1925. At this point, ironically, the officers now in control felt
they needed both Alessandri and urban labor support to bolster their le-
gitimacy. The new military government intervened frequently in strikes,
usually on the side of the workers. It seemed that organized labor might
be on the verge of gaining power. Fear spread among the elite, which could
see its power slipping away.

The revolution was not at hand. Alessandri returned from his leave in
March 1925, and in a clash with nitrate workers in June 1925, the govern-
ment cracked down. For the next two years labor battled not only gov-
ernment hostility but also economic recession and unemployment. In Jan-
uary 1927 labor leadership ill-advisedly attempted a general strike. Its
divisions became all too obvious, and the strike failed.

Colonel Carlos Ibáñez emerged as the strongman from the political in-
stability following Alessandri’s resignation in 1925. In May 1927 he was for-
mally elected president by the Congress, and he proceeded to consolidate
a dictatorship that lasted until 1931. Chileans, having prided themselves
on their relative democracy, were shocked. The general-president jailed
opponents, especially labor leaders, and suspended civil liberties.

The government now greatly enlarged its role in the economy. That
meant speeding the construction of railways, roads, and power facilities.
Not surprisingly, Ibáñez also stepped up spending for the military. Much
of the financing came from abroad—loans and especially U.S. investment
in mining. The world economic expansion of the 1920s made it all 
possible.

The Wall Street crash of 1929 abruptly ended that era, in Chile as else-
where. Mineral exports fell disastrously and foreign financing dried up.
Desperate attempts to create a national cartel for nitrate sales abroad failed.
Protests against the government grew. An ever-widening spectrum of the
society, now including professional persons as well as workers, joined the
attack on the dictator. Ibáñez finally gave in. In July 1931 he resigned, join-
ing the ranks of the other South American heads of government who had
the misfortune to be governing when the Great Depression hit.

For the next year Chile lacked a stable government. The interim regimes
included a thirteen-day interlude of a “Socialist Republic” in which Colonel
Marmaduke Grove became the best-known figure. Another presidential elec-
tion was finally held. The winner was a familiar face: Arturo Alessandri.

The once-fiery Alessandri was now more interested in order than change.
In 1936, when a wave of strikes broke out, Alessandri took tough measures.
He proclaimed a state of siege, closed Congress, and sent labor leaders
into exile.
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In economic policy the Alessandri presidency was quite successful. An
ultra-orthodox finance minister, Gustavo Ross, drastically reduced public-
sector spending and dismantled some of the key government agencies that
Ibáñez had created. Thanks to recovery of world demand for Chilean ex-
ports, especially minerals, the foreign trade balance improved dramatically.
The official unemployment figure, at 262,000 in 1932, dropped to less than
16,000 by 1937. Inflation remained a problem, however, as wage increases
seldom kept pace with price increases.

Chile approached the presidential election of 1939 with apprehension.
In 1935 the world communist movement, dominated by the Soviet-directed
Comintern, had called for a coalition strategy in battling fascism, in effect
encouraging communist parties to seek alliances with parties of the left
and center. In 1936 the Communists and Radicals joined forces in a “Pop-
ular Front,” which by 1938 came to include a broad spectrum of parties:
Radicals, Socialists, Communists, Democrats, plus a new Confederation of
Chilean Workers. After the Socialist Marmaduke Grove withdrew his can-
didacy, the nomination went to Pedro Aguirre Cerda, a wealthy Radical
known for his reformist ideas on the agrarian question.

The incumbent political alliance nominated Alessandri’s finance minis-
ter, Gustavo Ross, who presented an inflexible and backward-looking im-
age. The campaign was bitterly fought, and Aguirre Cerda won by the nar-
rowest of margins—a mere 4000 out of 241,000 votes cast.

Despite its narrowness, or perhaps because of it, this election set the po-
litical context for years to come. Centrist voters had tipped the balance by
opting for the left. At the same time, however, they were voting for a re-
formist, so the outcome seemed ambiguous. What sort of a mandate would
the resulting government have?

The Popular Front government soon suffered the strains inherent in
such a heterogeneous coalition. The Radicals were the dominant element
and the least radical in ideology. They focused on economic development,
not social welfare. The Communists and Socialists were natural antagonists
because many Socialists were ex-Communists who had refused to knuckle
under to Party discipline. Both the Communists and Socialists tried to mo-
bilize rural workers, thereby alarming the powerful landowners—and plac-
ing themselves in competition with each other.

The Congress was controlled by the right-wing opposition, but popular
support for the left was on the rise. In the congressional elections of 1941
the Communists received 12 percent of the vote, up from only 4 percent
in 1937. The Socialists (and kindred groups) got 20 percent. Although the
rightist parties, when combined with the Radicals, won a majority, conser-
vatives saw in the elections a growing threat from the left.

The policies of the Popular Front were anything but menacing. Eco-
nomic policy concentrated on an expanded economic role for the national
government. In 1939 a new state corporation was created: CORFO (Cor-
poración de Fomento), which was to stimulate economic development by
strategic investments in both the public and private sector.
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The Popular Front lost even its titular leadership when poor health
forced President Aguirre Cerda to resign in 1941. The following president
was another Radical, Juan Antonio Ríos (1942–46). Ríos struggled to keep
Chile neutral in the spreading world conflict. Under U.S. pressure to join
the Allies, he feared a reaction from the German colony in the south of
Chile. He also feared possible Japanese attack on Chile’s long, undefended
coastline. In January 1943 Chile finally broke relations with the Axis.

The succeeding president, Gabriel González Videla (1946–52), was once
again a Radical. He accepted Communist support, but this modest throw-
back to the Popular Front did not last long. 1946 brought a series of vio-
lent strikes. A call for a general strike provoked strong police measures,
and riots ensued. A full-scale social conflict loomed. The government de-
clared a state of siege and suspended civil liberties. Strikes continued into
1947.

González had by now purged the Communists from his cabinet. The
strikes gave the right its chance to mount an offensive. The rightists had
been alarmed by the steady rise in the Communist vote, which came to 18
percent in the municipal elections of 1947 (up from 12 percent in the con-
gressional elections of 1941). The Chilean government now decided to
move against the left, and in this it had plenty of support from abroad.
The U.S. government was launching a major campaign in Latin America
to isolate the left, especially the communist parties, and the U.S. embassy
strongly encouraged the Chilean conservatives. The left fought back by at-
tacking the González government and the United States. The climax came
in 1948: by an act of Congress, where the left was greatly outnumbered,
the Communist Party was outlawed, and its members were banned from
running for office or holding official posts. A witch-hunt followed. Together

A Nobel Laureate Before Her Time

Gabriela Mistral was Latin America’s first Nobel laureate in literature.
She spent most of her adult life away from Chile, teaching and serv-
ing in the diplomatic corps. Some suggested that her link to her home
country was a love-hate relationship. Her feminist views, which she
did not disguise, did not go down well with Chile’s highly conserva-
tive public. She was an outspoken woman in one of Latin America’s
most male-dominated societies. She knew this but refused to make
her views more palatable. Like many Latin American artists down the
years, she felt more creative abroad.

By the time of her death in 1957, Gabriela Mistral had transcended
such personality traits. All Chileans could now delight in reading her
famous lyric poetry. She was an especially prolific writer of poems
about children, which earned her the title of “mother of the nation.”
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with the rightists, the centrist Radicals had again shown how they were pre-
pared to use “legal” means to eliminate their most dangerous adversaries
from the political game. For the left, the Popular Front became an object
lesson, and they vented their anger on González Videla.

The Era of Party Politics

The final demise of the Popular Front ushered in a period of intense 
political competition based on party organizations. During this period the
Chilean political system displayed several identifying characteristics.

First, elections were extremely competitive. There were many different
parties, so it was rare for any one of them to receive more than one-
quarter of the total vote. This fact accounted for a second feature: in search
of governing majorities, the parties had to take part in coalitions. Alliances
were fragile, however, and political leaders were constantly in quest of new
arrangements and intent on mending fences. Underlying this was an in-
creased tendency toward ideological polarization.

Third, the system was highly democratic. In contrast to Argentina, where
trade unions had uneasy relationships with political parties, the Chilean la-
bor movement was closely identified with various parties, mainly on the
left, so it did not form a separate power center. Measured as a percentage
of registered voters, electoral participation was high (around 80 percent,
compared to 50–60 percent in the United States), and registration grew
rapidly in the early 1960s. And election results were accepted by almost all
Chileans as binding.

The 1952 presidential election brought back another figure from the
past: General Carlos Ibáñez. Now in his midseventies, the former dictator
proclaimed himself the only answer to Chile’s many problems. This caudillo
put himself forward as a true nationalist, but his appeal was really aimed
at the right and center, who were once again worried about the left. So-
cialists and Communists formed another electoral alliance, although the
latter were hobbled by their illegality. The election results were indicative
of the path Chile was to follow for decades: a deeply divided vote with no
candidate or party getting a clear majority. Ibáñez took office with a plu-
rality of 47 percent.

Ibáñez had claimed to be the apolitical man able to solve all the po-
litical problems, but not surprisingly he failed to deliver on his promises.
His prime economic problem was inflation, which had hit Chile earlier
and harder than most of Latin America. Because he faced a major deficit
in the balance of payments, Ibáñez had to look abroad for help. The
logical source was the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Unfortu-
nately for the Chileans, it was not simply a matter of arranging a foreign
loan. In effect it meant the IMF must oversee the borrowing country’s
economic policies. As a result, the IMF came to be seen by most Chileans
(and by most other Latin Americans) as an extension of U.S. economic
and political power.
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Ibáñez was thus caught in the typical policy dilemma produced by in-
flation. His government had to act because it was running out of foreign
exchange. Yet the sources of foreign financing offered their help only on
the condition that they have a veto over basic policymaking. Ibáñez knew
that the left would be in full cry against him if he acceded to the IMF terms.
He decided to take the gamble.

His government soon paid the price. The initial measures were for aus-
terity. An early target was the public utilities, which invariably charged very
low rates in times of rapid inflation, since managers hesitated to pass ris-
ing costs on to customers and thus spark popular protests. An increase in
bus fares, for instance, provoked a furious response. Riots began in Santi-
ago and spread to other cities. Given the strength of labor and the leftist
parties, Chile was a difficult place for anti-inflation policies. In the end
Ibáñez was not able to live up to his grand claims. He had proved to be a
tired old general who had little political base and even fewer political ideas.

The 1958 election produced a new president with a familiar family name:
Alessandri. He was Jorge, the son of Arturo Alessandri. Jorge, although con-
sidering himself an independent, had run as the leader of the right, on a
combined Conservative and Liberal ticket. His opponents were Salvador Al-
lende, a medical doctor and long-time politician who represented the 
Socialist-Communist alliance (FRAP), and Eduardo Frei, an ambitious young
idealist who headed the Christian Democrats (PDC), a relatively new party
on the national scene. Alessandri won a plurality of the vote (31.6 percent),
as against 28.9 percent for Allende and 20.7 percent for Frei, with the re-
maining 18.8 percent split between the Radical candidate and a maverick
priest. The Congress readily confirmed Alessandri’s election, as required by
the constitution when no candidate won an absolute majority. The election
had once again shown the Chilean electorate to be deeply divided.

The new president was an authentic representative of conservative po-
litical and economic thought in Chile. He strongly believed in free enter-
prise economics, including monetary orthodoxy and an open door to for-
eign investment. His government attacked the serious inflation with an
orthodox IMF-style stabilization policy: budget cutting, devaluation (to a
fixed exchange rate), and an appeal for new foreign investment.

Alessandri’s stabilization efforts were undercut by a bitter battle over cop-
per policies. The government tried to convince the U.S. copper compa-
nies to increase their investment. The idea was to get more of the pro-
cessing of the copper to be done in Chile. This would increase the
economic returns to Chile, as well as make Chile more self-sufficient in
marketing the final product. But Chilean nationalists were incensed: they
wanted to expropriate the companies, not just encourage their investment.
Government policy carried the day, but copper company investments did
not increase, and Chile did no better at exploiting its only major asset in
international trade.

Other orthodox economic policies showed some success in the short
run. In 1957 and 1958 inflation had hovered between 25 and 30 percent.
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In 1959 it went up to 39 percent, but then came down to 12 percent in
1960 and to only 8 percent in 1961. Export earnings failed to increase sig-
nificantly, however, and a freeing of import controls led to huge trade
deficits.

Alessandri had also hoped his orthodox policies could make progress
against the mounting social problems being created by Chile’s slow and
uneven economic growth. Large-scale public works projects were launched,
financed mainly by foreign funds. A principal source was the United States,
where worry over the Cuban threat had led to hurried formulation of the
Alliance for Progress. Alessandri even dared to tackle the agrarian ques-
tion, long a forbidden subject in his political ranks. Although the law passed
in 1962 was thought by all on the left to be ludicrously inadequate, in fact
it did furnish the basis for an aggressive expropriation program.

Not surprisingly, none of the Alessandri policies did much toward solv-
ing the grave socioeconomic problems facing Chile. The steady exodus of
the rural poor to the cities, especially Santiago, continued. There they were
ill-housed, ill-fed, and ill-educated. Furthermore, there was little work.
These “marginals” were the tragic underside of capitalist urbanization in
a developing country.

Alessandri would have liked to govern a tranquil land. Events soon ruled
out that dream. In the early 1960s the Chilean political scene began to
change significantly. There was first the great growth of the electorate. Just
over 500,000 in 1938, by 1963 it had reached 2,500,000—a fivefold ex-
pansion in twenty-five years. Second, a realignment of political forces had
occurred. There were now four main groupings: (1) the right, including
the Conservative and Liberal parties; (2) the centrist Radicals, long the
masters of opportunism; (3) the Marxist left, comprised primarily of the
Communists and Socialists; and (4) the Christian Democrats, located in
the center, a reform-oriented party now building its electoral following. In
the 1963 municipal elections each of these four won roughly equal per-
centages of the vote. The biggest net gainers were the Christian Democ-
rats, who were attracting votes from both the left and the right.

As the presidential election of 1964 neared, the polarization sharpened.
A widely discussed indicator was a March 1964 special election in the
province of Curicó. Although previously a Conservative Party stronghold,
its overwhelmingly rural voters gave the FRAP candidate 39 percent. As-
suming these results were typical for the nation as a whole, Liberals and
Conservatives quickly decided that their only salvation lay in an alliance
with the Christian Democrats. They dissolved their Democratic Front and
began courting the PDC.

The 1964 presidential election loomed as a crucial one for both Chile
and Latin America. The left once again ran Salvador Allende. FRAP’s stri-
dent criticisms of capitalism seemed all the more relevant, now that a clas-
sically conservative government had so recently failed.

The 1964 election was to be very different from 1958. A relatively new
party, the Christian Democrats, had burst onto the scene. When the right-
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ist parties decided to endorse the PDC candidate, Eduardo Frei, the Chris-
tian Democrats gained an enormous boost. It was made out of the fear that
the FRAP might win a plurality victory, as almost happened in 1958. The
rightists decided this despite their misgivings about the PDC’s reformist
ideas, which many conservatives saw as dangerously close to the formulas
of the left.

The campaign was hard fought and aroused strong interest throughout
the Americas. The FRAP called for a clear-cut repudiation of capitalism
and imperialism. Chilean landlords and U.S. copper companies were de-
picted as the arch-villains.

The PDC campaign was designed to convince the electorate that Frei
could bring a “Revolution in Liberty.” In fact, however, the Christian De-
mocrats were promising reforms, not revolution. The reforms added up to
a more efficient capitalist economy, to be achieved by such measures as
agrarian reform (through the expropriation of underused land), increased
public housing, and greater control over the U.S. copper companies
(through Chilean acquisition of part ownership).

Frei and the PDC wasted no time in branding FRAP as an extension of
Moscow. Cleverly written campaign cartoons and radio jingles played on
fears of “another Cuba” in Chile. The U.S. government, as well as West Eu-
ropean Christian Democrats, also took a strong interest in this contest be-
tween reformism and Marxism. The Central Intelligence Agency would
later admit to contributing more than 50 percent of Frei’s campaign 
expenses.

It may have been a case of overkill. Frei won the election more handily
than anyone had expected, with 56 percent of the vote. Allende got 39 per-
cent, well over his share in 1958. The difference, of course, was that this
time it was a two-way race. The triumph belonged to Frei, but the Revolu-
tion in Liberty owed its birth far more to the absence of a rightist candi-
date than to any sudden change of mind by Chilean voters.

Frei’s government began with high expectations. The left had been de-
cisively defeated. The voters had given a mandate for change. Now the
Christian Democrats would have to move quickly and decisively.

Their plate was certainly full. First priority was given to economic pol-
icy. One of the hottest issues was copper. Here, as elsewhere, the Frei
strategists sought a middle way. Outright nationalization (with compen-
sation) would be too expensive, they reasoned, since Chile would have
to come up with enormous dollar payments. Simply encouraging the
U.S. companies to increase their investment under the old terms was
equally unacceptable, since it would be a backward step on the path to-
ward greater national control. Their solution was centrist: the Chilean
government would buy into part ownership of the companies, with the
proceeds to be reinvested by the companies in expanded facilities, es-
pecially for processing. The goal was to double copper production by
1970. If successful, the plan would increase both national control and
export earnings.
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The proposal was savagely attacked by the left, which branded it a
sellout. The Christian Democrats decided to make it a major issue in
the congressional elections of March 1965, where they won an over-
whelming victory. They promptly used their new congressmen to vote
through the copper plan (“Chileanization”) in November 1965. Frei got
his agreements with Anaconda (which became 25 percent government
owned) and Kennecott (now 51 percent government owned), the two
leading companies, but over the next five years, copper production in-
creased by only 10 percent. Export earnings doubled, but that was be-
cause of a rise in the world price of copper, not because of output. Fur-
thermore, a big share of those higher earnings went to the companies
because of the terms of the new contracts. The company lawyers had
thought ahead more skillfully than Frei’s technocrats, a point made
much of by the left.

The agrarian sector was another key policy area. Chile had long suffered
under one of Latin America’s most archaic rural structures, with the mar-
ginalized rural masses daily becoming more desperate. The Christian De-
mocrats pushed through a land reform act in 1967 which was another com-
promise. Elaborate provisions were made for land to be distributed to
100,000 peasants by 1970. The program went more slowly than hoped, and
by the end of Frei’s term there were only 28,000 new farm ownerships, a
number whose significance was obscured by the high expectations the
Christian Democrats had aroused.

The United States continued to take a strong interest in the fortunes of
the Frei government. It had all the marks of the kind of reformist regime
that the Alliance for Progress was designed to support. The United States,
as well as the multilateral agencies, such as the Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank and the World Bank, gave Chile extensive financing.

In the political sphere the Christian Democrats attempted to deliver on
their promise of a new kind of popular participation. Rejecting the mas-
sive state role that the solutions of the left would inevitably bring, they
pushed for a new kind of grass-roots political activity. In practice it meant
a mixture of communitarianism, self-help, and cooperatives. Above all, it
meant heading off the left, which had, through its unions and party struc-
tures (both communist and socialist), gotten a head start in organizing at
the mass level. The net effect was a dogfight to win elections throughout
the society: in unions, student associations, cooperatives, bar associations,
and every kind of professional group. Politics was penetrating more and
more deeply into Chilean society.

The 1965 congressional election victory proved to be the high point of
the Christian Democrats’ political fortunes. In the 1967 and 1969 munic-
ipal elections they lost ground. In 1969 they lost their majority in the Cham-
ber of Deputies. Efforts at reformist socioeconomic change proved diffi-
cult, and the odds on their Revolution in Liberty lengthened.

The left, so close to victory in the 1958 presidential election, was strug-
gling to create another coalition for the 1970 campaign. The right, which
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had backed Frei out of sheer opportunism, now suggested that they could
win with their own candidate.

Time had run out on the Revolution in Liberty. The reformist gains had
been substantial, if measured by past Chilean standards, but they were no
longer enough. Because the constitution forbade consecutive reelection of
the president, the Christian Democrats had to find a new candidate. Frei
had been an overshadowing figure, but not without detractors within the
party. In fact, the Christian Democratic left wing had veered sharply in the
direction of radical change.

The 1970 presidential election in some ways resembled 1964. But this
time the right decided to run its own candidate, Jorge Alessandri, the magic
name in twentieth-century Chilean politics. The divided Christian De-
mocrats nominated Radomiro Tomic, whose leftist stand precluded any
possible electoral alliance with the right. The Communists and Socialists,
now united under the rubric of Unidad Popular (UP or Popular Unity),
once again chose Allende. The UP relentlessly attacked the Christian De-
mocrats’ record under Frei, charging a sellout to imperialism and domes-
tic oligarchs. Alessandri offered an old-fashioned conservative recipe.
Tomic sounded remarkably like Allende. He favored radical change, in-
cluding complete nationalization of the copper companies.

When the votes were counted, Allende had won a plurality, but it was
far from a decisive result. His vote total was 36.3 percent. Alessandri got
34.9 percent, and Tomic only 27.8 percent. The left was jubilant, but their
more sober leaders were aware of the fragility of Allende’s mandate.

Allende’s first problem was the requisite confirmation from the Con-
gress. The right saw Allende’s impending presidency as a grave threat, and
some militant members, especially within the army, began conspiring to
block him. One military plot, initially supported by the U.S. government,
aborted when General René Schneider, the army commander-in-chief, was
murdered in a bungled kidnap attempt. Allende was eventually confirmed
by Congress three days later, and Chilean democracy seemed to have sur-
vived its first challenge after the election of a Marxist.

Socialism via Democracy?

Allende’s three-year presidency was rich in significance, for both the his-
tory of Chile and that of Latin America, although the nature of that sig-
nificance is still bitterly argued. The president and his advisers decided that
despite the narrowness of their election victory they would seek radical
change—but by legal means. Was such a course of action possible? How,
asked the more radical UP militants, could socialism be introduced in a
genteel fashion?

Allende’s initial economic strategy was similar to that of Perón in 1946
and Castro in 1959: freeze prices and raise wages. The result was an im-
mediate boom in consumer buying. This caused a significant short-term
redistribution of income. Merchants’ inventories were quickly depleted,
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while producers put a hold on all production orders until they could see
how long price controls would last. Here Allende had pursued an essen-
tially populist strategy in order to expand his political support.

Allende’s other economic policies flowed from campaign promises. Top
priority went to the complete nationalization of the copper companies.
Most significant, the congressional vote on this issue was unanimous. That
spoke volumes about the growth of nationalist sentiment in Chile and the
perceived failure of Frei’s Chileanization policy. Later, the Allende gov-
ernment argued that no compensation was due the companies because of
what the president charged were their previous illegally high profits. That
aggressive stand furnished U.S. government hard-liners with “proof ” that
Chile had declared war on private property in the hemisphere.

The UP government also extended state control into many other eco-
nomic sectors. Coal and steel were nationalized, along with 60 percent of
the private banks. As the “transition to socialism” continued, more and
more firms and businesses were nationalized, with Allende’s hand often
forced by workers who occupied management offices and refused to leave
until expropriation was announced. Foreign firms were a favorite target,
with such well-known names as ITT and Ford falling victim.

The refusal (and/or inability) to compensate gave the Nixon adminis-
tration legal grounds to mount an “invisible blockade” against Chile in the
international economy. This included a hold (with minor exceptions) on
any loans from the World Bank or the Inter-American Development Bank,
not to speak of the U.S. Export-Import Bank. Private foreign investment
also came to a halt, so Allende faced a severe shortage of foreign financ-
ing. In his last year (1972–73) West European and socialist bloc countries
began opening lines of credit to Chile, but their effect had yet to be felt.

In the rural sector the Allende government moved with speed. The ex-
propriations came faster than the government’s ability to ensure the ser-
vices (credit, access to supplies, equipment) needed by the new small own-
ers. Furthermore, the government was increasingly outflanked by peasants,
often organized by leftist radicals, who seized land on their own. Landown-
ers hired armed guards, tried to fight back legally, or simply fled the coun-
try. The long-standing agrarian problem was being met by radical means.

In its overall management of the economy the Allende government took
an early chance. Facing a majority opposition in the Congress, Allende’s
political strategists decided to go for a constitutional amendment that
would create an assembly of the people in place of the Congress. The pop-
ulist policies of 1970–71 (freezing prices, raising wages) were intended
partly to build support for the amendment. It was a risk because the pop-
ulist measures were bound to be inflationary. A great deal was riding on
the gamble to win increased constitutional power because the Congress
could block so much of the program Allende sought to carry out.

Not surprisingly, the Congress rejected the amendment in 1972. At that
point Allende and his advisers decided to pause in order to consolidate
their political gains. They planned eventually to submit the amendment to
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Love and Revolution

Pablo Neruda was modern Latin America’s most famous poet, re-
ceiving the Nobel Prize for literature in 1971. Neruda was a passion-
ate man, both in his life and in his poetry. His Twenty Love Poems and
a Song of Despair, first published in 1924, has remained highly popu-
lar in Chile and throughout the Spanish-speaking world. Neruda was
immensely productive, publishing verse almost until his death.

Neruda was a militant member of the Chilean Communist Party
and frequently used his literary prestige to further the party’s cause.
His longest work, Canto General (1950), was an attempt to write a his-
torical epic of Chile from a Marxist perspective. He served his gov-
ernment in numerous diplomatic posts in Asia, Spain, and Europe,
losing more than one diplomatic position because of his Communist
ties. He was an enthusiastic supporter of the Allende government,
whose brutal demise profoundly depressed him. Already stricken with
cancer, Neruda died only eleven days after the coup. During his fu-
neral procession a few courageous young Communists took the oc-
casion to denounce the military. It was one of the rare moments dur-
ing the subsequent seventeen-year dictatorship that opposition voices
were heard.

a popular plebiscite—thereby bypassing the opposition-dominated Con-
gress. The proper moment never came, however; at least they could never
identify it. As 1972 continued, the government was preoccupied by the
enormous dislocations hitting the economy. First, there were the distor-
tions resulting from the attempt to enforce price controls. Second, there
was extensive sabotage or deliberate diversion by producers, landowners,
and merchants who wanted either the UP experiment to fail or wanted to
make quick profits, or both. Finally, there was the inefficiency of an inex-
perienced government trying to take over and run huge sectors of the econ-
omy. New and often untrained bureaucrats, frequently appointed for po-
litical rather than technical qualifications, could hardly master tasks that
still bedevil their counterparts in tightly controlled societies.

By early 1973 Chile was in the grip of runaway inflation. Monetary au-
thorities were simply pumping out money to cover huge budget deficits.
An overvalued exchange rate was encouraging imports, while low world
copper prices depressed export earnings. The balance-of-payments deficits
in 1971 and 1972 could be covered out of the foreign exchange reserves
left by the Frei government, but that recourse was gone by 1973. The new
credits from the socialist bloc and West Europe were yet to materialize, so
the foreign accounts had become a major economic worry. The economy
was in a shambles.
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But how could the transition to a socialist economy be smooth? In Cuba
(see Chapter 9) there certainly was dislocation in the early years, and Chile
faced much greater obstacles. Allende did not have the power Fidel en-
joyed in Cuba. Chile was still a pluralist democracy. The opposition still
controlled the Congress. The economy was still open to international black-
mail.

Added to these inherent difficulties was the intransigence of the oppo-
sition. At no time, one should remember, did the Allende government get
over half the vote. Allende became president in 1970 with a smaller per-
centage of the vote than he had received when he lost in 1964 (36.3 per-
cent, compared with 38.9 percent). In the local elections of April 1971 the
UP parties received 49.7 percent, their high point. Subsequent months saw
furious battles in every political arena—elections in unions, students’
groups, and professional associations.

The UP itself was weakened by splits within its own ranks. The far left,
led by the MIR (the Movimiento de la Izquierda Revolucionaria, or Movement
of the Revolutionary Left), pressed for more radical action. They wanted
faster nationalizations, tough police action against the opposition, and rule
by decree. The moderates within the UP, including the Communists, urged
caution, arguing that precipitous action would play into the hands of the
rightists who could manipulate the military and the middle class.

By mid-1972 the political climate had become superheated. Massive
street mobilizations by both pro- and anti-Allende forces became routine.
In August shopkeepers staged a one-day boycott to protest government eco-
nomic policies. In October a series of protests began to sweep the coun-
try. These eruptions showed that widespread sectors of the Chilean public
would confront the government in the streets. Virtually all of them stood
to lose if a socialist society were achieved; they were determined not to go
down without a fight.

The government had its own mass support. The UP could on command
turn out several hundred thousand disciplined marchers. Their ranks in-
cluded the many Chileans who had already begun to experience signifi-
cant changes—higher real wages, subsidized fresh milk, a role in adminis-
tering their community or workplace. They also responded to the new
nationalism—the takeover of the copper companies, the tough line toward
all foreign firms, the highly publicized welcome to Fidel Castro when he
came to Chile in 1971.

March 1973 brought another political test. At stake was the composition
of the Congress. The opposition hoped to gain a two-thirds majority and
thereby be able to impeach Allende. When the votes were counted, the
government had done better than even it had dared to predict: UP got 43
percent, reducing the opposition’s majority from 32 to 30 (out of 50) in
the Senate and from 93 to 87 (out of 150) in the lower house. UP leaders
jubilantly pointed to the increase in the leftist vote over 1970, noting that
no previous Chilean president had ever been able to increase his support
in a midterm congressional election. The opposition pointed to its 55.7
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percent vote as equivalent to Frei’s landslide victory in 1964; they also re-
minded UP that its 43 percent was down from the 49.7 percent it had won
in the 1971 municipal elections.

The election returns could be used to buttress almost any political po-
sition. One thing was certain: the opposition had not gotten the big elec-
toral boost it had sought. Allende may have lacked an absolute majority,
but he had rock-hard support among the workers and an increasing num-
ber of rural laborers.

There had never been a shortage of plots to overthrow the elected Marx-
ist government. The rightist Patria y Libertad (Fatherland and Liberty) had
already been engaged in terrorist attacks against government officials and
vital economic installations. By 1973, however, more and more of the mid-
dle class had come to think there was no democratic solution to the crisis.

In April a strike of copper workers began, giving the opposition ideal
grounds to claim multiclass resistance to Allende. In July the truck owners
struck, triggering a wave of strikes by middle-class associations, such as
lawyers, physicians, and architects. The pro-Allende mass labor organiza-
tions staged huge counterprotests. Chile was in the grip of a feverish po-
litical battle. Terrorist incidents became frequent. Few thought it could re-
main peaceful until 1976, when the next president would be elected.

Allende knew this. He had long since rejected his far left’s advice to
resort to extralegal means, and he knew the Christian Democrats were
the only political force that was strong enough and possibly willing to
reach an agreement to reduce levels of conflict and thereby keep the
country’s democratic system intact. Allende negotiated with Frei and his
fellow leaders, but after extended deliberation they refused. They did
not want to be drawn into joint responsibility for a collapsing govern-
ment unless Allende promised them more than he was prepared to give;
equally important, they suspected they had much to gain from further
discrediting of UP. They may even have suspected that a military coup
would restore them to power.

Allende believed he had to increase military participation in his gov-
ernment. Although it might give short-term stability, it might also open the
way to military intrigue and to opposition charges of politicizing the armed
forces. Allende sensed the danger and in August attempted to shuffle his
army commanders. But it was too late.

By early September the military conspiracy to depose the UP govern-
ment was in high gear. Strikes and counterdemonstrations had further
slowed an economy already hit by hyperinflation and capital flight. Allende
now knew that the fate of Chile’s socialist experiment was in the hands of
the military. General Carlos Prats, army commander-in-chief and minister
of defense, was a key figure. Unfortunately for Allende and the UP, Prats’s
military prestige was slipping badly. Outvoted at a generals’ council in late
August, he resigned both his army and cabinet posts. His successor as army
chief was General Augusto Pinochet, widely believed to be as constitu-
tionalist as Prats.
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Meanwhile the U.S. government actively conspired for the overthrow of
the Allende regime. Years later, in 2000, the CIA officially confirmed its
1971 role when it acknowledged the authenticity of a memorandum that
stated: “Since Allende’s inauguration, U.S. policy has been to maintain
maximum covert pressure to prevent the Allende regime’s consolidation.
Under this policy the 40 Committee (executive action arm chaired by Na-
tional Security Advisor Henry Kissinger) has approved since January 1971
financial support totaling $6,476,166 for Chilean political parties, media
and private sector organizations opposed to the Allende regime.” This of-
ficial admission confirmed charges that critics of U.S. policy and Chilean
nationalists had long been making.

The military now lost little time. On September 11, 1973, a well-coordi-
nated coup began. Early that morning the Special Services carabineros, long
thought to best embody Chile’s tradition of nonpolitical police, were still
guarding the presidential palace against possible attack. Ominously, they
pulled out when informed that their commander had joined the unfold-
ing coup. At 6 A.M. Allende decided to go immediately to La Moneda, the
landmark presidential palace in the heart of Santiago.

The rest of the morning saw frenzied activity at the palace, as the de-
fenses were prepared. Allende began receiving offers of safe exit to exile.
To one air force general’s offer, he reportedly replied, “Tell General von
Schouwen that the president of Chile does not flee in a plane. As he knows
how a soldier should act, I will know how to fulfill my duty as president of
the republic.”

Allende had not lived the life of a revolutionary. He had spent three
decades as a parliamentary politician, ceaselessly negotiating to create and
maintain coalitions. Not a few cynics had suggested he was too fond of the
good life to make a revolutionary. But Allende now chose to stand and
fight. Just before noon air force Hawker Hunters attacked the palace with
rocket fire. As army troops prepared to storm the palace, Allende com-
mitted suicide. In an early presidential speech Allende had noted, “Our
coat of arms says ‘By reason or force,’ but it puts reason first.” That order
was now reversed.

The military commanders expected resistance, but government sup-
porters had few arms. Opposition was scattered, but the repression was
rapid and brutal. We shall never know how many died—at least 2000. It
was the most violent military coup in twentieth-century South American
history. The “transition to socialism” that so many on the left thought to
be irreversible was about to be reversed.

Allende’s downfall resulted largely from the interplay between social
classes and political parties. The left drew its support mainly from the ur-
ban working class. It met opposition from a cohesive upper class united by
family ties and objective interest, and this unified elite was able to gain the
allegiance of middle-sector groups and, most important of all, militant
lower-middle-class activists, such as storekeepers and truckers. Between
1970 and 1973 the worker-based Allende movement was unable to form
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an enduring coalition with the other strata in Chilean society. That ex-
plains its inability to win a clear majority at the polls, hence its ultimate
vulnerability.

This is not to discount the effects of opposition from the United States,
which worked steadily at “destabilizing” (that is, overthrowing) the Allende
regime. But U.S. intervention was not the deciding factor in the govern-
ment’s downfall, since the Allende administration had a mountain of trou-
bles of its own. Nonetheless, the United States once again placed itself
squarely on the side of counterrevolutionaries.

The Pinochet Regime

The new military government promptly set out to impose a bureaucratic-
authoritarian regime on Chile. Proclaiming its goal as “national recon-
struction,” the junta set about to destroy—not merely reform—the coun-
try’s political system. Congress was dissolved, the constitution suspended,
and parties declared illegal or placed “in recess”: there was to be no more
political bickering. The junta further imposed a state of siege, called a 9
o’clock curfew, and set strict limits on the media.

The armed forces sought to revamp long-standing relationships between
state and society in modern Chile. One critical component of this plan was

The presidential palace located in central Santiago burst into flames under 
rocket attacks by the Chilean armed forces during the coup of September 11, 1973.
(Corbis/Bettman/United Press International.)
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Weaving Opposition

During the darkest days of the Pinochet dictatorship, when political
opposition or even appeals to human rights were impossible, if not
suicidal, ordinary Chilean women challenged the dictatorship and
spoke out against human rights violations in innovative ways. Like the
mothers of the Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, Chilean women were able
to organize protests with a degree of impunity unthinkable for oth-
ers, so long as they acted in their accepted gender roles as mothers,
wives, sisters, and grandmothers, Catholic protectors of their families.

One interesting way in which these women were able to express
their grief and appeal to human rights was through sewing arpilleras,
traditional Chilean tapestries. In messages combining the personal
and the political, women depicted their lost children, or better times,
or even scenes of human rights violations and antiregime protests.
The Catholic Church helped in the production and distribution of
the arpilleras, setting up workshops and providing materials to weavers,
as well as selling the tapestries.

The role of the arpilleras in allowing Chilean women to express loss
and protest the human rights violations was only one of the ways in
which the tapestries functioned. Sewing these visual testimonies of
grief served as a kind of therapy for women whose suffering contin-
ued as they contemplated the fate of their disappeared loved ones.
The sale of arpilleras also provided income in extremely scarce times,
as Pinochet’s neo-liberal policies made life ever harder for poor and
middle-income communities. But their most important function was
to provide an avenue for protest in a society in which “de-politiciza-
tion” was enforced by gun and bayonet.

the unity of the military, led by army general Augusto Pinochet. Another
was the disarray of civilian society, which made it possible for the regime
to dismantle (or at least repress) such intermediate institutions as politi-
cal parties and labor unions and to establish direct authority. Political ac-
tivity in its traditional sense came to a halt. In January 1974 General
Pinochet announced that the military would remain in power for no less
than five years.

As the generals consolidated their political power, a group of civilian
technocrats introduced far-reaching changes in economic policy. These
economists believed strongly in the efficiency and fairness of market com-
petition. What had restricted Chile’s growth, they reasoned, was govern-
ment intervention in the economy. To put the laws of supply and demand
back to work, they set out to reduce the role of the state and also to cut
back inflation. The ultimate goal, Pinochet once said, was “to make Chile
not a nation of proletarians, but a nation of entrepreneurs.”



The regime’s programs had a clear effect on inflation, which was run-
ning at an annual rate of around 500 percent at the time of the coup. By
1976 it was down to 180 percent, by 1978 it was around 30–35 percent, and
by 1982 it was down to 10 percent. From 1983 to 1987 inflation fluctuated
between 20 and 31 percent. This was a far better performance than that
of Argentina, Brazil, or Mexico, and here the junta could justifiably claim
success. They could make a similar claim for growth, which averaged over
7 percent from 1976 through 1981. But it was achieved at the cost of lower
real wages and declining social services.

The University of Chicago–trained technocrats’ goal was to open Chile
to the world economy, drastically reducing tariff protection, government
subsidies, and the size of the public sector. In late 1973 the state owned
nearly 500 firms. The junta returned about half to their original owners
and opened bids for many of the rest. The lack of true competition made
for low sale prices, benefiting local business conglomerates and multina-
tional corporations, such as ITT.

Economic policymakers also reduced barriers to imports on the ground
that quotas and tariffs protected inefficient industries. The result was that
many local firms lost out to multinational corporations. The Chilean busi-
ness community, which strongly supported the coup in 1973, was badly af-
fected. Ironically, Chile was attempting to create a free-market economy
with assistance largely drawn from international organizations and other
governments, not private banks and companies.

The financial crash of 1982, triggered by Mexico’s de facto default on
its foreign debt, hit Chile even harder than the rest of Latin America. The
gross domestic product plunged 14 percent that year, as unemployment
(including those on government make-work programs) rose to include a
third of the labor force by mid-1983. Pinochet installed a new set of con-
servative technocrats, who launched an even more radical economic re-
structuring. They stimulated investment, greatly increased exports, and
sharply reduced unemployment. But wages remained chronically low, and
the systematic privatization of social services left many poor Chileans with-
out the essentials of life.

On the political front the Pinochet regime never hesitated to use re-
pression, especially at any hint of labor unrest or popular protest. Its bru-
tal tactics earned widespread condemnation, as critics denounced repeated
and persistent violations of human rights. In September 1976 a car bomb
in Washington, D.C., killed Orlando Letelier, a former Allende ambassador
to the United States and at the time of the bombing an effective lobbyist
against U.S. government aid to the Pinochet government. The assassins’
link with Chilean intelligence was clear, but Chile contemptuously rebuffed
the Carter government’s attempt to extradite the accused members of the
Chilean military. The election of Ronald Reagan came as a great relief to
the Pinochet government, which soon found Washington seeking closer
relations. Starting in 1985 even the Reagan government pressured Pinochet
to liberalize, but to no avail, at least for the moment.
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Through clever political maneuvering Pinochet achieved supreme au-
thority, and what had at first been a thoroughly institutionalized military
regime became highly personalized—as Pinochet alone commanded
power. A plebiscite in 1978 produced the widespread appearance of sup-
port for Pinochet’s “defense of the dignity of Chile.” Another plebiscite in
1980 approved a constitution that confirmed Pinochet’s hold on his office
until 1990.

The non-Marxist opposition politicians, who had once benefited from
South America’s most stable democracy, were deeply divided. Their at-
tempts to include the Communist and Socialist Parties (or at least not re-
pudiate them) in a united opposition played into Pinochet’s hands as he
exploited middle- and lower-middle-class fears of a return to the chaos of
1973.

But 1988 brought a dramatic gamble which the dictatorship lost.
Pinochet, reacting to international pressure to liberalize and feeling con-
fident in a recovering economy, risked another plebiscite on his one-man
rule. The opposition now united in a fourteen-party alliance, called the
“Concertación,” and mounted a highly effective television campaign (aided
briefly by U.S. media consultants) for the “no,” which triumphed by a 
decisive 55 to 43 percent. The die was now cast for a return to elected 
government.

After a tense interval, Pinochet accepted the result, knowing that the
constitution ensured his continuation as army commander-in-chief until
1998. The next step was the 1989 presidential election, won by the long-
time Christian Democratic leader (and implacable Allende foe) Patricio
Aylwin, supported by a coalition of seventeen center and center-left par-
ties. The extreme left failed to win a single congressional seat, as the once-
powerful Communist Party dissolved into a bitter fight between reformists
and hard-line Marxist-Leninists.

Redemocratization

Aylwin assumed power in 1990, committed to the restoration of Chile’s de-
mocratic institutions, investigation of past human rights abuses, and rapid
improvement in the living conditions of the poor. His heavily technocratic
cabinet was also committed to maintaining the essentials of Latin America’s
leading economic success story (at least by orthodox standards): relative price
stability, booming exports (buoyed by high copper prices), record foreign
investment, impressive foreign debt reduction, and significant progress in
privatizing much of a once highly inefficient public sector.

Chile’s newly restored democracy also faced formidable obstacles: an
ever-alert army still headed by an unrepentant Pinochet (although he was
now tarnished by family financial scandals), a pro-military judiciary, a right-
ist-dominated Senate, sporadic terrorism from the left and the right, and
the explosive issue of what to do about past human rights abuses—with its
potential to ignite civilian-military conflict.
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The governing coalition (the Concertación) held together for another
presidential election in 1993. Once again the Christian Democrats fur-
nished the president. He was Eduardo Frei, the son of Chile’s president
from 1964 to 1970. His winning margin was 58 percent, 3 points higher
than that of Aylwin in 1989. The uncharismatic Frei, whose name was his
greatest asset, promised “growth with equity.” The once-powerful Com-
munist Party continued to be thoroughly marginalized, while most of the
left remained loyal to the coalition. Most important, there was general ac-
ceptance of the rules of the democratic game.

Chile’s notable accomplishment continued to be its noninflationary
rapid growth. During the first eight years of Concertación coalition govern-
ment (1990–98), Chile’s GDP grew 6.7 percent per year, the highest in
Latin America and one of the highest in the world. The foreign debt was
significantly reduced, and new foreign capital was readily attracted. Priva-
tization had gone virtually to the maximum, as Chilean investors now
turned to Argentina for new privatized utilities to buy. Most impressive
were the high savings and investment rates. Chile now resembled the East
Asian “tigers” (before their recent financial troubles) in its ability to con-
trol consumption for future productivity.

The distribution of this growth, however, was less impressive. Although
some statistics seemed to indicate that the number of Chileans living in
poverty decreased over the course of the 1990s, absolute levels of poverty
remain high and disparities in income have continued to grow, making
Chile one of the most unequal societies in the region. By 2001 the growth
rate had fallen to 2.8 percent, as the international economic climate grew
more difficult.

On the international front, Chile in the early 1990s staked its hopes on
winning membership in the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA). When it became clear that the Clinton administration could not
obtain congressional “fast track” authorization to negotiate Chile’s entry
into NAFTA, the Concertación government opted instead for associate mem-
bership in MERCOSUR.

In December 1997, Chileans voted for a new Congress. High voter ab-
senteeism (13.7 percent) and a staggering number of voided ballots
(13.5 percent) were the most striking features of the election. The Chris-
tian Democrats’ share of the vote declined from the 1993 elections,
while that of their coalition partners remained stable. The non-
Concertación left, including the Communist Party, increased its vote, but
still failed to gain congressional representation. Perhaps most strikingly,
the hard-line right gained seats in both the Senate and the Chamber of
Deputies.

A few months after the elections, in March 1998, General Pinochet
stepped down after twenty-five years as army chief. The general did not,
however, retreat from public life. Instead, he became a senator-for-life, join-
ing a handful of other nonelected senators, further strengthening the hard-
line right’s ability to veto government legislation.
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While Pinochet’s assumption of his Senate seat sparked protest from the
left, that gesture was soon overshadowed by developments abroad. On Oc-
tober 16, 1998, while visiting London, the former dictator was arrested by
British police at the request of a Spanish magistrate wanting to prosecute
him for human rights abuses of Spanish citizens during his seventeen-year
rule. In Chile, the human rights community, the Communist Party, and
some members of the ruling Concertación applauded the arrest, while the
military and the right denounced it as the work of an “international so-
cialist campaign.”

Faced with potential destabilization at home if Pinochet were extradited
to Spain, President Frei maintained that the former general enjoyed diplo-
matic immunity because of his status in the Senate—and insisted that the
whole proceeding amounted to a violation of Chilean sovereignty. In the
end, the British government finally decided to let Pinochet return home
on the ground that he was not mentally fit to undergo a complex and
lengthy trial.

By coincidence or not, Pinochet arrived in Santiago just a few days be-
fore the inauguration of Ricardo Lagos, the Concertación candidate who
narrowly defeated right-wing opponent Joaquín Lavín in a runoff election
in January 2000. The victory of Lagos, a socialist, appeared to herald an
era of reconciliation. But underlying his triumph were social fissures and
fragmentation, continuing tensions in civil–military relations, and persist-
ing struggles over the larger political and economic legacies of the Pinochet
era.

Not the least of those legacies is having to decide on the possible pros-
ecution and punishment of torturers. The formal murder charges against
President Pinochet were reinstated in 2001, and European courts have
claimed jurisdiction over the charges against him. The attempt to try
Pinochet in Europe drew attention to the many other pending cases in
Chile. As of mid-2003 more than 300 Chilean military personnel were in
prison or facing judicial action. Around the same date news broke of a
fresh scandal that military officers had raided mass graves in the 1970s, ap-
parently to destroy evidence of the Pinochet regime’s crimes. Not even the
dead were safe from the long arm of the soldiers who had hijacked Chilean
justice.
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BRAZIL

Development for Whom?

With an area of more than 3 million square miles, Brazil occupies nearly
half of South America. Land ranges from the semiarid northeast, plagued
by recurrent droughts, to the rich forests and fertile plateaus of the cen-
ter and the south. The country abounds in natural resources, including
iron and other industrial minerals, and it has long been regarded as a po-
tential world power. Perhaps because of this anticipation, Brazilians tend
to have an optimistic, ebullient outlook on life. One saying sums it up:
“God is a Brazilian.”

Brazil’s relatively nonviolent acquisition of independence from Portugal
in 1822 left the country with an auspicious start. The lack of large-scale
conflict meant that physical and economic destruction was minimal, espe-
cially in comparison to the devastation wrought in the Río de la Plata re-
gion, in Venezuela, and in central Mexico. Nor did Brazil have to cope
with the problems of demobilizing a massive military apparatus in the post-
war period. And most important, the transition of the Portuguese monar-
chy to Brazil provided a coherent political structure endowed with the au-
thority of time-tested tradition. There were struggles, to be sure, but Brazil
did not face the same kind of instability that other Latin Americans faced
at the outset of independence.

The economy was mainly agricultural, and sugar was by far the largest
commercial crop. By 1822 the population included about 4 million in-
habitants, roughly half of whom were slaves of African birth or descent.
The social order consisted principally of two tiers, the landowning aristo-
crats and the labor-producing slaves, a dichotomy that would come to be
aptly and sympathetically described by Gilberto Freyre in his classic book,
The Masters and the Slaves. There were some merchants and lawyers and
other professionals, mainly in the cities and especially in Rio de Janeiro,
but society was dominated by the forces of the countryside.

Dom Pedro I (1822–1831)

In nineteenth-century Brazil, many basic social issues were bound up with
the fate of the crown. Most obvious was the consolidation of Brazil’s in-
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dependence. Related issues involved the centralization or decentralization
of authority and executive versus legislative power. These questions had to
be faced immediately after independence because both the elite and the
emperor wanted to write a Brazilian constitution.

Dom Pedro I had become the first emperor of a newly independent
Brazil in 1822, when the Brazilian aristocracy forced a break with Portu-
gal. A year earlier Pedro’s father, Dom João VI, had left Brazil to resume
the throne in Portugal, but only after advising his son to remain in Brazil
(to which the royal family had become very attached), even if it meant cre-
ating a separate monarchy. Dom Pedro I called for a constituent assembly,
and the resulting elections in 1823 revealed several political divisions. Most
basic was the split between the Brazilian Party and the Portuguese Party,
the latter consisting of those who had opposed Brazilian independence
and wanted to resubordinate Rio de Janeiro to Lisbon. Its leaders were pri-
marily Portuguese born, mostly military officers, bureaucrats, and mer-
chants. The Brazilian Party was led by José Bonifácio Andrada e Silva, a
São Paulo landowner who was the leading spokesman for Brazilian liber-
alism and the leading minister of Dom Pedro’s government.

Despite majority support in the assembly, José Bonifácio’s cabinet had
to resign after three months because the emperor continually endorsed
the Portuguese Party’s protest over the government’s anti-Portuguese mea-
sures. Heated polemics continued and street fights broke out, as an 
extremist faction of the Brazilian Party called for decentralized rule and
piled abuse on the crown. Amid the furious debate the emperor simply
dissolved the assembly in November 1824. Shortly thereafter he unilater-
ally decreed a constitution for Brazil. It included many features from a
draft prepared by Antonio Carlos Andrada e Silva, José Bonifácio’s brother,
but reserved greater powers for the Poder Moderador (the “Moderating
Power”), which was to be the monarch himself. Most important was the
power to dissolve the Chamber of Deputies and to appoint and dismiss
ministers. Citizen voting was tied to a high minimum-property test, thereby
severely limiting public participation in an imperial government that was
to be highly centralized. Ironically, this unilaterally decreed constitution
included passages from France’s 1789 Declaration of Human Rights.

The story of this constitution demonstrated several things about the new
nation of Brazil: (1) the monarch had seemingly preserved his absolutist
initiative by dissolving the elected assembly and imposing his own consti-
tution; but (2) the constitution, while favoring the crown in the division
of powers, was more liberal than absolutist, more akin to the contempo-
rary English parliamentary system than to the French; and (3) the com-
mitment to human rights, however qualified by the real intentions of Dom
Pedro and his loyalist advisers, thenceforth became a lodestar in Brazilian
history, an ideal to which libertarians and reformers would continuously
repair. The struggle over the new country’s political structure had ended
ambiguously: a liberal charter imposed by an emperor who was thereby es-
tablishing limits on all future governments.
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The absolutist aspects of events in Rio stirred concern in the Northeast,
the region that had proved most receptive to the liberal ideas of abolition,
federalism, and republicanism. Back in 1817 republican conspirators in
Pernambuco province had stubbornly resisted the discipline of Rio. Dom
Pedro’s imposition of the constitution in 1824 provoked a new rebellion,
which dramatized the key issues at the heart of Brazilian politics for the
rest of the empire.

The Pernambucans declared their independence anew. After gaining
the support of other northeastern provinces, the rebels called for their own
constituent assembly. The movement split apart on the slavery issue, how-
ever, as one leader shocked his colleagues by calling for an end to the slave
trade. Most of the rebel organizers feared a mobilization of the lower or-
ders, and not without reason. Discontent of marginal free persons, many
of color, was threatening to turn the anti-Portuguese, anticentralist agita-
tion into a social revolution.

The rebels’ internal divisions in Pernambuco came as the military pres-
sure from outside was growing. The emperor had hired English and French
ships and mercenaries, and they taught the insurgents a bloody political
lesson. Most of the rebel leaders were executed. There were limits to the
range of permissible social protest in Brazil.

Rio’s domination came only with British help, and that aid had its 
price. Having secured a favored foothold in the Brazilian economy since
1810, Britain now found itself underwriting the transition to Brazilian 
independence.

Britain could help consolidate the newly independent Rio government
by facilitating diplomatic recognition from the world’s principal powers.
That goal was achieved by a series of 1825 agreements that Britain nego-
tiated with Portugal and Brazil. They provided that the Portuguese king,
now Dom João VI, was to recognize Brazil as a separate kingdom; that
British exports to Brazil would continue to receive a preferential tariff rate;
and, not least important, that Brazil would pay Portugal an indemnifica-
tion of 2 million pounds sterling for damages suffered in the struggle for
independence. (This was exactly the debt that Portugal owed to Britain;
the negotiators kept this provision secret.)

The following year, 1826, Britain got from Brazil a treaty commitment
to end the slave trade by 1830. The British wanted this commitment be-
cause they feared that slave-produced sugar from Brazil would prove
cheaper in the world market than sugar from the British West Indies,
where slavery had recently been abolished. Another reason was the pres-
sure on the British government from British abolitionists. The new Brazil-
ian government, with little enthusiasm and less genuine commitment,
gave the British the clause they demanded. Further concessions to the
British were made in an 1827 trade treaty which put Brazilian exports
to England at a disadvantage with exports from British colonies. Much
of the Brazilian elite saw the concessions as excessive and only explica-
ble by Dom Pedro’s apparent desire to retain British goodwill toward
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Portugal, which desperately needed continued British economic help.
Criticism would have been even more strident if the 2-million-pound pay-
ment had been made public.

In the end, Dom Pedro’s loyalty to Portugal proved his undoing in Brazil.
His new constitution had not ended the struggle over the division of gov-
ernmental powers. In 1826 the emperor became the target of new attacks,
from the “moderates” wanting more power for the legislature and revisions
in the treaties with Britain, to the “extremists” demanding autonomy for
the provinces. The emperor’s critics dominated the expanding press with
their drumfire of invective.

In this same period Dom Pedro suffered a serious reverse in foreign pol-
icy. What is modern-day Uruguay had been annexed to Portuguese Amer-
ica in 1821 as the “Cisplatine Province.” But in 1825 local guerillas seized
power and proclaimed union with the United Provinces of the Río de la
Plata (present-day Argentina). The resulting war between Brazil and the
United Provinces ended in 1828 with a treaty that created an independent
state, Uruguay. The British, again intermediaries in arranging the treaty,
hoped for a buffer state between Argentina and Brazil. This setback to
Brazilian ambitions in the Río de la Plata soon faded in significance when
compared to the quagmire of the Portuguese royal succession into which
Dom Pedro had been drawn since 1826.

When Dom João VI died, in 1826, Dom Pedro, his legal successor, had
become increasingly absorbed in trying to protect his daughter’s succes-
sion rights in Portugal. That made him less able to deal with the aggres-
sively antiabsolutist political forces in Brazil. He found his position in-
creasingly untenable, as his opponents mobilized street crowds to protest
his preference for an absolutist ministry. On April 7, 1831, Dom Pedro I
abdicated, departing the land whose independence he had helped to se-
cure less than a decade earlier.

Dom Pedro’s abdication was a victory for the Brazilian Party and a de-
feat for the beleaguered absolutists. It also created a power vacuum be-
cause the emperor’s son, later to become Dom Pedro II, was only five
years old. His father had left him behind in order to maintain the Bra-
ganza family’s claim to the Brazilian throne. Who would exercise power
in his name? Would the huge and thinly settled lands of this former
colony hold together? Or would Portuguese America follow the exam-
ple of Spanish America, which immediately fissured into the patchwork
of nations we see today?

For nine years after Dom Pedro I’s abdication, a regency exercised ex-
ecutive power. In 1834 the constitution was amended (by the “Additional
Act”) to give increased powers to the provinces, partly in response to sep-
aratist sentiments. The most violent separatist movement was in the
province of Pará in the Amazon valley; the most dangerous, because of its
location in a province bordering Argentina, was the Guerra dos Farrapos in
Rio Grande do Sul.
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Dom Pedro II (1840–1889)

Dom Pedro II’s accession to the throne in 1840 unified the divided elite.
Brazil had survived the separatist challenges and halted the drift toward
social revolution. The emperor assumed the wide powers (the “Moderat-
ing Power”) in the 1824 constitution. The young emperor and the poli-
ticians now settled into an era of relatively harmonious parliamentary 
politics.

The two decades after midcentury were the golden years of the empire.
Executive power was exercised by the emperor and his ministry, the latter
dependent upon retaining the confidence of the lower house. Yet the leg-
islature’s ultimate power was more apparent than real, because the em-
peror could dissolve the Chamber at will, thereby necessitating new elec-
tions. Until the late 1860s, however, Dom Pedro II exercised his power
discreetly, and the system seemed to function well.

By 1850 two distinctive political parties had emerged—both owing their
origin to the Brazilian Party of the 1820s. The parties were Conservative and
Liberal, although historians have long cautioned against taking these labels
too seriously. In 1853 the two parties collaborated to form a “conciliation cab-
inet,” which held power, except for the 1858–62 interval, until 1868.

The empire’s most important test in foreign policy came in the Río de
la Plata basin, the site of a long-time rivalry among Paraguay, Uruguay, Ar-
gentina, and Brazil. The Brazilian government became alarmed over the
strength and intentions of Juan Manuel de Rosas, the autocratic ruler of
Argentina, who was claiming the right to control all traffic on the Río de
la Plata. This was a grave threat to Brazil, since the economics of its south-
ern provinces relied heavily on access to the Plata basin river system.

At the same time Brazil was being drawn into a dangerous political bat-
tle in Uruguay, where Brazilians had gained a financial and commercial
foothold. Brazilian troops were sent into domestic Uruguayan battles on
the side of the “Colorado” faction, which prevailed. The Brazilians then
turned to face Rosas. They were encouraged by the French and British,
who chafed over the tough terms Rosas had imposed for economic access
to Argentina. The anti-Argentine coalition prevailed. Foreign troops, as-
sisted by Argentine rebels (the latter representing the soon-to-be dominant
liberals), defeated the Rosas forces in 1852, sending Rosas to a permanent
exile in England.

But even with Brazilian support the Colorados lost control in Uruguay.
Since the victorious Blancos could no longer look to Rosas for help, they
turned to Francisco Solano López, the dictator of Paraguay. Argentina, now
controlled by the liberals, joined Brazil in support of the Colorados in
Uruguay. Solano López wanted to expand his rule by allying with the
Uruguayan Blancos to conquer the Brazilian province of Rio Grande do
Sul. He invaded both Argentina and Brazil in 1865, pushing them and the
Colorado government of Uruguay into a military alliance.
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The ensuing war lasted five years. The Paraguayan army proved to be
well trained, superbly disciplined, and extraordinarily brave. The Brazil-
ians bore the brunt of the fighting on the other side. At first they suffered
humiliating reverses, but then triumphed after greatly expanding their
army.

The Paraguayan War had important consequences: (1) access to the Río
de la Plata river network was guaranteed; (2) the two major powers, Ar-
gentina and Brazil, cemented close relations; (3) Brazil consolidated its po-
sition in Uruguay; and (4) Paraguay was left with half (it is thought) of its
population dead and the country in ruins.

The war also had a profound effect on politics within Brazil. It forced
Brazil to enlarge its army, whose officers soon became important actors in
Brazilian politics. It had also provoked the emperor into unprecedented
steps in asserting his authority. Pedro II demanded Paraguay’s uncondi-
tional surrender, while the Liberals, who held a majority in Chamber,
wanted by 1868 to negotiate. He dismissed the Liberal cabinet, which had
strong majority support in the chamber, and called for new elections. Some
radical Liberals reacted angrily by forming a splinter group that in 1870
became the Republican Party. And the war threw a new light on slavery.
The slaves recruited for the Brazilian army performed well in battle and
were given their freedom in compensation. Their combat effectiveness
must have given pause to the white officers who were later called on to
hunt down fugitive Brazilian slaves.

The End of the Empire

The final two decades of the empire were dominated by debate over the
legitimacy of two institutions: slavery and the monarchy. Both came under
scrutiny during the Paraguayan War.

Although the slave trade effectively ended in 1850, slavery was by no
means dead twenty years later. The rapidly growing coffee plantations de-
manded labor, and the planters turned to an obvious source: slaves from
the economically decadent Northeast. Even if every slave in the Northeast
had moved south they could not have furnished the labor needed in the
coffee economy of the late 1880s.

The only solution, according to the coffee planters, was increased im-
migration. In 1886 the province of São Paulo launched a major effort to
attract European immigrants to Brazil, but the paulistas found themselves
unable to attract the amount of cheap labor they needed. Why? Partly be-
cause of the persistence of slavery. This led some of the elite to become
abolitionist on the pragmatic grounds that immigrants could never be re-
cruited unless Brazil’s retrograde image in Europe was transformed. Abo-
lition would be the most obvious step.

The manner in which Brazil carried out abolition was unique in the Amer-
icas. Brazilian slavery was a nationwide institution, thus preventing the kind
of sectional conflict that occurred in the United States. Furthermore, Brazil-
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ian slaves had worked in virtually every job category, including many “skilled”
ones. No less important, a large number of free persons of color had already
established themselves economically, providing examples to the newly freed.
Brazil had also escaped the extreme racist view that dismissed all persons of
color as irremediably inferior. The large mixed-blood population, a few of
whose members had reached prominent national positions by 1889 (such
as the novelist Machado de Assis and the engineer-abolitionist André Re-
bouças), showed that some mobility was possible.

Abolition in Brazil was a seventeen-year process marked by three laws.
The first came in 1871, which provided freedom for all children thence-
forth born of slave mothers. But the masters were given the option of re-
taining labor rights over these children until the age of twenty-one.

It was not until the 1880s that the abolitionist movement was again able
to force slavery to the center of the political arena. The abolitionists were
led by urban professionals, especially lawyers. Prominent among them was
Joaquim Nabuco, a Pernambucan deputy of impeccable social origins. Led
by such orators as Nabuco, the abolitionists became the empire’s first na-
tionwide political movement. They raised significant sums to finance their
propaganda and to buy the freedom of local slaves.

This mobilization had its impact on the parliament, which in 1885 passed
the second abolitionist law. This one granted freedom to all slaves sixty or
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The Realities of Slavery

Much historical writing on Brazil has emphasized the allegedly benev-
olent nature of its race relations. But it is worth remembering the na-
ture of the institution that brought Africans to Brazil. In the late nine-
teenth century the French wife of a Brazilian described her visit to a
Brazilian plantation:

Here it was that the miseries of slavery appeared to me in all their hor-
ror and hideousness. Negresses covered in rags, others half naked, hav-
ing as covering only a handkerchief fastened behind their back and
over their bosoms, which scarcely veiled their throats, and a calico skirt,
through whose rents could be seen their poor, scraggy bodies; some
negroes, with tawny and besotted looks, came and kneeled down on
the marble slabs of the veranda. The majority carried on their shoul-
ders the marks of scars which the lash had inflicted; several were af-
fected with horrible maladies, such as elephantiasis, or leprosy. All this
was dirty, repulsive, hideous. Fear or hate, that is what could be read
on all these faces, which I never have seen smile.

From Adèle Toussaint-Samson, A Parisian in Brazil (Boston: James H. Earle,
1891), reprinted in Robert Edgar Conrad, Children of God’s Fire (University
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994), p. 83.



older, without compensation. Cynics pointed out that if any slaves survived
to such an age their masters would be delighted to be freed from caring
for them. The new law did little to defuse the agitation of the abolition-
ists, some of whom began inciting slaves to flee from or rebel against the
masters. By 1887 slavery was visibly disintegrating. The army, charged with
catching and returning fugitive slaves, found their job more and more re-
pugnant. In 1887 army officers formally refused to carry out this mission
any longer.

By 1888 slave owners had had ample time to prepare for the transition
to free labor. The final step was the “golden law,” passed in May of that
year, which freed all remaining slaves without compensation. The law was
approved by an overwhelming vote in both houses. The political elite had
managed to preserve a consensus while dealing with a volatile socioeco-
nomic issue. This success at incremental reform helped to perpetuate the
Brazilian elite’s self-image as conciliatory. Remarkably enough, this image
has come to be shared by many of the nonelites.

The other major drama of the late empire was the rise of republican-
ism. It had erupted earlier in the century, usually linked to regional de-
mands for autonomy. The Republican Party, founded in 1871, also had a
strong regionalist cast, especially in São Paulo. The birth of this party could
be traced to Liberal deputies’ reaction to Dom Pedro II’s imposing, in
1868, a Conservative ministry in the face of a Liberal majority in the Cham-
ber. In 1870 a group of indignant ex-Liberals founded the Republican
Party.

At first the Republicans appeared harmless. Up to 1889 they had a very
uneven following. It was strongest in São Paulo, Rio Grande do Sul, and
Minas Gerais and weakest in the Northeast. The Republicans wanted a re-
public headed by a directly elected president, governed by a bicameral leg-
islature, and organized on federalist principles. In effect the Republicans
wanted to trade Brazil’s English-style constitutional monarchy for a U.S.-
style federal republic.

During the 1880s republicanism made great inroads among the younger
generation—the university-educated sons of planters, merchants, and pro-
fessional men. Often they combined republicanism with abolitionism. Both
sentiments were reinforced by the teachings of the Brazilian Positivists, a
dedicated group that had penetrated faculties of higher education, espe-
cially in military colleges. Thus the 1880s saw a convergence of movements
that were eroding support for the monarchy and for slavery.

However, it was not high-minded debate that sealed the empire’s fate.
It was the army. In the late 1880s recurring friction mounted between army
officers and civilian politicians—often over the officers’ rights to express
publicly their political views. Because of the Paraguayan War, Brazil had
created a much larger military than was wanted by the politicians, who pro-
vided meager financing for modernization of the army. By the 1880s there
was a disproportionately high ratio of officers to troops. That led to frus-
tration over delayed promotions among junior and middle-level officers,
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who became especially receptive to the abolitionist and republican senti-
ments that were so influential among their civilian counterparts.

The final agony of the empire came in 1889. The emperor had insisted
on trying to rule with a Conservative ministry, despite its minority position
in the Chamber. In June the emperor invited the Viscount of Ouro Preto
to form a cabinet. He succeeded and formulated an ambitious reformist
program. But it was too late. A military plot developed in November. Led
by Marshall Deodoro da Fonseca, the conspirators demanded that the
monarch abdicate. Dom Pedro II and his family calmly left for exile in Por-
tugal. The republic was proclaimed the next day, November 16, 1889.

The empire had fallen with little upheaval. Although the planters had
long feared that abolition would doom agricultural exports, they soon came
to their senses. They now realized they could preserve their economic (and
therefore political) dominance in a world without monarchs or slaves. Nei-
ther the abolition of slavery nor the overthrow of the empire in themselves
brought structural change in Brazil.

Overview: Economic Growth and Social Change

In the mid-nineteenth century the Brazilian economy began a fundamen-
tal transition, not tied to any legal or constitutional changes, that has con-
tinued well into the twentieth century. It has also had a profound impact
on Brazilian society and on relations between social classes.

Like most of Latin America, Brazil has exported a few primary products to
the North Atlantic economies. But in contrast, Brazil has passed through a
sequence of dependence on the exportation of different products at differ-
ent points in time. The repeated pattern of boom-and-bust has made it dif-
ficult to achieve sustained growth. Since the various products have come from
different regions, these cycles have created pockets of prosperity and decline.

After independence, sugar continued to be the most lucrative export, as
during the eighteenth century. Produced mainly on large plantations in
the Northeast, where labor came from slaves, sugar accounted for 30 per-
cent of Brazilian exports in 1821–30. It then began a long decline, and by
1900 it contributed only 5 percent of the overall export amount.

Rubber production started in the early nineteenth century, principally
in the Amazon, and steadily increased. By 1853 the port of Belém was ex-
porting more than 2500 tons of natural rubber. Demand in the industrial
world grew enormously in the wake of the discovery of the vulcanization
process—which prevented rubber from getting too sticky in hot weather
and brittle in the cold. A spectacular boom arrived in 1900–1913, when
rubber amounted to about one-third of all the country’s exports. Then the
British capitalized on the more efficient rubber plantations in the East In-
dies, and the world price collapsed. The rubber boom came to a sudden
and permanent end.

It was coffee that provided the most durable stimulus to economic
change in the postindependence era. Coffee production began to develop
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in the Caribbean in the early nineteenth century and then took hold in
Brazil, where it enjoyed excellent natural conditions. The volume of Brazil-
ian exports held fairly steady until the 1890s, then entered a period of spec-
tacular growth. In 1901 Brazil exported nearly 15 million sacks of coffee
(at 60 kilograms each) and produced nearly three-quarters of the total
world supply. Early in the century coffee yielded about one-half of the coun-
try’s foreign exchange.

Coffee thus became a central feature of Brazilian life. When coffee prices
were high, the prospects for Brazil were positive; if they were down, so was
the national outlook. And the domestic consumption of coffee has long
been an essential aspect of social life, as Brazilians conduct meetings and
discussions over cup after cup of steaming coffee, usually taken with large
quantities of sugar.

Coffee production flourished in southern-central Brazil, particularly in
the state of São Paulo. It requires good land, a fair investment, and much
labor. Coffee trees yield full production only after six years, and they need
steady care. Berries need to be gathered, washed, and shelled. The beans
inside the berries must be dried, sifted, sorted, sacked, and stored. This re-
quires labor.

Like Argentina, Brazil turned its eyes to Europe. First the state of 
São Paulo and then the national government attracted millions of Eu-
ropean immigrants, especially in the last quarter of the nineteenth cen-
tury. The largest portion, perhaps a third, came from Italy. But the rel-
ative size of the immigrant population never reached the level of
Argentina. The peak for Brazil was 6.4 percent in 1900, and it declined
after that.
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tury, sacks of coffee left São
Paulo’s plantations on mule
trains and eventually reached
overseas destinations. (Cour-
tesy of the Library of Con-
gress.)



Although ample labor was available in the Brazilian center and North-
east, where the number of jobs had fallen disastrously behind the increase
in workers, the prophets of immigration opted for Europeans, who would
presumably be better workers and more reliable future citizens. So the
Brazilian government paid the ocean passage of millions of Europeans,
while millions of Brazilians in Minas Gerais, Rio de Janeiro, and the North-
east could not afford to move south. Great contributions were made by the
transplanted Europeans and Japanese, but each of those jobs might have
been held by a Brazilian who would have been rescued from the eco-
nomically moribund regions.

Technology was harder to obtain. The Brazilians, like other populations
outside the dynamic North Atlantic industrial complex, found themselves
having to accept direct investment by foreign firms in order to get tech-
nology. The telegraph system, for example, arrived with British and Amer-
ican firms, which installed and operated their own equipment. The same
held true for railroads, electric utilities, and shipping—most of the infra-
structure needed to sustain the growing agro-export economy. These were
highly visible investments and later became convenient targets for nation-
alist attacks.

Capital was also sought abroad. It came in the form of loans to Brazil on
the state and national levels. In 1907, for example, the states of São Paulo,
Minas Gerais, and Rio de Janeiro signed a coffee marketing agreement to
be financed by foreign creditors. The state governments planned to repay
the loans with the receipts from export taxes on coffee. Such commitments
obligated Brazil not only to repay the loans but also to finance the remis-
sion of profits (and eventually capital) on direct investments by foreigners.
The crucial question was the terms on which all these transactions took place.
Available data suggest that the profit rate on foreign-owned railways, to take
an obvious example, did not exceed rates for comparable investments in
Britain. But this question has yet to be systematically researched.

Throughout the years between 1889 and 1930 the center of the Brazil-
ian economy moved south and southwest. The primary push came from
the “march” of coffee, as planters found it cheaper to break new ground
than to recycle the plantation soils whose yields were dropping. The result
was a path of abandoned plantations, stretching from Rio de Janeiro and
Minas Gerais down into São Paulo and its vast interior.

The reliance on coffee entailed large-scale risks. One was overproduc-
tion. It was difficult to anticipate demand six years in advance, and there-
fore to plan when trees should be planted. In 1906, for example, Brazil
produced 20 million sacks of coffee for a world market that could absorb
only 12 or 13 million. A political question promptly arose: What should be
done with the surplus?

A related uncertainty came from the rise of foreign competition. Brazil’s
share of the world market declined from 75 percent in 1900 to 67 percent
in 1930 to only 32 percent in 1970 and 18 percent in 1978. With time the
country gradually lost its near-monopoly on supply.

Brazil: Development for Whom? 149



A third source of vulnerability came from wide fluctuations in the world
price. This reflected not only the effects of competition but also changes
in demand. Between 1929 and 1931, after the Great Depression struck, the
price of coffee plummeted from 22.5 cents a pound to merely 8 cents. Fre-
quent oscillations led to wide variation in Brazil’s foreign-exchange earn-
ings—and in government revenues, which came primarily from export 
duties.

To illustrate both the growth and the uncertainty of the Brazilian cof-
fee sector, Figure 5-1 displays the volume of the country’s coffee exports
during the period from 1860 to 1985. The rise in output and commerce
is clearly visible. So are the fluctuations, which mainly reflect the instabil-
ity of world demand.

A final hazard derived from the small number of purchasers. In the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries Brazil sold between three-fifths
and three-quarters of its exports to only three countries: the United States,
Britain, and Germany. The United States was the largest single buyer. The
reliance on two or three customers created unpredictable ties to outside
economies, as Brazil discovered after the crash of 1929.

Prominent politicians and economists regarded this vulnerability as an
inevitable result of Brazil’s “agrarian vocation.” Brazil, they argued, had no
choice but to buy needed foreign finished goods with the funds earned by
export and augmented by direct foreign investments or loans. Any signif-
icant attempt to industrialize, they reasoned, would produce inferior goods
and jeopardize relations with foreign buyers and creditors. Furthermore,
Brazil could not hope to copy the United States “because we don’t have
the superior aptitudes of their race,” in the words of a Brazilian cabinet
minister of the 1890s. Brazil must live with what God gave it: a compara-
tive advantage in a few agricultural exports.
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Figure 5-1 Coffee Exports from Brazil, 1860–1985
Sources: Werner Baer, Industrialization and Economic Development in Brazil (Homewood, Ill.: Richard D. Ir-
win, 1965), pp. 266–267; James E. Wilkie, Enrique C. Ochoa, and David E. Lorey, eds., Statistical Abstract
of Latin America, 28 (Los Angeles: UCLA Latin American Center, 1990), Table 2426.



Since the late empire, however, a handful of intellectuals and men of
business began disputing this logic. They argued that Brazil should stimu-
late home industry. These critics had little influence on key policy areas,
such as tariffs or exchange rates. Yet they did succeed in creating a “na-
tionalist” critique that was to prove important after 1930.

Official encouragement of industrialization came forth in 1890, when
a tariff revision provided mild protection for local manufacturing from
foreign competition (and also lowered the duties on capital goods re-
quired for production). Engineering schools sprouted in Recife, São
Paulo, Pôrto Alegre, and Bahia. By 1907 the country had about 3000 in-
dustrial establishments, most of them small, textiles and foodstuffs be-
ing the principal products. By 1920 the number of firms had grown to
more than 13,000.

Brazil’s industrial sector underwent large-scale expansion in the 1930s
and 1940s, as the Great Depression and World War II reduced the avail-
able supply of manufactured goods from abroad (as happened elsewhere
in Latin America, too). As with coffee, the center of industrial growth was
in the state of São Paulo—where 15 percent of the nation’s population was
producing about 50 percent of the country’s manufactured goods by 1940.

The upsurge continued thereafter, and Brazil moved into such heavy in-
dustries as steel and automobile production. Between 1947 and 1961 man-
ufacturing output increased at an annual rate of 9.6 percent, compared to
4.6 percent for the agricultural sector. By 1960 industrial production
amounted to more than 25 percent of the gross domestic product, and 
by 1975 it was up to nearly 30 percent. This diversification of the econ-
omy helped reduce Brazilian dependence on the outside world and lent
credibility to claims that the country would someday join the ranks of 
superpowers.

These economic transformations brought far-reaching changes, such as
urbanization. In 1920 about 25 percent of the population lived in urban
areas, and by 1992 about three-quarters lived in cities. But there are two
unusual features in this trend. First, the tendency toward urbanization in
Brazil has been later and slower than in many other Latin American coun-
tries. Second, Brazil does not have a single predominant city (like Buenos
Aires or Montevideo, for instance). São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro have both
become megalopalises, with millions of inhabitants and the amenities and
complications of urban life, but between them they contain only about 
10 percent of the national population of 164 million. Urbanization has
taken place in Brazil, but the cities coexist with a large and populous 
countryside.

Consequently Brazil has developed an intricate social system. The 
upper-class elite includes landowners, frequently divided among them-
selves, as when paulista coffee planters rose up in the nineteenth century
to challenge the sugar barons of the Northeast. In the course of the twen-
tieth century there appeared as well an industrial elite that would struggle
for status and wealth, sometimes using the power of the state.
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The popular masses were varied, too. There has been, and remains, a
large-scale peasantry. There is a rural proletariat, in the coffee fields and
elsewhere, a stratum that performs wage labor in the countryside. And in
the interior there are indigenous and other groups that have little contact
with national society.

An organized working class of substantial size, at least 4 million by 1970
and 6 million by 1980, emerged within Brazilian cities. Its struggles with
employers and its constant manipulation by the state provide one of the
central themes in twentieth-century Brazilian life. There is also a large stra-
tum of chronically unemployed city dwellers.

In between the upper and lower classes, middle sectors gradually ap-
peared. They may now include as much as 30 percent of the people in
some cities, though their share of the national population is less than that
(perhaps 10 to 15 percent). They play important roles in commerce and
the professions, and they have had a particularly intimate relationship with
one major institution: the military.

Social status in Brazil is not just a function of occupation or wealth. It is
also a matter of race. The massive importation of slave labor from Africa
brought an additional ethnic dimension into Brazilian society and this in
turn has affected customs and attitudes.

There tends to be a strong correlation between race and social standing
in Brazil: most on top are white, most blacks are on the bottom, and some
mixed-bloods have won in-between positions. Some institutions, such as
naval officers and the diplomatic corps, long remained white. But in Brazil
race is not defined purely by physical features. It is a social concept, open
to interpretation. To be “black” one has to be totally black (in contrast to
the United States, where partly black in ethnic origin means black), so that
mulattoes in Brazil have some opportunity for upward mobility.

This is not to say that Brazil constitutes a racial paradise. Prejudice and
bias have existed. For the last century the Brazilian elite has placed its faith
in branqueamento (“bleaching”), with the unequivocally racist intention of
purging Brazil of black blood. The overall correlation between status and
race continues to exist, despite the denial of well-to-do Brazilians. Several
recent studies by Brazilian demographers have shown significant differ-
ences in income by race (controlling for all other factors), based on offi-
cial 1976, 1980, and 1990 data. The conclusion is that race is a separate
and significant variable in the Brazilian socioeconomic system. But mobil-
ity exists, marriage across color lines is common, and attitudes are more
open than has been true in North American history. Nonetheless, suffi-
cient racial discrimination exists to have provoked the federal and some
state governments to adopt affirmative-action programs in the early years
of the new century.

Racial differentiation in Brazil has posed one obstacle to the formation
of durable coalitions across social strata. Another obstacle is the size of
Brazil. Distance (and poor communications) made it for a long time im-
plausible to imagine an alliance between urban workers of São Paulo, for
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example, and the landless peasants in the Northeast. Such divisions en-
abled Brazil to attempt political solutions that would have been immedi-
ately impossible in more densely populated and integrated countries such
as Cuba.

The First Republic (1889–1930)

Although the military overthrew the empire, civilian politicians shaped the
new republic (see Figure 5-2). A constituent assembly was elected and pro-
duced a new constitution in 1891. It was a virtual copy of the U.S. consti-
tution. Brazil became a federation of twenty states, and the Brazilian pres-
ident was to be elected directly and empowered to intervene in the states
in case of threatened separation, foreign invasion, or conflict with other
states. Suffrage was restricted to literate adult male citizens. This resulted
in fewer than 3.5 percent of the population voting in any presidential elec-
tion before 1930 and only 5.7 percent in 1930.

After electing Deodoro da Fonseca president and another officer, Flo-
riano Peixoto, vice president, the assembly rapidly collided with Deodoro
over his financial policy and his interventions in the new state governments.
In November 1891, plagued by ill health, Deodoro resigned, passing power
to Floriano Peixoto, the so-called Iron Marshal. Floriano soon encountered
a rash of revolts. In Rio Grande do Sul, the revolt was part of the deadly
conflict between local factions; in Rio de Janeiro, it was a naval revolt led
by monarchist officers. Both rebellions were crushed, as the new republic
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Brazilian Women Get the Vote

Brazil, like the rest of Latin America, began the twentieth century
with women denied the vote. The few women who protested such dis-
crimination were contemptuously dismissed by the male politicians
who ran the government. The woman who organized their suffragette
victory was Bertha Lutz, who was born in 1894 in São Paulo. Her fa-
ther was Swiss-Brazilian and her mother was English, but Bertha
proved to be thoroughly Brazilian.

She founded her first women’s rights organization in 1920, which
two years later became the Brazilian Federation of Feminine Progress.
The Revolution of 1930 shook the political establishment, and the
Lutz-led suffragette movement convinced the framers of the new civil
code of 1932 to enfranchise women. Lutz subsequently served in Con-
gress, pushing tirelessly for legislation to protect women’s legal sta-
tus and social rights. In addition to her intense activities in favor of
women’s rights in Brazil and abroad, Lutz was an accomplished
botanist and expert in herpetology. She will be remembered as the
preeminent advocate for women’s rights in twentieth-century Brazil.
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Figure 5-2 Café com Leite: Brazilian Presidents by State, 1889–1930



used censorship, martial law, and executions. When Prudente de Morais
of São Paulo was elected in 1894 as the first civilian president, the new
regime had gained stability. But it meant recognizing the legitimacy of the
entrenched oligarchical regime in each state.

Who were those oligarchs? In every state a tightly organized political ma-
chine emerged. In states such as São Paulo and Minas Gerais, where the
Republican Party had been strong before 1889, the “historic Republicans”
controlled the state governments. In Bahia and the Northeast, which had
few Republicans before 1889, power went to those politicans who most
quickly established credentials as newborn Republicans. The resulting
power structure was a “politics of the governors” at the national level and
the “rule of the colonels” (coronelismo) at the local level. The colonels were
rural bosses who could produce bloc votes in any election. In return, they
obtained control over state and national funds in their area of influence.
At the state level the political leaders used their deals with the colonels to
bargain on the national level.

The chief prize was the presidency. As might be expected, the states en-
joyed very unequal influence in this process. São Paulo and Minas Gerais
were the most important, with Rio Grande do Sul able to tip the balance
when the two larger states were at odds. Bahia, Rio de Janeiro, and Per-
nambuco were second-level states, often serving as power bases for dissi-
dent presidential nominees.

The constitutional decentralization allowed several states to gain virtual
autonomy over their own development. Between 1890 and 1920 the state
of São Paulo more than tripled its population. It had contracted a foreign
debt larger than the national government and was accounting for 30 to 40
percent of Brazil’s national output. Able to impose its own taxes on inter-
state commerce, it had achieved a remarkable self-sufficiency. Only a loose
federal structure could have allowed São Paulo’s extraordinary burst of
economic development (“the locomotive pulling the twenty empty box-
cars,” said paulista chauvinists), later to propel Brazil’s rise to world promi-
nence in the mid-twentieth century.

Brazil’s relatively smooth-running political machine ran into trouble
soon after World War I. The political system created by the Republicans
in the 1890s had not survived long in its original form. The first major cri-
sis grew out of preparations for the 1910 elections. The “official” choice
for president was Governor João Pinheiro of Minas Gerais, who died un-
expectedly in 1908. The crisis deepened when the incumbent president,
Afonso Pena, died in 1909, eighteen months before the end of his term.
A bitter struggle ensued, with Marshal Hermes da Fonseca, son of the re-
public’s first chief executive, becoming the “official” candidate. He won,
but for the first time there was a significant opposition movement. It sup-
ported Rui Barbosa, the liberal crusader from Bahia.

During Hermes da Fonseca’s presidency (1910–14) many of the smaller
states experienced bitter battles within the political elite—usually between
the incumbent machine and dissenters. These battles made it impossible
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to return to the smoothly functioning “politics of the governors,” not least
of all because President Hermes usually sent federal troops to the dissi-
dents’ aid. Formally, at least, the system continued functioning until Oc-
tober 1930. The “official” presidential nominees were invariably elected,
and the federal Congress remained under the control of the state 
machines.

Yet the political culture of the Old Republic had become a target for
criticism from every quarter. Prominent among the critics was a new gen-
eration of the elite, born with the republic. Most were educated as lawyers.
They denounced as corrupt the way the politicians were running the re-
public. Most traced this to the republic’s founders, whom they accused of
having imposed on Brazil a liberalism for which it was utterly unprepared.
Necessary changes could be found only after a careful analysis of where
Brazil stood—economically, socially, politically, and intellectually. In a
word, Brazilian problems need Brazilian diagnoses and Brazilian solutions.
They described themselves as “Brazilians who think like Brazilians: Amer-
ican, Latin, and tropical.” Leaders of this group included Oliveira Vianna,
sociologist and lawyer; Alceu Amoroso Lima, literary critic and essayist; and
Gilberto Amado, essayist and politician. Their mentor was Alberto Tôrres,
a restless Republican of the older generation.

Criticism from intellectuals was paralleled by a mutinous mood among
younger army officers. There was a series of barracks revolts in 1922 and
1924, led by lieutenants (tenentes). The 1924 revolts, which began in São
Paulo and Pôrto Alegre, were the most serious. But the rebel officers fled
and held out for two and a half years as guerrillas on a 25,000 kilometer
march through the interior of Brazil. It was dubbed the “Prestes Column,”
after Luís Carlos Prestes, a rebel lieutenant who was later to lead Brazil’s
Communist Party for more than thirty years.

The rebels’ formal manifestos were vague, emphasizing the need for fair
elections, along with attention to the nation’s social needs. A more im-
mediate complaint focused on professional concerns—anachronistic train-
ing, obsolete weapons, and poor prospects for promotion. This frustration
was reminiscent of the late empire, when army officers had both profes-
sional and intellectual reasons for supporting a coup against the crown.

Another powerful political current of the 1920s was the Democratic
Party, founded in São Paulo in 1926. Its leaders, typified by coffee baron
Antonio Prado, agreed that the Old Republic was a fraud. Many of the
party’s votes came from the urban professionals, disgusted at seeing their
votes canceled out by rural voters mobilized by the federal government’s
machine. They wanted what the European middle classes had won in the
nineteenth century: political power through an electoral system. It was
no accident that this current of “liberal constitutionalism” made its
strongest showing in São Paulo, the center of the fastest economic growth
and urbanization. It was the voice of “modern” Brazil speaking out
against the disproportionate influence of their country’s “backward” 
regions.
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Economic development in the late nineteenth century had created a
working class in three or four major cities. Workers’ first organization came
in “mutual-aid societies.” They were superseded in the early 1900s by an-
archist and anarcho-syndicalist organizers who were far more militant. In
the decade after 1910 the anarchist and anarcho-syndicalist unions staged
a variety of strikes, including several attempted general strikes. They met
heavy repression. The Spanish- or Italian-born leaders were deported, while
Brazilian leaders were jailed, beaten, and harassed. By 1921 the organized
urban movement was a shambles.

In subsequent years social welfare laws were passed, as a tardy carrot to
accompany the omnipresent stick. But Brazilian workers had many fewer
organizing rights and welfare provisions than, for example, Chilean work-
ers in the same era. One reason was the continuous labor surplus in Brazil.
In the face of such numbers, Brazilian workers found it hard to organize.

One result was the decline of anarchist and anarcho-syndicalist leader-
ship and their replacement, in many cases, by communists, whose Brazil-
ian party was founded in 1922. The communist presence furnished a new
target for the authoritarians among civilians and military. By 1930 urban
labor, although growing steadily in economic importance, was a political
orphan. Meanwhile, employers saw no reason to change the autocratic
manner in which they had long dealt with their workers.

Getúlio Vargas and the Estado Novo

The world economic crash of 1929 hit Brazil, like the rest of the Ameri-
cas, very hard. The coffee exporters suffered a huge drop in foreign ex-
change earnings. Despite the crisis President Washington Luís clung to a
hard-money policy. In effect that meant guaranteeing convertibility of the
Brazilian currency (mil reis) into gold or British sterling. The gold and ster-
ling reserves were quickly exhausted, forcing the government to suspend
convertibility of the mil reis. The government was left in a deepening 
balance-of-payments crisis, and the coffee growers were stuck with an un-
sellable harvest.

Given coffee’s great importance to the Brazilian economy, one might
have expected the government to rush in with help. Instead, it tried to
please foreign creditors by maintaining convertibility. Such were the prin-
ciples preached by the foreign bankers and economists. At a critical mo-
ment, the Brazilian government decided to stick with an economic policy
which had no support from Brazilian society.

Not surprisingly, Washington Luís did not last out his term. As in 1889
it was the military that did the job. An opposition movement had coalesced
around Getúlio Vargas, a Riograndense politician who had run for presi-
dent earlier in 1930 and been defeated by the “official” candidate who had
been endorsed by Washington Luís. In his campaign Vargas had not chal-
lenged the political system. He ran strictly from within the elite. His sup-
porters were dissenting factions in several states, outsiders anxious for their
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chance at power. It was only after the election that a successful conspiracy
arose among the disgruntled politicians and officers.

The coup of October 1930 did not constitute a “revolution.” The top
military commanders deposed Luís and then passed power to Vargas. The
cabinet invoked revolutionary power in order to take the ad hoc steps they
thought necessary. Yet 1930 is a watershed in modern Brazilian history,
even if it was not comparable to the Mexican Revolution of 1910–20.

When Getúlio Vargas moved into the presidential palace in November
1930, few guessed how important a leader he would become. He was there
only because a conflict within the national political elite was turning into
armed warfare. It never reached a climax only because the military inter-
vened. After the senior commanders had deposed Washington Luís, some
officers wanted to retain power themselves, but after only four days in power
the three commanders transferred power to Vargas. Since there was no
legislature, the president governed by decree. Meanwhile, important shifts
were occurring among the nation’s political forces.

First, Vargas moved swiftly to replace the governors in all the states ex-
cept one, Minas Gerais. The replacements, or “interventors,” reported di-
rectly to the president. Such activism from the central government often
threw the state machines off balance and gave benefit to the dissenting fac-
tions, many of which had supported Vargas in the 1930 election. As in the
Hermes da Fonseca presidency, political rivalries within states were being
settled by decisions in Rio.

A second major development was a realignment of political forces in São
Paulo. Vargas’ interventor ( João Alberto) had proved inept and tactless in
handling the touchy paulistas. Their heightened sense of state loyalty and
their fury at João Alberto united São Paulo against Vargas. Its leaders de-
manded that Vargas fulfill his promise to call a constituent assembly that
would write a new constitution. In 1932 the paulista frustration finally
erupted into an armed rebellion. The state militia fought federal forces to
a standstill for four months in the Constitutionalist Revolution. The rebels
had to surrender because they were trapped by the federal forces’ encir-
clement of São Paulo City. The paulistas had further discredited the cause
of decentralized government and strengthened the hand of the centraliz-
ers in Rio de Janeiro.

A third significant political development was the disintegration of the
tenente movement. These young military officers had never achieved a co-
hesive organization. Some accompanied Vargas into power in 1930. Oth-
ers founded the October 3rd Club to focus effort on achieving radical so-
cial changes, but their movement was isolated and vulnerable. Before long
police raided the club premises and the group disintegrated.

Meanwhile, Vargas was strengthening his own network of political allies
and collaborators. His success became obvious during the constituent as-
sembly of 1933–34. In the new constitution state autonomy was reduced: states
could no longer tax goods shipped interstate. Yet it continued the bicameral
legislature, which was to be directly elected, as was to be the president (ex-
cept the first). Some nationalist measures appeared for the first time, plac-
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ing restrictions on foreign ownership of land and on aliens’ participation in
professional occupations. The modest nature of these constitutional changes
simply confirmed that the revolution of 1930 had grown out of elite infight-
ing. The constituent assembly’s most important act was to elect Vargas as the
first president with a four-year term under the new constitution.

In 1934 Brazil entered one of the most agitated periods in its political
history. Attention focused on two nationally based and highly ideological
movements, both committed to mass mobilization. One was Integralism, a
fast-growing rightist movement with affinities to European fascist parties.
Founded in late 1932 and led by Plínio Salgado, the Integralists claimed a
rapidly growing membership by 1935. Their dogma was Christian, nation-
alist, and traditionalist. Their style was paramilitary: uniformed ranks,
highly disciplined street demonstrations, colorful green shirts, and ag-
gressive rhetoric. They were essentially middle class and drew support from
military officers, especially in the navy. Unknown to the public, the Inte-
gralists were financed in part by the Italian embassy.

At the other end of the spectrum was a popular front movement, the
National Liberation Alliance (Aliança Libertadora Nacional, or ALN),
launched in 1935. Ostensibly a coalition of socialists, communists, and mis-
cellaneous radicals, it was in fact run by the Brazilian Communist Party,
which was carrying out a Latin American strategy formulated in Moscow.
The first stage of the strategy in Brazil would be mobilization on conven-
tional lines: rallies, local offices, and fund-raising efforts to forge a broad
coalition on the left in opposition to the new Vargas government, the In-
tegralists, and the Liberal Constitutionalists.

Samba and Carnival

Nothing is more Brazilian than the samba, the infectiously rhythmic
dance and music of Afro-Brazilian origin. Samba has become syn-
onymous with the lavish parades staged in Rio during Carnival week
by the Afro-Brazilian samba “schools.”

Although samba today is truly a national form of popular culture,
it was not always such. In the late nineteenth century police system-
atically repressed such expressions of Afro-Brazilian culture. That
changed in the early twentieth century, however, as the poor black
and mulatto neighborhoods in Rio de Janeiro earned popularity with
their samba music. In 1935 the Getúlio Vargas government began
funding samba schools as a uniquely Brazilian tourist attraction.

They succeeded, and now Rio’s Carnival parade explodes each year
in front of ninety thousand spectators in the specially constructed
“Sambadrome.” Each samba school follows an elaborate theme, usu-
ally from Brazilian history. When one designer was criticized for dress-
ing the paraders in lavish costumes, he replied, “The poor like lux-
uriousness. It is the intellectuals who like misery.”
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By mid-1935 Brazilian politics had reached a fevered pitch. The Inte-
gralists and the ALN were feeding off each other, as street brawls and 
terrorism increased. Brazil’s major cities began to resemble the Nazi-
Communist battles in Berlin of 1932–33. But the ALN was far more vul-
nerable than the Integralists. In July 1935 the government moved against
the ALN, with troops raiding offices and jailing leaders.

The communists now moved to the second stage of their strategy: a rev-
olutionary uprising. It was to be triggered by a barracks revolt, led by party
members or sympathizers among officers in the army. The insurrection be-
gan in November 1935 in the northeastern state capital of Natal, spread-
ing within days to Recife and Rio. From the rebel standpoint, it was a dis-
aster. Although the Natal rebels controlled the city for several days, their
comrades in Recife and Rio, who lacked the advantage of surprise, were
contained in their garrisons and quickly forced to surrender.

Vargas and the military now had a perfect opportunity to revoke normal
constitutional guarantees. The Congress rapidly voted it. The federal gov-
ernment imposed a crackdown on the entire left—with arrests, torture, and
summary trials. The Integralists were elated. With their chief rival elimi-
nated, they began to smell power. What could be more logical than for
Vargas to turn to the only cohesive nationwide movement on the right?

It took two years for that illusion to be destroyed. Plínio Salgado and his
collaborators were becoming more and more convinced that they would
reach power by the 1938 presidential election, if not by other means. But
Vargas had other ideas. On November 10, 1937, he took to the radio and
read the text of yet another constitution to a nation that had just witnessed
yet another military intervention. That morning the Congress had been
dissolved, its premises occupied by soldiers. Brazil thus entered the Estado
Novo, a legal hybrid combining elements of Salazar’s Portugal and Mus-
solini’s Italy. All the democratic hopes were gone. Brazil had succumbed
to its own brand of authoritarianism.

Brazil’s lurch into dictatorship in 1937 certainly fit the era. But was there
more than a superficial similarity between Brazil’s Estado Novo and Euro-
pean fascism? Where, for example, was the mass mobilization so typical 
of Hitler’s Germany and Mussolini’s Italy? Were the Integralists to play 
that role? Many—both inside and outside Integralist ranks—certainly
thought so.

The Integralists in 1937 debated not whether they should enter gov-
ernment, but on what terms. Salgado, their leader, rejected Vargas’s tenta-
tive offer of a cabinet post. Salgado thought he could hold out for more.
In fact, Vargas and the military were playing their own game.

By early 1938 the greenshirts had become very frustrated. Soon after the
coup the government had banned all paramilitary organizations. The ob-
vious target was the Integralists, some of whom decided to take matters
into their own hands. In February they organized an armed assault on the
presidential residence. There was a shoot-out and a standoff during the
early morning hours at the palace gates. The battle ended at dawn, when
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army units arrested the remaining Integralist besiegers. The government
cracked down and the Integralist movement in effect disappeared, as Sal-
gado fled into exile.

Vargas could now survey a political scene that no longer offered any or-
ganized opposition. In the coup Vargas had appointed himself to another
presidential term, to last until the elections, scheduled for 1943. Few took
that commitment seriously, given the ease with which Vargas had aborted
the election that was to have been held in 1938. That skepticism was well
founded. When 1943 arrived, Vargas announced that the wartime emer-
gency precluded elections. He remained president until October 1945.

What was the significance of Vargas’s authoritarian rule from 1937 to
1945? First, Vargas and his political and technocratic collaborators got a
free hand in maneuvering to maximize Brazil’s advantage in a capitalist
world-system moving toward war. At stake were two central and related
questions about Brazil’s international role. Who could best help the Brazil-
ians to modernize and equip their armed forces? And who could offer the
most favorable conditions in foreign trade?

Before the coup of 1937 Nazi Germany had offered attractive terms in
both areas. Strategy and ideology were also at stake in these negotiations.
The pro-German faction within Brazil, strongest in the military, was coun-
tered by a pro-U.S. faction. The latter argued that Brazil had opted for the
Allies in World War I and had the most to gain by sticking with the United
States. Many of the Brazilian elite therefore saw the flirtation with Nazi
Germany as dangerous and short-sighted.

Meanwhile, the U.S. military and State Department were sparing no ef-
fort to pull Brazil back into the U.S.-dominated hemispheric orbit. They
succeeded, but only after strenuous U.S. effort and German failure to of-
fer the armaments Brazil wanted. From then onward Brazil became a vital
cog in the Allied war machine, furnishing essential raw materials (like
quartz and natural rubber) and air and naval bases that became critical in
the “Battle of the Atlantic.” Brazil even sent a combat division to Italy in
1944, where it fought alongside the U.S. Fifth Army.

Vargas had dealt shrewdly with the United States. In return for its raw
materials and bases, Brazil got the construction of a network of air and
naval installations along the northern and northeastern Atlantic coast. The
United States also promised to help finance construction of Brazil’s first
large-scale steel mill, at Volta Redonda. It was the first time an American
government committed public funds to industrialization in the “develop-
ing world.”

The Estado Novo furnished a centralized apparatus through which Var-
gas and his aides could pursue economic development and organizational
change. The federal government assumed an aggressive role in the econ-
omy, organizing and strengthening marketing cartels (in cocoa, coffee,
sugar, and tea), and creating new state enterprises, such as the National
Motor Factory (to produce trucks and airplane engines). Vargas also over-
hauled the federal bureaucracy, creating a merit-oriented system to replace
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a patronage-ridden structure. Finally, one of the most important measures
was a new labor code (1943), which spelled out rules of industrial relations
that were to last until the 1990s. Only one union was permitted in each
plant—under the scrutiny of the labor ministry, which controlled union fi-
nances and elections. Unions were in effect tied to the government, but
the union leaders who “cooperated” could profit personally. This semi-
corporatist labor union structure was paralleled by a semicorporatist struc-
ture among the employers. These arrangements gave the federal executive
a mechanism for controlling the economy. But Brazil of the early 1940s
was not a modern, industrialized, urbanized society. Outside of a few key
cities the corporatist structure left untouched most of the country, which
was a vast, disconnected rural expanse.

The Estado Novo also had its darker side. The security forces had a vir-
tual free hand. Torture was routine, against not only suspected “subver-
sives” but also foreign agents (German businessmen were especially vul-
nerable). Censorship covered all the media, with a government news
agency (Departamento de Imprensa e Propaganda, or DIP) furnishing the “of-
ficial” version of the news. There were resemblances to Germany and Italy,
but the Brazilians stopped well short of those extremes.

Brazil’s economic history from 1930 to 1945 is not easy to capsulize. Cof-
fee continued to be the primary foreign exchange earner, although helped
during wartime by the boom in other raw materials shipped to the United
States. Industrial growth continued in São Paulo and, to a lesser extent, in
Rio. The war cut off trade with Europe, with most shifting to the United
States.

Vargas had in 1943 promised elections, for which he would be ineligi-
ble. As the war continued, Vargas knew that a wave of democratic opinion
was building, and he anticipated events by adopting a new, populist stance
after 1943. The urban working class was now the object of government at-
tention through such media as the nightly nationalist radio broadcast (“The
Hour of Brazil”), and moves were made toward creating a Labor Party. Var-
gas was trying to create a new electoral image—something he had been
able to neglect earlier in the Estado Novo.

Events moved rapidly in 1945. Vargas hoped to play down the contrast
between the defeat of fascism in Europe and continued authoritarianism
at home. In May 1945, with victory over the Axis a foregone conclusion,
Vargas’ government issued a tough antimonopoly decree aimed at re-
stricting the role of foreign firms in the Brazilian economy. It was part of
the turn toward populism begun in 1943. The U.S. government put Var-
gas on its list of Latin American presidents who had to go. There were
plenty of Brazilians who shared the U.S. view. The Liberal Constitutional-
ists believed that foreign capital should be welcomed into Brazil. And they
saw this issue as one that might help them gain the power they thought
had been within their grasp in 1937.

There were other signs of Vargas’ shift to the left. In early 1945 he de-
cided to release leftist political prisoners. Most prominent was Luís Carlos
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Prestes, the leader of the Brazilian Communist Party who had been jailed
since 1938. The relaxation of police control greatly helped the Commu-
nist Party, the best organized force on the left.

The polarization accelerated as the year went on. The anti-Vargas forces
included the Liberal Constitutionalists, many military officers, and most
state political bosses. On the other side were assorted populists, some la-
bor union leaders, and the ideological left, which included socialists and
Trotskyites, although the communists were strongest. The confrontation
climaxed in October 1945, when the army gave Vargas an ultimatum: re-
sign or be deposed. He refused, so the military declared him deposed. Var-
gas then acceded and flew off to a self-imposed exile on his ranch in Rio
Grande do Sul.

The Second Republic (1946–1964)

Three principal political parties emerged in 1945: the UDN (União
Democrática Nacional), the PSD (Partido Social Democrático), and the PTB (Par-
tido Trabalhista Brasileiro). The UDN was a coalition of anti-Vargas forces
dominated by the Liberal Constitutionalists. The PSD was more heteroge-
neous; it included many political bosses and bureaucrats and some promi-
nent industrialists. The PTB, smallest of the three, was created by Vargas
in 1945, when he was still trying to shape the upcoming elections. The PTB
was aimed at urban labor with a political approach supposedly modeled
on the British Labor Party. These three remained Brazil’s principal parties
until 1964. They were often described as nonideological, personalistic, and
opportunistic—in short, not to be regarded as modern political parties.

Elections for a constituent assembly had been called before Vargas’ fall,
and, when held in December 1945, they proved to be among the freest in
Brazil’s history. The newly elected president, with 55 percent of the vote,
was General Eurico Dutra, a close Vargas collaborator in the Estado Novo.
The chief opposition candidate was Air Force Brigadier Eduardo Gomes,
a throwback to liberal constitutionalism. He won 35 percent of the vote.
The Communist candidate received 10 percent of the vote, which greatly
encouraged the left. President Dutra and his advisers began watching
closely the growth of the left and its links to urban labor.

In 1946 the constituent assembly produced another constitution, one
that resembled the constitution of 1934. There was decentralization and a
return to the classic guarantees of individual liberty. The elections that pro-
duced the constituent assembly had highlighted some other trends. They
showed that the traditional political machines could still dominate in a na-
tional vote. That was hardly surprising, since Brazil was still a mainly rural
society, and electoral manipulation was easiest in the countryside. Nonethe-
less, the extensive Communist vote showed that new forces were at work
on the urban scene.

Soon after the war Brazil began struggling with the issue of how to fi-
nance its economic development. In wartime the objective was to maxi-
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mize mobilization, but the same approach could be applied to peacetime
economic development. Instead, the Dutra government (1946–51) avoided
planning and returned to a reliance on coffee exports, dropping most of
the measures taken by Vargas to stimulate industrialization. This policy
made Brazil once again highly vulnerable to changes in the world demand
for coffee.

On the political front, the Dutra regime soon decided to repress the left.
The Communist Party, legalized in 1946, had shown surprising strength in
São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro. Labor unions, despite the corporatist legal
structure, were gaining de facto autonomy, to the worry of employers and
conservative politicians. As would happen one year later in Chile, the Brazil-
ian Congress in early 1947 voted to revoke the Communist Party’s legality.
Police raided its offices and seized its publications. The ministry of labor
intervened in hundreds of labor unions and arrested or dismissed their of-
ficers, appointing government stooges in their place. The years 1945–47
proved to be a rerun of 1930–35: a political opening, then a burst of ac-
tivism on the left, climaxed by government repression. Henceforth the left
was outlawed, and Communist Party candidates had to resort to electoral
guises.

Vargas had not accepted his exit in October 1945 as the end of his ca-
reer. Only two months later he was elected senator from two states and
chose to represent Rio Grande do Sul. During the Dutra presidency, Var-
gas worked steadily to retain national visibility and maintain his political
contacts. Soon his friends and allies were urging him to run for president.
He did not need much convincing.

In the presidential campaign of 1950 Vargas was supported by most of
the PSD and PTB. His principal opponent was former tenente Juarez
Távora, running under the UDN banner. Vargas conducted a shrewd cam-
paign, attacking the Dutra regime for neglecting economic growth and for
favoring the rich. Yet his position was moderate enough to appeal to the
landowners in states such as Minas Gerais. Vargas won by a plurality (48.7
percent) and began his third presidency—the only one he gained by pop-
ular election.

In returning to power by popular vote, Vargas reversed the victory that
his opponents, especially the Liberal Constitutionalists, had won in 1945.
They exploded, some even calling for the army to block the return of the
ex-dictator. But it was to no avail.

Vargas made economic policy his top priority, and he promptly assem-
bled a team of young technocrats—engineers, economists, and planners.
They formulated an eclectic strategy designed to maximize the inflow of
capital and technology from both public and private sources abroad. The
prospects looked favorable. In 1949 the U.S. and Brazilian governments
had launched a joint study of the Brazilian economy. The commission’s
report in 1953 spotlighted inadequate energy and poor transportation as
the prime obstacles to rapid economic development. The U.S. government
indicated interest in channeling public funds for investment in these ar-
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eas, and the Brazilian government created new federal agencies to handle
the investment projects now in prospect.

Vargas’ economic strategy also had its nationalist side. Profit remissions
by foreign-owned firms were a frequent target for nationalist attack. In 1952
Vargas denounced the foreign firms and threatened new controls.

Another target for the nationalists was oil. Since the late 1930s Brazil
had been working on a national oil policy. Argentina and Mexico had al-
ready opted for state monopolies. In both cases, nationalist sentiment was
a strong political force. Throughout Latin America international oil 
companies were regarded with strong suspicion. Brazil was no different. In
1951 Vargas proposed a mixed public-private corporation (to be called
PETROBRAS) that would monopolize the exploration and production of
oil.

The proposal touched off the most heated political debate since 1945.
Nationalism proved very strong, especially among army officers. Bitter con-
troversies arose, with state monopoly advocates questioning the patriotism
of free enterprise supporters, and vice versa. In 1953 the Congress created
an even stronger monopoly than proposed by Vargas. The debate had
sharply polarized opinion, reducing the room for political maneuver.

Vargas had been elected in 1950 on a moderate platform, and the party
lineup in Congress required him to maintain that course. But economic
pressures were forcing hard choices on the government. First, Brazil’s rate
of inflation turned up from 11 percent in 1951 to 20 percent in 1952. Sec-
ond, the foreign trade balance went into the red. Third, the U.S. president
elected in 1952, Dwight Eisenhower, threw into doubt the loan commit-
ments the Brazilians thought the United States had made for the infra-
structural investments.

These reverses gave ammunition to Vargas’ enemies on both the left and
the right. The left charged Vargas with selling out to the imperialists. The
right, on the other hand, charged that Vargas was alienating the trading
partners and foreign creditors on whom Brazil had to depend. Most po-
litically conscious Brazilians fell between these extremes. Yet economic and
political pressures were making moderation more difficult, spelling dan-
ger for Vargas and his government.

In 1953 Vargas reorganized his cabinet to face the economic crisis. In-
flation and the balance-of-payments deficit were related problems because
Brazil had clung to an overvalued exchange rate which, combined with
Brazilian inflation, had made imports cheaper and exports more expen-
sive. An economic stabilization program was urgently needed. In the short
run that would mean falling real wages and strict controls on business credit
and government spending. Such a policy was bound to be unpopular.

To lead the effort Vargas recruited Oswaldo de Aranha, his long-time
political lieutenant, as minister of finance. Aranha pursued classic stabi-
lization measures with apparent success in 1953. As 1954 approached, how-
ever, a bitter fight loomed over wage policy. Under the Estado Novo the
ministry of labor fixed the minimum wage, which had not been increased
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for many years. Aranha’s objective was to prevent an increase so large as
to wreck the anti-inflation program. For this Aranha would have to deal
with the minister of labor: João Goulart, a young PTB politician closely
identified with the PTB left and the militant labor leadership.

By 1954 Aranha was pulling toward austerity and Goulart toward a pop-
ulist, redistributionist path. Vargas had to decide the issue. In February,
apparently opting for Aranha’s austerity, he dismissed Goulart. The left,
strengthened by its success in the fight over oil policy, now attacked Var-
gas for pandering to the imperialists with his stabilization program. Vargas
cleared the air on May 1, 1954, when he announced a 100 percent increase
in the minimum wage—higher even than Goulart had recommended.

This battle now merged into a wider political crisis. Vargas’ bitterest ene-
mies had found an issue on which they thought they could beat him: cor-
ruption. The anti-Vargas propagandists closed in on the weary president. Un-
beknownst to him, the palace security chief had arranged an assassination
attempt on Carlos Lacerda, a sensationalizing journalist who was leading the
attack on Vargas. The bullet meant for Lacerda killed an air force officer
who was a volunteer bodyguard for Lacerda. The officer’s death brought the
military into the crisis. When their investigation pointed to the presidential
palace, the senior officers demanded Vargas’ resignation. Realizing he was
trapped and isolated, Vargas put a bullet through his heart on August 24.
He left behind an inflammatory suicide letter, blaming his demise on sinis-
ter forces, domestic and foreign, and proclaiming a highly nationalist posi-
tion. By his sensational exit, Vargas exacted revenge on his tormentors. Lac-
erda had to flee Brazil, and the anti-Vargas factions, especially among the
UDN and the military, found themselves on the defensive.

Caretaker regimes governed Brazil until the 1956 inauguration of
Juscelino Kubitschek, elected to a full presidential term in 1955. He was
an ebullient PSD politician and former governor of Minas Gerais with a
reputation as a skillful campaigner. Although he won the presidency with
only 36 percent of the vote, he quickly moved to gain broader support.

Mindful of how often the military had intervened in politics, Kubitschek
mollified them with large weapons purchases. Kubitschek also had an ef-
fective PSD-PTB coalition in the Congress. Finally, the “Target Program”
of economic development, plus the audacious idea of building a new cap-
ital, Brasília, in the interior, combined to generate enthusiasm which muf-
fled the bitter political conflicts from the mid-1950s.

The futuristic city of Brasília, built from scratch in four years on a com-
pletely undeveloped plateau site 600 miles from the old capital of Rio de
Janeiro, also captured the imagination of the outside world. President
Eisenhower was one of many heads of state to attend its inauguration in
1960. Brazil was now on the global map for the daring, if controversial, ur-
ban planning and architecture developed in Brasília.

No small part of Kubitschek’s political success was due to his own tal-
ents. Kubitschek’s motto had been “fifty years of progress in five,” and the
economic leap forward was impressive.
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The glittering capital of Brasília boasts extraordinary modernistic architecture. Top,
headquarters of the governor of the federal district; bottom, the legislative palace,
whose twin towers and buildings contain the separate houses of the national con-
gress. (Courtesy of the Consulate General of Brazil, New York.)



Yet it would have been too much to expect Kubitschek’s political strategy
to endure forever. The PSD-PTB alliance in Congress was coming apart,
growing discord among military officers precluded any repeat of Gen-
eral Lott’s role, and the economy had once again run into inflation and
balance-of-payments deficits. Kubitschek briefly tried economic stabilization
in 1958–59, but scuttled it when the IMF demanded austerity measures that
would have prevented Brazil from reaching the president’s economic “tar-
gets.” Kubitschek pressed on with his economic program, and that created
mammoth problems for his successor. When he left office in January 1961,
no one doubted that a reckoning with foreign creditors was at hand.

The president who inherited this challenge was Jânio Quadros, one of
Brazil’s most talented and most flawed politicians. A whirlwind success as
governor of São Paulo, Quadros won big in the 1960 presidential election,
running with UDN endorsement. His campaign featured a broom as the
symbol of his fight against corruption. That talk buoyed the liberal con-
stitutionalists, who believed that at last power was near.

Quadros began by embracing a tough stabilization program. After seven
months of idiosyncratic rule, however, Quadros suddenly resigned in Au-
gust 1961. His reasons have never been entirely explained—apparently he
expected the Congress to reject his resignation and offer him increased
powers. He was wrong; the Congress promptly accepted his resignation.
Quadros, the most charismatic populist politician of modern Brazil, faded
into a retirement punctuated by occasional campaigns for local office.

Quadros’ self-engineered demise was demoralizing for the anti-Vargas
factions and other Brazilians who believed that his moralistic promises and
his administrative success in São Paulo boded well for the new federal gov-
ernment. Worst of all from the UDN viewpoint, Quadros’ departure meant
that power would now pass to the elected vice president—Vargas’s former
labor minister, João Goulart, the epitome of populism and anathema to
the conservative military.

The military was in no mood to agree to Goulart’s succession to the pres-
idency. But the “legalists” among the officers argued in favor of observing
the constitution. A compromise was reached. The Congress created a par-
liamentary system in which Goulart was president but with a cabinet ac-
countable to the Congress. It was an unworkable hybrid, designed solely
to reduce Goulart’s power. The new president assumed his diminished pow-
ers in September 1961 and promptly started a campaign to get the par-
liamentary innovation repealed. January 1963 brought success when a
plebiscite restored the full presidential system. By then Goulart had pre-
cious little time left from the 1961–66 presidential term.

Goulart’s presidency proved ill-starred from the beginning, compounded
by his inexperience, weakness, and indecision. By 1963 inflation and 
the balance-of-payments deficit had grown even more difficult to deal 
with. Goulart chose his own stabilization team, headed by the brilliant 
intellectual-politician Santiago Dantas and the noted economist Celso Fur-
tado. Dantas worked out a detailed plan, duly negotiated with the U.S. gov-
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ernment and the International Monetary Fund. It called for the usual: re-
duction of government deficit, tough controls on wages, and painful re-
ductions in credit. It was the same medicine that had been served up in
the stabilization efforts of 1953–54, 1955–56, 1958–59, and 1961.

For Goulart, stabilization presented special problems. A tough wage pol-
icy, which always meant falling real wages, would strike at the social group
to which Goulart was most committed. Furthermore, meeting the harsh
terms of foreign lenders would invite attack from the nationalists, another
area of his prime support. Even if he could bring off stabilization, his term
would probably end before Brazil could resume rapid growth.

Notwithstanding the gloomy prospects, Goulart endorsed the Dantas-
Furtado plan. But he did not stay with it for long. In a few months Dantas
quietly resigned, Furtado had already left Brasília, and any further serious
stabilization effort was thereafter out of the question.

Stabilization was not Goulart’s only worry. Since 1961 the Brazilian po-
litical scene had been heated up on both left and right. The military, as
always, was a key factor. Some of the officers who had fought Goulart’s ac-
cession to power in 1961 were still fighting. They had begun an ongoing
conspiracy to overthrow Goulart. Many of the ideas and personnel of the
conspiracy could be traced to the 1954 military cabal against Vargas. What
steadily increased the strength of the conspirators was the increasingly rad-
ical tone of the political combatants.

The left of the political spectrum had become very crowded. A rising
sense of confidence had gripped the radical nationalists, who included
Catholic literacy teachers, labor union militants, Trotskyist student orga-
nizers, and artistic idealists, all spreading a revolutionary message through
popular culture. By early 1964 the radical left had gained government bless-
ing, sometimes even government financing and logistical support.

Conservatives were incensed over nationalist inroads among two groups.
One was the military. Brazilian enlisted men had traditionally not been al-
lowed to vote. The radicals began to advocate unionization of enlisted men.
This scandalized the officers, who were hardly about to learn collective bar-
gaining. Even politically centrist officers could understand that threat.

The other new area of mobilization was the countryside. In 1963 rural
unionization was legalized, and competing groups, including several on
the left, vied to win sponsorship of local syndicates. Yet the rural sector was 
an unpromising arena for the Brazilian left to test its power. There was al-
ways excess labor, and landowners traditionally ruled with an iron hand.
This rural unionization campaign, combined with a few land invasions, 
provoked landowners to take decisive action. They pressured the pro-
landowner politicians, who were numerous in a federal Congress which
overrepresented rural districts.

Goulart’s opponents did not have the votes to impeach him. The old
PSD-PTB alliance still operated. It might not back a stabilization program,
but it was also not ready to serve the anti-Goulart conspirators. The plot-
ters saw only one way out: a military coup.
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The president’s military advisers had warned him about the conspiracy.
Now even centrist officers were leaning toward a coup. The principal fac-
tor pushing them was the radical move to the left already under way, ei-
ther by the president or by those who controlled him.

The U.S. government was taking a strong interest in Brazil’s emerging
political confrontation. Both the U.S. ambassador, Lincoln Gordon, and
the U.S. military attaché, General Vernon Walters, were in close touch with
the conspirators, both military and civilian. The United States had a con-
tingency plan to support the anti-Goulart rebels with fuel and weapons, if
needed. As it happened, they were not. On March 31 speculation ended
as a military revolt, surfacing first in Minas Gerais, spread across the coun-
try. Within twenty-four hours João Goulart had fled into exile in Uruguay.

On April 1 the leader of the Congress, in Goulart’s absence, declared
the presidency vacant. Although his action lacked any legal foundation,
the Congress acceded. Into the power vacuum moved the military con-
spirators and their civilian allies. Brazil once again opted for the authori-
tarian path to development.

In retrospect, the breakdown of Brazilian democracy (such as it was)
bore a close connection to the interplay of social-class relations. The pop-
ulist policies of Getúlio Vargas had created institutions for organizing ur-
ban workers. This posed a significant but ultimately acceptable challenge
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The Battle for Brazilian Souls

In no Latin American country has the competition between Protes-
tant and Catholic evangelicals been more intense than in Brazil, long
known as the world’s most populous Catholic country. But since 1960,
aggressive Protestant evangelicals have made significant inroads
among Brazilian worshipers. During the 1990s Catholic membership
stagnated at 125 million, while the Protestants (mostly evangelicals)
doubled to 26 million. The Evangelicals, the most dynamic of the
Protestants, built up a media empire of ninety-four television stations.
The pope expressed alarm and appealed to Brazil’s younger genera-
tion of priests to take up the call and regain lost ground. A dramatic
answer has come from Father Marcelo Rossi, a charismatic 36-year-
old priest who has attracted huge crowds with his media-savvy preach-
ing. His CDs are runaway best-sellers. His latest venture is a film,
Maria: the Mother of the Son of God, for Columbia Pictures. Father Rossi
will narrate the film and play the Angel Gabriel. To the faithful he
says, “Many say they are Catholic but aren’t, may this movie save
them.”

Financial Times, October 10, 2002.



to the upper and middle classes, the latter represented largely by the mil-
itary. But in 1964 Goulart presented, or appeared to present, a much more
fundamental threat. By mobilizing peasants as well as workers, and by us-
ing radical rhetoric, he seemed to be creating the conditions for a class-
wide worker-peasant alliance against the socioeconomic establishment.
Both the suddenness and the simultaneity of these movements startled and
alarmed elites. A classwide coalition was simply not acceptable. The mili-
tary exercised its longstanding veto power and went on to create a bu-
reaucratic-authoritarian regime.

Military Rule

The conspirators of 1964 were surprised at the speed with which the
Goulart government collapsed. Goulart’s zig-zagging and the divisiveness
within the left had undercut any effective mass support. The rebels en-
countered little or no resistance as their troops seized command of the
government.

From 1964 to 1985 Brazil was governed by a succession of authoritarian
regimes, each headed by a four-star general. Despite variations in structure
and personnel, all were coalitions of military officers, technocratic admin-
istrators, and old-line politicians.

The most important group was the military. Army officers have had a
long history of intervention in politics since the empire was brought down.
In 1930 the military ended the Old Republic by delivering power to Var-
gas, whom they kept in power by the coup of 1937, only to depose him in
1945. It was a military manifesto that led to Vargas’ suicide in 1954, and it
was a “preventive” coup in 1955 that ensured Kubitschek’s succession to
the presidency. Finally, the military led the fight against Goulart’s succes-
sion to the presidency in 1961 and then conspired to bring him down in
1964. Army officers were seen by all to be vital actors in Brazilian politics.

In the years after 1945 the army officer corps has been buffeted by con-
flicting political currents. The 1950s brought a polarization between na-
tionalist and anticommunist positions. As their label would indicate, the
anticommunists identified with the United States in the deepening Cold
War and saw the nationalist left as a stalking-horse for pro-Castroites or
communists.

Officer opinion turned decisively against the populists, of whom Goulart
was a principal example. The Goulart government’s inability to get con-
trol of the economy (Brazil was near default to foreign creditors in March
1964); the mobilization of the lower sectors; and the direct threat to mili-
tary hierarchy all pushed centrist military officers toward supporting a coup.
By early 1964 the conspiracy was headed by General Humberto Castello
Branco, the staunchly legalist army chief of staff who had supported
Goulart’s succession to the presidency in 1961.

Once the military had deposed Goulart, a new question faced the con-
spirators: the form and direction of the new government. The hard-liners
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argued that Brazilian democracy had been corrupted by self-seeking and
subversive politicians. The country needed a long recuperation, which
would require such measures as purging legislators, suppressing direct elec-
tions, and firing civil servants. The hard-liners’ economic views were less
easy to discern. They obviously detested the radical nationalists and the
populists.

The moderate military composed another group. They believed a rela-
tively brief interval of administrative and economic reorganization could
return Brazil to the electoral democracy recently endangered by irre-
sponsible politicians.

General Castello Branco was quickly chosen by the (purged) Congress
as the new president and served until 1967. The immediate need was
to bring inflation under control and to improve the balance of pay-
ments. Roberto Campos, a well-known economist-diplomat, was made
planning minister and became the dominant figure in economic policy
making. Inflation was reduced, and a surplus was achieved in the for-
eign accounts. Campos’ team also attempted to reorganize and update
Brazil’s principal economic institutions. The banking system was over-
hauled (a proper central bank was finally created), a stock market and
a government securities market were institutionalized for the first time,
labor regulations were revised to make easier the discharge of employ-
ees, and export regulations were simplified. Campos had long argued
that capitalism had not failed in Brazil because it hadn’t yet been tried.
This was his chance. The short-term results were disappointing, but
Castello Branco and Campos did not despair; they saw their efforts as
unpopular in the short run but indispensable for sound growth in the
future.

The hoped-for economic upturn did not occur in 1965–66, and Castello
Branco was persuaded to extend his presidential term a year in the hope
that the economy would improve. In fact, the country’s economic prob-
lems could not be resolved even in his two and a half years.

The second military government, that of President Artur da Costa e Silva
(1967–69), brought an ugly turn in politics. The president had hoped to
preside over a liberalization, but events proved otherwise. Until 1967 the
authoritarian government had shown considerable tolerance for the op-
position, at least in comparison to Spanish American military governments
of the 1960s and 1970s. But tolerance invited mobilization. In 1967 and
1968 the opposition mounted a series of protests, climaxing in mass demon-
strations in Rio.

The hard-line military, now opposing any compromise between democ-
racy and a “tough” government, argued for a crackdown. In November
1968 a series of industrial strikes spread from Minas Gerais into the in-
dustrial heartland of São Paulo. The Costa e Silva government hesitated,
then reacted by strongly repressing the strikers. A pattern was set: an au-
thoritarian government resorting to dictatorial measures to carry out its
version of rapid economic development. It was a growth strategy based on
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repression of labor unions, avid recruiting of foreign investment, and high
rewards for economic managers.

In 1969 Brazil was hit with new levels of political violence. The militant
opposition had produced a guerrilla network, mainly in the cities. In Sep-
tember 1969 President Costa e Silva suffered a debilitating stroke, and the
guerrillas made it the occasion to kidnap the U.S. ambassador, whom they
subsequently released, in return for the government’s releasing from prison
fifteen political prisoners and the publishing of a revolutionary manifesto
in all the media. For the next four years Brazil experienced guerrilla war-
fare. A small cadre of revolutionary activists kidnapped foreign diplomats,
holding them hostage to ransom other revolutionaries in prison.

By 1973 the guerrilla movements were vanquished. They had exhausted
their human resources to achieve meager results. In fact, they had rein-
forced the repressive apparatus and made credible the hard-liners’ argu-
ment that any political opening meant civil war.

When General Ernesto Geisel assumed the presidency in 1974 he re-
peated the earlier moderates’ hopes of a return to democracy and the rule
of law. A major obstacle was the security apparatus, which had gained great
influence within the government. Their unsavory methods, including tor-
ture, had facilitated the liquidation of the revolutionary opposition, but
had given them a powerful veto over liberalization.

President Geisel’s commitment to redemocratization came from his close
personal link to the legalist tradition of Castello Branco. Geisel saw this
process not as a response to pressure, but as the working out of a demo-
cratic commitment inherent in the military intervention in 1964.

The fundamental problem for Geisel, as for all the preceding military
governments, was the inability to win a free popular election. This would
not have mattered if the military had not taken the democratic rules so se-
riously. But they did, and the result was an endless series of improvisations
to make the voting results fit their preferences. The depth of the problem
was shown in October 1974 when the new government, in contrast to its
predecessor, allowed relatively free congressional elections. The result was
a landslide for the opposition party. The lesson was clear: if given a choice,
the public, especially in the urban industrialized centers, would vote against
the government.

After 1967 the Brazilian economy returned to a growth path, duplicat-
ing the record of the 1950s. From 1968 to 1974 the growth rate averaged
10 percent, and exports more than quadrupled. As though to mark the
end of an era, manufactured goods replaced coffee as the country’s 
leading export product. Outside observers soon talked of the “Brazilian
miracle.”

But the “miracle” began to fade by the end of the decade. In 1980 in-
flation was more than 100 percent, the foreign debt mounted, and indus-
trial production sagged. Furthermore, industrial labor had bestirred itself
in São Paulo, staging a series of strikes in 1978, 1979, and 1980. The church,
in the person of Cardinal Arns, supported the strikers and helped drama-
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tize the disproportionate share of the sacrifice they had borne during the
“miracle.” In 1982 Planning Minister Delfim Neto and his fellow policy-
makers hoped to engineer an economic recovery, all the more since it was
to be an election year.

These hopes were soon dashed by the world recession, which depressed
the value of Brazilian exports, while high interest rates kept the cost of ser-
vicing the foreign debt at a crippling level. By the end of 1982 Brazil gained
the dubious honor of having the largest foreign debt in the world ($87 bil-
lion) and, like Argentina and Mexico, had to suspend payments on prin-
cipal. To get the essential “bridging loans” to meet immediate obligations,
Brazil agreed to an IMF-architected economic plan that involved a brutal
reduction of imports in order to earn a trade surplus.

The Quest for Afro-Brazilian Identity

Amid those economic problems Afro-Brazilians were staking out a new cul-
tural identity. Foreign observers have often marveled at the apparent lack
of racial consciousness among Afro-Brazilians, whom they expect to self-
identify as “black.” This perception is certainly accurate: “black” political
movements, from the Brazilian Black Front of the 1930s to the Unified
Black Movement of the 1970s, failed to attract mass followings. 

In the cultural realm, however, Afro-Brazilian identities are expressed
through participation in blocos Afros, percussion groups organized to par-
ticipate in Carnival festivities. These blocos arose in poorer Afro-Brazilian
neighborhoods in the 1970s in the northeastern city of Bahia to allow resi-
dents to participate in the festival and to provide an Afro-Brazilian alterna-
tive to the trios electricos, white rock bands that had come to dominate Car-
nival performances.

The most famous of the dozen blocos Afros of Salvador is Olodum, which
began as a small neighborhood group and now has more than three thou-
sand members in Salvador, as well as fans the world over. Olodum was
founded in 1979 in a poor neighborhood called Pelourinho (“whipping
post”), a site where slaves were once whipped for punishment. The group’s
name comes from the Yoroba word Olodumare (“God of Gods”).

Olodum is widely credited with the invention of “samba-reggae,” an in-
novative musical style in which vocal melodies characteristic of Caribbean
reggae are wedded to the aggressively rhythmic drumming of Carnival street
music. The music’s bedrock is the aptly named surdo (“deaf”), a booming
bass drum used to create powerful rhythmic lines. More recently, the group
has added traditional Western instrumentation to its ensemble, but drums
and voices remain at center stage. Olodum’s musical repertoire has also in-
corporated elements of salsa, West African music, pop, candomblé chants, and
African-American hip hop.

At Carnival the group’s two hundred musicians, recruited from Pelour-
inho, perform in Salvador’s festivities, as thousands of other members
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dance in parade. A core group of as many as three dozen players and vo-
calists have toured nationally and internationally and recorded for their
fans. In live stage performances, the players and singers are accompanied
by dancers, an essential part of the show.

As the genre “samba-reggae” suggests, the Olodum members see them-
selves as part of the African diaspora and as sharing musical styles with
Afro-Caribbean peoples. This connection extends to a celebration of negri-
tude, or “blackness,” and of Africa and the peoples of the diaspora. Olo-
dum’s director of international relations, Billy Arquimimo, explained this
by stating: “Olodum is part of the international black movement, and we
want to promote self-esteem and pride.”

Along with this celebration of African roots, notable in a society in
which Africanness is often denigrated, even by Afro-Brazilians, comes 
a commitment to the struggle for racial equality and a celebration of
black leaders the world over. “We fight discrimination with protest
songs,” noted Arquimimo. “Our message is the same as Malcolm X, Mar-
cus Garvey, Bob Marley or Martin Luther King Jr.; we’re fighting for
equality.”

As the Olodum has grown, it has become a center for the Pelourinho
neighborhood. The group employs members, manufacturing surdos in
their own workshop and selling Olodum merchandise to raise money.
At an Olodum-run school, poor children learn art, music, language,
dance, and history through a curriculum emphasizing the contributions
made by Africa and the peoples of the diaspora to world culture. Olo-
dum also sponsors programs to raise community awareness and fight
AIDs and cholera. And, of course, there are the weekly free concerts for
the neighborhood.

Olodum’s success, most visible internationally through the group’s col-
laboration with North American pop stars such as Paul Simon, has spawned
a host of similar neighborhood groups in the Northeast and Rio de Janeiro.
These groups that celebrate Afro-Brazilian culture and “blackness” serve as
community centers, drawing thousands of fans—black and white—across
the country. While the effects of their appeals to black consciousness and
racial equality are nearly impossible to gauge, they serve as powerful ex-
amples of Afro-Brazilian identity.

From Liberalization to Redemocratization

Bleak economic prospects spelled trouble for the “redemocratization”
process begun during the years (1974–79) of President Geisel. After sev-
eral false starts, President João Figueiredo (1979–85) worked hard to de-
liver on the promise of direct elections in 1982. For the first time since
1965, Brazil directly elected all its state governors in November 1982. The
opposition Party of the Brazilian Democratic Movement (PMDB) won a
smashing victory in the most developed states, winning the governorships
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of São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, and Minas Gerais. The government party, the
PSD, lost control of the Chamber of Deputies, but retained control of the
electoral college, which would elect the new president in 1985.

That election proceeded in a very Brazilian way. The opposition party
(PMDB) candidate was Tancredo Neves, a skillful, old-style politician from
Minas Gerais. He shrewdly began by reassuring the military of his moder-
ation. Meanwhile, Paulo Maluf, the government party (PSD) candidate,
alienated his party by his heavy-handed campaign. Enough PSD electoral
college delegates defected to elect Tancredo.

Tancredo did not live to fulfill the great hopes the public had in him.
On the eve of his inauguration he underwent emergency intestinal surgery
from which he never recovered. Former Senator José Sarney, the vice pres-
ident elect, became president. Ironically, Brazil’s first civilian president in
twenty-one years was a previous PSD leader and former pillar of the mili-
tary regime.

The best that could be said of the Sarney presidency was that the mili-
tary remained on the sidelines and the president was committed to rede-
mocratization. The new government implemented a stabilization program
(the Cruzado Plan) that imposed a wage-price freeze and drastically re-
duced Brazil’s inflation rate from its 1985 high of 227 percent. The initial
success of the program enabled Sarney to coast to a huge victory in the
November 1986 elections. But stabilization did not hold. Inflation exploded
again in early 1987. Sarney’s popularity sank precipitously, and by the end
of that year his electoral victory had turned to ashes. The scene was now
set for some new leader, capable of bringing new solutions to Brazil’s press-
ing problems.

The new face was Fernando Collor de Mello, a young and previously un-
known former governor of the poor northeastern state of Alagoas. He
mounted a lavishly financed television-based campaign aimed at the more
than three-quarters of Brazilian homes with TVs. His chief opponent in
the 1989 campaign was the former labor union leader Luiz Inácio Lula da
Silva (“Lula”). Collor won in a runoff, although Lula’s percentage of the
vote (47 percent) had reached a level unprecedented for the left.

By mid-1991, after fifteen months in office, Collor proved a bitter dis-
appointment. He had begun, à la Jânio Quadros, with a highly autocratic
style and a personal arrogance ill-suited to Brazilian politics. 

Collor chose to bet on economic stabilization. Unfortunately, his pro-
gram relied on such short-term gimmicks as the freezing of financial as-
sets and the immediate abolition of indexation. Both proved ineffective af-
ter only a few months. By early 1991 the stabilization plan had come apart.
Inflation hit an annual rate of 1585 percent, fiscal control was lost, and in-
dexation was back. The Brazilian economy returned to its pattern of drift,
discouraging foreign and domestic investors alike.

Collor had also begun an ambitious program of neo-liberal reforms. It
included privatization, deregulation, and opening of the economy through
lower tariffs. Many of these proposals aroused strong opposition from in-
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dustrialists and from nationalists in the Congress. The government’s sin-
gle victory in this sphere was the sale of a major state-owned steel mill,
which greatly increased its profits and productivity once in private hands.

Collor failed to see any of his programs through. In little more than two
years he lost his mandate. His nemesis proved to be the specter he had
campaigned against in 1989: corruption. Investigative reporters, a dis-
gruntled presidential brother, and a congressional inquiry furnished proof
that Collor was enmeshed in a vast web of bribery. Collor turned to tele-
vision for his defense weapon, but his telegenic skills had worn thin. Pub-
lic indignation led to a civil campaign for the president’s impeachment
and removal. In September 1992 the Chamber of Deputies overwhelmingly
voted his impeachment, and Collor resigned only hours before the Senate
approved his conviction on grounds of official malfeasance.

The vice-president who succeeded him was Itamar Franco, a former sen-
ator and political nonentity whose personal honesty was his greatest rec-
ommendation. But his government, which lacked any party base, also
lacked political direction. Inflation soared to an annual rate of 2490 per-
cent in 1993. By hemispheric consensus, Brazil was regarded as the sick
man of South America.

Itamar’s government finally found an anchor when Fernando Henrique
Cardoso became finance minister in late 1993. His talented technocrats
launched yet another anti-inflation program. But this one, far better con-
ceived than its predecessors, brought inflation under control in two years.

Cardoso capitalized on this success and the resulting mood of confidence
to run for president in October 1994. Overcoming his past reputation as
a leftist intellectual, Cardoso, a former senator from the Brazilian Social
Democratic Party (PSDB), won the endorsement of the conservative party.
Without a significant right-wing candidate in the fray, Cardoso won 54 per-
cent of the vote, easily defeating Lula, again the runner-up. Taking office
in 1995, Cardoso took advantage of public confidence, buoyed by his sta-
bilization success and Brazil’s unprecedented fourth world soccer cham-
pionship the previous year. Initially, Cardoso’s luck held: the real remained
stable, and the privatization program, notably stalled under Itamar Franco,
picked up steam. The public-sector deficit remained unsolved, hardly sur-
prising, given the nature of Cardoso’s governing coalition and the built-in
barriers to trimming government employees.

With the specter of hyper-inflation gone, many poorer Brazilians could,
for a year or two, now buy the consumer durables previously available only
to the wealthy and the middle class. For much of the country, however,
the familiar social problems remained: hunger, illiteracy, and ill health. In
the mid-1990s, police massacres of peasant squatters dramatized the prob-
lems of landlessness, but they also helped provoke the government into an
accelerated land-distribution program in Brazil. Unlike the rest of Latin
America, Brazil had reserves of uncultivated state-owned land it could dis-
tribute. The government’s failure to provide accompanying services (credit,
transport, and the like), however, left new landowners unable to become
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economically viable. Despite his inability to achieve substantial growth, Car-
doso retained public support through his first two years. In mid-1997 he
even managed, at considerable political cost, to push through a constitu-
tional amendment allowing him to run for reelection.

The next year, Cardoso’s luck began to change. The world financial cri-
sis, which began in Asia, hit Russia and then Brazil. Cardoso’s economic
managers responded by raising interest rates and increasing taxes, stub-
bornly battling to save the overvalued real. Capital flight surged as the gov-
ernment lost $1.6 billion in foreign exchange reserves per day during the
first two weeks in September.

Such was the climate when Brazilians went to the polls in October 1998
that Cardoso, whose campaign managers did their best to divert attention
from the worsening financial crisis, was reelected with 53 percent of the
vote, with Lula trailing once again. Unlike 1994, however, Cardoso’s vic-
tory did not reflect voter confidence, but rather a fear that there was no
alternative to Cardoso’s orthodox economic policies.

Following his victory, Cardoso was under heavy pressure from the In-
ternational Monetary Fund to make broad cuts in public spending and new
hikes in taxes and interest rates, which he dutifully did. In November, Brazil
received $41.5 billion in credits from the U.S. government and interna-
tional agencies. Capital flight slowed, but at the cost of economic growth
(less than 1 percent in 1998). Cardoso and his finance minister, Pedro
Malan, gained a reputation for following to the letter the demands of their
foreign creditors, especially the IMF.

Economic crisis continued in the new year. Capital flight in early Janu-
ary accelerated to $6 billion. When a “controlled” devaluation of 8 percent
failed, the Central Bank finally decided to float the real. Brazil’s currency
lost more than 40 percent against the dollar, although it soon stabilized at
25 percent.

The remainder of Cardoso’s second term was spent desperately avoid-
ing a default on the foreign debt. A modest push to strengthen elemen-
tary education, notoriously neglected by previous governments, was oth-
erwise the most notable social gain. The highly fragmented party
system—the result of very permissive electoral laws—made difficult the pas-
sage of controversial laws, such as tax or pension reform. Such fiscal re-
form was needed because Brazil’s tax burden had risen to 40 percent of
the GDP, one of the world’s highest levels, and the public pension system
was running a current annual deficit of over $20 billion. 

The Cardoso economic record was mixed. A stubborn adherence to an
overvalued currency had led to a speculative crisis in 1998–99, which cli-
maxed in a 20 percent devaluation. The preceding overvaluation discour-
aged exports and led to the loss of half of Brazil’s foreign exchange re-
serves. The next president would face a huge foreign debt and the threat
of new speculative attacks on Brazil’s currency. However, Cardoso could
be justly proud that democratic procedures were scrupulously observed
throughout his presidency, despite widespread skepticism about the sta-
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bility of civilian government generally, further distancing Brazil from its
still recent authoritarian past.

Brazil’s First Working-Class President

The three principal candidates for president in the 2002 elections were
José Serra, supported by the Cardoso government; Lula, of the Workers’
Party; and Ciro Gomes, a populist candidate from the Northeast. The cam-
paign was marred by near panic in the financial markets. The cause was
speculators’ reaction to Lula’s early lead in the polls. Lula was the ex-
machinist and union leader who had helped found the leftist Workers Party
during the military rule and who had run unsuccessfully for president three
times. As the election approached in late 2002, Lula had striven in this
campaign to appear moderate, gathering the backing of banking and in-
dustry leaders. 

Lula won the final vote (there was a runoff against his principal oppo-
nent, Cardoso’s health minister, José Serra) by an impressive margin. The
millions of PT faithful who had fought for the return of democracy could
at last taste victory. Brazil now had its first genuinely working-class presi-
dent. But what would be his policies? His party was a mixture of Trotsky-
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ists, advocates of liberation theology, government bureaucrats, and 
middle-class progressives. Lula knew that Brazil’s financial condition, in-
cluding the largest debt in the developing world, ruled out any radical
moves.

The new president astounded all by choosing orthodox figures for key
economic policy positions, such as the finance minister and the director
of the Central Bank. International financial circles reacted warmly to Lula’s
moderate start. The foreign bankers now upgraded Brazil’s credit. Lula’s
first six months saw a letup in the foreign credit crisis.

Lula faced three fundamental challenges. The first was the need to steer
Brazil through the continuing credit crisis. On that he had made an ex-
cellent start. The second was to get the economy growing again (it had
been stagnant in the previous president’s two terms). The third was the
need to attack the country’s huge deficit in health care, education, and
housing. Judging from his first six months, Lula had met his first goal.
Progress on the second and third would take time. The question for Brazil
in the early twenty-first century is whether this president and his party, hav-
ing promised a political and moral transformation along with rapid social
change, can realize their country’s enormous promise.
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An Afro-Brazilian on the Supreme Court

In May 2003 President Lula nominated Joaquim Barbosa Gomes, a
prominent Afro-Brazilian lawyer, to the Supreme Court. He was
quickly confirmed. This was an important precedent both for the Lula
government and for Brazil. The Supreme Court had been a bastion
of white political dominance. As the nominee himself observed about
the society in which he grew up, “racial issues were taboo. Brazilian
society had a false ideology that this was a racial paradise.” The son
of a brick maker, he had financed his attendance at law school by
working in a print shop at night. He also studied at foreign law
schools, where he specialized in comparative constitutional law, mak-
ing him more cosmopolitan than most of his white judicial colleagues.
Barbosa Gomes had already announced his strong support for affir-
mative action and his belief that the Supreme Court has as one of
“its principal roles to defend minorities in the widest sense.” The
white power structure was beginning to lift the racial barriers it had
long claimed were nonexistent.



PERU

Soldiers, Oligarchs, and Indians

Any understanding of modern Peru must begin with its geography. Lo-
cated on the Pacific coast of South America, and approximately twice the
size of Texas, the country has three geographic regions: coast, sierra, and
montaña. The coastal area, arid and dry, has for centuries been dominated
by the city of Lima, whose population in the mid-1990s was nearing 6 mil-
lion (almost one-fourth the national total of 25 million). The sierra is the
Andean mountain range, a world of snowcapped peaks and chilly valleys
that contain such ancient provincial cities as Cuzco and Ayacucho. And the
montaña, on the eastern slope of the Andes, is a jungle region whose trop-
ical forests extend to the upper reaches of the Amazon River, where the
town of Iquitos is the major headwater port. Because of its inaccessibility
the montaña has until recently seen little settlement, although today colo-
nization has made it a dynamic and growing region.

These geographic features have helped to create disparate regional
economies. The coast has given rise to commercial agriculture and fishing
industries. The sierra has been an area for mining, livestock, and subsis-
tence agriculture. Notwithstanding its natural resources the montaña has
not enjoyed sustained growth; there has been a rubber boom and, in re-
cent years, cultivation of coca leaves (for the international narcotics trade),
but no sustained prosperity. More recently, however, the successful culti-
vation of coffee, sugar, and fruit (for the Lima market) has energized the
regional economy.

Ethnic variations compound these differences. Once the center of the
Inca empire, Peru continues to have a large Indian population. The 1940
census, the last to use racial categories, classified 46 percent of the popu-
lation as Indian. This was probably an undercount, since the definition of
“Indian” depended more on physical appearance than ethnic heritage. The
current figure is in all likelihood about 35 percent. It has been estimated
that there are now about 3 million speakers of Quechua in Peru and a siz-
able number of Aymara speakers as well. Indians live (and have lived)
mainly in the sierra, often in tightly knit traditional communities, perpet-
uating folkways that go back to Inca days.
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Peru has a relatively small layer of whites, a stratum that originated with
the Spanish conquerors and now makes up about one-tenth of the national
population. Aside from blacks and Asians, most of the rest consists of mes-
tizos—perhaps one-third or more of the total. As in other Latin American
countries, the mestizos occupy an ambiguous position in Peruvian society,
representing both the burdens of an oppressive past and, occasionally, the
prospects for a radically different future. Mestizos are often known in Peru
as cholos, a term sometimes used as a pejorative epithet for Indians who are
trying to pass as mixed-bloods.

Not surprisingly, this mixed ethnic background had led to widely di-
vergent interpretations of Peruvian history and society. Some writers have
violently denounced the country’s Spanish legacy. Alberto Hidalgo, for
instance, proclaimed in the early twentieth century: “I hate Spain because
it has never done anything worthwhile for humanity. Nothing, absolutely
nothing. . . . Spaniards are brutes by nature.” But Spain has also had its
apologists. Bartolomé Herrera, a nineteenth-century priest, had only
praise:

The work which the Spaniards accomplished . . . was the greatest work which
the Almighty has accomplished through the hands of man. To conquer na-
ture, to master inward fears, to dominate far-off places through the formi-
dable power of the intrepid heart, to accomplish all this and to take as the
trophy of victory a new section of the world with an immense population
which for thousands of years had been lost to civilization, and then to infuse
this world with Christianity, to introduce the fire of life into millions of mori-
bund souls, to broaden by millions of leagues the sphere of human intelli-
gence, was an accomplishment of unparalleled splendor.

The implication was clear. Peru should place its power, and its hopes, in
its citizens of European descent.

Such commentators usually denounced the Indians. They were depicted
as lazy, shiftless, hopelessly addicted to the chewing of coca leaves. The 
natives stood beyond redemption; they posted an unyielding obstacle to
national progress. If Peru had problems, they could be traced to the stub-
born survival of the heirs of the Incas.

The mestizo has also come in for criticism. Just as José Vasconcelos was
propounding his pro-mestizo ideas about “the cosmic race” in Mexico, Ale-
jandro O. Deústua offered in 1931 a biting critique of Peru. “Among us,”
he said,

the problem of the mestizo is much more grave than in other countries. The
product of the Indian in his period of moral dissolution and the Spaniard
in his era of decadence, the mestizo has inherited all the defects of each with-
out being able to conserve the remains of the gentlemanly life of the con-
queror. . . . The mixture has been disastrous for the national culture.

Miscegenation was for Deústua not a sign of social progress but a symptom
of backwardness. Peru was condemned by the racial composition it had in-
herited.

Modern Latin America182



During the twentieth century, Peruvian thinkers have sought to resolve
the haunting problem of national identity. Some have found inspiration
in the country’s Indian heritage. A notable case was José María Arguedas,
a novelist who managed to penetrate both the indigenous and creole worlds
of Peru. He was a mestizo who had lived in Indian communities as a child
and was fully bilingual in Spanish and Quechua. In Canto Kechwa (1938),
he argued that

the indigenous is not inferior. And the day on which the people of the high-
lands who still feel ashamed of the Indian discover of their own accord the
great creative possibilities of their Indian spirit, on that day, confident of
their own values, the mestizo and Indian peoples will definitely prove the equal-
ity of their own creative ability with that of the European art which now dis-
places and puts it to shame.

Arguedas found the burden of his own ethnic heritage too much to bear
and committed suicide in great despair.

Others have searched for a fusion of Spanish and Indian components,
as did Víctor Andrés Belaúnde in a book entitled Peruanidad (1957). Yet
the basic question persists: Can Peru become a unified nation?

The Independence Period

During the colonial era Peru was a major source of income for Spain. The
silver mines of Potosí in Upper Peru (now Bolivia) produced vast amounts
of wealth, particularly in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and rich
veins were subsequently found in the Peruvian sierra. The trappings of
Spanish civilization soon appeared. The University of San Marcos was
founded in 1551. The Inquisition set up court in 1569, as the church be-
came a powerful institution. Lima, an impressive metropolis for its place
and time, was worthy of its name: the City of Kings.

Peru suffered a prolonged economic crisis during the late eighteenth
century. Silver production slumped, although there was a short-lived boom
in the 1790s. The Bourbon free-trade policies reduced Peru’s share of trade
with Upper Peru and Chile, as goods now came in overland from Buenos
Aires. The creation of a viceroyalty in the Río de La Plata region curtailed
the activity and prominence of Lima’s royal bureaucracy. Túpac Amaru II
(the mestizo José Gabriel Condorcanqui) led an unsuccessful, bloody In-
dian revolt in 1780–81. Although the uprising was unrelated to the Span-
ish crown’s administrative changes, many of the elite thought the revolt’s
message was clear: Peru was in decline.

Paradoxically, the economic trend did not produce a widespread inde-
pendence movement. Lima’s intellectuals learned of the Enlightenment
and launched a liberal journal, the Mercurio Peruano, in 1791. But they did
not clamor for independence from Spain. Rather, they argued for con-
cessions within the colonial framework, for policies that would bring back
the privileges and prosperity of the pre-Bourbon era. There was a brief sep-
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aratist movement—in the sierra, under a mestizo (socially known as an In-
dian) named Mateo García Pumacahua—but it was quickly snuffed out.
While the cause of independence was sweeping through the rest of Span-
ish America, Peru remained a loyalist stronghold of the crown.

When liberation came, it was from outside. Late in 1820, having led his
troops over the Andes from Argentina to Chile, José de San Martín reached
the southern coast of Peru. Several months later the Spaniards evacuated
Lima, and on July 28, 1821, San Martín proclaimed the independence of
Peru. Recognized as the “protector” by the local populace, he began mak-
ing plans to establish a monarchy—and commissioned an agent to search
for a suitable European prince. This brought opposition from liberals, who
wanted a republican form of government, and the project disappeared af-
ter San Martín’s fateful meeting with Bolivar in late 1822 and subsequent
withdrawal from the scene.

A special assembly passed a constitution in 1823, and José de la Riva
Agüero became the country’s chief executive, but independence still had
to be won. The following year Bolívar resoundingly defeated the Spaniards
at the battle of Junín, and Antonio José Sucre delivered the coup de grâce
at Ayacucho. For all practical purposes Peru thus became free, though
Spain refused to recognize the independence of its colony.

Bolívar then proposed a confederation of Peru with Upper Peru and
Gran Colombia (Ecuador, Colombia, and Venezuela)—under his leader-
ship, of course—and secured acceptance from a timid Lima assembly in
1826. Opposition mounted, and Bolívar went northward to quell the crit-
icism, having reluctantly approved a plan for a separate Bolivia.

Caudillismo and geopolitics took hold in Peru. A series of military chief-
tains battled for the presidency, with coups and countercoups the order of
the day between 1828 and the early 1840s. General Agustín Gamarra, hav-
ing captured the presidency in 1839, attempted to subdue and annex Bo-
livia, but met his death on a battlefield in 1841.

Peruvian politics in the postindependence era presented a paradoxical
scene. Having defeated Spain through the help of outsiders, Peru found
it difficult to assert autonomy from neighboring states. Having refrained
from open conflict until the 1820s, Peru fell under the sway of military dic-
tators. And having cast off the burdens of colonial rule, Peru found many
saying its own society was in steady decline.

The economy was exceedingly weak. Fighting in the early 1820s had left
Callao, the principal port (near Lima), in a state of ruins. Landed estates
along the coast and in the sierra had been ravaged. Commerce remained
in depression. The mines were in disrepair. The national treasury was nearly
empty, and from the 1820s onward the government began to accumulate
a series of foreign debts (mainly to British lenders) that would later prove
to be nearly ruinous.

Nor had conditions improved for the Indians, who at this time composed
about 70 percent of the total population (between 1 million and 1.5 mil-
lion). The traditional tribute, formally abolished with the expulsion of
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Spain, was replaced by a head tax, the so-called contribución de indígenas.
And under the “liberal” doctrines of the era Indians were seen as individ-
uals, not communities, so they no longer enjoyed their previous special
protection. Some sought refuge as peons on estates or as workers in mines.
Others tried to pass as mestizos and find employment in the cities and towns.

The Guano Age

Nature came to Peru’s rescue. For centuries the coldness of the country’s
offshore waters, due to the Humboldt current, had attracted large num-
bers of fish. The fish in turn attracted birds, who left their droppings on
islands near the coast. Atmospheric dryness aided the preservation and cal-
cination of these deposits, known as guano, which had a high concentra-
tion of nitrogen. Guano, as the Incas had known, was a first-class fertilizer.

In 1841 the first shipment of Peruvian guano reached the port of Liv-
erpool. Thus began a half-century of export-led growth in Peru and a pe-
riod of apparent prosperity.

It was a special bonanza for the hard-pressed government. The islands
with the guano deposits were on public property, not private land. This
posed both a practical and a theoretical question for liberal policymakers:
How should a government committed to laissez-faire principles take ad-
vantage of this virtual monopoly?

The answer was found in the “consignment” system, through which the
government would lease out (usually exclusive) exploitation rights to a mer-
chant house or partnership. Under such contracts the government would
obtain a fixed share of the total value of sales, perhaps two-thirds or so,
rather than a tax on profits. The merchants, usually foreign, would receive
reimbursement for costs plus a percentage of the sale. The strategy seemed
sensible enough, since it involved the liberal state in a partnership with
private enterprise to the advantage of both.

But the consignment system had some important ramifications. One was
to place the state in constant conflict with the merchant houses. With com-
plete control of supply, the government wanted to sell the guano for as
high a price as possible. This could mean holding back on shipments in
order to keep prices up. Because of the commission arrangement, how-
ever, the merchant was more interested in the total volume of sales than
in the price of any individual shipment. After all, the merchant had the con-
tract for a specified period of time—during which the point was to sell as
much guano as possible. High prices would help, of course, but it would
be more profitable from the merchants’ viewpoint to sell large amounts of
guano at moderate prices than to sell very small amounts at high prices.
As a result, the Peruvian government and its consignees constantly bick-
ered throughout the guano age.

A second factor derived from the size of the required investment.
Though the guano itself was readily accessible, piled in open-air mounds,
its exploitation required large-scale capital investment: in ships, ware-
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houses, transportation, lodging, and wages. Moreover the government con-
tinually demanded cash advances from its leaseholders. This restricted the
pool of possible consignees to merchants with strong capital reserves, and
given the plight of the local economy, few Peruvians could take advantage
of the opportunity.

A third factor, related to the second, derived from the foreign debt. As
early as 1822 the Peruvian government negotiated a loan of 1.8 million
pounds sterling from a British banking house. Subsequent loans and ac-
cumulated interest led to a massive debt, and Peru fell behind on its pay-
ments. British bondholders became impatient and quickly saw the guano
bonanza as their salvation.

They were right. The guano trade eventually passed largely into British
hands. In 1849, just as the Peruvian legislature was approving a resolution
granting Peruvian nationals preference in the consignments, the govern-
ment negotiated a contract with the London firm of Anthony Gibbs. The
agreement authorized Gibbs to buy up debt securities from British bond-
holders at the going market price (about 40 percent less than face value)
and then allowed Gibbs to use these bonds at face value to pay for guano
shipments. The government thus took a sizable loss, while Gibbs could 
expect to make a handsome profit on sales of guano in the European 
market.

Peru became highly dependent on guano, thereby creating a single-
product export economy. By the early 1860s the government was earning
about 80 percent of its revenues from guano: this testifies to both the state’s
reliance on its consignments and the relative paucity of other exports. At
the same time, about half the government’s receipts on guano were des-
tined for English bondholders. The guano boom therefore provided little
stimulus for long-run economic growth: as Fredrick Pike has observed, “the
greater the windfall gains became, the less self-sustaining the economy
grew.”

In 1845, as the guano trade was expanding, Peru came under the rule
of its strongest nineteenth-century leader: Ramón Castilla, forty-six years
old, the intelligent, dark-eyed son of a part-Indian mother and a Spanish-
Italian father. A military officer who had distinguished himself at Junín
and Ayacucho, Castilla sought to modernize the Peruvian armed services.
Upon reaching office he submitted to Congress a national budget, the first
in the nation’s history. He promoted public works, including the con-
struction of one of Latin America’s first railroads (extending from Lima
to Callao). In foreign affairs he revived Bolívar’s dream of Spanish Amer-
ican unity, partly because he feared the southward drive of the United
States—which was bringing Mexico to its knees in 1846–48.

Castilla was succeeded in 1851 by José Rufino Echenique, whose main
contribution involved consolidation of the domestic national debt. Under
this policy the Echenique government recognized as valid all manner of
claims from citizens, usually his upper-class cronies, who testified to losses
sustained during the Wars of Independence and subsequent conflicts. The
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Echenique administration paid out about 19 million pesos in this fashion,
and according to one estimate at least 12 million pesos went for unfounded
claims. The source of the payments needed no explanation: the govern-
mental share of guano sales. Notwithstanding the corruption, the financial
reorganization led to some important internal capital accumulation.

In 1854 a disgusted Castilla ousted Echenique and resumed control.
Castilla promptly issued two far-reaching decrees: one abolishing the con-
tribución de indígenas, the other emancipating black slaves. Social legisla-
tion, too, was facilitated by the guano trade, since the government could
now afford to forgo the head tax on Indians and to indemnify plantation
owners for their slaves. Peru promptly began to tap another source of la-
bor—Chinese coolies, about 100,000 of whom came as indentured work-
ers from the mid-1850s to the mid-1870s and worked primarily in the coastal
economy (guano, sugar, cotton). Near the end of the century, Peru also
welcomed a substantial number of immigrant workers from Japan.

During his second term, which lasted to 1862, Castilla continued to sup-
port military professionalization and public education. He presided over
assemblies that produced two constitutions, a federalist document in 1856
and a centralized charter in 1860. And he continued to press for conti-
nental unity. As Castilla explained his rationale: “The relative weakness of
the South American republics, divided and isolated among themselves, is
in the judgment of this government the deplorable cause of the fact that
on many occasions we have been treated with grave lack of respect, as if
for the great international potentates there did not exist a common law of
nations.”

After Castilla’s exit, troubles developed with Spain, which had never
officially recognized Peruvian independence. Spain protested the al-
leged mistreatment of Spanish immigrants in Peru and in retaliation
seized some guano-rich islands about 100 miles south of Callao. A pro-
visional settlement sparked protests and a revolt; Mariano Ignacio Prado
came to power, and in 1866 he declared war on Spain. The conflict was
short-lived, and in 1869 Spain at last extended official recognition of
Peru’s independence.

Governments continued to face a spiraling debt. President José Balta
(1868–72) turned the problem over to Nicolás de Piérola, a thirty-year-old
wunderkind and something of a dandy, and Piérola negotiated an agree-
ment with the Parisian firm of Adolph Dreyfus. Under the plan Dreyfus as-
sumed complete responsibility for the government’s foreign debt and for-
warded additional loans—in exchange for a monopoly over the purchase
and sale of guano. In time the agreement unraveled, after Dreyfus put his
own shares on the open market, but in the short run it provided some sta-
bility to an ever-changing and chaotic situation. Piérola also made arrange-
ments for Henry Meiggs, the adventurous and unscrupulous North Amer-
ican entrepreneur, to expand railroads throughout the country. The
Dreyfus and Meiggs contracts were immediately attacked by nationalist crit-
ics as sellouts, but they were approved anyway.
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The foreign debt continued to grow. Manuel Pardo, candidate of the
country’s first political party, the Civilistas, held office from 1872 to 1876.
Thoughtful and statesman-like, a born aristocrat and self-made millionaire,
he wrestled with the debt, promoted public education, and nationalized
the nitrate fields. Clearly he was one of the most realistic and effective lead-
ers of his era. Near the end of his term he supported an army general for
the presidency, hoping such a president would be able to deal with the
continuing insurrections. In 1878, at the age of forty-four, Pardo was killed
by an assailant. Peru lost one of its finest leaders.

As it was, things became worse. The focus of the export economy shifted
south. Nitrates began to yield profits in what is now southern Peru and
northern Chile, then part of Bolivia, and Chilean investors refused to pay
new taxes on nitrates claimed by Bolivian president Hilarión Daza. In re-
taliation, Daza ordered the seizure of a Chilean-owned nitrate operation
in Antafogasta. Chile sent in troops to occupy the region. After some hes-
itation, the Peruvian government of Mariano Ignacio Prado decided to
honor an 1873 alliance with Bolivia.

Thus began the War of the Pacific (1879–83), pitting Peru and Bolivia
against Chile. It was a total disaster for Peru. Chile won a stunning mili-
tary victory and occupied Lima. In the ensuing peace treaty in 1883, Chile
gained outright control of the nitrate-rich province of Tarapacá, including
the city of Iquique; and it was to keep control of Tacna and Arica for ten
years, their subsequent fate to be decided by a plebiscite.

The War of the Pacific had far-reaching effects on all three countries.
For Chile it ushered in a nitrate boom and boosted national confidence.
For Bolivia it denied access to the sea. For Peru it was a humiliating de-
feat, which further discredited the politicians. Furthermore it increased
the debt and disrupted commerce. It was a failure in every conceivable way.

In the wake of defeat came General Andrés Cáceres, who engineered a
coup in late 1885 and governed from 1886 to 1890. Attempting to pick up
the pieces at home and to placate angry bondholders abroad, the new pres-
ident, like so many before him, looked beyond Peru for help. Cáceres began
discussions with the London bondholders. Under their plan, named for
Michael Grace, the British negotiator, Peru would satisfy its creditors by ced-
ing control of its railroads for sixty-six years, turning over all guano not needed
for domestic use, and making thirty-three annual payments of 8000 pounds
sterling. The bondholders, for their part, advanced a new loan for 6 million
pounds and promised to invest a fair share of earnings in the railroads. Amid
disagreement and controversy, the Grace Contract was finally approved in
1889. Like the Dreyfus consignment, for nationalists it has remained a sym-
bol of their government’s excessive zeal to please foreign investors.

The Grace Contract marked the end of Peru’s guano age. Deposits were
nearing exhaustion in the early 1880s, and after 1889 Peru had relatively
little surplus available for export. The cycle came to a close.

The guano boom left a deep impression on Peruvian history. It provided
a lure for foreign investors; it led to extravagance and corruption within
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the Peruvian government; and it altered social outlooks within the elite,
particularly among coastal landowners. “Popular imagination endowed fan-
tastic proportions to the improvisation of fortunes,” one writer recalled. “It
was the first time that the old forms of social life, more or less static even
during political upheaval, suffered a severe shake-up. For the first time
money emerged as the exclusive social value.” Tempted by the prospects,
landowners tried to emulate merchants, traders, and financiers. But this
did not mean the creation of an independent middle class or entrepre-
neurial middle stratum. It meant, instead, the adoption of some entre-
preneurial qualities by Peru’s coastal aristocracy.

Overview: Economic Growth and Social Change 

Since the early nineteenth century the Peruvian economy has undergone
three long cycles of export-led growth. Figure 6-1, showing the volume and
value of exports, illustrates the general pattern. The first phase, corre-
sponding to the guano age, stretched from the 1830s to the late 1870s. Af-
ter a period of oscillation, the economy recovered in the 1890s and began
a phase of expansion that lasted to the Great Depression of the 1930s. The
conclusion of World War II reopened international markets and precipi-
tated a third cycle of growth that continued to the mid-1970s, when world
prices for agricultural and other commodities went into decline.

The pattern of these trends serves to illustrate several key features of
Peru’s economic development. First, the country has remained highly de-
pendent on exports as a stimulus to growth. Policymakers have almost al-
ways focused on the international market, not domestic demand. Second,

Peru: Soldiers, Oligarchs, and Indians 189

Figure 6-1 Exports from Peru, 1830–1975: Indices of Volume and Dollar Value
(1990 � 100)
Source: Rosemary Thorp and Geoffrey Bertram, Peru 1890–1977: Growth and Policy in an Open Economy
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1978), p. 5.
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Peru has therefore remained extremely vulnerable to price swings in the
international market and thus to forces beyond its control. Third, as we
shall see, each of the three cycles has reflected the rise (and fall) of one
or more products, a fact which had led to boom-bust cycles for different
regions of the country. Fourth, twentieth-century Peru has created an 
economy in which links between the capital-intensive “modern” sector—
dominating the export-import process and mainly on the coast—and the
labor-intensive “traditional” sector—mainly low income and in the high-
lands—have not led to a systematic increase in the latter sector’s income.
And fifth, partly as a result of the domestic impact of this export-oriented
economy, Peru acquired a notably unequal pattern of income distribution.
By the mid-1980s the top 20 percent of the population received 51 percent
of the income, while the lowest 20 percent got only 5 percent of the in-
come (by the century’s end, the figures were about the same).

After the guano decline, it was mining, along with sugar and cotton, two
agricultural commodities both grown on the coast, that fed the 1890–1930
expansion. As in Cuba and elsewhere, sugar was by this time a capital-in-
tensive operation. Machinery for the modern mills was expensive, and it
took large amounts of land to feed sufficient cane to the mills. Along Peru’s
north coast, where most of the production centered, it was also a year-
round activity (in contrast to most other areas, such as Cuba, where the
rhythm of work is seasonal). As a result plantation owners, mostly Peru-
vian, developed a stationary labor force approaching 30,000 workers by the
late 1920s. Some were descendants of African slaves; some were Chinese
or Japanese; others were Indians from the sierra who came under coercive
conditions as enganchados (literally, hooked ones—indebted by cash ad-
vances).

Sugar production and exports grew especially rapidly in the mid-1890s
and again during World War I. By the 1920s productive capacity reached
320,000 tons, nearly double the prewar level. Though the market collapsed
by the end of the decade, most planters were able to survive. Their largest
export market was the United States, however, where protectionism hurt
imports, so Peru’s sugar sector fell stagnant during the 1930s.

The other major source of growth was cotton, which could be grown all
along the coast. Up to the late nineteenth century, Peruvian long-staple
cotton could not compete with the short-staple North American variety,
but technical innovations in the 1880s permitted the blending of the Pe-
ruvian product with wool. World demand increased and landowners re-
sponded. Production leapt from around 400 metric tons in 1890 to more
than 2000 metric tons in 1910 to around 6000 metric tons in 1930, by which
time cotton was accounting for 18 percent of Peruvian exports.

Cotton cultivation in Peru is a seasonal enterprise, in contrast to sugar,
and this created two kinds of labor: sharecropping (yanaconaje), by far the
most important mode, and independent production by small-scale peas-
ants. Partly for this reason ownership remained Peruvian, since foreign 
investors were reluctant to get involved in neo-feudal (i.e., nonmarket) 



relations of production. By the 1920s the labor force in cotton included
more than 40,000 people.

Foreign entrepreneurs made their mark not as landowners but as mer-
chants as they occupied crucial positions in the ginning, financing, and
marketing of cotton. Up to the 1920s they also held a virtual monopoly on
credit, and planters usually needed short-term loans from season to sea-
son. But most of the benefits went to Peruvian producers. In addition, cot-
ton cultivation provided a stimulus for domestic investment in textiles and
by-products (such as soap, candles, and cottonseed oil), but it did not lead
to a wide range of investments outside the cotton sector.

The sierra also played a part in agriculture. From the grazing lands of
the Andes came wool, accounting for more than 10 percent of exports in
the 1890s, in 1903, and in 1918–20. The highest-grade variety, from the al-
paca, was produced mainly by traditional peasants. Sheep wool came from
the largest-scale haciendas, and conflicts over land led to a wave of peas-
ant revolts early in the century. The collapse of the market in the 1920s
brought on a recession, especially for sheep raisers, but the coast-oriented
central government did not offer any relief.

The Peruvian montaña, like the Brazilian Amazon, went through a short-
lived rubber boom. Hard-driving domestic entrepreneurs such as Julio C.
Arana amassed huge fortunes, and by the turn of the century the city of
Iquitos, the key market town of the Peruvian Amazon, had grown to about
20,000 inhabitants. The boom was short-lived. Soon Peru, like Brazil, was
pushed out of the market by the more efficiently grown plantation rubber
from the Far East.

From the 1890s onward the once-dominant sector of the Peruvian econ-
omy, mining, underwent major change. In the late nineteenth century
small-scale operators concentrated on precious metals, first silver and then
gold. But Peruvian ores, located throughout the sierra, are unusually com-
plex, there often being more than one metal in a single mine. Industrial
development in the United States created a demand for nonprecious met-
als like lead, zinc, iron, and copper.

Copper became the most important mineral product up to 1930. Tech-
nological advances and railway extensions made it feasible to tap the Pe-
ruvian veins. Large-scale U.S. investment arrived in 1901, with the purchase
of the complex at Cerro de Pasco, and production quickly accelerated. By
1930 nearly half the value of all metal production came from copper, with
silver and gold now mined as a by-product of copper. Migrant serranos pro-
vided the labor force, and ownership fell almost completely under the con-
trol of foreigners, especially the Cerro de Pasco Copper Corporation and
Northern Peru Mining, a subsidiary of the American Smelting and Refin-
ing Company.

The search for, and exploitation of, petroleum also expanded in these
years, especially during World War I. Coastal fields contained notably high-
grade deposits, much sought after in the international market, and U.S.
capitalists became active in the early stages. In 1913 the International Pe-
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troleum Company (IPC), a Canadian-registered subsidiary of Standard Oil,
gained access to major fields at Negritos and La Brea-Pariñas under terms
later to become a source of simmering controversy. About 10 percent of
output went for domestic sales (since Peru did not have any coal); the rest
was for the export market, where it brought handsome profits to the own-
ers. By 1930 oil made up 30 percent of total Peruvian exports. That same
year an informed observer guessed that 50 percent of the wholesale price
abroad was clear profit for the companies.

In comparison to these export products—sugar, cotton, wool, rubber,
copper, oil—domestic activity had a minor role in the 1890–1930 cycle of
growth. Textile production expanded early in the century and then lev-
eled off. Some agricultural goods were grown for domestic consumption—
meat, potatoes, sweet potatoes, maize—but a fair amount of production
and exchange took place within subsistence economies and not in the
money economy.

The depression and World War II then altered the international pic-
ture and prompted a modest reorientation of the Peruvian economy,
but—in contrast to their counterparts in Argentina, Mexico, and Brazil—
national policymakers did not even try to embark on a sustained pro-
gram of import-substitution industrialization. When opportunity beck-
oned in the late 1940s, they turned instead to a tried-and-true strategy:
export-led growth with ample room for foreign investment and integra-
tion of Peru’s economy with the international economy, above all the
U.S. economy.
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Peruvian Lord of the Skies

Jorge Chávez (1887–1910) was a high-spirited Peruvian of aristocratic
bearing who became a pioneer in the field of aviation. Born in Paris,
Chávez was gifted, energetic, curious—an outstanding athlete with in-
terests in the arts, automobiles, and especially airplanes. In 1910 he
took part in a number of aviation exhibitions around Europe and 
established a world record for altitude (2652 meters) at Issy-Les-
Molineaux. In September of that year he successfully traversed the
Alps, something that had never been done before. But as Chávez
came in for the landing, his plane suddenly folded and crashed. He
died from injuries several days later. His last words, according to one
witness, were “higher, higher still.”

For his courage and daring, Jorge Chávez was praised by kings and
eulogized by poets of the era. His feat is remembered in Europe and
Latin America as comparable in its time to Charles Lindbergh’s cross-
ing of the Atlantic in the 1920s. Chávez’s remains returned to Peru
in 1957, and his name now graces the international airport in Lima.



Most economic sectors joined in the postwar cycle, albeit with some im-
portant changes. Sugar production expanded in the 1960s, as Peru received
a share of the U.S. market quota that was taken away from Cuba, and Pe-
ruvian sugar workers began to organize a militant union movement. Cot-
ton output went up from 182,000 tons per year in 1945–49 to 381,000 tons
in 1960–64 and then declined, partly because of oversupply in the world
market and partly because of competition from synthetic textiles. Yana-
conaje was joined by paid labor and cash rentals in the production process,
and sharecroppers managed to enhance their bargaining position. Sheep
wool virtually disappeared from the export list, though the high-grade al-
paca trade continued on a modest scale.

Mining underwent its own diversification. Copper retained its preemi-
nence. Iron ore received attention and was developed by the Marcona Min-
ing Company, a conglomerate whose major participant was the Utah Con-
struction Company. Even as mining moved into other metals, U.S.
investment remained predominant. The same was true for petroleum,
though its relative weight among exports declined throughout the 1960s.

One new commodity contributed importantly to the overseas balance of
trade: fishmeal, which came to be widely used in the U.S. animal-feed in-
dustry (especially for poultry and pigs). From a standing start in the 1950s,
Peru leapt ahead to become the world’s leading fishing country by volume
in 1964, with 18 percent of the total world catch, and it was producing about
40 percent of the world’s fishmeal supply. The leading entrepreneurs were
neither foreign nor elite: like Luis Banchero Rossi, the legendary anchovy
tycoon, they were from the local middle class. Nature then played a cruel
trick. Changes in the offshore ocean currents, first in 1965 and again in 1972,

Peru: Soldiers, Oligarchs, and Indians 193

Silver refining at Cerro de
Pasco in the early 1900s fea-
tured large-scale technol-
ogy. (Courtesy of the Li-
brary of Congress.)



along with overfishing, led to the disappearance of the fishing grounds. Just
as quickly as Peru had found a new source of wealth, it vanished.

Manufacturing added another dimension to the country’s economic 
picture. Some industrial growth occurred in the 1950s, but it tended to 
be export supporting rather than import substituting: it focused on by-
products of export goods, often for the overseas market, rather than on
the replacement of imported goods for the Peruvian market. This pattern
started shifting around 1960 as industrial output began to include such
items as cement, chemicals, and consumer durables. Because of liberal le-
gal provisions, it was the foreign sector, not local investors, that took ad-
vantage of this opportunity. During the 1960s at least 164 major foreign
corporations, many of them multinational, came into Peru. By 1968 man-
ufacturing accounted for 20 percent of the gross national product (com-
pared to 15 percent for agriculture, 14 percent for commerce, 6 percent
for mining), and in 1970 the industrial sector included 14.5 percent of the
labor force.

Exports nonetheless continued to be paramount, and, as shown in Table
6-1, copper was the country’s leading export by the mid-1970s. Metals made
up 44 percent of the total in 1976 and about 39 percent in 1985. Fishmeal,
having recovered somewhat from the setback of the early 1970s, earned 13
percent but then plummeted again. Sugar, cotton, and coffee were signif-
icant exports in the 1970s, but dropped off the list of top products by the
1980s.

Indeed, the table demonstrates that Peru has had a diversity of export
products since the 1890s. The relative importance of products has
changed—sometimes dramatically, as in the cases of rubber and oil—but
Peru has not relied on a one-product export economy since the guano age.
To this extent the country has been fortunate.

By the mid-1960s processes of economic change had led to fundamental
alterations in the country’s social structure. At the top was the traditional
elite, the so-called forty-four families, but it was by no means monolithic. The
coastal segment of the aristocracy had since the 1890s become involved in
commercial agriculture and in export-import transactions. It was a cos-
mopolitan group, shrewd and well educated, with its center of action in the
capital city of Lima. It took a flexible, pragmatic approach to matters at hand,
often collaborating with foreign investors and frequently permitting newly
rich investors and military officers to join its social circles.

The serrano elite was in general more traditional, both in its attitudes
and in its insularity. The provincial patrón was bound to the land and main-
tained an intimate (though hierarchical) relationship with the working
peón. At the same time, many of these landowners had carried out major
innovations in agriculture, including dairy farming in the north and live-
stock raising in the center and south. This gave the sierra a new economic
impulse.

In terms of political power, the serrano elite had since the 1890s relied
on the support of the coast to bolster its position and help put down re-
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bellions. By the 1960s the serrano oligarchy found its local authority erod-
ing badly. For one thing, many peons had left the haciendas, looking for
jobs either in the sugar or cotton plantations on the coast or in the min-
ing camps of the mountains. Second, the rural gendarmerie was replaced
by the national Guardia Civil. And in addition, Indians and Indian com-
munities acquired increasing legal protection during the twentieth cen-
tury. By the 1960s, as if in admission of defeat, frustrated landlords gave
up dealing with recalcitrant peons and simply turned their haciendas over
to pasture.

The lower class—probably 80 percent of the population, if not more—
was heterogeneous. It included the rural proletariat on the sugar planta-
tions, tenant farmers and hired hands in the cotton fields, and peasants
and subsistence farmers in the sierra. It included wage earners on fishing
boats, miners in the mountains, and organized workers in the cities. It in-
cluded domestic servants in Lima, peons in the countryside, and residents
of suburban squatter settlements. It included speakers of Aymara and
Quechua, on the fringes of national society, as well as workers taking part
in downtown strikes. It was a large-scale stratum, divided along three di-
mensions: between workers and peasants, between coast and sierra, be-
tween non-Indian and Indian. Yet in practice, network and family lines of-
ten bridged these divisions, and migration helped to reduce once-major
geographic gaps.

And there were, of course, people in between, middle sectors if not yet
a middle class (in the sense of a cohesive, self-aware social class that
emerged in nineteenth-century West Europe), mostly living in urban ar-
eas. Significantly, according to one estimate for the 1960s, nearly one-half
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Table 6-1 Composition of Peruvian Exports, 1890–1985

Percentage Share of Principal Exports
by Value*

Products 1890 1930 1976 1985

Sugar 28 11 7 —
Cotton 9 18 6 —
Coffee — 0.3 9 —
Fishmeal — — 13 4
Silver 33 4 11 5
Copper 1 10 17 16
Lead — � 7 4 7
Zinc — 11 9
Rubber 13 — — —
Oil and Petroleum Products — 30 — 22

*Columns do not add up to 100 because of the exclusion of some export items.
Sources: Rosemary Thorp and Geoffrey Bertram, Peru 1890–1977: Growth and Policy in an Open Economy
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1978), pp. 40, 153; James W. Wilkie and Peter Reich, eds., Statis-
tical Abstract of Latin America, 19 (Los Angeles: UCLA Latin American Center, 1978), Table 2732; and
James W. Wilkie and José Guadalupe Ortega, eds., Statisical Abstract of Latin America, 33 (Los Angeles:
UCLA Latin American Center, 1997), Table 2402.



the income-earners in the middle sectors had positions in government—
including the military. Bureaucracy, it seems, as well as commerce, had
turned into the ultimate middle-sector occupation.

Through these transformations Peruvian society became more urban.
The national population grew from 3 million in 1900 to 17.7 million in
1980, and the urban proportion increased in that same period from 6 per-
cent to 45 percent (as of 1975). Lima maintained its preeminent position,
but other cities grew as well. Although not as urbanized as Argentina or
Chile, Peru was on a level equal to Brazil. It was a complex and changing
society, one that clearly held the potential for political conflict. Let us now
turn back to Peruvian political history, to see how that conflict emerged.

Oligarchic Rule

The military continued to dominate Peruvian politics in the early 1890s.
General Andrés Cáceres and Colonel Remigio Morales Bermúdez ex-
changed power between 1885 and 1895, as the Grace Contract received
approval from the Congress, but then politics changed under the influ-
ence of new ideas. Just as Argentina gave birth to its Generation of 1880
and Mexico was fostering its científicos, Peru produced a similar class of
civilian leaders. Highly educated, neopositivistic by training, and liberal by
outlook, they comprised a curious breed: for lack of a better phrase, they
might be classified as aristocratic technocrats.

Their initial spokesman was Nicolás de Piérola, who, as José Balta’s brash
young treasury minister, had negotiated the questionable Dreyfus contract
of 1869. Now more experienced, and as both a mystical Catholic and a sci-
entific revolutionist, he sought to reconcile idealism and materialism. To
advance his position and gain supporters, he created the Democratic
Party—the country’s second political party, the first being the Civilistas—
and in 1895 he became president.

Eager to promote the export-led expansion starting in the 1890s, Piérola
moved to strengthen Peru’s credit rating. He tightened tax legislation and
increased duties on commerce, which led to a doubling of government in-
come during his four-year term. The resumption of payments on the for-
eign debt restored the country’s standing with merchants and creditors
abroad. Piérola also established a ministry of development (ministerio de fo-
mento) to assist local entrepreneurs and to establish a means for govern-
mental participation in economic growth.

In politics, Piérola put through a direct suffrage law and strengthened
municipal governments. Perhaps hoping to diminish the prospect of mil-
itary intervention, he undertook to professionalize the armed forces, and
in 1898, just as Chile and Argentina were bringing in German missions, he
invited a French military advisory team to help modernize the Peruvian
forces. A clever politician, intent on civilian rule and quick to seize ad-
vantages, Piérola earned an appropriately ambiguous sobriquet: “the de-
mocratic caudillo.”
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After Piérola stepped down, Peruvian politics entered an era of “bossism”
known as gamonalismo. Effective competition for power was restricted to
the upper-class elite. Elections took place but ballots were not secret, so
landowners could herd their workers and peons to the polls and be sure
they voted correctly. Hacendados from the sierra had themselves elected to
the national Congress, where they customarily supported the president—
in exchange for unchecked powers in their own local arenas. And the
coastal elite, consolidating its control of economic policy, pursued the path
of export-led growth. The careful alliances Piérola had formed with
landowners were functioning well.

The untimely death of President Manuel Candamo in 1904 precipitated
a brief succession crisis that was resolved by the election of José Pardo. An
activist, Pardo supported education, increasing its share of government ex-
penditure in his presidency from 9.6 percent to 17.2 percent, and he put
forward proposals for social and labor legislation (which Congress greeted
with skepticism). Through his able treasury minister, Augusto B. Leguía,
he set up a series of public agencies to define and strengthen the state’s
role in the promotion of economic development. The most prominent of
these was the Peruvian Steamship Company (Compañía Peruana de Vapores).

As though to ratify this economic policy, Leguía assumed the presidency
after uncontested elections in 1908. He himself had been a highly suc-
cessful businessman, with interests in insurance and exports, and he had
served as president of the National Bank of Peru. Once in office he es-
tablished a state-run agency for guano, now channeled entirely to domes-
tic consumption. Confronted by a haphazard revolt in 1909, he jailed his
opponents. Throughout his career, in fact, Leguía showed much more con-
cern with the substance of policies than with the procedures of consulta-
tion. Disdaining politics, absorbed in administration, Leguía staked his
claim for law and order.

Ironically enough, Leguía was succeeded by an erratic populist,
Guillermo Billinghurst, who won the 1912 elections. Organized labor had
made a timorous appearance in Peru in 1904, with strikes in textile mills
and other factories, and 1911 witnessed some serious protests against in-
flation. A prosperous businessman and journalist, the grandson of a British
naval officer, Billinghurst had been a popular mayor of Lima. Gaining the
support of the masses—and of a segment of the ruling elite—Billinghurst
campaigned on a platform that included the promise for a bigger loaf of
bread for five cents. Hence his nickname, “Big Bread” Billinghurst.

Billinghurst’s hope was to reconcile the interests of workers and owners
under the mantle of enlightened capitalism. Having a touch of the dema-
gogue, he was comparable in ways to Argentina’s Hipólito Yrigoyen. He
proposed public housing and proclaimed support for an eight-hour day,
and in 1913 he secured congressional approval for labor legislation that
guaranteed collective bargaining. He studied the condition of the peasants
but, sensing his limits, took no action there. Billinghurst’s following was in
the cities, not the countryside, and he began to encourage street demon-
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strations in support of his policies. Aghast at such events, the elite closed
ranks against the president. In 1914 Billinghurst fell victim to a military
coup.

The next year power reverted to civilian technocrats, and José Pardo,
president in 1904–8, began another four-year term. Despite his own sta-
tus as a practicing Catholic, he oversaw the promulgation of a law estab-
lishing religious toleration. As World War I continued, he finally severed
relations with Germany, partly in hopes of gaining U.S. support against
technically neutral but pro-German Chile. Pardo put through some labor
legislation, including regulations for women and children. Billinghurst
was right to worry about this sector, as it was here that Pardo faced the
greatest challenge. In January 1919, as labor protests erupted in Buenos
Aires and Santiago and São Paulo, workers in Lima-Callao proclaimed a
three-day general strike. Supported by students mobilized from the Uni-
versity of San Marcos, they demanded lower food prices, an eight-hour
day, and enactment of other legislation. Pardo had to call out the army
to disperse the workers, and in the wake of the violence he acceded in
part to their demands.

The clashes of 1919 also led to the formation of Peru’s most important
labor organization, the Regional Peruvian Labor Federation (Federación
Obrera Regional Peruana, or FORP). Its leadership was moderate and sought,
unsuccessfully as it turned out, industrywide and nationwide collective bar-
gaining. By mid-1919 a Socialist Party and a Workers’ Party had also ap-
peared, more Marxist in approach, but labor organization and activism
were still in their early stages.

Leguía: The Oncenio

In the midst of this confusion, former president Augusto B. Leguía re-
turned from abroad, gathered widespread support, and won the 1919 elec-
tion. Then he executed a masterful plan. Claiming that Pardo and the Con-
gress were plotting to annul his victory, Leguía got military backing for a
coup. On July 4 he and his comrades seized the national palace, sent Pardo
off to exile, dissolved the legislature, and ensconced themselves in power.
Thus began Leguía’s dictatorship, a watershed remembered throughout
Peru as the oncenio, or eleven-year rule.

After a hastily arranged inauguration, Leguía defined the goals for his
regime. “I have come not only to liquidate the old state of affairs,” he is
reported to have said, “but also to detain the advance of communism which,
because it is premature among us, would produce dreadful consequences.”
Reacting to the red scare of 1919, Leguía proposed to siphon off working-
class discontent by building a coalition between capital and labor, an al-
liance that would herald the foundation of a nueva patria (new fatherland)
for Peru. Ironically Leguía was seeking to complete the task undertaken
by Billinghurst, the chief executive who had himself sent Leguía off to ex-
ile some time before.
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The first step was to tighten the grip on political power. In 1920 a pli-
ant constitutional assembly devised a new charter that legitimized Leguía’s
rule and charted a course for the state’s role in the economy. The gov-
ernment was given explicit powers to set prices, impose taxes, and moni-
tor labor-management relations. It was to assume responsibility for the ed-
ucation and assimilation of the Indians. And it was to frame its policies
without the tangled executive-congressional relations that had bedeviled
previous administrations: every five years there were to be simultaneous
elections of the president and both legislative houses, thus virtually assur-
ing working majorities for the chief executive.

Leguía was able to consolidate such power in part because of the fragility
and decline of the old-line political parties—Civilista, Democratic, Liberal,
and Constitutionalist. In fact, they were never strong institutions. They had
been personal vehicles, creations of individual caudillos, not stable and self-
perpetuating organizations. By 1920 they were unable to meet rising chal-
lenges, either from the masses or Leguía, and they quietly withered away.
With only one exception, in fact, Peruvian politics has ever since seen a
relative absence of strong and durable parties.

Leguía aggressively silenced his critics. The minister of the interior, Ger-
mán Leguía y Martinez, a cousin of his known as “The Tiger,” had a free
hand in forcing opponents out of the country. The regime exiled Antonio
Miró Quesada, the publisher of El Comercio, and later seized La Prensa and
turned it into a pro-government newspaper. The dictator dismissed dissi-
dent professors from university chairs and turned as well against students
who had once hailed him as their “mentor.” In 1924 Leguía even appro-
priated religion to his side, when he dedicated the republic of Peru to the
Sacred Heart of Jesus. The opposition demonstrators were easily repressed.
He used the occasion to arrest and deport at least thirty university students,
among them a rising young leader by the name of Víctor Raúl Haya de la
Torre.

Other forms of discontent were dispatched with equal efficiency. In ful-
fillment of the 1920 constitution, Leguía created an office of Indian affairs
under the activist direction of Hildebrando Castro Pozo. As the bureau be-
gan investigating land titles and other ticklish matters, however, the ga-
monales (rural bosses) reacted, and Leguía took action. In 1923 he sent the
army to crush an Indian uprising in the sierra. Despite public rhetoric,
peasants and Indians had no genuine place in the Leguía coalition.

To construct the “new fatherland,” Leguía undertook a vigorous pro-
gram of public works. With earnings from the export trade he invested in
transportation and infrastructure, improving roads and bridges and build-
ing 600 new miles of railroad. Some of the workforce came from the in-
famous conscripción vial (highway conscription), which forced poor rural
males into unpaid construction work. And he encouraged foreign invest-
ment. By 1925 the Cerro de Pasco Copper Corporation holdings came to
about 50 million dollars, and IPC was preparing to exploit the La Brea-
Pariñas oil fields.
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The cornerstone of Leguía’s economic policy was, of course, promotion
of the export-import model of growth. A post–World War I slump in for-
eign-exchange receipts put pressure on the system, but it did not lead to
support for industrial development. Even before World War I, Peru had
begun to buy most of its imports from the United States rather than from
Europe, so the wartime cutoff in supply was not as severe as for some other
Latin American countries. The postwar slowdown in trade reduced the
amount of capital available for investment, of course, and entrepreneurs
put what they had into relatively safe ventures—including areas favored by
Leguía’s public-works program, such as construction or real estate. Con-
sequently all major partners in Peru’s capitalist elite—merchants, bankers,
and importers—expressed alarm when the terms of trade began leading
to the depreciation of the nation’s currency. (Even though devaluation
boosts exports and is often favored by commodity producers, the Peruvian
elite on this occasion was more interested in retaining its capacity to im-
port goods from abroad or to invest in the international market.) The
Leguía administration listened. In 1922 the central bank sold off a large
share of gold and foreign reserves, and in the mid-1920s a large-scale loan
was raised for the express purpose of maintaining a high exchange rate
for the Peruvian sol.

Leguía pursued an active foreign policy with bordering states. In 1927
his government settled a long-standing boundary dispute with Colombia.
Two years later, in 1929, he reached an agreement with Chile: the north-
ern province of Tacna would go to Peru, and Arica would remain under
Chile’s control. The War of the Pacific, so catastrophic for Peru, finally
came to the end of its diplomatic coda.

Within this carefully constructed political environment, Leguía had no
trouble getting reelected in 1924 and 1929. He seemed invincible. His sup-
porters controlled the Congress, while his opponents were in exile or jail.
Throughout the 1920s he functioned as the quintessential aristocratic tech-
nocrat. Like the científicos of prerevolutionary Mexico, Leguía and his fol-
lowers made economic policy to fit the prescription of export-oriented cap-
italist expansion. But as in the case of Mexico, it could not last forever.

The Reformist Critique

Peru’s checkered history since independence inspired various types of in-
ternal criticism. Some critics blamed the Indians, some denounced the
Spaniards. Some sought to uplift the country with new ideals or new em-
bodiments of spiritual traditions, while others focused on the material base
of national progress. Among these intellectuals three deserve special at-
tention: Manual González Prada, José Carlos Mariátegui, and Víctor Raúl
Haya de la Torre.

González Prada, born in 1848 of aristocratic Spanish parentage, hoped
to rekindle patriotic spirits after the War of the Pacific. Peru had lost its
moral bearing, he thought, and the false prosperity of the guano age had
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led to degeneration. “Riches served as an element of corruption,” accord-
ing to González Prada, “not of material progress. . . . No means of acqui-
sition seemed illicit. The people would have thrown themselves into a sewer
if at the bottom they had glimpsed a golden sol. Husbands sold their wives,
fathers their daughters, brothers their sisters. . . . ” Influenced by European
socialism in the 1890s, Gonzalez Prada excoriated both capitalism and
Catholicism. Peru should seek renewal by joining forces with its Indians to
topple, by violence if necessary, the prevailing system. The time to act was
now. “Old people to the grave,” he declared in a famous rallying cry, “the
youth to work.”

One of Leguía’s sharpest critics was José Carlos Mariátegui, a writer and
journalist of humble origin. At heart a socialist, he became a spokesman
for pro-Indian indigenismo. “Socialism preaches solidarity with and the re-
demption of the working classes,” he characteristically reasoned. “Four-
fifths of Peru’s working classes consist of Andean Indians. Therefore, so-
cialism means the redemption of these Indians.” How? Land was the
answer. “The Indian question derives from our economy. It has its roots
in the system of land tenure. Every effort to solve it with administrative or
protective measures, with educational methods or road-building projects,
represents a superficial labor as long as the feudalism of the great landown-
ers exists.” As for those who agonized over Peru’s supposed racial deca-
dence, Mariátegui had a tart response: “The degeneracy of the Peruvian
Indian is a cheap invention of legal lickspittles at the feudal table.” In sum,
he wanted to create a utopian society by drawing on and adapting the 
collectivism of the Incan empire, especially the communal ayllu form of
organization.

In 1926 Mariátegui launched an influential journal, Amauta, a wide-
ranging review of art and politics. His most famous collection of writings
appeared in book form as Seven Interpretive Essays on Peruvian Reality. In
1929 he helped found a Socialist Party which soon became an affiliate of
the Communist International. In 1930, at the age of thirty-five, he died of
a chronic illness. Peru, and Latin America as a whole, lost one of its most
creative political thinkers.

A colleague and rival of his was Víctor Raúl Haya de la Torre, who as a
student had been exiled by Leguía in 1924. That same year, in Mexico City,
Haya de la Torre founded what he called the American Revolutionary Pop-
ular Alliance (Alianza Popular Revolucionaria Americana, or APRA). Sharing
some of Mariátegui’s insights, Haya intended to create a practical instru-
ment for action. A rather grandiose scheme, APRA proclaimed a five-point
program for the redemption of “Indo-America”: resistance to Yankee im-
perialism; political unity of Latin America (Indo-America); nationalization
of land and industry; internationalization of the Panama Canal; and, most
generally, solidarity with the oppressed around the world. For Peru, he
eventually declared a more specific program: state control of the economy,
long-run nationalization of key sectors, and the protection of political free-
doms and human rights.
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A brilliant organizer and electrifying speaker, Haya de la Torre later founded
the Aprista (APRA) party in Peru. Underneath its populist rhetoric lay a con-
cern for the welfare of the middle sectors in society. As Haya once put it: “It
is this middle group that is being pushed to ruination by the process of im-
perialism. . . . The great foreign firms extract our wealth and then sell it out-
side our country. Consequently, there is no opportunity for our middle class.
This, then, is the abused class that will lead the revolution.”

Revolution or not, because or in spite of its middle-sector base, APRA
was to become the most enduring political party in the history of Peru. Un-
til its inglorious decline in the late 1980s, it was to have a significant im-
pact on the course of national politics.

Flirting with Alternatives

The Great Depression took an immediate toll on the Peruvian economy.
Export earnings plummeted (as shown in Figure 6-1). Profits shrank and
discontent grew. In the face of crisis, the helplessness and decadence of
the Leguía government prompted anger and contempt. In August 1930 a
young military officer, Luis M. Sánchez Cerro, led an uprising in Arequipa
that ended by ousting Leguía (who later died in prison).

Sánchez Cerro became the presiding officer of a military junta, and Peru
embarked on a new political era. Of modest background, unmistakably
cholo, Sánchez Cerro brought a distinct touch to the executive office. As
he campaigned throughout the country, both to gain legitimacy for the
junta and to advance his personal ambitions, he built a strong popular fol-
lowing. He did not offer a coherent ideology, but he was clearly attempt-
ing to forge a populist coalition between selected aristocratic elements and
the working masses. In March 1931, in a fit of frustration, he resigned his
post and sailed off to Europe. A few months later he returned, this time
as the presidential candidate of the Revolutionary Union. His main oppo-
nent was Haya de la Torre and the Aprista party.

The 1931 campaign proved to be one of the most fateful and contro-
versial events in Peruvian history. Sánchez Cerro called for agrarian re-
form, rural extension programs, and assimilation of the Indians: “So long
as we do not consider all of our people, Indian and non-Indian, to be Pe-
ruvians, with the same rights and duties, there will never emerge the unity
which is the indispensable element of the nation.” Haya de la Torre coun-
tered by stressing the evils of imperialism as well as the existence of social
inequities. It was an intense campaign, marked by violence and mutual ac-
cusations. Aprismo (as the APRA movement was known) revealed an elec-
toral stronghold in the northern coast region, particularly in the sugar-
growing areas around Trujillo, where economic modernization had led to
social dislocation and popular frustration over the destruction of the tra-
ditional society; the party received ample support in Lima and elsewhere
as well. But in the end it was Sánchez Cerro who won with an official tally
of 152,062 votes to 106,007 for Haya de la Torre.
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Polarization ensued. The Aprista movement, with its Marxist premises,
offered a left-wing critique of Peruvian society. There was also a formida-
ble movement on the right. As in Argentina, some conservatives openly
sympathized with fascism. José de la Riva Agüero was eloquent on the sub-
ject. “Up with Catholicism,” he declared, “up with the corporate state and
fascism, with order, hierarchy, and authoritarianism.” It was time, he said,
for decisive action:

There can be no middle ground. Either to the right or to the left. Democ-
racy, capitalism, the liberal tradition, all represent a middle ground which is
really disguised communism or else the certain road to it. . . . The only so-
lution is to return to the medieval, Catholic, Hispanic tradition as now em-
bodied in fascism.

Not surprisingly, Francisco Franco’s right-wing movement in Spain had nu-
merous adherents in Peru during the Spanish Civil War.

Tension continued to mount. In early 1932 a young Aprista tried to as-
sassinate Sánchez Cerro. The president was now determined to crack down
on the Apristas. But they had their own plan—for an insurrection in the
provincial city of Trujillo. The rebels succeeded in taking the entire city,
including the army garrison. A powerful military column soon surrounded
the Apristas, who decided to flee. In the ensuing panic, and perhaps even
by top Aprista orders, the insurgents executed some ten military officers,
fifteen policemen, and twenty-five civilians, all hostages. When the invad-
ing government troops discovered this atrocity, they summarily executed
at least 1000 (the estimates ran as high as 6000) of the local residents who
were suspected of giving armed support to the Apristas. This ugly exchange
of murders set the tone for APRA-army relations thereafter. For the army
it took on the character of a blood feud and convinced many officers that
they must never let APRA come to power.

Meanwhile, Sánchez Cerro was attempting to consolidate his power and
pushed through a new constitution. In April 1933 another Aprista gunman
succeeded in assassinating the president. Beset by yet another crisis, Con-
gress elected General Oscar R. Benavides to serve out the remainder of the
presidential term.

As Benavides took office Peru entered a phase of economic transition,
a period that held out the possibility of reducing the country’s dependence
on international markets and investments. Led by cotton, exports began
to recover after 1933. But because of the depression, and later on World
War II, foreign capital beat a steady retreat: the proportion of exports pro-
duced by foreign-owned firms fell from around 60 percent at the end of
the 1920s to 30 percent or less in the late 1940s. (By 1967 it would climb
up to 50 percent.) Local entrepreneurs, sometimes with government help,
gained increasing control of lead and zinc and of some gold and silver as
well. Petroleum output went up throughout the 1930s. Industrial capacity
was modest, but it nonetheless appeared that Peru was becoming able to
redirect its economy if it so chose.
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Benavides showed some desire to seize the chance. In 1934 his govern-
ment began the state-directed development of petroleum. Trade doubled
from 1933 to 1936, and the sol remained stable against the dollar. Bena-
vides used a fair share of governmental receipts for public works and so-
cial projects, including road construction, working-class housing, and a
compulsory social security system. He supported an agricultural bank
founded in 1931 to give credit to cotton planters and other landowners,
thus reducing the role of foreign merchant houses.

In the political arena Benavides tried to reduce polarization and to
achieve a national consensus. Settlement of a border dispute with Colom-
bia earned him both applause and time, but the going proved to be
rough. At first he offered amnesty to imprisoned Apristas but then, as
conflict intensified, he appointed the pro-fascist Riva Agüero as his prime
minister. Crackdowns followed. In 1936 Benavides annulled elections
won by an Aprista-backed candidate and held on to power for three more
years.

In 1939 the presidency passed to Manuel Prado, a moderate civilian who
adopted a conciliatory posture toward the Apristas. All major parties ex-
pressed support for Prado’s pro-Allied stance in World War II. Peru also
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won a brief military clash and diplomatic triumph in a boundary conflict
with Ecuador. Foreign affairs seemed to be having a healing effect.

Electoral triumph in 1945 went to José Luis Bustamante y Rivero, who
ran as the candidate of the National Democratic Front—with APRA’s sup-
port. He soon faced a series of political struggles, as Aprista delegates to
Congress sought to curtail executive authority. Inflation and food short-
ages presented serious socioeconomic challenges. And amid public con-
troversy, Bustamante approved a contract giving IPC permission to search
for oil in the Sechura desert.

Together, Prado and Bustamante furthered the modest reorientation of
the Peruvian economy. They vastly increased government spending (which
Benavides had tried to keep in check). They introduced a fixed exchange-
rate system, and they established import controls along with the rationing
of foreign exchange. And they launched a scheme for a state-controlled
iron and steel plant. In short, they modified the path of Peru’s economic
development in at least two crucial respects: they strengthened the role of
the state, and they reduced the reliance on exports and imports. All of
which prompted the wrath of export producers, particularly the sugar
planters.

A central thrust of the Prado-Bustamante policy was the diversification
of agriculture, and this entailed a series of measures which the sugar barons
correctly saw as threatening: increased export taxes; rationing of guano;
pressure to cultivate food crops; and, in 1941, an insistence that sugar pro-
ducers satisfy domestic-market quotas before exporting to overseas mar-
kets. Taking advantage of the hullabaloo over the Sechura contract, which
aroused strong nationalist sentiment, the coastal elite supported a military
move against the Bustamante government. In 1948 General Manuel A.
Odría seized power.

Economic Liberalism and Political Vacillation

The Odría coup of 1948 constitutes another watershed for contemporary
Peru. In economics it led to restoration of the open, export-led model of
growth. In politics it ushered in an era of uncertainty, of dictatorial rule
and electoral confusion. The contradictions in this system would eventu-
ally come forth with startling clarity.

Under the watchful eye of the elite, the Odría regime adopted pro-
planter measures. The exchange rate was freed, import restrictions were
lifted, foreign investment was encouraged in mining and oil, and advice
was sought from U.S. experts on currency stabilization. All in all, as Rose-
mary Thorp and Geoffrey Bertram observe, the Odría government under-
took to implement “that dream of orthodox development economists,” a
vision that would be pursued till 1968: “an export-led system in which cycli-
cal balance-of-payments difficulties were handled by domestic demand re-
straint and exchange devaluation, in which the entry of foreign capital and
the repatriation of profits were virtually unrestricted and in which gov-
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ernment intervention and participation were kept to a minimum.” Partic-
ularly in this last respect, Peru seemed out of step with the rest of Latin
America. Notes another economist, Shane Hunt: “In a continent that was 
witnessing ever-increasing state intervention in economic life in country 
after country, Peru . . . turned around to begin a march in the other 
direction. . . .”

To tighten his hold on authority, Odría immediately went after his op-
ponents, especially Apristas. Haya de la Torre managed to escape impris-
onment by seeking refuge in the Colombian embassy, where he remained
for more than five years, awaiting safe conduct out of the country. Dissent
was stifled, and civil liberties became precarious.

Odría consolidated his position by winning the 1950 elections—there
was no opposition—and proceeded to impose his regime. Rather con-
sciously, he began to emulate the style and manner of Argentina’s Juan
Perón. He courted working-class masses, more so in the coastal cities than
in the rural sierra. He lavished funds on ostentatious public works, most
notably in Lima. He developed a personalistic following. And with the aid
of his wife, María Delgado de Odría, he sought to mobilize women in sup-
port of the regime, extending suffrage to females in 1955.

A decline in export earnings after the end of the Korean War in 1953
brought Odría’s heyday to a close. Unemployment mounted, inflation in-
creased, and workers went on strike. Civilian oligarchs expressed appre-
hension over Odría’s capricious form of rule. Under pressure, Odría fi-
nally consented to free elections in 1956.

The leading contenders that year were former president Manuel Prado,
supported by the Apristas, and a political newcomer named Fernando Be-
laúnde Terry, candidate of the National Front of Democratic Youth. Be-
laúnde, a University of Texas–trained architect from a prominent family,
began to articulate the hopes and frustrations of the country’s educated
middle sectors. But his time had not yet arrived. The winner was Prado,
with 568,000 votes; Belaunde, with 458,000, came in a respectable second.

Prado brought in a period of political liberalization, permitting trade-
union organization and allowing communists as well as Apristas to operate
freely. By the end of his term, organized labor could claim about 330,000
members. Through his economics minister, the aristocratic Pedro Beltrán,
he continued Odría’s policies, emphasizing exports and foreign enterprise.
A program for “shelter and land” (techo y tierra) was proclaimed in the name
of the peasants, but little was done about it.

The next presidential election, in 1962, offered a clear picture of polit-
ical forces in Peru. The presidential candidates were Haya de la Torre, at
last able to run on the Aprista platform; Belaúnde, who had created a new
organization called Popular Action; and the always hopeful Odría, at the
head of the Unión Nacional Odriísta. The only genuinely institutional party
was APRA; the others were personal vehicles for their respective leaders.
Partly for this reason, Haya won the largest number of votes (557,000), but
his scant plurality of 33 percent meant that the outcome would have to be
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A Church for the People

For centuries the Catholic Church exercised a largely conservative in-
fluence in Latin America. This was especially true in Peru—until Gus-
tavo Gutiérrez came along. Born in 1928, Gutiérrez trained for the
priesthood in Europe in the 1950s. During the 1960s he joined a net-
work of Catholic reformers seeking to apply the teachings of the Sec-
ond Vatican Council (1962–65) to Latin American conditions. Influ-
enced by classical Marxism and by dependency theory, Gutiérrez
came to champion the liberation of the poor. In 1968 he coathored
the central texts of the famous Medellín conference of Latin Ameri-
can bishops that denounced social and economic inequality and pro-
claimed that the church should exercise a “preferential option for
the poor.” In his classic book Teología de la liberación (1971), Gutiér-
rez proposed that Christian theology should entail a commitment to
construct a just society.

The “theology of liberation” attracted Vatican and conservative crit-
icism, but still has a strong following throughout Latin America. 
As for Gutiérrez, he later developed a spirituality of suffering.

decided by Congress. Ever the opportunist, Haya proceeded to reach an
accord with Odría. The armed forces, who had never forgotten or forgiven
the Aprista-inspired murder of their colleagues at Trujillo in 1932, refused
to accept the prospect of an Aprista president, however, and the military
suspended Congress and announced that new elections would be held.

The new elections came in 1963. Having obtained the support of Chris-
tian Democrats, Belaúnde emerged on top with 39 percent. APRA was next
with 34 percent, and the Odriístas garnered 26 percent. With the Apristas
safely defeated, the military accepted the results and let Belaúnde enter
the presidency.

Belaúnde revealed himself to be an appealing, sometimes even charis-
matic, politician. Relishing the role of the visionary, he proposed building
a trans-Amazon highway that would open up the lush Peruvian montaña re-
gion to development. He called on the memories of the Incas and urged
his countrymen to aspire to greatness again. He traveled throughout the
country, talking to peasants and workers as well as to planters and man-
agers, tirelessly seeking to generate a national consensus.

On a more practical level, Belaúnde recognized the need for adjustments
in the Peruvian economic model. In particular, he began to increase the
role of the state and to expand social services. He started to provide incen-
tives for manufacturing. And he urged agrarian reform.

Yet his efforts foundered. By the time his bill for land reform got through
Congress, it had been virtually emasculated. It emphasized technical im-



provement rather than land distribution, apparently in hopes that hacenda-
dos would increase production. And because of objections from Apristas and
Odriístas, it exempted sugar estates on the coast—where the Apristas had built
up solid unions and where Odriístas had their right-wing support.

So land reform was more promise than performance, and peasants in
the sierra finally reacted angrily. They started to invade the haciendas, seiz-
ing cultivated lands as well as fallow fields, and conflict raged throughout
the Andes. Coinciding with the peasant protest was a Cuban-style guerrilla
movement bent on establishing a rural foco, or nucleus. Che Guevara and
the young French intellectual Régis Debray had argued that a successful
foco could be the spark to set off a country-wide revolution.

Within a year or so Belaúnde decided he had to suppress the peasant
guerrillas. He sent the regular army on this mission, and by 1966 the move-
ment was crushed. According to one account the repression left 8000 peas-
ants dead, 19,000 homeless, 3500 in jail, and 14,000 hectares of land de-
stroyed by fire and napalm. It was a traumatic experience—for both the
300,000 peasants who had risen up and for the soldiers who had put them
down.

One of Belaúnde’s other promises was to resolve the long-lasting dispute
with IPC, and here, too, he faced a no-win situation. After five years of pro-
tracted negotiations, during which the United States revealed continuing
hostility to Peru’s nationalistic inclinations, the Belaúnde government gave
in. IPC surrendered its claim to the La Brea-Pariñas oil fields, by now ex-
hausted anyway, while Peru gave up its claims to back taxes; IPC gained ac-
cess to new fields in the Amazon; and the government agreed to sell crude
oil to IPC at a fixed price for refining at the company’s Talara complex.
Amid a chorus of denunciation the Belaúnde administration published the
agreement, all but the page containing the price for state-produced crude.
The scandal created an uproar, as opponents accused the government of
selling crude oil too cheaply to the foreign firm.

The economy was grinding to a halt. In August 1967 the government de-
valued the sol by 47 percent. Import controls and export taxes improved
the balance of payments. As inflation declined, so did growth. Belaúnde’s
optimistic vision, the dream of a united and prosperous Peru, was proving
an illusory dream. In October 1968 military officers once again decided to
send their tanks to the presidential palace. This time, however, it would be
no caretaker government they installed.

The Military Revolution

The military golpe, or coup, paved the way for one of Latin America’s most
ambitious military governments. Led by General Juan Velasco Alvarado,
the junta immediately declared its intention to bring far-reaching changes
in the structure of Peruvian society. A manifesto, issued the day of the coup,
indicted the “unjust social and economic order which places the usufruct
of the national wealth solely within the reach of the privileged, while the
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majority suffer the consequences of a marginalization injurious to human
dignity.” What Peru needed, the officers proclaimed, was a new economic
order, “neither capitalist nor communist,” a system that would abolish pre-
vailing inequities and create the material foundations for harmony, justice,
and dignity.

A combination of three qualities set this regime apart from earlier mil-
itary governments in Peru—and, for that matter, in the rest of Latin Amer-
ica. One was its social and political autonomy. This time the Peruvian
armed forces acted alone, rather than in collusion with civilian power
groups; the middle-class military was beholden to no one but itself, and
it consequently had an exceptionally free hand. Second, the leaders of
the regime implicitly adopted the outlook and premises of the “depen-
dency” school of analysis. One of their principal purposes, therefore, was
to end what they called “the subordination of the Peruvian economy to
foreign centers of decision, where actions originate which fundamentally
affect the economic life of the nation and prevent an autonomous de-
velopment process geared to the achievement of national objectives.” And
third, largely as a result of its antiguerrilla campaign in the sierra, the
Peruvian military had genuine sympathy with the plight of the long-
oppressed peasantry.

The result was a revolutionary military regime. The prospect seemed star-
tling, if not contradictory—in Fidel Castro’s phrase, “as if a fire had started
in the firehouse.”

A key to the military government’s program was agrarian reform. In mid-
1969 the Velasco government announced the enactment of the most sweep-
ing land reform program in Latin America since the Cuban Revolution.
“Peasants,” declared General Velasco, “the landlords will no longer eat from
your poverty.” All large estates, regardless of productivity, were subject to
expropriation. The ax fell first on the highly mechanized sugar plantations
of the coast, which were placed under the administration of worker-run
cooperatives, called CAPS (Agricultural Production Cooperatives). For the
sierra the idea was to create small- or medium-sized farms, but before long
the government gave in to peasant demands for cooperative forms of or-
ganization. The principal form was the SAIS (Agricultural Society for So-
cial Interest), the government-recognized unit that could combine former
hacienda peons and villagers from surrounding communities. By the mid-
1970s it was estimated that three-quarters of the country’s productive land
was under cooperative management of one sort or another. Reported one
observer in 1974: “Practically speaking, the agrarian elite has disappeared
as a power group.” By 1979 half the 21 million hectares of agro-grazing
land on the coast and in the highlands had been expropriated from the
hacendados and delivered to the peasants. No land remained in the huge
estates that had dominated the Peruvian agrarian sector.

The Velasco regime took firm steps to institutionalize these fundamen-
tal changes. The traditional association of the planter elite, the National
Agrarian Society, was abolished by decree in 1972. In its stead appeared
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the National Agrarian Confederation (CNA), a peak organization for re-
gional collectives.

In 1971 the Velasco regime created one of its most characteristic in-
stitutions, the National System for Support of Social Mobilization (Sis-
tema Nacional en Apoyo de la Mobilización Social, or SINAMOS). Sometimes
written as two words—sin amos, “without masters”—it was to serve as the
integrating institution for peasant and working-class groups. It would thus
link the regime with the masses, identifying the government with its con-
stituent groups and promoting a harmonious set of leader-follower rela-
tionships.

This desire to organize and mobilize the peasantry became one of the
hallmarks of the new military government. It reflected the extent to which
Peru’s new rulers intended to restructure the distribution of power—not
only at the upper reaches of authority but also at the bases of society.

A second area that captured Velasco’s attention was the squatter shanty
towns, the sprawling barriadas around Lima and other cities. By the late
1960s it was estimated that about 750,000 recently arrived migrants lived
in the environs of Lima alone. Peru’s military officers concluded that this
was an explosive situation. So they set about organizing the settlements,
now renamed “young towns” (pueblos jóvenes), and enlisted the aid of the
church in their efforts. Part of the solution was simple enough: the grant-
ing of property titles to the migrant occupants.

The other tactic was to bring the pueblos jóvenes under the umbrella struc-
ture of SINAMOS. The purpose was to create conditions for stability. As
one official put it: “We want participation but it should be organized par-
ticipation. We want to make as many people as possible homeowners, then
they will act responsibly towards their community and have a stake in it.”
By 1974 the majority of urban squatters had been reorganized from above
into state-chartered pueblos jóvenes.

This top-down pattern of organization and mobilization illustrates a cru-
cial feature of the Velasco regime. It was not attempting to construct a so-
cialist society, as did Allende in Chile or Castro in Cuba. Nor was it seek-
ing to exclude and repress already organized working-class movements, as
did military governments in Chile, Brazil, and Argentina. Instead, the Pe-
ruvian regime was intent on integrating marginal urban and rural masses
into the national society in order to lay the groundwork for industrializa-
tion and autonomous development. The chief strategy toward this end was
to incorporate such groups under the guidance and tutelage of the state,
which would in turn regulate civil disputes. This would permit the achieve-
ment of a major goal, one that has frequently appeared in Latin American 
settings: the reduction of class conflict.

In its stress on eliminating class struggle and establishing social harmony,
the Peruvian regime emerged as a typical corporate state. In its emphasis
on organizing and integrating lower-class groups, it was reminiscent of the
Cárdenas government in Mexico (1934–40) and the early part of the first
Perón rule in Argentina (1946–50).
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The same basic principle applied to the manufacturing sector, for which
the government promulgated an “industrial community” law. According to
this scheme employees in every firm with six or more workers—members
of the “industrial community”—were gradually to acquire 50 percent of
the stock in each company and to gain representation on the board of di-
rectors. Workers would become co-owners with management and, in prin-
ciple at least, class conflict would disappear. Employers found various ways
to get around this legislation, but by late 1974 there were approximately
3500 industrial communities with 200,000 members in control of 13 per-
cent of all the shares in their firms.

To accelerate this process the government created the “social property”
sector, through which firms would be controlled and managed exclusively
by workers—with proceeds to go to the sector as a whole. Part of the in-
come went to wages and housing and services, and part was reserved for
reinvestment in other social-property industries.

While granting workers participation in Peruvian industrialization, the
military regime embarked on a series of measures to reduce the role of
foreign capital. At the time of the 1968 takeover, 242 firms with significant
foreign investment were responsible for 44 percent of the country’s in-
dustrial production. This was unacceptable to the government. Declared
Velasco in 1970: “The moment has now passed when we judged the process
of industrialization in the abstract as a panacea for all our problems. Now
it is imperative to determine the type of industrialization.” To curtail the
role of foreign capital the government began to require approval of new
investment by a regulation board; to prohibit the purchase of viable, lo-
cally owned firms; and to exclude foreign participation from sensitive ar-
eas. Peru also assumed a conspicuous role in the promotion of regional
economic cooperation through the Andean Pact.

But the most decisive steps involved expropriation. Soon after the coup,
the regime announced the nationalization of IPC, to the delirious approval
of the public, and the establishment of the state-supported Petroperú. In
time the government took over other prominent foreign-owned firms: ITT
(1969), Chase Manhattan Bank (1970), Cerro de Pasco (1974), and Mar-
cona Mining (1975)—the latter two replaced by Minoperú. These actions
met with hostility from the United States, but in February 1974 the two
governments reached an accord through which Peru would pay $150 mil-
lion as full settlement of all outstanding claims by North American busi-
nesses (including IPC) and Washington would withdraw its opposition to
international loans for Peru.

Despite its populist stance, the Velasco government met with consider-
able resistance at home. Preexisting labor unions, such as the Aprista-dom-
inated organizations among sugar workers, resented the inroads on their
terrain. Peasants often found the top-down institutions unresponsive to
their demands and began to stage protests in SINAMOS offices. The tra-
ditional elite expressed nothing but horror at the policies of the regime,
of course; in response the generals seized control of the media. Four news-
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papers were taken over in 1970, TV and radio followed the next year, and
six other Lima dailies were put under pro-government management in
1974. This only compounded the government’s problem, as journalists and
middle-sector spokesmen denounced these restrictions on dissent.

Obviously the military government was an authoritarian regime. Oppo-
nents were harassed, intimidated, exiled, and jailed. It was furthermore
staffed by a cadre of technocrats intent on achieving economic growth and
development. So it was a “bureaucratic-authoritarian” regime to this ex-
tent, but it differed from the prototypical forms in Argentina and Brazil in
at least three respects: first, it began as a highly autonomous military gov-
ernment that did not involve a coalition with foreign investors and do-
mestic capitalists; second, it was attempting to build support through the
inclusion of lower-class groups; third, it did not engage in the campaigns
of systematic terror that were occurring in the Southern Cone.

Economic conditions added to Velasco’s woes. Export earnings declined,
as shown in Figure 6-1. The fishmeal industry disappeared, petroleum ex-
plorations yielded no new oil deposits, and world prices for sugar and cop-
per dropped. The balance of payments deteriorated, the foreign debt
swelled, and inflation struck. Workers began to demonstrate their discon-
tent. In 1975 there were 779 strikes, compared to 414 in 1967.

As these problems first loomed on the horizon, Velasco himself suc-
cumbed to ill health in 1972: the diagnosis was serious circulatory prob-
lems. His grasp on power weakened, if slowly, and his colleagues eventu-
ally concluded that he had to go. In August 1975 Peru’s joint chiefs replaced
him with General Francisco Morales Bermúdez (who happened to be the
descendant of a former president). An era thus came to an end.

In effect, Morales Bermúdez presided over the modification—if not the
dismantling—of the 1968–75 experiment. SINAMOS was permitted to
wither away. Under pressure from the IMF, the government imposed an
economic austerity program that reduced the proportion of adults with ad-
equate employment to 42 percent. The real income of the urban working
class declined by 40 percent between 1973 and 1978. In February 1977
Morales Bermúdez unveiled Plan Túpac Amaru, a program rhetorically
committed to “fully participatory social democracy” but actually designed
to undo much of the Velasco scheme. It called for, among other things,
economic decentralization and austerity, the encouragement of foreign 
investment, and transfer of the state-controlled press to private hands. 
And it sounded the death knell of the regime. There were to be a con-
stituent assembly in 1978 and general elections in 1980. The officers were
getting out.

What this revealed, in retrospect, was the regime’s inability to gain solid
support from any social class or grouping and, thereby, establish institu-
tional foundations for its authority. By reaching into so many areas of Pe-
ruvian society, the military government succeeded in alienating almost
everyone. No group felt safe from intervention or control, no stratum of-
fered its unconditional adherence. Ironically, the feature which had given
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Peru’s revolutionary military government so much freedom of action—its
autonomy—also led to its eventual demise.

Struggles of Civilian Governments

The 1978 elections for the constituent assembly produced several surprises.
Not surprising was APRA’s 35 percent of the vote, evidence of the party’s
continuing appeal. But no one had expected the five main parties on the
left to win 33 percent. The left was apparently benefiting from the wave of
popular mobilization in 1976–78. There was also a new party on the right,
the Popular Christians (PPC), which won 24 percent. Would the left and
right be able to hold to these gains in the 1980 presidential elections?

The top two parties were APRA, whose ticket was now led by Armando
Villanueva (Haya de la Torre having died), and Popular Action, still un-
der Fernando Belaúnde Terry, which had boycotted the 1978 elections. Af-
ter an arduous and open campaign, the sixty-eight-year-old Belaúnde cap-
tured a commanding plurality with 42 percent of the vote, partly because
of his reassuringly statesman-like image. APRA took only 28 percent, a sub-
stantial setback; the right, represented by the PPC, received 11 percent; an
assortment of left-wing parties amassed about 16 percent. Thus the left and
the right each dropped to less than half their percentage of two years ear-
lier. Belaúnde had clearly picked up votes from both. Villanueva declined
Belaúnde’s offer to take part in a coalition government, preferring to main-
tain APRA’s time-honored role in the congressional opposition. So Be-
laúnde became president again.

At first glance, the political scene displayed familiar features. A lifelong
democrat, Belaúnde was nonetheless an old-style politician, promising
progress through public works (such as a trans-Amazon highway). At the
same time Belaúnde proposed to reduce the state role in the economy,
strengthen private enterprise, and encourage new private investment. His
economic team had close ties to international banking circles, and its pro-
free-market orientation (and willingness to adopt an IMF stabilization pro-
gram) helped in renegotiating the foreign debt and in attracting foreign
capital. There was a surge of widespread optimism in the early 1980s.

Then insurmountable problems arose. One was the debt crisis triggered
by Mexico’s near-default in 1982, a shock that was greatly amplified by the
1981–83 world recession. (Adding to these difficulties was economic dis-
location caused by El Niño, a changing of Pacific currents and weather pat-
terns that wrought havoc on Peruvian agriculture.) The second major prob-
lem was a resurgence of rebel guerrilla activity and political violence. The
third was a sharp rise in Peru’s participation in international drug traf-
ficking, especially through cultivation of coca leaf that would be used for
making cocaine.

Largely because of the debt crisis, economic growth for Peru dropped
from 3.1 percent in 1981 to less than 1 percent in 1982 and to a stagger-
ing level of minus 12 percent in 1983. By December 1982 Belaúnde had
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to turn to patchwork foreign bank financing to keep the country solvent.
Growth revived to 4.7 percent in 1984, while inflation remained at 110 per-
cent per year in both 1983 and 1984. Servicing the foreign debt was stretch-
ing Peru’s dollar earning power to the limit. It was also raising new fears
of social unrest, as austerity programs were making no progress at all in
reducing the historic gap between the desperately poor highlands and the
more prosperous coast. Government policies were hitting hardest on those
at the bottom.

Economic uncertainty and social injustice provided a fertile environment
for revolutionary activity. Around 1980 a movement known as Sendero Lu-
minoso (“Shining Path”) emerged in the impoverished highland province
of Ayacucho. Combining ideological indoctrination with physical intimi-
dation, these guerrillas burst onto the scene by brutally assassinating vil-
lage leaders who resisted their call to smash authority and establish an egal-
itarian utopia. Mounting Sendero violence forced Belaúnde to authorize a
military offensive, which left its own wake of repression—and probably
helped Sendero spread its influence to other highland provinces and even-
tually to Lima. Around 1984 another group, the Movimiento Revolucionario
Túpac Amaru (MRTA), also began high-profile operations. More in the clas-
sic mold of revolutionary movements, the MRTA hailed the example of 
Fidel Castro’s socialist Cuba and used kidnapping and ransom—rather 
than violence—to attract attention and to accumulate resources. As guer-
rilla activity intensified throughout the 1980s, Peru fell into a state of near
civil war.

All these conditions—economic deterioration, social tension, political vi-
olence—coalesced to create Peru’s third major problem: participation in
drug trafficking, especially the production and transit of coca leaf. For cen-
turies peasants in the Andean highlands had chewed coca leaf to relieve
physical discomfort, including hunger, and had used it in religious and
community rituals. As Colombian drug cartels organized and expanded in-
ternational markets for cocaine—most notably for consumers in the United
States—they turned to Peru as a source of their most essential ingredient,
coca leaf. The result was a close tie between peasant communities in dis-
tant reaches of the Andes, such as the Upper Huallaga Valley, and ruth-
less narcotraficantes from Colombia and elsewhere. Almost inevitably, too,
these peasants and their leaders often forged links with guerrilla move-
ments, such as Sendero Luminoso, which promised to provide the commu-
nities with “protection”—mainly against the Peruvian military, but also
against the guerrillas themselves—in exchange for shares of profits that
could build up revolutionary war chests.

Despite these problems Belaúnde managed to serve out his five-year term
in office, no small feat in contemporary Peru, and in 1985 the electorate
chose as his successor a thirty-six-year-old newcomer from APRA, Alan Gar-
cía. An eloquent and forceful orator, he electrified crowds while promis-
ing dynamic leadership, social reform, and a new economic nationalism.
García won 46 percent of the vote, soundly defeating candidates from the
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The Other Path

As Sendero Luminoso was advocating violent revolution, a think tank
in Lima under the leadership of Hernando de Soto extolled “the
other path”—el otro sendero—as a means to national development. De
Soto’s idea focused on the existence and vitality of the “informal econ-
omy,” an area of activity outside the legal limits of governmental au-
thority. In this interpretation, the state was not a protector of the
poor, but a systematic obstacle. In “order to survive,” de Soto and his
colleagues wrote, migrants from the Peruvian countryside to Lima

became informals. If they were to live, trade, manufacture, or even con-
sume, the cities’ new inhabitants had to do so illegally. Such illegality
was not antisocial in intent, like trafficking in drugs, theft, or abduc-
tion, but was designed to achieve such essentially legal objectives as
building a house, providing a service, or developing a business. . . . It
is more than likely that, economically speaking, the people directly in-
volved in these activities (as well as society in general) are better off
when they violate the laws than when they respect them. We can say
that informal activities burgeon when the legal system imposes rules
which exceed the socially accepted legal framework—does not honor
the expectations, choices, and preferences of those whom it does not
admit within its framework—and when the state does not have suffi-
cient coercive authority.

As of the mid-1980s, it was estimated that 48 percent of Peru’s eco-
nomically active population and 61.2 percent of the total work hours
were devoted to informal activities which contributed nearly 40 per-
cent of the gross domestic product (GDP) recorded in national ac-
counts.

Quoted from Hernando de Soto, The Other Path: The Invisible Revolution in the
Third World (New York: Harper & Row, 1989), pp. 11–12.

traditional left, the right, and Belaúnde’s Popular Action. Thus did he cap-
ture the prize that had escaped the APRA’s founder and long-time presi-
dential hopeful, Haya de la Torre.

With APRA in control of both houses of Congress, García moved on the
economic front first. He increased real wages, cut payroll and sales taxes,
reduced interest rates, froze prices, and devalued the sol. The net effect
was greater demand, which the García team hoped would activate Peru’s
underused industrial capacity. The government announced investment
programs to aid small-scale agricultural development in the long-neglected
highlands and then, in defiance of the international community, pro-
claimed a default on Peru’s external debt. This was an enormous gamble.



It did not pay off. García’s “heterodox” economic policies produced a
short-lived economic boom that was soon followed by collapse. A mush-
rooming trade deficit, fueled by the consumer boom, rapidly exhausted
foreign exchange reserves. International credit and investment withdrew
in the face of the debt default. Violent strikes paralyzed many areas of eco-
nomic activity. An ill-judged move to nationalize the banking system in
1987 provoked strong protest and rallied opposition. An economic “shock”
program in 1988 proved disastrous, and massive unemployment drove mil-
lions of Peruvians into the illegal or “informal” economy. The gross do-
mestic product plunged more than 30 percent in three years. By 1990 in-
flation was higher than 7500 percent, and guerrilla violence was escalating
throughout the country and the capital. Peru was on the verge of social
and economic collapse.

As the 1990 elections approached, a new savior seemed ready to rescue
Peru from its doldrums—the internationally acclaimed novelist Mario Vargas
Llosa. The dashing and sophisticated conservative proposed neoliberal eco-
nomic policies to shrink the state and promote private enterprise. Apparently
a consensus candidate, he garnered expressions of support from traditional
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A Martyr for Reform

On February 15, 1992, María Elena Moyano, the deputy mayor of a
shantytown in Lima, was suddenly summoned from a gathering. “Stay
here,” she reportedly said to her friends. “It’s me they have come
for.” As she approached her visitors, they shot her dead at point-blank
range. With her two sons forced to watch, they then blew up her body.

Her killers were from Sendero Luminoso, itself embarked on a cam-
paign to strengthen its ranks in Lima’s shantytowns. In contrast, Moy-
ano had publicly denounced the use of violence and argued that self-
reliance and community cooperation could improve the lot of the
poor. Only the day before her assassination she had led a peace march
condemning “those who want to impose themselves by force and bru-
tality”—meaning Sendero.

In fact, Moyano was one of several women leaders who were killed
by Sendero Luminoso. In September 1991 Juana López, coordinator of
a children’s milk program, was murdered after revealing the pres-
ence of Sendero members in her neighborhood; a dead dog was
placed beside her body, along with a placard warning that “Female
traitors die like this.”

So María Elena Moyano, only thirty-three years old, knew her time
was coming. Her death made her a martyr for the cause of political
reform, as distinct from revolution, and for the empowerment of
women throughout Latin America. Her legacy survives.



political parties and toured world capitals as a president-to-be. Through a se-
ries of gaffes and miscalculations Vargas Llosa gradually squandered his lead,
however, and eventually lost the election to Alberto Fujimori, a hitherto lit-
tle-known agrarian economist born of Japanese immigrant parents. A quin-
tessentially anti-establishment candidate, Fujimori was supported not by a po-
litical party but by Cambio 90, an ad hoc organization. Projecting himself as
a man of the people, Fujimori vowed to improve the economic plight of the
masses and to bring peace to the troubled nation.

It did not take long for him to break these promises. After one year in
office, Fujimori’s technocrats launched a radical restructuring program—
slashing tariffs, welcoming foreign investment, weakening the role of la-
bor. Instead of a populist program, Peru received a remedy much like the
shock treatment imposed by Pinochet’s “Chicago Boys” in Chile fifteen
years earlier. Hyperinflation was controlled, and payments on the foreign
debt resumed. With moral and financial encouragement from Japan, where
Fujimori was able to cultivate special ties because of his personal ancestry,
Peru resumed a path of strong (if not always steady) economic growth.

Fujimori’s Illiberal Democracy

Annoyed by dissidence and eager to maintain the offensive, Fujimori sud-
denly closed down Congress in April 1992 and announced a radical reor-
ganization of the judiciary. In effect he struck down his own government
in what became known as an auto-golpe, or “auto-coup,” made possible only
because of solid military backing. Peru thus became the first South Amer-
ican country of the 1990s to slip back into authoritarianism.

Behind this striking development, as both cause and consequence, was
a progressive weakening of Peru’s traditional institutions—what some ob-
servers have called a process of “de-institutionalization.” Political parties
(especially APRA) lost credibility because of their patent incompetence
and occasional corruption. Weakened by changing economic circum-
stances, labor unions retained very little influence. Buffeted by declining
budgets, universities lost vigor and vitality. Against this vacuum Fujimori
built his own power base on the armed forces and the intelligence services.
He also clamped down on the press, as state-owned media became blatantly
pro-government and many other print and broadcast journalists were pres-
sured into self-censorship through a broad campaign of official intimida-
tion. After April 1992 Peru became a textbook case of “illiberal democ-
racy”—a regime that combines free elections for political office with
systematic disrespect for the political and human rights of citizens.

The auto-golpe was followed by conspicuous success. In June 1992 gov-
ernment forces arrested the top leader of the MRTA. And a few months
later, in September 1992, the founder and maximum leader of Sendero Lu-
minoso, Abimael Guzmán, was captured, imprisoned, and theatrically put
on display for the press. The mercurial Guzmán soon cooperated with his
captors and urged his fellow guerrillas to lay down their arms. More arrests
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of high-level Sendero leaders followed, and the movement quickly began to
disintegrate. The guerrilla threat subsided, though it did not disappear,
and many Peruvians found themselves applauding Fujimori’s decisive lead-
ership.

The paradox of Peruvian politics deepened during the presidential elec-
tion of 1995. Under a the new constitution of 1993 (drafted by a pro-
Fujimori constituent assembly), which permitted reelection of the presi-
dent, Fujimori ran against a gravely weakened opposition that was led by
the courtly Javier Pérez de Cuéllar, former secretary-general of the United
Nations. In elections that were essentially free but not fair, Fujimori won
an astounding 64 percent of the vote. His own political movement, now
rechristened Cambio 90/Nueva Mayoría, also won a clear majority in the 
single-chamber Congress. Wearing the mantle of democratic legitimacy,
Alberto Fujimori was riding high.

Peru returned to the world stage in December 1996, when a well-orga-
nized group of fourteen MRTA guerrillas assaulted a gala reception at the
residence of Japan’s ambassador in Lima and took hundreds of hostages.
In time they released all but seventy-two—prominent officials and public
figures, including the minister of foreign affairs and a top-ranking military
general. There followed a tense war of nerves, with the MRTA demanding
the release of comrades from jail (and safe conduct abroad for themselves)
and Fujimori refusing to budge. Negotiations dragged on for months. And
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April 1999: A policeman clubs a demonstrator in downtown Lima. Laid-off city
workers clashed with police during a 24-hour national strike called by labor unions
and opposition parties to protest the economic policies of President Alberto Fuji-
mori. (AFP/Corbis.)



then in April 1997, after 127 days, a team of Peruvian commandos sud-
denly stormed the premises, released the hostages and killed the guerril-
las (two commandos and one hostage also lost their lives). The operation
was vintage Fujimori—daring, controversial, ruthless. And once again, his
decisiveness earned considerable praise both at home and abroad.

As the 1990s came to a close, Fujimori laid the groundwork for yet an-
other presidential term. In 1998 the Supreme Court handed down a dis-
puted ruling that Fujimori would be legally entitled to run once again,
since it would be his first reelection under the constitution of 1993. Even
so, the long-embattled opposition was showing some signs of life. Popular
dissatisfaction with Fujimori was growing over the country’s economic per-
formance, which was not helping workers or the lower middle classes, and
over the president’s high-handed abuses of power. And in October 1998,
the incumbent mayor of Lima (one of those most likely to challenge Fuji-
mori in 2000) polled 60 percent of the votes against a pro-Fujimori can-
didate. Yet Fujimori continued to cultivate support among his followers,
particularly among peasants and (most conspicuously) among women. And
as the election drew near, it became clear that Fujimori had tilted the play-
ing field—by dominating the media, controlling electoral institutions, and
using public resources to outmaneuver his opponents. A Fujimori victory
appeared to be a foregone conclusion. Suddenly there emerged an upstart
candidate, Alejandro Toledo, a U.S.-educated professor of business whose
come-from-nowhere campaign was reminiscent of Fujimori’s own meteoric
rise in 1990. By winning more than 40 percent of the vote in the April 2000
contest, Toledo denied a majority to the president and forced a second
ballot (scheduled the following month)—and then, with little warning,
Toledo withdrew from the race in protest against what he claimed would
be electoral fraud. As the relentless Fujimori prepared to take office for
yet another term, the course of Peru’s illiberal democracy remained a mat-
ter of apprehension and uncertainty. Despite widespread expressions of in-
ternational disapproval, Fujimori took office in late July. He seemed to
have weathered the storm. 

Then a bombshell struck: in mid-September 2000 a tape was released to
the public showing Vladimiro Montesinos, Fujimori’s top adviser and in-
telligence official, bribing an opposition congressman to join the Fujimori
coalition. The public outcry was deafening. Montesinos and Fujimori were
hopelessly exposed. Late in November, while on a visit to East Asia, Fuji-
mori suddenly resigned from the presidency and sought asylum in Japan.
His illiberal democracy had come to a sudden and surprising end.

Perils of Politics

A caretaker government stepped into place and oversaw another round of
elections in 2001. Balloting was free and fair. In a second-round runoff
(against former president Alan García), Alejandro Toledo emerged as a clear
winner with 53.8 percent of the votes. Electoral democracy was back.
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But governing was difficult. One reason was the congenital weakness of
the party system in Peru, characterized by numerous parties with fickle fol-
lowings. Toledo’s own party, Perú Posible, was internally divided by constant
bickering and held only 40 percent of the seats in Congress. In order to
secure passage of legislation, Toledo therefore had to forge ad hoc alliances
with a diverse array of opposition parties. This was a daunting task.

Economics posed another problem. Like other politicians, Toledo found
it impossible to live up to his campaign promises—about employment,
growth, and safety nets for the poor. And he saw little alternative to free-
market economics. In 2002, after months of growing protest over unem-
ployment, Toledo went ahead with the privatization of two electricity com-
panies—a move that resulted in three days of violent protest. The
government then backed down and reversed its decision. This was not only
a setback for the free-market group within his administration, but a fatal
sign of political weakness. Capitulation to protest would become a hall-
mark of the government. As one observer noted at the time, Toledo “is
now a lame-duck president, just one year into a five-year term.” 

There were personal issues as well. After prolonged denials, Toledo fi-
nally acknowledged that he had an illegitimate daughter. As is so often the
case, the problem lay not in the truth—but in the attempted cover-ups.
And his wife, a Belgian-born anthropologist named Elaine Karp, annoyed
many Peruvians—especially members of the elite—because of her outspo-
ken comments about the persistence of social injustice. Some resented the
fact that she was foreign; others were embarrassed by her knowledge of
Peru’s indigenous communities; still others accused her of a hypocritical
indulgence in luxury. As with Bill and Hillary Clinton, the situation re-
flected unease about the appropriate roles for a presidential spouse. 

Added to all these concerns, Sendero Luminoso—thought to be virtually
eliminated with the arrest of Abimael Guzmán—staged an upsurge in ac-
tivity. In June 2003, Sendero operatives kidnapped seventy-one workers on
a gas pipeline and held them hostage for thirty hours or so. The same
month, guerrillas attacked an army patrol near Ayacucho (the birthplace
of Sendero) and a police station as well. 

As unemployment climbed to 9.0 percent, street protests and labor
strikes continued to escalate. Popular approval ratings for Toledo, once
revered as a champion of democracy, plunged to 11 percent. Opposition
parties were content to take advantage of the president’s weakness but had
little interest in forcing him from office—since no one really wanted to as-
sume responsibility for policy. Accordingly the leader of the opposition,
Alan García, was moderately supportive of the administration, but only on
the basis of tactical convenience. After the prime minister’s resignation in
mid-2003, it appeared that Toledo would have to cede substantial power
to the successor, Beatriz Merino, widely regarded as an honest and effi-
cient administrator. One key question was whether Toledo would be able
to complete his term in office. Another was whether the government could
develop the capacity to govern.
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COLOMBIA

Discord, Civility, and Violence

Colombia is a land of paradox. The intrepid navigator for whom it is
named, Christopher Columbus, never once set foot upon the nation’s pres-
ent territory. Although Colombian leaders sought to promote unity among
the independent republics of Spanish America in the early nineteenth cen-
tury, their own country would later suffer from dismemberment and frag-
mentation. Although political elites thereafter cultivated an ethic of civil-
ity, or convivencia, the nation plunged into eras of extraordinary violence.
Although Colombia is now widely judged to be the longest-surviving democ-
racy in Latin America, it has the longest-lasting guerrilla movement in the
entire region—leading some observers to conclude that it faces the
prospect of becoming a “failed state.” And while it has long been neglected
by world powers, especially the United States, Colombia has suddenly risen
to the forefront of the inter-American agenda.

As in the case of Peru, geography has played a major role in shaping
Colombian development. The equator crosses the southern part of the
country. As elsewhere in the tropics, temperatures vary with altitude and
are relatively constant; rainfall is abundant. The Andes in Colombia form
not a single mountain range, as in Peru, but three separate cordilleras that
branch off from each other just north of the border with Ecuador and run
more-or-less parallel in a north–northeasterly direction. This rugged terrain
has made land transportation especially difficult. From colonial times to the
present, this topography has divided the country into three major regions:
the East, the West, and the Caribbean coast. Under Spanish rule the East
became the seat of political power, with the capital of the Viceroyalty of
New Granada located in the city of Santafé de Bogotá (now known more
commonly as Bogotá). Gold mining provided economic power to the West
and spurred the growth of such municipalities as Popayán in the central
valley and Medellín in the province of Antioquia. Along the Caribbean coast
the dominant city was Cartagena, which became the hub of legal commerce
with the outside world and, not surprisingly, of a thriving contraband trade.

Also in contrast to Peru, Colombia’s indigenous population did not
form a cohesive and centrally organized empire in pre-colonial times.
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Instead three linguistic families predominated—the Chibcha, the Carib,
and the Arawak. Around the Caribbean, the most impressive civilization
was that of the Chibcha-speaking Tairona, who constructed engineering
works in stone—including temples, roads, stairways, bridges, and irriga-
tion and drainage works. Around the gold-bearing region of Antioquia,
a cultural matrix embraced as many as 1 million inhabitants—divided
into many tribal groups, speaking different dialects, chronically at war
with one another. Farther to the south, Chibcha-speaking highland
groups were mostly docile farmers; they stoutly resisted domination by
outsiders, however, including agents of the Incan empire. The eastern
highlands were controlled by the Muiscas—more commonly known as
Chibchas—with a total population between 800,000 and 1.2 million, but
without any great urban centers. Along with the Tairona, the Muiscas
had the most hierarchically organized and territorially extensive social
systems by the time the Spaniards arrived.
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The European conquest of Colombia was incremental and uneven. The
eastern cordillera was conquered by Spaniards who were making their way
down from the Caribbean coast. Western Colombia fell to conquistadores
who were coming northward from Peru and Ecuador and southward from
Cartagena; partly for this reason, much of western Colombia never came
under the effective jurisdiction of colonial authorities in Santafé de Bo-
gotá. Along the central cordillera, indigenous groups offered ferocious re-
sistance to would-be Spanish conquerors. The Tairona around the
Caribbean also put up a strong fight. In the coastal lowland areas, how-
ever, the arrival of the Europeans—and their diseases, particularly malaria
and yellow fever—led to demographic catastrophe.

As a result of these geographic and historical differences, the three re-
gions developed distinctive racial and cultural profiles. The rapid decline
of indigenous populations on the Caribbean coast and in gold-mining re-
gions of the West led to their replacement by a largely African labor force.
In the eastern highlands, by contrast, indigenes survived in greater num-
bers, and few African slaves were introduced. In the East, social relations
were formalistic and hierarchical; along the Caribbean coast and in parts
of the West, there existed more ease and informality in relations between
the dominant classes and a spirited Afro-Colombian labor force.

Ultimately, and perhaps inevitably, the population of Colombia became
predominantly mixed-race—mestizo, mulatto, or some combination thereof.
According to a national census of 1912, just over one-third of the coun-
try’s inhabitants (34.4 percent) were classified as “white”, 10 percent were
black, only 6.3 percent were Indian, and 49.2 percent—nearly one-half the
total—were recorded as “mixed.” Here and throughout Latin America, mis-
cegenation played a central role in the formation of society.

Independence and Its Aftermath

By the end of the eighteenth century, many creole elites throughout Span-
ish America were chafing at colonial rule. Napoleon’s invasion of Spain in
1808 and his assumption of monarchical powers sent shock waves through
the empire, including the viceroyalty of New Granada. In the absence of
their king, local juntas in Spain resisted the French takeover. The creole-
dominated town council (cabildo) of Santafé de Bogotá threw its support
to the junta at Seville. But here, as elsewhere, the question soon arose: Why
recognize authority in Spain? Why not claim sovereign power in the New
World? It was not to be so simple.

Unrest spread through New Granada. In 1809 creole elites in Quito, in
what is now Ecuador, challenged viceregal power and established a junta
of their own. The attempt of the viceroy in Santafé de Bogotá to suppress
the Quito junta angered local creoles, who promptly began plotting against
the Spanish regime. Early in 1810 elites in Caracas (in present-day
Venezuela) and elsewhere removed their colonial governors. Cartagena,
Santafé de Bogotá, and other municipalities in Colombia’s interior soon
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followed suit. Almost everywhere these movements avowed their loyalty to
Ferdinand VII, the Spanish king. Eventually, however, they would openly
assert their independence.

Creole elites in Santafé de Bogotá and Cartagena sought to mobilize
popular masses in support of their cause. By joining the independence
movement, lower-status groups—widely disdained by the elite as the popu-
lacho—added a social-class dimension to the anti-Spanish turbulence.
Women here played a conspicuous role. During an upheaval in Santafé in
1810, as the viceroy’s wife was being led to the women’s prison, an observer
noted that “the vile rabble of women” lined the route to the jail, broke
through the protective cordon, tore off the good lady’s clothes, and show-
ered her with curses. “The insolences that they were saying,” said the star-
tled observer, “were enough to make one cover his ears.” Fearing that they
might lose control of the masses, the creoles soon attempted to restrain
such popular excess.

Independence in New Granada inaugurated what came to be known as
la patria boba (The Foolish Fatherland, lasting from 1810 to 1816). Instead
of concentrating on the danger of a Spanish counter-offensive, creole elites
focused on internal rivalries. Regarding themselves as autonomous enti-
ties, the provinces stoutly resisted Santafé’s authority to organize a central
government.

This was a costly mistake. In 1812, Spanish forces inflicted a crushing de-
feat in Venezuela on pro-independence troops under Simón Bolívar. Find-
ing refuge in Cartagena, the defeated Bolívar assumed command of the New
Granada campaign. Although Bolívar and his Venezuelan forces managed
to take the city of Santafé de Bogotá, continuing divisions among creole fac-
tions led a frustrated Bolívar to retreat to Jamaica. Spanish general Pablo
Morillo laid siege to Cartagena, which capitulated only after one-third of the
city’s population had perished. By mid-1816 all of the more populous re-
gions of New Granada were back under royalist control. The following three
years of Spanish “reconquest” were marked by brutal repression.

These developments strengthened the insurgents’ determination to gain
complete independence. Aided by arms and troops from Great Britain, pa-
triots regained the initiative and Bolívar returned to the fray. After Bolí-
var’s defeat of royalist forces in the Battle of Boyacá in 1819, Spanish au-
thorities suddenly abandoned the capital of Santafé de Bogotá, and
independence forces quickly took control of most of New Granada. Known
thereafter as the Liberator, Bolívar won a string of victories in Venezuela,
Ecuador, Peru, and Upper Peru. As noted in Chapter 1, the Battle of Ay-
acucho in December 1824 brought final defeat for Spain.

While creole elites remained supreme, the wars of independence
brought significant social change to New Granada. Military exploits fos-
tered upward social mobility, and many Afro-Colombian slaves obtained
their freedom in compensation for their service in the patriot cause. The
populacho revealed itself as both a political asset and a potential source of
danger. Ever so slightly, women found means of expression in the public
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arena. The church lost some of its power but retained substantial moral
authority.

Bolívar’s Gran Colombia: An Experiment Failed

To forge a united front against Spain—and to correct the deficiencies of
the patria boba—Simón Bolívar led a movement to join present-day
Venezuela and Colombia together as the Republic of Colombia in 1819;
Ecuador was added in 1822. (Much later, this composite state came to be
known as “Gran Colombia,” or Greater Colombia, to distinguish it from
present-day Colombia.) From its inception, the new republic faced two
challenges: warding off continuing threats from Spanish forces and laying
the foundations for a new polity. The leaders adopted a tacit division of
labor: Bolívar led the war effort, while vice-president Francisco de Paula
Santander took charge of domestic policy and politics.

Delegates from Colombia and Venezuela in 1821 adopted a centralist
constitution in reaction to the federalism of the patria boba. The new char-
ter was progressive in ways: it proclaimed an end to the Inquisition, es-
tablished freedom of the press, and sought to incorporate blacks and In-
dians as eventual citizens. A “law of free birth” stipulated that children of
slaves should be free, while another clause indicated that Indians should
be called “indigenes” and have the right to hold public office.

In the meantime creole leaders in Upper Peru decided to establish an
independent state, named it after Bolívar, and invited him to compose its
constitution. Thus was the state of Bolivia born. The flattered Liberator
proposed an extremely strong executive power—a president for life who,
in nominating his vice-president, could name his successor. He also sug-
gested lifelong terms in one of three legislative bodies. Smitten by his own
creativity, the Liberator regarded his Bolivian constitution as the ideal so-
lution for all of Spanish America—and promptly sought to impose it on
Gran Colombia.

Yet Colombia’s existing constitution could not be legally revised or re-
placed until 1831. Accordingly Bolívar proposed to install vice-president
Santander in the presidency from 1825 to 1829, so he himself could win
reelection in time to control a subsequent process of constitutional reform.
He had to abandon that plan, however, when General José Antonio Páez
launched a separatist movement in Venezuela in 1826. Facing the immi-
nent collapse of Gran Colombia, the Liberator attempted to secure adop-
tion of his constitution through a series of military-led pronunciamientos.
Santander and his adherents objected to Bolívar’s constitution, which they
regarded as a monarchy in republican dress, and to the use of extra-legal
military pronouncements as a means of adopting it. Santander also re-
sented Bolívar’s conciliatory attitude toward Páez, who emerged as the rul-
ing chief in Venezuela.

These developments led to a decisive break between Bolívar and San-
tander. As the crisis mounted, two rival factions emerged: pro-centralist

Colombia: Discord, Civility, and Violence 225



supporters of the Liberator (called serviles by opponents) and pro-federal-
ist dissidents who expressed alarm over Bolívar’s authoritarian tendencies.
As constitutional delegates wrestled with these questions, a pro-Bolívar
cadre conspired to establish a military dictatorship. A plan to introduce a
European monarch added to the confusion. By 1830 Bolívar’s health was
in rapid decline, and he died in December of that year.

Gran Colombia thus broke apart. It was riven by conflicts between the
clergy and university-educated liberal politicians, between the military and
those same politicians, between the central government in Bogotá and
elites in Venezuela and Ecuador, and between Bolívar and Santander and
their respective adherents. By 1831 the confederation fell into its con-
stituent parts—Venezuela, Ecuador, and Colombia. As historians Frank Saf-
ford and Marco Palacios have noted, “The collapse of greater Colombia
was inevitable.” What would happen next?

Forming Political Parties: Liberals and Conservatives

During the 1830s Colombia resumed its path as a sovereign liberal repub-
lic. Yet another constitutional convention proclaimed the need for recon-
ciliation and reinstated Santander as president. In comparison with other
post-independence governments of Spanish America, Colombia enjoyed
one distinct advantage: the demobilization of the patriot army and the de-
parture of Venezuelan forces meant that, as a corporate group, the re-
maining military would have less weight in Colombian politics than would
its counterparts in Mexico, Peru, or Venezuela.

The aftermath of Bolívar’s short-lived Gran Colombia produced a truly
remarkable development: the emergence of the political parties, Liberal
and Conservative, that would dominate the nation’s political life from the
1830s to the present time. What determined the formation of these par-
ties?

At least in part, the parties emerged as a sequel to the conflict between
Santanderistas and Bolivarians. Dogmatic liberals, known as exaltados,
wanted to exclude Bolivarians from political office and the military; a more
lenient group espoused conciliation. This split between liberal factions es-
calated in the presidential election of 1836, when Santander chose as his
candidate General José María Obando, a strong anti-Bolivarian. Bolivarian
opponents championed a moderate liberal, José Ignacio de Márquez, who
eventually emerged as the winner. Suffering judicial persection by the
Márquez government, an intransigent Obando staged an uprising in 1840
and proclaimed adherence to a federal form of government. Thus began
the “War of the Supremos,” a bitter and devastating conflict that lasted un-
til May 1842.

Civil war hardened lines of disagreement. At the same time, the strident
Santanderista opposition to the Márquez government alienated many mod-
erate liberals and drove them into the arms of the Bolivarians and the
clergy, where, as so-called ministeriales, they became supporters of the ad-
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ministration. In 1848, these pro-government forces founded the Conserv-
ative Party. Pro-federalist Santanderistas retained the label of Liberals.

The sharpest source of disagreement between Liberals and Conserva-
tives focused on the church. Liberals thought the church was too strong
and that its influence tended to restrain economic productivity and pub-
lic enlightenment. Conservatives, in contrast, saw the church as an indis-
pensable foundation of social order and cohesion and contrasted their
commitment to religion, harmony, and morality with what they regarded
as the irreligious anarchism of radical Liberals. A second issue concerned
the relationship between the central state and provincial authorities, but
here the divisions were less clear. Most Liberals espoused federalism, but
some feared a weakening of central control. And most Conservatives sup-
ported centralism, but some (especially in Antioquia) regarded federalism
as a refuge from liberal excess.

Partisan conflict thus defined the shape of Colombian politics. Yet it was
neither peaceful nor predictable. The struggle between Liberals and Con-
servatives led to frequent outbursts of violence, to periodic civil wars, and
to the concomitant elevation of military officers to the presidential office.
It led to a pendulum-like alternation of Liberals or Conservatives in power,
rather than to compromise or coalitions. And it led to chronic instability—
partly as a result of fissures and contradictions within the two parties and
partly as a consequence of the tendency for individuals to switch sides. Es-
pecially conspicuous were schisms between “moderate” and “radical” ele-
ments of the Liberal party.

The ministeriales held power through most of 1840s, then the Liberals
came to power with the election of General Hilario López in 1848–49. This
began a transformation that reflected several overlapping developments:
partisan conflict between the Liberals and Conservatives; an institutional
change, in which the Liberals and Conservatives came to agree on some
important issues (the expansion of foreign trade while weakening the cen-
tral government and strengthening provincial autonomy) but disagreed on
others (especially in regard to the church); and opportunistic mobilization
of the popular masses by competing factions of the dominant elites.

Contention persisted. With the urging of “radical” Liberals, the López
administration abolished slavery outright, expelled the Jesuit order (per-
ceived as the vanguard of the most aggressive church position), and de-
clared an end to the ecclesiastical fuero (which assured trials for priests in
ecclesiastical rather than civil courts). After the election of José María
Obando in 1852, “radical” Liberals in congress adopted a highly secular-
ized new constitution that called for the separation of church and state,
the legalization of civil marriage and divorce, the abolition of the death
penalty, a drastic reduction of the standing army, and the direct election
of provincial governors rather than their appointment by the president.
Obando deplored these developments: without presidential control of the
church and of provincial governors, he believed, it would be impossible to
govern. In 1854 Obando thus acquiesced in the overthrow of his own gov-
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ernment. There ensued another civil war, this one marked by deep class
antagonisms—between an elitist coalition of Conservatives and Liberals, on
the one hand, and an alliance of military soldiers and popular classes, on
the other. In December 1854 the Conservative–Liberal alliance achieved a
decisive victory.

Conservatives triumphed in the subsequent election of 1856, winning
the presidency (under Mariano Ospina Rodríguez) and majorities in both
houses of congress. Two basic policy initiatives of the Liberals nonetheless
survived. One was the continuous scaling down of the national army. The
other was the redistribution of power from the central to the provincial
governments: a new constitution of 1858 was decidedly federalist in struc-
ture, going so far as to rename the country the “Granadine Confedera-
tion.”

After another devastating civil war (1859–63), the Liberals assumed com-
mand of national politics during the 1860s and 1870s. The most promi-
nent figure of this era was Tomás Cipriano de Mosquera—formerly a cen-
tralist, now a federalist, forever a mercurial and ruthless opportunist. As
victor in the civil war, Mosquera drastically attacked the church—asserting
civilian control, expelling the Jesuits (again), and declaring state control
of unused church properties. While the Liberals shared Mosquera’s dislike
of church support for the Conservative Party, many adopted a more mod-
erate approach—upholding the ideal of the separation of church and state,
rather than advocating state control of the church.

Fearful of Mosquera’s impetuousness, the Liberals adopted a constitu-
tion in 1863 that limited presidential terms to only two years and prohib-
ited reelection. Their intent was to discourage civil wars by making the
presidency less of a prize. But the constitution also made the national gov-
ernment too weak to provide effective governance or to establish economic
policy. And while nationwide wars were avoided, conflict—and violence—
often erupted at the state level instead. Contemporaries often described
the result as “organized anarchy.”

Rafael Núñez and the Politics of Regeneration

Ironically, the Liberals’ preeminence led to their downfall. During the 1879
election campaign, moderate Liberals gave their support to Rafael Núñez,
an intellectual and diplomat who had attracted attention by warning that
Colombia stood on the brink of “fundamental regeneration or catastro-
phe.” After a two-year term in 1880–82 he returned to the presidency in
1884, this time with avid support from the Conservatives, and he would re-
main in office until his death in 1894.

It was during this decade that Núñez implemented his program for na-
tional regeneration. What the country needed, in his view, was a “scientific
peace” (a conception that would be echoed by contemporaries in Mexico
and elsewhere). For Colombia, this meant a centralist constitution that
would enshrine Catholicism as a core element of social cohesion. Núñez’
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basic criticisms focused on a political culture characterized by intolerance
and violence. Adopting premises from the philosophical positivism that
pervaded much of Latin America at the time, Núñez concluded that pop-
ular religiosity could be an instrument of social cohesion, so he forcefully
rejected the anticlericalism of earlier Liberalism.

This vision led to the adoption of still another constitution in 1886—
one that would last until 1991. “In the name of God, supreme source of
all authority,” the charter emphasized the role of Catholicism but also
called for religious toleration. It centralized power and strengthened the
presidency: terms were lengthened to six years (later amended to four),
and chief executives were endowed with a variety of special powers. Key to
the system was the alliance of church and state, formalized in a concordat
of 1887 and an additional covenant in 1892, which granted the church
control over texts used in public schools. Elections during this era lacked
substance but nonetheless marked the rhythm of public life, ritualizing dis-
putes within the government party.

By the end of the 1890s Colombia was in a commercial depression. In-
creasingly resentful of the Conservative monopoly on power, a group of
Liberals rebelled in October 1899. The central government reacted by
granting departmental governors the authority to decree forced loans and
expropriations, which were levied on affluent Liberals and in areas occu-
pied by the “authors, accomplices, supporters and sympathizers” of the up-
rising. Known as the War of the Thousand Days, the struggle lasted three
years. Conservatives eventually triumphed, but at an astronomical cost.

The Loss of Panama

The War of the Thousand Days consumed the energies and resources of
the Colombian government and paved the way for a pivotal and traumatic
event: the loss of Panama.

Panama had belonged to the viceroyalties of Peru and New Granada ever
since the Spanish conquest and, after independence, to the Colombian na-
tion. Because of its physical location—separated from the main body of
the republic by impenetrable jungles and accessible only by sea—Panama
always had a special status within the federation of Colombia. (At one point
the national congress even declared Panama to be a “sovereign federal
state.”) And because of its potential to link the Atlantic and Pacific oceans,
Panama was of great interest to the world’s most powerful nations.

As an incipient world economic power, the United States asserted its
claims with ever-increasing intensity. Under the Mallarino-Bidlack Treaty
of 1846–48, the United States presumed to guarantee the neutrality of the
isthmus and freedom of transit across it. The California Gold Rush of 1849
heightened U.S. interest and soon led to the construction of a U.S.-financed
railway. As American passengers rushed across the isthmus, a dispute with
native Panamanians led to a riot and the death of fifteen U.S. citizens in
1856. In response, Washington demanded an indemnity of $400,000, the
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creation of self-governing municipalities at terminal points of the railway,
a sovereign cession ten miles wide on each side of the railway, and the use
of two islands by the U.S. navy.

Such extravagant demands provoked strong reactions from Colombians.
Many called for heroic resistance. Others succumbed to a sense of help-
lessness. The Liberals were perhaps the most confused: they had long re-
garded the United States as a political model—and now the United States
was acting with imperial haughtiness, issuing an unreasonable ultimatum.
A Conservative secretary of foreign relations suggested that Colombia goad
the Yankees into seizing Panama and then collect an indemnity from Wash-
ington. Mariano Ospina, soon to be president, briefly imagined that Great
Britain or France might intervene on Colombia’s behalf; when that hope
vanished, he thought of annexing not only Panama but all of New Granada
to the United States.

The dispute was eventually settled for a modest indemnity, but Colom-
bians would thereafter view the United States with suspicion. During the
1840s and 1850s, they noted, the United States was taking land from
Mexico and filibustering in Nicaragua. Expressing a generalized senti-
ment, José María Vargas Vila would write of “the unruly and brutal north
that despises us.” And interestingly enough, Rafael Núñez’ regeneration
would inspire a conservative nationalist current with anti-liberal and anti-
Yankee tones. Following the papal encyclical De Rerum Novarum (1891),
Colombia’s conservative nationalism exuded an anti-capitalist flavor as
well.

In 1879 the Colombian government granted a contract for construction
of a canal to Ferdinand de Lessups, a French engineer and entrepreneur,
already famous for his creation of the Suez Canal. De Lessups began con-
struction in 1882 but ran into numerous delays. A third extension of his
contract came in 1900, just as the War of the Thousand Days reached the
isthmus.

Meanwhile the U.S. government, now under Teddy Roosevelt, decided
to build the canal. It acquired rights from the New French Company and
signed a treaty with Colombia in 1903. The Colombian Senate rejected
the treaty on the ground that it violated national sovereignty. There fol-
lowed a conspiracy of diverse interests that ended with a declaration of
Panamanian independence, under the vigilant protection of the U.S.
navy, and recognition of the new republic by the United States in No-
vember 1903. As Roosevelt reportedly declared with pride, “I took
Panama!”

Negotiations thereafter focused on U.S. compensation to Colombia.
A treaty in 1914 initially offered an indemnity of $25 million, payable in
five installments, together with a statement of “sincere regret” on the
part of Washington. American politicians denounced the pact as “black-
mail” and the Senate withheld ratification. Years later the treaty was
rewritten, the “regrets” were excised, and the first of five annual pay-
ments of $5 million was made in 1922.
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Overview: Economic Growth and Social Change

The Colombian economy was conspicuously underdeveloped during most
of the nineteenth century. Part of the problem came from political insta-
bility, which hindered long-term planning and investments. Equally im-
portant was the country’s formidable terrain, which presented serious ob-
stacles to commerce among the three major zones—Caribbean, East, and
West. Overland transportation was dangerous and prohibitively expensive
(around 1850 it cost no more to move freight from Liverpool across the
Atlantic and then up the Magdalena River by steamboat to the interior port
of Honda than for it to travel by mule down the mountain from Bogotá,
less then 100 miles away). As a result of the geographic dispersion of the
population, consumer markets were modest in size.

During and after the colonial period, the only substantial and reliable
export was gold, which remained important into the early twentieth cen-
tury. From the 1850s to the 1880s Colombia exported significant amounts
of tobacco and of cinchona bark (the source of quinine used in the treat-
ment of malaria and other fevers). Bananas also became important in the
Santa Marta region of the Caribbean coast, where the U.S.-based United
Fruit Company not only owned a large plantation but also controlled ship-
ping and exports.

But the most durable development, the one that laid the eventual foun-
dations of Colombia’s economic development, was the cultivation and ex-
portation of coffee. By the late 1880s coffee became the country’s leading
export. By 1906 it accounted for more than 37 percent of the nation’s ex-
port earnings, a figure that climbed to 70 percent in the 1920s and as high
as 80 percent in the 1950s. As a result of coffee exports, Colombia became
fully integrated into the world market. There could be no doubt about it:
coffee was king.

By the 1930s coffee in Colombia was produced mainly by small- and
medium-sized cultivators. In other areas—notably Brazil, El Salvador, and
Guatemala—coffee flourished on large-scale estates. Given the require-
ments for intensive manual labor in cultivating coffee trees, however, cof-
fee production did not yield significant economies of scale, so small-scale
farmers could remain competitive. In Colombia, it would eventually be as-
serted that the survival of a substantial stratum of small coffee cultivators
would help provide a middle-class base for the consolidation of political
democracy. (As shown in Chapter 11, the same would be said for Costa
Rica.)

Furthermore, coffee production spurred the development of trans-
portation networks, when it became necessary to ship freight from the high-
lands to rivers (and then to the coast and abroad). Unlike Argentina,
Colombia made little progress on railway construction during the late nine-
teenth century. As coffee cultivation expanded, so did the railway system;
as of 1930, however, the two largest cities, Bogotá and Medellín, were not
yet linked directly by rail. Thereafter the government began stressing the
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construction of highways instead of railways. (During the 1930s and 1940s,
highways and railways each carried about one-third of all freight; by the
1990s, the highways carried 80 percent and the railways only 3 percent.)
In view of Colombia’s challenging topography, airways also became a cen-
tral part of the nation’s transportation network. With only some exagger-
ation, it has been said that Colombia leaped directly from the mule to the
airplane.

Far the dominant overseas market, the United States was consuming
more than 90 percent of Colombian coffee exports in the 1920s and 1940s.
Despite this connection, Europe remained the source of social and cul-
tural prestige for the country’s elites. Suspicion of the Colossus of the North
continued to pervade Colombian society.

During the 1920s, the coffee bonanza in Colombia led to rapid growth
and an expanding creditworthiness that came to be known as “the dance
of the millions,” as New York bankers offered sizable loans. Contributing
factors to this bullish optimism and its financial bubble were steadily ex-
panding exports of bananas and petroleum, both produced in U.S.-domi-
nated enclaves, and receipt of the $25 million Panama indemnity. Much
of Colombia’s burgeoning debt was incurred not by the national govern-
ment but by municipalities and local governments.

Then the Great Depression struck. International capital flowed out of
the country, and foreign reserves dwindled; this led to monetary contrac-
tion, acute deflation, and unemployment. Even so, the socioeconomic and
political effects of the depression were less severe in Colombia than in
many other countries of Latin America. The country’s recovery was greatly
assisted by the Brazilian policy of “valorization,” which reduced the world’s
coffee supply through the destruction of 78 million sacks of coffee between
1931 and 1940 (the equivalent of two full years of world production!). Also
helpful to recovery were the rising international demand for gold, the adop-
tion of exchange controls, and the devaluation of the Colombian peso. Be-
sides, exports accounted for less than one-quarter of Colombia’s gross na-
tional product, so the impact of declining export prices was relatively
limited.

Fluctuations in international coffee prices tended to respond to varia-
tions in the world’s supply, rather than to consumer preferences. (Con-
sumers could be counted on: by the twentieth century coffee had become
a basic product, not a luxury, something that people just had to have—
even if their incomes declined.) Periodic but unpredictable freezes in Brazil
could bring sudden reductions in production, causing prices to rise—stim-
ulating growers in Colombia and elsewhere to plant more bushes, which
would come to maturity in four or five years and thus create an eventual
overproduction that would drive prices downward again. Moreover, coffee
could be cultivated not only in Latin America but in many parts of the
world, which introduced threats of competition; in fact, Colombia’s share
of world production never quite reached 20 percent, a situation that made
it vulnerable to developments in other coffee-producing areas. Partly in re-
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sponse to this uncertainty, coffee-exporting and -importing countries
reached an International Coffee Agreement in 1969 that was designed to
stabilize prices.

After a period of relative retrenchment from the 1940s to the mid-1970s,
Colombian coffee production regained its expansive mode as larger-scale
producers managed to increase productivity and profit margins. Cancella-
tion of the International Coffee Agreement in 1989 brought increased ex-
posure to price fluctuations, but the risk seemed manageable for the en-
suing decade—if not forever. Through the 1990s coffee exports picked up
from other parts of the developing world—including southern Africa 
and from such unlikely locations as Vietnam, which became the world’s
second-largest coffee producer in 2002.

As Colombia’s economy diversified, coffee’s importance declined. Ac-
cording to Figure 7-1, coffee dropped from more than 80 percent of the
total exports in the 1950s to around 20 percent for most of the 1990s and
to less than 10 percent by the end of the decade. In the early 1950s, cof-
fee accounted for more than 10 percent of the country’s gross domestic
product (GDP); by the 1990s, it was down to only 2 percent.

At least in part, the relative decline in coffee was compensated by the
growth of nontraditional exports—cut flowers, bananas (again), shoes, to-
bacco, and processed food. A surge in petroleum production in the mid-
1980s also contributed to export earnings.

But the largest export, even before the 1980s, was of illicit drugs, espe-
cially cocaine. One estimate holds that drug trafficking brought $36 bil-
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lion into Colombia between 1980 and 1995. That was equivalent to more
than 5.3 percent of the GDP, overshadowing contributions from both cof-
fee (4.5 percent) and petroleum (1.9 percent). Drugs equaled 65 percent
of the legal exports in 1980–84, 40 percent in 1985–89, and 30 percent in
1990–95 (see Table 7-1). The decline in share does not reflect a reduction
in drug exports, but an increase in exports of other products (especially
petroleum); overall, in fact, the absolute volume of trafficking increased
from the 1980s to the 1990s.

This development has had far-reaching impacts—on Colombian society,
its economy, and its relationship with the United States. Among other
things, the unregulated inflow of dollars introduced enormous uncertainty
into economic policymaking. It also helped sustain the value of the Colom-
bian peso (during the early 1990s, dollar-peso exchange rates on the black
market were usually lower than the official rates!). The surge of dollars en-
couraged imports that, in turn, threatened domestic industry. There is
some evidence, as well, that windfall earnings from petroleum and drugs
discouraged active investment in other potentially productive areas, a phe-
nomenon known as “Dutch disease.”

As Colombia’s economy underwent change, so did its society. The pop-
ulation expanded from just 2 million in 1850 to 4 million in 1900 and more
than 42 million in 2000. Its mobility and dispersion were as important as
its size. The Colombian population has never been concentrated around
a single location. Around the mid-nineteenth century most people lived in
the highlands—not in large cities, but in a congeries of middle or small-
size towns. Then began a steady movement of people from the cool high-
lands to the warmer zones of the mountain slopes and valleys and to the
Caribbean lowlands, a trend that some historians regard as the most im-
portant social phenomenon of the hundred-year period from 1850 to 1950.

Urbanization followed, but later than in Argentina or Chile. By the late
1930s less than 30 percent of the Colombian population resided in cities; by
the end of the century, around 70 percent did. The process of urbanization
reached its maximum velocity in the 1950s—but it was fragmented and di-
vergent, not concentrated or centralized. In sharp contrast to Argentina and
Chile, dominated respectively by Buenos Aires and Santiago, Colombia has
four large regional capitals: Bogotá, Medellín, Cali, and Barranquilla.
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Table 7-1 Relative Shares of Colombian Exports, 1980–1995

% Legal Illegal Drugs

Years Coffee Petroleum Other (as % of Legal Exports)

1980–84 50.1 9.5 40.4 65.4
1985–89 38.8 13.1 48.1 40.3
1990–95 17.7 18.4 63.9 30.6

Source: Frank Safford and Marco Palacios, Colombia: Fragmented Land, Divided Society (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2002), p. 315.



Like other countries of Latin America, Colombia developed a substan-
tial middle class—but one that is less distinctly urban than in the South-
ern Cone. As shown by the history of coffee production, the middle class
in Colombia has a sizable rural component. Moreover, its urban elements
are spread out among diverse cities in different (and often competitive)
regions, so they are not especially cohesive.

Furthermore, economic change gave rise to a working class. Initially, the
working class was concentrated not so much in manufacturing as in for-
eign-dominated enclaves, such as oil fields and banana plantations, and in
the transportation sector, especially railways and river navigation. After the
turn of the century many workers in these areas became markedly radical,
nationalist and anti-imperialist in ideology, sometimes with socialist over-
tones or inspiration. In the cities, labor unions were created, controlled,
or co-opted by one of three entities: political parties (usually Liberal, some-
times Conservative), the church, or the communist left. Indeed, the polit-
ical left (Liberal, Socialist, or Communist) came to dominate an important
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segment of the union movement through the creation in the late 1930s of
the Confederación de Trabajadores de Colombia (CTC). The process of union-
ization was nonetheless slow: out of 4 million workers in the 1940s, only
90,000 (2.25 percent) were unionized. By the mid-1960s union member-
ship climbed to 700,000, approximately 13.4 percent of the labor force,
but this proportion has declined in recent years. At present the rate of
union membership is among the lowest in Latin America.

When all is said and done, Colombia’s reliance on export promotion
failed to create a truly prosperous society. To be sure, the Colombian econ-
omy grew slightly faster than the average for Latin America during the
course of the twentieth century. In 1950 the country’s GDP per capita
ranked tenth in Latin America, and by 1995 it was eighth. But by 2002
Colombia’s per capita income was $1,830, still far below comparable lev-
els in Argentina, Chile, or Mexico. According to worldwide standards,
Colombia now falls in the “lower-middle” income category. This was
progress—but on the installment plan.

Inequality and poverty have been persistent and widespread. During the
1970s and 1980s, the incomes of nearly 60 percent of the population fell
below the poverty line; by the 1990s the figure had dropped slightly to 55
percent, although the absolute number of people living in poverty had in-
creased. By the late 1940s, as well, less than 1 percent of the people were
earning one-third of the national income. In Colombia, as elsewhere, such
patent injustice necessarily impacted politics. In particular, inequalities of
land distribution would lead peasants to take direct action themselves.

Conservatives, Liberals, and Convivencia

The War of the Thousand Days and the catastrophic loss of Panama marked
a major turning point in Colombia’s national life. For a time, at least, po-
litical elites interacted through rituals of convivencia, the genteel rules of
parliamentary debate. Civil war was delegitimized as a form of competition.
New political actors appeared—such as labor unions—and social and po-
litical rights were broadened. And thanks to coffee exports, Colombia
would at last find its niche within the world market.

Fresh from their triumph in the War of the Thousand Days, the Con-
servatives retained control of the army, the ballot box, and institutional
power. General Rafael Reyes became president in 1904 and proceeded to
rule with an iron hand. When congress failed to cooperate, he dissolved
it, jailed some members, and exiled others. Reyes declared martial law and
assumed dictatorial powers. Even so, he managed to reorganize the na-
tion’s finances, restore Colombia’s credit in world markets, accelerate the
construction of railways and highways, and stimulate coffee production. In
such ways his rule resembled not only that of his predecessor Rafael Núñez,
but also that of Porfirio Díaz in Mexico. Yet opposition swelled when Reyes
attempted to conclude a treaty under which the United States would pay
$2.5 million in return for Colombia’s formal recognition of the indepen-

Modern Latin America236



dence of Panama. This appeared to set an unduly low price on Colombian
sovereignty! Confronted by popular fury, he resigned from office in 1909.

Although Conservatives continued their control of power, the pace of
social change was quickening. Labor agitation led to a decade of “heroic
unionism,” which peaked in the late 1920s. Tensions came to a head in
the town of Ciénaga in 1928, when a union guided by the Revolutionary
Socialist Party (a precursor of the Communist Party) declared a strike and
25,000 workers, particularly those at the U.S.-owned United Fruit planta-
tions, stopped cutting bananas. The American manager dispatched an ur-
gent message to the Colombian president, Miguel Abadía Méndez, de-
scribing “an extremely grave and dangerous situation.” Abadía Méndez
responded by deploying army units in order to maintain “public order.”
The ensuing confrontation led to what has come to be known as “the mas-
sacre of the banana plantations,” a central event in the collective memory
of Colombians—and recounted, albeit with purposeful exaggeration, by
Gabriel García Márquez in One Hundred Years of Solitude. (The tragedy did
not, however, convince United Fruit to leave Colombia. That occurred only
in the 1940s, after an outbreak of sigatoka disease devastated the banana
plantations it controlled.)

The entire period from 1885 to 1930 is often called one of “Conserva-
tive hegemony,” but it was more complex than that. The Catholic hierar-
chy indeed had a strong political role and was considered part of the gov-
ernment under the constitution of 1886, especially with the Conservatives
in power. Yet the church did not spread its activities evenly across the coun-
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try. In ethnic terms, the church focused more on mestizo populations and
less on blacks and mulattoes. The conservative province of Antioquia had
an especially close connection to the church. Social change nonetheless
posed a threat to tradition. In 1925 the rector of a church-run school of-
fered a lament about elite youths and “the changeability of their spirit, the
yearning for diversions, the futility caused by the cinema . . . the rebel-
liousness that each day progresses more in the mass of undisciplined stu-
dents, thanks to the socially destructive press.” Secularization was spread-
ing through society.
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Writing as Destiny

One of the world’s greatest writers, Gabriel García Márquez is a
beloved figure in Colombia. His most famous novel, One Hundred
Years of Solitude, is a classic of modern literature. Narrated in the style
of “magical realism,” it is a gripping tale of fiction; a compelling al-
legory about the history of Colombia; and a searching exploration of
life, love, passion, and personality in contemporary Latin America.

García Márquez recently published the first installment of a three-
volume autobiography. In it he recounts a conversation with his
mother during a train ride back to their ancestral home. Distressed
that the youthful García Márquez appears to have forsaken the study
of law for an incipient (and impecunious) career in journalism, she
keeps asking how she should explain this turn of events to his father: 

“So, what shall I tell your papa?”
I thought she would never give up her search for the flank where

she could break through my decision. Earlier she had suggested a few
compromises that I rejected out of hand, but I knew her withdrawal
would not last long. Even so, this new assault took me by surprise. Pre-
pared for another long, fruitless battle, I answered with more calm than
I had shown before:

“Tell him the only thing I want in life is to be a writer, and that’s
what I’m going to be.”

“He isn’t opposed to your being what you want to be,” she said, “as
long as you have a degree in something.”

She spoke without looking at me, pretending to be less interested
in our conversation than in the life passing by the window.

“I don’t know why you insist so much when you know very well I
won’t give in,” I said to her.

Then she looked into my eyes and asked, intrigued:
“Why do you believe I know that?”
“Because you and I are just alike,” I said.

Source: Gabriel García Márquez, Living to Tell the Tale, trans. Edith Gross-
man (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2003), p. 19.



Conservative rule was weakened by the onset of the Great Depression,
and a schism within the party made it possible for a moderate Liberal, En-
rique Olaya Herrera, to become president. This inaugurated a fifteen-year
period known as the “Liberal republic.” This era would witness consider-
able expansion in the role and strength of Colombia’s national govern-
ment. On a less positive note, it would increase the politicization of poli-
cymaking processes and thus intensify partisan rivalries.

Midway through his term, Olaya formulated a visionary proposal for
agrarian reform. A task force under his direction suggested a reform based
on principles of socialist-inspired French law and on the agrarian princi-
ples of the Mexican Revolution and the Spanish Republic. It established a
presumption of state ownership of “all uncultivated land”—and a corollary
principle that public lands could be obtained only by individuals who were
working on it. The final statute approved by the legislature was much more
conservative, however, privileging the security of title of landowners over
the allocation of land to peasants. In effect, the agrarian law of 1936 re-
solved conflicts by methods in use since the 1920s—that is, through the
private or government division of large estates that were besieged by colonos
and by the adjudication of public lands on a case-by-case basis. Very little,
if any, good land was redistributed in fact. As a result, conflicts over
landownership and colonization would continue for the next half century.

Succeeding Olaya in the presidency was the charismatic Alfonso López
Pumarejo, who proclaimed the initiation of a revolución en marcha during
his 1934–38 term. A strong supporter of unionization, he became the
supreme arbiter of worker-management conflicts. Directly confronting the
paternalist control of labor unions by industrialists in Medellín and other
cities, he actively encouraged strikes by coffee harvesters and their quest
for unionization. In 1936 López also oversaw the extension of the vote to
all adult males, a step that moved Colombia down the road toward mass-
based politics.

Eduardo Santos (1938–42), a social moderate, took strong stands on eco-
nomic policy. To promote industrial development—specifically, import-
substitution industrialization (ISI), a recipe followed elsewhere in Latin
America—he created the Instituto de Fomento Industrial. His administra-
tion thus backed the construction of a steelworks in Medellín (1942), a
rubber factory near Bogotá (1942), a shipyard in Barranquilla (1943), and
a steel plant in Boyacá. Santos also promoted low-cost housing and the de-
velopment of infrastructure, including aqueducts and sewers. All such pro-
grams strengthened the authority and expanded the reach of the national
state.

From the 1940s to the 1970s, Colombia thus adopted a pragmatic eco-
nomic policy that combined elements of both protectionism and free trade.
Downturns in the international coffee market accentuated support for
some degree of ISI, even as the reliance on exports stressed the need for
free trade (especially in Colombia’s major markets!). Meanwhile Wash-
ington chose Colombia as a favorite recipient of economic assistance un-
der the Alliance for Progress, launched in 1961. Initially heralded as a
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“showcase” of the Alliance, Colombia got off to a fast start, but the col-
laboration with the United States soon soured. Corruption, mismanage-
ment, and partisan politics marred the Colombian effort, while Washing-
ton’s mounting preoccupation with other parts of the world—particularly
the war in Vietnam—led to virtual abandonment of the alliance. During
the 1980s there emerged in Colombia a new commitment to the dogmas
of free trade, according to many observers, a position that appeared to be
justified by the debt crisis of that era, the subsequent globalization of mar-
kets, the expectations created by growing income from petroleum exports,
and the impact of drug trafficking.

Gaitán, Reaction, and La Violencia

Politics was relatively peaceful during the transition from Conservative
hegemony to the Liberal republic and through much of the 1930s and into
the 1940s. Elections became free and fair, elites interacted with mutual re-
spect, and there was evidence of social progress. This tranquil interlude
would not last for long.

The initial challenge came from within—in the person of Jorge Eliécer
Gaitán, a maverick Liberal who cultivated a mass following among the dis-
advantaged sectors of society. Based largely in the cities, his movement bore
a resemblance to populist movements in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and other
countries of Latin America, although it lacked significant support from
Colombian industrialists. Himself an outsider, Gaitán vigorously attacked
the nation’s “oligarchy” and championed the empowerment of ordinary
people. Constructing his public image with care, he provided free legal de-
fense to destitute criminal defendants. Calling for a “moral restoration” (as
had Rafael Núñez a half-century before), Gaitán spoke of the division of
Colombian society into “the political country” and “the national country.”
For Gaitán, the “national country” represented all those who were excluded
by the oligarchy from the “political country”—not only working people but
also industrialists, agriculturalists, and members of the middle class.

Gaitán represented a threat—not only to the Conservatives, who held
the presidency under Mariano Ospina Pérez (1946–50), but also to lead-
ers of his own Liberal party. Gaitán did not come from the elite. He de-
nounced the oligarchy’s ethos of civility as a charade for the perpetuation
of power. He mobilized the masses. An electrifying speaker, he could com-
mand extraordinary loyalty—to himself, not to the system or its leaders or
even its institutions. To Colombia’s traditionalists Gaitán was an upstart,
dangerous and unpredictable.

On April 9, 1948, Gaitán was shot by an unknown assailant in the center of
Bogotá. His assassination prompted massive riots throughout the city, the so-
called bogotazo. At first the uprising horrified and unified the traditional po-
litical elites. Once Gaitán became a martyr, however, they opted to destroy his
legacy—by inciting partisan hostilities. This was a painful and defining mo-
ment in Colombian political life. The assassination of Gaitán closed the way
to centrist and reformist solutions for decades to come. Convivencia was gone.
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Mobilizing Masses, Empowering People

Rhetoric has always been an important source of political power, es-
pecially in Latin America. Artfully and thoughtfully, Jorge Eliécer
Gaitán appealed to his followers with a series of carefully crafted slo-
gans. As analyzed by historian Herbert Braun, Gaitán’s phrases often
held multiple meanings:

Gaitán’s slogan “El pueblo es superior a sus dirigentes” (“The pueblo is su-
perior to its leaders”) . . . was the most far-reaching of all his slogans,
for it pointed to an overturning of the social order. Gaitán threatened
the leaders with what they most feared, an ochlocracy [rule by the rab-
ble], and he offered his followers a democracy. . . .

Yet another masterfully crafted slogan—“Yo no soy un hombre, soy un
pueblo” (“I am not a man, I am a pueblo”)—reunited the two worlds
that Gaitán had separated and reversed. He represented a new order
with himself as head of the país nacional. The slogan contradicted the
traditional distinction between private and public life. Gaitán was claim-
ing to be an entirely public figure for reasons that were precisely the
opposite of those of the convivialistas: they separated themselves from
the pueblo; he was giving himself over to it. For his followers the slo-
gan meant that their leader, a distinguished man with the character to
challenge the convivialistas, was returning to the pueblo from which
he had come.

Gaitán’s other major slogan, “Por la restauración moral y democrática
de la república” (“Toward the moral and democratic restoration of the
nation”), succinctly captured the elusive ideal of a return to a social
order that the convivialistas had betrayed. It must have produced an
intense feeling of racial isolation in the white elite, which saw any
restoration, any return to the past, that was not led by them, as a re-
turn to the indigenous, pre-Hispanic origins of the nation.

Even Gaitán’s simple call to arms—“A la carga”—contained a mean-
ing that is not readily apparent. The word carga also signifies a physi-
cal burden, a heavy weight to be carried. Every time Gaitán called the
pueblo to action at the end of his orations, he was eliciting images of
the daily world of labor. Gaitán ended most of his speeches by repeating
these slogans. As the crowds grew accustomed to the ritual, he would
call out, “Pueblo,” and the crowds responded: “¡A la carga!” “¡Pueblo!”
“¡Por la restauración moral y democrática de la república!” “¡Pueblo!” “¡A la
victoria!” “¡Pueblo!” “¡Contra la oligarquía!”

From Herbert Braun, The Assassination of Gaitán: Public Life and Urban Vio-
lence in Colombia (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), pp. 102–103.

Gaitán’s murder thus led to a grisly acceleration in political violence, an
era known simply as La Violencia. It stretched from 1946 to 1964, with its
most destructive period in 1948–53. Unbelievably, it resulted in as many as
200,000 deaths. Its fundamental cause was virulent partisanship, intensi-
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fied by the Gaitán assassination and by the ethos of the Cold War. In part,
it emerged from long-standing vendettas between rival family clans that
had little to do with ideology. And from the mid-1950s to the mid-1960s it
took the form of “mafia” violence, as marauding groups sought economic
gain instead of political power (by threatening coffee workers at harvest
time, they could bring landowners to their knees). Concentrated in spe-
cific regions of the country, including the coffee belts, La Violencia nonethe-
less inflicted trauma on the national society at large.

In protest against what they regarded as Conservative abuse of power,
the Liberals abstained from the presidential election of 1949. This gave
President Ospina an excuse to close congress, pack the high courts with
party loyalists, and declare a state of siege. Aided by the police, Conserva-
tive mobs sacked and burned the buildings of two of the most important
and respected Liberal newspapers, El Tiempo and El Espectador. Thrown on
the defensive, the Liberals formed guerrilla units. Violence and counter-
violence mounted. Approximately 50,000 people were killed in 1950 alone.

With Liberals abstaining from the election, Conservative candidate Lau-
reano Gómez assumed the presidency in 1950. An open admirer of Salazar’s
Portugal and Franco’s Spain, Gómez sought to establish an ultra-conserv-
ative order based on economic industrialization under state guidance, con-
trol (and repression) of labor unions, and electoral demobilization, to
which Liberals unwittingly contributed by abstaining from elections. Eager
to stimulate development, Gómez also promoted the expansion of the
country’s infrastructure—electrification, transportation, and communica-
tions.

Yet Gómez ran afoul of the military. When he attempted to remove
General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla as commander of the armed forces in 1953,
Rojas responded with a coup d’état. One of his first acts was to offer an
amnesty to guerrillas, mostly Liberals, thus bringing the first phase of
La Violencia to an end (as was mentioned earlier, a second phase would
stretch to 1964.) Inspired by the example of Juan Perón in Argentina,
Rojas attempted to form his own political base, the Movimiento de Acción
Nacional, and his own political party, the Third Force—which both ma-
jor parties perceived as a threat. Also like Perón, Rojas sought to ad-
vance the position of women, incorporating women into the police force,
appointing the first woman governor and the first woman cabinet min-
ister in the history of the country, and promoting suffrage and full po-
litical rights for women in general. Moreover he attempted to curry sup-
port among industrial workers.

As an economic crisis gripped the country, Colombia’s traditional elites
turned against him. In 1956 a coalition of Liberals and Conservatives
formed an alliance to oust Rojas from power. Stiff opposition mounted
from the church and from industrialists, merchants, and bankers, who man-
aged to mount a general strike. In 1957 a frustrated Rojas resigned from
office in favor of a military junta that oversaw a peaceful transition to a
constitutional government.
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These developments serve to highlight two distinctive characteristics of
Colombia’s twentieth-century politics. One was modest experience with mil-
itary intervention. The Rojas Pinilla dictatorship was unquestionably au-
thoritarian—but it was relatively mild and brief, more populist than con-
servative in ideological orientation. Unlike countries of the Southern Cone,
Colombia never had to endure a “bureaucratic-authoritarian” regime or a
state-sponsored “dirty war” against alleged subversives. In subsequent years
the Colombian military would exert significant influence on the political
process and acquire a considerable degree of institutional autonomy. But
it would not overthrow elected civilian governments.

Second, Colombia’s transition to electoral democracy in the late 1950s
was conspicuously uneventful. There was no wave of political assassina-
tions, no bloodshed in the streets, no external war. Essentially, the re-
turn to democracy resulted from an amicable bargain among traditional
elites. The process was remarkably smooth. In retrospect, it may have
been too smooth.

The National Front

Emerging from the anti-Rojas coalition of 1956–57, the National Front re-
sulted from a formal pact between the majorities of both the Liberal and
Conservative parties. Under the terms of the agreement, the presidency
would alternate between Liberals and Conservatives, and all positions in
the three branches of government, throughout the country, would be dis-
tributed evenly between the two parties. In effect it created an automatic
mechanism that would remove uncertainty from electoral politics. En-
dorsed by nearly 95 percent of the participants in a national plebiscite in
late 1957, the compact was scheduled to last until 1974. In 1968 the two
parties reached a supplementary pact called the desmonte (or “disman-
tling”), which confirmed an understanding that there would be an “equi-
table” representation of the two parties in the national cabinet after the
expiration of the Front in 1974.

The National Front had several goals. One key purpose was to bring an
end to the still-continuing Violencia by freezing the current distribution of
political assets. A second was to restore constitutional democracy and the
ethos of civility or convivencia. A third, of course, was to ensure that politi-
cians of both parties would have access to power. As they learned during
the Rojas Pinilla dictatorship, any share of power would be much more
pleasing than none.

With access to office guaranteed, political competition during the Na-
tional Front took place not so much between the parties as within the par-
ties. This led to the trivialization of political discussion and a plethora of
factional infighting. And by definition, the Front denied political repre-
sentation to those who did not support the traditional parties. So it ended
partisan fighting between the Liberals and the Conservatives; by excluding
all others, however, it provoked new forms of anti-system violence.
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Nor did the National Front lead to a visionary social policy. One of the
most important issues for Colombia was agrarian reform. Legislation
adopted under the Liberal Alberto Lleras Camargo (1958–62) was disre-
garded by Conservative Guillermo León Valencia (1962–66). It was resus-
citated by another Liberal, Carlos Lleras Restrepo (1966-–70), who en-
couraged peasant mobilizations. Later, under another Conservative, the
government suspended land distribution in 1972, and the leaders of both
parties agreed to abandon the entire project. In its place, the Liberals pro-
posed an income tax on land—which would presumably encourage the
sale of lands—but that proposal was blocked by the Conservatives in the
late 1970s. Such a prolonged partisan stalemate provoked discontent
throughout the countryside.

As might have been expected, this situation gave rise to armed revolu-
tionary movements representing political elements that were excluded
from the National Front. First to appear was the Ejército de Liberación Na-
cional (ELN, or National Liberation Army), created in 1962 by university
students who vigorously denounced the “parliamentary cretinism” of the
Communist Party and, by extension, traditional elites and the National
Front as a whole. Initially focused on urban areas, the ELN extended its
operations in the late 1960s to the countryside, where it met with a deci-
sive military defeat in 1973. As distress mounted among campesinos, the
ELN would later regroup, and by the 1980s it began launching systematic
and repeated attacks on oil pipelines owned by U.S. companies.

The Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC, or Revolutionary
Armed Forces of Colombia) emerged in 1966. The FARC had its roots in
communist-led peasant agitation dating back to the 1920s, and, unlike the
ELN, it had a largely agrarian focus. From experience in these struggles,
the FARC’s preeminent leader, Manuel Marulanda, had acquired the nick-
name of “Tirofijo” (“Sureshot”). In reaction to attacks from government
forces, the FARC developed mobile guerrilla units for offensive action. In
the 1980s FARC leadership broke with the Communist Party and became
an independent revolutionary organization with its own military and po-
litical doctrines. The FARC also formed tactical alliances with narco-traf-
fickers, and by the 1990s it was the most powerful guerrilla movement in
Colombia.

In the meantime, Gustavo Rojas Pinilla had returned to the political stage
in the 1960s and established an opposition party, Acción Nacional Popular
(or ANAPO). Starting out with less than 4 percent of the vote in 1962,
ANAPO soon became a potent electoral force—thus threatening the Na-
tional Front, whose basic premise was a Liberal-Conservative duopoly on
power. Espousing a credo of “socialism on Christian bases in the Colom-
bian manner,” Rojas Pinilla directed his appeal to the country’s urban
masses. A nationalist, he sought to impose restrictions on foreign invest-
ment; a social conservative, he endorsed a ban on birth control. In ways
Rojas bore an uncanny resemblance to Jorge Gaitán, who had so effectively
mobilized the working class and urban poor during the 1940s.
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As a result of ANAPO’s rise, the National Front lost credibility in the
election of 1970. Many people thought Rojas Pinilla won the most votes.
On election night the government cancelled the transmission of results,
however, and the next day it announced the victory of the official candi-
date, the Conservative Misael Pastrana. The official tally awarded ANAPO
35 percent, still a respectable showing. President Carlos Lleras Restrepo,
an otherwise distinguished statesman, confirmed this outcome and
promptly imposed a curfew in the nation’s major cities. Initially hailed as
a triumph for democracy, the National Front came to an ignominious end.

The disputed election of 1970 spawned yet another guerrilla movement,
the April 19th Movement (or M-19, named for the date of the election).
A radical splinter group from ANAPO, urban in origin and focus, M-19 was
initially influenced by the (temporary) success of Montoneros in Argentina
and Tupamaros in Uruguay. It mounted some spectacular operations. In
a monumentally symbolic attack, M-19 chagrined the Colombian military
by snatching the sword of Simón Bolívar. In 1980 its adherents seized the
embassy of the Dominican Republic, holding diplomats and others hostage.
And in November 1985, M-19 guerrillas seized the Palace of Justice, prompt-
ing an all-out assault by the military; the resultant pitched battle led to the
deaths of twelve justices of the Supreme Court, all forty-one guerrillas in-
volved, and many lawyers and innocent citizens. (Over the door of the
Palace of Justice, through which army tanks rolled to mow down the rebels,
are written the words “Colombians, arms have given you independence.
Laws will give you freedom.” This lofty rhetoric was overshadowed by harsh
reality.) Thereafter viewed in a negative light, M-19 eventually chose to
abandon armed struggle in order to participate in civilian politics.

In the 1974 election—the first without guarantees for the two parties—
the Liberals overwhelmed the Conservatives. Alfonso López Michelsen
(the son of Alfonso López Pumarejo) became president after forging an
alliance with a notorious machine politician, Julio César Turbay, a move
that disillusioned many citizens. The Liberals dominated both houses of
congress by a ratio of nearly 2:1. Undivided government did little to im-
prove the policy process, however, and many citizens became alienated
from national politics. Disillusion spread even further as Turbay, master
of the Liberal machine, won the party’s nomination and became presi-
dent in 1978.

Colombia was hit by the debt crisis during the administration of Belis-
ario Betancur, a Conservative (1982–86). In contrast to Argentina and es-
pecially Mexico, Colombia had kept public borrowing to modest levels,
but private debts incurred by manufacturing enterprises created an acute
industrial crisis. To assist with debt scheduling, the International Mone-
tary Fund followed its usual policy of economic orthodoxy by demand-
ing a drastic reduction in public expenditures, which required a freeze
on public-sector wages and cuts in education and housing for the poor,
and devaluation of the peso, which had the effect of protecting domes-
tic manufacturers from foreign competition.
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The presidential baton then passed to Virgilio Barco (1986–90), a Lib-
eral who brought the desmonte to a close by abandoning the concept of a
bipartisan cabinet. Barco began to dismantle the tariff protection of do-
mestic industry, a process that would be completed in the early 1990s. Even
so, guerrilla groups and drug cartels were gaining strength, and political
violence continued to mount. In August 1989, the assassination of Liberal
presidential candidate Luis Carlos Galán, ordered by drug traffickers, sent
shock waves throughout Colombian society. In an effort to address these
challenges, Barco made his most significant decision: to hold a plebiscite
that would pave the way for a constitutional convention.

Seeking Constitutional Order

In response to popular demand, Liberal party president César Gaviria
(1990–94) oversaw the election of a constitutional assembly in December
1990. A special feature of this process was an offer of amnesty to guerrilla
movements—an invitation that was promptly accepted by the M-19 move-
ment, which became a significant force within the assembly itself. The del-
egates held sessions until mid-1991, at which time they approved a new
charter. It sought to strengthen key institutions, protect civil rights, open
channels for citizen participation in politics, and regulate the relationship
between the executive and legislative branches. Indeed, it was hoped that
the new constitution would work miracles, establishing peace and pro-
moting national reconciliation. Offering a controversial judgment, politi-
cal scientist Fernando Cepeda Ulloa declared: “It would not be an exag-
geration to state that the new 1991 constitution left Colombia well endowed
as far as the potential for democratic governance was concerned.”

Despite its virtues, the new constitution created its share of problems. By
establishing processes of executive and legislative appointments for the ma-
jority of positions on the top administrative court, it tended to politicize the
country’s already-tottering judicial branch. By mandating the transfer of
nearly one-half of national revenues to municipalities and provincial de-
partments, it brought about a fiscal crisis for the central state. By encour-
aging the formation of multiple parties, it contributed to the fragmentation
of political forces. And by establishing a vice-presidency and runoff elec-
tions for the presidency, it not only undermined the dominance of the Lib-
eral Party—but also weakened the nation’s long-standing party system.

One positive trend was increased enfranchisement for women. By 2002,
women held 12 percent of the seats in the lower house and 13 percent in
the senate—just about the same proportions as those in the United States.
Equally significant, women held nearly one-fifth of the cabinet positions.
(Indeed, a woman would serve as minister of defense.) Unlike some other
Latin American countries, Colombia did not establish a “quota law” for fe-
male representation in parties’ electoral slates, but it eventually took the
unusual step of requiring that women make up 30 percent of senior deci-
sion makers in the public sector.
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Despite the new constitution, Colombia would face the prospect of dis-
integration throughout the 1990s. Outlaw organizations posed serious and
mounting threats to state authority. One source of danger came from
narco-trafficking gangs that made enormous profits from the export of co-
caine, principally to the United States. Especially prone to violence was the
Medellín cartel, under the ruthless leadership of Pablo Escobar, who fi-
nally met his death in a shoot-out in late 1993. The U.S. government was
deeply involved in the hunt for Escobar, dispatching technical assistance
and a military sniper team. And all the while, Washington insisted that the
cause of illicit drug trafficking came from production in South America,
rather than consumption within the United States.

After Escobar’s demise a cartel from the city of Cali came to the fore,
less violent, more subtle, and focused more on profits than on the elimi-
nation of enemies. When this group was disbanded and broken up as a re-
sult of top-level arrests, drug trafficking continued—now in the hands of
dozens of smaller cartels, less centralized, less visible, and more difficult to
trace. Colombia thus confronted a simple fact: as long as there was strong
demand for illicit drugs in foreign markets, especially the United States,
there would be supply.

As drug cartels were rising and falling, Colombia shifted its position in
the production of cocaine—made from coca leaves grown only in South
America. Traditionally, Colombian traffickers relied on Bolivia and Peru
for their raw product, purchasing coca leaves (or coca paste) and trans-

Colombia: Discord, Civility, and Violence 247

Pablo Escobar’s rise from
street thug to international
billionaire was nothing less
than spectacular—as was his
eventual downfall. (Reuters
NewMedia Inc./Corbis.)



Modern Latin America248

Embarking on a Criminal Career

Pablo Escobar achieved widespread notoriety in the 1980s and 1990s
as the leader of the Medellín drug cartel. He became one of the
world’s richest men; a hero to the poor; and, for a time, a prominent
figure in Colombian politics. 

As a young thug on the streets of Medellín, however, he did not
seem to have a great future in store. According to reliable reports,
he made a breakthrough at the age of twenty-two: 

Kidnapping for debt collection evolved soon enough into kidnapping
for its own sake. The most famous case attributed to young Pablo was
that of Envigado industrialist Diego Echavarria, in the summer of 1971.
Echavarria was a proud Conservative factory owner, widely respected
in higher social circles but disliked by many of the poor industrial work-
ers in Medellín, who were laid off in droves from local textile mills. At
the time, wealthy Antioquia landowners were expanding their country
holdings by simply evicting whole villages of farmers from the Mag-
dalena River Valley, leaving them no alternative but to move to the
slums of the growing city. The unpopular factory owner’s body was
found in a hole not far from the place where Pablo was born. He had
been kidnapped six weeks earlier and had been beaten and strangled,
even though his family had paid a $50,000 ransom. The killing of Diego
Echavarria worked on two levels. It turned a profit and it doubled as
a blow for social justice. There is no way to prove that Pablo orches-
trated this crime, and he was never officially charged with it, but it was
so widely attributed to him that in the slums people began referring
to Pablo admiringly as Doctor Echavarria, or simply El Doctor. The
killing had all the hallmarks of the young crime boss’s emerging style:
cruel, deadly, smart, and with an eye toward public relations.

In one stroke, the Echavarria kidnapping elevated Pablo to the sta-
tus of a local legend.

Source: Mark Bowden, Killing Pablo: The Hunt for the World’s Greatest Outlaw
(New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 2001), pp. 20–21.

forming it into powdered cocaine in clandestine laboratories. In effect, this
arrangement gave Colombian traffickers a virtual monopoly on world co-
caine supplies. Shipping their goods to overseas markets (principally the
United States and Europe), they could acquire massive profits. During the
1990s, however, production declined sharply in Bolivia and Peru—for a va-
riety of reasons, including governmental repression—and Colombian
campesinos picked up the slack. As is revealed in Figure 7-2, Colombia be-
came the world’s leading source of coca leaf by the mid-1990s and would
continue its ascendancy, producing nearly 600,000 estimated metric tons



in 2000. By 2003, Colombia was thought to produce three-quarters of the
cocaine consumed in the United States.

Drug cartels undermined the authority of the Colombian government
in several ways. First, they employed violence and intimidation. Especially
under Escobar, the Medellín cartel waged virtual war against the govern-
ment in the late 1980s and early 1990s; in particular, they were reacting
against an official decision to extradite drug traffickers for trial in the
United States. To emphasize their point, they assassinated scores of judges,
prosecutors, law enforcement agents, and political figures. Medellín oper-
atives went so far as to blow up an Avianca airliner that was thought to be
carrying police informants. Four out of six presidential candidates in the
1990 election process were shot to death. Second, narco-traffickers com-
promised government authorities through the extensive and effective use
of bribery. Third, they won public support by presenting themselves in
Robin Hood roles—sponsoring soccer teams, building playgrounds, sup-
porting charities, and the like. Fourth, the drug lords displayed a brazen
sense of impunity. The weakness of the judicial system and police corrup-
tion became especially conspicuous. At one point Pablo Escobar submit-
ted to detention only after lengthy negotiations with authorities; he con-
tinued to conduct day-to-day business in a special and luxurious prison of
his own design, from which he later walked away. In its confrontations with
drug traffickers, the government seemed powerless.
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The second threat came from guerrilla groups, which gained strength
through the 1980s and 1990s. The FARC acquired economic leverage
through its alliances with narco-traffickers, and it moved directly into the
cultivation of coca, marijuana, and opium poppies. According to official
estimates, the FARC expanded from 3600 insurgents in 1986 to about 7000
in 1995 and as many as 15,000 (or even 20,000) by 2000. During the same
period, the ELN grew from only 800 insurgents in the mid-1980s to 5000
by 2000. In sharp contrast to other countries of Latin America, where rev-
olutionary movements had all but disappeared, Colombia continued to face
serious challenges from armed insurgencies.

Relationships between drug cartels and guerrilla groups were mercurial
and changeable. Alliances were tactical, instrumental, and often extor-
tionate. In exchange for a “tax” on drug profits, for instance, guerrilla
groups sometimes furnished military protection for traffickers and coca-
growing campesinos. By the late 1990s, too, it appeared that the FARC was
actively involved in the cultivation of coca leaf. To this extent guerrillas
and traffickers shared common interests. At the same time, conflict and
tensions persisted. M-19 and other guerrilla groups attempted to extract
ransom from drug traffickers by kidnapping relatives of cartel members;
in furious response, the cartels unleashed a vicious campaign of “death to
kidnappers” (muerte a secuestradores). On their part, nouveax riches drug
traffickers sometime used their vast profits to purchase rural estates—thus
joining the landed oligarchy against which agrarian rebels had taken up
arms in the first place. Guerrillas and traffickers fought one another just
as often as they forged alliances.

Directly and indirectly, these developments led to the emergence of still
another threat: armed “paramilitary” units that presented themselves as
self-defense groups. If the government could not protect its citizens, ac-
cording to maximum leader Carlos Castaño, the people would have to fend
for themselves. In fact the paramilitary groups functioned as self-appointed
vigilante units that unleashed violent attacks for a broad variety of mo-
tives—economic, political, and personal. With a vaguely right-wing ideol-
ogy, paramilitary units tended to offer their services to prominent land-
lords, wealthy businessmen, and, at times, opportunistic drug traffickers.
By 2000 they were said to have 4500–5000 members. Evidence showed that
paramilitary units had close ties to the Colombian armed forces and that
their ranks included soldiers, policemen, and even ex-guerrillas.

Triangular conflicts among drug cartels, guerrillas, and paramilitaries in-
flicted frightful levels of violence on Colombian society. From the 1950s
through end of the 1970s, homicide rates in Colombia averaged around
30 per 100,000 citizens—the highest in Latin America, but still within range
of other violent countries (including Brazil, Mexico, Nicaragua, and
Panama). Then levels in Colombia began to escalate: by 1990 the rate had
climbed to 86 per 100,000, and by 1995 it was 95 per 100,000. Assaults, kid-
nappings, and assassinations mounted steadily throughout the late 1990s.
Violence had returned to the land of La Violencia. The traffic in drugs was
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clearly a major provocation as Medellín became the nation’s murder cap-
ital.

Colombian governments struggled to meet these multiple challenges but
with little visible success. Glimmers of hope appeared under César Gaviria,
a Liberal, who oversaw the constitutional process of 1991 and the disarm-
ing of M-19 (it was troubling, though, that neither the FARC nor the ELN
accepted the government’s offer of amnesty). An effective leader, Gaviria
undertook what he called a “peaceful revolution,” more popularly known
in Colombia as el revolcón (literally, the upset, tumble, or turnover). In ad-
dition to promoting peace, he accelerated the process of economic open-
ing, creating a new ministry for foreign trade, reducing tariffs, and en-
couraging foreign investment. At the end of his term, he was elected
secretary-general of the Organization of American States, in which post he
would serve with distinction.

The Liberal party won the elections of 1994 but only after a second-
round runoff, when Ernesto Samper defeated Conservative Andrés Pastrana
by just two percentage points (50.3 percent to 48.2 percent). Almost as soon
as he took office, Samper’s presidency fell under the cloud of scandal—
specifically, accusations that he had accepted over $6 million in campaign
funds from the Cali drug cartel. Under pressure, Samper conceded that
campaign operatives had accepted drug money, but he denied any per-
sonal knowledge of these transactions. In what became known as “the trial
of the century”—the first time a sitting president was subject to possible
impeachment—the Colombian congress undertook an investigation. In
June 1996 the legislature voted to discontinue its inquiry (implicitly ab-
solving Samper) by a margin of 111–43. Suspicious of a cover-up, skeptics
noted that the president’s own party dominated the congress and that two
dozen members of congress were themselves facing charges of corruption.
As a result, the Samper administration became virtually powerless—while
public confidence in the nation’s political system plummeted to all-time
lows.

Assuming a moralistic stance, the United States responded to these de-
velopments by “decertifying” Colombia for inadequate efforts in the fight
against drugs. In particular, Washington was unhappy with Samper’s re-
fusal to extradite captured drug kingpins to the United States. And in July
1996, shortly after the congressional vote in his favor, the Clinton admin-
istration revoked Samper’s visa for travel to the United States.

With the Liberals discredited, the Conservatives finally won the presi-
dential election of 1998. This time Andrés Pastrana selected a provincial
governor associated with the M-19 as vice-presidential candidate and, in a
second-round runoff, defeated the Liberal candidate by 49 percent to 46
percent. Yet the Liberals did well in legislative races, so Pastrana took of-
fice without a working majority in either chamber of congress. Colombians
thus encountered the realities of a divided government.

In search of peace and reconciliation, Pastana adopted a fresh approach
toward the guerrillas, creating a demilitarized zone (DMZ) by withdrawing
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army units from the southwestern part of the country and opening nego-
tiations with the FARC. Talks dragged on for years and then broke down
in 2001–02. In September 2001 the FARC murdered the wife of the attor-
ney general, herself a well-known public figure who had served as the min-
ister of culture, and blocked efforts to resume negotiations. Full-scale hos-
tilities resumed when Pastrana ordered military units to retake the DMZ,
and guerrillas stepped up activities in urban as well as rural areas.

Observing these developments with mounting alarm, the United States
finally agreed to provide the Pastrana administration with a $1.3 billion aid
package in support of “Plan Colombia,” initially designed as a multi-faceted
strategy to facilitate peace, revive economic development, combat drug traf-
ficking, and strengthen the democratic pillars of Colombian society (the
estimated price tag: $7.5 billion). Yet the Clinton administration earmarked
almost all its aid for military hardware, rather than regional development
or crop substitution, and stipulated that it should be used only for anti-
drug efforts—not for counter-insurgency. Critics of the plan voiced warn-
ings about the dangers of getting involved in a Vietnam-like “quagmire,”
raised concerns about the potential for violations of human rights, and ex-
pressed skepticism about the plausibility of separating anti-drug operations
from anti-guerrilla campaigns.

The terrorist attacks against the United States on September 11, 2001,
suddenly altered this entire context. U.S. policymakers became less queasy
about the use and risks of military force. Terrorists everywhere became a
source of danger. As talks broke down with the FARC and ELN, President
Pastrana denounced the insurgent groups as “terrorists.” For different but
related reasons, both the United States and Colombia adopted implacable
stands.

In this atmosphere the election of 2002 went to Álvaro Uribe, a dis-
sident Liberal who vowed to crush guerrilla movements with unyielding
force. (His own father had been assassinated by FARC guerrillas.) A for-
mer mayor of Medellín and governor of Antioquia, Uribe took 53 per-
cent of the vote as Liberals won majorities in both houses of congress.
His get-tough attitude got off to an uneven start, when guerrilla vio-
lence surrounding his inauguration prompted him to declare a ninety-
day state of emergency. As president, Uribe confronted two major chal-
lenges: managing the apparently intractable internal conflict while
upholding civil liberties and improving the human-rights records of the
military and the police, and consolidating the country’s finances amid
poverty and unemployment (which had climbed to more than 15 
percent).

The Bush administration offered strong support to Uribe. Washington
resisted the temptation to extend its own antiterrorism war to Colombia—
despite impassioned entreaties from some quarters—but continued mili-
tary aid. In 2002 the U.S. Congress authorized the use of American counter-
narcotics assistance for counter-insurgency operations, thus erasing the line
that had been drawn under Clinton. For 2003 U.S. aid came to approxi-
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mately $573 million. Of this amount, about $100 million was intended to
protect an oil pipeline operated by Occidental Petroleum, the target of
more than a thousand guerrilla attacks since its opening in the mid-1980s.

Uribe retained substantial popularity, if polls can be believed, with a 64
percent approval rating in mid-2003. Like others before him, however, he
discovered that there were limits to his power. The Senate voted down a
proposal floated by his allies to amend the constitution to allow him to
stand for a second consecutive term in 2006. Meanwhile, opposition can-
didates fared conspicuously well in local elections: a left-of-center group-
ing, called the Democratic Pole won the mayorship of Bogotá, and inde-
pendents backed by the Pole also triumphed in Cali and Medellín. Even
more important, the Uribe administration failed to win popular support
for a complicated fifteen-point referendum on fiscal and political reform
in November 2003. (Not enough voters took part in order to have the ref-
erendum pass.) The most significant reforms would have reduced the size
of the congress, established a 2 percent minimum threshold of votes for
parties to gain representation in congress, and imposed a two-year freeze
on public-sector wages and pensions for all but the lowest paid. According
to the Colombian newsmagazine Semana, the defeat of the referendum ad-
ministered “a lesson in humility.” In the words of The Economist, Colom-
bian citizens “showed that while they are happy with their president, they
are not prepared to give him a blank cheque.”

Colombia thus confronted an enduring dilemma: how to meet serious
challenges from anti-system forces while sustaining its commitment to elec-
toral democracy and capitalist economics. This was made all the more dif-
ficult by what observers regarded as the country’s “crisis of governability.”
National politics revealed unresolved tension between the lure of the fu-
ture and the pull of the past. Even with a new constitution, historic parties
continued to dominate elections and traditional families retained positions
of command (Alfonso López Michelsen was the son of Alfonso López
Pumarejo, Álvaro Gómez Hurtado was the son of Laureano Gómez, An-
drés Pastrana was the son of Misael Pastrana, and so on). At the same time
a new generation of politicians was coming to the fore—more parochial
than national in outlook, more opportunistic than pragmatic or patriotic.
In a society that was accustomed to moderate leadership, governance be-
came erratic and uneven.

It would be an exaggeration to classify Colombia as a “failed state.” But
it is a gravely weakened state, one that faces the possibility of failure. As
historian John Coatsworth has said, Colombia remains “a shaky archipel-
ago of modern cities surrounded by an ocean of neglect.” The outcome
of this nation’s search for social comity and governmental capacity will have
serious consequences not only for Colombia but also for the Western Hemi-
sphere.
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MEXICO

The Taming of a Revolution

The history of Mexico offers a study in contrast. Rich in natural resources,
the country has known both prosperity (if only for the elite) and poverty.
For several decades after independence the nation’s political life was a pro-
totype of chronic instability. National governments came and went at gun-
point, threatening the new nation’s territorial integrity. By the mid-nine-
teenth century Mexico was heading toward a liberal government, which
would have greatly reduced church power and the corresponding burdens
of its colonial legacy. Political liberalism, however, gave way to the dicta-
torship of Porfirio Díaz (1876–80 and 1884–1911) and then to the Mexi-
can Revolution—the first of the world’s great twentieth-century revolutions.
Out of the Revolution came a political system which produced, for more
than half a century, a political stability unmatched in Latin America.

Mexico’s emergence from its colonial past has been conditioned by one
factor no other Latin American nation shares: a 2000-mile border with the
United States. That proximity had produced benefits and liabilities (as a
Mexican president once exclaimed, “Poor Mexico! So far from God, and
so close to the United States!”). Having tasted bitter defeat on the battle-
field, the people of Mexico have retained their dignity and pride—and
now, having faced repeated economic crises, the country has encountered
the risks involved in becoming a leading member of the international com-
munity. Mexico’s future, like its past, arouses emotions of anxiety and hope.

Mexico After Independence

The Wars for Independence left Mexico in disorder and decay. Conditions
were far worse in Mexico than in Argentina or Brazil because the actual
fighting had been so much more widespread and protracted in Mexico.
The economy was in shambles. Spaniards had taken their capital out of
the country. The gold and silver mines, once the pride of Spain’s overseas
empire, had fallen into disrepair. Insurgents and royalists had both made
a point of killing technicians while thousands of miners had gone off to
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war; without sufficient supervision, the mines had flooded and machinery
became utterly useless. Production plummeted to one-third its prewar level.
Mining communities languished: Valenciana, for example, had 22,000 res-
idents in 1810 and only 4000 in 1820. It would take another generation—
and considerable sums of foreign investment—to restore the precious
mines to full production.

The textile industry had also fallen on hard times. The scars of battle
were visible throughout the country, especially the central valley. As one
traveler recalled, there were “ruins everywhere—here a viceroy’s palace
serving as a tavern, where the mules stop to rest, and the drivers to drink
pulque—there, a whole village crumbling to pieces; roofless houses, bro-
ken down walls and arches, an old church—the remains of a convent.”

Roads had been neglected as well, so the country lacked a workable sys-
tem of transportation and communication. Having ruled for 300 years, the
Spaniards had managed to construct only three highways worthy of the
name. Travel by stagecoach was difficult and hazardous, and transport—
often by pack saddle—was costly and slow. This was a serious obstacle to
economic integration.

Economic disorder meant there were very few jobs and much unem-
ployment. According to one estimate, about 300,000 men, most of whom
had fought in the wars, had no job or income when the battles came to an
end. This represented 15 to 30 percent of the entire adult male popula-
tion. They were eager, often angry, and usually armed. They posed not
only an economic problem but a social threat as well.

Some of these veterans managed to find work. Others turned to crime
(highway robbery being a particular favorite). Others stayed on in the army.
Still others drifted into unofficial, quasi-military units that provided sup-
port for local political bosses, generally known as caudillos, who were soon
to play a dominant role in the Mexican political scene.

The wars also had a direct effect on Mexico’s social structure. In the late
1820s the new government issued a decree expelling all Spaniards from
Mexico. This ruling not only allowed the public to vent its hatred for the
Spaniards, it also deprived the economy of an important source of capital.
And it eliminated, at a single stroke, a leading segment of the nation’s up-
per class or aristocracy. Now creole landowners, not Spanish born, made
up the upper echelons of Mexican society.

Economic transformations dating back to the Bourbon era, together with
gradual recovery in the 1830s and 1840s, had made it possible for new
groups to acquire wealth and status. Centered mainly in Mexico City, these
aspirants, like most nouveaux riches, were ostentatious, putting on elabo-
rate displays. In sum, early nineteenth-century Mexico had a creole upper
class with two parts: one consisted of old, traditional families who for the
most part kept to their land; the other was new, drawn from commerce
and the professions as well as land. And it was the new segment, the re-
cently arrived, who became active in politics.
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Poverty persisted among the vast majority of the population. Especially
in the center and the south, Mexico had a classic peasantry—large masses
of campesinos, or country people, who scratched out meager livings from
the land. Largely of Indian origin, sometimes mixed-blood or mestizo, Mex-
ico’s peasants furnished labor for the agricultural sector. Many worked on
haciendas, where they lived in virtual serfdom, and some went begging in
the cities.
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State Protocol and High Society

Outsiders can provide remarkable insight into social customs. 
Such was the case with Fanny Calderón de la Barca (1804–82), the
Scottish-born wife of the Spanish minister to Mexico in the late 1830s
and early 1840s. Her acute observations captured the fragility of a
still-emerging social order, as in her description of reactions to her
plan to wear a local dress from the state of Puebla to an upcoming
“fancy ball”:

[On January 5, 1840] We had a concourse of Spaniards, all of whom
seemed anxious to know whether or not I intended to wear a Poblana
dress at the fancy ball, and seemed wonderfully taken up about it. Two
indefinite looking young Poblana ladies . . . told me that every one was
very much pleased at the idea of my going in a Poblana dress. I thought
everyone had very little to do and was rather surprised that every one
should trouble themselves about it.

About twelve o’clock the president, in full uniform, attended by his
aides-de-camp, paid me a visit, and sat pottering and talking for about
half an hour, making himself very amiable as usual and as agreeable
as he could. Shortly after came more Spaniards, and just as we were in
hopes that our visiting was over, and were going to dinner, we were
told that the secretary of state, the ministers of war, and of the inte-
rior, and others, were all in the drawing-room. In solemn array they
came, and what do you think was the purport of their visit? To inform
us that all Mexico was in a state of shock at the idea of my going in a
Poblana dress, and to adjure me, by all that was most alarming, to dis-
card the idea! They assured us that all Poblanas were femmes de rien—
now this is what I call a sweeping clause on the part of the ministry—
that they wore no stockings, and that la ministra de España should by
no means wear, even for one evening, such a dress.

Ever the diplomat, Fanny “thanked the cabinet council for their warn-
ing” and managed to find a conventional gown.

Quotation from Life in Mexico: The Letters of Fanny Calderón de la Barca, ed.
Howard T. and Marion Hall Fisher (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1966),
pp. 125 and 691 (note 1).



The existence of this underemployed peasantry also guaranteed Mexico
a large surplus labor force. Partly for this reason and partly because of an-
tiforeign sentiment, Mexican authorities did not encourage immigration
from abroad. Unlike Argentina, Mexico never acquired a predominantly Eu-
ropean-born working class. Nor did it undergo rapid population growth at
any point in the nineteenth century. Starting with about 6 million residents
in 1800, the country had about 7.6 million people in 1850; by 1900 the fig-
ure had climbed to 13.6 million, but even this represents a modest annual
average growth rate of less than 1.2 percent over the fifty-year period. Mex-
ico’s population explosion would not come until the twentieth century.

There were two institutional bases of power in Mexico after indepen-
dence—the church and the military. The church had come through the in-
dependence wars with most of its immense wealth intact. According to at
least one observer, the church may have controlled nearly one-half the na-
tion’s land. The church earned regular income from rents on its vast real
estate holdings, its investments were everywhere, and it was by far the largest
banking operation in all Mexico. Its generous loans to large landowners not
only guaranteed a steady income but also created a firm alliance with the
upper echelons of Mexican society. Small wonder that the church and its
economic holdings would eventually become a target of opposition, partic-
ularly among those who failed to benefit from ecclesiastical largesse.

The second power base was the military, which dominated national pol-
itics. During the forty-year period from 1821 to 1860, Mexico had at least
fifty separate presidencies, each lasting for an average of less than one year;
thirty-five of these ill-starred regimes were led by army officers. The basic
means of winning presidential office was through a military coup. And
looming throughout this period was the tragicomic figure of Antonio López
de Santa Anna, who held the presidency on nine separate occasions and
who installed figureheads at other times.

Santa Anna was the most famous of Mexico’s caudillos. These strongmen
assembled their armed followers—miniature armies—who were primarily
seeking wealth. Once they fought their way into national power, however,
they often found that the treasury was running out (usually from previous
military spending). Eventually the reigning caudillo band would break up,
and a new leader, with new followers, would seize power. The caudillos
themselves did not bother with the arts of governance. That was left to a
cadre of lawyers and professionals, many from Mexico City, who staffed the
ministries (and in this, the same faces often reappeared: there were nearly
600 separate cabinet appointments between 1820 and 1860, but they went
to only 207 individuals). Thus did caudillo politics entail continuity as well
as change.

The North American Invasion

Crippled by the Wars of Independence, Mexico was a weak and vulnera-
ble new nation. To the north lay another new nation, which had thrown
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off its English master fifty years earlier. Now the fledgling United States
was rolling westward and southward, headed for the vast, virtually unpop-
ulated northern domains of what was formerly the Viceroyalty of New Spain.

Spaniards had never found the resources to settle the north—the huge
territories of California, the entire Colorado River valley, and Texas. The
best they could do was to create a network of religious missions, manned
above all by the resourceful and loyal Jesuits. These sprawling lands be-
came an obvious magnet for the restless North Americans. In 1821 Stephen
Austin and a group of settlers moved into Texas, then a part of Mexico.
Eventually chafing under central rule from Mexico City, the Texans re-
volted in 1835 and declared independence the following year. Attempting
to crush the rebellion, Santa Anna led Mexican troops against the Alamo,
killing the Texan defenders to the last man, but he later suffered defeat
at San Jacinto and Texas remained independent. In 1845 the U.S. Con-
gress voted to annex Texas, whose leaders promptly agreed.

The Mexicans saw the annexation of Texas as equivalent to an act of war
by the United States, and disputes over financial claims continued to com-
plicate U.S.-Mexican relations. President James K. Polk sent American
troops into a disputed border area, a step that the Mexicans saw as an in-
vasion. When the Mexicans counterattacked, Polk called it war. By consent
of Congress—but with the opposition of such prominent legislators as John
C. Calhoun and Abraham Lincoln—Polk had the war he and his support-
ers sought.

It was a total mismatch. At first Santa Anna managed to resist American
troops under Zachary Taylor, but in 1847 Winfield Scott led his columns
directly from Veracruz to Mexico City. Ordinary Mexicans joined in the ef-
fort to fight off the U.S. army, and young military cadets—since remem-
bered as the “boy heroes of Chapultepec”—chose death rather than to sur-
render their national flag. But it was to no avail. Mexico lost. The price it
paid was heavy.

The treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo brought a formal end to the war in
February 1848. By the treaty, the United States paid Mexico a modest set-
tlement of $15 million and took the entire expanse of territory from Texas
to California—about half of Mexico’s national domain. This was a galling
defeat, and its painful memory has never died in Mexico. Just as Ameri-
cans are taught to “Remember the Alamo,” Mexicans learn tales of valiant
struggle against overpowering odds. The official name of the dispute of-
fers a clue to sensibilities. In the United States it is called the “Mexican-
American War,” but in Mexico they call it the “War of the North Ameri-
can Invasion.”

Reform, Monarchy, and the Restored Republic

Military humiliation had long-lasting impacts on Mexico. One was to 
nurture a nationalistic sentiment that often took the form of a virulent 
Yankee-phobia, a deep-seated distrust and hostility toward the United
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States. Another was to prolong political uncertainty, as Conservatives and
Liberals accused each other of responsibility for the loss. Led by Lucás
Alemán, Conservatives maintained that Mexico had weakened itself by fool-
ishly trying to adopt the values and institutions of Anglo-Saxons to the
north. What the nation required, according to Conservatives, was a return
to its Hispanic tradition. Specifically it needed to promote aristocratic
ideals, protect the legal privileges of the military and the church, and cre-
ate a constitutional monarchy (perhaps by importing a European prince).
In reply, Liberals argued that Mexico needed to embrace the cause of mod-
ernization, not tradition.

The standoff continued until the mid-1850s, when a desperate President
Santa Anna sought to replenish the treasury (and his political fortunes) by
selling off for $10 million the Mesilla Valley (today southern New Mexico
and Arizona), which the United States wanted for building a railroad to
newly acquired California. This decision was widely criticized as a betrayal
of national resolve, and it prompted the opposition to mount a movement
which ousted Santa Anna from power in 1855.

This initiated a tumultuous period remembered in Mexico as La Reforma
(the Reform). Civilian-led Liberal governments enacted a series of sweep-
ing reforms aimed at building a new social order. One key measure abol-
ished the military and ecclesiastical fueros, the special dispensations ex-
empting soldiers and clerics from having to stand trial in civil courts.
Another prohibited ecclesiastical and civil institutions from owning prop-
erty not directly used in day-to-day operations: this meant that the church
could keep its churches, monasteries, and seminaries, but would have to
auction off the massive holdings that it had accumulated over the centuries.
(This was not social revolution: the lands were sold to wealthy hacendados,
not landless peons. In fact this provision worked to the detriment of the
poor, since it required the sale of properties held by ejidos, the communal
landholdings of Indian villages.) A third initiative transferred the powers
of registry from the church to the state: all births, marriages, adoptions,
and deaths were henceforth to be registered by civil functionaries. In 1857
most of these provisions found their way into a new constitution, a liberal
charter that granted Mexicans their first genuine bill of inalienable rights.

A Conservative reaction then resulted in the War of the Reform
(1858–61), a struggle that was in many ways the culmination of the pro-
grammatic disputations, church-state controversies, and minor civil wars
that had followed in the wake of independence. As military campaigns in-
tensified, so did ideological disputes. Now under Benito Juárez, a self-made
lawyer of humble Indian origin, a Liberal government-in-waiting issued a
series of decrees that went far beyond the Laws of Reform—establishing
births and marriages as civil ceremonies, nationalizing church assets and
properties, limiting religious processions in the streets, and, most impor-
tant, formally separating church and state. After years of bitter fighting
Juárez made a triumphant entrance into Mexico City and was formally
elected president in 1861.
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Peace still proved elusive. As the country confronted bankruptcy,
Juárez declared a two-year moratorium on Mexico’s foreign debt—thus
earning the wrath of European creditors. Seeking to expand its empire
and influence, France, under Emperor Napoleon III, commenced a five-
year war of occupation. With Juárez out of office Napoleon III installed
the Austrian archduke, Ferdinand Maximilian von Hapsburg, as em-
peror of Mexico (thus enacting the Conservative prescription for na-
tional redemption). Arriving in May 1864, a naive Maximilian tried to
ingratiate himself with his new subjects by touring the provinces, de-
claring freedom of the press, and proclaiming a broad amnesty for po-
litical prisoners. Juárez nonetheless resisted, and civil war ensued. Dis-
tracted by concerns in Europe, Napoleon eventually decided to
withdraw French troops from Mexico. Hopelessly exposed by this be-
trayal, Maximilian surrendered in May 1867. An unforgiving Juárez or-
dered his execution the following month. Thus ended Mexico’s expe-
rience with monarchy.

The resumption of power by Liberals ushered in what has come to be
known as the “restored republic.” Juárez and his republican cohorts
earnestly attempted to set Mexico on the path of modernization. Reelected
to a third term as president in July 1867, Juárez promoted extensive eco-
nomic and educational reforms. Things went so well that he ran for a fourth
time in 1871, in one of the most hotly contested elections of the nineteenth
century. As Congress sealed Juárez’s triumph, one of the losers, Porfirio
Díaz, refused to accept the result and angrily proclaimed that indefinite
reelection of the chief executive endangered the country’s principles and
institutions. The Díaz uprising was quickly put down, however, and Se-
bastián Lerdo de Tejada easily succeeded to the presidency after Juárez
suddenly died of a heart attack in 1872.

Lerdo’s term in office was relatively tranquil and constructive, but prob-
lems arose when the president announced plans to seek reelection in 1876.
A self-righteous Díaz once again revolted in the name of effective suffrage
and no-reelection. After only one decisive military encounter, Díaz occu-
pied Mexico City in November 1876. Directly or indirectly, he would dom-
inate the country for decades to come.

The Díaz Era: Progress at a Price

For the thirty-five years from 1876 to 1911, Díaz proved himself to be a
master of politics. He began with his military colleagues and followers and
from there went on to create a broad coalition. He gave the regional caudil-
los room to maneuver, encouraging them to fight among themselves. As
his presidency matured, he steadily built up the army. In order to main-
tain control of the countryside, where the vast majority of Mexicans lived,
Díaz relied heavily on the feared guardias rurales, or rural police. In short,
Díaz patiently built up the power of the federal government where it
counted—in military and police power.
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At first Díaz did not seem to represent anything new in politics. He was,
after all, a product of the liberal movement. As time passed, it became clear
that Díaz was a Liberal with a difference. He cultivated neutrality on the
crucial question of the church, neither attacking it (like most Liberals) nor
defending it. He conspicuously allowed his devoutly Catholic second wife
to serve as a symbol of reconciliation toward the institution the Liberals
had pilloried.

In other respects Díaz stuck to liberal principles. In one of his most im-
portant and far-ranging measures, he ruled that the ban on corporate land-
holdings, a liberal measure of the 1850s aimed primarily at the church,
should apply to Indian villages. This opened vast new areas to speculators,
ranchers, and political favorites. In 1894 Díaz helped the landowners even
more by decreeing that unused lands, or terrenos baldíos, could be taken
over for private exploitation. The crucial source of new capital was to come
from abroad. Díaz and his leading ministers sought out prospective for-
eign investors, especially U.S. and British, and offered them generous con-
cessions. All this was an obvious application of the principles of economic
liberalism that had captured most Latin American elites in the closing
decades of the nineteenth century. In Mexico the writers, technocrats, and
intellectually inclined politicians who articulated these doctrines earned
the label of the científicos, underlining their supposed link to Positivist phi-
losophy.

Díaz proved his command of politics in that most fundamental of ways:
he stayed in power far longer than any would have dared to predict. For
three and a half decades he held the presidency, with only one interrup-
tion (Manuel González: 1880–84). He believed that he was giving Mexico
the precious gift of political stability, which he saw as indispensable for eco-
nomic growth. If that required some repression, it was for a good cause.
A shrewd politician, Díaz had the constitution amended, time and again,
so that he could be reelected to the presidency—blithely contradicting his
prior denunciations of self-perpetuation in office. Díaz knew how to ap-
peal to the privileged sectors, how to make them loyal, how to orchestrate
their support for the economic schemes that would raise their country to
a “civilized” level.

Economic development was impressive. Railroads were a striking exam-
ple. Díaz first tried to build them with public funds, but by late 1880 he
was granting concessions to foreigners. In only four years the track in op-
eration grew from 750 miles to 3600 miles. Mexico reached 12,000 miles
of track by 1900. (On the other hand, paying interest and dividends on
this foreign investment was a burden on the balance of payments.) Origi-
nally foreign built, most railroads were taken over by the state in 1907.

As elsewhere in Latin America, foreign trade rocketed: ninefold between
1877 and 1910. The United States became Mexico’s leading trade partner,
as mineral exports expanded to copper and zinc, as well as silver and gold.
Modest industrialization occurred, centered in textiles, cement, iron, and
light consumer goods. Díaz set great store by the need to pursue economic
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policies that would maintain Mexico’s creditworthiness in the United States
and Europe. In 1895 the federal government produced a budget surplus,
and for the rest of Díaz’s regime all budgets were balanced. As celebra-
tions for the independence centennial of 1910 approached, Díaz and his
lieutenants could claim that they had realized in Mexico the Positivist ideal
of “order and progress.”

Economic activity varied in character from region to region, and this led
to differing social structures. The north was primarily a mining and ranch-
ing area, where the workers were hired laborers—miners, for instance, and
cowboys. The central valley, by contrast, produced wheat and grain on
medium- and large-sized farms. Sugar was raised in the south-central 
region, particularly in the state of Morelos, where traditional peasant 
lands were being seized for use by the mills. Vast henequen plantations
prospered in the Yucatán, where local natives were compelled to work 
as peons.

Under Díaz, Mexico never developed a strong entrepreneurial class. Con-
cessions and favors came from the state, and capital came from abroad—
England, France, and, of course, the United States. The middle sectors
were extremely weak as well.
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The Apostle of Conservative Liberalism

A gifted intellectual and prolific writer, Justo Sierra (1848–1912) em-
bodied the aspirations and contradictions of pre-revolutionary Mex-
ico. Born in the modest province of Campeche, he studied law in
Mexico City and became deeply influenced by liberalism. As director
of the newspaper La Libertad between 1878 and 1880 and later, in
one historian’s phrase, as “the high priest of the liberal patria dur-
ing the last decades of the Porfiriato,” Sierra promoted a “conserva-
tive liberalism” of social order, material progress, and national unity.
He was also a leader of the científicos, a group of prominent citizens
who championed the idea of “scientific politics.”

But if Sierra helped construct the ideological foundations of the
Porfirian regime, he could be critical as well. On at least two occa-
sions he expressed public opposition to Díaz’s continued reelection.
In 1902 he wrote a majestic book entitled La evolución política del pueblo
mexicano, arguing that “the political evolution of Mexico has been sac-
rificed to her social evolution. This is proved by the plain fact that
not a single party exists in Mexico, nor any group organized around
a program rather than a man.” He was also a fervent supporter of
public education and as minister of education oversaw the founding
of the modern National University in 1910.



These social factors bore deep political significance. Elsewhere in Latin
America, middle-class professionals provided pressure and leadership for
reformist movements, as in Argentina, and on occasion they drew support
from fledgling industrialists, as in Chile. Not so in Mexico. Turn-of-the-
century Mexico had the social ingredients for a revolution, but relatively
little material for reform.

The economic progress of the Díaz years also had its cost. While the
wealthy prospered and duly copied the ways of the European aristocracy,
the vast majority of Mexicans faced grinding poverty. Given its labor sur-
plus, Mexico’s wage rates remained very low. Indeed, one estimate (doubt-
less exaggerated) showed that the average purchasing power in 1910 was
only one-quarter the 1810 level. Mexico exported agricultural products,
while production of most Mexicans’ dietary staples—corn and beans (fri-
joles)—barely kept up with population growth. There could be no im-
provement in the notoriously low per capita consumption levels prevailing
at the outset of the Díaz era. Vital statistics were alarming. In 1900, 29 per-
cent of all male children died within their first year, and many of the sur-
vivors ended up working twelve hours a day in a sweatshop. Only a quar-
ter of the population was literate.

This highly unequal economic “progress” drew repeated protests from
workers, both urban and rural. There were strikes, sometimes fierce, es-
pecially where wage labor worked under industrial-type conditions. Be-
tween 1906 and 1908, for example, Mexican workers at the Cananea Cop-
per Company repeatedly protested the higher wages given to U.S. laborers.
Significant strikes occurred also among the railroad workers and at the Río
Blanco textile mills. Labor protest was intensified by the international fi-
nancial crisis of 1906–8. In the rural sector, peasants in the Morelos area
bitterly resented losing their land to commercial cultivation of sugar and
other market crops. In the north there was a similar reaction to the loss
of land for railway construction.

Díaz and his advisers could pursue a consistent economic policy because
they had created the most effectively centralized government that Mexico
had seen since independence. Decision making was concentrated in Mex-
ico City, at the expense of local or regional caudillos. Political office, espe-
cially at the federal level, was sought after by the higher level of society.
Those who made it were envied, since economic gain so often required
contact with the government. Díaz himself knew full well the kind of sys-
tem he had promoted. Near the end of his regime he explained: “We were
harsh. Sometimes we were harsh to the point of cruelty. But it was neces-
sary then to the life and progress of the nation. If there was cruelty, results
have justified it. . . . Education and industry have carried on the task be-
gun by the army.” Many of Díaz’ opponents agreed on the need for na-
tional power, but denounced the way Díaz used it. Pressure was mounting
as frustration grew among the younger elite who were excluded from the
Díaz coterie. Time was working against Díaz, but who could have predicted
how his carefully constructed house would come tumbling down?
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The Mexican Revolution

Few revolutions are precipitated by the oppressed. Far more often they be-
gin with a split within the dominant elite. Disgruntled dissidents, frequently
young, become angry enough to attack the system. So it was in Mexico in
1910.

One of the leading critics was Francisco I. Madero, scion of a family that
had made a fortune in cattle and mining and that was linked to Díaz’ po-
litical machine. Evaristo Madero, Francisco’s grandfather, had been gov-
ernor of the state of Coahuila from 1880 to 1884, and the Madero family
had cultivated a close friendship with José Y. Limantour, Díaz’ long-time
finance minister. Francisco got the best of a foreign education, studying
in Paris and at the University of California. He returned to apply his skills
in commercial agriculture, especially on the family’s cotton plantation. He
was a strong liberal in economics, which fit the Díaz era, but also in poli-
tics, which did not. His belief in political democracy soon alienated him
from the rigidities of the late Díaz regime. He became an outspoken op-
ponent, arguing that Mexico was ready for liberal democracy and that if
Díaz chose to run for re-election in 1910 (as everyone expected), then the
vice-presidential candidate must come from outside the presidential clique.

Díaz was by now the captive of his own success. Why should he take se-
riously the lamentations of an ambitious and spoiled young oligarch? When
the president failed to heed his message, Madero did the unthinkable: he
entered the 1910 campaign as the candidate of the Anti-Reelectionist Party.
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Emiliano Zapata gave determined lead-
ership to the revolutionary peasant
movement that began in the state of
Morelos.



Díaz now faced greater opposition than at any time in decades. His ma-
chine produced another victory, but it was far from effortless. The police
had to jail 5000 of the opposition, including Madero. The young rebel,
now emboldened, refused to recognize the legitimacy of Díaz’ reelection.
Instead, he issued (while in jail—which suggests that Díaz hardly had an
iron grip) his famous Plan de San Luis Potosí and called for armed resis-
tance. The rebel movement grew rapidly, as its troops took Ciudad Juárez
(across the border from El Paso). Díaz now dropped the mask of the infi-
nitely resourceful autocrat. In a surprising show of weakness, he capitu-
lated and left the country in May 1911. A new presidential election was
held, and Madero triumphed. In 1912, he became the nation’s president
before delirious crowds in Mexico City. Democracy, it seemed, was on its
way.

Francisco Madero and his fellow dissidents may have started the Mexi-
can Revolution, but they did not long control it. Other rebels had larger
goals: Emiliano Zapata, for example, emerged as the rock-hard leader of
landless peasants in the southwestern state of Morelos. They were the coun-
try dwellers who had seen their traditional land rights taken away by the
smooth-talking lawyers and speculators using the new laws of “liberal” in-
spiration. These zapatistas (as they became known) saw the rebellion as a
chance to restore justice. That meant regaining their lands.

The zapatistas quickly became disillusioned with Madero, and with rea-
son. Why should this son of a great landholding family sympathize with
their cause any more than the Díaz gang? In November 1911 Zapata and
his followers in Morelos angrily attacked Madero in their Plan de Ayala.
“Having no intentions other than to satisfy his personal ambitions, his
boundless instincts as a tyrant, and his profound disrespect” for the Con-
stitution of 1857, they said, Madero “did not carry to a happy end the rev-
olution which gloriously he initiated with the help of God and the peo-
ple.” Instead, he let the Porfirian political machine continue, thereby
showing his indifference to the plight of the people. The rural dwellers
now had only one option: direct action. “We give notice that . . . the pueb-
los or citizens who have the titles corresponding to those properties will
immediately enter into possession of that real estate of which they have
been despoiled by the bad faith of their oppressors, maintaining at any
cost with arms in hand the mentioned possession.” The zapatistas were as
good as their word. These rural smallholders had believed the Revolution
would help them regain their lands. When Madero failed to deliver, they
contemptuously dismissed him and declared their own revolution.

Madero was hardly a true revolutionary. He was a would-be parliamen-
tarian who thought Díaz’ abdication would open the way to true democ-
racy. Madero flinched at the thought—suggested to him by less squeamish
rebels—that he should strike at his opposition before they struck at him.
The mistake cost him his life in 1913. His killer was his own military chief
of staff, Victoriano Huerta, a high-ranking general under Díaz. Huerta
dragged the indiscreet U.S. Ambassador Henry Lane Wilson into his plot,
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thereby ensuring that the United States would continue its notorious role
in Mexican politics.

Huerta was a crude figure, who thought he could reestablish a version
of the Porfirian regime. He tried to impose his authority across the aroused
country, but soon met resistance. Many Mexicans who had been caught up
in the revolt against Díaz now saw Huerta as the usurper. Opposition be-
gan to build, and as it gathered force it coalesced into the genuinely “rev-
olutionary” phase of the Mexican Revolution.

One of the most powerful centers of resistance to Huerta was the north-
ern state of Chihuahua, where Pancho Villa gained control. Villa was a
rough-hewn ex-cattle rustler who had mobilized a small army. Unlike Za-
pata, with whom he was often compared, he led no peasant rebellion. Villa’s
supporters, at least initially, were small ranchers, unemployed workers, and
cowboys: men who wanted jobs, not small plots of land. So it was not sur-
prising that when Villa pronounced an agrarian reform, in December 1913,
he called for confiscation of large haciendas, but not for their subdivision
into plots. The state would administer the haciendas, and their commer-
cial crops would help finance Villa’s military machine.

Villa quickly put this idea into practice. It may have created administra-
tive problems, but it achieved its goal. Money was produced and supplies
were obtained (mainly from the United States, which remained the great
arms supplier for all Mexican revolutionaries). Villa’s army was well fed
and well equipped. Indeed, Villa’s followers now had a sure source of em-
ployment in his army, which emerged as a well-paid professional merce-
nary outfit.
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In the north Pancho Villa created a powerful military juggernaut, but his personal
flamboyance earned him a dubious reputation in Mexico and the United States.
(Courtesy of the Library of Congress.)



There were other challenges to Huerta’s bloody accession to power. One
was in Madero’s home state of Coahuila, where governor Venustiano Car-
ranza mounted a strong resistance movement. Carranza, like Madero, was
a dissident member of the elite, having risen to the level of senator dur-
ing the regime of Díaz. A wealthy landowner, he had also been an interim
governor. As the anti-Díaz forces slowly gathered strength in 1910, 
Carranza first cast his lot with Bernardo Reyes, another opposition can-
didate for president. During the campaign, however, he joined the “Anti-
Reelectionist” group. Once in power, Madero rewarded Carranza by nam-
ing him governor of their home state, Coahuila.

Carranza contested Huerta’s usurpation with little more than a coun-
terclaim. Carranza’s Plan de Guadalupe (March 1913) simply declared that
Huerta held power illegitimately and that he, Carranza, should be recog-
nized as “First Chief of the Constitutionalist Army.” Once established, the
new president would then convoke new elections. The plan included no
attempt to discuss larger socioeconomic or ideological questions. The car-
rancista movement looked like another caudillo-type rumbling. Support was
scattered, mostly rural, obviously limited to the north.

All attention now centered on Huerta: Could he hold power? The op-
position hammered away from the southwest (Zapata and the agrarian
rebels) and the far north (Villa and his roaming army). Huerta’s most dan-
gerous enemy, however, was Carranza, the ultra-respectable elite politician.
Mexico was now plunged into a bloody civil war that saw the federal army
swell to more than ten times what it had been at the end of Díaz’ rule. The
zapatistas drew off Huerta’s forces by their stubborn rebellion in Morelos,
while the Constitutionalists in the north kept up their pressure. Eventually
it was foreign intervention, not Mexican arms, that doomed Huerta. U.S.
President Woodrow Wilson, determined not to recognize Huerta’s gov-
ernment, had sent marines to occupy Veracruz after an incident involving
the arrest of U.S. sailors. To counter the U.S. marines, Huerta had to pull
troops out of the civil war. Soon he saw his situation was hopeless. In early
July 1914 he resigned, accusing the United States of having overthrown
him.

By mid-1914 the Revolution was up for grabs. All of the forces that had
overthrown Huerta gathered to discuss a possible coalition government.
Carranza was immediately suspicious of the agrarian origins of the Zapata
and Villa forces. He withdrew from the negotiations, attacking the legiti-
macy of that putative “government,” and set up his own regime in the east-
ern seaport of Veracruz.

The social fissures in the Revolution were now becoming painfully ob-
vious. Villa, and especially Zapata, represented claims for radical social
change. Carranza sensed that he would have to offer more than the liberal
rhetoric that had sustained Madero. In a December statement Carranza
began to edge leftward. He promised, without details, “legislation for the
improvement of the condition of the rural peon, the worker, the miner,
and in general the proletarian classes.” The following month he pro-
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nounced an agrarian reform, calling for the restoration or creation of agri-
cultural communities (ejidos), requesting procedures for restoring legal ti-
tles, and establishing a national agrarian commission. In February 1915
Carranza made his move toward labor: he got the anarcho-syndicalists—
the best organized of the small urban labor movements—to agree that in
return for favorable labor laws their Red Batallions would back the car-
rancista cause.

During 1915 the issue was joined. Villa, the most formidable of Car-
ranza’s military enemies, pressed forward for a quick victory. He met his
match in Álvaro Obregón, Carranza’s brilliant army commander from the
northern state of Sonora. In mid-1915 Obregón decisively defeated Villa,
who retreated to the hills of Chihuahua to continue a guerrilla war but no
longer to offer a national threat. The zapatistas could not mount a sus-
tained challenge to Mexico City and withdrew into their native Morelos to
hold out against federal incursions.

With his principal enemies safely at bay, Carranza could afford to call a
constitutional convention in late 1916. In May 1917 he formally assumed
the presidency. The stage was now set for the writing of the Mexican Con-
stitution of 1917, a premier document of the Mexican Revolution.

Carranza himself had no radical ideas. He drafted a pale imitation of
the Constitution of 1857, little more than a restatement of principles of
classical liberalism. The convention delegates had other thoughts. They
promptly took control and wrote a charter that was startlingly radical for
this pre-Bolshevik era. Article 27 empowered the government to redistrib-
ute land. Article 123 announced rights for labor that had certainly never
been heard of in North America. Article 3 subjected the church to new re-
strictions, which imposed a virtual straight-jacket. Socialist overtones per-
meated the constitution. Suddenly it became obvious that what had started
as a mere revolt of dissident elitists against Díaz was threatening to become
a social revolution, to change significantly the power and property rela-
tionships in Mexico. After 1917 every aspiring political leader had to adopt
at least a rhetorical posture in favor of Mexico’s workers and the peasants.

The agrarian rebels—Villa and Zapata—continued to hold their
strongholds and represent a possible threat to Carranza. Zapata was
taken care of in 1919, murdered by carrancista troops in an ambush. The
following year Carranza faced his own problem: he wanted to impose a
little-known politician, Ignacio Bonillas, as his successor. In this Carranza
was short-sighted. The “no-reelection” slogan of the 1910 campaign had
been its most powerful rallying call, and it found explicit expression in
the new constitution. Now Carranza was violating that rule in spirit by
imposing a successor who would be his stooge. The Revolution reverted
to its bloody practice: the valiant Obregón, the architect of victory over
Villa, led an uprising. Carranza was forced to flee and, while on the run,
was assassinated by one of his own guards, probably acting on behalf of
Obregón. The succession problem, which had led to Díaz’ fall, was still
far from solved.
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The Revolution unleashed a torrent of creative energy in literature and
the arts. One especially prominent outlet came through public murals,
as a trio of gifted painters—Diego Rivera, David Siqueiros, and José
Clemente Orozco—sought to inform and educate the country’s largely
illiterate masses. “Art must no longer be the expression of individual sat-
isfaction,” they declared in a manifesto, “but should aim to become a
fighting, educative tool for all.” Through massive murals in such public
buildings as the Agricultural School in Chapingo and the National Palace
in Mexico City, they idealized the pre-Hispanic past, empathized with
Mexico’s masses, heaped derisive scorn on Spanish conquerors and Yan-
kee capitalists, and elevated popular leaders like Zapata to a pantheon
of heroes. Marxist in varying degrees but nationalist to the core, the mu-
ralists played a major role in reshaping the popular history of revolu-
tionary Mexico.

Commitment to Indianism, or indigenismo, became a common motif. It
was the central theme in Gregorio López y Fuentes’s 1935 novel El Indio.
It permeated the musical works of Carlos Chávez, a brilliant conductor, pi-
anist, and composer who went so far as to score his Sinfonía India (1935)
and Xochipili-Macuilxochitl (1940) for pre-Columbian instruments. It also
became an integral part of the official political creed, and as such it of-
fered inspiration for the magnificent National Museum of Anthropology
and Archeology in Mexico City.

The revolutionary novel, too, became a genre of its own. As early as 1915
Mariano Azuela published Los de abajo (translated as The Underdogs), a story
of characters entangled in a meaningless war: “The revolution,” says one,
“is like a hurricane; if you’re in it, you’re not a man . . . you’re a leaf, a
dead leaf, blown by the wind.” In the 1920s Martín Luis Guzmán wrote El
águila y la serpiente, a tale of idealistic revolutionaries and venal politicians
that also contained a firsthand portrayal of Pancho Villa. “When he fires,
it isn’t the pistol that shoots, it’s the man himself. Out of his very heart
comes the ball as it leaves the sinister barrel. The man and the pistol are
the same thing.” A generation later, Carlos Fuentes presented skeptical
views in two acclaimed novels, The Death of Artemio Cruz and Where the Air
Is Clear. For these writers the defining characteristic of the Revolution was
its violence; their goal, and that of their characters, was to ascertain the
purpose of it all.

Institutionalizing the Revolution

Obregón succeeded to the spoils of the presidency. The need was for re-
construction after years of civil war, but the world recession after World
War I sharply reduced Mexico’s export earnings and deepened a domes-
tic economic slump. Nonetheless, the government launched an ambitious
rural education campaign under the leadership of the noted intellectual
José Vasconcelos. In the area of labor, the Obregón government bet heav-
ily on the newly founded Confederacion Regional Obrera Mexicana (CROM),
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which Obregón soon co-opted, while at the same time harassing the com-
munist- and anarchist-led unions. On land distribution Obregón was cau-
tious, fearing a loss of production. The last of the original popular rebels,
Pancho Villa, succumbed to a fusillade of bullets in 1923, and the era of
effective demands for fundamental social reform was over for the moment.
Obregón did make two important contributions to the stability of the 
Revolution. First, he achieved an understanding with Washington—an
agreement on how U.S. oil firms would be treated, in return for U.S. diplo-
matic recognition. Second, Obregón managed to transfer power peace-
fully to his successor, something no Mexican president had done since
1880.

The new president was another general from Sonora, Plutarco Elías
Calles. This stolid officer-politician soon proved to be the man who would
put the revolutionary political system on a strong footing. For Calles, how-
ever, the threat was from the right. Calling themselves the cristeros (“Chris-
ters”), Catholic militants presented the revolutionaries with the first broad-
based, ideologically committed opponents of the secularizing Revolution.
The cristeros were by no means limited to the wealthy defenders of the old
economic order; they included many simple folk who saw the Revolution
as the work of the devil, to be stopped only by the sword. This pious be-
lief was reinforced by reactionary clergy, especially in the state of Jalisco,
where they desperately needed foot soldiers in their crusade against the
anticlerical Revolution.

When the presidential term of Calles expired in 1928, Obregón, never
politically reticent, presented himself for election anew. It was not a re-
election, Obregón reassured Mexico, because he was not the incumbent.
He won easily but did not live to enjoy his power play: before the inaugu-
ration he was assassinated by a religious fanatic.

Into the vacuum stepped the lame-duck Calles. He got the political lead-
ers to agree on a new election and on the creation of a new party, the Par-
tido Nacional Revolucionario (PNR). During the subsequent short-term pres-
idencies of Emilio Portes Gil (1928–30), Pascual Ortiz Rubio (1930–32),
and Abelardo L. Rodríguez (1932–34), Calles continued to be the power
behind the scenes.

Most observers expected Calles to continue that role in the presidency
of Lázaro Cárdenas, elected in 1934. Cárdenas was a relatively obscure army
officer and politician from Michoacán who surprised everyone, promptly
sending the stunned Calles into exile. It was the first of many moves that
proved Cárdenas was going to be his own man.

Many peasants had grown cynical about the “revolutionary” goals of their
rulers. Where was the land they had been so often promised? Cárdenas de-
cided to make good on those promises. During his term (1934–40) he
presided over the distribution of 44 million acres of land to landless Mex-
icans, almost twice as much as that distributed by all his predecessors com-
bined. Cárdenas knew the dangers in simply distributing land without the
necessary supporting services. All too often that led to subsistence agri-
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culture, with the farmer able to feed his family but unable to produce a
surplus for the market. That would create grave problems in the food sup-
ply to the cities, as well as for the export markets.

Cárdenas’ solution was to rely heavily on the communal system of the
ejido. It had the advantage of being genuinely Mexican, while being nei-
ther capitalist nor socialist. The land distribution was made to the ejido,
which was then the owner, even if plots were subsequently apportioned
for individual use. Ejidos could include hundreds, even thousands, of fam-
ilies. The plans called for schools, hospitals, and financing, which was to
be provided by the newly founded Banco de Crédito Ejidal. Not all the land
distribution was made to ejidos. Individual peasants and families got plots
as well.

The huge distribution created an initial euphoria, as over 800,000 re-
cipients saw a life-long dream realized. But the longer-term results were
not uniformly happy. Agricultural production for the market fell in many
areas, as had been feared. The social and financial services promised by
the government often never materialized in the volume needed, despite
some successes. The result was low productivity and disorganization on
many communal units and an insufficient integration into the market for
many smaller units. Notwithstanding these problems, Cárdenas earned
enormous popularity among the peasants for his boldness in distribut-
ing so much land. He had deeply reinforced the agrarian character of the
Revolution.

Cárdenas also reorganized the party structure. Calles had led the way by
creating a stronger machine than he found upon entering office in 1924.
In 1938 Cárdenas reorganized the official party and renamed it the Par-
tido de la Revolución Mexicana (PRM). It was now to be built around four
functional groups: the agricultural (peasant) sector, the labor sector, the
military sector, and the “popular” sector, which was a residual category in-
cluding primarily the middle class. In applying this concept of functional-
ist representation, Cárdenas and his political advisers were borrowing from
corporatism, the political doctrine then in vogue in Mediterranean Eu-
rope, especially Italy, Spain, and Portugal.

In this fashion Cárdenas devised a strategy for dealing with the lower
classes: mobilize and organize both the workers and the peasants, but keep
them apart from each other. Thus the creation of separate (and compet-
ing) sectors for each group within the official party. This way the govern-
ment could maintain control of popular movements and prevent the pos-
sible appearance of a horizontal worker-peasant coalition.

Cárdenas also took a more radical line in relations with the United
States. The toughest issue was oil. In the early twentieth century, Mexico
possessed a significant percentage of the world’s confirmed oil reserves.
By the 1930s, foreign oil firms, mostly U.S. but some British, had huge
investments in Mexico. The companies inevitably got into a wage dispute
with their Mexican employees, and it was finally carried to the Mexican
Supreme Court, which ruled in favor of the workers. The foreign com-
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panies disregarded the court decision, assuming that now, as before, there
must be a way around such legal problems in backward Mexico. To every-
one’s surprise, the president intervened and announced the expropria-
tion of the companies. The precipitating factor cited by Cárdenas was the
companies’ refusal to obey the Supreme Court decision. The legal basis
given for expropriation was Article 27 of the 1917 constitution, in turn
based on the long-standing principle in Spanish law that all subsoil rights
belong to the state (crown), not to the owner of the surface rights. The
oil companies were infuriated. The U.S. firms demanded that President
Franklin Roosevelt intervene on their behalf. Right-wing propagandists
in the United States had a field day at the expense of the “atheistic” Mex-
ican revolutionaries who had first attacked religion and were now at-
tacking property.

In Mexico the news of expropriation provoked an ecstatic response. Mex-
ican nationalist sentiment, never far below the surface, poured forth; Cár-
denas was now an authentic hero for standing up to the gringos.

At first Roosevelt issued some angry demands to the Mexicans, but cooler
heads prevailed in Washington. After all, Roosevelt’s much ballyhooed
“Good Neighbor” policy meant, at a minimum, no more U.S. invasions of
Latin America. In fact, the Mexican government had already said it would
compensate the companies. Dispute then centered on the value of the ex-
propriated properties. The companies filed enormous claims, including
the future value of all the oil in the ground they had owned. The long ne-
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gotiations which followed favored the Mexican government, since the Roo-
sevelt administration had early on ruled out intervention on behalf of the
investors.

The companies were paid, and the Mexicans created a state oil monop-
oly, Petróleos Mexicanos (PEMEX). For decades thereafter, it remained a high
symbol of nationalism—above all, because its target had been the United
States. The oil companies and their friends in the U.S. government did not
forget either. For another thirty years they enforced a world boycott against
all Mexican oil and effectively obstructed the development of PEMEX’s re-
fining operations by getting it blacklisted with all leading foreign equip-
ment suppliers. One reason the companies and the U.S. government
thought they had to punish the Mexicans for their nationalist boldness was
to prevent other Latin American governments from being tempted to sim-
ilar expropriations. Mexico paid a price for standing up to Uncle Sam.

In summary, the 1920s and 1930s witnessed the consolidation of Mex-
ico’s post-revolutionary political regime. It proved to be a complex and dis-
tinctive hybrid. While there were regular elections, it was clear from the
outset that only the official party could actually win. Despite proclamations
to the contrary, it was widely conceded that outgoing presidents would des-
ignate their successors through an informal process known as the dedazo
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Privacy on Public View

Long in the shadow of her contemporaries, Frida Kahlo (1907–54)
has emerged in recent years as one of the twentieth century’s most
celebrated artists. As shown in the film biography Frida, her personal
life was one of tragedy, struggle, and resistance. Stricken by polio as
a child and then gravely injured in a trolley-car accident, she endured
frequent illness and constant pain. In 1929 Kahlo married the already
famous Diego Rivera and joined the Mexican Communist Party.

Despite her political commitment and her appreciation for the mu-
ralist tradition, Kahlo’s painting was highly personal, private, and in-
tense. Known especially for her haunting self-portraits, she combined
Mexican traditions of religious folk art with European traditions of
portraiture. Iconoclastic and original, she sometimes drew upon
Christian images for inspiration but always in her own way, frequently
challenging classic conventions of ecclesiastical representation: in
Kahlo’s paintings, women’s bodies are as naked and bloody as those
of Christ and as clothed and emotionally stoic as those of Mary. Re-
jecting the traditional ideal of the self-abnegating woman, Kahlo also
affirmed female sexuality and sensuality. As Rivera himself acknowl-
edged, “This is the first time in the history of art that a woman ex-
pressed herself with such utter frankness.”



(or “big finger”). (There were extensive consultations, to be sure, but the
reigning president always had the last word.) Ambitious office seekers were
obliged to declare fervent loyalty to revolutionary ideals, but there was no
rigid ideology. And when faced by opposition, the regime’s most frequent
response was to bring its critics into the system—by offering a voice, a job,
or a policy concession. As one observer summarized the dominant ap-
proach: two carrots, maybe even three or four, and then a stick if neces-
sary. By embracing (and defusing) the opposition, the Mexican state man-
aged to strengthen its support. These features would remain in practice
until the 1990s, and, despite their undemocratic character, they would pro-
vide the basis for two of Mexico’s distinct political achievements: civilian
control over the military and more than a half century of political stabil-
ity. In the wake of revolution, in other words, Mexico developed a “soft”
authoritarianism that bore little resemblance to the brutal military regimes
that would dominate the Southern Cone from the 1960s to the 1980s.

Stability, Growth—and Rigidity

Cárdenas would have been a difficult act for any politician to follow. The
choice of his successor followed a pattern which has been repeated at the
end of every six-year presidency to the 1990s: endless speculation, mostly
ill-informed, over the likely nominee. In 1940 the choice rested with Cár-
denas, who chose neither of the two much-discussed front-runners (one
radical and one conservative) but turned instead to his little-known min-
ister of war, General Manuel Ávila Camacho. Clearly there was a consen-
sus on steering the Revolution onto a moderate course.

In his campaign, Ávila Camacho made it clear that he was not anti-
clerical; he even declared himself a believer. And he actually faced an op-
ponent: Juan Andreu Almazán, candidate of the Partido de Acción Nacional
(PAN), a fledging pro-clericalist party on the right. The official PRM can-
didate easily prevailed.

In several key policy areas Ávila Camacho soon proved more moderate
than Cárdenas. One was land redistribution. Cárdenas had endeared him-
self to the Mexican peasantry by his much-publicized land grants, given al-
most invariably to the collective groups who were to form ejidos. Ávila Ca-
macho targeted his distribution at individual families, rather than the ejidos,
since he favored small-scale, single-family ownership. There was also a con-
trast in the total amount of land involved. Ávila Camacho distributed about
11 million acres, whereas Cárdenas had distributed 44 million acres.

In the labor field Ávila Camacho made another move away from the left.
He replaced the official leader of the party’s labor sector with Fidel
Velázquez, who was openly hostile to the more militant union leaders and
helped to make strikes more difficult. While autonomous union action was
being discouraged, the government moved on another front: creating the
Instituto Mexicano de Seguro Social (IMSS), a social security agency which pro-
vided workers with medical care through a network of clinics and hospi-
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tals. The coverage was limited to a few hundred thousand workers by the
mid-1940s, but it was the precedent for a fringe benefit system which would
be steadily extended to the best-organized elements of labor.

In addition, Ávila Camacho faced the challenge of a spreading world
war. Mexicans felt a strong sympathy for the Allied cause, but an almost
equally strong suspicion of an automatic alliance with the United States.
After Pearl Harbor the Mexican government broke off diplomatic relations
with Japan, Germany, and Italy, but stopped short of declaring war. It was
only the repeated sinking of Mexican ships by German U-boats that led
the Ávila Camacho government to obtain a declaration of war from the na-
tional Congress in May 1942. Mexico, along with Brazil, was one of the only
two Latin American countries to supply combat forces to fight the Axis.

Another step would have grave importance for the future. After an ex-
plicit agreement between Presidents Franklin Roosevelt and Ávila Cama-
cho, Mexico began sending agricultural workers north, to fill the gap left
in the U.S. fields by the military draft. Spontaneous Mexican migration
north had long been under way. As the war continued, the Mexican la-
borers (known as braceros) began to fill nonagricultural jobs as well—a de-
velopment that aroused the opposition of U.S. organized labor. The war
ended with an important precedent established: the officially endorsed
northward movement of Mexican workers to perform jobs for which no
Americans could be found. Yet there were enormous problems. The Mex-
icans, used to far lower levels of pay at home, were often willing to be ca-
joled (or forced) into conditions of employment inferior to what had been
officially agreed upon. When the war ended, some 300,000 Mexicans had
undergone the experience of working in the United States. Although many
had encountered prejudice and discrimination, most had earned much
higher wages than was possible in Mexico. The promise of a higher income
across the border, however tarnished, remained a constant attraction to
impoverished Mexicans for generations to come.

With the end of World War II, Mexico saw industrialization as a way out
of persistent poverty. The man to lead the way was Miguel Alemán, the first
civilian president since the Revolution. One of Alemán’s first acts was to
reorganize and rename the official party, now called the Partido Revolu-
cionario Institucional (PRI). Adding the word “institutional” signaled a turn
toward pragmatism. The party was made up of three sectors: peasant,
worker, and popular, the form it has since retained. It emerged as an ut-
terly dominant official party, different from any other in Latin America.

The new president’s hallmark was to be economic development. What
Mexico most needed was infrastructure—roads, dams, communications,
and port facilities. Alemán therefore launched an ambitious program of
public works, stressing irrigation and hydroelectric projects. There was also
highway and hotel construction to facilitate the tourist trade from the
United States. This investment paid off, as tourism became an all-impor-
tant foreign exchange earner for Mexico, although with cultural and so-
cial implications that Mexican nationalists found distasteful.
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The Mexican economy showed significant growth. The foundations were
laid by sharply increasing protection against imports. The short-run justi-
fication was to ease Mexico’s severe balance-of-payments deficit, but the
net effect was to provide a guaranteed market for domestic production—
which made sense in a market as large as Mexico’s. Domestic manufac-
turing responded with a spurt of growth, averaging 9.2 percent a year be-
tween 1948 and 1951. Agricultural production did even better in those
years, averaging 10.4 percent. Inflation and a balance-of-payments deficit
slowed the rate of growth in 1952. An additional cloud over Alemán’s eco-
nomic record was the constant charge of corruption.

The bosses of the PRI knew, when it came time to choose Alemán’s suc-
cessor in 1952, that they had a serious problem in improving the govern-
ment’s image. The man they finally chose was at least a partial answer.
Adolfo Ruiz Cortines had been governor of Veracruz and later secretary
of the interior in the Alemán presidency, yet he had managed to earn a
reputation for honesty. Once elected president, Ruiz Cortines made good
on a campaign pledge to root out grafters by firing a series of suspect of-
ficials.

The most important policies of Ruiz Cortines came in the economic
sphere. Since the war, Mexico had been experiencing an inflation rate
which was high for Latin America. The Mexican economic managers made
a crucial decision. They opted for a “hard-money,” low-inflation strategy,
which meant setting an exchange rate (peso/dollar) and then managing
their economy (by conservative fiscal and monetary policy) so as to main-
tain that exchange rate. The first step was to devalue the overvalued peso
from 8.65 pesos to the dollar to 12.5 pesos to the dollar in 1954. This de-
valuation was larger than almost anyone expected. It gave an immediate
stimulus to Mexican exports, now cheaper in U.S. dollars, and made Mex-
ico cheaper for foreign tourists. Mexico quickly became known as a promis-
ing target for international investors.

When Ruiz Cortines left office at the age of sixty-seven, he and the king-
makers chose a successor two decades younger. He was Adolfo López Ma-
teos, the outgoing secretary of labor with a mildly leftist reputation. Some-
what cryptically, López Mateos himself declared that his administration
would be “on the extreme left, within the constitution.” Mexico was not
highly unionized. The vast majority of lower-class citizens, especially the
campesinos, had no organized means of protecting or promoting their own
interests. The unions that did exist were closely tied to the regime itself.
This contrasted sharply with Argentina, where Peronist trade unions had
represented a base of political opposition since the mid-1950s, and with
Chile, where worker movements identified with one or another political
party. In Mexico, unions functioned as part and parcel of the political 
system.

Notwithstanding this pattern, López Mateos was quickly challenged by
militant railworkers, who staged a major strike in 1959. Their leader,
Demetrio Vallejo, was contesting the government-dominated structure of
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labor relations, not least since the railroads were government owned. He
was demanding the right to genuinely independent union action. The
workers followed the strike order and braced themselves for a long siege.
López Mateos applied an old-fashioned remedy: he arrested the leaders
and ordered the workers back to work. The strike was broken and Vallejo
remained in jail for years, an object lesson to other would-be militants.

The López Mateos government did not rely only on the stick in dealing
with labor. It also instituted a profit-sharing plan under which many work-
ers increased their take-home pay by 5 to 10 percent a year. But this mea-
sure was typical of the PRI style of social policy: a beneficence granted on
government initiative, not conceded under worker pressure. Given the fact
that Mexico still had surplus labor, workers had little economic leverage.
If they tried to organize independently, the apparatus was at hand to co-
opt or repress them.

López Mateos nonetheless sought to distance his presidency from the
pro-business administrations since 1940. The obvious starting point was
land ownership. A chance to acquire land remained the greatest dream
for Mexico’s poorest rural dwellers. López Mateos ordered the distribution
of approximately 30 million acres of land, giving him a land-reform record
second only to Cárdenas. Furnishing basic services (and credit) for these
new landowners was much more difficult and too seldom achieved.
Nonetheless, revolutionary momentum had been resumed in a crucial
realm.

In economic policy López Mateos continued the hard-money policies
implicit in the 1954 devaluation. Investment remained high, and Mexico
began raising capital abroad, above all in the New York bond market. The
attraction was high interest rates, guaranteed convertibility (into dollars),
and apparent political stability. The government succeeded in achieving
extraordinarily low inflation, thereby making it possible to stick with its
fixed exchange rate of 12.5 pesos to the dollar. Yet Mexico was by no means
a 100 percent free market economy. Indeed, state intervention in the econ-
omy increased in the years of López Mateos. U.S.- and Canadian-owned
electric companies were nationalized, for example, as was the motion pic-
ture industry, which had been largely U.S. controlled.

The López Mateos administration brought some significant changes in
foreign affairs. A 1964 formal agreement between López Mateos and U.S.
President Lyndon Johnson gave Mexico sovereignty over a long-disputed
riverbank territory in the area of El Paso. At the same time, López Mateos
preserved independence on another issue: Fidel Castro’s Cuba. After 1960
the United States was pushing incessantly for anti-Cuban votes in the Or-
ganization of American States. Mexico was the only Latin American coun-
try never to break relations with Cuba. It took pride in its refusal to bow
to the U.S. call for a uniform response from its Latin American allies.

The official candidate to succeed López Mateos in 1964 was Gustavo Díaz
Ordaz, whom many thought would swing the PRI back toward the right.
He was from the state of Puebla, Mexico’s Catholic stronghold. As the in-
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cumbent secretary of the interior, he had earlier ordered the arrest of cer-
tain “radicals,” including the world-famous artist David Alfaro Siqueiros.

Díaz Ordaz countered this expectation by pledging to continue the poli-
cies of his predecessor. López Mateos had taken seriously the criticisms of
the PRI’s one-party system and pushed through a constitutional amend-
ment that guaranteed opposition parties a minimum of congressional seats
if they won a minimum national vote. Applying this principle in the 1964
elections, both the PAN (a right-oriented party) and the PPS (a left-wing
party) had won seats in Congress, although still overwhelmingly outweighed
by the PRI representation.

Díaz Ordaz began by honoring this reformist thrust. But the entrenched
PRI leaders soon made known their fury at the newly appointed secretary-
general of the party, Carlos Madrazo, who was attempting to open up the
nomination procedures—always the critical link in a one-party electoral
system. Responding to the party machine complaints, Díaz Ordaz fired
Madrazo. The new hard line was further evident when the federal gov-
ernment annulled mayoral elections in two cities in the state of Baja Cali-
fornia Norte which PAN candidates had won. The democratization of the
one-party system had overreached its limit.

Díaz Ordaz would have been lucky if mayoral elections had been his only
political worry. But it was his fate to govern in the era of student protest
that shook the Western world in the late 1960s. The precipitating factor
was Mexico’s hosting of the summer Olympic games in 1968. The gov-
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The student movement of
1968 began as a limited
protest with an eclectic ide-
ology, as suggested by the de-
claration of solidarity with
Che Guevara during this
peaceful march along the
Paseo de la Reforma in Mex-
ico City. It eventually became
a tragic crisis for the nation’s
political system. (United
Press International.)



ernment went all out to “sell” Mexico to the world. The Mexican left, al-
ways strong among students in Mexico City, was upset at the idea that the
government might succeed in this public relations venture. There began
a test of wills. A secondary school clash in Mexico City in July 1968 was met
by brutal force from the riot police. Protest spread to the national univer-
sity in August, culminating in a strike. The government thought it was a
“subversive conspiracy,” bent on disrupting the Olympic games. President
Díaz Ordaz responded by sending army troops onto the campus, thereby
violating its historic sanctuary status. The battle was joined. Could the stu-
dent left stop the Olympic games?

The tragic rhythm of confrontation between students and troops con-
tinued. On October 2, 1968, a rally of students in the Mexico City section
of Tlatelolco drew an unusually heavy contingent of security forces. An or-
der to disperse was allegedly not observed, and the police and paramilitary
forces moved in. Later they claimed to have taken sniper fire from sur-
rounding buildings (a claim since shown to have been false). They began
shooting and the crowd was caught in a murderous cross fire, as hundreds
fell dead and many more wounded. The massacre at Tlatelolco sent a shud-
der through Mexico. There was no inquiry, no convincing explanation
from the military or civilian authorities responsible for the slaughter. A
chorus of critics said the massacre had proved the bankruptcy of the PRI
monopoly on power. By the same token, the brutal show of force convinced
virtually everyone that mass challenges to authority would only bring more
wailing ambulances. The effect was chilling.

Despite the turmoil on the political front, the Mexican economy con-
tinued to boom. The gross national product grew at 6 percent a year, al-
though the distribution of income remained troublingly unequal. Between
1950 and 1969 the income share going to the poorest tenth of the popu-
lation dropped from 2.4 percent to 2.0 percent. Meanwhile, the richest
tenth increased its share from 49 percent to 51 percent. The top two-tenths
widened their share at the expense of the bottom segments. Mexico’s
“miraculous” growth had only increased the maldistribution of income.

When the time came for the presidential succession, Díaz Ordaz settled
on Luis Echeverría, the secretary of the interior responsible for the secu-
rity forces at Tlatelolco. It was hardly a choice likely to reunite embittered
Mexicans. Echeverría tried to show a new face in his energetic campaign
and, after the usual landslide victory, plunged into his new duties. The
sphere in which the new president sought to make his greatest mark was
the one where he was soon most criticized: management of the economy.

Echeverría and his advisers wanted economic growth, but also better dis-
tribution of its benefits. An obvious place to begin, as always in Mexico,
was the rural sector. Effort centered on infrastructure, such as rural elec-
trification and the road system. In order to pacify consumers in the cities,
the Echeverría government tightened the existing price controls on basic
foodstuffs. In effect, the federal government was committing itself to an
escalating subsidy on food for the urban masses. This could be financed

Mexico: The Taming of a Revolution 279



only by draining the federal treasury or paying farmers below-cost prices
for their goods. The latter would inevitably discourage production, and the
former would tend to be inflationary. As Echeverría’s term continued, he
resorted increasingly to short-term measures that would channel resources
(wages, land, social services) to the poor.

At the same time the state was increasing its general control over the
economy. In addition to direct spending through federal departments and
ministries, the government allocated a large share of the budget—well over
half in recent years—to dozens of special agencies and state-supported com-
panies. The leading lending institutions, most conspicuously the Nacional
Financiera, were operated by the government, and the manipulation of
credit regulations endowed the state with considerable influence over the
economy. As of 1970, for instance, the government controlled principal
shares in nine of the country’s top ten firms, in thirteen out of the top
twenty-five, and in sixteen out of the top fifty. Most of the leading state-
dominated firms were involved in credit banking, public services (tele-
phone and electricity), or high-cost infrastructural activities (such as steel
or oil), so they did not always compete directly with the private sector.

While the Mexican state took an active part in the country’s capitalist
economy, it retained considerable independence from the private sector.
Much of this autonomy stems from the fact that Mexico’s public leaders
were, for the most part, professional politicians. They did not come from
wealthy families, and after finishing school or university, they moved di-
rectly into political careers. In contrast to the United States, there was very
little crossover of personnel between private corporations and public of-
fice. Consequently the Mexican state was not captive to any social group
or interest. It tended to collaborate with the private sector, to be sure, but
this was not always the case—a situation that gave the government con-
siderable freedom of action.

While this process continued, the Mexican government faced a new prob-
lem: a guerrilla movement. Mexican politicians had long reassured them-
selves that their country was “different” from the rest of Latin America,
where guerrillas were rife. After all, Mexico had already had its revolution.
But Mexico was not immune. Guerrillas appeared, calling for violent ac-
tion against the PRI and all its works. Beginning in 1971, they staged a se-
ries of bank robberies and kidnappings. The latter reached into the diplo-
matic corps; their victims included the U.S. consul general in Guadalajara
and the daughter of the Belgian ambassador. In 1974 the father-in-law of
the president was seized and held for ransom by militant guerrillas. In the
state of Guerrero an ex-schoolteacher, Lucio Cabañas, led a guerrilla army
that began to strike at will. They kidnapped the official (PRI) candidate
for governor and defied the army by direct attacks on isolated outposts. It
took a 10,000-man army more than a year to hunt down and kill the rebels
and their leader. Despite predictions on the left, Cabañas had no succes-
sor in Guerrero or elsewhere, so the guerrilla threat faded. Why? Was it
the genius of the co-optive system of the PRI? Or was it the repressive net-
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work developed over the decades as the government’s counterpart to its
participatory electoral machine?

But Echeverría’s major problem was not with the guerrillas. It was with
the economy. The weak point in Mexico’s economic strategy was inflation.
In crude terms, Mexico could not expect to guarantee the peso’s convert-
ibility at a fixed rate unless its inflation was no higher than the U.S. level.
By 1973 Mexican inflation was running 20 percent and remained at that
level in 1974. Mexico’s goods, based on the 1954 exchange rate, were grow-
ing uncompetitive on the world market. Yet the government stuck with the
fixed rate, which had been the bedrock of Mexican development and a
powerful political symbol.

Why was inflation plaguing Mexico? Many Latin Americans might have
reversed the question: How had Mexico avoided it for so long? The answer
was that the Mexican government, trying to please so many constituencies,
was running large deficits and financing them in an inflationary manner.
There was also pressure from the balance of payments, which went into se-
rious deficit by the middle of Echeverría’s term of office. Mexico’s con-
tinuing industrialization required heavy capital goods. But a relatively new
import was even more worrisome: food. The economy’s failure was in agri-
culture. Production had grown for selected foods (tomatoes, strawberries)
for export, especially to the United States, but the output of basic food-
stuffs, especially cereals, was falling short. Imports to meet this demand put
an enormous burden on the balance of payments.

The reckoning came in Echeverría’s last year as president. The drama
centered on the greatly overvalued peso. With the government stubbornly
maintaining its fixed rate of 12.5 to the dollar, every Mexican of means
tried to convert pesos into U.S. currency. The government’s ever more fre-
quent denials of devaluation rang hollow. In September 1976, after capi-
tal flight had reached panic proportions, the government gave way. The
peso was devalued by 60 percent. Government credibility was so low that
a month later another devaluation of 40 percent was needed to settle the
market. Could this incompetently managed devaluation convince investors
(including Mexicans) to make new commitments in pesos? Although Mex-
ico at last had a realistic exchange rate, the Echeverría government had
failed to attack the rising public-sector deficit—an essential step if future
overvaluation of the peso, and thus future balance of payments crises, were
to be prevented.

Echeverría ended his term in a flurry of histrionic gestures. Only
eleven days before the end of his presidency, he expropriated rich farm-
lands in the north for redistribution to landless peasants. Panic spread
among landowners. For the first time in years, Mexicans talked seriously
about the possibility of a military coup. Despite widespread anxiety, his
term ended peacefully and on schedule. In retrospect, his presidency
appears as merely another swing of the pendulum. (See Figure 8-1 for
a schematic representation of the political positions of the presidents
from 1934 to 2000.)
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The new president was José López Portillo, a leading moderate in Echev-
erría’s cabinet. As the finance minister under Echeverría, he had presided
over an economy that seemed to be wildly out of control. Mexico had grow-
ing deficits, both in its federal budget and in its balance of payments. In-
flation had reached 30 percent. Although modest by Latin American stan-
dards, it was enough to erode confidence in the Mexican growth model,
which had been based on guaranteed peso convertibility and free capital
movement. López Portillo therefore gave first priority to that eternal task
of restoring foreign confidence in his economy. Within weeks after his in-
auguration in December 1976, the new Mexican president traveled to
Washington for a highly publicized visit with outgoing President Gerald
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Ford and an address to a joint session of the U.S. Congress. It was a pow-
erful reminder that the Mexican elite still saw its fate closely linked to U.S.
opinion.

López Portillo’s presidency came to be dominated by economic issues.
Just as he took office Mexico began discovering vast quantities of oil, and
by 1980 López Portillo could announce that the country possessed proven
reserves of 70 billion barrels and potential reserves of more than 200 bil-
lion. In a world apparently beset by chronic shortages and soaring costs
for energy, Mexico had suddenly acquired new international clout. De-
clared an ebullient López Portillo: “There are two kinds of countries in the
world today—those that don’t have oil and those that do. We have it.”

Optimism and pride surged through the nation. Government officials de-
clared their intentions to increase production only gradually, not rapidly, in
order to avoid the sad experiences of Venezuela and Iran—where the influx
of petrodollars spurred inflation and exacerbated social inequities. Exports
grew and world prices mounted, however, and Mexico’s petroleum earnings
jumped from $500 million in 1976 to more than $13 billion in 1981. As
shown in Figure 8-2, the dollar value of nonpetroleum exports during these
years grew at a much less rapid rate. Mexico was becoming excessively de-
pendent on oil revenues—a condition it would rectify by the 1990s.

Economic problems persisted. Mexico was finding that the hard-money
strategy which had worked so well between the mid-1950s and the late 1970s
was no longer possible. The government could not get inflation below 20
percent, except for one year (1978), and by 1982 inflation shot up to al-
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Figure 8-2 Mexican Exports, 1970–98
Sources: International Monetary Fund, International Financial Statistics (April 1977), 250–51; (April 1980),
268–69; (April 1983), 288–91; (December 1990), 78, 366; (February 1999), 66; IMF, 1985 Yearbook, 111,
450–51, IMF, 1986 Yearbook, 11, 460–61, and IMF, 1996 Yearbook, 117.
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most 60 percent, an unprecedented rate for postwar Mexico. Another
painful devaluation became inevitable in early 1982. Mexico had simply
not adapted its financial system to inflation (as the Brazilians, for exam-
ple, had managed to do).

Mexico had hoped to avoid all this by cashing in on its huge oil reserves,
but the world slump in oil prices after 1981 reduced dramatically the pro-
jected foreign exchange earnings. The López Portillo government was
therefore driven to heavy foreign borrowing, which raised the foreign pub-
lic debt to $57 billion by the end of 1981. Most worrisome was the fact that
the Mexican economy was still not producing jobs at a rate fast enough to
absorb all the Mexicans entering the workforce.

To soften political opposition, López Portillo sponsored a program 
of reforms. These included two innovations that seemed particularly 
far reaching: first, the rules for registration of political parties were made
easier, so much so that the Communist Party gained official recognition,
and second, opposition parties were guaranteed a total of at least 100 seats
in an expanded, 400-member Chamber of Deputies. Such alterations
seemed unlikely to lead to a fundamental change in the locus of power,
but they at least provided an outlet—within the system—for the opposi-
tion. The official presidential nominee was Miguel de la Madrid, a Har-
vard-trained technocrat and the minister of budget and planning under
López Portillo, and he won a predictable victory in the elections of July
1982.

Before de la Madrid could take office on December 1, however, the Mex-
ican economy was shaken by another and much larger financial crisis. Mex-
ico had run out of dollars with which to make payments on its foreign
debt—now over $80 billion. Near panic ensued in Washington, New York,
Frankfurt, and London, where it was feared that other Latin American
debtors might follow Mexico’s example and declare a de facto default. If
that were the case, U.S., European, and Japanese banks would face huge
losses, posing a formidable threat to world financial markets. The causes
of the crisis were obvious. The price of Mexico’s prime export (oil) had
nosedived, interest rates had spiraled upward, and rich Mexicans had trans-
ferred billions of dollars out of the country. The U.S. government, the IMF,
and the commercial banks rushed a “rescue” loan package to Mexico. These
new loans enabled Mexico to continue paying interest but did not allow
for amortization.

The rescue had its price: Mexico had to adopt an IMF-approved auster-
ity plan. A key goal was to reduce the inflationary public deficit, which was
at a dangerously high 15 percent of the GDP. This meant phasing out gov-
ernment subsidies on food and public utilities. Mexico also had to reduce
its tariff barriers, thereby stimulating greater industrial efficiency and thus
greater competitiveness in world export markets.

President de la Madrid dutifully followed the IMF prescription but at the
price of inducing a deep recession. By 1985 real wages had fallen by 40
percent from their 1982 level; living standards fell even further as subsi-
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dies for such staples as corn tortillas were ended. In September 1985 a se-
vere earthquake in Mexico City compounded the economic disaster. The
1985-86 drop in oil prices depressed export earnings, further weakening
the economy.

Amid these difficulties de la Madrid and his advisers decided to adopt a
dramatic shift in economic policy, a new emphasis that came to be char-
acterized as “liberalization.” There were two main pillars to the program.
One was to reduce and recast the economic role of the state. This was to
be done through continued cuts in public spending and through a pro-
gram of “privatization” of state-owned companies. Of the 1115 publicly
owned companies that his government inherited in late 1982, de la Madrid
managed to sell off nearly 100 and to close down 279 by late 1986.

The second component of the new policy was commercial liberalization
and “opening up” of the economy. This was most dramatically demon-
strated by Mexico’s accession to the General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade (GATT) in September 1986, which meant a long-term commitment
to the reduction of barriers to imports from abroad. Mexico promptly be-
gan lowering and phasing out its tariffs and promoting its exports, espe-
cially nonpetroleum exports. For all practical intents and purposes, these
changes amounted to a near-complete abandonment of the postwar poli-
cies of import-substitution.

In July 1986 Mexico needed another emergency loan package from its
foreign creditors. Once again Mexico was told to bear down on its public
deficit (down to 8 percent of the GDP in 1984 but nearing 15 percent again
in 1986) and further reduce its protectionism. Mexican nationalists angrily
charged that reducing protection would destroy their industrial base and
benefit foreign producers.

By early 1988 the de la Madrid government could see little prospect for
relief. Inflation had accelerated to an annual rate of 143 percent, the pub-
lic-sector deficit was approaching 19 percent of the GDP, and the domes-
tic capital market had been shaken by a 75 percent drop in the Mexican
stock market. Yet another U.S.-engineered capital infusion came in De-
cember 1987. In a complex scheme, Mexico would buy U.S. bonds to post
as collateral against commercial bank loans. The move offered no prospect
for large-scale relief from the debt, which had clearly become unpayable.

Despite these agreements, there would be continuing friction with the
United States. A dramatic example was the 1985 case of an agent on as-
signment in Mexico for the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration. Ap-
parently his investigation had gone too well. He was kidnapped, tortured,
and murdered, allegedly on orders from one of Mexico’s multimillionaire
drug kings. The pace of Mexican justice infuriated U.S. officials, who in
retaliation ordered slowdowns at U.S. customs checkpoints on the Mexi-
can border. This act in turn infuriated the many thousands of Mexicans
who legally cross the border daily. An additional ongoing cause for bilat-
eral tension was the U.S. policy toward Mexicans working (legally and il-
legally) in the United States. The Simpson-Rodino Act, passed in 1986, laid
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down tough penalties for employers who hire “undocumented aliens.” The
prospect of its implementation sent shudders through northern and cen-
tral Mexico, whose younger generations had long seen jobs in the United
States (usually temporary) as their main hope for a decent life. Within a
few years the law appeared to have had only a minimal impact on actual
migration flows, but Mexicans remained wary.

The debt crisis and economic stagnation in the late 1980s intensified so-
cial inequality and popular pressures. Investment plummeted, unemploy-
ment increased, and per capita income declined by more than 9 percent
during the 1980s. In contrast to the Southern Cone countries in the 1960s
and 1970s, however, Mexico did not resort to pervasive, large-scale au-
thoritarian repression. Key attributes of the Mexican political system—its
restricted competition, its control of working-class movements, its auton-
omy from private interests, and its tactical flexibility—help explain why
Mexico managed to avoid the violent trauma that afflicted Chile and 
Argentina.

Aware of their sagging credibility, PRI leaders made the process of choos-
ing the official nominee for president more visible (if not more genuinely
open) than the ritual had ever been. De la Madrid’s eventual choice was
another U.S.-trained economist, Carlos Salinas de Gortari, only thirty-nine
years old, who as the incumbent budget and planning minister had au-
thored the highly unpopular austerity policies of the 1980s.

The election of 1988 brought surprises—and possible portents of mean-
ingful change. For the first time in its history, the PRI faced serious op-
position from both the right and the left (as Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, son
of the revered ex-president, led a breakaway faction from the PRI itself).
Organized labor also showed its displeasure with the PRI candidate. Sali-
nas de Gortari won with a bare 50.3 percent majority, according to official
returns, and in claiming victory he declared an end to an era of “what was
practically[!] one-party rule.” Opponents nonetheless accused the regime of
electoral fraud. The youthful Salinas took office in December 1988 under
exceedingly difficult conditions. Would he be up to the challenge?

The first task for Salinas was to demonstrate political authority. He be-
gan by naming a cabinet dominated by his personal associates, instead of
mending political fences. In January 1989 he masterminded a spectacular
raid on the headquarters of the independent-minded and financially cor-
rupt head of the oil workers’ union, who was promptly placed under ar-
rest (for illegal possession of firearms). Shortly thereafter he dismissed the
long-standing chief of the large and powerful teachers’ union. Unwilling
to tolerate flagrant corruption within top governmental ranks, in 1990 he
dismissed the naval secretary from his cabinet post, an unusual move in
view of the delicate balance of civil-military relations in Mexico.

In keeping with his campaign promises, Salinas de Gortari promoted a
modest political opening. He commanded PRI officials to recognize a gu-
bernatorial triumph for the PAN in the important state of Baja California
(just south of the California border). He oversaw reforms of the electoral
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system and of the internal workings of the PRI. But there were limits to
this apertura. The PRI claimed unrealistic victories in key elections in the
state of México, near Mexico City, an area that had shown itself to be a
left-wing opposition stronghold in the presidential election of 1988. The
government also harassed and intimidated Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas and his
followers, who found it extremely difficult to organize their forces into a
coherent and durable political party. The opening, such as it was, was bi-
ased toward the right (and the PAN); it did not include the left.

Indeed, for the first time in memory the question of human rights ap-
peared on the national agenda. Critics called attention to a number of
abuses committed by Mexico’s national police force in alleged pursuit of
drug dealers. They reported the assassination or “disappearance” of at least
sixty pro-Cárdenas sympathizers in 1990 alone. They expressed outrage at
the murder of a prominent human-rights activist. To assuage the criticism,
Salinas appointed a National Commission on Human Rights, led by for-
mer university rector Jorge Carpizo, but did not give it genuine authority.

It was in the economic arena that Salinas sought his most lasting
achievements. In hopes of completing Mexico’s structural adjustments,
he continued and extended the “liberalization” strategy initiated under
de la Madrid. Salinas and his team kept lowering trade barriers. They ag-
gressively promoted the privatization of state-owned industries, even
putting up for sale such sacred cows as the telephone company and the
banking industry (nationalized by López Portillo in 1982). With the sup-
port of the U.S. government, Salinas negotiated a new debt-restructuring
agreement that promised to reduce the net outflow of funds by $2 
billion a year until the mid-1990s. The government also sought to assist
local development by establishing a “program for national solidarity” to
provide seed money for self-help projects throughout the country. Per-
haps in response to these measures, the national economy showed signs
of picking up: annual inflation moved down to the 20–30 percent range,
while annual growth rates for the GDP rose to 3.1 percent for 1989 and
3.9 percent for 1990.

North American Free Trade

The crowning achievement of the Salinas sexenio was the North American
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Unable to attract large-scale investment
from Europe or Japan, the Salinas administration in June 1990 announced
its intent to negotiate a free-trade compact with the United States. The pro-
posal entailed a total repudiation of the protectionist strategies of import-
substituting industrialization, and it discarded the national tradition of
keeping a suspicious distance from the “colossus of the north.” Small-scale
industrialists and grain farmers expressed fear that they might be destroyed
by U.S. competition, and some intellectuals mourned the imminent demise
of the nation’s economic sovereignty and cultural pride. Salinas persisted
nonetheless.
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Unveiled in August 1992, the NAFTA accord envisioned the creation of
a three-nation partnership (including Canada as well as Mexico and the
United States) that would forge one of the largest trading blocs in the
world—with a population of 370 million and combined economic pro-
duction of approximately $6 trillion. It would promote the free flow of
goods among the member countries by eliminating duties, tariffs, and trade
barriers over a period of fifteen years. Sixty-five percent of U.S. goods
gained duty-free status immediately or within five years; half of U.S. farm
goods exported to Mexico immediately became duty-free. There were spe-
cial exceptions for certain “highly sensitive” products in agriculture, typi-
cally one of the sectors most resistant to economic integration; phase-outs
on tariffs for corn and dry beans in Mexico and orange juice and sugar in
the United States would extend to the year 2009. Tariffs on all automo-
biles within North America would be phased out over ten years, but rules
of origin stipulated that local content would have to be at least 62.5 per-
cent for vehicles to qualify. Not surprisingly, spokespersons for Asian gov-
ernments regarded this clause as a thinly disguised effort to exclude their
industries and products from the North American market.

NAFTA opened Mexico to U.S. investments in various ways. Under the
treaty U.S. banks and securities firms could establish branch offices in Mex-
ico, and U.S. citizens could invest in Mexico’s banking and insurance in-
dustries. While Mexico continued to prohibit foreign ownership of oil
fields, in accordance with its constitution, U.S. firms became eligible to
compete for contracts with Petŕoleos Mexicanos (PEMEX) and operate, in
general, under the same provisions as Mexican companies. One item was
most conspicuous by its absence: beyond a narrowly written provision for
the movement of corporate executives and selected professionals, the treaty
made no reference at all to the large-scale migration of labor.

NAFTA precipitated strenuous debate within the United States. In the heat
of the 1992 presidential campaign, Democratic candidate Bill Clinton pledged
to support NAFTA on condition that there be effective safeguards for envi-
ronmental protection and workers’ rights; by September 1993 the govern-
ments reached “supplemental” or side agreements on labor and the envi-
ronment. As the U.S. Congress prepared to vote on ratification, Texas
billionaire (and erstwhile presidential hopeful) Ross Perot led the charge
against the treaty, claiming that NAFTA would entice business to seek low-
wage Mexican labor and thus lose jobs for millions of American workers. Pro-
ponents insisted that NAFTA would stimulate U.S. exports, achieve economies
of scale, and enhance U.S. competitiveness. Disregarding vociferous opposi-
tion from unionized labor, a historic bastion of support for Democrats, Clin-
ton lobbied tirelessly on behalf of the treaty. And after Perot stumbled badly
during a memorable television debate with Vice-President Al Gore, the House
of Representatives finally approved the NAFTA accord by the surprisingly lop-
sided margin of 234–200; the Senate followed with a vote of 61–38.

In final form, the NAFTA accord had several outstanding characteristics.
One was its implicit commitment to regional economic integration. De-
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spite its title, NAFTA was not primarily concerned with “free trade.” By
1990 tariff and even nontariff barriers to U.S.-Mexican commerce were al-
ready low. NAFTA was primarily concerned with investment. By obtaining
preferential access to U.S. markets and a formal “seal of approval” through
NAFTA, Mexico was hoping to attract sizable flows of direct foreign in-
vestment—from Japan and Europe as well as from the United States. By
obtaining untrammeled access to low-wage (but highly skilled) Mexican la-
bor, the United States was hoping to create an export platform for manu-
factured goods and thus improve its competitive position in the global
economy. It was for these reasons that the NAFTA treaty contained ex-
tensive chapters about investment, competition, telecommunications, and
financial services. Implicitly, NAFTA envisioned a substantially more pro-
found form of integration than its label acknowledged.

Second, NAFTA made explicit provision for environmental protection.
As originally negotiated NAFTA made only passing reference to environ-
mental concerns. In keeping with his campaign pledge, however, President
Clinton oversaw negotiations on a supplementary provision for environ-
mental protection, and under a separate agreement, the U.S.-Mexican bor-
der received special attention under a bilateral Integrated Environmental
Plan. While some observers raised doubts about the practical significance
of these agreements, the mere fact of their negotiation made one point
clear: trade and environment had become inextricably intertwined. As one
analyst wrote, these developments forcefully demonstrated “that the envi-
ronment has become a staple of trade politics in the 1990s, for it was po-
litically impossible to contemplate the completion of the NAFTA trade ac-
cord without a complementary agreement on the environment.”

Yet another distinguishing characteristic of NAFTA was its underlying
political rationale. The United States was seeking several goals. One was
the preservation of stability on its southern border. The idea was that
NAFTA would stimulate economic growth in Mexico, easing social pres-
sure and sustaining the political regime. A second goal was to assure the
United States of increasing access to petroleum from Mexico, one of the
five leading sources of U.S. imports (Mexican shipments in the late 1980s
and early 1990s were roughly half as large as those from the topmost source,
Saudi Arabia). A third purpose was for the United States to obtain an im-
portant bargaining chip in its trade negotiations with Europe, Japan, and
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. And fourth, the United States
wanted to consolidate diplomatic support from Mexico on foreign policy
in general. As demonstrated by disagreements over Central America dur-
ing the 1980s, this had long been a source of bilateral tension. But with
NAFTA in place, Mexico became unlikely to express serious disagreement
with the United States on major issues of international diplomacy.

For its part Mexico was seeking, first and foremost, preservation of its
social peace. The hope was that NAFTA would attract investment, stimu-
late employment, provide meaningful opportunity for the 1 million per-
sons entering the job market every year—and thus reduce social tension.
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Second, NAFTA offered Salinas an opportunity to institutionalize his
economic reforms, insulating them from the historic vagaries of presi-
dential succession by inscribing them in an international treaty. Third,
Mexico was seeking international benediction for its not-quite-democ-
ratic political regime. This was especially important because, in com-
parison with Argentina, Chile, Brazil, and other countries undergoing
processes of democratization, Mexico no longer looked like a paragon
of political civility. Finally, Mexico believed that NAFTA would provide
the country with diplomatic leverage vis-à-vis the rest of Latin America
and, by extension, the Third World as a whole. Association with Canada
and the United States would link Mexico with advanced industrial
democracies and leaders of the First World. Consequently Mexico could
serve as a “bridge” between the developing world and the developed
world as a representative and interlocutor for aspiring peoples of the
South.

Whatever its political motivation, NAFTA appeared to achieve the eco-
nomic goal of expanding commerce. Two-way trade between Mexico and
the United States climbed from $83 billion in 1993 to $108 billion in 1995
and $157 billion in 1997. By this time the United States was exporting more
to Mexico than to China, Korea, and Singapore combined, and Mexico
displaced Japan as the second largest trading partner of the United States
(Canada remained in first place). Contrary to widespread (and exagger-
ated) expectation, however, NAFTA could not provide a cure for all of
Mexico’s problems.

Twilight of the Technocrats?

All the optimism resulting from the NAFTA accord promptly came under
assault. On January 1, 1994—the day that NAFTA went into effect—a guer-
rilla movement in the poverty-stricken state of Chiapas rose up to denounce
the free-trade accord, the Salinista economic model, and the undemocra-
tic character of the political regime. With colorful and able leadership, the
Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN) captured national and inter-
national attention during the course of highly publicized negotiations with
governmental authorities. Despite a variety of governmental responses,
from military pressure to political negotiation, the Zapatista movement
would remain a thorn in the side of the regime.

Two months later, as public attention turned toward presidential suc-
cession, an assassin’s bullet struck down Luis Donaldo Colosio, Salinas’
handpicked successor and the candidate of the PRI. Salinas hastily chose
another nominee, the forty-two-year-old Ernesto Zedillo Ponce de León,
who scurried to develop a credible campaign for the upcoming August
election. These developments inflicted a devastating blow to Mexico’s in-
ternational image. Mexico could no longer be seen as an up-and-coming
country on the brink of joining the First World; it looked, instead, like a
Third World society threatening to come apart at the seams.
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Earnest and intelligent, Zedillo was a technocrat par excellence. A Ph.D.
in economics from Yale University, Zedillo had spent most of his career in
the central bank and the planning ministry. As a result he had very few
contacts with career politicians or officials in the “political” ministries of
the federal government. Despite a lackluster campaign, Zedillo won the
August 1994 elections with 48.8 percent of the vote (compared with 26.0
percent for the rightist PAN and only 16.6 percent for Cuauhtémoc Cár-
denas’ populist Party of the Democratic Revolution, PRD), thus becoming
the fifth man in a row to reach the presidency without ever holding prior
elective office.

Inaugurated in December 1994, Zedillo faced crisis right away. Fearful of
the overvaluation of the peso, investors withdrew more than $10 billion from
Mexico within a week. In response the Zedillo administration had to de-
value the peso, which eventually lost more than half its value against the
U.S. dollar, and the government came within only a few days of insolvency.
Early in 1995 the Clinton administration put together a multilateral pack-
age of nearly $50 billion, including $20 billion from the U.S. government.
One major goal of this measure was to head off a potential default on $30
billion in tesobonos (short-term bonds issued by the Mexican treasury, payable
in dollars), which would have inflicted major damage on U.S. pension funds,
mutual funds, and other institutional investors. Another was to sustain the
credibility of economic reform and the viability of NAFTA itself.
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The financial crisis provoked a political crisis as well. As criticism
mounted against Salinas’ insistence on maintaining an unrealistic ex-
change rate throughout 1994, the ex-president publicly criticized Zedillo
and his economic cabinet for mishandling the December devaluation.
Zedillo reacted by sending Salinas into de facto exile in the United States,
then authorizing the arrest of the former president’s older brother on
charges of corruption. The detention by U.S. authorities of an assistant at-
torney general under Salinas led to further denunciations of corruption,
family intrigue, and official involvement in the assassination of a high-level
PRI leader in September 1994. As Carlos Salinas became a figure of wide-
spread revulsion, serious fissures threatened to split apart the Mexican po-
litical elite.

The public promptly showed its disapproval. For the first time in decades,
rumors began circulating that an elected PRI president might not be able
to finish his term. One poll in early 1995 showed that nearly half the re-
spondents thought a military coup was possible. In municipalities and
states, from Jalisco to Querétaro and Nuevo León, opposition candidates
began winning public office. And in 1997, for the first time in its history,
the PRI lost control of the national Chamber of Deputies—taking just 238
out of 500 seats, while the PAN garnered 121 and the PRD earned 126.
This situation enabled opposition parties to unite against the PRI and, on
occasion, to create a counterweight to executive authority.

The apparent decline of the PRI led to restiveness within the party’s
rank-and-file and its traditional bosses, pejoratively known as “dinosaurs”
or dinosaurios. Chafing under the decades-long dominance of tech-
nocrats or técnicos like Salinas and Zedillo, the party’s national assembly
ruled in 1996 that its next presidential candidate would be required to
have held elected office (a stipulation that would have disqualified every
president since 1970). The adoption of statewide primaries strengthened
both the party and its candidates, as the PRI won seven out of ten gov-
ernorships in 1998. In anticipation of the presidential election of 2000,
too, President Zedillo publicly proclaimed that he would not himself des-
ignate his successor through the time-honored dedazo, so the PRI de-
signed a new primary system and gave responsibility for its management
to one of the party’s most venerable political figures. By mid-1999 there
were four candidates for the party’s nomination, none of whom could
be called a technocrat; the apparent front-runner, Francisco Labastida
Ochoa, had studied economics at the national university (rather than
abroad) and served as governor of the state of Sinaloa before becoming
minister of the interior. As one analyst and former congressman pro-
claimed, perhaps wishfully, “This is the end of government by technoc-
racy, thank goodness.”

Dawn of a New Era

The presidential election of 2000 marked a watershed in Mexican politics.
A hotly contested campaign involved three major candidates: Francisco
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Labastida of the PRI, Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas of the PRD, and a newcomer
to the scene—Vicente Fox of the conservative PAN. Tall, rugged, macho to
the core, Fox was a private businessman and rancher. He became CEO of
Coca Cola of Mexico in the late 1970s and entered politics only in 1988,
when he joined the PAN and won election as a congressional representa-
tive from the small state of Guanajuato. He subsequently served as gover-
nor of Guanajuato. From that unlikely background, in his late fifties, he
launched his quest for the presidency.

A charismatic campaigner, Fox pledged an honest government. He de-
nounced the PRI as hopelessly corrupt and obsolete. Vague on specifics,
Fox asserted that it was time for a change—and that he would lead Mex-
ico into a new, modern, and democratic era. In contrast Labastida seemed
to personify the PRI’s most traditional elements, while President Ernesto
Zedillo insisted that the election would have to be clean. 

Fox won the presidency by a plurality, with 42.5 percent of the vote;
Labastida received 36 percent and Cárdenas took 17 percent. Mexico was
jubilant, as though it had surprised itself. According to one observer, this
was a triumph of “modern” Mexico over “traditional” Mexico—and his chal-
lenge would be to reconcile the two. Taking office in December 2000, Fox
enjoyed approval ratings around 85 percent. His political honeymoon
would be unusually long—but it would not last forever.

Despite the strength of his popular support, Fox had to deal with a re-
calcitrant legislature—a novelty in Mexican politics. The PRI held plurali-
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ties in both houses of Congress; the PAN had only 46 seats in the Senate
(out of 128) and 207 seats in the House of Representatives (out of 500).
Moreover, Fox had troubled relations with the Panista delegation, whose
members did not see him as a party loyalist—but as an outsider who had
hijacked the presidential nomination. As a result, Fox found it impossible
to gain congressional approval for his most important initiatives—tax re-
form, privatization, and resolution of the crisis in Chiapas. Things got only
worse after the mid-term elections of 2003, when the PAN received only
32 percent of the popular vote and lost a number of important seats. One
skeptical observer claimed that, as a result, Fox would be a “political corpse”
until the end of his term in 2006.

Economic development presented Fox with another dilemma. As a pro-
American businessman, Fox had touted the virtues of NAFTA during his
presidential campaign. During the first half of his presidency, however,
economic performance was absolutely anemic: a decline in the GDP of mi-
nus �0.3 percent in 2001, barely positive growth of 0.9 percent in 2002,
an estimated rate of just 1.5 percent in 2003. The principal drag on the
Mexican economy was, of course, the ongoing recession in the United
States (to which Mexico sent nearly 90 percent of its exports). People point-
edly asked: Where are the benefits of NAFTA? Their discontent became
all the more intense when it became clear that Mexico was losing jobs and
market share to mainland China, itself embarked on rapid expansion. 

Mexico’s relationship with the United States became exceedingly com-
plex. Taking office almost simultaneously, Vicente Fox and George W. Bush
promptly established a strong and positive personal connection. Fox per-
suaded Bush to look into the possibility of immigration reform—an
amnesty for resident illegals in the United States plus a large-scale guest-
worker program, steps that would “deepen” NAFTA along the lines of the
European Union. And in late summer 2001, during a visit to Washington,
Fox challenged Bush to enact such reforms before the end of the calen-
dar year. As observers praised the Mexican president’s boldness, it ap-
peared that he would get his way. Then came the terrorist attacks of Sep-
tember 11, 2001, and expansive immigration reform became utterly
unthinkable. Tension flared between the two governments (and the two
presidents) in early 2003 when Mexico, temporarily chairing the UN Se-
curity Council, failed to support the U.S. invasion of Iraq. It was not until
January 2004 that Bush unveiled a modest guest-worker proposal that had
little chance of Congressional approval during an election year. For all this
time, Vicente Fox was left holding the bag.

As Mexico moved into the twenty-first century, three long-term chal-
lenges loomed large. One involved the economy. The need was not only
to regain investment and stimulate growth. It was also to alleviate prob-
lems of poverty and inequality. According to reliable sources, the propor-
tion of Mexicans living in poverty rose from 34 percent in 1980 to 40 per-
cent by 2000, after twenty years of neoliberal reform. Mexico also continued
to have a highly unequal distribution of income: the richest 10 percent of
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the population controlled nearly 40 percent of the income (compared with
25 percent in the United States). Cries for social justice had been heard
throughout the country’s history, and they were being heard once again.

A second challenge focused on law and order, especially in view of the
power of the drug cartels. The most dangerous of these cartels were in-
volved not so much in marijuana or heroin, traditional products of Mex-
ico, but in the trans-shipment of cocaine from Colombia to the United
States. With an estimated $7 billion in annual profits, these groups could
spend as much as $500 million per year on bribery—more than twice the
total budget of the attorney general’s office. By the mid-1990s Mexico had
about a half-dozen drug organizations of truly international scope, the most
powerful and brutal ones based in the border cities of Tijuana and Ciudad
Juárez. Drug cartels were implicated in a wave of violence that swept
through Mexico, including the assassination of a Roman Catholic cardinal
in 1993. Former prosecutor Eduardo Valle Espinosa proclaimed that the
country had fallen under the heels of drug traffickers and that Mexico,
like Colombia, had become a “narco-democracy.”

Third, and perhaps most difficult, was the need for democratic consol-
idation. After decades of struggle, Mexico had achieved free and fair elec-
tions at the national level. But crucial problems remained. The PRI still
dominated neo-authoritarian enclaves in some states and municipalities.
The judicial system was weak, corruption posed a continual problem, and
police brutality occurred with virtual immunity. A democratic president—
even Vicente Fox—could not alone create a democratic polity. As con-
tenders began to line up for the presidential race of 2006, the challenges
of democratic governance presented Mexico with prospects of both dan-
ger and opportunity.
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CUBA

Late Colony, First Socialist State 

Cuba’s historical development has been deeply affected by its location.
Cuba is an island, lying within a network of vital sealines that feed the rich
Caribbean basin. Columbus discovered modern-day Cuba on his first voy-
age (1492), and it soon became a staging ground for the Spaniards’ many
expeditions to the Mexican and North American mainland. Its commer-
cial and strategic importance grew in the eighteenth century with the ex-
pansion of the regular fleets between Spain and its American colonies.

The indigenous population scarcely survived the first century of the Span-
ish colonization. Here, as elsewhere in Latin America, the European con-
querors turned to black Africa for their labor supply. As a result, Cuba be-
came a multiracial society: by the twentieth century, according to one
estimate, the population was 40 percent black, 30 percent white, and 30
percent mixed (including Asian and Indian).

Cuba’s economy languished under the rigid mercantilist policies of the
Spanish crown until the reforms of Charles III (1759–88) provided the
stimuli that led to growth. The nineteenth century saw a brief coffee boom
give way to the cultivation of tobacco, which became a major crop by mid-
century—a position it still holds, as Cuban cigars (puros) continue to be re-
garded as among the finest in the world.

But the most important source of wealth was another product: cane
sugar. Emphasis on sugar began in the eighteenth century, and by 1860
Cuba was producing nearly a third (500,000 tons) of the world’s entire
sugar supply. The human power to fuel this boom continued to come from
the nightmarish slave trade, which delivered more than 600,000 Africans
in chains to Cuba between 1800 and 1865. Slavery itself lasted until 1886,
longer than anywhere else in the Americas save Brazil.

Cuba’s economic development has thus been typical of tropical Amer-
ica: a monocultural, slave-based, export-oriented agricultural society. In an-
other respect, however, it was atypical. Cuba was still a colony. An earlier
independence effort had failed in the bitter “Ten Years War” (1868–78),
when the nationalist Cubans failed to rally the elite and were slowly ground
down by Spanish troops.
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Spain’s continued political control of the island was becoming anachro-
nistic, however, since by the 1880s Cuba’s trade and investment were al-
most exclusively with the United States. The U.S. economic interest in Cuba
led to numerous offers to purchase the island country. The Spaniards in-
variably refused, but some prominent Cubans strongly favored annexation
by the United States. Meanwhile, Cuba was drawn ever closer into the U.S.
orbit.

A handful of Cuban nationalists, who had never accepted their defeat
in 1878, fled into exile and plotted a new rebellion. The most famous was
José Martí, an eloquent revolutionary poet-lawyer. A new revolt for inde-
pendence broke out in 1895. Cuba was soon engulfed in another savage
war, which dragged on for three years. The Spaniards resorted to brutal
methods, such as the use of concentration camps, to liquidate the 
guerrilla-style patriots.

Given its huge economic stake in Cuba, the United States was unlikely
to remain out of the struggle. The U.S. public was excited by sensational-
ist press accounts of Spanish brutality, and business and religious leaders
demanded U.S. recognition of the rebels. The expansionist urge in the
United States was fed both by those who stood to gain economically and
by those who preached of a U.S. mission to rescue the Cubans from Span-
ish misrule.

Although President McKinley resisted pressure to intervene, events over-
took him. In April 1898 the USS Maine mysteriously exploded in Havana

The Bronze Titan

The most famous Afro-Cuban of the nineteenth century was Antonio
Maceo, the military genius of Cuba’s two wars for independence
(1868–78 and 1895–98). Born of a Venezuelan mulatto émigré and
a free Afro-Cuban, Maceo entered the rebel army as a private in 1868
and reached general only five years later. Having established military
leadership among the rebels (despite racist sniping from his white
comrades), Maceo led highly successful guerrilla operations in the
1895–98 war. His soldiers were mostly Afro-Cuban, and Maceo him-
self had been an outspoken advocate of abolition, thereby arousing
white fears that he wanted to establish a “black republic.” Even Win-
ston Churchill, then a young volunteer with the Spanish forces, re-
peated that prediction in a magazine article.

Maceo was killed in 1896 by Spanish troops who caught him in an
ambush. He has entered Cuban history as an exemplary patriot and
soldier. He had faith that Cuba would create a rightful place for Afro-
Cubans. He also opposed U.S. entry into the 1895 war, arguing “I
should not want our neighbor to shed their blood for our cause. We
can do that for ourselves.”



harbor. The blast, which has never been satisfactorily explained, swept
away the last vestiges of anti-war sentiment, and Congress promptly de-
clared war on Spain. The ill-equipped Spaniards went down to humiliat-
ing defeat. They had little choice but to grant Cuba independence in 
December 1898.

Dubious Independence

Cuba began her new status under U.S. military occupation, hardly favor-
able for developing a healthy sense of national identity. The U.S. author-
ities immediately disbanded the rebel army, thus removing the only po-
tential source of armed opposition to U.S. rule. The occupation was a
textbook example of what was regarded as “enlightened” intervention. The
North Americans built badly needed schools, roads, sewers, and telegraph
lines. But it was all in the service of integrating the now “civilized” Cubans
more closely into the U.S. orbit.

U.S. government leaders saw these economic, moral, and political re-
sponsibilities all going hand in hand. The Cubans were allowed, even en-
couraged, to choose a constitutional convention, which produced a char-
ter in 1901. But the U.S. government harbored doubts about the new
country’s ability to govern itself, so Washington forced the Cubans, under
protest, to incorporate an amendment (the “Platt Amendment”), which
gave the United States the right to intervene in domestic politics at will.
This proviso remained in force until 1934, making Cuba an American pro-
tectorate.

Cuba’s first president, Tomás Estrada Palma (1902–6), favored outright
annexation by the United States. He was typical of much of the Cuban
elite, which saw little future for an independent Cuba. Their willingness to
embrace the Yankee encroachment aroused the fury of those few Cuban
nationalists who kept alive the flame of José Martí’s dream of a Cuba free
from Yankee dominance.

Estrada Palma won a second term by electoral fraud. The ensuing re-
volt, led by the defeated Liberals, brought a second U.S. military occupa-
tion (1906–9). The United States imposed an interim president, Charles
Magoon, who oversaw a new election. Fraud recurred, however, triggering
another U.S. military intervention in 1917. All these interventions pre-
sented opportunities for U.S. economic interests to deepen their hold over
the Cuban economy.

Overview: Economic Growth and Social Change

During Cuba’s years as a protectorate, it underwent a great sugar boom.
Cuba emerged as one of the world’s most efficient sugar producers, helped
by the modern vacuum methods of refining. As output increased, sugar
came to dominate Cuba’s economy and, eventually, to have a lasting effect
on the class structure and social relationships.
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By the early twentieth century, as shown in Figure 9-1, Cuba was pro-
ducing several million tons of sugar per year—nearly one-quarter of the
world supply around World War I, about 10 percent of the total during
the depression years, and close to 20 percent just after World War II.
Throughout this entire period sugar exports earned approximately 80
percent of the island’s foreign exchange. Such dependence on a single
product obviously placed the Cuban economy in an extremely vulnera-
ble position. If the harvest was poor or demand was low or prices were
down, the Cuban economy would suffer. The variations in production
from 1920 to 1959, and even later, illustrate some of the dangers of this
situation.

Another feature of the sugar boom was concentration of ownership, es-
pecially in the hands of American investors. After the 1870s, the new tech-
nology, particularly railways, stimulated a rapid reduction in the number
of sugar mills (from 1190 in 1877 to only 207 in 1899). The independent
growers, whose small- and medium-sized farms had produced most of the
cane before the 1870s, now sold out in growing numbers to the big sugar
companies. By 1912 the latter controlled more than 10 percent of all land
in Cuba. By 1925 the number of sugar mills had dropped to only 184, and
they controlled 17.7 percent of Cuban land.

This concentration of mill and land ownership was a natural result of
the manner in which the sugar boom had proceeded. Under the shield of
the protectorate, U.S. investors poured capital into the building of mod-
ern mills (centrales) and the consolidation of cane-growing lands. Ameri-
can-owned mills produced only 15 percent of Cuba’s sugar in 1906, but by
1928 their share reached about 75 percent, thanks to loan defaults by
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Figure 9-1 Sugar Production in Cuba, 1800–1988
Sources: Manuel Monreno Fraginals, El ingenio: complejo economico social cubano del azúcar (La Habana: Ed-
itorial de Ciencias Sociales,1978), III, Cuadro 1, pp. 37–40; Arthur MacEwan. Revolution and Economic De-
velopment in Cuba (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1981), p. 188; James W. Wilkie, Enrique C. Ochoa, and
David E. Lorey, eds., Statistical Abstract of Latin America, 28 (Los Angeles: UCLA Latin American Center,
1990), Table 1714.



Cuban owners; the figure then slacked off, and by 1950 it stood at 47 per-
cent.

The technology of sugar production affected labor as well as ownership
and management. Cultivation came to require a large-scale workforce.
Cane needs to be replanted only periodically, at intervals of five to twenty-
five years. Therefore the principal need for labor is for the harvest, or zafra,
mostly spent on the arduous cutting of cane with machetes. The rest of
the year was known in Cuba as the “dead season” of widespread unem-
ployment and underemployment.

But workers had nowhere to go. Because of the enormous plantations,
they could not lease or purchase small-scale plots of land for their own use.
Managers wanted to keep them near the mills, available for work, and for
this they devised several tactics. One was to raise cane on land owned by
the centrales themselves, usually about 10 percent of the total, thus main-
taining the presence of independent growers nearby who would share the
problems of labor with them. Another was to let workers go into debt, so
they would remain under obligation to the ownership. A third was to en-
courage the formation of modest urban settlements, called bateyes, that
would create working-class communities.

As a result Cuba witnessed the appearance of a rural proletariat, a social
group that differed greatly from a classic peasantry. Workers in the sugar
mills and in the zafras were laborers, not farmers. They were concerned
more about wages and working conditions than about the acquisition of
land.

Moreover, the rural laborers had intimate contact with the working class
in the cities. They often migrated to urban areas, living in the kind of slums
that have come to characterize many of Latin America’s largest metropo-
lises: known as colonias populares in Mexico and favelas in Brazil, they ac-
quired in Cuba the suitable name of llega y pon (“come and settle”). And
their residents were blighted by poverty and deprivation. Only 40 percent
of urban lower-class dwellings had inside toilets, only 40 percent had re-
frigeration of any kind, and as many as a dozen people lived in a single
room.

Contact and communication between urban and rural elements of the
Cuban working class would eventually have a decisive effect on the course
of the country’s history because they permitted the sort of unified, class-
wide social movement that has been found so rarely in Latin America. It
is worth noting, too, that the church played only a minor role in Cuban
society, and trade unions had a sporadic and precarious existence. In other
words, the outlook and behavior of the Cuban laboring classes were not
conditioned or controlled by existing institutions. Workers would, in time,
be available for mobilization.

Meanwhile, the United States built up more and more control over the
Cuban economy. Not only did United States capital take over major own-
ership of plantations and mills, the United States became by far the largest
customer for Cuba’s sugar exports—usually purchasing 75 or 80 percent
of the total. Through it all, Cuba was dependent upon U.S. decisions for
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the fate of its major industry. And U.S. sugar import policy was invariably
a topic of prolonged debate in Washington.

Newly independent Cuba had originally signed a reciprocal trade treaty
in 1903 which gave Cuban sugar a 20 percent reduction from the existing
U.S. tariffs. In return, Cuba gave U.S. exports reductions of 20 to 40 per-
cent in Cuban tariffs. For the next thirty years U.S.-Cuban trade relations
grew ever closer, as the Cuban economy was for all intents and purposes
integrated into the U.S. economy.

The eager U.S. investor in Cuba might well have smiled over his good
fortune, at least until the end of the First World War. The end of the war
had brought a world food shortage and all food exporters, Cuba included,
found themselves cashing in on near-panic buying conditions for com-
modities. A crash then came in 1920. In a few months sugar prices fell
to less than one-fifth of the record levels of May 1920, and in the fol-
lowing two years the value of the sugar crop declined to little more than
one-quarter of the 1920 level. The decline continued through the rest of
the 1920s, having a devastating effect on the economy, hitting especially
those rural workers whose existence was precarious even in the best of
times.

With the collapse of the world economy in 1929–30, Cuba soon suffered
for its (somewhat involuntary) dependence on one trading partner. The
U.S. Congress, under pressure from the domestic sugar-beet producers,
passed the Smoot-Hawley tariff in 1930, burdening Cuban sugar with new
duties. This merely increased the pressure on the staggering Cuban sugar
economy, which contracted severely. The only bright spot came with
Franklin Roosevelt’s assumption of power in Washington in 1933. Roosevelt
and the Democratic Congress brought lower tariffs. In 1934 Congress man-
dated fixed quotas among domestic and foreign suppliers of the U.S. sugar

A steam-driven engine hauls
wagons of sugar cane to the
mill around the turn of the
century. (Courtesy of the Li-
brary of Congress.)
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market. Cuba’s quota was 28 percent, a share that endured, with modifi-
cations, until 1960. It gave Cuba a privileged access to the U.S. market. It
also tied Cuba to the will of the U.S. Congress, which could change the
legislation at any time. It symbolized all the vulnerability which indepen-
dence had brought Cuba in the era of American dominance.

In sum, the reliance on sugar produced mixed blessings for Cuba’s econ-
omy and society. It brought considerable prosperity to the island, especially
in good zafra years, but it also created a volatile social structure, one in
which rural and urban elements of a long-deprived working class main-
tained communication with each other. The top of the social pyramid was
occupied not by resident landlords, as in classic haciendas, but by foreign
entrepreneurs or Cuban owners who often lived in Havana: the upper class
was absentee. There was a sizable middle class, at least by Latin American
standards, but it was an amorphous stratum that lacked cohesion and self-
consciousness. As sociologist Maurice Zeitlin once observed, this combi-
nation of factors was bound to have its effect: “Large-scale enterprise in
the countryside and the intermingling of industrial and argricultural work-
ers in the sugar centrals permeated the country largely with capitalist, na-
tionalistic, secular, anti-traditional values and norms of conduct. In this
sense, the country was prepared for development—the only thing lacking
being the revolution itself.”

Politics: Corruption and Decay

The government the Cubans got in the 1920s and 1930s was among the
most corrupt and brutal of the republic’s history. Gerardo Machado gained
the presidency by election in 1925 and soon used his executive powers to
make himself forever unbeatable at the ballot box. Machado’s repressive
measures and the growth of nationalist opposition, especially among stu-
dents and urban labor, brought out the uglier realities of the U.S. protec-
torate. When the global depression hit, Cuba’s export-oriented economy
suffered badly. The bottom dropped out of world sugar prices yet again,
and the Cuban economy contracted even further. Total income plum-
meted, and unemployment mushroomed.

There was no shortage of political will to exploit the economic distress.
Machado’s opposition included a coalition of students, labor leaders, mid-
dle-class reformers, and disgruntled politicians, held together by a com-
mon hatred for Machado and a common aspiration for a more honest and
more just Cuba. Armed plots abounded. Machado’s police and military
bore down with more repressive measures. The United States, so attentive
to some other kinds of deviations from democracy in Cuba, stood by 
passively.

Franklin Roosevelt’s election victory brought an activist to the White
House. While Washington assumed a more critical stance toward Machado,
the Cubans took matters into their own hands. A successful general strike
in August 1933 helped prod the army toward undercutting the dictator,
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Africa in Cuba

African slaves were an integral part of Cuban society until abolition
in 1886. Even in freedom Afro-Cubans left a deep mark on Cuba’s
identity, totaling roughly 40 percent of today’s population. Their in-
fluence was especially strong in religion. The best-known example was
Santería, the Spanish name for a set of African religious practices
brought to Cuba by the new slave imports in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries. It involved an intimate relationship between the in-
dividual and a patron spirit, or orisha (Santería meant cult of the gods,
or orishas). In practice many orishas came to match Christian saints,
allowing Afro-Cubans to combine elements of Christianity and
African religion.

Santería is closely related to other African-derived religions of the
Caribbean and South America, such as Voodoo (the term is also ren-
dered as vodou, meaning “spirit,” in the Dahomean language of Fon)
in Haiti and Candomblé in Brazil. Although they often lost the eth-
nic content of the African originals, these religions helped Afro-Latin
Americans to survive the trauma of capture and forced labor in the
Europeanized societies of the New World.

who fled Havana. Now opinion began to polarize sharply. The young rad-
icals dominant in the provisional government joined with army enlisted
men, led by Sergeant Fulgencio Batista. This alliance took over the gov-
ernment, alarming Roosevelt’s high-level envoy, Sumner Welles. The new
civilian leader was Ramón Grau San Martín, a doctor-professor and long-
time hero to the student left, with whom he had invariably sided. “Soviets”
were formed, followed by occupations of factories and farms. The new gov-
ernment proclaimed a socialist revolution.

Washington became deeply worried over the sharp leftward turn by its
protectorate. U.S. navy ships took up stations off the Cuban coast; old-style
intervention seemed near. But a new strongman, eager to follow the Cuban
formula for finding power and wealth, was already on stage. On signal from
the United States, Batista easily ousted Grau and the radicals. A front-man
president acceptable to Washington was soon arranged, and the radicals,
the nationalists, and the reformers watched with bitterness as Cuban poli-
tics returned to business as usual. U.S. hegemony was so certain that Wash-
ington had no trouble agreeing to abrogate the Platt Amendment in 1934.
The U.S. naval base at Guantánamo, for example, was not affected.

For the next twenty-five years Cuban politics was dominated by Fulgen-
cio Batista. Between 1934 and 1940 Batista ran his country through pup-
pet presidents. The only authentically democratic moment was the approval
of the 1940 constitution. He ruled directly from 1940 to 1944, then went



back to a behind-the-scenes role as the onetime radical Grau San Martín
returned to the presidency (1944–48). There was little left of Grau the ide-
alist, and the spectacle of his descent into the nether world of Cuban po-
litical corruption merely deepened the disgust and moral fury burning in
the radicals and nationalists. Grau’s successor, another Batista front man,
was Carlos Prío Socorrás (1948–52). Batista himself retook the presiden-
tial reins in a coup and henceforth ruled with dictatorial powers (1952–59).

In reality, Cuban politics saw little change between 1934 and 1959. The
futility of the electoral system was repeatedly demonstrated, as the peren-
nial strongman (yesterday Machado, today Batista) worked his will. The
honest opposition scrapped and struggled in vain. What had happened to
the revolutionary fervor of 1933? Where was the coalition that had so fright-
ened Washington? It had gone the way of all Cuban nationalist move-
ments—rendered impotent by the unbeatable alliance of the Cuban elites,
their political and military handmaidens, and Uncle Sam. If one had asked
most Cubans in 1959 whether their little island had any chance of true in-
dependence, how many would have dared say yes? Very few. Most educated
Cubans undoubtedly thought that the best their country could hope for
was to win a few advantages at the margin. What else could one hope? A
startling answer soon came forth. But first let us look at the cultural cli-
mate of Cuba.

Americanization in Pre-revolutionary Cuba

Cuba’s economic dependence on sugar exports and the United States was
patent by the early twentieth century. Intervention, occupation, and ad-
ministration by the United States demonstrated that Cuban politics was
subordinated to U.S. interests. No less real than political and economic
North American hegemony, though difficult to define, was the American
cultural influence over the island by the 1950s.

Thousands of North Americans lived in Cuba, chiefly in Havana. They
enjoyed pride of place, mingling with members of the Cuban elite, along
with wealthy expatriates at the Havana Country Club, the Havana Yacht
Club, the Miramar Yacht Club, and other exclusive social establishments.

Thousands more North Americans visited the island as tourists, filling
the North American–owned hotels of Havana and Varadero, where Eng-
lish was the first language. Gambling and gangsterism became synonymous
with the North American presence as Batista welcomed mobsters like Meyer
Lansky and Santos Trafficante, Jr. The gangsters in turn shared their earn-
ings with the dictator and his henchmen. Prostitution spread to cater to
North American sun-and-sex tourists.

U.S. films and music filled Cuban cinema and radio as young Cubans
rushed to learn the latest dances and catch the most recent perfor-
mances of John Wayne and Marilyn Monroe. English words were in-
corporated into Cuban Spanish: jonrón (home run) and doble plei (dou-
ble play) illustrate not only the popularity of baseball on the island
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(introduced in the 1860s) but also the growth of a more recent phe-
nomenon, “Spanglish.”

By the 1950s, a North American–style consumer culture had taken hold
in Havana and the larger provincial cities. Cuban elites bought U.S. auto-
mobiles and went on lavish shopping trips to Miami and New York, bring-
ing the latest fashions and consumer durables. While their social betters
lived in the style of the North American rich, middle-income Cubans strug-
gled within a dependent economy to obtain the U.S. consumer goods de-
manded by their precarious social position.

The failure to obtain enough of these goods, together with the worst
abuses of the tourist industry, combined to create principled outrage
among some Cuban professionals and other middle sectors. Intellectuals
decried the U.S. presence, epitomized by gangsters, rowdy sailors, and tact-
less tourists, and ridiculed the Cuban elite’s imitation of North American
fashions. Consistent U.S. government support for Batista further identified
the United States with Cuban corruption.

Working-class Cubans also held higher expectations than their Latin
American neighbors, measuring their standard of living against North
American workers. These unfulfilled expectations further contributed to a
sense of decline and disenchantment by the late 1950s. This dilemma was
compounded for Cubans who were employed by U.S. firms: these Cubans
were paid better than their countrymen, but worse than their North Amer-
ican coworkers. Men and women of color were forced to endure the bru-
tal racism of the period as well.

For Cubans like these, the North American presence was a constant irri-
tant. Given this structure of the Cuban economy and the endemic frustra-
tion of Cuban expectations, it is clear that any attempt to transform Cuban
society would run up against the United States. Most important was the fact
that the United States seldom paid much attention to Cuba, which was of
marginal importance to the continental power stretching across North Amer-
ica. Yet a radical nationalist project was bound to energize American inter-
vention at the same time as it would provoke wide support in Cuba.

Fidel Castro and the Making of the Revolution

Born in 1927, Fidel Castro was the son of a successful Spanish immigrant,
and he represented an old Cuban tradition—the heir of a peninsular who
had “made America,” as the Spaniards put it in the sixteenth century. But
this immigrant’s son was not interested in enjoying the comfortable life his
background and training might have promised. He wanted to make a dif-
ferent America.

Fidel had followed the classic path—primary and secondary education
with the Jesuits, then a law degree. He plunged into the turbulent world
of student politics. He proved to be strong-minded, articulate, and ambi-
tious. Passionately nationalist, he steered clear of the communists, who
were the best organized of the student groups.
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Soon after graduation Fidel began traveling in Latin America, meeting
other radical nationalists and learning about other political realities. His
most dramatic experience came in Bogotá in 1948, when the colossal ur-
ban riot of the bogotazo turned the city upside down for two days. As ex-
plained in Chapter 7, the triggering event had been the assassination of
Jorge Eliécer Gaitán. The populace rose as one and took over a city whose
authorities had abdicated in terror. Fidel was swept up into the wave of
popular outrage and eagerly tried (unsuccessfully) to become a combat-
ant. Those remarkable days must have given him a taste for the possibili-
ties of popular mobilization.

Fidel Castro’s first assault on Batista’s state came straight out of the tra-
dition of romantic Latin American revolutionaries. It was an attack on the
26th of July 1953, against the provincial army barracks at Moncada in the
southeastern city of Santiago. Fidel led a band of 165 youths who stormed
the garrison. They had hoped for surprise, but failed. Half the attackers
were killed, wounded, or arrested. Fidel and his brother Raúl were among
the few who got away. The government reaction was swift and ruthless. The
police began slaughtering suspects. Fidel and Raúl were captured, tried,
and sentenced to fifteen years in prison. During the trial Fidel gave a long,
impassioned, rambling speech (“History Will Absolve Me”), little noticed
at the time but later to become a sacred text of the revolution.

The Castro brothers were lucky. They stayed in prison only eleven
months before Batista granted amnesty in an attempt to court public
opinion and to improve his political image. Given his freedom, Fidel im-
mediately fled to Mexico to begin organizing a new revolutionary force.
At this point there was little to distinguish him from the innumerable
other Caribbean revolutionaries who plotted ineffectually against the
Trujillos, Somozas, and Duvaliers—tyrants cut from the same cloth as
Batista.

In 1956 Fidel set out with a new band of revolutionaries in the Granma,
an ancient yacht. With him once again was his brother Raúl, more politi-
cally radical than Fidel. Also aboard was Ernesto (“Che”) Guevara, a twenty-
seven-year-old Argentine physician who had personally witnessed the CIA-
conducted overthrow of radically anti-American Guatemalan President
Jacobo Arbenz in 1954.

Fidel coordinated his voyage to coincide with the mobilization of anti-
Batista forces on the island. But the navigation went awry, as did the up-
rising, and the Granma beached in a swampy area. The eighty-two men
struggled to get ashore. The next few days were a nightmare of thirst,
hunger, and death at the hands of army units to whom they had been be-
trayed by local peasants. Seventy of the men were lost, but Fidel, Raúl, and
Che were not among them. They fled into the Sierra Maestra mountains
in eastern Cuba. From the mountains, Fidel rebuilt his rebel band and
once more launched his war against Batista.

For the next two months, until February 1957, Fidel’s column was vir-
tually lost to the world. Most of the Cuban press, encouraged by Batista’s



propaganda, thought Fidel was dead. What suddenly brought the rebels to
notice was their discovery by a famous U.S. journalist.

Fidel and his coconspirators knew that a key to toppling Batista would be
the erosion of the dictator’s foreign support, especially from the United
States. Fidel’s contacts found the perfect vehicle: Herbert Matthews, a vet-
eran foreign correspondent of the New York Times. Matthews was smuggled
up to Fidel’s mountain hideout and from there wrote a series of stories which
exploded on the front page of the most prestigious newspaper in the United
States. Matthews’ dramatic dispatches, which were, in fact, based on propa-
ganda fed him by Fidel, gave the rebels international status overnight. Sud-
denly Batista was on the defensive in world public opinion. He was in that
most dangerous of realms—seen to be both brutal and impotent.

The following month, March 1957, Fidel received reinforcements. Fifty-
eight new recruits joined the rebels, having been led in by the under-
ground. Most of the guerrillas now in the Sierra Maestra were newcomers
to the countryside itself. Most, like Fidel, were from the middle class, made
up especially of university-educated professionals who faced bleak job
prospects in Cuba’s stagnant economy. They had joined up, not because
of a grand vision about transforming all Cuban society, but because they
hated the brutality, corruption, and antinationalism of the politicians, who
always seemed to serve the dictators. When they deserted the cities, how-
ever, they soon found another Cuba.

They found the peasants forced to scratch for a miserable living. The
rebels took a strong interest in these people’s fate because they needed
peasant support to survive in the mountains. It was the first principle of
the guerrilla: retain the sympathy of the local residents, not only for sup-
plies but also so they will not betray you to the authorities.

The rebel band was still, however, primarily middle class. A few peasants
joined the rebels, but they never came in large numbers, and they never
held positions of leadership. This is hardly surprising. Most revolutions in
history have been led by members of a counterelite. This is not to say that
participation and support from peasants was not important. But the Fi-
delista phenomenon was middle class in origin and leadership. Its later di-
rections were another matter.

Guerrilla warfare is a lonely and dangerous business. Month after month
through 1957, the rebels managed the essential—to survive. But they failed
to score seriously against the enemy. By December Fidel had become dis-
couraged. His strategy was based on waiting for the urban uprisings. But
over that front he had precious little control. How long could they wait in
the mountains?

There were some encouraging signs in early 1958. In February the Cuban
bishops issued a pastoral letter calling for a government of national unity.
In March the U.S. government, under pressure for supplying arms to the
repressive Batista regime, placed an embargo on arms shipments to both
sides. This was a political slap to Batista, since it amounted to a partial with-
drawal of legitimacy for the established government.
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Death at the Microphone

Cuba of the 1940s and 1950s had no better-known radio personality
than the volatile Eddie Chibás. His Sunday evening program was
“must” listening for millions of Havana residents, especially the mid-
dle classes who resented the cynical machinations of the political es-
tablishment. Chibás was a die-hard leader of the opposition “Ortho-
dox” political party, and he poured forth endless invective against the
corruption and hypocrisy of Cuban politics.

In July 1951 he launched wild corruption charges against the ed-
ucation minister of President Carlos Prío. When challenged, Chibás
failed to produce the promised proof. Instead he went on the air with
a passionate self-defense, crying out to his fellow citizens: “Comrades
of Ortodoxia, forward! Sweep away the thieves in the government!”
A pistol shot then rang out. Eddie had shot himself in the stomach.
Evidently he had meant only to wound himself with a dramatic ges-
ture that would galvanize his listeners. Unfortunately, however, he
had gone off the air just before pulling the trigger. Chibás died ten
days later. His own party could not agree on a successor and went
into rapid decline. The stage was set for the final act of Batista’s long
rule.
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After a general strike failed to materialize in April 1958, Fidel decided
to change his strategy. The guerrillas had to become more aggressive. The
strike’s failure also convinced Batista that he should now move, and the
army launched a “liquidation campaign” the following month. It was a dis-
aster. By August the army had withdrawn from the mountains, defeated by
their own poor leadership and faulty training and by superior intelligence
and dedication on the rebel side.

Through the rest of 1958 a savage guerrilla war raged on. There were
never any set battles. It was a war of hit-and-run, with bombings, sabotage,
and harassment. Batista’s response was counterterror. Since he could sel-
dom catch the guerrillas, he sent his goons against the students and the
middle class suspected of having links to the 26th of July Movement. In so
doing, Batista was rapidly enlarging the support for Fidel. Here was the
classic guerrilla tactic: goad the unpopular government into repressive mea-
sures, which then will serve to recruit new rebels against the government.

Support for Batista began to evaporate. As dictator his greatest card to
play had always been his ability to keep order. Now even that was disap-
pearing. They were unprepared for the kind of underground that could
elude their network of regular informants. Torture and execution only pro-
duced new rebel adherents.



In November Batista carried out a presidential election, running a new
front-man candidate. The result was a dramatic signal that the govern-
ment had lost public support: most of the voters abstained. Batista ma-
neuvered desperately to hold on to his ebbing support from the Eisen-
hower administration. But the United States, as in the case of the dictator
Machado in 1933, now saw its enormous interests in Cuba endangered
by the excesses of a rapacious and brutal dictator. Batista had outlived
his time.

Batista had no desire to fight a losing cause to the end. He could see
that his power was shrinking daily. His army and police had become both
hated and derided. He had lost the all-important support from Washing-
ton. And the country had become so convinced of his fall that the econ-
omy was increasingly disrupted as businessmen and bankers waited for the
inevitable. Suddenly, on New Year’s Eve, he called his aides together, des-
ignated a successor president, and took off with a planeload of relatives
for the Dominican Republic. The way was now clear for Fidel’s triumphal
entry into Havana.

The guerrilla war had been so savage, the repression so fierce, the
buildup so long, that Batista’s sudden exit took the rebels by surprise.
Crowds went wild in the cities, especially Havana. The red-and-black flags
of the 26th of July Movement were everywhere.

Defining the Revolution

Euphoria is the only word to describe Havana’s mood in the early days of
1959. Fidel had achieved genuine heroic status. The question now occu-
pying the minds of the Cuban middle class, workers, peasants, foreign in-
vestors, the U.S. embassy, and other observers was, What kind of revolu-
tion would this be?

Fidel entered a political vacuum. The civil war had not only discredited
Batista; it had besmirched the entire political class, all of its members, to
greater or lesser degree, compromised by the dictator. The momentum
now lay with the men from the Sierra Maestra in the green fatigue uni-
forms. The rebel army was to remain the key political institution there-
after.

Fidel’s greatest asset, aside from his own formidable leadership gifts, was
the desperate desire for change among his fellow Cubans. The most un-
derprivileged, the rural poor, had never counted for anything in the elec-
toral system. Working classes in the cities and towns had precious little
more weight. The most restless and most important social sector was the
middle class, which had produced the movement’s leadership, such as Fi-
del and Raúl.

This class was ready to receive a new political message. They were first
of all disgusted by the old political cadre. Second, they were moved by ap-
peals for greater social justice. Third, they longed for a more independent
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Cuba. That meant a Cuba freer of the United States. Yet any assertion of
Cuban national dignity was bound to collide with the Yankee presence.

1959 was a year of drama for the Revolution. For all his heroism, Fidel
arrived as a political unknown. The government began as a triumvirate.
Manuel Urrutia was president, José Miró Cardona was prime minister, and
Fidel was commander-in-chief of the armed forces. The illusion of colle-
giality collapsed in February when Miró Cardona resigned, protesting his
lack of real power. Fidel assumed Miró Cardona’s post, portending the pat-
tern of things to come.

The first major political crisis arose over what to do with the captured
Batista officials who had been responsible for the worst of the repression.
The revolutionaries resorted to arbitrary procedures in trying their victims,
appealing to sentiments of “ordinary justice” to legitimize their executions.
In the first six months of 1959 about 550 were put to death, following trial
by various revolutionary courts. These executions, punctuated by cries of
paredón! (to the wall!), worried the moderates in Cuba and their sympa-
thizers abroad, especially in the United States.

In April 1959 Fidel set out for New York, where he was to visit the UN
headquarters. From Fidel’s standpoint, the visit was probably a success. He
managed to project the image of a nationalist reformer, strongly opposed
to foreign intervention, but also not a communist. He was careful to main-
tain only distant contact with the U.S. government while skillfully cultivat-
ing elite centers of opinion with, for example, a triumphant appearance
in Harvard Stadium. Fidel hammered on the need for radical reform in
Cuba, especially land reform. How could anyone who knew Cuban agri-
culture disagree?

Fidel returned to Cuba to carry out his most radical measure to date:
the Agrarian Reform Law of May 17, 1959. The law eliminated the giant
estates, expropriating farmlands over 1000 acres, with compensation to be
paid in Cuban currency bonds. No foreigners would henceforth be allowed
to own agricultural land. The expropriated lands would be turned over to
small private holders and cooperatives. A National Institute of Agrarian Re-
form (INRA) was created to implement these far-reaching measures. Crit-
ics in Cuba and abroad, especially in the United States, began to raise the
alarm. Was this not the first step to communism? Hadn’t Fidel appointed
a communist as the operating head of INRA?

Political polarization heightened in June 1959. Fidel announced the dis-
covery of a plot against the Revolution. Noncommunists among the sup-
porters of Batista’s overthrow now became increasingly alarmed. A former
president of the Senate attacked the agrarian reform and called for the
elections which Fidel had promised. Later that same month the comman-
der of the air force, Pedro Díaz Lanz, resigned in protest over the alleged
communist influence in the military. Díaz Lanz then fled to the United
States and pushed hard his story that Fidel was a communist. Such defec-
tions strengthened the hand of the growing anti-Castro elements in the
United States.
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In July Fidel staged what was to be a regular drama in revolutionary Cuba.
He resigned the premiership in the midst of what he described as a polit-
ical crisis brought on by the resignation of President Urrutia, whom Fidel
had accused of joining Díaz Lanz in a conspiracy against the Revolution.
Later in July there were huge rallies in Havana, where the carefully primed
multitudes called for Fidel to return to the premiership. He bowed to their
will.

Fidel was now in a strong enough position to speak his mind on the del-
icate subject of elections. He promised there would be no more elections
for at least four or five years.

There was now brewing a case that would for many become a hallmark
of the Revolution’s radicalization. Major Hubert Matos, one of Fidel’s old-
est political allies and a long-time revolutionary, chose to break with the
Fidelista line. He resigned from the armed forces and issued a letter at-
tacking the growth of communist influence. Fidel’s response was swift. He
jailed Matos and mobilized a huge propaganda campaign against him as
a traitor to the Revolution. For the next decade and a half, Matos, locked
away in prison, remained for the Fidelista regime the supreme symbol of
revolutionary deviationism. For many foreign observers, Matos remained
the quintessential victim of Stalinist-style repression.

In the waning months of 1959 Cuba’s line became more stridently anti-
American. There were daily charges of Yankee-backed invasion plots to re-
store Batista. In fact, exiles were already flying missions from Florida, fir-
ing the cane fields and dropping antirevolutionary leaflets. Although the
White House and the State Department had not yet made up their minds
about Fidel’s intentions, the CIA and the Pentagon had long since ceased
to have doubts. Meanwhile, Fidel had his eye on Washington—always the
cockpit of decision in Cuban politics.

The year 1960 proved to be even more decisive for the course of the
Cuban Revolution. By the end of Fidel’s second year in power, four basic
trends had taken hold: (1) the nationalization of the economy, (2) a sharp
swing to the Soviet bloc, (3) the establishment of an authoritarian regime,
and (4) the launching of an egalitarian socioeconomic policy.

It was inevitable that any Cuban government attempting to reassert
Cuban control over its economy would collide with the United States. The
major clash came over oil. When Fidel had discovered that he could buy
crude oil cheaper from the Russians than from Venezuela, he ordered the
U.S.-owned oil refineries located in Cuba to process the Russian crude. Al-
though an old law obligated them to comply, they refused. Fidel promptly
confiscated the U.S. oil companies. Partially in retaliation, President Eisen-
hower suspended the Cuban sugar quota in the United States.

The Cuban government now followed by seizing virtually all the rest of
U.S. property. That included electricity and telephone companies (another
prime irritant to the nationalists), sugar mills, and nickel mines. Wash-
ington reacted by embargoing all trade to Cuba, except medicines and
foodstuffs.
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The nationalization campaign was not restricted to foreign owners. In
the course of 1960 all major firms in Cuba were nationalized, including
textiles, tobacco, cement, banks, and department stores. Agriculture took
longer. The first move, in 1959, was against the sugar plantations and mills
owned by Batista or his closest collaborators. But the shape of agricultural
policy had not emerged by the end of 1960.

The swing to the Soviet bloc was neither a cause nor an effect of the
clash with the United States; it was part and parcel of the same process.
Initially it was a question of how far the Soviets might be willing to com-
mit themselves in Cuba. The Russians proved bolder than almost anyone
expected. In February 1960, well before the full economic break with the
United States, the Soviets signed a trade agreement with Cuba, granting
$100 million credit to buy equipment and promising to purchase 4 mil-
lion tons of sugar in each of the coming four years. Fidel was now devel-
oping an alternative source of technology and equipment, and the Sovi-
ets were getting ready to integrate Cuba as a “socialist” ally in the Third
World.

As 1960 continued, the Soviets added military weapons to the equipment
headed for Cuba. By the end of 1960 Cuba’s swing toward the East was de-
cisive. Still, Fidel had not yet announced Cuba’s total conversion to the So-
viet brand of socialism, and foreign observers held conflicting views. Some,
like Vice-President Nixon, were convinced that Castro was a full-fledged
communist. Others, sharing deep concern for social justice, hoped Fidel
could find an independent path between the superpowers.

Revolutionary Cuba’s state was emerging in a piecemeal, ad hoc fashion.
Fidel began by proclaiming his commitment to the old constitution, which
Batista had repudiated by his coup of 1952. The problem was a classic one:
How to carry out fundamental economic and social change when existing
government institutions were set up to maintain the status quo.

Though the old legal system remained in place, for example, there was
never any attempt to elect a new legislature. The 26th of July Movement
could hardly provide an institutional base. It had never developed into a
tightly knit organization, and it was far from a political party. From the
start, Fidel relied on the most responsive and popular institution at hand:
the revolutionary army.

In the fall of 1960 the government created an important new institution:
Committees for the Defense of the Revolution (CDRs). Locally based citi-
zens’ groups, they were organized primarily for civil defense. The constant
threat of invasion necessitated such a measure. Since the Revolution also
had enemies at home, the CDRs also had the task of monitoring the pop-
ulation for counterrevolutionary opinions or behavior.

That same year Fidel moved to eliminate or neutralize the key institu-
tions of the former “bourgeois” order. By December the press had been
brought into line. Even the satirical Bohemia, long a mordant anti-Batista
organ, fell victim. By December Fidel had gained power to appoint new
judges at will. The universities and the unions were also brought under ab-
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solute government control. A new law gave the minister of labor the power
to assume legal control over any union. All private clubs and associations
were subordinated to government direction. The church, although never
strong in twentieth-century Cuba, was watched closely, as the revolution-
aries launched frequent attacks on “reactionary foreign priests.” In 1961
the government nationalized all private schools, thereby removing one of
the church’s most important prerevolutionary roles.

The Revolution set out to create new institutions in place of the old. Fi-
del seemed to be everywhere. Mobilization was the inexorable theme: mo-
bilization against invaders, mobilization against social and economic prob-
lems at home. To achieve this goal, a huge militia was created: by the end
of 1960 it totaled 500,000 out of a total population of 6.7 million. And
none could doubt the identity of the commander-in-chief.

The only political party to survive the revolutionary transition was the
Communist Party. Never a member, Fidel had throughout 1959 avoided
any personal identification with the party. But he also made it clear that
anticommunism would be considered counterrevolutionary. As 1959 con-
tinued he increasingly turned to party members to handle such areas as
agrarian reform.

What most Cubans cared about was not political structure but how the
Revolution would change their lives. On this score Fidel and his guerrilla
companions kept their eyes fixed on the poor, especially in the country-
side. The revolutionaries were determined to attack the legacy of the cor-
rupt, capitalist Cuba: illiteracy, disease, malnutrition, and dilapidated hous-
ing. A year-long crusade in 1960 cut illiteracy rates in half (Cuba’s illiteracy
rate of 25 percent in 1959 was already low by Latin American standards),
and it has virtually disappeared since then. Sensing the direction of the
Revolution, the rich (and many from the middle class) began to flee, and
the government acquired a windfall: the refugees abandoned assets—
homes, offices, farms—that the state could now distribute.

In a typically populist move, Fidel began his government by freezing
prices and ordering major wage increases. This led to a buying spree, but
the inventories soon disappeared. Batista had left $500 million in foreign
exchange reserves. But that was quickly spent, especially on oil. So the era
of seemingly painless redistribution was over by the end of 1959. In 1960
Cubans discovered the cost of the nationalist, egalitarian policies of the
Revolution.

The number of defectors also grew. Most attacked the guerrillas for be-
traying the hope of rapid elections. Instead, they charged, Fidel and his
clique were leading Cuba toward communist totalitarianism. Most proba-
bly were sincere. Others also thought it the best tactic to arouse the United
States.

Some people in the U.S. government needed little encouragement. By
late 1959 a hard-line faction in the CIA and military intelligence saw Fidel
as a Soviet foil who should be dealt with directly. The CIA began formu-
lating an endless series of often bizarre conspiracies, such as slipping Fi-
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del an exploding cigar. All were aimed at disrupting or sabotaging the new
government. All involved Cuban exiles, who were flooding into Miami.

The most obvious strategy for Washington was to support an exile inva-
sion of Cuba. That was how José Martí had returned to the island back in
1895, and it was the standard strategy in Caribbean-exile politics. Since late
1959 the CIA had been organizing anti-Castro exiles. In July 1960 the CIA
empresario of the exile invasion, Richard Bissell, convinced President
Eisenhower to approve the training of an invasion force.

The “toughness” of U.S. policy toward revolutionary Cuba became an is-
sue in the 1960 presidential campaign, which featured Eisenhower’s vice-
president, Richard Nixon, and the relatively unknown senator from Mass-
achusetts, John Fitzgerald Kennedy. In their first televised debate, Kennedy
took a more aggressive stance toward Cuba than Nixon, who knew of the
invasion plan, which he did not wish to compromise.

It was Kennedy, the ostensibly tougher candidate, who won the presi-
dency and inherited the “Cuban problem.” Eisenhower broke diplomatic
relations in January 1961, in response to Fidel’s demand that the United
States drastically reduce its embassy in Havana. In April, Kennedy found
himself pressured to approve an exile invasion of Cuba. Wanting to do his
anticommunist duty, but fearful of the possible effect on world opinion,
the new president demanded that there be no identifiable U.S. involve-
ment. It was an ironic concern, given the CIA’s critical role, and it would
have its effect on events.

As rumors mounted, an invasion force headed for Cuba in April 1961.
The operation proved a misadventure from the beginning. After endless
debate, President Kennedy reduced the exile-piloted air cover and vetoed
the use of any U.S. planes. The invaders foundered in an ill-chosen bit of
southern coast, on the Bay of Pigs. The hoped-for uprisings, which would
supposedly paralyze the Cuban defenders, never materialized. The Cuban
defenses proved more than adequate. The invasion brigades were quickly
captured. They never had a chance to adopt their fall-back procedure—
head for the mountains and mount a guerrilla operation.

The Bay of Pigs could not have been a greater triumph for Fidel and
the revolutionaries. The United States had finally shown its intentions to
be what Fidel had always said they were: a desire to turn the clock back in
Cuba. Although the CIA had tried to screen out the more unsavory ex-
Batista types, the invaders included more than a few who had served the
dictator. Fidel and his supporters seized on those names to prove that the
United States wanted to restore the discredited dictator.

The failed invasion marked a watershed in U.S.-Cuban relations. Wash-
ington’s most obvious strategy had failed. Cuba would not be the Guatemala
of the Caribbean. What options were left for the United States? Precious
few. Now the issue shifted to the level of the superpowers. In July 1960 Nikita
Khrushchev had rattled Soviet missiles in defense of Cuban socialism.

The Soviets decided they must back up their threat by putting missiles
in Cuba itself. The decision took almost everyone by surprise. Yet the So-
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viets went ahead, and by October 1962 they were installing intermediate-
range rocket bases in Cuba. This was an unprecedented challenge to the
balance of military power. The United States demanded that the Soviets
withdraw their missiles from Cuba, under sanction of a naval quarantine
on all Soviet military shipments to Cuba. The world seemed to balance on
the edge of nuclear war. After a fateful interval, Khrushchev complied. The
missiles were withdrawn.

The superpower confrontation in the Caribbean had fateful implications
for Cuba. First, Fidel himself was not consulted at any stage. The result was
to make Cuba, in Latin American eyes, into a Soviet satellite in essential
security matters. Second, the Soviets withdrew their missiles only because
Washington (secretly) promised it would not invade Cuba. The Soviets had
forced the United States to allow the socialist experiment in Cuba to 
proceed.

When Fidel declared himself a Marxist-Leninist, in December 1961, the
statement came as an anticlimax. Whatever his ideological confessions, 
Fidel continued to be the overwhelmingly dominant personality in the 
Revolution.

Decade of Experiment

After defeating the Bay of Pigs invasion in 1961, the revolutionaries could
concentrate on the economic tasks facing the new Cuba. The central fact
was that the Cuban economy revolved around exporting sugar, especially
to the United States. The revolutionaries were determined to change that
humiliating dependence. The chief architect was Ernesto “Che” Guevara,
the Argentine physician-guerrilla who was the most creative theoretician
among the revolutionaries.

Guevara drew up a Four-Year Plan which called for agricultural diversi-
fication (a de-emphasis on sugar) and industrialization (the manufacture
of light consumer goods). Cuba launched this ambitious plan amid great 
fanfare.

By 1962 the results had already proved disappointing. In part, Guevara
and his youthful planners were reaping the whirlwind of the shortsighted
policies of 1959–60. Sugar production had taken a plunge. In 1961 the
Cubans had produced 6.8 million tons of sugar, the second highest har-
vest in Cuban history. This output merely disguised the deliberate neglect
the government was showing to sugar. In 1962 the harvest dropped to 4.8
million tons and in 1963 it was only 3.8 million tons, the smallest since
1945. The fall was disastrous for export earnings.

The industrialization drive was also going badly. Cuba lacked the raw
materials and expertise to rush into industrialization. Since 1960 the
United States had enforced a strict economic embargo against Cuba,
pressuring all U.S. firms (and their Latin American and European sub-
sidiaries) to cease trade with Cuba. This embargo forced Cuba to de-
pend largely on the Soviets and the Eastern bloc for equipment. Direc-
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tion was to come from highly centralized planning bureaucracies, mod-
eled after Soviet and Czech patterns. The effort was ineffective and ex-
pensive. Even the Russians seemed uneasy about underwriting a social-
ist utopia in the Caribbean.

In mid-1963 the Soviets put their foot down. The Cubans must slow down
the industrialization drive and improve their planning. They must recog-
nize Cuba’s comparative advantage: sugar. Che Guevara resigned, con-
fessing his errors. Fidel, ever on the initiative, now embraced sugar, which
he had so recently spurned. In 1963 he announced that in 1970 (later la-
beled the “Year of the Decisive Endeavor”) Cuba would break all records
for sugar production: it would harvest 10 million tons. Thus the famous
target of 10 million tons.

Debate continued over strategies for economic development and polit-
ical consolidation. Still active in the regime, Che Guevara argued for an
“idealistic” strategy, a Maoist approach that would totally eliminate the mar-
ket and material incentives. The economy would be fully collectivized and
directed by a centralized planning authority. A radical break with the cap-
italist past would require a “new man,” a Cuban who would work for moral
rewards (decorations, public praise) and thus reflect a new, higher level
of political consciousness. Here the Cuban leaders were going through the
familiar dilemma of communist regimes: how to reconcile Marxist ideal-
ism with a pragmatic economic policy.

Che Guevara

Although Che Guevara’s image still stirs enthusiasm among the Latin
American left, he has a mixed following among U.S. literary intel-
lectuals. The announcement in 2003 of a forthcoming movie about
Che aroused the ire of novelist-essayist Laurence Osborne, for ex-
ample, who attacked “the dreary language of revolutionaries” and
said: “But the sex appeal of dubious, self-fraudulent characters like
Che and Castro goes beyond images—if not very far beyond. It’s clear
that Cuba, the society they manufactured together, is as oppressive
and miserable as any on earth. But we seem not to care. Or, at least,
our filmmakers seem not to care. They can latch onto a rhetoric of
‘social justice,’ ever vague and undefined. After all, as Jane Fonda
once said, ‘To be a revolutionary, you have to be a human being. You
have to care about other people.’ That’s sexy. But what about Che’s
genuflections to Comrade Stalin? He once signed a letter ‘Stalin II.’
Will that be in the movie? Probably not.”

Laurence Osborne, “Che Trippers,” The New York Observer, June 16, 2003,
p.17.
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Guevara’s idealists further argued that the construction of socialism at
home required the aggressive promotion of revolution abroad. They
wanted to prove that a guerrilla strategy could work throughout Latin
America and perhaps the entire Third World.

Guevara’s main opponent in this debate was Carlos Rafael Rodríguez,
an economist and long-time Communist Party member. Rodríguez took a
practical approach. He favored a more measured use of central planning,
partial reliance on market mechanisms, and autonomy left to the individ-
ual enterprises. He thought state firms should have to account for their
expenses and earnings. In short, Rodríguez and his allies proposed a more
conventional path, relying on material incentives instead of only moral
ones. They favored also a strong party and a “flexible” policy toward Latin
America. This meant a willingness to deal with regimes that Guevara saw
only as targets for revolutionary opposition.

While the arguments went on, Cuba was returning to sugar. However,
economic production was disappointing. 1964 yielded a 9 percent growth
rate for most of the economy, and that was primarily a catch-up from the
declines of 1961–63. In 1965 the figure slipped to 1.5 percent, less than

Fidel Castro addresses a rally in the early 1960s; the doves, frequently used as a po-
litical symbol, represent the idea of a society at peace. (Center for Cuban Studies,
New York.)
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the rate of population growth, and in 1966 became negative again (�3.7
percent). Indecision in basic policymaking was not building a dynamic 
socialism.

In 1966 Fidel brought the debate to an end. He endorsed Che Guevara’s
idealism. Cuba would make a gigantic collective effort accompanied 
by moral incentives. This immediately increased Fidel’s own power, since he
himself took charge of the now strengthened central planning apparatus. He
and his trusted lieutenants plunged into the minutiae of economic manage-
ment. The atmosphere recalled the early romantic days of the Revolution—
endless rhetoric, euphoric dreams, celebration of the selfless “new man.”

Along with this idealistic mobilization at home went a stepped-up com-
mitment to revolution abroad. Cuba sought out guerrilla movements across
Latin America, offering arms, training, and expertise. Che Guevara spear-
headed the drive. Always a heroic figure, Che became the nemesis of the
CIA and the Latin American military. Unfortunately for Che, however, he
chose the altiplano (highlands) of Bolivia to start the spread of his “many
Vietnams” in South America and there met death in 1967 at the hands of
U.S.-trained Bolivian Ranger troops.

By 1968 Fidel was pulling back from the Guevarist line. There had al-
ready been signs that Che did not get full support from Havana during his
ill-fated campaign in Bolivia. By supporting the Soviet invasion of Czecho-
slovakia in 1968, Fidel signaled a return to Soviet orthodoxy. He then be-
gan to downplay the export of revolution.

On the domestic front, however, Guevarist policies continued intact. The
spring of 1968 saw a “revolutionary offensive.” The remainder of the pri-
vate sector was nationalized, consumption was subordinated to investment,
and Cubans were exhorted to give their all to reach the omnipresent tar-
get of 10 million tons of sugar in 1970.

The magic year came, and all of Cuba was mobilized to cut cane. Every-
thing was sacrificed to release labor for the cane fields. Sensing that the
target was distant, the authorities left some of the 1969 harvest in the fields,
hoping to improve the 1970 figure. It was no use—the zafra reached only
8.5 million tons. It was a prodigious total, the largest in Cuban history, but
it might as well have been half that amount. So much propaganda, so many
promises. It was a mortal blow for the “voluntaristic” philosophy of Che.
The psychological toll was enormous. But Fidel, ever resourceful, was about
to change policies again.

Consolidating the Regime

The failure of the 10-million-ton effort made Fidel’s about-face easier.
Everyone could see that the “idealistic” model had failed. On July 26, 1970,
Fidel confessed all. In a marathon speech (the “Let the Shame Be Wel-
come” speech), Castro took on his own shoulders the responsibility for the
quixotic crusade for the super-harvest. He offered to resign, but the crowds
cried no. The economic failure was obliterated by revolutionary theater.
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Cuban policy now turned more pragmatic. First, there were to be new
management and planning systems and more use of “profits” as a basis for
decision making. Second, the private sector was to be given a greater role
in both agriculture and services. Third, pay would now be linked to out-
put, with premiums for needed skills. Finally, there was to be greater eco-
nomic interaction with the West.

This more conventional economic policy was accompanied by a similar
shift in institutional policy. The Communist Party was now strengthened;
the unions and other mass organizations were reorganized and given a
greater role. This move toward greater “orthodoxy” (i.e., closer resem-
blance to Soviet practice) affected culture as well. Central controls over ed-
ucation and the mass media were strengthened.

Fidel began to sound like Khrushchev at his most obscurantist. In early
1971 Fidel launched furious attacks on “former friends” of the Revolution
who had charged that Fidel’s personalistic regime was leading Cuba toward
economic defeat. One was the French agronomist René Dumont, who at-
tributed Cuba’s agricultural failures to Fidel’s egomania and the helter-
skelter militarization of the Cuban economy.

Also in early 1971 Fidel cracked down on the Cuban artistic scene by ar-
resting the internationally known writer Heberto Padilla. Apparently un-
der coercion, Padilla was forced to confess crimes against the Revolution.
He later repeated his mea culpa before a writers’ conference, which set
the tone for a tougher standard of political loyalty now expected of all
artists in revolutionary Cuba. Use of the police to enforce political con-
formity brought back unpleasant memories of recent dictators.

Part and parcel of this policy shift was an increasing approximation of
Soviet models of economic and political decision making. It had been un-
der way since 1968, but the shift in domestic policy now made Cuba’s over-
all stance more consistent. Radical experimentation was over. The in-
evitable logic of Cuba’s enormous economic and military dependence on
the Soviets was being played out. Fidel had now become a reliable ally of
the U.S.S.R. in the Third World. As the decade of the 1970s began, the
Cuban Revolution was approaching the Soviet model more closely than
ever before.

As the Cuban Revolution matured, there could be no doubt that the
onetime guerrillas had created a new society. There had been more than
two decades to educate and train new generations in the commitment to
an egalitarian, communitarian ideal. They had been able to train their own
technicians, with Soviet and East European help, to replace the cadres that
had fled the radicalizing regime. There had been time to make Cuba a for-
midable fighting force, at least for the time being.

Cuba had also settled into an extreme economic dependence on the
U.S.S.R., one that bore much resemblance to her onetime dependence on
the United States. Although the exact total was difficult to calculate, it prob-
ably equaled about one-quarter of the Cuban GNP. The integration of trade
with the Eastern Bloc was close to what it had once been with the United



States. Had Cuba merely traded one brand of dependency for another?
Yet the ties to the Soviet Union did not produce the direct ownership which
had created such a nationalist backlash against U.S. economic penetration
before 1959.

Beyond the statistics, however, there were more pressing questions. What
were the consequences of this new dependency? We know that Fidel had
echoed the Soviet-line denunciation of Solidarity in Poland and praised
the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan. Cuba sent more than 30,000 troops
and social service personnel to support a Marxist regime in Angola. Some
observers suggested that Cuba had produced a new hybrid regime of “state
capitalism.” In one key respect Fidel’s regime had shown little change. He
constantly promised more meaningful public participation, but actual rule
remained top down and the final voice was always his. Ironically, applying
Marxist dogma in the Caribbean had produced Latin America’s most
durable caudillo. The profound social revolution in Cuba had been possi-
ble only because of Soviet military protection and economic aid. It remains
unclear whether Cubans had more bargaining power with Moscow than
they once had with Washington, since Soviet-Cuban relations occurred in
far greater secrecy than had relations with the United States. The Cubans,
who often acted against Soviet wishes, achieved brilliant military victories
over the South African army in Africa and, as a result, won much praise in
the Third World.

The Revolution has brought many changes to Cuba. Socialist Cuba’s
greatest triumphs have been in serving basic human needs. Illiteracy has
been wiped out, and a comprehensive school system has been created. Its
teaching content is, not surprisingly, highly ideological, designed to in-
culcate the new socialist values. Basic health care, especially preventive care,
has been extended to the lower sectors. Medical training has been geared
to public health. Food distribution, always one of the most shocking re-
flections of social inequality, has been guaranteed by rationing. The result
is that life expectancy rose from sixty-three years in 1960 to seventy-six in
1992, and the infant mortality rate fell by more than two-thirds in the same
period. Much of this progress was of course undermined by the economic
crisis that began in 1990.

The role of women has been another area of significant change. The tra-
dition of machismo has proved a major obstacle to the feminist movement.
To take a striking example, by mid-1980 only 19 percent of the Communist
Party members and applicants for membership were women. Nonetheless,
the Federation of Cuban Women (Federación de Mujeres Cubanas, or FMC)
has gone a long way toward changing opinion and behavior. The number
of women in higher education and professional schools (especially medi-
cine, where female students now outnumber males) has increased sharply.
The FMC was instrumental in getting adopted in 1975 an egalitarian family
code which obligated husbands to do half of all family chores. Any viewer
of the Cuban film Portrait of Teresa knows that this and other feminist goals
will not be easily reached in Cuba. But where is that not true? Despite the
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perceptible change in Cuban attitudes, married women, especially those with
children, have found it difficult to enter the full-time labor force. One rea-
son is the cost and inconvenience of child care.

Housing was the other basic need that had been so unequally distrib-
uted before 1959. Here the revolutionaries had trouble making rapid
progress. It was easy enough to expropriate the residences of the wealthy
and give them to special groups (like students). But new construction was
slower and more expensive. In the short run, investment in new housing
was not seen as a top priority.

Ironically enough, one of Cuba’s greatest economic failures was in agri-
culture. In the early years of the Revolution that was understandable. The
guerrillas were eager to repudiate Cuba’s long-time bondage to a single
export crop. Even after the turn toward economic realism in 1963, food
production lagged. According to a United Nations study, Cuba’s agricul-
tural performance for 1961–76 was tied with that of Chile for the worst in
Latin America. After 1976 farm output grew at a healthy rate, but by the
end of the 1990s there were desperate food shortages.

As the 1970s closed, both the U.S. and the Cuban governments sought
to improve their relations with one another. Fidel decided to let U.S. rel-
atives of Cubans visit the island—the first time since early in the Revolu-
tion. And 100,000 relatives arrived in Cuba in 1979, loaded down with elec-
tronics and other consumer goods. Since these goods did not exist or were
available only on the black market, Cubans realized how limited their con-
sumer goods were after two decades of the Revolution.

This frustration undoubtedly contributed to what became a dramatic ex-
odus from Cuba in 1980. The trigger was the Cuban government’s deci-
sion to withdraw its guard at the Peruvian embassy, in response to a vio-
lent incident involving Cubans who charged the embassy barrier to gain
asylum. Word suddenly spread that the embassy was unguarded, and within
twenty-four hours 10,800 Cubans rushed onto the embassy grounds. The
government announced that they would all be allowed to emigrate, along
with anyone else who cared to inform the authorities. The total eventually
reached 125,000. Most went via small craft provided by the Cuban com-
munity in Florida.

These 125,000 followed the previous waves of exiles, including the
160,000 who had left in the officially coordinated U.S.-Cuban program be-
tween 1965 and 1973. Why the exodus? Across the newspaper front pages
and television screens in the United States, West Europe, and the rest of
Latin America were the images of almost 11,000 desperate Cubans
crammed into the Peruvian embassy grounds, without food or water.

To refute the image of the desperate would-be exiles, hundreds of thou-
sands of Cubans staged huge marches through Havana. But diplomats in
Havana estimated that if the gates had remained open, perhaps 1 million
would have chosen to go to Florida. The discontent could be partly ex-
plained as the frustration of Cubans who were weary of waiting for the
higher standard of living promised for so long. The Cuban government
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was well aware of this discontent, and it supplemented the food-rationing
system with “free farmers’ markets.” But the “Rectification Program” be-
ginning in 1986 abolished small-scale private businesses and reenshrined
moral incentives, attempting to make a virtue of the country’s deepening
economic crisis. The process of “rectification” took Cuba in precisely the
opposite direction from the perestroika then being launched in the Soviet
Union.

Although domestic economic performance, if measured by production
(rather than by income, as in Western economies), had held up well, av-
eraging 7.3 percent growth from 1981 to 1985, growth dropped sharply af-
ter 1985, even turning negative for some years. Unlike in capitalist Latin
America, however, Cuba’s population was not put at risk by low economic
growth, thanks to the food rationing and comprehensive health services.

The Struggle for Survival

Although Cuba had reached mid-1991 without the signs of mass discon-
tent that doomed communism in East Europe, the strain had begun to
show in recent years. In May 1987 the deputy chief of the Cuban air force
and a hero of the Bay of Pigs climbed into a plane and defected to Florida.
In June 1989 a heavier blow fell. The army’s most respected leader, Gen-
eral Arnaldo Ochoa Sánchez, architect of brilliant battlefield victories over
South African forces when Cuba fought to consolidate the communist
regime in Angola, was tried and executed, along with three other high of-
ficers. The charges were drug running and embezzlement. Many asked how
officers who had enjoyed Fidel’s closest confidence could have organized
such a vast conspiracy without the knowledge of a leader who possessed a
legendary appetite for administrative detail. Or was this a way of eliminat-
ing a potential rival for ultimate power?

A key to the Revolution’s survival would be the ability to institutionalize
the revolutionary process. In the 1960s Fidel drifted into reliance on groups
that had been born in the insurrection or were created to protect the new
regime: the army, the militia, and the Committees for the Defense of the
Revolution. The Communist Party was given a greater or lesser role at the
initiative of Fidel and the top revolutionary leadership. With the turn to-
ward orthodoxy in the early 1970s, the party assumed new importance.

The basic challenge for the revolutionaries was to transform leadership
from a tiny elite of guerrilla veterans and party faithful to a growing base
of loyal supporters. The most obvious means was to broaden the base of
the Communist Party. In 1975 this process began. Under the banner of
“popular participation,” grass-roots elections for regional assemblies were
held. Yet by the mid-1990s Cubans were still complaining about a highly
centralized, bureaucratized, inefficient state apparatus.

In 1991–92 Cuba underwent a painful reality check as the foreign un-
derpinning of its economy vanished. The collapse of the U.S.S.R. and of
Comecon (the foreign trade authority for the U.S.S.R. and East Europe)



brutally exposed Cuba’s economic vulnerability. By 1992 all Russian eco-
nomic and military aid was gone. Oil shipments fell 86 percent from 1989
to 1992, while food imports dropped 42 percent in almost the same pe-
riod. Vital equipment, such as buses, once supplied by East Europe, now
languished for lack of replacement parts. General economic activity fell by
at least 29 percent between 1989 and 1993. Cuba had suffered an economic
blow greater than any (including the Great Depression) experienced in
Latin America in the twentieth century.

Why? Because Cuba had excessively concentrated its trade and finance
with one market (84 percent with Comecon). Secure in the Soviet con-
nection, it had seen little need to diversify its exports or its markets. It be-
came the ultimate example of dependency, although one must acknowl-
edge also the central role of the U.S. embargo in forcing Cuba eastward.

The domestic effects of the Soviet withdrawal were soon felt as Cubans
suffered a drastic drop in their living standards. The monthly rationing
quotas now covered only one to two weeks, with the rest obtainable only
on the black market. Havana had electricity only four to eight hours a day.
Bus service virtually disappeared because of fuel shortages. Cubans were
told to use bicycles, hurriedly ordered from the People’s Republic of China.
Fidel proclaimed that Cuba would now enter “a special period in peace
time.” The order of the day would be to save socialism in one country—
Cuba—and protect Cuban national sovereignty, even if the former would
have to suffer in order to preserve the latter. As Fidel remarked revealingly
in 1993: “Today we cannot speak of the pure, ideal, perfect socialism of
which we dream because life forces us into concessions.”

These concessions came slowly. First was the pressing need for more hard
currency, which led Havana to court Western investment. In 1993, the use
of the dollar was decriminalized, recognizing what was already fact. In 1994,
farmers were allowed to sell on the open market, while private taxis and
family-run restaurants (paladares) reappeared in the major cities. The Cas-
tro government burdened these enterprises with tough regulations and
high taxes. Fidel was determined to throttle the spread of capitalism as
long as he could.

Meanwhile the economy continued to deteriorate. Maintenance was
neglected and investment (aside from tourism) was virtually nil. Severe
shortages plagued every sector of the economy, worsened by the U.S. em-
bargo and the desperate lack of foreign exchange. The most jarring
change in the 1990s was the reemergence of foreign tourism. New resorts
were built as joint ventures between the government and European in-
vestors. By the late 1990s, tourism had become an essential source of hard
currency, matched only by the remittance of dollars from Cubans living
abroad.

The tourist industry widened the gaping inequalities between foreign
and Cuban, the elimination of which was so central to the Revolution in
its early phases. By the 1990s, parts of Havana and Varadero, reserved for
foreign tourists, were off limits to Cubans.
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Three decades earlier the revolutionaries pointed to the elimination of
prostitution as one of its proudest achievements. Yet rampant prostitution
now returned to Havana with the promotion of tourism in the 1990s. Other
pre-1959 social problems, such as theft and violent crime, also reemerged.
On the other hand, Cuba’s system of free education and medical services
remained among the best in the developing world, despite the conspicu-
ous lack of supplies.

The disintegration of the Soviet Union also made for policy changes 
unrelated to the market. First was the end of Cuban internationalism: 
military men and civilian volunteers returned from service abroad to 
an uncertain home. At the same time in Cuba, invocations of national 
sovereignty, national sacrifice, and José Martí replaced appeals to 
Marxism-Leninism and the construction of socialism.

In 1992, responding in part to the anti-Castro lobby, the U.S. Congress
passed the Torricelli Bill, which banned trade with Cuba by the foreign
subsidiaries of U.S. companies. The U.S. embargo was further tightened
by the Helms-Burton Act in early 1996 after two exile planes were shot
down in Cuban air space by Cuban air force jets. In 1997, Cuba was shaken
by a bombing campaign directed at resorts and nightclubs. Suspicion as to
its sponsorship soon fixed on Miami’s conservative exile leadership. The
government continued to deal harshly (arrest, imprisonment) with any or-
ganized opposition.
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The undisputed Queen of Salsa, Celia Cruz dazzled live audiences well into her sev-
enties. Although she fled Cuba shortly after Castro’s triumph, her death in 2003
was mourned throughout her native country. (Scott Cries/Getty Images)



It was in 1998, however, that important policy changes seemed at hand.
In January, President Castro, as part of a rapprochement between the gov-
ernment and the Roman Catholic Church, welcomed Pope John Paul II
to Cuba. The pope traveled the length of the island nation, calling for the
United States to lift its embargo and for Cuba to build a more pluralistic
society. Neither government responded positively. Cynics pointed out that
Fidel could afford such a gesture as the pope’s visit because the Cuban
church had always been notably weak.

Although the Clinton administration took some minor conciliatory steps
(the 1994 immigration accord and, in 1999, the relaxation of some travel
restrictions and increased cultural and sports exchanges), the future of
U.S.-Cuban relations, like so much else involving the island, remained frus-
tratingly uncertain.

It was in this atmosphere of uncertainty that Cubans marked the forti-
eth anniversary of the revolution on January 1, 1999. In his speech, the 
seventy-two-year-old Fidel reaffirmed his commitment to saving “the coun-
try, the revolution, and the conquest of socialism.” As tourists watched from
the balcony of a nearby hotel, he railed against the “new religion” of neo-
liberalism, which has “turned the planet into a giant casino.” As so often
in recent decades, the fate of Cuba seemed to depend on the will of one
man.

One thing that was not uncertain (as of mid-2004) was Fidel’s plan for
Cuba’s future. In June 2001 Fidel again named his brother, Raúl (only four
years his junior), to be his successor. Not surprisingly, no date has been
set for the succession. In another milestone the Russians chose to close a
massive electronic base in Cuba, aimed since the 1960s at the United States.
As if to give the back of his hand to his former protector, Fidel refused to
honor Cuba’s $20 billion debt to Russia. If Russia had repudiated social-
ism, Cuba had not. There was a forceful reminder of that fact in 2003. 

A band of dissidents, the “Varela Project” (named for a Cuban inde-
pendence hero), had been allowed to campaign for a referendum to
gauge the public’s desire for basic civil and political liberties. The peti-
tioners scrupulously followed official procedures and avoided any vio-
lence. In May 2002 the Varela group presented their petition with 11,100
signatures to the National Assembly, where it was officially accepted.
Those who hoped for an opening of the regime were encouraged. The
government delayed its response, heightening expectations. An occasion
arose in early 2003 when there was an attempt at a mass hijacking es-
cape of a local ferry. The attempt failed. The ill-fated escapees were cap-
tured and referred to revolutionary justice. The leading Varela dissi-
dents, who were not even among the hijackers, were swept up in the
crackdown. The government claimed that U.S. diplomats in Cuba had
instigated the Varela movement. Three alleged Cuban ringleaders of the
attempted escape were executed. The fifty remaining accused got prison
sentences of up to fifty-two years. The world was shocked. Prominent Iber-
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Socialist or Communist?

The U.S. government and our media commonly refer to Fidelista
Cuba as “communist.” Cuban officials and most foreign scholars re-
fer to it as “socialist.” Which is correct?

The answer lies in the realm of Marxist theory (sketched here in
oversimplified form), which explains the course of history as succes-
sive stages of economic evolution. The first and most primitive stage
is feudalism. Thereafter, in ascending order, come capitalism, so-
cialism, and communism. From this perspective, the Fidelista move-
ment in 1959 was clearly revolutionary and nationalist, but not yet
defined as Marxist Socialist. The first three post-1959 years were taken
up in a great polemic over the ideological character that the new
regime should adopt. There were straws in the wind. Raúl Castro and
Che Guevara, for example, were known members of the Communist
Party and were pushing Fidel in that direction. Yet Fidel remained
uncommitted. Finally in November 1961, he declared himself a Marx-
ist Leninist, thereby committing Cuba to socialism in the Marxist
sense (i.e., on its way to true communism). That settled the question.
Subsequently all official political and economic discourse in Cuba has
been expressed in Marxist terms. The Cuban Communist Party now
gained greater visibility, although the real power remained with Fi-
del and his core revolutionaries. Henceforth Cuba became, officially
and for Marxist theorists, a socialist state. The transition to commu-
nism is, according to official Cuban doctrine, Cuba’s next challenge.
It will be achieved only when the last vestiges of capitalism, such as
the use of money, are purged. In the meantime, Cuba remains, by its
own definition, socialist.

ian and Latin American intellectuals who had long praised Fidel and the
Revolution now condemned him. 

It was a familiar pattern of U.S.-Cuban conflict. Both the United States
and Cuba had resorted to provocative acts because both Fidel and Wash-
ington want to consolidate support from their key constituencies. The re-
sult? Fidel could then blame American aggression for his need to tighten
control. Washington, in turn, could denounce Castro as a ruthless tyrant
who is seeking greater personal power. It is a long-standing game. This par-
ticular crackdown was foreshadowed in June 2002, when the government
mobilized a million-worker march to support a constitutional amendment
(and thus show loyalty to the regime), declaring the Cuban socialist sys-
tem permanent and “irrevocable.”

Meanwhile, socialism endures in a very diluted form because of the dol-
larization of the economy and related trade pressures. The commitment



to provide free public services (health, education) continues, although it
has required deep cuts in services. By late 2003 the economy was limping
along, barely averting total collapse. Food supplies continue to be scarce,
with everyone holding dollars resorting to the black market to supplement
the meager government rations. Fidel’s trump card in domestic politics re-
mains anti-Americanism. The United States has been ever ready to furnish
him with ammunition. Neither side is prepared to give up the game. Mean-
while the fate of the Cuban people hangs in the balance.
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THE CARIBBEAN
Colonies and Mini-States

Smallness is a basic fact of life throughout the Caribbean, an area
stretching from the tip of Florida to the coast of Venezuela. With the
exception of Cuba and Hispaniola (comparable to the state of Maine),
the islands tend to be modest in size; the Grenadines, the Bahamas, and
the Cayman Islands are absolutely minuscule. Topographies vary from
the flat plains of Barbados to the rugged coasts of Martinique and
Guadeloupe. A few of the islands, like Cuba and Jamaica, have rolling
hills and substantial mountain ranges. In general the climate is mild,
rainfall is abundant, and soil is adequate. Here the power of nature is
clearly and constantly evident, from beauteous scenery to destructive
forces—hurricanes, volcanoes, earthquakes, and floods.

The northernmost and larger islands of Cuba, Jamaica, Puerto Rico,
and Hispaniola (now shared by Haiti and the Dominican Republic) 
are known as the Greater Antilles. The smaller islands to the east are
known as the Lesser Antilles—also as the Leeward and Windward Is-
lands.

Although the Caribbean was inhabited well before the arrival of Euro-
peans, the size of the indigenous population is still subject to debate. By
most accounts there were probably around 750,000 inhabitants, about two-
thirds of them on the island of Hispaniola. There were three different
groups: Ciboney or Guanahuatebey, Taino Arawak, and Carib (from which
the region gets its name). These pre-Columbian peoples were the first vic-
tims of the crises and transitions resulting from conquest and colonization
by European powers.

The arrival of Columbus and his three little ships in 1492 signaled the
inexorable doom of the area’s native inhabitants and the insertion of the
Caribbean into the world arena of European competition. But this entrance
was by no means abrupt. Spain exercised a monopoly over the region for
more than a century, until rival European powers were prepared to issue
a challenge.
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The Colonial Period: Conquest and Competition

Columbus landed on the island of Hispaniola in December 1492 and chris-
tened it La Española. The original intention of his voyage had been to repli-
cate the advantageous commercial linkage which the Portuguese had es-
tablished with the Far East. Expansion to the New World would thus yield
exchange in new commodities, and Spain would become a first-rate trad-
ing nation. However, the absence of great civilizations and the prevailing
conditions of production soon convinced the newcomers that they would
have to change their strategy. And as Columbus observed, the local in-
habitants were well equipped to serve the Spanish crown.

Unable to develop significant trade, the Spaniards chose to exploit the
island as a source of land and labor through the encomienda system. Semi-
feudal institutions were imposed upon the native society. Indians were put
to work in mines and fields. Harsh labor conditions and physical contact
with Spaniards led to their decimation: disease and debilitation took a stag-
gering toll. Realizing what fate held in store, many fled to the mountains
in search of safety and freedom.

It was in the Caribbean where clerics first protested against abuse of the
natives. In 1511 Antonio de Montesinos shocked a congregation in Santo
Domingo by denouncing maltreatment of the Indian population. Soon af-
terward Bartolomé de las Casas began his fervent campaign to protect the
Indians from adventurers and conquerors. In response to these pleas, the
crown ultimately agreed to regulate the treatment of the native popula-
tion. But to protect the American natives, Las Casas also made a fateful
suggestion: that Spain import African slaves as a source of necessary labor.

Thus began the tragic history of forced migration from the western coast
of Africa. Of the 10 to 15 million people who were sent to the New World
as slaves, approximately 2 million found their way to the Caribbean—where
they would work on sugar plantations, alter the racial composition of the
area, and, ultimately, help to establish foundations for the Industrial Rev-
olution in nineteenth-century Europe.

In no other region of the Americas was the destruction of the native
population as complete as in the Caribbean. Some Indians managed to es-
cape to the mountains, as in Cuba, but in most places geography was an
impediment. The islands were so small that there was nowhere to hide. As
in New France and New England, the native population fell victim to vir-
tual elimination.

Aboard the ships came the way of life, the language, the creeds, and po-
litical institutions of contemporary Europe. One of the vessels brought
some sugarcane cuttings from the Canary Islands (as others had brought
domestic animals and plants), and this altered the course of history. Sug-
arcane grew bountifully, but as prospects for sugar production rose, the
need for labor became all the more apparent. The demand for slaves
seemed almost infinite: as one seventeenth-century witness observed, there
was a need “for at least eighty to one hundred Negroes, working all the



time, and even one-hundred and twenty or more.” Sugarcane and Africans
came together to disrupt socioeconomic organization and to transform the
Caribbean into the new frontier of sixteenth-century Europe.

The discovery of precious minerals in Mexico and Peru promptly dis-
tracted Spain’s attention from the Caribbean, which became little more
than a stopping place on the way to the now-prosperous mainland. His-
paniola, Cuba, and Puerto Rico served as supply stations and military gar-
risons for the increasing number of ships loaded with gold and silver from
the Mexican and Peruvian mines. This income from the New World cre-
ated the myth of a wealthy Spain, but the long-term reality was that this
windfall weakened the mother country—and created temptations for Eu-
ropean rivals.

Though the Spanish crown proclaimed authority over the entire Carib-
bean, it was unable to sustain a commercial and political monopoly. The
area was simply too large, royal forces and settlements too thinly dispersed,
and the economic stakes too high. By the late sixteenth century and
throughout the seventeenth century, the Caribbean Sea was an open and
inviting target for privateers and buccaneers, who raided coastal settle-
ments and pursued the royal fleets. Spain’s European rivals, especially Eng-
land, encouraged and sometimes outfitted these pirates; Francis Drake,
John Hawkins, and Henry Morgan all became knights of the English realm.

European powers established settlements as well. The English seized Ja-
maica in 1655. The French took the western half of Hispaniola in 1679.
Having occupied northeastern Brazil from 1630 to 1654, the Dutch then
moved onto a number of islands off the coast of Venezuela. Little by little,
Spain ceded or accepted de facto loss of some of its colonial claims.
Caribbean holdings became pawns in European wars, handed back and
forth between winners and losers like the proceeds in a poker game.

Meanwhile the demand for sugar was steadily increasing in Europe. Soon
the cultivation of sugar not only dominated trade from the Caribbean (con-
trolled largely by the English, Dutch, and French) but profoundly affected
the agricultural and racial composition of the islands. In time the islands
became overwhelmingly populated by people of African descent—a situa-
tion that persists to this day. Only in the larger Spanish islands of Puerto
Rico and Cuba, where the emphasis on sugar came relatively late, did those
of African origin fail to become a majority.

Another consequence of sugarcane cultivation was the transformation
of once-diversified systems of production into single-product economies,
emphasizing sugar for export. Most of their consumption needs had to be
imported, from other islands, the mainland, or Spain itself. Only on the
smaller islands, such as Grenada, were other products (in this case coffee)
more important than sugar. Since most of the original population had died
and Spanish settlers did not like to work with their hands, the demand for
slaves continued through the eighteenth century.

Of course, the slave trade became highly profitable, and sugar from the
New World created a demand for European products that later helped to
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stimulate the Industrial Revolution. Sugar became the king of the Carib-
bean until, like other primary products, it faced stiff competition from
other parts of the world (including the U.S. South). By the 1850s Cuba
alone could produce almost all the sugar needed for export to Europe.
The invention of the modern mill, or ingenio, with its use of steam and
mechanization, decreased the need for slave labor and ultimately set the
stage for the abolition of slavery (though planters in Cuba and Puerto Rico
remained recalcitrant to the last). By the end of the nineteenth century,
sugar no longer ruled supreme. With its demise the imperial strategists of
great-power Europe turned away from the Caribbean to focus on more lu-
crative areas of expansion, such as India and Southeast Asia.

The political legacies of conquest and colonization would be complex.
With so many European masters, the islands of the Caribbean would have
diverse legal and cultural traditions. They would achieve independence at
different times and through various means. As we shall see, Haiti would
break away from France by 1804; some of the British possessions would not
acquire sovereignty until the 1960s and 1970s. Some have been struggling
with the challenges of nationhood for nearly 200 years; others have, until
recently, been following the same generation of leaders who first brought
them independence.

Apart from Cuba and Haiti, none of the possessions of the Caribbean
engaged in a protracted war for liberation. Because of their small size and
geography, they never developed military establishments. As colonies, they
could rely on the military might of their mother countries; as islands, they
were at least partly protected from hostile invasions by the sea. With the
exception of Haiti and the Dominican Republic, independent nations of
the Caribbean have not endured the kind of military domination so ap-
parent in nineteenth- and twentieth-century mainland Latin America.

Finally, the smallness and the poverty of Caribbean islands would keep
their governments from becoming strong; unlike the powerful state ma-
chineries recently evident in Chile or Mexico, they would be chronically
weak. With scant resources and modest populations, they would actually
constitute “mini-states.” Such vulnerability would, in turn, create imposing
challenges for this promising but convoluted part of the world.

Overview: Economic Growth and Social Change

The preeminence of sugar in the Caribbean and the requirements for la-
bor led to a continuing threat of worker scarcity. Attempting to delineate
a suitable demographic policy for the New World, the Spanish crown tried
a number of alternatives. Spain sent convicts and white slaves; allowed for
free emigration to the colonies; and enslaved the native Indians, though
this led to their decimation. It was the African slave trade that kept sugar
in its place of privilege throughout the colonial era.

All other crops became secondary activities. Economic diversification,
such as it was, stemmed in part from geographic realities. In the more
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mountainous islands, such as Guadeloupe, sugar cultivation was difficult,
so bananas and other products were raised. Tobacco appeared on small
farms among the rolling hills of Cuba and on some other islands. But the
rush to profit from the production of sugarcane caused the diversion of
most of the flatlands into vast plantations, a tendency that reached its most
extravagant point in Barbados, whose residents had to import almost their
entire food supply.

The loosely organized society of the sixteenth century, dominated by
whites and small-household production units, gave way to a strictly orga-
nized and hierarchical society of masters and slaves by the seventeenth cen-
tury. Production was firmly controlled by the mother countries. With the
exception of England, each European country formed its own trading com-
pany; in addition to the casa de contratación of Spain, there were the Dutch
West Indies Company and the French Compagnie des Isles d’Amérique.

Perhaps the primary social consequence of these transformations was the
creation of a rigid system of racial stratification. Virtually everywhere a
three-tiered pyramid existed: whites at the top, browns in the middle, and
blacks at the bottom. As whites eventually withdrew and Indians disap-
peared, the African heritage became dominant. This pattern would have
long-run effects on race relations in the region and would sharply distin-
guish the Caribbean from mainland areas with large and persisting in-
digenous populations (such as Mexico and Peru).

European demand for sugar permitted many of the settlers to make large
fortunes, which they used to build great manorial houses and to purchase
acceptance into the political and social life of the mother country. As on
the mainland, the colonists never felt at ease on the islands; most longed
to return home, and, in fact, some went back to positions of power and
prominence. If there appeared a plantation aristocracy in some parts of
the Caribbean, it was not a deeply rooted one.

The emphasis on sugar not only destroyed the once-diversified local
economies but also consolidated the dependence on a single market. Most
trade would take place with the mother country alone. In this way the agri-
cultural production of the New World came into contact with the emerg-
ing manufacturing centers of Europe. By the twentieth century, most
Caribbean trade would be with the United States.

Exploitation led to occasional rebellion by slaves, some of whom took to
the mountains and created runaway “maroon” communities. (The term ap-
parently comes from the Spanish word for a runaway steer, cimarrón, later
used to mean fugitive in general.) From there they would raid plantations
for goods, arms, and even women. White planters responded to this threat
with a combination of persuasion, negotiation, and paramilitary force.

As sugar production declined and the population grew, countries in 
the Caribbean began making efforts to diversify their economic bases. 
Coconuts, spices, bananas, citrus fruits, and pineapples have acquired an
increased role in agricultural production. (Sugar remains a major export
for Jamaica and the Dominican Republic.) In countries such as Jamaica
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and Trinidad and Tobago, two mineral commodities—bauxite and petro-
leum—have gained prominence. Other islands now have viable industries
in textiles, manufacturing, financial services, assembly plants, and tourism.
For some these activities represent the principal source of foreign ex-
change.

However, these industries do not provide much employment, and, 
outside of postwar Puerto Rico, manufacturing has not played a major 
role in the area. The scarcity of job opportunities has led to a massive 
outmigration—to other islands, to the United States, and to parts of Eu-
rope. Indeed, some have said that the Caribbean exports not only its prod-
ucts but also its people. As a result, the islands of the Caribbean have never
formed an industrial working class. Here, in contrast to such nations as Ar-
gentina and Brazil, there is hardly any proletariat.

The Caribbean mini-states remain largely rural as well. There are no ma-
jor cities; Santo Domingo, by far the largest, had just over 2.1 million in-
habitants by the mid-1990s. Most people live in the countryside. About
three-quarters of the population of Haiti and over half of the population
of Jamaica still reside in communities with less than 2000 inhabitants. The
Caribbean has neither the problems nor the amenities of modern city life.

As a result of all these developments, societies in the Caribbean are rel-
atively “classless.” With blacks as the predominant cultural element and
with still-underdeveloped economies, these tend to be homogeneous soci-
eties. There are diverse social layers, perhaps most evident in Haiti and the
Dominican Republic, but the kind of ethnic aristocracy that characterized
the colonial era no longer exists. This fact is expressed in a bitter joke: “All
Caribbeans have equal access to their fair share of poverty.”

In confronting the challenges of economic and social development, the
Caribbean has witnessed two dominant experiences or models: those of
Puerto Rico and Cuba. Under the name of “Operation Bootstrap,” the
Puerto Rican model began in the early 1960s as an example for not only
the Caribbean but for all of Latin America: its pillars were close coopera-
tion with the United States and a reliance on foreign investment. Although
there were some impressive statistical achievements, the model revealed in-
herent weaknesses as unemployment swelled, and growing numbers of
Puerto Ricans migrated to New York and other parts of the United States.

The Cuban model, described in Chapter 9, entailed the construction of
a socialist “command” economy. Despite its social achievements, the po-
litical and economic costs have discouraged acceptance as a revolutionary
example by other countries in the area. Instead, there have been efforts
to find a third alternative—one attempt was made on Jamaica and another
on the tiny island of Grenada. Both of these attempts would fail.

Social and economic development in the Caribbean has remained un-
der international influence ever since the sixteenth century. The idea of a
common organization to unify the region and to consolidate develop-
mental gains took form in the creation of the Caribbean Community and
Common Market (CARICOM). Long subject to internal ideological and
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political fragmentation, CARICOM showed signs of revitalization in the
1990s. In an additional display of solidarity, island nations (including Cuba)
joined with neighbors in Middle America and northern South America in
the mid-1990s to form the Association of Caribbean States.

Haiti: Slave Republic, Voodoo Dictatorship

What is now Haiti, on the island of Hispaniola, was once one of the most
prosperous overseas possessions of France; today it is one of the poorest
countries in the world. With a population of about 7.5 million, Haiti has
an annual per capita income of only $440.

The island’s original inhabitants were almost entirely replaced by African
slaves imported to work on sugar estates. During the French Revolution
Haiti’s residents were granted full citizenship, a move that white estate own-
ers resented. Resulting conflicts led to a wave of rebellions. This time the
slaves wanted not only personal freedom but national independence as
well.

Under the leadership of Pierre Dominique Toussaint L’Ouverture, the
blacks of Haiti revolted in 1791 and in 1804 declared national sovereignty.
This was to be the second free nation in the Americas and the first inde-
pendent black country in the world. Although Toussaint led the rebellion,
he was seized and sent to France, where he eventually died in an obscure
dungeon. It was one of his lieutenants, Jean Jacques Dessalines, who pro-
claimed the country to be free from colonial rule.

The wars of independence broke up and destroyed the large sugar es-
tates. Land was at first worked collectively under a system called the corvée,
but the highly individualistic tendencies of the postwar period led to the
distribution of parcels to freeholders. Thus the legacy of large oligarchic
landowners, so prevalent elsewhere in Latin America, did not take root in
independent Haiti. Instead, a large number of small holdings replaced the
sugar estates, and production decreased drastically. Modern sugar tech-
nology has not been suited to small farms, and as a result Haiti did not re-
produce the economic innovations of turn-of-the-century Cuba.

The country has experienced repeated civil wars and foreign inter-
vention. Independence gave power to the blacks, who now form about
90 percent of the population, a fact that light-skinned mulattoes have re-
sented all along. Indeed, the mulattoes constitute a prosperous minority,
still clinging to an ideal of French civilization and speaking French on a
regular basis. The majority black population, by contrast, speaks a native
language, Creole, and finds spiritual inspiration in vodum, an eclectic
blend of Dahomian religions and Catholicism. Ever since the colonial
era, a kind of caste system has divided the mulattoes from the blacks, and
conflict between the two elements has been a persisting theme in Hait-
ian history.

Internal tension produced increasing instability. From 1804 to 1867 Haiti
had only ten chief executives. From 1867 to 1915 there were sixteen pres-
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idents, with an average term of only three years. And from 1911 to 1915
Haiti faced one of its most chaotic periods, during which time six presi-
dents met violent deaths.

Confronting World War I and accustomed to “dollar diplomacy,” the
United States occupied Haiti in 1915 and stayed there until 1934. The in-
vading troops were charged with the general administration of the coun-
try. One of their first tasks was to abolish the army and to replace it with
a national police force. The financial administration of the country was en-
trusted to a cadre of technicians and bureaucrats, who ensured payments
of all foreign debt obligations (especially those owed to the United States).
Some new public works were initiated and old ones were repaired, but 
the majority of the population regarded the invaders with smoldering 
resentment.

One reason for this feeling was dismay over the loss of sovereignty, since
the United States took over the management of the country and even the
administration of the customshouses. (In fact the financial commission
would not leave Haiti until 1941, years after the departure of the military
garrisons.) Another reason was the marked preference of U.S. officials 
for the mulattoes, whom they brought to power in a variety of ways—
including the superficial election and reelection of Sténio Vincent as 
president during the 1930s.

In time the black population, backed by the Haitian Guard (as the po-
lice force was known), ousted another mulatto president and installed Du-
marsais Estimé in 1946. He replaced mulatto officials with blacks and un-
dertook a series of reforms designed to benefit both urban workers and
agricultural producers. Estimé discharged the country’s debt to the United
States and signed an agreement with the Export-Import Bank for the de-
velopment of the Artibonite Valley. In 1950 he tried to have the constitu-
tion amended so he could remain in power, and for this he was deposed
by the army and sent into exile.

Control passed to Colonel Paul E. Magloire, a black leader who was in-
fluential within the army and popular among the nation’s masses. At his
inauguration he promised to safeguard the rights guaranteed by the con-
stitution, to continue irrigation projects and other public works, and to
promote improved education. In the international arena Magloire sought
good relations with the United States, while the increase in export prices
brought on by the Korean War helped to stimulate economic growth. Re-
sented by a group of ambitious rivals, he was overthrown in a coup in 1956.

After months of uncertainty, there emerged the figure of François Du-
valier, who had himself elected president in September 1957. So began
one of the most backward, unfortunate, and tyrannical periods in the his-
tory of this land.

Soon after seizing power, Duvalier set out to bend the nation to his will.
The army, the police, and the security forces became accountable to him
alone. He created a special police force which came to be known as the
Tontons Macoutes, the most dreaded repressive force in the country.

Modern Latin America336



The Caribbean: Colonies and Mini-States 337

Through sheer terror he rid himself of his opponents and maneuvered
elections to become president for life (président à vie).

A proponent of noirisme, a movement that looked to Africa for inspira-
tion, Duvalier expelled mulattoes from the national bureaucracy. He as-
sumed near-total control of the state, and it is said that he himself ap-
pointed members of the security police. He gained influence over the
masses by cannily associating himself with the figure of Baron Samedi, the
earthly keeper of the vodum tombs. He created a sort of latter-day court,
whose favorites gained riches through the dispensation of state favors. To
institutionalize a system of kickbacks, Duvalier even set up an umbrella or-
ganization, the Movement for National Renovation, which collected con-
tributions from business and high government employees for the ostensi-
ble purpose of building public facilities. Needless to say, the money was
never used for such ends.

Racist depiction of Haiti as a naive, inept black child formed and reflected U.S. at-
titudes about military intervention. Occasioned by the political and economic cri-
sis of 1915, this cartoon expressed the helplessness of Haiti—through the caption
“I’m in for something now!”—and Uncle Sam’s determination to take charge.
(Hanny, St. Joseph News-Press, 1915. Courtesy of the St. Joseph NewsPress/Gazette.)



Until his death in 1971 Duvalier took the side of the United States in
most international arenas, including the United Nations and the Organi-
zation of American States. On occasion pro-U.S. votes would lead to in-
creased aid or loans for his corrupt regime. During his tenure Haiti 
became more and more isolated, a kind of international pariah, notwith-
standing his personal desire to establish stronger ties with Africa.

What the dictator really wanted was the opportunity to rule Haiti ac-
cording to his own design. Ill-starred invasions by revolutionary forces took
place from time to time but always ended in failure. Their principal short-
coming stemmed from their inability to cultivate support among the peas-
antry, which “Papa Doc” Duvalier continued to dominate through a com-
bination of fear and mystification. Each attack from abroad led to more
brutal repression and to propagation of the official slogan: Dieu, Duvalier,
et le frapeu, un et indivisible—God, Duvalier, and flag, one and indivisible.

As death neared, Duvalier persuaded the National Assembly to lower the
minimum age for president from forty to eighteen and proceeded to in-
stall his son as his successor and président à vie. Why he selected his son in-
stead of his daughter Marie-Denise, with whom he had a closer relation-
ship, remains a source of mystery and speculation.

Young Jean-Claude Duvalier, or “Baby Doc” as he was sometimes known,
inherited a bitterly impoverished country. Though he took some steps to
promote development and may have been less brutal than his father, he
retained a parasitical group of favorites—a “kleptocracy” of sorts. Govern-
ment became the means of self-enrichment. His marriage to a wealthy mu-
latta woman led to some dissatisfaction among his father’s supporters. Pop-
ular discontent and internecine struggles continued to mount and finally
led to his demise in February 1986, when he boarded a U.S. Air Force
plane and departed for France.

He left behind an anguished nation. Between 1980 and 1986 the econ-
omy had shrunk by 10 percent. Three out of four adults could not read,
and one out of every five children died before the age of five. Thirty years
of rule by the Duvaliers had made Haiti the poorest country in the West-
ern Hemisphere.

Political recovery was tentative. For decades the opposition had been
suppressed, labor unions controlled, and the media corrupted. When Baby
Doc left the country, there were cries for liberty and calls for dechoukaj, an
“uprooting” of the Duvalier regime: tombs and statues fell, policemen felt
popular wrath, and collaborators with the dictatorship fled from office. A
transitional government was formed under Lieutenant General Henri Nam-
phy, a seemingly apolitical officer—who had, however, served as army chief-
of-staff under Duvalier. Elections scheduled for late 1987 resulted in a
bloodbath, as paramilitary forces assaulted voters and opposition candi-
dates. A subsequent ballot resulted in the controversial election of Leslie
Manigat, a well-known social scientist, but Namphy threw him out of office
in the spring of 1988. He himself was soon replaced by General Prosper
Avril, an ambitious young military officer who revived the Tontons Macoutes
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and imposed a wave of repression. To many observers it appeared that
Haiti was suffering from “Duvalier without Duvalier.”

Authentic change began in 1990. Early in the year protest demonstra-
tions and a general strike persuaded General Avril to leave the country.
Under a woman interim president, Ertha Pascal-Trouillot, open elections
took place in December 1990. Emerging with two-thirds of the vote was
Jean-Bertrand Aristide, a Roman Catholic priest who espoused liberation
theology and advocated far-reaching political and social change. In Janu-
ary 1991 disgruntled “Duvalierists” attempted a military coup to prevent
the “Communist” Aristide from taking office: the effort failed but left 74
dead and 150 injured. Since his party did not win even a plurality in the
legislature, Aristide had to construct an effective ruling coalition from a
position of weakness. Late in 1991, unruly elements within the military
ousted him from office. The United States and other nations promptly con-
demned the coup, and the Organization of American States (OAS) slapped
an embargo on trade with Haiti, but diplomatic negotiations for a peace-
ful solution to the crisis dragged on for years.

As Haitians sought to escape the oppression imposed by the new mili-
tary regime of General Raoul Cédras, it was the prospect of a large-scale
flood of immigrants that gave shape to U.S. policy. The Coast Guard started
picking up thousands of Haitians who were attempting to reach U.S. shores
on homemade rafts and took them to an encampment at the U.S. naval
station at Guantánamo (in Cuba). In May 1992 President George Bush or-
dered the Coast Guard to return all Haitian rafters to their homeland with-
out any screening for political amnesty. Democratic presidential candidate
Bill Clinton denounced the Bush policy as “a callous response to a terri-
ble human tragedy,” but then consented to its continuation after the No-
vember 1992 election. A UN-sponsored negotiation nearly brought a set-
tlement to the impasse in 1993, but collapsed in the face of defiance from
the Cédras regime. By early 1994 leaders of the African-American com-
munity mounted sharp criticism of Washington’s inaction, and Clinton re-
versed himself by announcing that U.S. authorities would process rafters at
sea and grant asylum to victims of political repression. News of the change
led to yet another wave of rafters. Despite public skepticism, Clinton began
to contemplate the use of military force. In mid-September Clinton de-
nounced the Cédras government as “the most violent regime in our hemi-
sphere” and stressed the dangers of inaction: “As long as Cédras rules,
Haitians will continue to seek sanctuary in our nation. . . . Three hundred
thousand more Haitians, 5 percent of their entire population, are in hiding
in their own country. If we don’t act, they could be the next wave of refugees
at our door. We will continue to face the threat of a mass exodus of refugees
and its constant threat to stability in our region and control of our borders.”

As tension mounted, Clinton dispatched a high-level delegation under
former president Jimmy Carter for a last-ditch effort at negotiation. At the
final minute, as U.S. troops were already en route for an invasion of Haiti,
Carter reached an agreement with the Cédras government. Clinton can-
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celed the invasion but sent instead an occupation force; in less than a week
there were more than 15,000 American troops on the ground. Aristide re-
turned to office in mid-October, and the U.S. occupation gave way to an
international peacekeeping force in early 1995.

Under intense international observation (and quasi-military occupa-
tion), elections took place in an orderly fashion. Aristide resisted the temp-
tation to succeed himself, and René Preval, one of his former associates
and ex-prime minister, took office in February 1996. Governing was some-
thing else again. Aided and abetted by the international community, Preval
sought to impose pro-market economic reforms. Against this program Aris-
tide moved into the opposition, refurbished his populist credentials, and
assumed the leadership of the Lavalas Party—with a majority in both houses
of parliament. Haiti fell into a stalemate. For more than a year the coun-
try had no prime minister—and no active government—since Preval was
unable to win approval for any of his nominees from the fractious parlia-
ment. Strikes and demonstrations mounted. Political violence continued
as well, ranging from beatings and occasional murder to high-profile as-
sassination of opposition figures.

The political stalemate continued through the presidential election in
November 2000, which Jean-Bertrand Aristide won by an overwhelming—
but contested—majority. In protest against electoral irregularities in par-
liamentary contests, the oppositionist Convergence Démocratique refused to
recognize the legislative majority of Aristide’s Lavalas Party and chose to
boycott the presidential campaign. Under these dubious circumstances,
Aristide nonetheless took office in February 2001. Once a hero to Haiti’s
poor and underprivileged, Aristide seemed ever more distant from his peo-
ple—and ever more inclined to impose his will through autocratic means.
Street protests mounted through 2002 and 2003, and violence continued
to plague the political process.

The economy was faring no better. After devastating years in 1993 and
1994, under the weight of the U.S.-sponsored embargo, Haiti enjoyed a
mild recovery in 1995 with a GDP growth of 4.4 percent. Partly because of
political stalemates, which led to postponements in foreign aid, the already-
poor economy faltered once again. By 2000 the growth rate had declined
to less than 1 percent. In 2001 economic output contracted by �1.1 per-
cent, and it declined again by �0.9 percent in 2002. Three-quarters of the
population was living in abject poverty. Less than half the adult popula-
tion was able to read and write. Unemployment was running around 60
percent.

Matters came to a head in early 2004. Although Aristide retained a sub-
stantial amount of popular support, opponents claimed that he had be-
come autocratic, intolerant, and corrupt. Violence mounted in the streets
as dissidenting gangs clashed with pro-Aristide groups known as chimères.
Under the leadership of Guy Philippe, a former officer in the long-dis-
credited Haitian army, armed rebels advanced through provincial cities
and soon approached the capital of Port-au-Prince. Appeals by the besieged
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government for help from the international community (especially the
United States) were to no avail. Faced with the prospect of large-scale civil
war, Aristide resigned and left the country. Together with detachments
from Canada and France, U.S. marines moved in to establish a modicum
of order. It was unclear what would happen next. Haiti remained in des-
perate condition.

The Dominican Republic: Unfinished Experiment

The history of the Dominican Republic shares some dramatic features with
Haiti. Both nations together constitute the island of Hispaniola, and they
have been intertwined ever since the Spaniards first arrived.

Decisions abroad have largely determined the fate of this region, most
notably the Treaty of Ryswijk in 1695, when the entire island was ceded to
France without the slightest consultation with the colonists. During the
movement for Haitian independence at the end of the eighteenth century,
revolutionary forces took control of the Dominican Republic, an act that
still arouses animosity between the two countries. Spanish colonists even-
tually regained control and then precipitated a long period of caudillo wars.

The strategic position of Hispaniola made the island important to the
United States, committed by the early nineteenth century to keeping Eu-
ropean powers from intervening in the hemisphere. Anarchy and chaos
have at various times prompted the United States to intervene. From 1916
to 1924, U.S. marines occupied the Dominican Republic (as well as neigh-
boring Haiti). As in Haiti, a National Guard was created to fight guerrilla
bands. Among the most brilliant disciples of the American occupation force
was Rafael Leonidas Trujillo, an ambitious soldier who would eventually
become one of the most ruthless dictators in the hemisphere.

Thanks to the economic stimulus of World War I, which boosted prices
for sugar and cocoa, economic conditions improved in the Dominican Re-
public during the American occupation. As in Haiti, the U.S. troops
strengthened the country’s infrastructure, upgrading the educational sys-
tem and imposing control on public finances. Critics nonetheless began
to complain about the “dumping” of inferior U.S.-made products on the
local market and about the general disdain the invaders displayed for lo-
cal citizens.

An agreement between the United States and Dominican leaders in 1922
led to the formation of a provisional government. Two years later elections
gave power to Horacio Vázquez, a politician of long standing. He com-
pleted a peaceful term in office. Foreign investors came to the island and
bought small businesses, woodlands, plantations, and estates. The National
Guard maintained law and order. In 1929 Vázquez made the error that has
plagued so many of the leaders in Latin America’s history: he tried to re-
vise the constitution so he could run for office again.

A rebellion erupted, and Trujillo presented himself as a candidate in the
1930 elections. Wielding his power base (the National Guard), he made it
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clear that he would win at any cost and claimed victory with 95 percent of
the vote. He quickly began banishing political opponents from the scene.
The future belonged to Trujillo, and he would rule the nation without
mercy until his death in 1961.

As with so many dictators, Trujillo exploited the country’s resources in
order to amass his own personal wealth. During the 1950s the average an-
nual growth rate was 8 percent, an impressive performance by any stan-
dard, but the benefits failed to reach the general population. Much of the
nation’s income was appropriated and stashed in foreign bank accounts.
The masses remained as poor as their neighbors in Haiti. Contradictions
between Trujillo and his coterie of admirers swelled as the economy pros-
pered: the more he took for himself, the more discontented his collabo-
rators became. In 1961 his former friends and cronies, not his enemies,
staged a coup against Trujillo and masterminded his assassination.

In 1962 free and fair elections led to the triumph of Juan Bosch, a for-
mer journalist and social reformer who sought to confiscate and redis-
tribute Trujillo’s landownings as part of a program of agrarian reform. But
his efforts at improving the lot of the masses aroused discomfort among
the traditional elites, who saw his innovations as dangerously akin to sim-
ilar actions taken in Castro’s Cuba. A military coup ousted Bosch in 1963.
A countermovement then sought to reinstate him as president. The re-
sulting conflict led to a civil war between the armed forces and the pro-
Bosch “constitutionalists,” mainly workers and students. As the struggle in-
tensified, the United States grew fearful of “another Cuba” and took over
the country in April 1965. The invading force consisted of 22,000 marines,
a contingent whose size amazed even American civilian officials on the
scene. Why the United States deployed such massive force remains a sub-
ject of debate.

To justify its action, the United States tried to engage the participation
of other countries from Latin America through the Organization of 
American States. Favorable responses came only from Paraguay and Brazil, 
both under right-wing military rulers. The U.S. attempt to form an “inter-
American peacekeeping force” not only failed to legitimize the interven-
tion, but it also discredited the OAS as a whole and contributed to the sub-
sequent debilitation of that institution.

The U.S. intervention led to the formation of an interim government
and, eventually, to the holding of elections in June 1966. Victory went to
Joaquín Balaguer, an ex-Trujillo official and favorite of the United States.
With full blessing from Washington, the Balaguer government imple-
mented a number of important developmental programs. Housing was
built, land was distributed, and education was strengthened and improved.
Austerity programs reduced severe problems with the balance of payments,
and, to assist with these and other challenges, aid from the United States
climbed to more than $132 million for 1968. Agricultural production re-
bounded, and foreign investment responded. As a result of all these fac-
tors, economic growth was substantial.



Whose National Pastime?

Sammy Sosa is a baseball phenomenon—strong, fast, smart. In 1998
the Chicago Cubs right fielder compiled a .308 batting average, won
the National League’s Most Valuable Player Award, and cracked sixty-
six home runs in a thrilling race to establish a new single-season
record (losing out to Mark McGwire of the St. Louis Cardinals, who
finished with seventy). Sosa also received the 1998 Roberto Clemente
Award, major league baseball’s highest honor for outstanding service
to the community.

But if Sosa is exceptional, he also represents a trend—the increas-
ing presence of Latin Americans in American baseball. By the late
1990s about one-quarter of major league players were of Latin lin-
eage or from countries of Latin America, mainly in the Caribbean.
Especially conspicuous has been the tiny Dominican Republic, which
had no fewer than sixty-six players on major league rosters in 1999—
including not only Sosa but such other stars as Vladimir Guerrero of
the Anaheim Angels and Pedro Martínez of the Boston Red Sox.

What could explain this tendency? One factor was close association
with the United States and the longtime presence of the U.S. armed
forces, especially during military interventions. Another was the rel-
ative lack of opportunity for gifted young people in much of the
Caribbean. Third was a determined recruitment drive by major league
teams, which maintained scouting systems and training camps
throughout the region. “There are players there and we want to get
the best players,” as the general manager of the Detroit Tigers once
said. “Baseball is still the No. 1 sport in those countries. Baseball is,
unfortunately, not the No. 1 sport in the U.S.”

The Dominican armed forces underwent moderate reform, and its most
recalcitrant elements were dispatched abroad, often on fictitious diplo-
matic missions. But the perpetuation of inequality and deprivation led to
increased political polarization, most notably shown by the leftward tilt of
ex-president Bosch and his supporters.

The tentative and gradual transition toward democracy nonetheless con-
tinued. Free elections survived minor threats in 1970 and in 1978, when
the armed forces threatened to annul the results, but on both occasions
the outcome was eventually allowed to stand. Balaguer’s opponents won
the elections of 1978 and 1982.

A deteriorating trade imbalance and mounting external debt led to a se-
rious internal crisis in the mid-1980s, just as the country was preparing for
the election of 1986. Polarization intensified, but victory went once again
to Joaquín Balaguer. In 1990, at the age of eighty-three, Balaguer won an-
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other term and declared his intent to stay in politics for the remainder of
his life. In 1994 he triumphed yet again, to the displeasure of the United
States (which resented his tacit support of the Cédras regime in neigh-
boring Haiti). Upon taking office Balaguer agreed to reduce his term to
only two years and to promise not to run again. 

Without the presence of a dominating figure, partisan squabbling came
to characterize the political process. The elections of 1996 resulted in tri-
umph for Leonel Fernández Reyna, an able and charismatic politician who
nonetheless faced opposition majorities in both houses of the legislature—
which gleefully paralyzed executive policy initiatives. Elections in 2000 led
to victory for Hipólito Mejía, who presided over the collapse of one of the
country’s largest banks, a scandal that discredited most of the political class.
Despite resistance from within his own party, Mejía insisted on running for
reelection in May 2004. After a highly charged campaign, he lost by a wide
margin to Leonel Fernández Reyna. As an economic downturn worsened,
prospects for a crisis of governability loomed on the national horizon.

From the mid-1980s onward the Dominican Republic sought in some
ways to imitate and modify the Puerto Rican model of development by in-
corporating elements from contemporary Asia. Taking advantage of low-
cost labor, the idea was to transform the country into a kind of Singapore.
Despite some spurts of economic growth, however, poverty continued: by
the mid-1990s about one-quarter of the adult population was unemployed,
and the infant mortality rate was one of the highest in the hemisphere. So-

Chicago Cub Sammy Sosa hit-
ting a home run during his
record-breaking 1998 season.
(Reuters/Scott Olson/Archive
Photos.)
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cial divisions by color and class intensified polarization. Occasional riots
revealed the potential for violence. “We are divided,” as a newspaper edi-
tor observed, “and anything could bring this division to civil war. The
United States should be careful, because it could have a bigger problem
than Haiti if this country explodes.”

Jamaica: Runaways and Revolutionary Socialism

Jamaica, “the land of the rivers,” has one of the most fascinating histories
of the Caribbean. African slaves on the sugar plantations rebelled soon af-
ter arrival and fled to the mountains. There they created viable and self-
sustaining fugitive maroon communities. The economic base of this alter-
native society was small peasant agriculture. The maroon legacy has since
played a major role in the cultural traditions of Jamaica.

Particularly after 1870, Jamaica began to turn away from monocultural
dependence on sugar and to develop other agricultural products. The is-
land’s varied climate permitted the raising of cacao, sea-island cotton, and
bananas—which became a special favorite of Jamaican planters, small and
large landholders alike. As a result banana production did not lead to the
displacement of smallholders, as sugar had done centuries before. Only
population growth proved a challenge to the smallholder, since produc-
tivity could not keep pace with the increasing needs of a larger population.

As in the rest of the Caribbean, modern Jamaica took shape during and
after the 1930s. Strikes and demonstrations broke out against white mi-
nority rule, and such leaders as Marcus Garvey emerged to articulate the
aspirations of the masses. Garvey founded the “Back to Africa” movement,
which had strong repercussions in the United States, and he became a
prominent figure in the Harlem Renaissance of that era. His organization
had the purpose of promoting fraternity and unity among blacks in many
lands; improving conditions in black communities; helping to “civilize”
African tribes; and, ultimately, founding one or more independent black
nations, preferably in Africa. Sometimes jailed for his activities in the
United States, Garvey returned to Jamaica, where he was elected several
times to the city council of Kingston. He remained a prominent figure in
U.S. black artistic and intellectual circles, which included such luminaries
as Langston Hughes, Duke Ellington, Lena Horne, James Baldwin, and
Richard Wright.

Jamaica gained independence from Britain in 1962. The struggle for sov-
ereignty required and produced political leaders of renown. Two of the
most important among them were Norman Manley and Alexander Busta-
mante. Working from opposite ends of the political spectrum, they and
their followers helped forge one of the most dynamic political systems in
the region.

Together with Trinidad and Tobago, Jamaica constitutes one of the 
“English-speaking giants,” largely because of vast resources of bauxite and
oil. In addition, two-thirds of the island is covered by a blanket of tertiary
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limestone. This has alleviated the dependence on agriculture, which is
more varied in Jamaica than in most other parts of the Caribbean (the
country still produces sugar, of course, used partly to make high-quality
rum). In principle, this combination of strategic materials and diversified
agriculture would appear to provide the basis for continuing economic 
development.

In practice, however, Jamaica has suffered greatly from the oscillations
of the world economy. After the OPEC-induced oil shock of 1973, the coun-
try lacked the foreign exchange needed to cover its increasing oil con-
sumption and, like so many other nations, began to borrow heavily abroad.
By 1980 the foreign debt reached the staggering figure of $1.9 billion.

Between 1972 and 1980 the government of prime minister Michael Manley
(Norman’s son) tried to establish a welfare state within a democratic context,
one that would differ significantly from both the discredited Puerto Rican
model and the unproven Cuban model. As Manley conceived it, “democratic
socialism” would not be a transitional stage toward communism but an end
in itself. It would respond to and respect the cultural particularities of Jamaican
society. The state would control the “commanding heights” of the economy
in order to direct and ensure development, but the private sector would play
a central role. Democratic socialism would also be a multi-party competitive
system that would strive to prohibit all forms of exploitation. Moreover, the
assertion of national self-determination would lead to a reduction of depen-
dency on external forces and markets.

Reaction to the ideals of democratic socialism was mixed. The chamber
of commerce vigorously denounced the state’s proposed “incursions” into
the private sector, and the business community as a whole was unenthusi-
astic. But there was support among the workers and the masses, as shown
by the electoral strength of the People’s National Party (PNP) standing be-
hind Manley and his programs. At least for a while, the strategy appeared
to work: the economic conditions of the laboring class improved between
1972 and 1975, but then started to deteriorate again. By April 1976 the un-
employment rate was up to 20.5 percent.

Manley and the United States were on a collision course. As though his
domestic policies were not enough, Manley established diplomatic and
commercial relations with East Europe and other socialist countries. He
was instrumental in the formation of the bauxite producers’ association.
He took trips to Cuba and to Africa, where he denounced racism and im-
perialism and proclaimed allegiance to the nonaligned movement of the
Third World.

Opposition mounted abroad (especially in the United States) and at
home. Economic conditions weakened the base of the PNP’s support. Ten-
sion mounted as elections approached in 1980. In a country of barely 2
million citizens, nearly 1 million were legally registered, and of these, 87
percent went to the polls. The winner was Edward Seaga, of the moderate
Jamaica Labor Party ( JLP), who received 58 percent of the tally; Manley
got 41 percent.
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With a palpable expression of relief, the international community of-
fered to Seaga the help it had denied Manley. The IMF agreed to liberal
terms for refinancing the Jamaican debt. Mexico and Venezuela assisted
with the supply of oil (as they were also doing for Central America). U.S.
aid increased, and David Rockefeller chaired a special committee to mo-
bilize private investment for Jamaica. U.S. President Ronald Reagan sin-
gled out Seaga and his country for praise in launching his ultimately still-
born Caribbean Basin Initiative.

In spite (or because) of this aid, Jamaica’s foreign debt escalated to $4.5
billion by the end of the decade, making Jamaica one of the largest per
capita debtors in the developing world. And while economic growth con-
tinued, Seaga allowed a sharp deterioration in social services. During the
1980s per capita income declined by nearly 6 percent, sliding to less than
$1300 by 1989, a figure even lower than the level of 1970.

In the 1989 elections, Michael Manley’s PNP returned to power with a
decisive 57-to-43-percent margin over Seaga’s JLP. As in the 1970s, Manley
received especially strong support from manual workers and the poor. This
time, however, Manley presented himself to the international community
as a political moderate with extensive contacts in Europe and the United
States. He distanced himself from Fidel Castro, sought a rapprochement
with the United States, courted foreign capital, entered into negotiations
with the IMF on a debt-payment strategy, and announced his intention to
privatize state-owned industry. Ironically, it was Seaga, his conservative op-
ponent, who denounced Manley’s sale of government shares in the Ja-
maican telecommunications industry as “a national disgrace.”

In 1992 Manley retired as prime minister and turned over power to
his longtime political heir, P. J. Patterson, who accelerated the move
toward free-market economic policies. In 1993 the PNP triumphed with
a 55 percent majority over a weakened and divided PLP and would stay
in power in the following years; in October 2002 Patterson and the PNP
won elections for a fourth consecutive time. Yet serious problems re-
mained. One was the challenge from drug trafficking and the violence
and corruption that it spawned. Another was the unhealthy reliance on
only two industries, mining and tourism, for economic growth. The re-
sult was stagnation. A steady stream of Jamaicans continued to migrate
to the United States. Amid these circumstances, uncertainty prevailed.
As P. J. Patterson observed, “The greatest danger is that we might be-
come forgotten. We have to avoid the danger of becoming marginal-
ized.”

Puerto Rico: From Settler Colony to Capitalist Showcase

Puerto Rico became part of the United States as a result of the Spanish-
American War. In July 1898, in retaliation for the sinking of the U.S. ves-
sel Maine in Cuba, American troops disembarked in Puerto Rico, initiat-
ing the country’s first act of European-style colonial expansion. The island
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Language Is Like Skin

One of Puerto Rico’s leading novelists, Rosario Ferré switched writ-
ing from Spanish to English in order to gain a wider audience—and
unexpectedly altered her literary style.

“When I get into Spanish, I go crazy with words,” she once said.
“In English, I don’t have the same linguistic repertory.” This forced
her to consult dictionaries and thesauruses, and take more time to
think about her characters. “You go at different speeds,” she said,
comparing languages to trains. “You stop at different stops.”

Her most prominent novels (in English) are The House of the La-
goon, a finalist for the National Book Award in 1995, and Eccentric
Neighborhoods. Both offer historical portraits of twentieth-century
Puerto Rico through the fortunes of several families, mostly from the
island’s upper class.

Known as a feminist, satirist, and literary critic, Ms. Ferré is the
daughter of a former governor who spearheaded the cause of state-
hood for Puerto Rico. Like many intellectuals, however, Ms. Ferré in-
stead supported independence—until a change of heart before the
plebiscite of 1998. Previously believing that statehood would have
meant “a form of spiritual suicide,” she then concluded that “bilin-
gualism and multiculturalism are vital aspects of American society.”
Yet she admonishes young Latinos in the United States to retain their
native tongue. “Language,” says Ms. Ferré, “is like your skin.”

thus became the pawn in a war between Cuban patriots and Spanish gar-
risons. It had not anticipated occupation.

Quite the contrary. Spain had already agreed to grant Puerto Rico au-
tonomy the year before, and preparations were under way to devise some
sort of “home rule” for the island. The U.S. invasion changed all of this.
Suddenly, Puerto Rico became a crucial factor in U.S. global strategy—not
only because of its potential for investment and commerce but also be-
cause of its geopolitical role in consolidating U.S. naval power.

The idealistic desire to expel Spain from the hemisphere no doubt played
an important part in the U.S. decision to move into Puerto Rico. After all,
Spain appeared to represent the most reactionary elements of European
society. A colonial monarchy, Spain stood for everything the United States
claimed to oppose, and it represented a continuing violation of the Mon-
roe Doctrine. Popular acceptance of the “black legend” about Spanish
atrocities in the Americas further contributed to this conviction.

But there remains a basic question: Why did the United States take
Puerto Rico as a colony while helping Cuba achieve independence? The
difference may well reside in the histories of the two islands. There was a
long-standing, armed insurrectionary movement against Spain in Cuba, an
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island which would have been much more difficult to invade. Puerto Rico,
however, was on the way to a negotiated settlement and therefore could
present less resistance to outside forces. While in the course of these ne-
gotiations, Puerto Rico became caught in a complex struggle between ma-
jor powers and Cuba’s insurgents.

Turn-of-the-century Puerto Rico bore clear signs of Spanish domination.
During the colonial period the island had served as an important military
garrison and commercial center, a role that intensified as the slave trade
reached its peak in the 1700s. Sugar production became the predominant
agricultural enterprise. There were also small farmers, jíbaros, rugged in-
dividualists who cultivated staple crops and helped maintain a diversified
economy. Because of this, the slave population always remained a minor-
ity. The destruction of the peasant economy would not come about be-
cause of colonial emphasis on sugar, as happened elsewhere in the
Caribbean, but because of technological innovation in the twentieth 
century.

Ever since the arrival of the marines, Puerto Rico has had a peculiar re-
lationship with the United States. After 1898 residents of the island had
no clear status at all. In 1917 they were granted citizenship in the United
States. In 1947, nearly half a century after the invasion, Puerto Rico was
permitted to attempt self-government. In 1952 the island was granted “com-
monwealth” status within the United States. This remains an ambiguous
situation: Puerto Rico is neither a colony nor a state but something in 
between.

To develop the island and to provide an inspiration for Latin America,
the United States collaborated with dynamic governor Luis Muñoz Marín
to undertake “Operation Bootstrap” during the 1950s and 1960s. Under
this plan, the U.S. federal government would encourage investments in
Puerto Rico through a series of tax holidays and other allowances. This
would stimulate investment in basic infrastructure and in the improvement
of the labor force. The result was to attract relatively small industries, mostly
of the labor-intensive type.

Operation Bootstrap wrought tremendous changes in the social and eco-
nomic life of Puerto Rico. Sugar estates and small farms were replaced by
factories; as industrialization thrived, citizens joined the ranks of the la-
boring class. But the overseas investments did not provide enough jobs to
absorb the growth in the working-age population, and the result was mas-
sive unemployment.

One consequence of this trend was to accelerate the flow of migrants to
the U.S. mainland, where 40 percent of Puerto Ricans now reside. Fully one-
half of the migrant population—that is, 20 percent of the total—now lives in
New York City. In a sense there are now two Puerto Ricos: one on the island
and one on the mainland. There is movement and communication back and
forth, of course, but social tensions and cultural differences separate the two
communities. As though in demonstration of this fact, Puerto Rican residents
of New York are sometimes known as “Nuyo-ricans.”
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Political life on the island is active and orderly. The chief executive is
the governor, who is elected every four years. The dominant issue has been
the island’s relationship with the United States. In a 1967 plebiscite on this
question, 60 percent favored the continuation and improvement of the
commonwealth status, and 38 percent came out in favor of statehood.
Those who favored complete independence chose to boycott the plebiscite,
but this faction has been vocal and visible (in 1950, in fact, a pro-
independence group made an attempt on the life of U.S. President Harry
S. Truman).

The pro-statehood forces, represented by the New Progressive Party
(PNP), won gubernatorial elections in 1968, 1976, and 1980. Under the
leadership of Luis Ferré and Carlos Romero Barceló, this group subscribed
to the belief that full statehood would provide working-class Puerto Ricans
with increased access to federal welfare programs, stimulate economic
growth, and remove the stigma of “second-class citizenship” associated with
commonwealth status. Popular support for this movement came especially
from urban areas. Romero Barceló was himself mayor of San Juan before
serving as governor.

The pro-commonwealth party, or Popular Democratic Party (PDP), won
the elections of 1972, 1984, and 1988. Its most prominent leader was Rafael
Hernández Colón, who believed that some measure of autonomy is nec-
essary to preserve the island’s historic and cultural identity. Within the com-
monwealth relationship, Hernández Colón also called for a greater degree
of meaningful autonomy. As governor Hernández Colón actively promoted
worldwide economic relations for the island and played a leadership role
in the development of the “twin plant” concept—dividing the production
process into separate parts, with initial phases to be done in some other
area of the Caribbean and final assembly in Puerto Rico. To a large ex-
tent, this strategy represented a response to changes in the implementa-
tion of the U.S. revenue code, which reduced the tax-free havens for U.S.
companies in Puerto Rico. The twin-plant idea would allow such firms to
extend their operations into other parts of the Caribbean and still retain
their privileged tax status.

Concern steadily mounted over economic issues, and, largely as a result
of a U.S. recession, Puerto Rico faced a downturn in the early 1990s. Amid
this atmosphere the 1992 gubernatorial election went to the PNP’s Pedro
Rosselló, who vowed to press for statehood. His first act in office was to
sign a bill giving English equal status with Spanish as an official language.
And in November 1993, fulfilling a campaign promise, Rosselló held a new
plebiscite on the island’s status. To the surprise of many observers, the pro-
commonwealth position won with 48.4 percent of the vote; statehood ob-
tained 46.2 percent; the pro-independence stance got only 4.4 percent.
Five years later—on December 13, 1998, exactly one hundred years and
one day after Spain officially ceded Puerto Rico to the United States—yet
another plebiscite yielded a similar result: 46.5 percent for statehood, 2.5
percent for independence, 0.4 percent for “free association” or common-
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wealth status, and 50.2 percent for “none of the above.” The status quo
won out again. Elections of 2000 brought the pro-commonwealth PDP back
to power under Sila María Calderón, the first woman ever to serve as gov-
ernor. At least for the remainder of her term—and for the foreseeable fu-
ture—Puerto Rico would continue its curious relationship with the United
States.

Lesser Antilles: Struggle of the Micro-States

The Lesser Antilles are a series of small islands to the northeast of
Venezuela. Some have gained independence within the past three decades.
Others remain under colonial tutelage or in commonwealth status. As in
Puerto Rico, the question of national independence continues to persist.

Such is the case with the Turks and Caicos Islands, the British Virgin Is-
lands, the Cayman Islands, and Monserrat. All are tied to the British crown.
The economies of most of these islands rely heavily upon agriculture,
tourism, and financial services, with modest inroads by manufacturing of
late. Most infrastructure is related to tourism, especially the hotel industry
and transportation (including airports). Export products include leather
goods, plastic bags, textiles, fiberglass, and electronic components. Fishing
is also an important activity and a common source of tension between the
islands as stocks become depleted.

The French Caribbean consists of the islands of Martinique and Guade-
loupe. Both were settled by the French in the 1630s, and, along with Haiti
and other possessions, they formed the core of the mother country’s lu-
crative sugar and coffee interests in the Americas. (“We have lost Canada,”
a French minister of state would acknowledge after the catastrophic out-
come of the Seven Years’ War, “but we have retained Martinique!”)

In 1946 the residents of Martinique and Guadeloupe voted to unite with
France as “overseas departments” (departements d’outre-mer), under which
arrangement they received the full rights of French citizenship. Local 
administration is in the hands of a democratically elected council. Pro-
independence forces have been mostly on the political fringe, though a
significant movement has appeared in Guadeloupe under the leadership
of a French-trained physician, Dr. Claude Makouke. As of the moment,
most people seem to prefer the stability of French authority to the uncer-
tainties of independence.

Both Guadeloupe and Martinique rely heavily on agriculture, tourism,
and direct aid from France. The educational and health care systems are
of high quality. The public sector employs 33 to 35 percent of the labor
force. Unemployment nonetheless remains high, around 28–30 percent,
and many residents migrate to France in search of jobs. The future of these
islands will continue to depend on Paris, though the United States has re-
cently begun to heighten its presence in the area.

The Netherlands Antilles are St. Martin, St. Eustatius, and the so-called
ABC group—Aruba, Bonaire, and Curaçao—all of which form an admin-
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Spokesman for a Culture

Poet, playwright, journalist, and painter, Derek Walcott in 1992 be-
came the first native of the Caribbean ever to win the Nobel Prize for
literature. In its citation, the Swedish academy cited Walcott for his
“historical vision, the outcome of a multi-cultural commitment.”

This commitment grew out of personal experience. Born on the
tiny island of Saint Lucia in 1930, Walcott was of mixed African and
European ancestry—“the divided child of the wrong color,” as he
once put it himself. His first book, 25 Poems, appeared when he was
only eighteen years old. Denied a scholarship to study in England
(apparently because of low math scores), he went on to the Univer-
sity of the West Indies in Jamaica. In the late 1950s he moved to the
United States, though he has always retained close ties to the
Caribbean.

Walcott first gained recognition with a collection of poems entitled
In a Green Night (1962). He gained renown as a playwright with Dream
on Monkey Mountain (1970) and later received the Los Angeles Times
Book Prize for his Collected Poems (1986). His most important works,
such as Omeros (1990), have explored the cultural diversity, social rich-
ness, and historical complexity of Caribbean society.

Exulted another Caribbean novelist upon hearing about the No-
bel Prize, Walcott’s writing “says to me that I’m very alive. . . . I thought
we were just part of the riffraff of the British Empire until I read this
man and thought, ‘Oh, yes, that is me. That is us.’ It is a great day
to be a British West Indian.”

istrative federation with headquarters in the city of Willemstad (Curaçao).
The official head of state is the queen of Holland, represented in the is-
lands by a governor and a prime minister. The islands are self-governing,
though Holland retains responsibility for external and military affairs. The
federation has nonetheless begun to pull apart. Aruba became a sovereign
state in 1996.

The islands are heavily dependent on tourism, offshore banking, and oil
refining. In the late 1980s the Exxon Corporation announced its decision
to leave the islands, however, given the decline in demand for fuel in the
northeastern area of the United States. Changes in U.S. laws threatened
to challenge the offshore banking industry, which could lead to revenue
losses of 25 to 40 percent for the local government. And tourism from
Venezuela was hurt by the devaluation in 1983 of that country’s currency,
an event that made vacations in Aruba and elsewhere much more expen-
sive for Venezuelan travelers. Economic and political prospects for the
Netherlands Antilles thus had an air of uncertainty.



The largest single nation in the Lesser Antilles is Trinidad and Tobago,
first colonized by Spain and then taken over by the British in 1797. The is-
lands were administered as a British crown colony until 1962, and they
gained full independence as a republic in 1976. A diversified economy (in-
cluding oil production) at one time provided the islands with a per capita
income of approximately $7000. This was by far the highest in the region,
though unemployment and inflation were constant problems. By the mid-
1980s per capita income had declined to less than $3000.

The main spokesman for the independence movement in Trinidad and
Tobago, Eric Williams, became one of the most famous politicians in the
Caribbean. Under his leadership the People’s National Movement (PNM)
won every one of the seats in the local council in 1971, and he became
prime minister on a crest of popularity. Conflict with organized labor
prompted challenges to his authority, however, and the persistence of
chronic unemployment helped encourage the formation of new parties on
the left. Williams died in 1981, still a revered figure, and he was succeeded
by his minister of agriculture.

Mounting economic difficulties in the mid-1980s finally led to a loss of
control by the PNM and to the victory of the National Alliance for Re-
construction under the leadership of A. N. Robinson. Plans were under
way to increase tourism and foreign investment. Even so, Trinidad and To-
bago remains determined to safeguard the political and economic inde-
pendence achieved with so much effort.

The most dramatic event in the political life of the Lesser Antilles oc-
curred on the tiny island of Grenada in October 1983: military invasion by
the United States. Precipitating this action was a series of internal events
which culminated in the assassination of several government members and
the prime minister himself, Maurice Bishop. The public justification for
this intervention offered by the Reagan administration was the need to pro-
tect U.S. citizens on the island, including students in a local medical school.
This explanation was reinforced by a request for decisive action by con-
servative governments in neighboring countries, including the Seaga team
in Jamaica. But the real reason, according to many observers, was the left-
ward tilt of Grenadian policy in domestic and especially international 
affairs.

The story begins with the formation of the People’s Revolutionary Gov-
ernment (PRG), a populist movement that developed in reaction to the
corrupt and irresponsible leadership of Eric Gairy after the achievement
of self-government under British rule. Under the charismatic leadership of
the popular Maurice Bishop, the PRG won power in 1979 and undertook
a number of reforms. New institutions replaced the obsolete and decrepit
state apparatus; a labor code established the legality of unions and led to
a massive rise in union membership; organizations everywhere encouraged
daily participation in public and local affairs. In an effort to diversify the
economy, largely dependent on the export of a single product (nutmeg),
Bishop and his advisers sought to strengthen the country’s infrastructure—
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improving roads and cultivation techniques—and to explore new methods
of marketing and packaging. The PRG also expanded the role of the state
in economic affairs, quadrupling public-sector investments in comparison
to the Gairy regime. Apparently as a result of this stimulation, real wages
grew, employment increased, and production went up by 5.5 percent in
1982.

Grenada sought to develop tourism as well, and this became a major
bone of contention. A key requirement would be the construction of a new
airport, one that could handle jetliner traffic from Europe and the United
States. But as the project proceeded, the Reagan administration began to
depict the airport as a military threat, claiming that it would be used by
Soviet or anti-U.S. forces. The charge was never substantiated but became
a dominant theme in regional controversy over the subject.

It was in foreign affairs that the PRG made its boldest moves, aligning
itself with Cuba and declaring solidarity with revolutionary movements
throughout the Third World. This entailed the cultivation of fairly close
ties with the Soviet Union and with East Europe. The U.S. government re-
acted negatively to these developments and began issuing ominous pro-
nouncements about the economic and military significance of the
Caribbean sea lanes. Once again, the strategic location of the area would
make it a pawn in the global arena.

The Reagan administration attempted—without success—to dissuade
West European allies from extending aid and support to Grenada. On one
occasion the United States offered to provide funding for the new airport
on the condition that the United States could lease it for ninety-nine years.
Bishop angrily responded that his country would be “nobody’s backyard”
and promptly gave the contract to a British firm.

Internecine struggles within the government of Grenada mounted in the
fall of 1983. In early October a group of hard-line radicals, under Bernard
and Phyllis Coard, seized power from Bishop and led him to a brutal exe-
cution. Chaos ensued and a power vacuum was created. The Reagan ad-
ministration saw its opportunity and decided to invade. On October 25 a
contingent of U.S. troops landed on Grenada, overwhelmed modest resis-
tance, and quickly subdued the island.

The eventual challenge was the restoration of political legitimacy.
Though Great Britain retained a semblance of formal authority, since
Grenada was a member of the Commonwealth, the United States exercised
de facto power. A new election finally took place in December 1984, just
over a year after the invasion, and victory went to a moderate element
known as the National Party. Subsequent elections were desultory affairs
and produced no significant statesmen.

The country endured a slow and painful transition toward a market econ-
omy throughout the 1980s and early 1990s. Export earnings declined be-
cause of crop diseases and falling world prices (for nutmeg, bananas, and
cocoa). Unemployment rose to 40 percent, and the number of people with
incomes below the poverty line actually doubled. In early 1995 Nicholas
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Brathwaite finally stepped down as prime minister and subsequent elec-
tions brought to office Keith Mitchell, a gregarious populist of the center-
left New National Party. Mitchell won reelection handily in 1999 and 2003.
As the people of Grenada earnestly looked forward to economic change,
it almost seemed hard to believe that this tiny and picturesque island had
once been a cockpit in the middle of the Cold War.

By the 1990s small countries of the Caribbean, often known as “micro-
states” or “mini-states” because of their modest size and scant resources,
faced daunting challenges of governance. States found it increasingly dif-
ficult to impose economic and social policy and to establish effective au-
thority. One especially conspicuous threat came from drug traffickers who
sought to use Caribbean islands as a trans-shipment corridor for marijuana,
cocaine, and heroin. “It would not be difficult for drug people to take over
a political party, target key constituencies and gain power,” said the prime
minister of St. Lucia. “Then you would have the entire paraphernalia of
government serving local or international drug interests.” To this degree,
the sovereignty of these island-states became a concern for the entire hemi-
sphere.
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CENTRAL AMERICA

Colonialism, Dictatorship, and 
Revolution

Central America long received scant attention from scholars in the United
States. This neglect was partly due to the relative paucity of archives, li-
braries, and research centers in the nations of the isthmus. It was partly
due to the smallness of the individual countries, which makes them appear
less significant than Argentina, Brazil, or Mexico. And it was also due to
the common assumption that the countries of Central America were back-
ward: the least-developed area in a developing world. Dominated by dic-
tators, the “banana republics” of the isthmus were viewed as sleepy relics
of the past, the last places where popular revolt would strike.

Upheavals in Nicaragua and El Salvador have sharply challenged this im-
age. If we analyze Central America within the context of the capitalist world
economy, the history of the region begins to acquire new meaning. As we
shall see, Central America came to develop classic plantation economies,
and this fact had a decisive effect on social-class relations and political out-
comes. The isthmus thus provides yet another variation on the interplay
between socioeconomic change and political transition.

Central American history furthermore offers an opportunity to examine
and comprehend the policies of the United States. Through trade, invest-
ment, invasion, and diplomacy, the United States obtained extraordinary
influence over trends and events in the region. The use (and abuse) of
this power not only yields insight into the behavior of the United States.
It also enriches our understanding of the ways that Latin Americans have
interpreted the motives and actions of their giant neighbor to the north.

Colonial Background

Nature endowed Central America with singular beauty. And from
Guatemala to Panama, the isthmus exhibits many contrasts: a spectacular
mountain range, studded by volcanoes of 10,000 feet or more; some arid
zones; and verdant jungles along the coasts. Much of the soil is fertile and
the year-round climate is temperate, warm in the mornings and cool in the
afternoons. There are lakes in the mountainous areas but no major navi-
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gable rivers (with the possible exception of the Río San Juan in Nicaragua).
Nor does either coast have adequate natural deep-sea harbors. Nature can
bring calamity, too, through violent earthquakes, torrential rains, and dev-
astating storms—like Hurricane Mitch in 1998.

During precolonial times Central America was a meeting ground for
Meso-American, South American, and Caribbean cultures. In contrast to
Mexico and Peru, it was not the site of a centralized Indian empire. In-
digenous peoples lived in stable, autonomous communities and engaged
in trade with one another. After 500 B.C.E. a relatively advanced civilization
appeared in the highlands of Guatemala and El Salvador, and it was greatly
influenced by Olmec culture from the Veracruz-Tabasco coast of Mexico.
Nahuatl settlements later followed, and classic Mayan culture appeared in
the lowlands of northern Guatemala. The period from 600 to 900 C.E.
marked the apex of the Old Maya Empire, as it was formerly called, though
it did not constitute a highly organized political unit.

Spaniards first came to the area in 1501. Vasco Núñez de Balboa sighted
the Pacific Ocean in 1513 and established his power in what is now Panama.
In the 1520s, already under pressure from Spanish crown authorities,
Hernán Cortés went as far south as Honduras. Pedro de Alvarado launched
an expedition from Mexico City around this same time, and, like other
conquerors, he was able to take advantage of hostilities between two In-
dian groups, the Quichés and the Cakchiquels (who became his allies). As
also happened elsewhere, the conquerors soon fought among themselves.
Alvarado’s column reached a stalemate in its encounter with the forces of
Pedro Arias de Ávila, better known as Pedrarias Dávila, who founded
Panama City in 1524.

In the mid-sixteenth century the Spanish crown established the King-
dom of Guatemala as part of the viceroyalty of New Spain. The kingdom
included what later became Costa Rica, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Honduras,
Guatemala, Belize (British Honduras), and the Mexican state of Chiapas.
Its capital was the highland city of Antigua, Guatemala, then referred to
as Santiago de Guatemala. Panama fell under the jurisdiction of Peru.

The diversity of native cultures meant that Spaniards penetrated Central
America in stages, not all at once, and each conquest required the estab-
lishment of a new government. The result was decentralization. Munici-
palities assumed day-to-day authority, and town councils (ayuntamientos) be-
came the most important governing bodies. Nominally under the control
of distant viceroys, Spanish residents of the isthmus functioned under sep-
arate royal orders for all intents and purposes.

The church followed closely on the heels of conquest. Secular and reg-
ular clergy, especially Franciscans and Dominicans, took an active part in
missionary efforts. By the late seventeenth century, there were 759 churches
throughout the area, which would acquire an archbishop in 1745. Early
on, the church became a powerful source of authority.

Economic activity was modest. Mining was from the beginning a small-
scale operation. The first major export was cacao, though Venezuela soon
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preempted this market. Indigo then took over as the leading export, and
there was a bustling contraband trade in tobacco. In the 1660s the English
established a foothold at the mouth of the Belize River (later British Hon-
duras), which they used as a base for commerce in dyewood and mahogany
and for buccaneering raids. But for the most part Central America was not
a source of great wealth, and it received correspondingly little attention
from the Spanish crown.

The social structure was controlled, at the top, by a two-part elite. One
element consisted of Spanish-born bureaucrats (peninsulares) whose politi-
cal base was the imperial court (audiencia) in Guatemala; the other con-
sisted of locally born landholders (criollos) whose strength resided in town
councils. At the bottom was the labor force, comprised of Indians and
African slaves. There also emerged a stratum of mixed-bloods, known as
ladinos in Central America, who worked as wage laborers or small farmers
in the countryside and as artisans, merchants, and peddlers in the towns.
Near the end of the colonial era, approximately 4 percent of the region’s
population was white (either Spanish or creole), about 65 percent was In-
dian, and 31 percent was ladino (including those of African descent).

Independence: The Struggle for Unification

During the eighteenth century the Bourbon monarchy attempted to re-
assert royal control of Spanish America, a move that everywhere reduced
the political autonomy of the landed creole class. In Central America a
continuing decline in cacao production and a precipitous drop in the in-
digo trade between the 1790s and the 1810s led to further discontent within
the creole ranks. These factors heightened long-standing differences be-
tween the imperial bureaucracy and the local aristocracy, between the cap-
ital and the provinces.

As independence movements flourished elsewhere, Captain-General José
de Bustamante managed to maintain Spanish control of Central America,
mainly by forging an alliance with ladinos and Indians against the upstart
creoles. He was forced out in 1818, however, and Spain’s adoption of a lib-
eral constitution in 1820 sent repercussions throughout the area. In mid-
1821 Agustín de Iturbide’s declaration of the Plan de Iguala in Mexico
forced the issue. Partly fearing “liberation” by Mexican troops, the socially
conservative landowners decided to break with now-radical Spain, and in
January 1822, they proclaimed annexation of the isthmus to royalist Mex-
ico. The following year Iturbide’s abdication led to complete indepen-
dence. Chiapas remained with Mexico. The other states, from Costa Rica
to Guatemala (excluding Panama), became the United Provinces of Cen-
tral America.

Despite discord and disagreement, Central America managed to sepa-
rate itself from Spain—and from Mexico—in a relatively peaceful fashion.
The peoples of the isthmus did not suffer nearly the same level of physi-
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cal destruction that occurred elsewhere in the 1810s. And as a result, the
colonial social order survived virtually intact.

The isthmus thus achieved full independence as a politically unified re-
public. The ideal of unification had long inspired local patriots and would
continue to be a highly valued goal in years to come. But it also proved
hard to sustain.

As happened elsewhere in Latin America, the Central American politi-
cal elite divided into two factions: Liberals and Conservatives. The Liber-
als advocated the continuation of reforms started by the Bourbon monar-
chy. They called for increased restrictions on clerical power, for the
abolition of slavery, for the elimination of burdensome taxes, and for the
promotion of economic development. They drew their support from
emerging professional classes, white and ladino, and from upper-middle
sectors excluded from the circles of the landed creole aristocracy. They es-
poused the idea of unification, too, and had considerable strength in the
outlying provinces.

The Conservatives stood for order, moderation, and stability. They up-
held Hispanic institutions, especially the church, and they expressed sus-
picion of progressive reform. Led by creole landowners, they first advo-
cated free trade, then reverted to a protectionist stance when they felt the
impact of British commercial competition.

Violence erupted in the 1820s, and the Liberals appeared to have the
upper hand. The constitution of 1824 bore resemblances to both the U.S.
constitution and the Spanish constitution of 1812. In 1829 Liberal forces
under Francisco Morazán of Honduras defeated a Conservative army, and
in the wake of victory, the Liberals began a campaign to eliminate the Con-
servatives from positions of power. Before long the tide would turn.

Rafael Carrera and Conservative Supremacy

The year 1837 brought shocks to Central America. In the mountain re-
gions of Guatemala there began a massive rebellion, a peasant revolt that
challenged the Liberal state. Village priests exhorted their poverty-stricken
parishioners to join the uprising, proclaiming that a cholera epidemic—
which started late the year before—was a sign of heavenly wrath. Indians
flocked to the cause. Race war spread from Guatemala to the other
provinces.

The leader of this movement was José Rafael Carrera, a ladino swineherd
with no formal education. In mid-1837 he defined the goals of the revolt
as (1) reinstatement of traditional judicial procedures, (2) restoration of
religious orders and ecclesiastical privilege, (3) amnesty for all those ex-
iled in 1829, and (4) obedience to Carrera himself. His forces soon con-
trolled Guatemala, and in 1840 he defeated Morazán.

The triumphant Carrera emerged as the dominant figure in Central
American political life, a position he held until his death in 1865. Starting
in 1839, the Guatemalan legislature proceeded to dismantle the Liberal
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program. Merchant guilds were reestablished, the archbishop was asked to
return, and education was turned over to the church. Roman Catholicism
became the official state religion, and priests regained protection of the
ecclesiastical fuero. Carrera maintained his grip on the military, and in 1851
he assumed the Guatemalan presidency as well. It was an era of Conserv-
ative ascendancy.

The Carrera revolt ushered in some lasting changes. A few Indians, but
more especially ladinos, began to play active roles in political life. The white
elite regained its social supremacy but lost its monopoly over the state. And
under Carrera, the government abandoned the goal of trying to assimilate
the Indian masses. It adopted instead a policy aimed at protecting the In-
dians, much as the Spanish crown had done, and this policy helped con-
tribute to the segregation that has persisted to this day.

The Carrera era also brought an end to the Central American confed-
eration. In 1838 the congress declared each of the states to be “sovereign,
free, and independent political bodies.” The ideal of unification had come
to be identified with the Liberal period of 1823–37 and was seen as a fail-
ure, so Carrera discarded the dream. At the same time, he sought to im-
pose like-minded Conservatives in the (increasingly sovereign) states. In
Nicaragua this impulse eventually culminated in one of the more bizarre
episodes in the history of inter-American relations—the William Walker 
affair.

Geographic and economic considerations had long stimulated interest
in the idea of an interoceanic route through Central America. Having failed
to discover a system of lakes and rivers connecting the Pacific Ocean and
the Caribbean Sea, planners and visionaries pondered the possibility of an
isthmian canal. Because of its extensive lakes and the San Juan River,
Nicaragua seemed a natural site for the canal project, and in late 1849 Cor-
nelius Vanderbilt and his associates secured a concession from a Liberal
government. Intrigue rapidly thickened. Costa Rica claimed jurisdiction
over the proposed terminus at the eastern end of the route for the canal.
Hoping to block their U.S. rivals, the British supported Costa Rica. By 1853
Conservatives had gained power in Nicaragua, and, without conceding ter-
ritorial rights, they chose to take sides with the British.

Frustrated Liberals turned to the United States for help. What they got
was William Walker, the glib and intellectually gifted son of an austere,
frontier-fundamentalist family from Tennessee. As a young man Walker
studied medicine in the United States and Europe, then took up law in
New Orleans. Under a contract with the Liberals, Walker hired a small
army and invaded Nicaragua in 1855. He seized one of Vanderbilt’s pas-
senger vessels, won a quick victory, named himself head of the armed
forces, and settled in as the country’s authoritative ruler.

The U.S. government took a permissive view of these developments,
openly tolerating intervention by a North American citizen in the affairs
of another state. Walker staffed his forces with veterans from the 1846–48
war with Mexico, accepted support from Vanderbilt’s business competitors,
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and invited migrants from the U.S. South—who brought slavery along. Op-
position mounted from the British and from Conservatives in other states,
however, and Walker was driven from power in 1857. He tried to return
and met his death in 1860.

Thus ended the “National War,” an event with long-lasting implications.
It discredited both the Liberals and the United States and helps explain
why the Conservatives stayed in power much longer in Nicaragua than in
other parts of nineteenth-century Central America.

Liberal Theory and “Republican Dictatorships”

After Rafael Carrera died in 1865, the Liberals began a resurgence. It had
begun in the late 1850s, when Gerardo Barrios became president of El Sal-
vador, and it soon picked up in other countries. In 1870 Tomás Guardia,
an army officer, assumed the presidency of Costa Rica. In 1873 Justo Rufino
Barrios took power in Guatemala, as did Marco Aurelio Soto in Honduras
in 1876. The legacy of the Walker expedition delayed the Liberal come-
back in Nicaragua until 1893, when José Santos Zelaya became chief 
executive.

Like other elites in late nineteenth-century Latin America, the Central
American Liberals believed in the notions of progress and economic de-
velopment. They sought to integrate their countries with the rest of the
world, to acquire the trappings of civilization, and to promote material im-
provement. In outlook they shared the views of Argentina’s Generation of
1880 and, more particularly, of the Mexican científicos. In politics they would
closely follow the example of Porfirio Díaz.

Notwithstanding their liberal commitments, these leaders set up what
came to be known as “republican dictatorships.” They centralized author-
ity, rigged elections, controlled institutions, and kept themselves in power
for extended periods of time. They drew domestic support from the landed
aristocracy and from some middle-sector elements. They forged close al-
liances with foreign interests—British, German, and North American. They
modernized their military establishments and police forces, which they
freely used to intimidate and suppress the opposition.

This pattern produced some social alterations. Where Conservative-
Liberal distinctions were clearest (Guatemala and Costa Rica), they led to
the near-total eclipse of the power of old Conservative families. Where par-
tisan lines were blurred (Honduras, El Salvador), some dynasties managed
to hang on. Nicaragua proved to be an exception, as Conservative families
had managed to consolidate their position by the time Zelaya came to
power. Liberal ascendancy in general opened opportunities to middle-
sector professionals and ladinos, and, as we shall see, it fostered policies
that led to the formation of new elites.

Moreover, it stripped the church of power and prestige. The church’s
economic role was diminished and its legal privileges were abolished. As
one historian would later write, “The major role the clergy had played in
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rural Central America became minor. This was one of the most important
changes ever to take place in Central America.” The demise of the church
left an institutional vacuum in Central American society. It would eventu-
ally be filled, at least in part, by a new kind of Roman Catholic Church.

Overview: Economic Growth and Social Change

The economic program of the resurgent Liberals stressed the promotion
of exports, especially of raw materials, in exchange for imports of manu-
factured goods. This entailed a reliance on agricultural production—and,
in particular, on the cultivation of coffee and bananas.

Colonial Central America grew modest amounts of coffee. Costa Rica be-
gan serious production in the 1830s, shipping exports first to Chile and
later to Europe. Guatemala promptly followed suit, and by 1870 coffee was
the country’s leading export, a position it has held ever since. El Salvador,
Nicaragua, and Honduras joined the coffee trade in the 1870s and 1880s.
Central American coffee exports have not risen to enormous volumes—
never accounting for more than 15 percent of the world supply—but they
have always been of high quality.

Coffee had important social consequences. Since it was grown in the cool
highlands, along the mountain slopes, it did not necessarily require large-
scale usurpation of land from the peasants. There were substantial
takeovers in Guatemala and El Salvador, though perhaps less dramatic than
occurred in Porfirian Mexico. In Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica,
most peasants lived in the lowlands, however, so dislocations were less com-
mon. Also many coffee plantations were modest in size, and they were usu-
ally owned by Central Americans. Foreign investors came to play an im-
portant part in coffee production in late nineteenth-century Nicaragua,
and Germans acquired substantial amounts of coffee-growing land in
Guatemala. But in general, coffee production remained in Central Amer-
ican hands.

Though Liberal leaders sought to encourage immigration (more than
did Mexico’s científicos), Central America never received the kind of mas-
sive, working-class influx that went to Argentina, Brazil, and the United
States. Labor for coffee cultivation instead came from the mostly Indian
and mestizo peasants. In time they fell into two groups: colonos, who lived
on the plantation and leased small plots of land for subsistence cultivation,
and jornaleros, day laborers who worked for wages while living at home and
retaining control of some land. In either case they retained close contact
with the earth and retained outlooks of traditional peasants, rather than
forging class consciousness as a rural proletariat.

The banana trade would eventually become emblematic of Central Amer-
ican culture, but it had a small-scale start. In 1870 a New England sea cap-
tain named Lorenzo Baker began shipments from Jamaica to the east coast
of the United States, and in 1885 he joined with Andrew Preston to form
the Boston Fruit Company. In the meantime Costa Rica had engaged Henry
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Meiggs, the dynamic railway entrepreneur, to lay track along the Caribbean
coast in exchange for grants of land. Meiggs turned the contract over to
two of his nephews, Minor Cooper Keith and Henry Meiggs Keith. In 1878
Minor Keith began shipping bananas to New Orleans and soon established
the Tropical Trading and Transport Company.

In 1899 the two companies merged, with Preston as president and Mi-
nor Keith as vice-president, to form a singular enterprise: the United Fruit
Company (UFCO). Here began a remarkable chapter in the history of U.S.
investment, penetration, and control in Central America.

UFCO, or la frutera (the fruitery), as Central Americans called it, estab-
lished a virtual monopoly on the production and distribution of bananas.
Through government concessions and other means, the company acquired
vast tracts of land in the hot, humid, sparsely settled Caribbean lowlands.
Through the Meiggs connection, it dominated transportation networks and
owned a major corporation, International Railways of Central America. It
built docks and port facilities. In 1913 UFCO created the Tropical Radio
and Telegraph Company. La frutera possessed a large number of ships,
widely known as the “great white fleet,” and it had enormous influence on
marketing in the United States. UFCO tolerated and even encouraged
small-scale competition, but it was never seriously challenged in the decades
after World War I.

The banana trade created enclave economies par excellence. UFCO su-
pervisors and managers came from the United States, most notably from
the South, and black workers were imported from Jamaica and the West
Indies. One result was to alter the racial composition of the eastern low-
land population. Another was to create harshly enforced racial divisions
within la frutera itself.

The industry became a giant foreign corporation. Some banana lands
remained in local hands, but UFCO possessed control of technology, loans,
and access to the U.S. market. Because of natural threats from hurricanes
and plant disease, UFCO also sought to keep substantial amounts of land
in reserve. These could usually be obtained only by government conces-
sion, a fact which required the company to enter local politics. The pic-
ture is clear: UFCO provided relatively scant stimulus for Central Amer-
ica’s economic development, but became directly involved in local matters
of state.

Coffee and bananas dominated the economy after the turn of the cen-
tury, accounting for around 75 percent of the region’s exports up through
the 1930s and 67 percent as late as 1960. As a result, the economic for-
tunes of Central America became extremely dependent on the vagaries of
the international market. When coffee or banana prices were down, earn-
ings were down, and there was little room for flexible response—since cof-
fee and banana plantations could not be easily or quickly converted to pro-
ducing basic foodstuffs (assuming that the owners wanted to do so, which
was hardly the case). It is worth noting, too, that coffee consistently formed
a larger share of exports than bananas, and UFCO could not control the

Modern Latin America364



coffee market. In strict economic terms only Costa Rica, Honduras, and
Panama were “banana republics.” Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua
were mainly coffee countries.

The coffee-banana strategy moreover led to heavy reliance on trade with
a single partner: the United States. In the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, Central America had a flourishing trade with Europe—
Germany, in fact, was the biggest coffee customer. But after World War I
the United States asserted its supremacy. From the 1920s through the 1950s,
as Table 11-1 demonstrates, the United States purchased 60–90 percent of
the region’s exports and provided a similar share of imports. The North
American predominance in international transactions faded to 40–60 per-
cent by 2000 for most countries, which were doing more trade than before
with each other, with West Europe, and with Asia to some extent. One way
or another, the United States still had considerable commercial leverage
over the nations of the isthmus.

The stress on agricultural exports and the persistence of peasant
economies combined to discourage industrialization in Central America.
The small scale of national markets presented another major obstacle to
industrial growth.

In recognition of these difficulties, leaders of the isthmus decided to cre-
ate the Central American Common Market (CACM) in 1960. The idea was
to stimulate industrial development through a twofold strategy: promoting
free trade among member countries and creating common tariffs to pro-
tect infant enterprises. Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and
Nicaragua formed the CACM membership; Panama did not belong be-
cause of its special status with the canal, but expressed from the start a con-
tinuing interest in association with the group.

CACM met with instant success. Commerce among the member 
countries multiplied, growing from 7.5 percent of all exports in 1960 
to 26.9 percent by 1970. Manufacturing flourished—in such areas as 
electrical equipment, prepared foods, pulp and paper products, and 
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Table 11-1 Central American Trade with the United States, 1920–2000 
(as % of total)

1920 1950 2000

Exports Imports Exports Imports Exports Imports

Costa Rica 71 52 70 67 52 53
El Salvador 56 79 86 67 65 50
Guatemala 67 61 88 79 57 35
Honduras 87 85 77 74 39 46
Nicaragua 78 73 54 72 38 25
Panama 93 73 80 69 45 33

Sources: James W. Wilkie, Statistics and National Policy, Supplement 3, Statistical Abstract of Latin America (Los
Angeles: UCLA Latin American Center, 1974), Table XV-3; Economist Intelligence Unit, Country Reports,
2003.



fertilizers—as the isthmus embarked on the path of import-substitution in-
dustrialization. But CACM made little headway in the agricultural sector,
where protectionist policies remained the rule, and it failed to meet the
challenge of unemployment (which stood at 9.4 percent in 1970). CACM
also suffered from political disputes and fell apart in the 1970s.

Notwithstanding these efforts, the regional economy has remained pri-
marily agricultural, and its society has continued to be mostly rural. Around
1900 less than 10 percent of the population lived in cities. By 1970 the fig-
ure ranged between 20 and 40 percent (compared to 66 percent for Ar-
gentina, for example, and 61 percent for Chile). Even the biggest cities of
Central America have been small by international standards. In 1970
Guatemala City, by far the largest, had well under a million inhabitants
(731,000), and by 1993 it had barely 1.1 million. Urbanization came late
to Central America.

This delay has, in turn, produced a major social fact: Central America
has never had a substantial urban working class. There are some workers
in the cities, of course, and there have been sporadic efforts at unioniza-
tion since the 1920s. But the de-emphasis on manufacturing and the small-
ness of the cities have not given rise to the scale of working-class move-
ments that appeared in Argentina, Chile, Brazil, or Mexico. (In Nicaragua,
for example, the unionized share of the economically active population in
1973 came to a paltry 2 percent.) A principal collective actor has been
largely absent from the scene: just as Argentina has not had a classic peas-
antry, so Central America has lacked an urban proletariat.

Furthermore, the historical de-emphasis on manufacturing meant that
the agricultural sector would never be challenged by an industrial sector.
To be sure, CACM helped give shape and strength to a fledgling business
group, but it did not lead to an outright assault upon the social order. Con-
sequently, there would be little incentive to form the sort of multi-class
populist alliance that often emerges from sectoral conflict (as in Argentina,
where Perón joined together industrial workers and entrepreneurs in a
common attack upon the rural aristocracy). In the absence of an indus-
trial threat, landlords and peasants, mostly Indian in Guatemala, faced each
other in the Central American countryside. When conflict occurred, it
would accordingly tend to follow class lines. Control of land would be the
overriding issue.

The most active groups in Central America’s cities have generally con-
sisted of middle-sector merchants and professionals—lawyers, journalists,
intellectuals, and students. They have not displayed much middle-class con-
sciousness, but they have spawned some reformist political movements and
produced a considerable number of civilian political leaders. As time
passed, their role in state and society steadily increased.

Despite this growth and development, the masses of Central America
have remained poor. Annual per capita incomes are low (with a median
around $2000 in 2002), and wealth is tightly concentrated. As indicators
of social welfare, national literacy rates reveal that in 1970 only 45–60 per-
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cent of adults could read and write in El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras,
and Nicaragua (Costa Rica, always the exception, was near 90 percent).
The proportion of young children (ages seven to thirteen) who went to
school was 70 percent or more for all countries but Guatemala—the largest
country, where it was 50 percent. But this was more than offset by the low
proportions of teenagers attending secondary schools: less than 20 percent
in El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua and only 33 percent
in Costa Rica. If Central America’s children were getting any education at
all, their exposure to school was generally brief.

In time, this pattern of development and deprivation would exert
tremendous pressure on the region’s political systems. Understanding this
process requires a brief examination of each country’s recent history.

Panama: A Nation and a Zone

Panama did not become an independent republic until after the turn of
the century. During the 1800s it was a province of Colombia. Because of
poor communications and distance from Bogotá, it had become semi-
autonomous. The energetic president of Colombia, Rafael Núñez, tried to
assert central control during his tenure in office (1885–94) and partially
succeeded. After his death the country fell into disarray, and Liberals and
Conservatives began a frightful struggle that culminated in Colombia’s
“War of the Thousand Days” (1899–1903). The conflict ended with the 
Liberals in defeat, the economy in paralysis, and the government near 
bankruptcy.

In view of these conditions, Panama might have sought independence
on its own, as it had long been chafing under rule from Bogotá. Ultimately,
however, Panamanian sovereignty would not arise from a grass-roots pop-
ular movement. It would grow out of big-power diplomacy and interna-
tional intrigue.

At issue was an interoceanic canal, a time-honored vision for Central
America. Plans went back as far as the seventeenth century. In 1878 the
government of Colombia authorized a French group under Ferdinand de
Lesseps, builder of the Suez Canal, to dig a route through Panama. U.S.
engineers tended to favor Nicaragua, and a North American firm received
a contract to begin digging in that country. The race was on. Then came
the financial Panic of 1893, when both groups ran out of money and quit.

Popular opinion in the United States favored bold action in Latin Amer-
ica. The works of Rudyard Kipling spread deep convictions about the “white
man’s burden.” Popularized versions of Social Darwinism helped convince
North Americans they were among history’s “fittest.” The acquisition of
Cuba and a Pacific empire through the Spanish-American War prompted
interest in far-flung possessions. And in such magisterial books as The In-
fluence of Sea Power upon History (1890), the historian-publicist Alfred Thayer
Mahan forcefully argued that naval power was the key to international in-
fluence, a doctrine requiring a two-ocean navy for the United States. After
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Theodore Roosevelt became president in 1901, it was clear that Washing-
ton would make a move. What kind?

Colombian politics led to resolution of the issue. As the War of the Thou-
sand Days was nearing its end in 1903, Washington dispatched troops to
quell disorder in Panama. This resulted in a diplomatic crisis which even-
tually produced the Hay-Herrán Treaty, an agreement that authorized the
United States to build a canal in Panama. The U.S. Congress eagerly ap-
proved the document—but the Colombian legislature, unwilling to com-
promise national sovereignty, refused to go along.

The next step was insurrection. The de Lesseps chief engineer, Philippe
Bunau-Varilla, was continuing to push for a canal, and now he seized his
chance. With Roosevelt’s full knowledge, Bunau-Varilla started laying plans
for a separatist rebellion in Panama. As the uprising began, U.S. ships pre-
vented Colombian troops from crossing the isthmus to Panama City. The
revolt was a success.

Within days Washington extended recognition to the newly sovereign
government of Panama and received Bunau-Varilla (still a French citizen)
as its official representative. U.S. Secretary of State John Hay and Bunau-
Varilla hastily signed a treaty giving the United States control of a ten-mile-
wide canal zone “in perpetuity . . . as if it were sovereign.” A pliant Pana-
manian legislature soon approved the document. Bunau-Varilla and the
administration lobbyists then turned their attention to the U.S. Senate,
where pro-Nicaragua sentiment was still fairly strong. On the morning of
the decisive vote Bunau-Varilla placed on each senator’s desk a Nicaraguan
postage stamp depicting a volcanic eruption, and the silent message took
hold. The Senate approved the measure by a sixty-six to fourteen margin,
and the die was cast.

Panama thus acquired nationhood through big-stick diplomacy. Opened
in 1914, the canal immediately became a major international waterway, and
the government began receiving steady annuities. The Canal Zone became
a de facto U.S. colony, an area of legal privilege and country-club pros-
perity that stood in sharp and conspicuous contrast to local society. Out-
side the Zone, Panama developed the characteristics that typified Central
America as a whole: dependence on agricultural exports (especially ba-
nanas), reliance on the U.S. market, and domestic control by a tightly knit
landed oligarchy. Notwithstanding the Hay–Bunau-Varilla Treaty, the situ-
ation could not last forever.

In 1952 Colonel José Antonio Remón became president and began rene-
gotiation of the treaty of 1903. Three years later his efforts resulted in an
agreement that increased the annuity payable to Panama, curtailed eco-
nomic privileges for U.S. citizens, and sought to equalize wage rates for
North Americans and Panamanians. But the question of sovereignty was
left untouched. It came up in 1956, after Egypt’s seizure of the Suez Canal.
When President Ricardo Arias bitterly protested Panama’s exclusion from
a conference on the Suez crisis, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles fros-
tily replied that the United States had “rights of sovereignty over the
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Panama Canal . . . to the entire exclusion of the Republic of Panama of
any such sovereign rights, power, or authority.”

Tensions and consultations continued. In January 1964 American stu-
dents at Balboa High School (in the Canal Zone) raised a U.S. flag alone,
without the accompaniment of a Panamanian banner, and large-scale ri-
oting ensued. Ellsworth Bunker, U.S. ambassador to the OAS, charged that
assaults on the Canal Zone came from mobs “infiltrated and led by ex-
tremists, including persons trained in Communist countries.” Panamanian
President Roberto F. Chiari broke off relations with Washington.

Tempers cooled and discussions resumed. In 1968 Dr. Arnulfo Arias won
a disputed election, a campaign that he himself called “one of the most
shameful in the history of the country.” After holding office for merely
eleven days, he was overthrown by the National Guard, which set up a junta
under Brigadier General Omar Torrijos Herrera. This marked a clear as-
sertion by the National Guard of hegemony in politics. It led to the emer-
gence of Torrijos as the nation’s strong man. And it yielded continuity in
leadership, as Torrijos patiently pursued negotiations with the Nixon, Ford,
and Carter administrations in the United States.

The United States finally accepted a treaty in the 1970s that provided
for complete Panamanian sovereignty over the canal by 1999. Ronald Rea-
gan (long before assuming the presidency) and other U.S. conservatives
vigorously denounced the agreement as a sellout, but Democratic Presi-
dent Jimmy Carter eventually obtained Senate approval. Intellectuals and
statesmen throughout the hemisphere applauded the move. However
briefly, U.S.–Latin American relations took a positive turn.

But Panama continued to have troubles of its own. Torrijos died in an air
accident in 1981. On July 30, 1982, the civilian president Aristides Royo
abruptly resigned, turning the office over to the vice president. Royo cited
poor health, but most observers believed that he had been dismissed by the
National Guard. The new strongman was General Manuel Antonio Noriega,
reputed to be deeply involved in the corruption plaguing Panama. (He had
also been a part-time agent for the CIA.) Panamanian nationalism flared when
that government refused to renew the agreement with the United States un-
der which the “School of the Americas”—a U.S.-financed and -directed train-
ing program for Latin American military—had operated in Panama.

Anti-American feeling surged again in 1988, when the U.S. government
imposed an economic boycott in an effort to oust Noriega from power. In
the following year Noriega annulled elections apparently won by Guillermo
Endara, leader of an oppositionist “civic crusade” against the dictatorship,
and the United States tightened the screws. In December 1989 the Bush
administration dispatched more than 20,000 U.S. troops to crush the Nor-
iega regime. The invasion force met stiff but sporadic resistance, then over-
whelmed the Panamanian defenses and captured Noriega himself—and
took him to Miami, where he would stand trial for alleged complicity in
drug trafficking. U.S. officials reported that only twenty-three American
servicemen had lost their lives, but there would be continuing controversy
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over the death toll for Panamanians (estimates ranged from several hun-
dred to several thousand). Economic damages from the invasion may have
been as high as $2 billion.

Many Panamanians greeted the U.S. troops with enthusiasm but even-
tually became disenchanted. The United States was slow to provide eco-
nomic assistance in the wake of its military operation. As a result of the
sanctions and then the invasion, the gross national product shrank by 22
percent between 1988 and early 1991. Indecisive and uninspiring, Endara
proved to be an ineffective leader: according to opinion polls, popular sup-
port for his ruling coalition declined from 73 percent in mid-1989 to 17
percent in March 1991. An opposition party accused the hapless president
of links with money-laundering schemes, the very charge that the United
States had used to justify its invasion in the first place.

Panama’s economy began to show signs of recovery, averaging 4.8 per-
cent annual growth in GDP from 1991 through 1997. High levels of poverty
and unemployment continued, however, along with high rates of inequal-
ity. Social and economic disparities persisted in the face of progress.

Presidential elections produced both continuity and change. The 1994
contest gave victory to Ernesto Pérez Balladares, a former Noriega crony
who topped a crowded field of candidates (including salsa star Rubén
Blades) by appealing to widespread frustration. Distancing himself from
Noriega, Pérez Balladares cooperated eagerly with Washington and
pushed through a constitutional amendment that formally abolished the
Panamanian armed forces (leaving only a police force in place). Five years
later, in May 1999, a lackluster campaign featured leading contenders
from two prominent families—Martín Torrijos, the son of Omar Torri-
jos, and Mireya Moscoso, the widow of Arnulfo Arias. In somewhat of a
surprise, Moscoso triumphed with 45 percent of the votes, compared with
38 percent for Torrijos and 17 percent for Alberto Villarino. (This made
Moscoso the first woman president in the history of Panama and only the
second woman anywhere in Latin America to become president by direct
election.)

Moscoso’s most immediate challenge would concern the Panama Canal,
scheduled to transfer from the United States to Panama at the end of 1999.
As she proclaimed in her victory speech, “We are going to show that we
can run the canal as well as the Americans did.” And while there was little
doubt about Panama’s technical ability to manage the waterway itself, there
arose considerable concern about its capacity to maintain support facili-
ties and properties. There was also apprehension about security, especially
after the breakdown in 1998 of negotiations for the possible creation of a
U.S.-led anti-narcotics center in Panama (which would have required a U.S.
military presence). Such fears became all the more intense after the Sep-
tember 11, 2001, attacks on New York and Washington, because the Panama
Canal seemed to be an inviting target for further terrorist assaults. The de-
cisive victory of the populistic Martín Torrijos in the presidential election
of 2004 did little to assuage these concerns. Ultimately, doubts of this kind
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reflected uncertainty about the integrity and authenticity of the nation’s
political system.

Costa Rica: The Exceptional Democracy

Costa Rica has long been unique. Despite its name (“rich coast”), it was of
minimal economic importance to Spain, and as the southernmost area in
the kingdom of Guatemala it was relatively remote from the rest of Cen-
tral America. Sparsely populated from the outset, it never developed a large-
scale black or Indian subservient class. Nor did it have a wealthy landed
oligarchy.

Coffee cultivation began on modest, family-sized farms in the 1830s. The
flourishing commerce gave rise to a substantial and prosperous agrarian
middle sector—and to a merchant class in the cities—without creating a
landless peasantry. United Fruit established banana plantations on the east
coast in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and bananas
soon became the country’s leading export.

For economic and demographic reasons, Costa Rica emerged as a racially
and socially homogeneous society. By 1925 about 80 percent of the popu-
lation was white, 4 percent was black (mostly workers on banana planta-
tions), 14 percent was mestizo, and less than 1 percent was Indian. Middle-
class culture prevailed, and racial conflict was largely absent.

Social consensus led to broad acceptance of constitutional politics. Early
twentieth-century governments fostered welfare programs (so Costa Rica,
like Uruguay, inevitably came to be compared to Switzerland). Conserva-
tives exchanged power with Liberals. There was not much to fight about,
and democratic traditions began to take root.

The worldwide depression in the 1930s bred social discontent. The Na-
tional Republican Party came forward as an alternative to communism. The
Liberal-Conservative distinction faded, and with leftist support, National
Republicans won the presidential elections of 1936, 1940, and 1944. A pro-
gressive social security system and labor code were put in place.

Two leading factions then emerged. One was the vehemently anticom-
munist National Union Party, led by Otilio Ulate Blanco. The other was
the left-of-center (but anticommunist) Social Democratic Party, organized
by former Conservative José (“Pepe”) Figueres Ferrer. In the 1948 elec-
tions both movements joined in a coalition against the National Republi-
cans. Violence flared, disputes erupted, and Figueres assumed authority.
Acting with vigor and decisiveness, he dissolved the army, levied new taxes,
called a constituent assembly, and—as was occurring at this time elsewhere
in Latin America—outlawed the communist Popular Vanguard. The dust
settled, and Ulate Blanco took office in 1949.

Figueres won the presidency in 1952, and normalcy returned. He stim-
ulated agricultural exports and negotiated a new contract with United Fruit,
under which the Costa Rican share of profits increased from 10 to 30 per-
cent. With support from Washington, he withstood an uprising in 1955.
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The election of 1958 went smoothly. Said Figueres after the loss by his
party’s candidate: “I consider our defeat as a contribution, in a way, to
democracy in Latin America. It is not customary for a party in power to
lose an election.”

Subsequent events would bear out his claim. Voter participation in Costa
Rica has generally been over 80 percent, one of the highest rates in the
world (compared to 55–60 percent in the United States). And moderation
has prevailed: less than 10 percent of the vote has gone to extremist can-
didates of the left or the right. In contrast to so much of Central America,
Costa Rica has a strong and viable political center.

Economic straits, as always, put the system to a stringent test. Under the
dubious administration of Rodrigo Carazo (1978–82), Costa Rica ran up a
foreign debt of $4 billion U.S. dollars, enormous for a country its size. The
growth rate declined from 8.9 percent in 1977 to �2.4 percent in 1981,
during which year the local currency (the colón) was devalued by more than
400 percent. Unemployment climbed to 10 percent and appeared to be
still rising.

Costa Rican democracy managed to survive the terrible financial pres-
sures of the post-1982 years, as the nation’s two dominant political parties
continued their tradition of alternating back and forth in power. But the
country had to pay a heavy price for being a neighbor of Nicaragua. As the
Sandinista-Contra war deepened, Nicaraguan refugees and Contra ele-
ments ensconced themselves in Costa Rica, another nation put at risk by
the Cold War in Central America.

Oscar Arias Sánchez, elected to the presidency in 1986, chose to con-
front these problems directly. With skillful diplomacy and dogged deter-
mination, he persuaded the chief executives from other Central American
countries to come together in negotiations. The result of this process was
the so-called Esquipulas accords, named after the town where the first meet-
ing took place, that called on the war-torn nations of the region to (1) 
initiate a cease-fire, (2) engage in dialogue with opposition movements,
(3) prevent the use of their territory for aggression against other states,
and (4) cease and prohibit aid to irregular forces or insurrectionary move-
ments—these last two points directed especially at Nicaragua and the
United States. The August 1987 agreement also called for free elections
and democratization of all nations in the region. It was an ambitious plan,
one that seemed too good to be true, but it had the unequivocal merit of
being a Central American solution to Central American problems. In fact
it helped bring a measure of peace to the region, and it earned for Arias
a Nobel Prize.

Subsequent elections revealed the continuing importance of two-party
competition and of eminent political families. Victory in 1990 went to
Rafael Ángel Calderón, the son of one former president, and victory in
1994 went to José María Figueres, the son of another former president. In
the wake of the debt crisis of the 1980s, Figueres sought to combine eco-
nomic reform with a progressive stand on social and economic issues. The
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1998 elections resulted in the triumph of Miguel Ángel Rodríguez, a lawyer
and U.S.-educated economist who invoked the populist legacy of Rafael
Ángel Calderón while promoting a broad spate of pro-market economic
reforms. The 2002 election went to a political newcomer, Abel Pacheco, a
moderate populist who presented himself as a refreshing alternative to the
country’s long-standing political elites. Yet his popular support quickly
waned in the face of a scandal over campaign finance, opposition to the
government’s support for the U.S. military intervention in Iraq, and a sense
that his administration lacked clear policy direction.

Such multinational enterprises as Motorola, Entel, and Coca-Cola con-
tinued to invest in Costa Rica, and economic growth was, for the most part,
strong throughout the 1990s. Inflation was in the double digits, but un-
employment was only around 5–6 percent, one of the lowest rates in the
Americas. In comparison to neighboring countries of Central America,
Costa Rica remained an exception.

Nicaragua: From Dynasty to Revolution

For much of its history Nicaragua has been a pawn of outside powers, es-
pecially the United States. During the nineteenth century it received un-
ceasing attention from avaricious adventurers, many of whom sought to
build a canal, and it endured the brief but ignominious presence of William
Walker. The pattern would continue into the twentieth century.

The British conceded the Caribbean basin to the U.S. sphere of influ-
ence in the 1890s, and Washington eagerly seized the opportunity. The
United States occupied Cuba, “took” Panama, and established a protec-
torate in the Dominican Republic. To justify these and future actions,
Theodore Roosevelt proclaimed in 1904:

Any country whose people conduct themselves well can count upon our
hearty friendship. If a nation shows that it knows how to act with reasonable
efficiency and decency in social and political matters, if it keeps order and
pays its obligations, it need fear no interference from the United States.
Chronic wrong-doing, or an impotence which results in a general loosening
of the ties of society, may in America, as elsewhere, ultimately require inter-
vention by some civilized nation, and in the Western Hemisphere the ad-
herence of the United States to the Monroe Doctrine may force the United
States, however reluctantly, in flagrant cases of such wrong-doing or impo-
tence, to the exercise of an international police power.

Known as the “Roosevelt Corollary” to the Monroe Doctrine, the rationale
took on clear meaning. To prevent intervention by Europe, the United
States could intervene in Latin America at will.

Nicaragua would soon find out what the dictum meant in practice. Wash-
ington had developed a strong dislike for José Santos Zelaya, the Liberal
dictator who had staunchly resisted foreign control in negotiations over a
canal route. In 1909 Zelaya ordered the execution of two North American
adventurers. Secretary of State Philander C. Knox denounced Zelaya as “a
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blot on the history of his country” and expelled Nicaragua’s ambassador
from the United States. Subsequent U.S. support for an anti-Zelaya revolt
helped to force the president to resign.

Financial chaos ensued. European creditors began demanding payment
on their debts. In desperation the new president, Conservative Adolfo Díaz,
asked the United States to send military aid to protect North American
economic interests from the threat of civil war within Nicaragua and to
“extend its protection to all the inhabitants of the republic.” Citing the
Roosevelt statement, President William Howard Taft dispatched the
marines. A plan for fiscal recovery obtained a guarantee from a New York
banking conglomerate, which received control of the national bank and
the railway system as security on its investment. Politically and economi-
cally, Nicaragua became a full-fledged protectorate of the United States.

This condition lasted till 1933. In the mid-1920s a dispute arose over
presidential succession. The United States imposed the trusty Adolfo Díaz
and agreed to supervise upcoming elections. As a result of this compro-
mise, a Liberal named Juan Bautista Sacasa won the presidency in 1932
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and called for the withdrawal of U.S. troops. The New York bankers had
already recovered their investment, and Franklin Delano Roosevelt was
about to proclaim the Good Neighbor policy. In 1933 the marines left
Nicaragua.

But one Liberal activist, Augusto César Sandino, refused to abide by the
bargain of the late 1920s. A fervent patriot, a nationalist, and a social mod-
erate, Sandino had waged a guerrilla campaign against U.S. intervention
and Nicaraguan collaborationists. He gained a widespread popular fol-
lowing, but the United States worried about the presence of leftists among
his supporters. U.S. marines joined in the campaign against him, but he
consistently eluded his pursuers. Even after U.S. forces left, Sandino con-
tinued the fight. He saw the U.S.-trained National Guard as the major threat
to an independent Nicaragua. The National Guard and the Sandinistas
were now competing fiercely for influence over the new government. With
Sacasa firmly installed in the presidency, Sandino agreed to a meeting to
try and reach a peace agreement. After leaving the presidential palace,
Sandino and two supporting generals were seized by Nicaraguan National
Guard officers and promptly executed. A genuine national hero, Sandino
now became a martyr as well.

Political power resided not in the electoral system but in the National
Guard, a domestic police force created during the U.S. occupation. At its
head was General Anastasio (“Tacho”) Somoza García, an ambitious and
ruthless tyrant who had given the order to execute Sandino. He eventually
unseated Sacasa and took over the presidency in 1937. Thus began the So-
moza regime.

A wily politician, Somoza drew support from several sources: the National
Guard, which he constantly nurtured and protected; the landed elite, with
whose members he entered into numerous partnerships; and the United
States, whose political power structure he could manipulate so well.

Amassing an enormous fortune for himself and his family, Somoza pro-
moted Nicaragua’s economic growth and cultivated U.S. aid. He was shot
by an assassin in 1956 and rushed to a hospital in the American-controlled
Panama Canal Zone. Ever grateful for Somoza’s rabid anticommunism,
President Eisenhower sent his personal surgeon to try to save the dictator’s
life. Somoza nonetheless succumbed.

The family enterprise endured. The elder son, Luis Somoza Debayle, took
over and was elected to the presidency by an 89 percent majority in 1957. A
trusted family associate, René Schick, assumed office in 1963. Four years later
Luis Somoza died of a heart attack. Power then passed to Anastasio Somoza
Debayle, a West Point graduate and, like his father, head of the National
Guard. Self-seeking, ruthless, and corrupt, Somoza clamped an iron rule on
the country, but offended thoughtful Nicaraguans by his excesses. It was ru-
mored, for example, that he exacted large-scale economic profits from the
reconstruction of Managua after a devastating earthquake in 1972.

The complete absence of representative institutions meant that opposi-
tion to Somoza could take only one form: armed resistance. In the 1960s
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a guerrilla movement emerged, and it eventually consisted of three major
groups. One, known as Prolonged Popular War (GPP), formed in the early
1960s among rural peasants of the mountainous north. Second were the
Proletarios, who splintered from the GPP in 1973 to carry the movement to
workers and especially intellectuals in the cities. Third were the Terceristas,
a politically moderate and non-Marxist group led by Edén Pastora,
renowned from his military exploits as the legendary “Commander Zero.”
Taking their name from Augusto César Sandino, the movements all com-
bined to form the Sandinista National Liberation Front (the name of the
core group since 1961).

After a year and a half of struggle the Somoza regime suddenly collapsed
in 1979, just as Batista had given way in Cuba two decades before. Safely
exiled in Miami, Somoza would lay the blame on forces beyond his con-
trol. “The Nicaraguan people have not thrown me out. I was thrown out
by an international conspiracy that today has a majority of communists and
that today desires Nicaragua to be a communist country.” Somoza later met
his death at the hands of assassins in Paraguay.

Once in power, the Sandinistas proclaimed two broad policy goals. One
called for implementation of an “independent and nonaligned” foreign
policy, which meant no further submission to the United States. The other
envisioned the creation of a “mixed economy” in order to achieve socio-
economic justice.

The revolution got off to a promising start. President Carter invited
Nicaragua’s leaders to the White House, sent $8 million in emergency re-
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Poet, Priest, Radical

Ernesto Cardenal has had several careers—as poet, priest, revolu-
tionary, statesman, and promoter of the arts. One of his lifelong chal-
lenges has been to integrate them.

Born in 1925 in Nicaragua, Cardenal studied literature at Colum-
bia University and developed an enduring interest in such American
poets as Walt Whitman, Edgar Lee Masters, and Carl Sandburg. Af-
ter living for a time in Paris and Madrid, he returned to Nicaragua—
where he remained immensely productive as a man of letters and also
became active in resistance to the Somoza dictatorship. Religious and
political conversions marked key themes in Cardenal’s life. In the
1950s he embraced Christianity and was ordained as a priest in 1965.
In 1970 he came to Marxism during a three-month trip to Cuba.

An exponent of “liberation theology,” Cardenal served as minister
of culture in the Sandinista revolutionary government from 1979 to
1988. One of the most memorable scenes from that period came dur-
ing Pope John Paul’s visit to Nicaragua, when the pontiff angrily
wagged his finger and berated Cardenal for defying his instructions
that priests stay out of politics. As though in reply, Cardenal once ex-
plained his position: “My obedience is to God’s will. If in my case and
in these circumstances I see that God’s will is expressed through the
historical conditions of this [Sandinista] revolution, then I consider
that my belonging to the revolution is my obedience to God.”

Unfortunately, political controversy has overshadowed Cardenal’s
literary accomplishments, especially his Spanish-language poetry. In
fact Choice magazine has called Cardenal “one of the world’s major
poets,” a sentiment that is widely shared in critical circles—especially
outside of the United States.

lief to Managua, and secured an additional authorization from Congress
for a $75 million aid package. Their domestic task was eased by the mag-
nitude of the Somoza family fortune, which included about 20 percent of
the country’s cultivable land. It was therefore possible for the revolution-
ary government to nationalize these holdings and to initiate an agrarian
reform without having to face the diehard opposition of an entrenched
landed aristocracy.

The Nicaraguan revolutionaries quickly attacked the same social prob-
lems the Cubans had become famous for liquidating, such as illiteracy, in-
adequate preventive medicine, and insufficient vocational and higher ed-
ucation. Nicaragua welcomed approximately 2500 Cubans (the count was
carefully monitored by the CIA and State Department)—doctors, nurses,
schoolteachers, sanitary engineers—to help the revolutionary government
raise basic living standards. Cuban military, police, and intelligence per-
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sonnel also arrived to help consolidate the regime against what the San-
dinistas (and Cubans) were convinced would be counter-revolutionary at-
tacks from within and without.

The Nicaraguans also solicited help from the United States, which re-
sponded in 1980 with its modest program of $75 million. Far more im-
portant financial help came from West Europe—especially West Germany,
France, and Spain. The Soviets, on the other hand, offered no hard-
currency credits. The Nicaraguans therefore appeared to have a better
chance to avoid complete trade and financial dependence on one ideo-
logical bloc than did Cuba in 1959–61.

The Nicaraguan euphoria did not last long, however. In the United States
the Republican Party electoral platform of 1980 formally deplored “the
Marxist Sandinista takeover of Nicaragua,” and the Reagan administration
thereafter began a persistent campaign to undermine the Sandinista gov-
ernment. The United States launched a trade embargo against Nicaragua,
thereby pushing the Sandinistas into greater dependence on Cuba and the
Soviet Union. Outsiders disagreed vigorously over the nature of the
Nicaraguan regime. The Sandinistas clearly controlled the police, the mil-
itary, and virtually all executive officials. They closed down much of the
opposition media. On the other hand, most of the land and the service
sector remained under private ownership, opposition parties functioned,
and foreign multinationals (such as Esso) continued to operate. At least
Nicaragua was more open than Cuba. That was no coincidence, since Fi-
del had urged the Sandinistas not to repeat his mistake of breaking com-
pletely with the capitalist camp.

The Sandinistas’ steady movement toward the Cuban model was accel-
erated by attacks from “Contras,” a counter-revolutionary exile army funded
by the United States and commanded in part by former Somoza army of-
ficers. Although the Contras could not take and hold major targets within
Nicaragua, they forced the government to spend half of its budget on de-
fense and to alienate its citizens with wartime measures. Partly as a result
of these factors, the economy went into a serious tailspin. Output declined
by 4 percent in 1987 and 8 percent in 1988, when inflation reached the
spectacular level of 33,000 percent!

It was in this context that elections took place in February 1990. With
Daniel Ortega as their candidate, the Sandinistas confidently anticipated
victory. Their opponent was Violeta Barrios de Chamorro, the widow of a
distinguished anti-Somocista and leader of a fragmented opposition coali-
tion (UNO from its Spanish initials). To the surprise of most analysts, UNO
captured 54.7 percent of the vote, against 40.8 percent for the Sandinistas.
At the urging of Jimmy Carter (present as an international observer), Or-
tega made a gracious concession speech.

Chamorro proclaimed an end to the fighting and, at her inauguration,
announced an “unconditional amnesty” for political crimes and an end to
the draft. Nonetheless she was unable to broaden her political base. With
strong representation in the national assembly, Sandinistas could prevent
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constitutional reform; they also continued to control the armed forces and
other key institutions, including labor unions. Chamorro also had to deal
with discontented former Contras who were insistent on their rights to
land. Antonio Lacayo, her son-in-law and leading adviser, inspired distrust
in many circles. Ravaged by war and devastation, Nicaragua was proving
difficult to govern.

Instability and uncertainty prevailed throughout the early 1990s. Assisted
by over $860 million in direct foreign aid and more than $200 million in
debt write-offs, Chamorro’s economic team managed to bring down infla-
tion, but overall growth remained sluggish. Unemployment rose from 12
percent in 1990 to 22 percent in 1993 (with underemployment affecting
another 28 percent). Now known as recontras, former Contras engaged in
occasional skirmishes with demobilized Sandinistas, known as recampas, but
the two sides accepted a peace agreement in April 1994. (At times they
also joined together in common cause, as in efforts to seek appropriate
benefits for ex-soldiers in general.) Sporadic clashes nonetheless contin-
ued, as the national government proved unable to maintain law and order
in the countryside.

The late 1990s drew attention to political issues. A series of constitutional
reforms in February 1995 reduced the presidential term from six to five
years, placed a ban on immediate reelection, and—in an effort to thwart
the ambitious Lacayo, as well as to prevent dynastic rule—prohibited the
president from being succeeded by a close family relative. Barely meeting
these conditions, the 1996 election went to Arnoldo Alemán Lacayo of the
right-wing Alianza Liberal (a relative of Antonio Lacayo, that is, but not of
Violeta Chamorro). The following year Alemán took steps to advance the
painful process of national reconciliation, reaching a final agreement with
the recontras and coming to terms with Sandinistas over property confis-
cated during the 1980s. In early 1998 the International Monetary Fund ap-
proved a second major loan for structural adjustment of the economy.
Things seemed to be going fairly well for Nicaragua.

Then came Hurricane Mitch in October 1998, pouring torrential rains
down on Nicaragua and leaving a staggering toll: nearly 3,000 dead, about
1,500 missing or injured, and at least $1 billion in damages. (The devas-
tation was even greater in Honduras, as explained later.) Aside from its
economic and human costs, Mitch inflicted political damage as well.
Alemán failed to call a national emergency, bungled his handling of in-
ternational relief efforts, and in general displayed an awesome level of in-
competence. In the meantime the Sandinistas were faring little better, since
party chieftain Daniel Ortega was publicly accused by his stepdaughter of
child abuse.

Amid a swirl of rumors, the two besieged leaders, Alemán and Ortega,
reached a political compact in January 2000. Their transparent goal was to
secure the dominance of Nicaraguan politics by their respective parties.
They called for constitutional reforms that would permit reelection, which
Alemán favored, and establish a single-round system of elections, which
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the Sandinistas supported. To win the support of the church for their deal-
ings, Alemán and Ortega jointly suggested the repeal of a 1987 law per-
mitting unilateral divorce. Backers of the agreement argued that it would
hasten the process of national healing. Others feared that it would disad-
vantage small parties, reduce the sphere of public debate, and politicize
the judicial process.

The election of November 2001 went to Enrique Bolaños Geyer, the can-
didate of Alemán’s Partido Liberal Constitucionalista (formerly Alianza Lib-
eral). Shortly after taking office, Bolaños broke with Alemán, who was
placed under house arrest on charges of corruption—and later transferred
to prison. PLC stalwarts nonetheless continued to demonstrate on
Alemán’s behalf. With only a modest bloc of supporters in the legislature,
Bolaños was finding it difficult to lead. Seeking international support, he
backed the U.S. position on Iraq in early 2003 and eagerly signed on to a
U.S.–Central American free trade treaty later in the year. The poorest coun-
try in Central America, Nicaragua continued to face a precarious future.

Honduras: The Military in Politics

Honduras has undergone the least transition of all the Central American
republics. Liberal-Conservative party rivalries have persisted throughout
the twentieth century, popular agitation has been minimal, and power has
rested in the hands of a triangular alliance: landowners, foreign investors
(mainly United Fruit), and the military. Because of its economic and po-
litical weakness, Honduras has been especially vulnerable to outside influ-
ence. It remains, in many respects, a stereotypical “banana republic.”

With vivid clarity, Honduran history reveals a fundamental fact of Cen-
tral American political life: the emergence of the military as an autonomous
caste and as a supreme arbiter in national affairs. In Honduras, as else-
where in the isthmus, a career in the armed forces (or national guard) of-
fered chances for upward mobility to middle-sector ladinos. Land was al-
ready controlled by the aristocracy, the universities were restrictive, there
was hardly any industrial development; an ambitious young person of mid-
dling origin had almost no other alternative. As a result recruits and cadets
took immense pride in the honor and dignity of the military as an insti-
tution, and officers tended to look down on politicians and civilians. To
this extent the armed forces stood apart from civil society—but their con-
sent (if not support) was essential to the survival of any political coalition.

The leading figure in early twentieth-century Honduras was Tiburcio
Carias Andino, whose conservative-oriented National Party was prevented
from taking the presidency in 1923. After some dispute Carías’ candidate
was permitted to govern until 1929, when the Liberals recaptured office.
In 1932 Carías himself won the presidency, and he held the position till
1948.

In 1957 a group of young military officers supervised the election of Dr.
Ramón Villeda Morales, a progressive Liberal who became an outspoken
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supporter of John Fitzgerald Kennedy and the Alliance for Progress. But
senior commanders resented his reformist tendencies, and in 1963 they
dismissed him in favor of armed forces leader Oswaldo López Arellano,
who ruled till 1975 (when he was toppled by, of course, a military coup).

Officers retained control until 1981. Partly as a result of international
pressure, especially from the United States, fairly open elections took place
in that year. The candidate of the Liberal Party, Roberto Suazo Córdova,
won 54.1 percent of the vote; the military decided to accept the result. Un-
til further notice, at least, Suazo had a chance to govern, and in 1985 peace-
ful elections led to the triumph of another Liberal Party candidate, José
Azcona Hoyo.

Strife with neighboring countries has played an important part in Hon-
duran history. There was long-standing tension with El Salvador (see “The
Soccer War” on page 383). And in the 1980s, Honduras became deeply en-
meshed in the U.S.-sponsored Contra war against the Sandinistas. The
United States rapidly transformed Honduras into a launching pad for Con-
tra attacks against neighboring Nicaragua. The land was soon dotted with
airfields, supply dumps, and base camps for Contra troops. Thousands of
regular U.S. military and National Guard units rotated duty in Honduras,
and the economy was inundated by the influx of hundreds of millions of
U.S. dollars. All these activities reinforced the power of the Honduran 
military.

Civilian government survived, at least in name, when Rafael Leonardo
Callejas ascended to the presidency in 1990 in a smooth transfer of office.
Elections in 1993 went to Carlos Roberto Reina, of the Liberal Party, who
struggled to deal with economic decline. His biggest political challenge
came from the armed forces, which resisted the president’s efforts to crack
down on military collusion with international drug traffickers. And to
protest investigations into alleged abuse of human rights, the army sent
tanks into the streets of Tegucigalpa in August 1995. The 1997 elections
went to Carlos Roberto Flores Facussé, from the conservative wing of the
Liberal Party, who also struggled to stimulate economic growth and to as-
sert civilian control over the armed forces. The 2001 elections ousted the
Liberals from power and brought victory to Ricardo Maduro of the con-
servative Partido Nacional. In search of debt relief for his country, Maduro
undertook negotiations with the International Monetary Fund. As hap-
pened so often elsewhere, efforts to implement IMF-mandated economic
reforms led to protest in the streets. 

In October 1998 Hurricane Mitch inflicted massive devastation on 
Honduras—nearly 6000 people dead, more than 20,000 injured or miss-
ing, approximately $3.6 billion in damages. The rains destroyed more than
60 percent of the national infrastructure and around 70 percent of agri-
cultural ouput (including three-quarters of the banana crop). It would take
years, and perhaps decades, for this small and impoverished country to re-
cover. But even in the wake of the destruction, there were signs of hope.
One stemmed from the incompetent performance in the rescue effort of
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the Honduran military, which lost a good deal of credibility as a result—
and thus, paradoxically, promoted the cause of demilitarization and de-
mocratization. The other came from a recognition that the extent of hu-
man suffering and economic damage resulted not only from the natural
force of the hurricane itself, but also from a long-standing disregard of the
environment and over-exploitation of natural resources. As Monsignor Os-
car Andrés Rodríguez said of Mitch: “It’s our punishment for destroying
all our forests and removing all the tree cover on the hills,” referring to il-
legal logging and the lack of environmental protection. “Let’s not recon-
struct the old Honduras. Let us build something new, a different country.”

El Salvador: From Stability to Insurgence

Oligarchic control eventually took hold in nineteenth-century El Salvador.
In 1863 Rafael Carrera launched an invasion from Guatemala and imposed
a Conservative of his own liking, but the Liberals countered with a suc-
cessful revolt in 1871. Legal decrees in the 1880s prohibited the collective
ownership of land by Indian communities and thus paved the way for the
usurpation and consolidation of land by a tiny aristocracy—las catorce, the
notorious “fourteen” families (which have meanwhile expanded in num-
ber and size). Coffee became the leading export crop, commerce flour-
ished, and from 1907 to 1931 political power rested in the hands of a sin-
gle family, the patriarchal Meléndez clan.

Peasants did not accept this passively. Angered by the loss of land, they
staged four separate revolts between 1870 and 1900. The movements were
crushed, but they carried a message: like the zapatistas of Mexico, the peas-
ants of El Salvador were willing to fight for their rights.

The ruling coalition of coffee-growing oligarchs, foreign investors, mili-
tary officers—and church prelates—prevailed throughout the 1920s. The
crash of 1929 had severe repercussions in El Salvador, since independent
small farmers and plantation laborers suffered greatly from the drop in
coffee prices. In 1931 a U.S. military attaché, Major A. R. Harris, filed this
report:

There appears to be nothing between . . . high-priced cars and the oxcart
with its barefooted attendant. There is practically no middle class between
the very rich and the very poor. . . . Roughly 90 percent of the wealth in the
country is held by about one-half of one percent of the population. Thirty
or forty families own nearly everything in the country. They live in regal
splendor while the rest of the country has practically nothing. . . . A social-
istic or communistic revolution in El Salvador may be delayed for several
years, ten or even twenty, but when it comes it will be a bloody one.

It would not take that long.
On May Day 1930 a popular throng of 80,000 held a demonstration in

downtown San Salvador against deteriorating wages and living conditions.
The next year an idealistic landowner and admirer of the British Labour
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Party, Arturo Araujo, won the presidential election with the support of stu-
dents, peasants, and workers. Somewhat naively, he announced that the
Salvadoran Communist Party would be permitted to take part in munici-
pal elections in December 1931. Exasperated by this prospect, the armed
forces dismissed him from office on December 2 and imposed a right-wing
general, Maximiliano Hernández Martínez.

The peasants broke out in rebellion. In late January 1932, as a chain of
volcanoes erupted in Guatemala and northwest El Salvador, bands of In-
dians armed with machetes made their way out of the ravines and tangled
hillsides down into the towns of the area. Led by Agustín Farabundo Martí,
a dedicated communist who had fought alongside Sandino in Nicaragua,
the peasants murdered some landlords and plunged the country into a
state of revolt.
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The Soccer War

A sharp and short military conflict between El Salvador and Hon-
duras in July 1969 has gained fame as “the soccer war,” so called be-
cause the immediate provocation came from violence surrounding
soccer playoffs between the Salvadoran and Honduran national
teams. But as so often happens, the label tends to trivialize the issues
and the underlying tensions.

The most serious factor was demographic. Ever since the 1920s mi-
grants had moved from crowded El Salvador to less densely settled
Honduras. Many Salvadoran peasants squatted on public lands along
the frontier between the two countries, sometimes remaining there
for generations. When the Honduran government attempted to dis-
tribute these lands to Honduran peasants in 1969, the result was a
massive exodus back to El Salvador.

This led to strong reactions in El Salvador—from social conserva-
tives, who feared that the returnees would bolster calls for land re-
form, and from the military, which thought they might bolster guer-
rilla movements. Mob violence at soccer games between the national
teams added fuel to the fires. Antagonism reached such a point that
the third and deciding game had to be played in Mexico. El Salvador
won the contest, and frustrated Hondurans attacked Salvadoran res-
idents in Tegucigalpa and other cities. The Salvadoran government
broke relations with Honduras in late June 1969 and demanded repa-
rations. Honduras responded in kind.

As the world looked on in astonishment, El Salvador sent troops
into Honduran territory the following month. After four days of fight-
ing, the two sides agreed to a cease-fire under pressure from the
United States and from the Organization of American States. The
countries did not agree to final peace terms until 1980.



Hernández Martínez responded with ferocity. Military units moved on
the rebels, and the conflict took on the appearance of a racial war, as 
Indians—or anyone resembling Indians—suffered from the government
attack. In the tiny country of 1.4 million inhabitants, between 10,000 and
20,000 Salvadorans lost their lives.

The events of 1932 sent several messages. Peasants learned to distrust
city-bred revolutionaries who might lead them to destruction. Indians be-
gan to seek safety in casting off indigenous habits and clothes. On the po-
litical level, leftists concluded that they could still cultivate followings in
rural areas, especially in the absence of a reformist alternative. The right
drew a stark lesson of its own: the way to deal with popular agitation was
by repression.

A proto-fascist sympathizer, among the first to recognize the 1936 Franco
regime in Spain, Hernández Martínez stayed on till 1944. Military officers
seized power with the consent and blessing of las catorce. Major Oscar Os-
orio headed a moderate dictatorship in 1950–56. In 1960 his handpicked
successor, Colonel José María Lemus, was overthrown by a civilian-military
group with slightly leftist leanings under Colonel César Yáñes Urías. Just
one year later Yáñes Urías was ousted by rightists under Lt. Col. Julio A.
Rivera, whose Party of National Conciliation (PCN) took control of the
state. This alliance of civilian conservatives and military officers would reign
supreme till the late 1970s.

A reformist challenge finally came from José Napoleón Duarte, who
founded the Christian Democratic Party (PDC). As mayor of San Salvador
(1964–70), the dynamic and articulate Duarte built up a strong following
among the intellectuals, professionals, and other urban middle-sector
groups. The PDC bore a commitment to peaceful reform through elec-
toral means. Though Duarte may have won the presidential election of
1972, the recalcitrant military turned power over to one of its own, Colonel
Arturo Armando Molina. Duarte himself was imprisoned, tortured, and 
exiled—but he did not take to the hills.

Conditions in the meantime worsened for the peasants. Coffee exports
were thriving, but the poor were suffering. About 80 percent of the peo-
ple lived in the countryside, and by 1975 about 40 percent of the peasants
had no land at all—compared to only 12 percent in 1960. Increasingly un-
able to gain access to the soil, the campesinos of El Salvador were getting
ready to rebel.

The reform-oriented option gradually disappeared during the 1970s.
The first attempt took the electoral road in 1972 and was defeated by the
military. The next step involved the formation of “popular organizations,”
apolitical groups that sought nonviolent routes to change. Sometimes or-
ganized by exiles like Duarte, they found support and stimulus from a re-
vitalized institution: the Roman Catholic Church.

Indeed, the reawakening of the church has been one of the most deci-
sive processes in contemporary El Salvador. The trend goes back to two
events: the Second Ecumenical Council of the early 1960s (Vatican II) and
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the conference of Latin American bishops at Medellín, Colombia, in 1968.
The Medellín conference, particularly, denounced capitalism and com-
munism as equal affronts to human dignity and placed the blame for
hunger and misery on the rich and powerful. To redress these inequali-
ties, the bishops called for more education, increased social awareness, and
the creation of comunidades de base, Christian communities of twelve to fif-
teen people each.

These developments had a profound impact on the ecclesiastical hier-
archy in El Salvador, then under Archbishop Oscar Arnulfo Romero. As
one priest firmly explained:

It is not communism to make the right to organize and defend oneself known
to the peasants. They have a right to defend their interests and to promote
the political order of their choice, to defend their rights effectively, to de-
nounce abuse by authorities or agents of the powerful. It is simply carrying
out the Gospel mandate, a duty the church must not refuse or avoid.

As repression mounted, the church eventually acknowledged, in Romero’s
own words, “the case for insurrection . . . when all recourses to peaceful
means have been exhausted.” No one was immune to violence: in 1980 the
archbishop himself was shot dead in the cathedral of San Salvador.

Nonetheless, the realignment of the Salvadoran church had far-
reaching implications. Other partners still belonged to the elite coalition:
las catorce families, the military, and the foreign sector. But the church—
at least, an influential segment of the church—had defected from the al-
liance and thrown its support to the masses. This altered the structure of
power.

But secular and religious grass-roots organizations met with continued
repression in the mid-seventies. The armed forces carefully controlled the
elections of 1977, which turned the presidency over to General Carlos Hum-
berto Romero. One of his most significant acts was to promote a “law to
defend and guarantee public order.”

The next phase in the deterioration of the political system began in Oc-
tober 1979, when a group of junior officers ousted Romero and set up a
new government. At first the outlook was promising. The junta sought sup-
port from the “popular organizations.” Given its commitment to human
rights, the Carter administration greeted the regime with pleasure and 
relief.

Then things took a turn for the worse. Government repression persisted,
and killings continued at the rate of 1000 per month. The periodic esti-
mates came from church and human rights groups who tried to monitor
the slaughter. The cabinet resigned in protest, but the minister of 
defense—General José Guillermo García—hung on to his government
post. The liberal wing of the Christian Democratic Party defected from the
coalition. Now appearing undeniably conservative, the beleaguered Duarte
took over as head of the government and announced a plan for land re-
form.
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By this time the opposition moved underground. One group, the De-
mocratic Revolutionary Front, was led by Enrique Álvarez, minister of agri-
culture in the first post–October 1979 junta. Another key element was the
Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN)—named for the
leader of the 1932 uprising. In November 1980 Álvarez and five top asso-
ciates were killed by government forces, an act that eliminated an entire
cadre of reformist politicians. Guillermo Ungo stepped in to replace
Álvarez, but the cause of moderate reform had suffered a devastating blow.
Increasingly, guerrilla opposition to the regime took on a radical tinge.

The next month four North American women, three nuns and a lay
worker, met a brutal death. The Carter administration protested vigorously,
and Duarte promised an investigation. In early 1981 the Reagan adminis-
tration, more concerned with anticommunism than with social change or
human rights, softened the U.S. demands. By mid-1982 a few low-ranking
members of the National Guard were implicated in the crime, but there
would be no serious prosecution. Thus the regime survived international
furor.

Yet Washington pressed for elections in early 1982. The goal was to elect
a constituent assembly that would in turn select an interim president, and
the campaign had ominous signs. The right was led by a fiery ex-major,
Roberto d’Aubuissón, whom former U.S. Ambassador Robert White had
once called a “pathological killer.” Known as “Major Bob” by his admirers,
D’Aubuissón summarized his platform with a campaign slogan: “Another
’32,” meaning that it was time for El Salvador to repeat the slaughter of
1932. The center, or center-right, was represented by Duarte and his semi-
conservative Christian Democrats. For its part, the Democratic Revolu-
tionary Front—and the left as a whole—decided to boycott the elections.
Ungo and his spokesmen argued that in the atmosphere of violence, left-
ist candidates were likely to be killed, voters would be intimidated, and the
army would rig the results anyway. Consequently the 1982 election became
a contest between the political right and the tattered remnants of the 
center.

Voter participation was remarkably high, if official statistics can be be-
lieved, and the results gave power to the right. Duarte’s Christian Democ-
rats won 35.3 percent of the votes, or twenty-four out of sixty seats in the
constituent assembly. D’Aubuissón’s party, the National Republican Al-
liance (ARENA), won 25.7 percent, or nineteen seats, but managed to form
a working coalition with other right-wing groups and take control of the
assembly.

Hopes were high in Washington that Duarte, a Notre Dame graduate
and a favorite of U.S. policymakers, would realize the reformist programs
designed to undercut support for the Marxist-Leninist guerrillas. In fact,
Duarte was less effective in San Salvador than in Washington. FMLN fight-
ers were highly disciplined and deeply entrenched in zones they had con-
trolled for years. Duarte’s government did redistribute significant chunks
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U.S. policy in Central America prompted a great deal of public controversy and
debate in the 1980s. Top, cartoonist Tony Auth satirizes President Reagan’s posi-
tion and the hesitancy of the U.S. Congress in voicing opposition; bottom, Steve
Benson dramatizes the left-wing threat to U.S. interests. (Reprinted with permis-
sion of Universal Press. All rights reserved.)
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of farmland, but he could not displace the oligarchy that had made El Sal-
vador’s gap between the rich and poor among the worst in the Third World.

U.S. public opinion became a major factor in El Salvador. As of early
1983 the United States was supplying $205 million in economic aid and
$26 million in military assistance, with higher requests pending in Con-
gress. Few observers doubted that without this aid the regime in El Sal-
vador would collapse. Growing opposition to the U.S. aid came from con-
gressional liberals and religious groups, especially the Catholic Church,
still incensed over the 1980 killing of the four American Catholic women.
The intensity of U.S. opposition feeling could be seen in the bumper stick-
ers that read “El Salvador is Vietnam in Spanish.”

The battle continued in the Salvadoran countryside. FMLN guerrillas
made periodic raids. Aided by U.S. military “trainers” (not called “advis-
ers,” to prevent association with Vietnam), government forces conducted
sweeping search-and-destroy missions. Villagers and peasants grew fearful
of both sides. A decade of continuous fighting appeared to result in a stale-
mate. It had also led to the loss of 75,000 lives.

Presidential elections in March 1989 led to a decisive triumph for ARENA
and for Alfredo Cristiani with 53 percent of the vote. Many observers be-
lieved that Cristiani, an athletic playboy without political experience, would
be merely a puppet for D’Aubuissón and right-wing forces. In November
1989 six Jesuit priests were brutally murdered, apparently by a military-
sponsored death squad. Cristiani solemnly declared that his government
would capture and prosecute the assassins, but little was accomplished.
Once again, a rightist regime was paying scant attention to human rights.

In keeping with the Esquipulas accords, Cristiani agreed to negotiate
with the FMLN under the supervision of the United Nations. In late 1991
the talks intensified, and in January 1992 the government and the FMLN
signed a historic agreement for peace and reform. Under the accord, the
FMLN agreed to lay down arms in exchange for wide-ranging reforms in
political and military structures, including a reduction in the role and size
of the armed forces and a purge of flagrant human-rights abusers. Under
the supervision of a UN peacekeeping mission, the police force also un-
derwent reform. By December 1992 the FMLN disarmed its guerrilla forces
and became a legal political party, and in early 1994 the FMLN established
itself as the country’s second-largest political force—in elections that were
won by Armando Calderón Sol of ARENA, which regained control of the
national legislature as well. His supreme accomplishment was to preside
over a peaceful election in March 1999 that was won by Francisco Flores,
also of ARENA, with a 52 percent majority—compared with just 29 per-
cent for Facundo Guardado of an internally divided FMLN. Even with this
strong popular mandate, Flores would still confront the continuing chal-
lenge of economic reconstruction and social reconciliation after a gener-
ation of civil war. Lingering hostilities marked preparations the elections
of March 2004: as public opinion polls in El Salvador suggested possible
victory for the FMLN, the Bush administration in Washington issued dark



warnings of economic and political sanctions. In the end, the ARENA’s
Tony Saca won by a decisive margin. The Cold War still cast a long shadow. 

Guatemala: Reaction and Repression

Guatemala has a long history of strongman rule. After Rafael Carrera died
in 1865, Justo Rufino Barrios established a twelve-year dictatorship
(1873–85) and Manuel Estrada Cabrera followed with a twenty-two year,
iron-fisted regime (1898–1920), the longest uninterrupted one-man rule
in Central America. In 1931 General Jorge Ubico came to power and im-
mediately launched a campaign to crush the fledgling Communist Party.
Instead of relying on coffee planters alone, Ubico built a tentative base
among agrarian workers by abolishing debt slavery. The national police
maintained law and order. As Ubico once said of his tactics: “I have no
friends, only domesticated enemies.”

A wave of strikes and protests led Ubico to resign in July 1944. He was
replaced by a military triumvirate, and this in turn was ousted by a group
of junior officers. Thus came the October Revolution of 1944, an event
that signaled the beginning of a decade-long transformation.

In an open election the following year, Guatemalans elected as president
Juan José Arévalo Bermejo, an idealistic university professor who proclaimed
a belief in “spiritual socialism.” Arévalo oversaw the promulgation of a pro-
gressive new constitution in 1945, modeled in part on the Mexican charter
of 1917, and he encouraged workers and peasants to organize. Industrial
wages went up 80 percent between 1945 and 1950. Arévalo pushed educa-
tion and other reforms as well. But the going was not easy: during his five-
year term in office, Arévalo weathered no less than twenty-two military revolts.

In 1950 Arévalo turned the presidency over to Colonel Jacobo Arbenz
Guzmán, the minister of defense, who led a center-left coalition in the elec-
tions of that year. A central figure in the October Revolution of 1944, Ar-
benz developed profound social concerns—partly at the insistence of his
wife, María Vilanova, a wealthy Salvadoran who resembled Argentina’s Evita
Perón in her ambition for her husband to win political power through
greatly increased social welfare benefits. Arbenz accepted communist sup-
port, both during and after the election, but he was a reformer at heart.
At his inauguration he spelled out his hopes for the country’s future:

Our government proposes to begin the march toward the economic devel-
opment of Guatemala, and proposes three fundamental objectives: to con-
vert our country from a dependent nation with a semi-colonial economy to
an economically independent country; to convert Guatemala from a back-
ward country with a predominantly feudal economy into a modern capital-
ist state; and to make this transformation in a way that will raise the standard
of living of the great mass of our people to the highest level.

To achieve these goals, Arbenz said, Guatemala would need to strengthen
its own private sector, “in whose hands rests the fundamental economic ac-
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tivity of the country.” Foreign capital would be needed, too, “as long as it
adjusts to local conditions, remains always subordinate to Guatemalan laws,
cooperates with the economic development of the country, and strictly ab-
stains from intervening in the nation’s social and political life.” Finally, the
new president declared, Guatemala would embark on a program of agrar-
ian reform.

Arbenz set quickly to work. He authorized construction of a public port
on the Atlantic coast and the building of an east–west highway. He con-
vinced the legislature to approve an income tax—a watered-down version
of a mild proposal, to be sure, but the first in Guatemalan history. He
pushed for expanded public works and the exploitation of energy re-
sources, including petroleum.

The centerpiece of the Arbenz administration was agrarian reform. En-
acted in June 1952, the bill empowered the government to expropriate
only uncultivated portions of large plantations. All lands taken were to be
paid for in twenty-five year bonds bearing a 3-percent interest rate, and the
valuation of land was to be determined according to its taxable worth as
of May 1952. During its eighteen months of operation, the agrarian reform
distributed 1.5 million acres to some 100,000 families. The expropriations
included 1700 acres owned by Arbenz himself, who had become a
landowner through the dowry of his wife.

Almost immediately, Arbenz and the agrarian reform ran into a serious
obstacle: implacable opposition from the United Fruit Company and from
the U.S. government. La frutera had obvious reasons for resisting the re-
form. The company held enormous tracts of land in Guatemala, 85 per-
cent of which was unused—or, as the company maintained, it was being
held in reserve against natural catastrophes. And in arranging tax pay-
ments, UFCO consistently undervalued its holdings. (On the basis of tax
declarations, the Guatemalan government in 1953 offered UFCO $627,572
in bonds in compensation for a seized portion of property; on behalf of
the company, the U.S. State Department countered with a demand for
$15,854,849!)

Washington was deeply involved. Some of the ties were personal. Secre-
tary of State John Foster Dulles and his brother, CIA Director Allen Dulles,
for example, both came from a New York law firm with close links to United
Fruit. The company’s Washington lobbyist was Thomas Corcoran, a promi-
nent lawyer who was on close terms with President Eisenhower’s trusted
aide and undersecretary of state, General Walter Bedell Smith, himself once
interested in a management position with UFCO. More important than
personal ties, however, was the anti-communist doctrine developed in 
Washington.

The early 1950s had seen a well-articulated rationale on the needs of
U.S. national security in a Cold War era. The United States had no choice,
so the reasoning went, but to fight back against the Soviet Union and its
client powers, which were dedicated to the overthrow not only of capital-
ism but of all the Western democracies. The Third World (a term not yet
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Precursor of the Literary Boom

Miguel Ángel Asturias (1899–1974) was a man of his time and a writer
ahead of his time. A graduate of the law school of the University of
San Carlos in Guatemala, he was deeply influenced by legacies of
Mayan culture and bitterly opposed to political dictatorship. During
the 1930s he wrote El señor presidente (finally published in 1946), a
classic that remains to this day the most famous Latin American “dic-
tator novel.” In 1949 he produced his masterpiece, Hombres de maíz
(translated as Men of Maize in 1975), a novel that paved the way for
what would later become known as “magical realism.” Aside from its
remarkable literary qualities, it anticipated by fully half a century such
contemporary issues as ecology, feminism, global consciousness, and
defense of native peoples. One critic has described it as “a profound
meditation on the history of Guatemala, contained within a symbolic
history of Latin America since the conquest, contained within the his-
tory of humanity’s passage from so-called barbarism to so-called civi-
lization since the Greeks, contained within the novelist’s own reflec-
tions on the human condition.”

Asturias won worldwide acclaim as a writer, receiving the Nobel
Prize for literature in 1967. As a political figure, he often held diplo-
matic appointments under civilian governments in Guatemala. When
a right-wing general seized power in 1970, Asturias resigned his am-
bassadorship (to France) and gave the prize money to his son, Ro-
drigo, who apparently used it to found a guerrilla organization.

used then) would be a favorite Soviet target, argued Cold War theorists,
and would be subverted by communist parties or their fellow travelers. The
most drastic challenges thus far had been in Europe (the Berlin Blockade,
the Greek Civil War, the French and Italian elections) and in Asia (the Ko-
rean War, the fall of Nationalist China, and the Indo-Chinese civil war).
Was Latin America to be immune?

U.S. policymakers had pushed a hard anti-communist line in relations
with Latin America. The Rio Pact of 1947 had laid the groundwork for col-
lective action, or so the United States hoped, against communist advances
in Latin America, whether from within or without. In early 1953 John Fos-
ter Dulles was clearly worried about Latin America, where, he said, condi-
tions “are somewhat comparable to conditions as they were in China in the
mid-thirties when the communist movement was getting started. . . . Well,
if we don’t look out, we will wake up some morning and read in the news-
papers that there happened in South America the same kind of thing that
happened in China in 1949.” The test came in Guatemala.

UFCO publicists and the Dulles brothers accused the Arbenz regime of
being “soft” on communism and branded it a threat to U.S. security and



to the free world at large. They cultivated fears that defeat in Guatemala
might lead to a Soviet takeover of the Panama Canal. They warned that if
Guatemala fell, then the rest of Central America might go as well (the
“domino theory”). But the principal issue was agrarian reform. Such writ-
ers as Daniel James of The New Leader warned that communists would use
the program as a stepping-stone to gain control of Guatemala. Whatever
his intentions, the United States insisted, Arbenz was just a “stooge” for the
Russians.

In August 1953 the United States decided to act. John Foster Dulles led
a campaign in the OAS to brand Guatemala as the agent of an extra-
hemispheric power (the Soviet Union) and therefore subject to OAS col-
lective action under the Rio Treaty of 1947. When the Eisenhower ad-
ministration pressed for this interpretation at a Caracas meeting of the
OAS in early 1954, all it got was a declaration stating that communist dom-
ination of a member government would cause concern and should in the-
ory lead to collective action—but with no specific mention of Guatemala.

The Arbenz government now saw that U.S. intervention was likely. The
regime cracked down on domestic opposition and turned to East Europe
for small arms, which were en route by May. Meanwhile the U.S. govern-
ment was demanding, in increasingly blunt language, compensation for
U.S. property in Guatemala, meaning, of course, United Fruit.

Having failed to get OAS sponsorship for intervention in Guatemala, the
Eisenhower government opted for covert action. The State Department
had mounted the diplomatic offensive; now it was the turn of Allen Dulles
and the Central Intelligence Agency. The CIA organized an exile invasion
under an obscure renegade Guatemalan colonel, Carlos Castillo Armas. A
rebel column of a few hundred men was assembled across the border in
neighboring Honduras. They were equipped and directed by the CIA,
which set up and operated a rebel radio station and provided a few World
War II fighter planes to strafe Guatemala City. Under attack by these planes,
and convinced that a large army was approaching the capital, Arbenz lost
his nerve and gave up. The Castillo Armas rebels rolled into the capital vir-
tually unopposed.

The new government purged communists and radical nationalists, re-
versed the expropriation of United Fruit lands, and dutifully signed a mu-
tual Defense Assistance Pact with the United States in 1955. The errant
Central American republic had been brought back into line by a relatively
cheap and efficient CIA operation.

The United States was strongly denounced by Latin American nation-
alists for its intervention in Guatemala, and to this day the episode is a
symbol for Latin Americans of cynical U.S. action. As described twenty
years later by a CIA officer who had been intimately involved in the over-
throw of Arbenz: “Castillo Armas was a bad president, tolerating corrup-
tion throughout his government and kowtowing to the United Fruit Com-
pany more than to his own people. The United States could have
prevented this with the vigorous exercise of diplomatic pressure on
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Castillo Armas to assure that he pursued social reform for the many rather
than venal satisfaction for a few. Instead, Washington breathed a collec-
tive sigh of relief and turned to other problems.” Even so, the fate of the
Arbenz regime would serve as a warning to nationalist leaders who con-
templated challenging U.S. corporations.

The 1954 coup marked a turning point in Guatemalan history. It virtu-
ally eliminated the forces of the political center (as represented by Arévalo
and Arbenz). So the country had only a left and a right, and the right was
in control. Coffee planters, other landowners, and foreign investors and
their subsidiaries regained their power under the protection of neo-
conservative military regimes. Since then individual rulers have come and
gone, but this alignment has persisted. Castillo Armas was assassinated in
1957. General Miguel Ydígoras Fuentes, who had lost to Arbenz in 1950,
ruled from 1958 to 1963. Then came Colonel Enrique Peralta Azurdia.
From 1966 to 1970 the presidency was held by Julio César Méndez Mon-
tenegro, a talented civilian who traced his political lineage back to Aré-
valo, but the armed forces kept him tightly in check. He was followed by
Colonel Carlos Arana Osorio (1970–74), by General Kjell Langerud Gar-
cía (1974–78), and by General Romeo Lucas Garcia (1978–82). In March
1982 power was seized by Efraín Ríos Montt, a flamboyant retired officer
and born-again evangelical Christian; in mid-1983 he was ousted by Gen-
eral Oscar Humberto Mejía Victores. The more the leaders changed, the
more the system stayed the same.

One feature of this entire period, especially after the mid-1960s, was the
frightful abuse of human rights. Paramilitary death squads, most notori-
ously Mano Blanca (“White Hand”) and Ojo por Ojo (“Eye for an Eye”), car-
ried on a murderous campaign against political dissenters. At least 80,000
people were killed or “disappeared” between the 1960s and the 1990s, while
200,000 or more had to flee their homes. The government bore at least
indirect responsibility for these killings, but worldwide protests did not
bring much respite.

By the mid-1980s the Guatemalan military judged their campaign against
the Marxist guerrillas successful enough to allow the election of a civilian
president. The victor was Vinicio Cerezo, a Christian Democrat and a cen-
trist, who would govern only at the pleasure of the military. In 1990 he was
succeeded by Jorge Serrano Elías, a center-right candidate, whose triumph
reflected popular disillusionment with traditional political parties. Unable
to build a working majority in Congress, Serrano suddenly dissolved the
legislature in 1993 and announced that he was assuming dictatorial pow-
ers, much as Alberto Fujimori had done in Peru the year before. As inter-
national and domestic condemnation of the auto-golpe came to a crescendo,
however, support for Serrano collapsed, and he quickly fled the country.

The remaining two years of the presidential term were filled by Ramiro
de León Carpio, a former human-rights ombudsman who initially inspired
hope for positive change. In early 1995 the United Nations oversaw nego-
tiation of a peace accord between the government and guerrilla forces, as
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well as an agreement to respect the rights of indigenous peoples. Govern-
ment forces continued to wage intermittent war with guerrilla groups, how-
ever, and de León Carpio found himself obliged to defend the Guatemalan
military in a diplomatic uproar over the killings of an American citizen and
the spouse of another. Peace negotiations accelerated after the election of
Álvaro Arzú, who took office in January 1996 and signed an accord with
the URNG (Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca) in December of
that year. This was a historic settlement, a formal end to thirty-six years of
brutal civil war, but it could not guarantee complete respect for human
rights and fundamental liberties. This became painfully clear in April 1998,
when Bishop Juan José Gerardi was mysteriously murdered only days after
the release of a massive report on human rights abuse. Concerns about
military impunity continued through the presidency of Alfonso Portillo
Cabrera, who took office with high approval ratings in early 1999; his pop-
ularity subsequently plummeted because of his closeness to ex-dictator
Efraín Ríos Montt, allegations of corruption, and the overall ineffective-
ness of his administration. In January 2003 the U.S. government even “de-
certified” Guatemala for its lack of appropriate effort in the fight against
drug trafficking.

Elections in late 2003 then brought some hope for change. The first
round of voting led to the end of Ríos Montt’s candidacy, since he finished
a distant third, and the second round yielded a victory for Oscar Berger,
a center-right candidate backed by big business. “I am the president of
Guatemala to serve all Guatemalans,” he said in his acceptance speech. “I
have received a mandate today from the needy . . . to work for the needy
and the poor.” With three-quarters of the population living in poverty and
political violence still commonplace, impartial observers declared that they
would wait and see.

After decades of civil war, Central America seemed to be making sub-
stantial progress. Democracy was on the march: free and (more or less)
fair elections were taking place throughout the isthmus. Within this com-
petitive context, one especially notable pattern was the predominance of
conservative forces. With the partial exceptions of Panama and Costa Rica,
countries that had been spared the ravages of civil war, elections resulted
in the triumph of the right-wing parties or groups. In sociological terms,
too, political competition was largely restricted to narrow and sometimes
privileged circles: the prevalence of family connections in Costa Rica,
Panama, and Nicaragua served as cases in point. Also important was the
continuing role of the armed forces, most notably in Guatemala but also
in Honduras and Nicaragua. Outside of Costa Rica, democracy in Central
America was incomplete and fragile.

In mid-December 2003 the United States concluded a free-trade agree-
ment with four countries of Central America—El Salvador, Honduras,
Guatemala, and Nicaragua. Known as CAFTA (the Central American Free
Trade Area), the treaty called for a mutual reductions in commercial bar-
riers. Prospects for effective implementation were nonetheless uncertain.
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One reason was the defection of Costa Rica, which rejected U.S. demands
to open its telecommunications and insurance industries and dropped out
of the negotiations at the last minute. Another concern was the possibility
that the agreement might not be ratified by the U.S. Congress, especially
as the legacies of NAFTA and other trade pacts were becoming hot-button
electoral issues. Moreover, CAFTA would be very small—U.S. trade with
the Central American partner countries totaled only $15 billion in 2002,
compared with more than $600 billion with NAFTA members—so it was
unlikely to become a high priority. While U.S. trade representative Robert
Zoellick dutifully declared that “CAFTA is an important milestone in our
journey to hemispheric free trade,” it seemed improbable that the accord
would itself resolve the pressing problems of the isthmus. 

Central America’s struggling governments faced daunting challenges.
One problem was the rise in illicit activities, such as drug trafficking and
money laundering. Another came from the aftermath of Hurricane Mitch.
Still another was the need for social and political reconciliation in the wake
of civil conflicts. Most pressing of all, perhaps, was the persistence of poverty
and inequality. Part of the solution might lie in regional unification, but
even that goal appeared to be beyond reach. In one historian’s phrase,
Central America was still “a nation divided.” There also remained a some-
what more modest hope that economic integration might create condi-
tions for long-term collaboration and cooperation. In the face of numer-
ous obstacles, activists were striving to heal historical divisions and to
achieve the potential that they believed to be rightfully theirs.

Central America: Colonialism, Dictatorship, and Revolution 395



LATIN AMERICA, 
THE UNITED STATES, 

AND THE WORLD

The history of Latin America has by no means evolved in a vacuum. Ever
since the time of Columbus, the region has been constantly subjected to ex-
ternal forces. In the sixteenth century Spain and Portugal conquered and
settled the continent with varying degrees of violence. During the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries, Latin America became a pawn and a prize
in European politics, as ambitious peoples from enterprising nations—Eng-
land, France, and Holland—sought and seized strongholds in Iberia’s New
World. The early decades after independence marked a temporary decline
in outside influence, as the new nations of Latin America turned inward and
the expansionist powers of Europe focused their attention on more lucra-
tive possessions in Africa, India, and Asia. From the 1880s onward, the Latin
American economies have been deeply integrated into the capitalist global
economy, a system dominated by countries at the industrialized center—
West Europe, the United States, and later Japan. To this extent, Latin Amer-
ica has never escaped its dependence on the outside world. Despite persist-
ing and valiant struggles to achieve autonomy, it has for the most part
managed only to modify, not eliminate, the form, nature, and extent of its
centuries-old dependency.

Even the name “Latin America” reflects an imperialistic legacy. As noted
in the Prologue, the term was popularized by the French in the 1860s,
when they were supporting Maximilian in Mexico and laying the cultural
groundwork for a political and economic offensive throughout Spanish
and Portuguese America. They argued for a Latin essence—but embodied
in French culture—which lay at the heart of Ibero-American civilization.
This was not pure fancy, since French culture enjoyed enormous prestige
among the New World elites.

Whatever the realities of the French claim to a homogeneous influence,
Latin America began to exhibit a continental sentiment as early as the late
eighteenth century. Indeed, the Spanish and Portuguese colonial system
could hardly have failed to create a sense of common interest in the coun-
tries they spawned.

To understand modern Latin America’s world position, we must un-
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derstand the nature of the Spanish and Portuguese colonial empires. Most
important, the economic structures were mercantilist: designed to integrate
the colonies totally into the mother country’s economy. In Spanish Amer-
ica, that even meant no intracolonial trade—all commerce from each re-
gion had to be with Spain alone. The practical effect was to distort the eco-
nomic development of the colonies. Had they been able to trade more
openly, they might have had considerably different economic options from
those they inherited at the time of independence. (Portuguese America,
too, was allowed to trade only with the mother country.)

The results of the Iberian mercantilist policies were cultural and psy-
chological as well as economic. Spanish and Portuguese America had been
nurtured on the model of closed societies. They were constantly on guard
against political and economic inroads from European rivals, as well as
against religious heresies emanating from Protestant Britain and the Low
Countries.

Significant non-Iberian influences made their mark on colonial Latin
America. The 5.2 million slaves shipped from West Africa to South Amer-
ica, the Caribbean, Mexico, and Central America brought a tradition dif-
ferent from either the Amerindian or the European. Despite the efforts of
their European or mestizo masters, the Afro-Americans of Latin America
made lasting marks on society and culture. The process went deepest in
Brazil and the Caribbean, but was also important in Colombia, Venezuela,
Mexico, and Central America. Languages, food, sports, and music all show
profound and continuing African influence. The slaves engaged in rebel-
lion as well, fleeing and founding runaway communities in Brazil and the
circum-Caribbean, especially in Guyana and Curaçao. In the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries Brazil had flourishing runaway settlements, which
by the nineteenth century had been either wiped out or absorbed by the
growth of surrounding societies.

The Spanish and Portuguese American possessions might have con-
tinued well into the nineteenth century as colonies if it had not been 
for war in Europe. It was Napoleon’s invasion of the Iberian mainland
that provoked the crisis of loyalty in the New World. The crisis deepened,
the monarchies were impotent, and creoles took charge of their own af-
fairs.

Once the French were defeated, England emerged as the preeminent
military, economic, and political power. The English moved at least part
way into the vacuum created in the Americas. Their principal objective was
economic—to promote Britain’s commercial interests, which had relied on
contraband trade throughout the eighteenth century. The basis for this ac-
tivity would be England’s strong network of economic institutions: the best
available in shipping, banking, insurance, and investment capital. In effect,
the British were seeking to replace the former Iberian colonial institutional
infrastructure linking Latin America to the world economy. But they dif-
fered from Spain and Portugal in a key respect: they laid almost no terri-
torial claims in Latin America. The English sought economic gain without



the burden of direct political rule. It was an “informal imperialism,”
whereby Europe’s chief investor and trader avoided the expensive link of
territorial control—with its potential military entanglements.

What of the United States? It was by no means a hemispheric power in
the early nineteenth century. On the contrary, the United States was un-
able even to prevent Washington (and the White House) from being dev-
astated by the English in the War of 1812. Washington had significant con-
tact in Mexico and the Caribbean, but even there it could not begin to
rival English seapower.

Yet the United States had become at least a symbol of postcolonial suc-
cess for Latin American creole elites. Most significantly, it had thrown off
European control. Born in a revolution with a philosophical rationale from
the Enlightenment, the United States demonstrated how a republic could
emerge from European colonialism. The North American rebels had
fought for the right of representation—something which Spanish and Por-
tuguese Americans notably lacked. The federal structure of the United
States was another feature that impressed the patriots among the creole
elites of what were to become large countries, such as Mexico, Brazil, and
Argentina, where the reconciliation of regional autonomy with national
power would become a long-standing issue of importance.

From Independence to Pan Americanism

The independent republics (plus the empire of Brazil) of nineteenth-cen-
tury Latin America were an anomaly on the world scene. Along with Haiti
and the United States, these Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking nations of-
fered the first cases of successful popular rebellion against European colo-
nial rule. Once independent, however, the new nations played but a mi-
nor role on the world scene in the 1800s. On the whole, they became
absorbed in their own development.

That was not what Simón Bolívar, the great revolutionary of the Wars of
Independence, had hoped. He had a vision of a united Spanish America
emerging from the anticolonial wars. He dreamed that Spanish Americans
could subordinate regional loyalties to unite into a single South American
nation. But Bolívar’s dream was denied. The rebellious colonies fractured
along the lines of the old Spanish administrative units. Bolívar bitterly de-
nounced his creole contemporaries for their provincialism. It was no use.
Each new nation would have to find its own way in the world.

An early concern in postindependence Latin America was the nature of
the relationship with the former mother countries. For Caribbean islands
such as Cuba, Puerto Rico, and Jamaica, colonial rule continued. In Brazil,
the former colony had become a “co-kingdom,” with a monarch in Rio de
Janeiro. The rest of Latin America had to adjust to the new reality of deal-
ing with Spain as merely another distant European power. Yet that could
never be the case—the ties of blood and of such institutions as the church,
higher education, and publishing still gave Spain a special place in Span-
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ish America. Spain was now so divided between liberals and conservatives,
however, that it could no longer attempt to project a single influence over
its former American colonies.

The United States attempted to assert its power with the “Monroe Doc-
trine,” promulgated by President James Monroe in 1823. Originally aimed
at czarist Russia’s possible claims to the American Northwest, the doctrine
became better known for its challenge to an apparent design of the Eu-
ropean Holy Alliance to help Spain reconquer its former colonies. Presi-
dent Monroe firmly declared that “the American continents, by the free
and independent condition which they have assumed and maintained, are
henceforth not to be considered as subject for colonization by any Euro-
pean powers.” Further strictures warned the Europeans against using in-
direct means to extend their political power in the New World. As later
put in a popular slogan, the basic message was clear: “America for the
Americans.”

In fact the message evoked indifference or scorn in continental Europe,
some worry in Britain, and considerable sympathy in Latin America. Within
the United States the Monroe Doctrine became highly popular and was a
cornerstone of U.S.–Latin American policy for the next century. Within
Latin America, however, the United States in the early nineteenth century
lacked the economic and military power, as well as the political will, to
make a significant impact.

France attempted to extend its influence in a brief 1838 military ex-
pedition to Mexico to enforce payment-of-damage claims against the
Mexican government by French citizens. A negotiated settlement allowed
the French to withdraw. Along with the British, the French also repeat-
edly blockaded the ports of the River Plate between 1838 and 1850. But
it was Britain that exercised the predominant extrahemispheric influ-
ence during most of the nineteenth century. Britain had by far the most
powerful navy, capable of asserting itself throughout Latin America, de-
spite the fact that the territory was 8000 to 12,000 miles from British
ports. Second, Britain had the capital, the merchants, the bankers, and
the insurance and shipping brokers to facilitate trade between Latin
America and Europe, the great market. And Britain had an ideology—
liberalism—which underlay its expansionism and which Latin American
creole elites quickly assimilated. It offered a rationale for integrating
Latin America into the world economy, which, not coincidentally, the
British controlled.

Between the 1820s and the 1850s, the British pressed their advantage in
Latin America. They quickly took over the financial and commercial ser-
vices for the major countries. They rapidly arranged loans for governments
and stock companies in Mexico, Brazil, Argentina, and Peru. But capital-
ist development of these South American republics proved more difficult
than the British creditors had hoped. Most borrowers defaulted on their
loans, and the London financial markets soon came to mark Latin Amer-
ica as a high risk for credit.
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Mexico was the one place where an external power other than Britain
made an impact before 1850. There the United States pursued its “mani-
fest destiny” by seizing huge portions of Mexican territory. The United
States also made threats in the Caribbean and Central America. By mid-
century the Caribbean and Mexico, so close to the United States, had come
to be seen as special cases in Latin America’s relations with the world.

From 1850 to 1880 Latin America changed its posture toward the out-
side world. Liberalism, both political and economic, gained increasing
sway. In Argentina, for example, the nationalist Rosas was toppled by his
Argentine enemies, thanks in part to British and French intervention. As
the Argentine liberals came to power, they installed in their country such
admired institutions of the English-speaking democracies as the U.S. con-
stitution and the U.S. public school system. The liberals also believed in
developing their country’s economy by accepting foreign trade. That meant
applying the principles of economic liberalism—minimal state interference
with the market. In practice, that was likely to reinforce Britain’s predom-
inant economic position.

As World War I approached, the United States sought to assert its sphere of influ-
ence throughout the Western Hemisphere under the Monroe Doctrine. (Charles
L. “Bart” Bartholomew [?], Minneapolis Journal, 1912. Reprinted with permission of
the Minneapolis Star and Tribune Company.)
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A similar application of liberalism was being attempted in imperial Brazil.
Emperor Pedro II modeled his rule on the British monarchy, although he
exercised much more discretionary political power than did Queen Victo-
ria. The two parties in the Brazilian imperial parliament were modeled on
Britain’s two-party system; even congressional speeches were filled with ref-
erences to British constitutional precedents.

The years between 1850 and 1880 also saw French influence grow in
Latin America, especially in culture. French was the foreign language most

An Ultimatum on Cuba

Throughout the nineteenth century it was generally assumed that the
United States would someday, somehow, take over possession of Cuba.
In 1854 a trio of American diplomats (ministers to England, France,
and Spain) proposed that the U.S. government offer to purchase
Cuba from Spain for $120 million—and that, if Spain refused, Wash-
ington could then resort to force. Named after the Belgian city where
the proposal was first drafted, the Ostend Manifesto conjured up fears
that Cuba might fall victim to a slave rebellion:

After we shall have offered Spain a price for Cuba far beyond its pre-
sent value [a questionable assertion!], and this shall have been refused,
it will then be time to consider the question, does Cuba, in the pos-
session of Spain, endanger our internal peace and the existence of our
cherished Union?

Should this question be answered in the affirmative, then, by every
law, human and divine, we shall be justified in wresting it from Spain
if we possess the power, and this upon the very same principle that
would justify an individual in tearing down the burning house of his
neighbor if there were no other means of preventing the flames from
destroying his own home.

Under such circumstances we ought neither to count the cost nor
regard the odds which Spain might enlist against us. . . . We should,
however, be recreant to our duty, be unworthy of our gallant forefa-
thers, and commit base treason against posterity, should we permit
Cuba to be Africanized and become a second St. Domingo [i.e., as in
Haiti], with all its horrors to the white race, and suffer the flames to
extend to our own shores, seriously to endanger or actually to con-
sume the fair fabric of our Union.

Plans to acquire Cuba were by this time inextricably linked to the
politics of slavery and race in the United States. When the Ostend
Manifesto became public, President Franklin Pierce felt obliged to
repudiate the proposal. Shortly thereafter the American Civil War
broke out. All the subsequent attempts to merge Cuba with the United
States would come to naught.



widely spoken by the elite, reflecting traditional practice in Europe itself.
French cultural prestige in Latin America lasted well into the twentieth
century, remaining predominant in some countries until the end of World
War II, well after France’s decline as a world power. Why this resilience?
Partly because France was spared the Latin American nationalist reaction
directed at the British, partly because French cultural values coincided with
the Latin American elite’s self-image. However French and Latin elites
might admire the economic prowess of the Anglo-Saxons, they scorned the
“materialistic” values that had suffused Britain and the United States. The
French intelligentsia had produced its own rationale in defense of their
country against Britain—arguing that France had a more humane vision
of society than Britain’s dehumanizing Industrial Revolution, and the 
Latin American elites identified with France’s self-proclaimed cultural su-
periority.

The Rise of U.S. Influence

Between 1880 and the outbreak of World War I, Britain lost supremacy in
Latin America. Other European powers, especially France and Germany,
increased their economic ties, competing with British investors and mer-
chants. But the most important challenge came from the United States.

During these thirty-five years, U.S. influence spread southward. The
deepest penetration was closest to home, in the Caribbean and Mexico.
U.S. investors found the Mexico ruled by Porfirio Díaz to be attractive for
investment and trade, and they poured capital into Cuba as well. Even be-
fore the Spanish-American War erupted, the United States had come to
overshadow Spain in Cuba’s economy.

U.S. entry into Cuba’s battle against Spain signaled a new phase in North
America’s relations with Latin America. After the Mexican-American War
(1846–48) the United States continued to occupy and settle portions of
the present-day Southwest. When the United States entered Cuba in 1898
and helped to defeat the Spanish, it was more than a military victory. It
was a symbolic struggle that impressed all of Latin America. The time was
long past when Latin American nations were absorbed only in their own
problems.

The 1898 war was an independence battle by Cuban patriots against
Spain. Other Latin Americans immediately sympathized with the Cubans.
Yet the Yankees suddenly seized control of the rebellion. This naturally de-
moralized many Cubans, who had desperately hoped to defeat the
Spaniards on their own. Furthermore, it underlined a common Latin Amer-
ican worry: Were the Spaniards and their American descendants inherently
(i.e., biologically) weaker than the North Americans? Was the United States
racially “destined” to take over Latin America?

A similarly agonizing self-appraisal had gripped Mexican elites after
their humiliating defeat by the United States in 1846–48. They explained
their weakness on the battlefield by linking it to supposed defects in their
character or, more ominously, their racial background. Now, in the 1890s,
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racism was at its height in the United States and Europe. The Jim Crow
laws of the United States had institutionalized segregation, and the uni-
versities and churches overflowed with professors and preachers who
calmly explained the scientific basis for believing in “inferior” and “supe-
rior” races.

These racist doctrines also penetrated Latin America. In country after
country, leading intellectuals faithfully repeated the racist dogmas of the
Europeans. Underlying such introspection was a lurking fear that some
new conquistadores might take away their lands, manifested in the occa-
sional nativist reaction against the British through the nineteenth century.
The precipitating incidents were often petty, such as brawls by British sailors
when ashore, but they called forth a deep hostility. The Latin American
elites knew that both the British and the North Americans often viewed
them with contempt.

It is therefore not surprising that the U.S. role in the crushing defeat of
the Spaniards in 1898 deeply troubled the Latin Americans. Having seized
Puerto Rico and Cuba (the latter as a protectorate), it was widely asked,
how much farther would the Yankees go? The pessimists in Mexico had
long believed that the United States had designs on more of their land.

U.S. expansionism into the Caribbean showed that the Latin American
fears were not entirely groundless. The U.S. search for a satisfactory
transcontinental canal site revealed what the Yankees would do to achieve
their economic and geopolitical interests. President Theodore Roosevelt,
that arrogant embodiment of North American imperialism, rode
roughshod over objections to his site for the canal in a northernmost sec-
tion of Colombian territory extending northward into Central America.
Thus was born the new nation of Panama, and the canal was built between
1904 and 1914. The United States got its canal, but it took the bogus cre-
ation of a new republic.

Between 1880 and 1914 the United States also attempted to create a new
hemisphere-wide alliance of nations. It began with the ambitious plans of
the U.S. Secretary of State James Blaine. On his initiative the First Pan-
American Conference was held in Washington in 1889. Between 1826 and
1864 there had been five international congresses, all attracting only a lim-
ited number of countries from Latin America. The 1889 meeting was the
first to involve the United States as well as all the nations of Latin Amer-
ica. Ironically, this was when the United States was accelerating its impe-
rialist offensive in Latin America.

Out of the 1889 conference came an authorization for a “Commer-
cial Bureau of the American Republics,” from which emerged the Pan-
American Union and later the Organization of American States (OAS). Ac-
complishments were limited primarily to commercial issues.

The U.S. diplomatic, economic, and military offensive into Latin Amer-
ica after the 1880s prompted a strong reaction among Latin American in-
tellectuals and students. The Spanish-American War aroused José Enrique
Rodó, Uruguayan born and one of the most celebrated of these militant
critics of the United States. In 1900 he published Ariel, a slim essay in which
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he contrasted North America’s excessive materialism to Latin America’s su-
perior cultural sensitivity. Of the United States he charged: “Her prosper-
ity is as great as her inability to satisfy even a middling concept of human
destiny.”

Rodó’s ideas had great influence in Spanish America, whose elites were
well prepared to hear of their spiritual superiority. They were also spurred
to think in terms of a Latin American identity arising from the cultural
unity toward which Rodó was groping. The theme was picked up and spread
widely by such writers as the Argentine Manuel Ugarte, who wrote newly
elected President Woodrow Wilson in 1913 to demand that “the stars and
stripes cease to be a symbol of oppression in the New World.” Other fa-
mous intellectuals caught up in this pan–Latin American reaction were
José Martí of Cuba (whose critique began in the 1870s), Rubén Darío of
Nicaragua, and Rufino Blanco-Fombona of Venezuela. Their writings were
published throughout the continent in what was one of Latin America’s
most culturally integrated eras. Many themes from this anti-yanqui move-
ment have survived in inter-American relations down to our day.

European influence continued to be highly important in Latin America
between 1880 and 1914, despite the growing U.S. role. One need only look
at the size of investment and trade. Table 12-1 demonstrates the magni-
tude of North American investment, which came to embrace the Caribbean
and South America as well as Mexico and Central America. Even so, as
Table 12-2 indicates, Britain was far and away the most important single
source of capital on the eve of World War I; France and Germany were
also prominent.

Another important sphere of European influence was military training
and technology. From the time of their Wars of Independence, Latin Amer-
ica elites had known that they lacked military skills and advanced weaponry.
To defeat the Spanish garrisons, usually undermanned and cut off from
resupply, the patriots often had to hire or appeal to foreign soldiers and
sailors.

As the nineteenth century continued, other European military estab-
lishments offered examples to ambitious Latin American rulers. In both
Chile (1885) and Argentina (1899), for example, German military mis-
sions were contracted for extended periods to introduce new weapons

Table 12-1 U.S. Investment in Latin America, 1897–1914 (millions of dollars at
end of year)

Caribbean Mexico and South
Countries Central America South America Total

1897 4.5 221.4 37.9 304.3
1908 220.2 713.0 129.7 1,062.9
1914 329.0 946.7 365.7 1,641.4

Source: United Nations, Economic Commission for Latin America, External Financing in Latin America (New
York: United Nations, 1965), p. 14.



and teach their use. Equally important, they taught new methods of staff
organization and command. In Brazil the rapidly growing state of São
Paulo contracted in 1905 with a French mission to train the state mili-
tia, which included cavalry. These European missions were expected,
above all, to transmit the new professionalism that had transformed the
military in Europe. War was no longer a matter for aristocrats; now it
was a serious business which required thorough scientific and technical
training.

What did this transfer to military “professionalization” imply for Latin
America? It had enormous consequences in politics, as the “professional-
ized” armies became more active, ironically, in the constitutional realms
of Chile, Argentina, and Brazil. The political implications would become
obvious only after World War I.

The Consolidation of U.S. Influence

The First World War, although of no direct concern to Latin America at
the outset, fundamentally changed the region’s relationship with the world.
For one thing, it accelerated Britain’s decline as the most important eco-
nomic force in the hemisphere. Drained by the long and costly hostilities
on the continent, England had to draw on its overseas investments to pay
for the war. Furthermore, Britain had begun to experience a long-term de-
cline in world economic competitiveness.

Second, the war highlighted the dynamic U.S. economy, based on a con-
tinent full of resources and now mature enough to become a net exporter
of capital. The decisive U.S. intervention in the war proved it could now
tip the balance of economic and military power: European powers could
never again disregard the United States.

Latin America was essentially a bystander in the conflict. The United
States pressed hard to use the war as an occasion to strengthen its politi-
cal influence in Latin America, but with varying results. Only eight Latin
American republics declared war on Germany: Brazil (the only major 
country), Cuba, Costa Rica, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Nicaragua, and
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Table 12-2 Long-Term Foreign Capital Investment in
Latin America, 1914 (millions of dollars)

Foreign Private Investment
Origin (and External Public Debt) Percentage

Britain 5066 51.9
France 1013 10.4
Germany 367 3.8
United States 1487 15.2
Others 1821 18.6
Total 9754 100.0

Source: United Nations, Economic Commission for Latin America, External
Financing in Latin America (New York: United Nations, 1965), pp. 16–17.
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Panama. Another five broke diplomatic relations: Bolivia, the Dominican
Republic, Ecuador, Peru, and Uruguay. Seven nations remained neutral:
Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Mexico, Paraguay, El Salvador, and Venezuela.

By the conclusion of World War I, U.S. power and influence in Latin
America were clearly on the rise. The United States now exercised virtual
hegemony in the Caribbean basin, as could be seen in the military occu-
pations of Nicaragua (1912–25 and 1926–33), Haiti (1915–34), the Do-
minican Republic (1916–24), and Cuba (1917–22). Even when the United
States did not occupy these countries, it deeply influenced their develop-
ment, wielding veto power over their domestic politics. Most of the elites
in these countries took U.S. hegemony for granted; indeed, they would
have been surprised to think the world could have been otherwise.

The two exceptions to this pattern were Mexico and Cuba. In Mexico,
the Revolution of 1910 threatened to change the country’s relationship
with the United States. Washington was disturbed over the direction taken
by the Revolution and made repeated interventions, including the military
landing at Veracruz in 1914 and the sending of General John J. Pershing’s
column in 1916 to pursue Pancho Villa’s irregulars. Yet the Revolution suc-
ceeded in giving the Mexicans an élan, a pride, a degree of mobilization
that would eventually help check the traditional brand of U.S. interven-
tion. It nonetheless remained true that the Mexican people could do lit-
tle without taking due account of the continuous pressure of that power-
ful neighbor to the north.

Cuba was a different case. There the United States had established a pro-
tectorate after ending its military occupation in 1902. This U.S. presence
generated a nationalist reaction, erupting most often among students at
the University of Havana. Although easily suppressed, the students repre-
sented an important dissenting opinion within the elite, and in the 1930s
they seized center stage in Cuban politics.

The world depression hit Latin America hard. New capital ceased flow-
ing into the region, and foreign investors found it hard to repatriate prof-
its. Country after country defaulted (or declared a unilateral moratorium)
on their debts.* The reason was obvious. The collapse of the world econ-
omy had reduced demand for the primary products on which Latin Amer-
ica depended for its foreign-exchange earnings. Suddenly these countries
had no way to earn the dollars, pounds, marks, or francs to repay their for-
eign creditors. So Latin Americans could no longer expect to receive any
net inflow of capital. Even more important, they would be short of foreign
exchange to pay for the imports that were essential to domestic economic
development, especially industrialization.

The 1930s were thus a time when Latin American countries had to look
inward. Not coincidentally, it was a period of high nationalist feeling. With
the options for foreign economic help so reduced, it was logical to con-

*With the exceptions of Argentina, Haiti, and the Dominican Republic.



centrate on domestic resources. Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico, for exam-
ple, all took steps to increase national control over the oil industry. Mex-
ico went the furthest, when in 1938 President Cárdenas nationalized all
foreign oil firms. Argentina had already created an autonomous govern-
ment oil enterprise in the 1920s; in Brazil, by contrast, the state oil enter-
prise was given its definitive shape in 1953.

The 1930s also brought one new import to Latin America: fascist ide-
ology. The clearest version came from Italy, where Mussolini’s movement
grew in response to the emerging revolutionary left—especially the syn-
dicalists and the communists. With the rise of Nazism in Germany, Eu-
ropean fascism gained an even more powerful exemplar. Especially im-
portant for Latin America was the fact that Spain and Portugal had both
fallen prey to authoritarian regimes (Franco after 1936 in Spain and
Salazar after 1928 in Portugal) which had corporatist, many would say
fascist, overtones.

Europe’s swing to the right gave ammunition and prestige to those an-
tidemocratic and antiliberal groups in Latin America that had their own
reasons for wanting to create authoritarian governments. None of the Latin
American “fascist” movements were exact copies of European cases. In
Brazil, the Integralists were a primarily middle-class movement, preaching
the need for order, with an essentially corporatist message. Argentina had
several rightist paramilitary groups that resembled European fascist orga-
nizations, but the deepest influence was in the military. The secret “lodges”
within the officer corps produced the initial stimulus for the Peronist move-
ment, which owed part of its inspiration to the Italian model. But Pero-
nism never gained a doctrinal and organizational form like that of Italian
fascism. In Mexico there was a small rightist movement, sinarquismo, which
showed European influence; it also drew primarily on right-wing Christian
sentiment. In Chile, finally, there was the National Socialist Party, clearly
an imitation of the Nazi Party, which provoked a furious response from
the Chilean left.

None of these parties or movements came close to winning power in the
1930s. In Chile and Mexico they faded, as the civilian political system
proved capable of containing and absorbing them. In Argentina fascist sen-
timents were overshadowed by the Peronist movement, once World War II
entered its final phase. In Brazil the Integralists almost appeared to be on
the threshold of power in 1936, but they were swept away by Vargas’s Es-
tado Novo in 1937.

As the 1930s continued, Latin America became a staging ground for
geopolitical competition. The Germans and the Italians both looked to
Latin America to increase their economic and political influence. The
Italians were especially active in Brazil and Argentina, where large Ital-
ian communities offered a possible base of operations. The Mussolini gov-
ernment sought to keep the Latin American republics pro-Italian. That
meant stimulating and reinforcing anti-British (and, by extension, anti-
U.S.) opinion. The Italian government also contributed directly to Brazil-
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ian fascists, by using its embassy to pass large sums of money to the In-
tegralists.

As the most powerful partner in the European Axis, Hitler’s Germany
was even better situated to exert pressure in Latin America. The Nazi
regime used its fully owned subsidiary airline, Condor, and its diplomatic
service to create a network of agents and contacts throughout South Amer-
ica. Hitler and his more aggressive advisers convinced themselves that Latin
Americans of German descent were eager to join the Fatherland and to
create separatist territories, alert to Berlin’s every direction.

But the Germanic population in Brazil proved to be extremely loyal to
its New World nation. The effect of Nazi measures in Brazil was just the
opposite of what the Germans had intended: the Vargas government
adopted stringent new laws requiring that all school classes be taught in
Portuguese, thereby eliminating the exclusively German-language schools
in the south of the country. The result was to accelerate the assimilation
of the German descendants in Brazil.

The Axis powers were of course not the only outside nations engaging
in this geopolitical competition. For many years the U.S. military had re-
garded Latin America as a vulnerable flank. This provided the military ra-
tionale for expansion in the Caribbean: the need to protect vital sea-lanes.
The vast, virtually unpatrolled boundary with Mexico was another area that
was difficult to defend. The Panama Canal gave the United States an ad-
ditional danger zone. What was needed, some officers thought, was an arc
of military security stretching into northern South America.

As Nazi Germany built its war machine, U.S. officers cast a more wor-
ried look at the Latin American flank. With Japanese power growing in the
Pacific, the United States was faced with the likelihood of a two-ocean war.
Latin America could now be menaced from both east and west. The United
States therefore examined its hemispheric ties in a new light: How could
Washington gain maximum support from the Latin Americans in case of
war?

Part of the answer would depend on cultural relations. Latin America
between the wars saw a sharp rise in cultural programs that were sponsored
by foreign governments. Because of their enormous cultural prestige, the
French had the favored position. French was still the most widely spoken
foreign language, and Paris was the point of reference for artists and writ-
ers of Latin America. Latin American universities, primarily copied from
Iberian models, came under increasing French influence. In Brazil, for ex-
ample, when the paulistas wanted to found a new university—the Univer-
sity of São Paulo, in 1933—they sent a delegation to France. In response,
Paris sent a mission of leading professors in the social sciences, including
such luminaries as Claude Lévi-Strauss, Jacques Lambert, and Pierre Mon-
beig, and established a fellowship program for study in France. Similar pro-
grams emerged elsewhere in Latin America.

While European influence remained dominant among the elites, North
American influence was making great inroads through the mass media—
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the unchallenged vehicles of popular culture in our century. By the 1930s
Hollywood films were the craze throughout Latin America. U.S. film stars,
such as Jean Harlow and Clark Gable, were household names in even
provincial towns, as Argentine novelist Manuel Puig’s Betrayed by Rita Hay-
worth poignantly shows. U.S. music, especially jazz, had a similar effect. The
dynamic, fluid, dazzling, and futuristic North American society proved fas-
cinating, although it engendered a split between elite and popular reac-
tions to the United States which was to deepen and prove increasingly im-
portant over time.

As the war broke out in Europe, the U.S. government stepped up its re-
cruiting of military and political allies in Latin America. Franklin Roo-
sevelt’s government sought (1) military bases, especially in the Caribbean
and on the Atlantic coast of South America; (2) guaranteed accessibility to
vital raw materials, such as natural rubber and quartz; (3) a willingness to
join the United States in an alliance against the Axis, should the United
States join the fight; or (4) at the very least, a neutrality that would pro-
hibit hostile extracontinental powers from creating footholds in their coun-
tries.

The United States largely achieved these aims. The inter-American sys-
tem, emerging with painful slowness since the 1880s, was now harnessed
to the security interests of the United States. The U.S. military got the use
of valuable bases, especially in Brazil, and U.S. war industry got access to
the vital raw materials it needed.

World War II greatly increased U.S. influence in Latin America. Ger-
many and Italy, once important powers in the region, were discredited:
Italy, by its blustering lurch for new territory in North Africa, and Ger-
many, by the horrendous suffering its war machine unleashed on Eu-
rope. Fascism was a bankrupt legacy by 1945. Only the anomalous sur-
vival of Franco in Spain and Salazar in Portugal kept alive the right-wing
ideology, and neither country, ironically, had great political influence
in Latin America.

The British and French, although victors in the war, were gravely weak-
ened. Both had to liquidate overseas investments to pay for the war. Nei-
ther had the resources or the will in 1945 to compete for influence in dis-
tant Latin America. The net result was that 1945 saw U.S. influence at an
all-time high in Latin America.

Expressions of U.S. Power

The United States emerged from World War II with greatly increased 
prestige and authority. The war brought the U.S. economy out of the de-
pression and into a massive industrial effort. Unlike Europe or Japan, how-
ever, the United States suffered no war damage at home. The economy
was intact and prosperous. In 1945 the United States accounted for half
the world’s manufacturing output and about two-thirds of global exports.
The United States had built up the most imposing arsenal the world 
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had seen, capped by the atomic bomb—the “ultimate weapon,” which only
the United States possessed. The war also provided the United States with
a network of alliances that offered a strong power base in post-war inter-
national politics.

With the war over, many Latin American politicians hoped the newfound
U.S. interest in Latin America would pay off. They expected increased at-
tention to their problems, especially the obstacles to economic growth. Af-
ter all, Washington could now afford to look south, where it would be log-
ical to consolidate its greatly increased influence.

But it was not to be. U.S. government policy virtually lost track of Latin
America after 1945. Attention focused, instead, on rebuilding Europe and
Japan. The Truman administration (1945–53) and the Congress, along with
farsighted business leaders, realized that an economically sound Europe
was essential for a prosperous United States. The Marshall Plan of 1947 ap-
pealed to the U.S. public on both humanitarian and economic grounds
and helped to direct attention primarily toward Europe.

What about Latin America? It simply did not seem significant to U.S.
policymakers. The Latin American specialists in the State Department and
the military services found themselves downgraded or transferred. The Tru-
man administration apparently assumed it would continue to receive loyal
backing from Latin America, almost as a matter of course.

This relative U.S. indifference was broken again by an outside threat. As
U.S. relations with the Soviets began to cool, the Truman administration de-
cided to mount a Cold War offensive in Latin America. The campaign as-
sumed two aspects. First was pressure to get Latin American governments to
sever diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union. This was remarkably suc-
cessful, as every country with the exception of Mexico, Argentina, and
Uruguay followed suit. The second aspect was to press Latin American gov-
ernments to outlaw the local communist parties. Although not highly pub-
licized in the United States, the success of this campaign demonstrated how
responsive the Latin American political elites still were to U.S. direction.

The Truman administration also decided to make more permanent the
military alliance created during the war. A special 1945 meeting of hemi-
spheric foreign ministers in Mexico City agreed on the need to redesign
the Pan-American system. The first step was taken in 1947, when delega-
tions approved a treaty (the “Rio Pact”) defining an attack on any Ameri-
can state, from inside or outside the hemisphere, as an attack on all, re-
quiring collective measures to counter the aggression.

The second step was taken in Bogotá, Colombia, in March 1948, when
a new body was created: the Organization of American States (OAS). The
structure included a legal charter creating a council to deal with day-to-
day business, inter-American conferences every five years, and foreign min-
isters’ consultative meetings to handle threats to the hemisphere. A bu-
reaucratic infrastructure took shape as the General Secretariat and the
Pan-American Union. OAS member states committed themselves to conti-
nental solidarity (which the United States wanted) and total noninterven-



tion (which the Latin Americans wanted), along with the principles of
democracy, economic cooperation, social justice, and human rights. In
short, the United States and Latin America created what was then the
world’s most highly articulated regional association. Not surprisingly, the
member states expected very different things from it.

The OAS got an important test when war broke out in Korea in 1950.
The United States had troops stationed in South Korea and was thus im-
mediately drawn into the conflict. As North Korean troops streaked south,
Washington convinced the UN Security Council to brand North Korea as
the aggressor. The Truman government then turned to the OAS, asking it
to define the North Korean attacks as aggression against the United
States—thereby obligating the OAS members, by the Rio Pact, to join the
battle. The other OAS members balked at this appeal, except for Colom-
bia, which sent a battalion of infantry. In their speeches the Latin Ameri-
cans showed much more concern for their own economic problems than
for the military clash in distant Korea. The OAS produced a compromise:
in return for a commitment to improve their military defenses and increase
military cooperation, the Latin Americans received a U.S. promise that it
would submit proposals for solving the hemisphere’s economic problems.

To U.S. policymakers the Korean War demonstrated that their battle
with communism was worldwide, not just in Europe. The “fall” of China
in 1949 further dramatized the point. In 1951 the Truman administration
and Congress accordingly decided to extend to Latin America the U.S. Mil-
itary Security Program of 1949, originally aimed at Europe. From 1952 to
1954 the United States signed bilateral mutual defense-assistance pacts with
ten Latin American countries: Ecuador, Cuba, Colombia, Peru, Chile,
Brazil, the Dominican Republic, Uruguay, Nicaragua, and Honduras. (Ar-
gentina and Mexico were conspicuous by their absence.) Under these
agreements the United States was to exchange military equipment and ser-
vices in return for Latin American promises to expand defense capacities,
to send strategic materials to the United States, and to restrict trade with
the Soviet bloc.

The implications of these new defense arrangements were far-reaching.
Washington was tying Latin America’s armed forces into the U.S. web—
once they possessed American equipment, they would depend on the
United States for parts, replacements, and ammunition. Furthermore, by
frequent contact with the U.S. military, in training programs and joint ex-
ercises, the Latin American officers could be expected to identify closely
with the United States. No less important, the United States was offering
far more equipment than the recipient countries could have bought
through the normal appropriations of their governments. The armed ser-
vices thereby gained power in their societies without having to fight bud-
get battles at home. These U.S. military links were a revival of the struc-
ture that the Roosevelt administration had created on the eve of U.S. entry
into World War II. Now, in the early 1950s, the United States was building
on its wartime prestige to expand and consolidate its influence.
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One other country earned great prestige during the war: the Soviet
Union. The Soviets had lost far more of their population (20 million) and
endured much more suffering than the United States. Many Latin Ameri-
cans admired the endurance and fortitude of the Russian people, and some
of that admiration was transferred to the Latin American communist par-
ties, which enjoyed a flurry of popularity in 1945. The Brazilian Commu-
nist Party, for example, won 10 percent of the vote in the presidential elec-
tion of 1946. Later that year three members of the Chilean cabinet were
communist, and there were communist members of the national congress
in Cuba, Colombia, Peru, Ecuador, Brazil, Chile, Bolivia, Uruguay, and
Costa Rica.

The Truman administration began pursuing an aggressively anti-Soviet
line in Latin America. The chain of bilateral military pacts was only one of
the instruments to mobilize the Latin Americans against the Soviets. Since
military officers were normally a bulwark of anti-communist and anti-
Soviet opinion, the United States hoped to tie this pro-U.S. element even
tighter and strengthen its anti-communist resolve. Military pacts and train-
ing programs now gave the United States a monopoly on foreign links
among the Latin American military.

The Truman administration also expressed an interest in technical and
economic help for Latin America as a partial replication of the Marshall
Plan—the oft-cited prototype of American overseas aid. But the situations
proved to be very different. The Marshall Plan was directed at nations which
were physically devastated but still possessed the most important economic
ingredient of all: skilled and experienced manpower. An investment in
these European countries—Britain, France, Italy, and West Germany—
could and did have a quick payoff. These industrial economies revived and
were poised to participate in the rapid growth of world trade that was to
occur after 1950.

The economic problem in Latin America was more fundamental. There was
relatively little industry even in the largest countries. There was an enormous
shortage of skilled labor and technological know-how. Infrastructure (roads,
railroads) was often lacking. Economists did not know how to stimulate rapid
economic development in such areas as Latin America.

Whatever the labels, economists and planners soon found that simply
supplying more capital, in the form of dollars or investment goods, was not
the answer. Economic development was (and is) a complex process that
requires adjustment at every societal level. The Truman administration fa-
vored a sympathetic look at the problem. In his 1949 inaugural speech
President Truman proposed (in his address it was “Point Four,” a label
which then stuck) a U.S. government-coordinated technical assistance pro-
gram to aid developing countries. This was in response partly to Latin Amer-
ican complaints that the United States was ignoring their fundamental eco-
nomic problems, while concentrating its attention on Europe.

Before Truman’s Point Four program had a chance to go far, the De-
mocratic Party was turned out of the White House by the 1952 electoral
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victory of General Dwight D. Eisenhower. The Republicans brought a new
philosophy, especially in international economics. They took a strongly lais-
sez-faire stance and thought the government’s first obligation was to let the
free market operate. President Eisenhower’s secretary of the treasury,
Cleveland businessman George Humphrey, soon made clear that this free-
enterprise philosophy would rule out any large-scale economic aid over-
seas, even through low-interest government loans. An equally cold shoul-
der was turned to current proposals for commodity agreements, designed
to stabilize world-market prices for such products as coffee and cacao—
primary products of great importance to Latin America. Above all, said the
Republicans, Latin Americans must not discourage private foreign invest-
ment, which in these years meant primarily U.S. investment. (See Figure
12-1 for data on the growth and location of post-war American overseas in-
vestment between 1950 and 1985: Latin America attracted a slightly larger
regional share of U.S. investment in 1950 than did Canada or West Eu-
rope, though it would be far surpassed by both by the 1980s.)

This Republican orientation toward Latin America provoked a strong re-
action among reformist and development-minded younger politicians and
technocrats in Latin America. Not coincidentally, Latin America was now
beginning to produce its own analysis of its economic problems. This di-
agnosis was to help Latin American elites define their relationship to the
outside world. Ideological competition was turning intense once again. In

Figure 12-1 U.S. Overseas Investment, 1950 and 1985
Sources: New York Times, 23 January 1967; and U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Direct Invetment Abroad
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1990), Table 1397, p. 797.



the 1930s the confrontation had pitted fascism and corporatism, linked to
the growing Axis power in Europe, against economic and political liberal-
ism, linked to the United States and Britain. Now, in the 1950s, it was rad-
ical nationalism and Marxism versus neo-liberalism, with a position in be-
tween that we here refer to as reformist developmentalism.

The Nationalist Impulse

Nationalism has deep roots in Latin America. In its initial form it con-
tributed to the rebellion against Spain and Portugal in the early nineteenth
century. During the course of the nineteenth century, however, few na-
tionalists were prepared to resist foreign economic intrusions. The dicta-
tor José Gaspar Rodríguez de Francia of Paraguay (1814–40) was one, as
were his successors from the López family (1844–70). But Paraguay was a
relatively insignificant country, and its defiance of British economic power
made little difference to the rest of the continent. The occasional outbreaks
of economic nationalism in Chile and Argentina before mid-century left
little permanent effect. The nineteenth century saw the triumph of eco-
nomic liberalism in Latin America. Its export-oriented strategies were based
on the law of comparative advantage. A few nationalist voices cried out
against this strategy, but without much practical impact.

It was not until the 1930s that the economic nationalists could hope to
capture policymaking. One of their targets was oil exploration and pro-
duction. Some nationalists, such as Alejandro Bunge in Argentina and
Roberto Simonsen in Brazil, also argued vigorously for industrialization.
They reasoned that their countries could never gain control of their eco-
nomic future until they industrialized. In other words, they should break
with a simple-minded application of the law of comparative advantage,
which restricted them to exporting primary goods to pay for imported fin-
ished goods. They must create the productive capacity to survive slumps in
the world economy, such as the 1929 crash.

The pro-industrialization arguments began to influence government
policy in the 1930s in Brazil and Chile and, to a lesser extent, in Ar-
gentina. In all three countries the state took the initiative by creating
public enterprises (state oil and steel companies in Argentina and Brazil,
CORFO in Chile, and PEMEX in Mexico). This greatly increased the state
role in the economy, which was anathema to believers in liberal economic
doctrine.

After World War II, economic liberalism staged a comeback in Latin
America. In part it was tied to the resurgence of political liberalism. It flour-
ished also because the world demand for primary products was strong in
1946–47, boosting foreign exchange earnings of the Latin American
economies. By the early 1950s, however, they had all run into trouble. The
world demand for primary products became erratic, and their prices fluc-
tuated dizzily. The pro-industrializationists reappeared, arguing that eco-
nomic liberalism was no solution for Latin America’s future.
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In the 1950s the debate was joined by an articulate new Latin American
voice: the Economic Commission for Latin American (ECLA), a United
Nations regional agency created in 1948. It was to be a secretariat of tech-
nicians, primarily economists, who were to analyze systematically the eco-
nomic problems of the Latin American region and its individual countries.
Its executive secretary was Raúl Prébisch, a talented Argentine economist
who had played a key role in the creation of the Argentine central bank
in the 1930s. ECLA was located in Santiago, Chile, in a deliberate effort to
obtain distance from the U.S.-dominated atmosphere of the OAS head-
quarters in Washington, D.C.

ECLA became an aggressive participant in the analysis of Latin Amer-
ica’s relationship to the world economy. One of its major accomplishments
was to train a generation of Latin American economists who learned, dur-
ing their time with ECLA, to see their countries’ problems in a continen-
tal perspective. They also got to know their counterparts in other nations
and were able to compare notes on the problems and possibilities of eco-
nomic policymaking. Essentially, ECLA helped to produce a Latin Ameri-
can mentality in economic analysis.

It would be misleading to imply that ECLA had a single message. ECLA
was careful to confine its publications to technical analyses of past eco-
nomic trends, along with discussion of current policy options and projec-
tions of the effects of likely policy choices. Yet the choice of topics and the
direction of the analysis showed the strong influence of Prébisch and his
disciples.

The Prébisch-ECLA thesis, as it became known, was that the world econ-
omy since the 1880s had been working systematically to the disadvantage
of the countries that relied on the export of primary products. It was ar-
gued that the prices of finished goods went up faster than the prices for 
primary goods, so the developing countries found themselves in a steadily
deteriorating position vis-à-vis the industrial countries. The way out of this
dilemma? First, adopt international commodity agreements to protect pri-
mary-product exporters from huge market-price fluctuations. Second, the
larger developing countries should industrialize.

These arguments provoked fierce responses, both in Latin America and
the United States. They irritated the Eisenhower administration (1953–61),
which saw ECLA as a beehive of deluded statist thought, promoting poli-
cies that were likely to harm private enterprise. In fact, the Prébisch-ECLA
analysis furnished ammunition for centrist politicians, such as Vargas, Ku-
bitschek, Frondizi, and Frei. Above all, ECLA gave reform-minded Latin
Americans the confidence to shape their own development strategies,
knowing they could call on an intellectual resource which was authenti-
cally Latin American.

In other words, ECLA offered a milestone in Latin America’s search for
self-knowledge. This was an important step, since Latin American analysts
and politicians had long felt at a disadvantage when facing the economists,
bankers, and businessmen of the industrial world.
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The other important intellectual force gaining new strength in the 1950s
was Marxism. To understand the force of Marxism in Latin America, one
has to look closely at the history of the communist parties, since they were
the primary channels of Marxist thought, at least into the 1960s. It is true
that there were a few prominent non–Communist Party Marxist thinkers
and politicians, of whom Peru’s José Carlos Mariátegui was the most fa-
mous and influential. But they were the exceptions. It was the orthodox
communist parties, affiliated with the Comintern in the 1920s and 1930s,
which did most to spread the Marxist message. By the early 1950s they had
lost the prestige that rubbed off from the Red Army in 1945. They were a
negligible force in elections, except in Chile. They had some strength
among student organizations and labor unions, but in general they suf-
fered from identification with Stalinism.

Their Marxist analysis was a relatively crude form of economic deter-
minism. Its application to individual countries was spelled out by the local
parties, acting on Moscow’s instructions. Few Latin Americans completely
accepted the party line. When the communists moved to tap sentiments of
economic nationalism, however, they could mobilize a wider following. Na-
tionalist sentiment was usually directed against the United States, on which
the communist parties concentrated their fire. The communists and many
Marxists sought to develop a clearly anti-imperialist (meaning, above all,
anti-American) political stance. Nonetheless, Marxist thought was relatively
isolated in Latin America in the 1940s and early 1950s, closely identified
with a network of communist parties under Soviet discipline.

A crisis in the 1950s furnished strong evidence for the anti-imperialist
argument. As described in Chapter 11, the United States strongly opposed
the reformist program of Colonel Jacobo Arbenz in Guatemala. The CIA-
organized exile invasion of Guatemala in 1954 imposed Carlos Castillo Ar-
mas as president, who promptly reversed the expropriation of United Fruit
lands and dutifully signed a mutual defense-assistance pact with the United
States in 1955. The Soviets, for their part, merely stood by and watched. A
similarly managed coup succeeded in Iran in 1953, ousting Mossadegh and
reinstating the shah. With its power and wealth, the United States was flex-
ing muscle on a global scale.

The State Department could count on a solid phalanx of Latin Amer-
ican votes in the UN. The dogma of free enterprise continued to domi-
nate U.S. hemispheric policy, despite a chorus of Latin American voices
calling for international commodity agreements, a multilateral develop-
ment bank for the Americas, and expanded accessibility to technology.
Democratic reformers in Latin America, such as José Figueres in Costa
Rica, Rómulo Betancourt in Venezuela, and Eduardo Frei in Chile, urged
the United States to encourage democracy and social reform. The United
States had too often favored the dictators, argued Figueres, thereby nur-
turing the kind of extreme leftism that emerged in Guatemala. Time was
growing short—“one minute to midnight,” as Figueres liked to announce
dramatically.

Modern Latin America416



Such pleas fell on deaf ears in Eisenhower’s Washington until Vice-Pres-
ident Richard Nixon traveled to Latin America in 1958. The trip was largely
ceremonial, to attend the inauguration of President Arturo Frondizi of Ar-
gentina, with stops in seven other South American countries. Nixon’s well-
publicized past as a virulent anti-communist made him a natural target for
student leftists in Latin America. Despite repeated warnings from his se-
curity staff, Nixon insisted on making his public appearances. There were
demonstrations almost everywhere, but they were especially ugly in Lima
and Caracas. On one occasion Secret Service agents had their guns drawn
against a mob attacking Nixon’s car when the driver just succeeded in
whisking the shaken vice-president away. The events got worldwide pub-
licity, and Washington worried over the possible causes of such anti-Amer-
ican feeling. The first important revisions in U.S.–Latin American policy
began to appear in 1959, when the U.S. government dropped its opposi-
tion to the creation of an Inter-American Development Bank. There were
also plans to expand U.S. bilateral aid. But events in the Caribbean soon
overtook this modest change in official U.S. thinking.

The Revolutionary Threat

During his guerrilla war against the dictator Batista, Fidel Castro had pre-
sented himself as a democratic reformer, fighting tyranny to restore rep-
resentative democracy. Once in Havana, however, Fidel moved steadily to
the left. He knew that any threat to U.S. investment—or to U.S. political
hegemony—in Cuba would bring U.S. intervention. Early in 1959, Fidel
made overtures to the Soviets; by the end of the year Cuba was receiving
economic aid from Moscow. By the end of another year Cuba had com-
pleted an almost total switch in trade relations—from overwhelming trade
dependence on the United States to overwhelming trade dependence on
the Soviet Union. Soviet military aid had also begun pouring into Cuba.
The Soviets were obviously now willing to take a far bigger gamble than
they ever contemplated in Guatemala in 1954.

The U.S. reaction, foreseen by Fidel, now began. The attempted land-
ing at the Bay of Pigs in early 1961 might have succeeded if President John
F. Kennedy had ordered the use of U.S. navy air cover, though he declined
to do so. The dilemma was all the more acute because the Kennedy ad-
ministration was working frantically to produce a new and more enlight-
ened Latin American policy.

The United States was humiliated: first by the failure of the anti-Castro
invaders, second by the clumsy cover used to conceal U.S. involvement.
The defeat left Fidel stronger than ever. He had dramatic proof that the
United States presented a constant threat to Cuba’s security. He could now
crack down on all domestic opposition.

The failed invasion also confirmed the entry of the other superpower
into the hemisphere. The long-discussed U.S. fear—Soviet penetration of
the Americas—now appeared to be fact. If the Soviets were willing to sup-
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ply the Cubans, how many other guerrilla movements in Latin America
might hope for the same support? That worry goaded the Kennedy poli-
cymakers to speed up the formulation of their new Latin American pro-
gram.

The new policy, as announced in 1961, had two distinct aspects. The first
was a major multilaterally sponsored economic and social development
program, christened the “Alliance for Progress.” It was to involve both eco-
nomic growth and social reform, to be carried out by democratic govern-
ments. Each Latin American nation would have to submit a detailed de-
velopment plan to a council of nine wise men, economists and technocrats.
The U.S. government promised to provide funding, up to $20 billion over
ten years. It also promised to push multilateral authorities and private in-
vestors in the United States and Europe to increase their capital flows to
Latin America. The United States launched this new policy in a blaze of
publicity, including a gala White House dinner for the Latin American
diplomatic corps.

Considerable groundwork for this new program had been laid by the
Eisenhower administration. Yet the dramatic embrace of the cause of so-
cial reform and the willingness to press for public funds would have been
difficult for a Republican administration. In effect, the U.S. government
was now adopting the logic put forward by ECLA and by the democratic
reformers, such as Figueres and Betancourt. To the surprise of many of its
detractors, the U.S. government was now claiming the leadership of a
peaceful social revolution in Latin America.

The second aspect of the Kennedy administration’s new Latin Ameri-
can policy was less publicized. It was a stepped-up counter-insurgency pro-
gram by which the U.S. government would help Latin American govern-
ments fight guerrilla movements. The Kennedy policymakers were not
betting on economic development and social change alone. Even the
most committed reformer, they reasoned, might run afoul of a well-or-
ganized guerrilla opponent. Conventional military and police could not
do the job alone. New methods were needed, such as the British had per-
fected in their successful anti-guerrilla campaign in Malaya. The Kennedy
mystique was therefore now applied to the creation of a new, elite corps
of counter-insurgency experts. They were given distinctive green berets
and told that training counterpart forces in the Third World would be
one of their main tasks.

As part of this effort to protect favored governments, the United States
increased its military supply and training programs. There was a premium
on modernizing the military, making them capable of the rapid and co-
ordinated action needed to fight well-trained guerrillas. A new element was
also added: the training and equipping of police forces to control urban
riots and sabotage and improvement of their techniques of interrogation
and record retrieval. This activity was housed in the U.S. Agency for In-
ternational Development (USAID) and bore the euphemistic label of “pub-
lic safety.”
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The theory behind this two-pronged U.S. policy was that the United
States had an interest in identifying and supporting strongly reformist lead-
ers, giving economic aid to achieve growth, and at the same time offering
the means to defeat armed domestic opponents who might have Soviet or,
more likely, Cuban help. The United States was now betting on the anti-
communist reformers to ride the historical tide in Latin America and to
produce more prosperous, more egalitarian, and therefore stronger na-
tions with interests that were compatible with those of the United States.
Soviet penetration would be stopped, the U.S. sphere of influence would
be preserved, and everyone in the hemisphere could be better off.

The Alliance for Progress was born to widespread applause. The glamor
and eloquence of the new U.S. president, contrasting sharply with the pro-
big-business image of Eisenhower, excited Latin American imaginations.
Liberals in the United States and Europe were thrilled, as were those long-
time critics of U.S. policy who had excoriated Uncle Sam for always siding
with the dictators.

Then Cuba hit the headlines again. The CIA, apparently with clearance
from the White House (or at least Robert Kennedy), tried several plots to
assassinate Castro. All failed. Meanwhile Fidel tightened his grip on Cuba
and looked to spread the revolution elsewhere in Latin America.

The Soviets became emboldened by U.S. weakness at the Bay of Pigs and
decided to act. During 1962 they flooded Cuba with military equipment,
including missiles—hardly a defensive weapon, since the missiles were too
close to be detected by the U.S. warning system. The United States got the
OAS to approve a blockade against all ships carrying offensive weapons to
Cuba. There followed a frightening face-off, and the Soviets finally agreed
to remove the missiles, but only when the United States promised to lift
the blockade and pledged not to invade Cuba in the future.

The “missile crisis” of October 1962 had great implications for Latin
America’s relations with the United States and the world. First, the Soviets
had been forced, by threat of direct U.S. attack on their Cuban installa-
tions, to give up the strategic advantage they tried to win by stealth. In ef-
fect, the Soviets were ratifying anew the U.S. strategic military hegemony
in Latin America outside of Cuba.

Second, the United States had promised to keep hands off of—at least
by direct invasion—the “first socialist experiment in the Americas.” Fidel
now knew he could concentrate on building socialism at home and ex-
porting revolution abroad. Nonetheless, he needed a large security force
to ward off CIA and exile-sponsored raids, as well as to prevent Cubans
from fleeing the island.

Castro was in a good position to extend support—including money, ma-
terials, and training—to revolutionaries elsewhere in Latin America. Cuba
became a “platform” for the export of revolution. A prime target was
Venezuela, where President Rómulo Betancourt was a prototype of the de-
mocratic reformer that the Kennedy administration sought in Latin Amer-
ica. In November 1963 the Venezuelan government announced its discov-
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ery of arms sent to Venezuela from Cuba and asked the OAS to act. The
Venezuelans charged that the arms were intended for local guerrillas, pre-
cisely the kind of anti-democratic forces Washington had said would jus-
tify U.S. counter-insurgency aid. The OAS dutifully endorsed the Venezue-
lan charge and, in July 1964, asked member nations to sever all diplomatic
ties with Cuba and to suspend all commercial and transportation links.
Cuba was to be an outcast nation in the hemisphere. All OAS members
complied, except Mexico, which had reason to want the U.S.-Cuban stale-
mate to continue, since it had partially replaced Cuba both as a tourist at-
traction and as a supplier of sugar.

The pattern for Cuba’s role in the hemisphere was now set. Backed up
by an extraordinary Soviet subsidy—far greater per capita than the U.S.
subsidy to any of its client regimes in Latin America—the Castro regime

“Two, Three, Many Viet Nams”

Anti-imperialist sentiment in Latin America has long provoked anti-
American feelings. This was especially true during the Cold War, when
revolutionary militants advocated violent “wars of national liberation”
throughout the Third World. As shown in this call to arms by Che
Guevara in 1967, Viet Nam appeared to offer a model—and an in-
spiration—to guerrilla movements in Latin America and elsewhere:

Our aspirations to victory may be summed up thus: total destruction
of imperialism by eliminating its firmest bulwark–imperialist domina-
tion by the United States of America. To carry out, as a tactical mea-
sure, the gradual liberation if the peoples, one by one or in groups;
forcing the enemy into a difficult fight far from its own territory; liq-
uidation of all its sustaining bases, that is, its dependent territories.
This means a long war. And, we repeat once more, a cruel war. Let no
one fool himself at the outset and let no one hesitate to begin for fear
or the consequences it may bring to his people. It is almost our sole
hope for victory. We cannot elude the call of this hour. . . . 

What a luminous, near future would be visible to us if two, three, or
many Viet Nams flourished throughout the world with their share of
death and their immense tragedies, their everyday heroism and their
repeated blows against imperialism obliging it to disperse its forces un-
der the attack and the increasing hatred of all the peoples of the earth!
And if we were all capable of uniting to make our blows more solid
and more infallible so that the effectiveness of every kind of support
given to the struggling peoples were increased—how great and how
near that future would be!

Quotation from Irving Louis Horowitz, Josué de Castro, and John Gerassi,
eds., Latin American Radicalism: A Documentary Report on Left and Nationalist
Movements (New York: Random House, 1969), pp. 619–20.



pressed ahead on two fronts. One was the difficult task of constructing so-
cialism in Cuba, far more difficult than most revolutionaries had foreseen
in 1960. The second was the promotion of revolution abroad. It was best
exemplified by Che Guevara, who soon found that, like the achievement
of socialism at home, the promotion of revolution abroad was easier said
than done.

The Fidelistas were by no means the only source of the call to revolu-
tion in Latin America during the 1960s. Just as Soviet penetration via the
Cuban revolution challenged U.S. hegemony in the hemisphere, so the
Sino-Soviet split in world communism fragmented the revolutionary left.
Back in the 1940s and 1950s, the Latin American left had been dominated
by national communist parties, almost all under Moscow’s direction. In the
late 1950s, however, the split between Beijing and Moscow created new op-
portunities for Latin American revolutionaries. The Chinese communist
Maoists gave inspiration to Latin Americans who had long been dissatis-
fied with the bureaucratized orthodox communist parties. They yearned
for revolution now, not in some distant era when “objective conditions”
would be favorable. Revolutionaries of this bent arose in every major coun-
try in the 1960s. Almost invariably they met a bloody end.

Democratic Reformers and the Alliance for Progress

The framers of the Alliance for Progress banked on an improbable com-
bination of favorable factors: elected governments promoting economic
growth while achieving social reform. If Latin America had all the prob-
lems its analysts so often described, how could politicans suddenly produce
the consensus necessary to carry out such ambitious programs? Why would
the wealthy and privileged stand by? Could economic growth be achieved
if governments mounted social reform threats to established producers?

Elsewhere we have seen the fate of democratic reformers. In Chile, Frei
(1964–70) fell far short of his goals in key areas, such as land reform and
redistribution. Power then passed to a more radical reformist, Salvador Al-
lende (1970–73), under whom politics polarized dangerously and the econ-
omy spun out of control, due in part to U.S. economic warfare against
Chile. Reformism—of which Allende was still a representative—had failed
dramatically. Chile’s repressive military regime after 1973 was part of what
the Alliance for Progress was designed to avoid.

In Brazil, Jânio Quadros (1961) at first appeared to be the dynamic vote-
getting reformist Brazil needed. But he resigned after only seven months
in office, opening a three-year political crisis that culminated in a coup
against his ineffectual successor, João Goulart (1961–64). The military-
dominated governments after 1964 emphasized economic growth, with 
little effort toward social reform. The result was an increase in social 
inequality, combined with a steady move in the 1960s away from direct 
elections—a path the architects of the Alliance for Progress would have
thought was an invitation for trouble.
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In Argentina, the best hope for democratic reformism was Arturo Fron-
dizi’s government (1958–62), but it was soon jeopardized by a highly un-
popular anti-inflation program and became a casualty of the long-standing
Peronist-military confrontation. None of the succeeding governments in
Argentina came close to the model envisioned in the Alliance for Progress.

Venezuela, one of the few countries to maintain a continuous civilian
government, was a bright spot for the U.S.-promoted reformist policy. Yet
it produced little significant social reform, and its relevance was always com-
promised by its windfall of oil revenues.

In Peru, President Fernando Belaúnde Terry (1963–68) looked like a
democratic reformer, and he bet on economic development, especially by
opening up the Peruvian Amazon. But he ran afoul of nationalists in the
military and also met severe economic difficulties. He was then deposed
in a military coup led by General Juan Velasco Alvarado, whose military
regime carried out a land reform more radical than any contemplated by
Belaúnde. Velasco was in turn replaced by a more pro-private-sector mili-
tary regime, which allowed elections again in 1980, and Belaúnde, long in
exile in the United States, was reelected to the presidency. But the eco-
nomic odds were stacked against his reformist government.

Colombia was another country on which U.S. planners placed great
hope. The president from 1958 to 1962, Alberto Lleras Camargo, was an
articulate and attractive Liberal Party politician from a prominent Colom-
bian family. His cadre of economists and technocrats prepared the kind of
detailed economic and social plans called for in the Alliance for Progress.
They won large loans from the U.S. government and the multilateral agen-
cies, and Colombia was soon labeled a “showcase” for democratic re-
formism by enthusiastic U.S. observers. Unfortunately, the hopes proved
premature, since the Colombian government achieved little reform in cru-
cial areas, such as land redistribution. Although economic growth was forth-
coming, precious little of it benefited the rural sector or the mushroom-
ing shanty towns around the cities. By the mid-1960s Colombia had become
a prime example for U.S. congressional critics, such as Senator J. William
Fulbright, who found far too few of the alliance’s aims accomplished in
this “showcase” country.

Events in the Dominican Republic brutally exposed the contradictions
in U.S. policy. The U.S.-aided assassination in 1961 of Rafael Trujillo, one
of the Caribbean’s most notorious dictators, opened the way for a free pres-
idential election—won by Juan Bosch, a popular reformer whose ideas cer-
tainly fit the mold of the Alliance for Progress. Despite U.S. support, Bosch
was deposed by a military coup in 1963. Another armed revolt in 1965 trig-
gered fears in the Lyndon Johnson administration, but especially with the
president himself, that a Castro-like regime might emerge, becoming a dis-
aster for his standing with U.S. domestic opinion. Johnson micromanaged
the decision and then sent in 20,000 U.S. troops. They were joined by
troops from Brazil, now ruled by a military government anxious to show
its Cold War zeal.
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A new civilian, Joaquín Balaguer, was elected president in 1966, and the
U.S. and Brazilian troops left. But the United States had aroused resent-
ment in much of Latin America for the heavy-handed manner in which
the Johnson administration demanded (and just barely got) OAS blessing
for the U.S. intervention. It wasn’t quite the 1920s again, but it certainly
wasn’t the bright new era John Kennedy had envisioned in 1961.

Clearly, the Alliance for Progress had failed as of 1970. The expectations
had been too high, given the political realities of the decade. Furthermore,
the goal of promoting democracy soon conflicted with the goal of pre-
venting any more Cubas. In Brazil, for example, the United States became
convinced that President João Goulart was leading his country dangerously
leftward, and Washington therefore quickly endorsed a military-civilian
conspiracy when it overthrew him. By the end of the decade the Brazilian
military regime had joined the ranks of the highly repressive, with little
pretense of social reform; nevertheless, it continued to be the region’s
largest beneficiary of U.S. aid as of the 1970s.

In Argentina between 1963 and 1966, the United States found itself deal-
ing with the ineffectual civilian government of Arturo Illia, which was suc-
ceeded by the repressive regime of General Onganía. But here, too, a gen-
eral had his attractions for Washington, as did his military successors,
because they were cracking down on the growing guerrilla movement.

The ideology of the Alliance for Progress was set by John F. Kennedy
and the “New Frontiersmen,” although President Lyndon B. Johnson
pledged to continue the basic policies when he took office in November
1963. The election of Richard Nixon in 1968 brought a change in U.S. pol-
icy. Although Nixon maintained a rhetorical commitment to democracy
and social reform, at heart he and his advisers favored a return to the more
traditional Republican stance of leaving economic development primarily
to the private sector. The Nixon administration also increased military aid,
acting on the advice of Governor Nelson Rockefeller, whose 1969 presi-
dential mission to Latin America pointedly noted that “a new type of mil-
itary man is coming to the fore and often becoming a major force for con-
structive social action in the American republics.” The implications were
self-evident.

Nixon was the first U.S. president to have to deal with an elected Marx-
ist head of state in Latin America. Salvador Allende’s victory in 1970 was
a test for the United States, publicly committed to social reform but strongly
opposed to leftist movements. Although Allende’s regime never reached a
revolutionary stage, the Nixon administration was determined from the day
of Allende’s election to use every means (“make the economy scream” was
one of Nixon’s suggestions to CIA Director Richard Helms) to prevent his
inauguration or, failing that, to speed his overthrow.

The United States discouraged new private investment in Chile and ob-
structed, wherever possible, Chile’s access to financing from multilateral
agencies, such as the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and
the Inter-American Development Bank. At the same time, President Nixon
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ordered the CIA to develop and carry out a secret plan for harassing the
Chilean government. At least $10 million was spent in subsidies to the
Chilean opposition press (especially the militantly anti-Allende El Mercu-
rio) and to opposition groups, including many strikers who helped para-
lyze the Chilean economy in 1972–73. Seen in the context of all Allende’s
problems, the U.S. effort was probably of marginal importance. It was the
Chilean military and the Chilean middle and upper classes who rose up
against the Popular Unity government. They needed no lessons from the
United States in why and how to do it. But the United States increased the
sense of siege felt by the Allende government and encouraged the oppo-
sition to believe that generous U.S. aid awaited them after a coup.

Not the least important result of the Allende era was the wide publicity
about U.S. covert activities. The official documentation of a U.S. Senate
Select Committee in 1975 and subsequent journalistic revelations con-
firmed that the United States was still ready to intervene in the way Latin
Americans had so long claimed. This same tendency would reappear dur-
ing the 1980s, when President Ronald Reagan authorized a military inva-
sion of Grenada and a sustained campaign of covert action against
Nicaragua.

Development and Debt

By 1960 West Europe and Japan were entering Latin America as major in-
vestors and traders. Another increasingly important force was the multi-
national corporations (MNCs), such as International Telephone and Tele-
graph (ITT), Philips, and Royal Dutch Shell. Their multi-country base of
operations meant they could play off one country against another while
channeling business among branch firms. MNCs predominated in many
high-technology areas. In some key sectors, such as pharmaceuticals or
computers, countries had little alternative but to allow the MNCs to enter.

As time passed, Latin America was unable to devise an effective strategy
for this problem of technology transfer. The hard fact is that advanced
technology in industrialized countries is produced by private firms which
use it to make profits. These firms are unwilling to sell the technology, and
instead insist on marketing it themselves. Distribution and sales require di-
rect investment, leading to eventual profit remissions that can, in princi-
ple, far exceed the original investment. Furthermore, the MNCs may be
able to wield monopolistic power in the local market, charging prices
higher than a competitive market would have allowed.

Attempts by individual countries (or even country consortia) to develop
advanced technology have faced long odds. The research facilities and ex-
perience of an IBM or Bayer are hardly within the reach of hard-pressed
scientists and researchers in Latin America. In consequence, the terms of
transfer of technology have become one of the central issues in the rela-
tionship of the Latin American economies to the industrialized world.
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During the 1980s a far graver short-run problem weighed down the Latin
American economies: their staggering foreign indebtedness. By early 1988
the combined debt to the commercial (private) banks, as well as to such
multilateral lenders as the World Bank and the Inter-American Bank, was
$400 billion and growing daily. The three largest debtors were Brazil ($113
billion), Mexico ($108 billion), and Argentina ($54 billion). Most of the
debt had been incurred since the huge OPEC oil-price hikes of 1973 and
1979, which sharply increased the import bill for most of Latin America.
The loans came primarily from private banks (flush with deposits from the
oil exporters), and they made possible a higher rate of growth than the
borrowers could otherwise have enjoyed. In truth, however, they simply
postponed payment for the increased cost of oil. The borrowers were as-
suming that they could increase their trade surplus enough to repay the
loans. This applied to almost all of Latin America, except the net oil ex-
porters (Bolivia, Ecuador, Venezuela, post-1975 Mexico, and post-1978
Peru) and Argentina, which was virtually self-sufficient in oil.

By the late 1970s the loans were not limited to the oil importers. Almost
every Latin American country borrowed massively, partly because bankers
aggressively sought out Latin American customers. The bankers liked these
customers because they were paying high interest rates and because they
were supposedly immune from bankruptcy—the United States would never
allow that to happen to a sovereign country. Soon the borrowed funds were
going for current consumption, enabling governments—whether military
or civilian—to win short-term favor from their import-consuming urban
countrymen. Thus all of Latin America, with the conspicuous exception of
Colombia, became hooked on foreign loans.

Net borrowing by developing countries is in itself perfectly normal. The
United States, for example, was a net borrower until 1900. If the funds had
gone for investment in Latin America to ensure future growth and to pro-
mote exports, then the capacity to repay would have increased. Instead,
much of the money was squandered. In countries, such as Mexico and 
Argentina, the rich commandeered much of the borrowed funds and
promptly deposited them in bank accounts abroad.

In August 1982 Mexico declared it could no longer make payments on
its foreign debt, thereby triggering a world credit crisis. Brazil, the largest
borrower, joined Mexico in December. Since 1982 no major Latin debtor
has been able to repay much on principal. Even to maintain the interest
payments required repeated “rescue” loans, which the debtors then im-
mediately sent back to the banks as interest payments. Such rescues offered
no long-term relief for the borrowers, but they produced lucrative “fees”
for the lending banks and kept U.S. banks from having to classify the loans
as delinquent. This, in turn, allowed them to avoid having to increase bank
reserves which would have reduced their profits.

Meanwhile, the major debtors faced interest payments equal to 5 or 6
percent of their GDP. Not even Weimar Germany’s burden of payments
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on World War I reparations had reached that level. Virtually all observers
agreed that the Latin American loans would never be repaid in full. Banks
wishing to sell those loans in the late 1980s found the going rate to be
about 50 percent of face value. Confronted with such losses, the bankers
investigated other solutions, such as swapping debt for equity investments
(in the same country) or for “exit bonds,” which would be readily nego-
tiable on the open market. None of these plans reduced significantly the
Latin American debt-service charges in the short run. Only a general write-
down of the total indebtedness and a stretch-out of payments could 
do that.

Latin America’s credit crisis was accompanied by a protracted economic
slump throughout the 1980s. Country after country had to adopt an or-
thodox IMF-style austerity economic plan to satisfy foreign creditors. De-
flationary measures, combined with the capital outflow for debt payments,
produced stagnation. In per capita terms, Latin America’s GDP fell by 8.3
percent between 1981 and 1989. Not surprisingly, the cost was paid dis-
proportionately by those at the bottom, as the real incomes of the poor
shrank most. But Latin America’s economic distress also hit the United
States, whose exports to the region fell from $42 billion in 1981 to $31 bil-
lion in 1986. Caterpillar factory workers in Illinois, for example, were laid
off because South American road contractors had no dollars to buy the gi-
ant yellow earth movers. Dependency proved that it could be a two-way
street. Latin America resumed modest growth in the 1990s, but by the
decade’s end, growth had faded again. Between 1998 and 2002 the region’s
average annual growth rate fell to �0.3 percent per capita. In one year
(2002) Argentina, crippled by its financial crisis, had an eye-popping per
capita growth rate of �10.8 percent.

The international response to Latin America’s debt crisis finally took
shape in the late 1980s. In 1985 U.S. treasury secretary James A. Baker III
openly acknowledged that heavily indebted countries were facing structural
crises of solvency, and called for an injection of $20 billion in developing
countries in return for market reforms. The Baker Plan led to scant prac-
tical results, mainly because the $20 billion proved to be unavailable, but
it marked an important shift in approaches to the problem.

In March 1989 Nicholas F. Brady, Baker’s successor as treasury secre-
tary, proposed a broad portfolio of debt reduction and restructuring al-
ternatives and offered U.S. government support to countries undertak-
ing market-based economic policies. The Brady Plan had two distinct
features: one was its flexibility and open-endedness; another was its ex-
plicit recognition that debt reduction would have to be an integral ele-
ment in any lasting resolution of the debt crisis. By February 1990 the
Brady Plan resulted in the restructuring of nearly $50 billion of Mexican
debt and reduced the face value of the country’s external commercial
debt by $5.5 billion. Negotiations under the Brady Plan also led to agree-
ments with Costa Rica, Venezuela, Uruguay, Argentina—and, in mid-
1992—Brazil. With the exceptions of Costa Rica and Mexico, implemen-
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tation of the plan did not bring much significant debt reduction. Through
export expansion and economic growth, indebted countries gradually im-
proved their capacity to service the loans, however, and the Brady agree-
ments helped alleviate the sense of crisis that surrounded this issue
throughout the 1980s.

The 1990s were to bring little relief from the pressure of foreign debt,
however. Countries, such as Argentina and Brazil, continued borrowing
abroad to service their loans. Both countries had major financial crises in
the 1990s, with the United States deeply involved.

The End of the Cold War

Near the end of the 1980s the international order underwent a sudden,
fundamental change: the Cold War came to an end. The Berlin Wall col-
lapsed in November 1989, the U.S.S.R. retreated from East Europe, and
the dynamic Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev sought a rapprochement with
the West. There was an immediate impact in Europe, where East Germany
was incorporated into a “reunified” Germany and East European countries
plunged headlong into dramatic political transitions. But there would be
impacts elsewhere as well. No longer would the United States and the So-
viet Union, as two global superpowers, engage in a nuclear standoff—and
in unceasing struggle throughout the world. No longer would developing
countries of the Third World provide a battleground for this conflict. No
longer would capitalism and communism compete for ideological and eco-
nomic supremacy. It was the passing of an era; some even called it “the
end of history.”

By the mid-1990s the implications for Latin America, and for U.S.–Latin
American relations, appeared only in vague outline. The United States
would no longer perceive its major interest in Latin America as the pre-
vention of a communist threat. In principle, this should have obliged the
United States to revise its policy in the late 1980s toward El Salvador, where
it continued to support a right-wing government against a rebel movement,
and toward Cuba, where it continued to express implacable hostility to-
ward the Castro regime throughout the 1990s. Change in policy was slow.
The question was whether the U.S. government would abandon its distrust
of reformist movements and politicians, which had long antedated the ar-
rival of the Cold War.

At the same time, the end of the Cold War implied a change in the ide-
ological content of reformist and radical movements in Latin America. The
collapse of international communism struck a near-fatal blow to socialist
and communist doctrines and organizations throughout the region. To be
sure, some movements remained unflinching in the face of doctrinal ad-
versity—such as Sendero Luminoso in Peru—but most began to revise their
outlooks in accordance with the “social democratic” ideas spread in Eu-
rope and elsewhere. Radicalism, in the meantime, took on a new appear-
ance, moving away from socialism and toward nationalism and/or pop-
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Hollywood Rules!

Globalization has powerful effects on culture, especially in the field
of entertainment. Nowhere is this more apparent than in Hollywood’s
domination of the movie industry throughout the Americas. As 
reported in Variety magazine, here are the top ten most popular 
films for selected dates (according to box-office receipts) in Brazil
and Mexico:

Box-Office Brazil Mexico
Ranking (July 29–August 4, 1994) (July 20–26, 1998)

1 The Lion King Godzilla
2 The Flintstones Mulan
3 Four Weddings and a Funeral City of Angels
4 Maverick Dr. Doolittle
5 Beverly Hills Cop 3 Desperate Measures
6 Weekend at Bernie’s 2 Mercury Rising 
7 Getting Even with Dad Barney’s Great Adventure
8 The Paper Deep Impact
9 Gunmen Primary Colors

10 Thumbelina Deep Rising

Pop quiz: Which of these films (if any) was not made in the United
States?

ulism. In short, global events had far-reaching impacts on the political land-
scape in Latin America.

Yet another consequence of the conclusion of the Cold War was the dis-
appearance of any great-power rivalry to U.S. hegemony within the West-
ern Hemisphere. Almost immediately, the U.S.S.R. lowered its profile in
the Americas—and its support to Fidel Castro and to rebel movements.
One of the most remarkable features of the U.S. invasion of Panama, in
December 1989, was the absence of forceful condemnation from major
powers throughout the world. West European officials were preoccupied
with events in East Europe. And while Japan showed increasing interest in
economic relations with Latin America, its spokesmen repeatedly empha-
sized their unwillingness to challenge U.S. supremacy in the region.

Between 1997 and 2001, however, Spain mounted an investment offen-
sive, spending more than $100 billion. But there was little effort to follow
up that economic stake by bidding for increased political influence.

Regional Economic Integration

Ultimately, economic considerations led Washington to advocate the adop-
tion of “free trade” throughout the Americas. The goal was to develop ex-
panding markets for U.S. exports; enhance efficiency for U.S. manufac-



turing (mainly through access to low-cost labor); and, in a variety of ways,
strengthen America’s “competitiveness” in the international economy. Re-
gional integration in the Americas would also strengthen Washington’s
hand in negotiations with Europe, Japan, and other major powers.

In 1990 the Bush (senior) administration opened formal negotiations
with Canada and Mexico for the creation of a North American free-trade
area. Also in mid-1990, President Bush proposed the development of a free-
trade zone that would embrace the entire Western Hemisphere. Asserting
that “prosperity in our hemisphere depends on trade—not aid,” Bush en-
visioned the creation of a free-trade zone “stretching from the port of An-
chorage to Tierra del Fuego.”

The first step in this process would be the Mexican accord, signed in
1992. As described in Chapter 8, the North American Free Trade Agree-
ment (NAFTA) went into effect in January 1994 and created one of the
largest trading blocs in the world. Essentially, NAFTA promoted the free
flow of goods among Canada, Mexico, and the United States by eliminat-
ing duties, tariffs, and trade barriers over a period of fifteen years. NAFTA
also opened Mexico to U.S. investments in a variety of ways. Ultimately,
NAFTA marked a turning point in U.S. economic policy and in relations
with Mexico. For the first time in history, Washington was pursuing an ex-
plicit strategy of economic integration with its neighbor to the south.

The prospects for a free-trade zone embracing all of the Americas
nonetheless remained unclear. It was also a serious gamble by Mexico. In
December 1993 Vice-President Al Gore endorsed the prospect of “a West-
ern Hemisphere Community of Democracies” with NAFTA as “a starting
point.” Eager to gain access to this privileged circle, Latin American lead-
ers came to regard eventual accession to NAFTA as a key part of their de-
velopment strategy. Expectations were soon running high.

Yet formation of a hemispheric free-trade area faced formidable obsta-
cles, both economic and political. The commercial rationale was less com-
pelling than in the case of NAFTA. The partners in NAFTA, especially Mex-
ico, might be hesitant to admit new members and share their status as
countries with unique access to the U.S. market. And while NAFTA had
strong political motivations, as sketched out in Chapter 8, there was no
such pressing incentive for a hemispheric accord.

Despite these odds, the Clinton administration promoted and hosted a
grandiose “Summit of the Americas” in Miami in December 1994. The os-
tensible goal of the Miami summit was to develop a blueprint for hemi-
spheric collaboration into the twenty-first century. An implicit purpose,
from Washington’s perspective, was to provide assurances that the United
States would neither neglect nor abandon Latin American countries out-
side of Mexico. After intense behind-the-scenes negotiation, the Miami
agenda eventually came to focus on a Free Trade Area of the Americas
(FTAA).

What happened in fact was that the signatories in Miami designated the
year 2005 as a deadline for the conclusion of negotiations for a free-trade
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area—with implementation to follow in subsequent years. This was an am-
biguous result. Advocates hailed the agreement for its high-minded prin-
ciples and ambitious goals. Skeptics lamented its vagueness and its drawn-
out timetable, which meant that official talks could drag on for a decade
or more. Ironically enough, the principal resistance to the practical real-
ization of an FTAA was likely to come not from Latin America but from
the United States. As one observer noted, “The real pitfalls are the U.S.
Congress and the U.S. public. . . . The public is not ready for a free-trade
agreement with Latin America. In the post–Cold War environment, they
don’t understand what the dominant values are.”

In the meantime, governments in Latin America responded to this un-
certainty by pursuing strategies of subregional integration—projects for
economic cooperation among groups of Latin American countries, rather
than for the continent as a whole. The Central American Common Mar-
ket was resuscitated, CARICOM was reinvigorated, and the Andean Pact
was reshaped and revitalized. But the most ambitious and influential of
these schemes emerged in South America, where the “Common Market of
the South” (MERCOSUR) linked the economic fortunes of Argentina,

Economic globalization accelerated the movement of capital jobs—and (to a lesser
extent) workers—while spreading a good deal of confusion in the process. (Gary
Markstein, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, Copley News Services. Reprinted with per-
mission.)
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Brazil, Uruguay, and Paraguay. Under the Treaty of Asunción, reached in
March 1991, the member countries committed themselves to construct, by
December 1994, a customs union, with a common external tariff and to
move onward to a full-fledged common market in subsequent years. Es-
pecially in view of long-standing rivalries among its constituent members,
MERCOSUR was a truly remarkable development. Its partner countries
constituted nearly one-half of Latin America’s GDP, more than 40 percent
of its total population, and about one-third its foreign trade.

More important than its size, however, was its strategic orientation. Ac-
cording to one of the project’s original architects, the principal innovation
of MERCOSUR stemmed from its commitment to “outward-oriented inte-
gration”—that is, from its determination to make member states more com-
petitive in the international arena, rather than to rely on closed markets
via import-substitution industrialization. MERCOSUR also had clear polit-
ical goals: the consolidation of democracy and the maintenance of peace
throughout the Southern Cone. At the same time that MERCOSUR was
taking shape, Argentina and Brazil, countries that shared significant nu-
clear capacity as well as historic rivalry, agreed to ban the development of
nuclear weapons. In a sense, MERCOSUR would provide civilian demo-
crats throughout the subregion with a regular opportunity for consultation
and mutual support, thus offsetting the long-established enclaves for rep-
resentatives of the armed forces.

From the start, MERCOSUR’s designers saw it as a dynamic institution,
one that would evolve rapidly over time and also crystallize relations with
advanced industrial economies. Once President Bush announced the En-
terprise for the Americas Initiative, MERCOSUR became a potential in-
strument for collective bargaining; as a Brazilian observer recalled, “There
was the perception that it would be interesting to concentrate efforts to
negotiate en bloc.” Contradictory tendencies also emerged: having under-
gone a harsh program of structural adjustment, Argentina expressed its ea-
gerness to negotiate its own FTA with the United States (and/or to seek
membership within NAFTA), an act that would logically lead to the dis-
mantlement of MERCOSUR. In its “glory years” of 1992–98 MERCOSUR
had generated mutual trade of $18.5 billion. Foreign-exchange crises 
in 1999–2002 in both Brazil and Argentina, however, nearly wrecked 
MERCOSUR, whose mutual trade dropped 50 percent.

Taking a different approach, Brazil launched its proposal in April 1994
for a South American Free Trade Area, or SAFTA. The goal of SAFTA was
to create a free-trade zone throughout the continent over a ten-year pe-
riod from 1995 to 2005. Public intentions behind SAFTA were manifold:
to capitalize on the experience of MERCOSUR, which led to growth of in-
traregional trade; to avoid the “isolation” of MERCOSUR, especially from
Chile and the Andean Group; and to accumulate negotiating power for
dealing with the possibility of broader integration schemes in the Ameri-
cas. Not coincidentally, SAFTA would confirm Brazil’s historic claim to be
the dominant power throughout South America.
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Events then took an unexpected turn. In September 1997 President Clin-
ton submitted to Congress a proposal for renewal of “fast track” consider-
ation of international trade agreements. Despite its name, “fast track” re-
ferred not to the speed of deliberation but to the stipulation that Congress
would have to vote on trade agreements as complete packages, yes or no,
rather than amend them. Fast track had become a staple of trade policy
since the early 1970s because it enabled representatives from the United
States—and other countries—to reach agreements with the assurance that
they would not be subjected to crippling revisions by special interests in
Congress. The bill was widely regarded as crucial to the progress of the
Free Trade Area of the Americas. It was also seen as a referendum on
NAFTA, which had fallen into substantial disfavor (especially among De-
mocrats) as a result of the 1994–95 peso crisis and because of possible
threats to American jobs. It soon became clear that fast track would not
pass the House of Representatives, and the White House withdrew its bill.

In Santiago, Chile, during a follow-up to the Miami summit of 1994,
President Clinton assured his fellow heads of state that “our commit-
ment to the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) will be in the fast
lane of our concerns.” His successor, George W. Bush, repeated this
pledge at subsequent summit meetings in Quebec City, Canada (2001)
and Monterrey, Mexico (2004)—while also winning fast-track autho-
rization from the U.S. Congress. Over the years, however, resistance to
the FTAA arose on the Latin American side. Brazil, fearful that the even-
tual treaty would be biased in favor of the United States, organized a
counter-bargaining bloc. As of mid-2004, the fate of the negotiations was
still very much in doubt.

The Intermestic Agenda

Aside from economics, the inter-American agenda in the 1990s came to
concentrate on so-called intermestic issues—that is, international ques-
tions with substantial domestic implications. One of the most contentious
was migration, especially illegal immigration. By 1994 the proportion of
foreign-born Americans had climbed to 8.7 percent, the highest level in
more than fifty years. (It was estimated that 6.2 million of these residents,
legal and illegal, came from Mexico; more than 800,000 were from Cuba;
and more than 700,000 were from El Salvador.) According to another
count, there may have been as many as 2.5–4.0 million “illegal aliens” in
the United States from all parts of the world in the early 1990s—with over
half from Mexico, and many others from Central America and the
Caribbean.

Undocumented migrants came to play important roles in the U.S. econ-
omy, especially in such areas as Florida and California, where they pro-
vided skilled labor at low rates of pay. In addition to working as field hands
in agriculture, illegal aliens from Latin America filled jobs in construction,
restaurants, hotels, and other service sectors. While some U.S. workers saw



the migrants as a source of competition, American employers tended to
regard them as a source of docile and dependable labor.

This influx of foreigners nonetheless ignited a political backlash. As
noted in the chapter on Mexico, the Simpson-Rodino law of 1986 did not
significantly reduce illegal (“undocumented”) migration into the United
States. As the U.S. economy struggled to climb out of recession in the 1990s,
politicians began to accuse the migrants of taking jobs from U.S. citizens
and of abusing social services. Voters in California approved a measure that
would deny social services (such as health care and public schools) to il-
legal aliens and their children. The military action in Haiti was prompted,
at least in part, by a desire to prevent large-scale immigration from Haiti.
And in 1995, a Texas judge found a woman guilty of child abuse because
she spoke only Spanish at home. Anti-foreign sentiment was clearly on the
rise, and the atmosphere became tense in many American communities.

Another complex issue concerned illicit drugs. The traffic from Latin
America to the United States of illegal drugs, especially cocaine, contin-
ued throughout the 1980s and 1990s. This commerce amounted to as much
as $110 billion per year and was said to be the most important economic
activity for organized crime in the United States. Coca leaf was cultivated
in the Andes, usually in Peru and Bolivia, then shipped to Colombia, where
it was transformed into cocaine and prepared for export to the U.S. mar-
ket. (By the late 1990s Colombia also became a major site for raising coca
leaf.) Marijuana flourished in Mexico, Central America, and elsewhere (in-
cluding the continental United States). Heroin initially came from other
parts of the world, but responded to laws of supply and demand: as sup-
plies from the Middle East dried up in the early 1970s (with the breakup
of the infamous “French connection”), resourceful traffickers encouraged
production in Latin America, and as heroin regained popularity among
U.S. consumers in the 1990s, Latin American output substantially in-
creased. In the meantime other countries of the region—Jamaica, Panama,
Venezuela, Brazil, Argentina, and Chile—became centers for the trans-ship-
ment of drugs and the laundering of funds.

One of the most corrosive effects of this trade was to build up powerful
trafficking rings, which came to mount serious challenges to legitimate po-
litical authority. This was most apparent in Colombia, where organized
criminal “cartels” exercised de facto power through a combination of cor-
ruption and intimidation. During the 1980s the “Medellín cartel” at-
tempted to take the country hostage by unleashing a massive wave of vio-
lence, assassinating scores of government officials and a presidential
candidate. In the early 1990s the “Cali cartel” employed more subtle and
sophisticated tactics, relying on bribery and co-optation rather than coer-
cion; this erupted in political scandal in 1995, when it became apparent
that the nation’s president had accepted large sums of drug money to help
finance his electoral campaign. In 2002, the U.S. government decided that
the threat from leftist rebels and drug trafickers in Colombia justified large-
scale economic and military intervention to the tune of over a billion dol-
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lars annually. In Mexico and in other countries of the region, too, drug
barons and their criminal organizations were accumulating substantial
amounts of political and economic leverage.

The ultimate cause of drug trafficking in Latin America was the strength
of consumer demand, especially in the United States. Throughout the early
1980s, there were estimated to be nearly 25 million Americans making ha-
bitual use of illicit drugs. By the early 1990s this figure had been reduced
by half, as middle-class suburbanites turned away from drugs, but the hard-
core use of “crack” and heroin persisted in U.S. inner cities. The demand
for illegal substances also mushroomed in Europe, Asia, and the former
Soviet Union. This posed an irresistible opportunity for drug lords and a
challenge to governmental authorities. As a former president of Colombia
once lamented, “The only law the narco-terrorists do not break is the law
of supply and demand.”

In response to these developments, U.S. policy attempted to stop drug
trafficking by shutting down sources of supply. President Ronald Reagan
declared a “war on drugs” that concentrated largely on eradicating crops
and seizing shipments: the idea was to cut off supplies, drive up prices, and
dissuade consumers from purchasing drugs. George Bush continued this
emphasis, launching the 1989 military invasion of Panama as part of the
war on drugs. Under President Bill Clinton this policy shifted, but only
slightly, with budgetary increases for the treatment and prevention of drug
addiction. But the primary emphasis was still on law enforcement, and these
efforts had the principal effect of filling the prisons with drug offenders.
Some observers called for the creation of an international police force;
others spoke out for decriminalization (or legalization) of drug possession
in the United States. Only one thing was apparent: as long as the illicit traf-
fic continued, it would pose a serious threat to social and political order
in Latin America and a major obstacle to U.S.–Latin American relations.

Aside from their impact on inter-American relations, intermestic issues
brought domestic political actors into the U.S. policy process. State and lo-
cal leaders, such as Governor George W. Bush of Texas, took vocal and vis-
ible stands on matters related to Latin America. Congress also came to play
a central role. Rather than evaluate foreign-policy issues on their merits,
however, legislators tended to respond to constituent demands in order to
enhance prospects for their own reelection. Frequently, too, they engaged
in “logrolling” deals on issues that bore no substantive connection to each
other. And to the extent that the interests of individual congresspersons
diverged from those of the Clinton White House, there was bound to be
discord and confusion. This was especially true after November 1994, when
the Republican Party captured majorities in both the Senate and the House
of Representatives.

Hispanic Culture and Communities

The United States in the 1990s found itself facing a new dimension in its
relationship with Latin America. Suddenly the United States discovered it



Latin America, the United States, and the World 435

had one of the largest Spanish-speaking populations in the hemisphere.
Census Bureau data placed the “Hispanic” population in 2002 at 38.8 mil-
lion, but most knowledgeable observers thought it was higher if all the il-
legal immigrants (labeled “undocumented” in more circumspect official
language) were included. That meant that only Mexico, Argentina, and
Colombia had larger Spanish-speaking populations in the Western Hemi-
sphere.

According to 1990 data, for example, New York City had 1.8 million His-
panics, primarily from Puerto Rico and the Caribbean. This was an increase
over the 1.2 million in 1970, achieved despite the fact that the total New
York City population declined during the 1970s. In the Los Angeles and
Chicago public school systems, Hispanic students came to outnumber whites.
Hispanics composed 26 percent of the population in California, the nation’s
most populous state, and 26 percent in Texas, the third-most-populous state.
In much of south Florida, especially in the greater Miami area, Hispanic in-
fluence (essentially Cuban) clearly predominates. Most significant of all, be-
tween 1970 and 1980 the U.S. Hispanic population increased by more than
50 percent and by another 53 percent by 1990. In many cities in the South-
west the Hispanic population is growing faster than either the blacks or the
Anglos (as non-Hispanic whites have been labeled). The increase occurs not
only by birth but also by the influx of new immigrants.

There may be reason to believe that these Hispanics will retain their lan-
guage and culture longer than did previous generations of non-English
speaking immigrants to the United States. The painful question of how—
if at all—to preserve non-U.S. culture has been faced by millions of non-
English-speaking immigrants to America. Waves of Europeans were filtered
through the public schools of New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, and Cleve-
land, where everyone assumed that the only language at school was Eng-
lish. Indeed, immigrant parents often forbade their children to speak the
Old World language because they were so anxious to make their children
into Americans. The result, of course, was that usually the second- and cer-
tainly the third-generation immigrants lacked any knowledge of their an-
cestral language—German, Polish, Italian, or Greek. All wanted to be Amer-
icanized, and language was the first instrument at hand.

The Hispanics in the United States, on the other hand, have reached
center stage at a different moment in U.S. history. They followed the 1960s
activisim of the black movement, which belatedly generated a new legiti-
macy for the cultural traditions of ethnic minorities. Operating in this cli-
mate of opinion (which mixes Anglo guilt and sympathy), Hispanics have
successfully campaigned to institute bilingualism in schools and public fa-
cilities. The logic is that the Spanish-speaking Americans, by their num-
ber and by their past discrimination, deserve the opportunity to continue
using their language. Most important, it is argued that Hispanic children
are often disoriented and demoralized when faced with an all-English-
language school. Maintaining some instruction in Spanish will help build
their confidence and forge links between their culture and the wider U.S.
society.
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Bilingualism in public schools is officially intended to enable Spanish-
speaking children to have their subjects in Spanish, at the same time as
they learn English. The argument is that children can learn biology or
mathematics just as well in Spanish as in English. The final objective is for
the child to finish high school fully competent in both English and Span-
ish. Critics of the system charge that all too often, especially in schools with
a high percentage of Spanish speakers, students never learn correct Eng-
lish and may not learn Spanish grammar either. If true, they enter the job
market with a grave disadvantage. The critics have mounted an aggressive
campaign—with success in some states—to abolish bilingual instruction.

Whatever the case, there are millions of Spanish-speaking Americans who
cannot command enough English to conduct essential business. In re-
sponse the U.S. federal government now publishes in Spanish as well as
English a wide range of official announcements and forms. City, county,
and state authorities in key areas—including northern cities such as
Chicago and Kansas City—have had to hire Spanish-speaking staff. In ef-
fect, the United States now has large regions and urban pockets where
Spanish has official sanction as a second language.

This is bound to have implications for U.S. society. New York City,
Newark, Miami, and Los Angeles all have regular television programming

Tejano star Selena performing
for her fans in 1994. (Percy
Hawke/Archive Photos.)
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in Spanish, and the entire U.S. Southwest, from Texas to Los Angeles, has
a cable TV network connected directly to Mexican national television. The
network of Telemundo and Univision facilitate the Spanish-language
broadcasting. Television, like bilingualism, will help maintain a live His-
panic culture. So will the world of music.

The Hispanic influence was extending to politics as well. This was largely
a reflection of demographic trends, as Hispanics have already become the
largest minority in the United States. As of 1998 they represented about
10 percent of the total voting-age population, but their political impact was
reduced by the fact that a large proportion of Hispanics (perhaps 40 per-
cent) were not U.S. citizens. This situation prompted intensive citizenship
and registration drives by such organizations as the League of United Latin
American Citizens (LULAC) and the Mexican-American Legal Defense
Fund (MALDEF); from 1992 to 1996 the number of registered Hispanic
voters rose by 30 percent, to 6.6 million, and another 2 million were added
by 2000. Despite these efforts, however, voter turnout among Hispanics re-
mained very low—26 percent among the voting-age population in the 1996

Tex-Mex Madonna

Dark-haired, full-figured, only twenty-three years old, a singer named
Selena stood on the verge of yet another breakthrough—when she
was shot and killed.

Sometimes called the “Tex-Mex Madonna,” Selena Quintanilla
Pérez was born in Lake Jackson, Texas, and started performing as a
young girl with the family band. She eventually developed her own
pulsating style, often performing in skin-tight blue jeans, sequined
bras, and suggestive boleros. She soon became revered as the queen
of “Tejano,” an accordian-backed music blending the Mexican
ranchera tradition with American country, German polka, and
Caribbean traditions. In 1993 Selena won a Grammy Award for the
best Mexican American album of the year, and in 1994 her song
“Amor Prohibido” sold more than 500,000 copies.

During her brief career Selena constantly broke barriers, gaining
respect in the male-dominated world of Tejano and winning popu-
lar acceptance within Mexico. At the time of her death, she was about
to record her first English-language album. For Mexican American
women, too, she helped redefine notions of feminine beauty. As one
Latina associate said, “She looked like them. She’s not a rubia, she’s
a morena [not blond, but dark-haired]. We are redefining what the
word ‘beauty’ means to the other communities.”

Selena was killed on March 31, 1995, by the founder of her fan
club, who had been sacked earlier in the day for embezzlement of
funds. Her death provoked an outpouring of grief on both sides of
the U.S.-Mexican border.



presidential election, compared with 51 percent for African Americans and
56 percent for whites.

As of the late 1990s, moreover, Hispanics did not form a cohesive group.
Mexican Americans in California had different concerns from Cuban
Americans in Florida and Puerto Ricans in New York. And since they be-
longed to various occupational strata and racial categories, they seemed
unlikely to form a cohesive bloc. Because of their sheer demographic
weight, especially in major states, Hispanics were nonetheless becoming a
significant political factor. In San Antonio, Texas, for example, Henry Cis-
neros was elected mayor in 1981, the first ever of Mexican American de-
scent. New Mexico elected a Mexican American governor, Jerry Apodaca,
and Arizona did the same in electing Raul Castro to the governorship. In
New York City the Hispanics are steadily increasing their influence in the
Democratic Party. In Miami, the Cuban American community has achieved
prominence in sectors of commerce, banking, and real estate and has be-
come a predominant political force as well. And after his election in 1992,
President Bill Clinton appointed two Hispanics to cabinet positions. Pres-
ident Bush appointed his own Hispanics in 2001.

Prospects for the Twenty-First Century

As the Cold War receded into the background, scholars and policy analysts
pondered the possibilities for U.S.–Latin American relations. The United
States held a commanding position in the hemisphere, while Latin Ameri-
can leaders were seeking ways to respond to changing international realities.

One basic question concerned the relative priority that Latin America
would have in the eyes of the United States. It had been hoped by many,
and predicted by some, that the region would receive more attention than
it had during the Cold War. Others remained skeptical, arguing that Latin
America in general would remain—as during the Cold War—a mid-level
priority in the war against terrorism. Still others predicted that U.S. deci-
sion makers and business representatives might focus on Mexico or possi-
bly on Mexico plus the Caribbean, while ignoring most of South America.

A second question dealt with policy coherence. Would there emerge a
consistent policy—or at least a dominant policy line—toward Latin Amer-
ica? It was apparent that U.S. policy would increasingly reflect the demands
and preferences of nongovernmental organizations, social groups, interest
associations, and electoral blocs—including Cuban Americans, African
Americans, and Mexican Americans. What effect might this have?

A third issue focused on U.S. behavior. Some thought that without East-
West confrontation, the United States would renounce unilateral high-
handedness and engage in multilateral cooperation with the nations of
Latin America. Other analysts were not so sure. As one historian observed,
“Americans nervous about the stormy post–Cold War era are likely to seek
to batten down their traditional sphere of influence in Latin America. . . .
With or without a Cold War, the United States will likely continue its uni-
lateral, interventionist role in Latin America.”
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Yet another question concerned political change in Latin America, in
particular the impacts of democratization. At first blush, it seemed that this
trend would strengthen inter-American solidarity: as the world’s strongest
democracy, the United States could draw only satisfaction from the turn
toward pluralistic politics in Latin America. But there was also a counter-
hypothesis: the greater the degree of democratization in Latin America,
the more complex and conflicted would become the relationship with the
United States. As opposition parties, legislative bodies, nongovernmental
organizations, and grass-roots movements became more and more involved
in policy debates throughout Latin America, the more difficult it would be
for Latin American governments to speak with a single voice. And the more
that impoverished and disadvantaged segments of Latin American society
gained effective political participation, the more they were likely to chal-
lenge prevailing policies and established conventional wisdom. The more
that Latin American policy processes resembled those of the United States,
in sum, the more contentious would be the region’s dealings with the
United States.

Another set of factors, perhaps the most decisive of all, would relate to
the shape and structure of world politics. Throughout the 1990s the in-
ternational system arena exhibited uncertainty and instability. That scene
changed dramatically on September 11, 2001. The Al Qaeda terrorist at-
tack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, claiming more than
3000 lives, sent a shockwave through Washington and the world. The
United States was suddenly plunged into a worldwide “war against terror-
ism.” The new enemy was a violently anti-American brand of fundamen-
talist Islam (Al Qaeda). The United States quickly retaliated by invading
Afghanistan, which had harbored the attackers. A coalition led by the
United States decisively defeated the Taliban forces there. In a 2003 
follow-up, the United States invaded and occupied Iraq, which ironically
was not known as a center of militant Islam. President Bush and his ad-
visers now scrambled to define a new U.S. foreign policy strategy.

The terror attack turned Washington’s priorities upside down. Mexico,
which had previously been at the top of the Latin American agenda for
President Bush, fell entirely off the White House radar screen. U.S. atten-
tion now focused on the worldwide Al Qaeda network. In 2002 Washing-
ton announced a strategy to save the United States from terrorism. It as-
serted the U.S. right to take preemptive military action, unilateral if
necessary, against any future threat to security, state based or not. The
Western Hemisphere outside the United States was listed as a low-priority
threat, although the menace of drug traffic from the Andes and Mexico
was acknowledged. In sum, Latin America could now expect a United States
ever more security conscious and prone to unilateral action. The effect was
to promote U.S. global military hegemony. On the economic side, the
United States recommitted itself to free-trade, pro-market policies and ne-
gotiation of the FTAA by 2005. But Latin America had been largely rele-
gated to a spectator role as Uncle Sam turned to global conflict.
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WHAT FUTURE FOR 
LATIN AMERICA?

Predicting the future is always risky, more so for Latin America. The con-
tinent has repeatedly been described as on the verge of miraculous devel-
opment, only to disappoint the optimists. In 1912 Lord Bryce, after a tour
of South America, predicted that its temperate area “will be the home of
rich and populous nations, and possibly of great nations.” In 1910 another
English traveler located Brazil “upon the road that leads, surely though
slowly, to a future of great prosperity.” More than ninety years later, the
certainty had faded.

It has been frequently maintained that education would solve all of
Latin America’s problems. Ignorance and illiteracy held back the Latin
Americans. If they could only follow the U.S. and West European ex-
ample with state-supported mass education! But which have been the
most educated nations in Latin America? Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay.
And those countries produced Latin America’s most brutally repressive
military dictatorships of the 1970s. Their elegant constitutions were torn
up, their congresses closed, their courts rendered a sham. How could
this be so?

As we follow the historical development of Latin America, we cannot
help but wonder about the rest of the story. And since the United States
will continue to have vital interests in Latin America, we cannot ignore the
possible implications of future Latin American developments for the
United States and its citizens. If economic nationalism now seems to have
lost its political appeal, might it return sooner than we think? If the mili-
tary have forsworn politics, will they change their mind when the next po-
litical crisis hits?

Latin America’s future development will depend on how it responds
to the rapidly changing outside world. The latter brings frequent shocks
over which Latin America has no control, such as competition from
cheap Asian imports or volatile capital movements. There are also the
often-imperious messages from Wall Street, the World Bank, or the U.S.
government.

EPILOGUE
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The capacity of Latin American countries to respond to world economic
trends will depend upon their ability to set their own developmental pri-
orities. The information revolution is a prime example. Will Latin Amer-
ica adapt to this revolution rapidly enough? If not, it will be quickly mar-
ginalized in world commerce. And the key to information technology, as
for all productivity gains, is education. Yet Mexico and Brazil, Latin Amer-
ica’s most populous nations, cling to elitist approaches to education which
leave more than 20 percent their populations functionally illiterate. The
question will be how these countries choose to use foreign resources, such
as foreign investment, and how much of their domestic resources they mo-
bilize for the badly needed investment. Here history offers an interesting
clue: the less available the foreign resources, the greater the effort to tap
the domestic ones.

Identifying which social group or groups will hold the initiative in Latin
America is more difficult at the beginning of the twenty-first century than
at any time since 1945. The middle class is besieged by the reduction in
government jobs and periodic credit squeezes that have sometimes cost
them their apartments and their cars. Furthermore, their political leader-
ship seems demoralized. The urban working class has also been hit hard

How to Reduce the Foreign Debt Burden

Brazil and Korea make for an interesting comparison in their eco-
nomic records. From the mid-1960s to the mid-1980s, their respec-
tive export growth efforts diverged radically. As one analyst put it:

[They] were indebted to a similar extent but differed markedly in their
ability to service their debt. Between 1965 and 1983, exports as a per-
cent of GDP remained at 8 percent in Brazil, while in Korea they in-
creased dramatically from 9 to 37 percent. As a consequence Brazil’s
debt service grew to 132 percent of export earnings, while in Korea
debt service remained much lower. Brazil was forced to adopt con-
tractionary policies to cut imports as a means of servicing debt. Be-
cause Korea’s exports generated the foreign exchange necessary to pay
its debts, the government was not forced to impose macro constraints.
The comparison of Korea and Brazil extends generally to East Asia and
Latin America. Rapid export growth in East Asia kept the debt-service
ratio low, sustaining rapid output growth. Meanwhile in Latin Amer-
ica, slow growth of exports resulted in a debt-service ratio higher than
150 percent, debt crises, and a consequent rapid erosion of output
growth.

Nancy Birdsall, Carol Graham, Richard Sabot, eds., Beyond Tradeoffs: Market
Reforms and Equitable Growth in Latin America (Washington, DC.: The Brook-
ings Institution, 1998), p. 193.
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by economic restructuring, and labor union leaders are cautious and little
interested in ideological crusades. Rural workers have lost leverage, with
the possible exception of these in Brazil, as urbanization accelerates and
large-scale commercial agriculture displaces the smallholders.

Then who holds the initiative? Not the military, who have withdrawn
from politics (except perhaps in Chile and parts of Central America). What
about the university students, who often triggered political radicalization
in the 1960s and 1970s? They, too, seem demobilized, lacking the ideo-
logical fervor that Marxism and anti-Americanism once gave them.

Who is left? The wealth holders of real estate, of businesses, and of liq-
uid assets who are always in a position to profit from change. These are
sharp-eyed men and women who know how to make money, whether banks
prosper or fail, with or without the foreigners, whether the government is
shrinking or expanding. These are the wealth holders who know how to
buy politicians and bureaucrats without leaving a trace.

There is another group which was spawned by post-1930 state expansion
and then given new prestige and influence by the military regimes of the
1960s and 1970s: the technocrats. Usually economists and usually trained
abroad, they have gained unprecedented power over policymaking in vir-
tually every country. They usually claim to be neutral, but their policies, at
least in the short run, have normally benefited the status quo, meaning the
wealth holders.

The interplay among key social groups will have a critical influence on
what happens in Latin America. To assess the implications of this fact, we
must first anticipate the social and economic environment that is most
likely to prevail.

Dimensions of Change: Demography and Economics

Among the most important factors in determining the future are the size
and growth of Latin America’s population. They will determine the over-
all demand for resources (especially food) and for employment, services,
and political participation. The specter of a “population explosion” has
long haunted visions of the continental future, and not without reason. In
Mexico, for example, prominent demographers predicted in 1970 that the
country’s population of 48 million could triple to 148 million in 2000 if
government policies did not change. At that time Mexican women were
averaging seven children per family. The average for all of Latin America
was more than six, despite a lower rate for countries such as Argentina and
Chile.

The 1970s brought change in government population policies. In Mex-
ico and Brazil, the two most populous countries, the federal governments
aggressively promoted programs to lower the birth rate. Such programs
had long been opposed by the Catholic Church and by sectors of the po-
litical left, which attacked population control as an imperialist plot to
weaken Latin America. The political power of both of those sectors had
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declined, leaving room for the unprecedented policy innovations of Mex-
ican president Luis Echeverría and Brazilian president Ernesto Geisel.
Partly because of these policies, which have involved facilitating access to
birth control methods, population growth rates have dropped sharply in
Latin America as a whole. In Brazil the rate fell at a startling rate from 2.0
percent in 1980–90 to 1.2 percent in 2003. The decline for the same pe-
riod in Mexico was from 2.3 percent to 1.5 percent.

Changes in population growth rates have multiple causes. Urbanization
and rising incomes are generally accompanied by reduced birth rates. Im-
portant also are social attitudes and the availability of contraceptives. The
most dramatic case of recent change in demographic growth rate in Latin
America is Cuba, which between 1958 and 1980 saw its birth rate decline
46 percent. At 0.3 percent in 2003, Cuba’s rate is comparable to or lower
than that of most developed nations. The Cuban government has made
contraceptives freely available and permitted abortion on demand, al-
though women are strongly advised against using abortion as a means of
birth control.

Elsewhere in Latin America the picture on birth control is more com-
plicated. There has been much resistance to it—not only because of
Catholic teachings, but also because poor people in traditional rural soci-
ety tend to see large numbers of children as a benefit.

The problem, moreover, does not merely involve the number of births
in coming years. A critical concern must be young people who are already
here and who will be seeking jobs within the predictable future. In coun-
tries such as Mexico and Brazil nearly half the population is under the age
of fifteen. Within the next two decades, therefore, the pressure for em-
ployment will be immense. In Mexico, for example, about 1.4 million new
workers join the job market each year. In the best of years the economy
can generate about 1 million new jobs, but in the recession year of 1995
Mexico lost 500,000 jobs while the unemployed grew by 1.8 million (adding
in the 1.3 million new job seekers).

Will the regional economy be able to support this kind of population?
The 1980s were hardly encouraging. Latin America’s per capita gross do-
mestic product declined by almost 10 percent over the decade. Brazil’s fell
more than 5 percent, Mexico’s more than 8 percent, and Peru’s a stag-
gering 30 percent. The 1980s had truly been a “lost decade.” The 1990s
brought a modest annual growth rate of 3.2 percent, yielding a per capita
rate of only 1.5 percent. The 1990s brought economic instability, caused
in part by stubborn adherence to overvalued exchange rates and exacer-
bated by precipitous global capital movements. It was clear that despite the
reduced population growth rates, the neo-liberal economic policies could
not be counted upon to lift living standards soon.

And capitalist economic growth, even when it accelerates, seldom pro-
duces economic equality, especially in the early phases. On the contrary,
it often tends to concentrate wealth in small sectors of the population—
especially in “dependent” societies, where economic expansion so often
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takes place within restricted enclaves or “pockets.” As of the turn of the
twenty-first century, Latin America is overwhelmingly urban. But because
of natural growth, migration from the countryside, and the shortage of
jobs, city dwellers without formal-sector employment may well amount to
nearly half the total population. This group may remain politically inactive
for a while, but the long-run prospects are nonetheless unsettling. The
cities may well become seedbeds of discontent. On the other hand, dis-
content is seldom translated into action without leadership and ideas. Nei-
ther look abundant at the moment.

Moreover, most of Latin America was, by the mid-1990s, still bearing a
heavy burden of foreign-debt payments. During the 1980s Latin America
transferred to its foreign creditors over $200 billion. Nonetheless, in 2001
the debt stood at $765 billion. Much of it increased at high interest rates.

In the 1980s all the major Latin American countries (except Brazil)
adapted the economic reform package endorsed by the IMF, the World
Bank, the U.S. government, and a phalanx of creditor banks. It included
tariff reduction, denationalization of state enterprises, elimination of do-
mestic subsidies, and rationalization of the credit markets and the labor
markets. The label applied most frequently to this reform package was
“neo-liberalism,” to indicate a return to the nineteenth-century economics
dogma enthroned by the English. In short, Latin America was told to re-
verse its entire post-war economic strategy of import-substituting industri-
alization. For the most part its leaders complied.

By the 1990s, however, Latin American policymakers had begun ques-
tioning this neo-liberal formula. Criticism centered especially on the in-
discriminate opening of national economies. As the critics pointed out,
world trade was never as free as the neo-liberals assumed, and capital move-
ments proved more volatile than they predicted. 

A major objective of the neo-liberal reforms had been to strengthen Latin
America’s position in world trade. That could presumably help correct its
disadvantageous trade position, which had always furnished the basis for
the diagnosis of “dependency.” Yet Latin American nations were falling fur-
ther behind in their share of world trade. Washington proved largely in-
different to the charge that neo-liberal policies were failing to produce the
predicted surge in competitiveness. Latin Americans were told they had
not applied strong-enough doses of neo-liberal medicine. Meanwhile, their
technocrats struggled to find a way out of this policy deadlock.

Although Latin America’s trade situation is not encouraging, living con-
ditions have improved in some respects. No area is more noticeable than
health. (The following data are all drawn from World Bank publications.)
Life expectancy, for example, rose from 68 years in 1990 to 71 years in
2001. Key to that improvement was the infant mortality rate, which de-
clined from 42 (per 1000 live births) in 1990 to 28 in 2001. Access to im-
proved water sources was also notable, rising from 82 percent of the pop-
ulation in 1990 to 86 percent in 2000. On another front, Latin America
has also rapidly increased its use of personal computers from 5.8 (per 1000



people) in 1990 to 59.3 in 2001. Illiteracy, a key indicator, also improved—
falling from 15 percent in 1990 to 11 percent in 2001.

None of this progress, despite its importance to individual welfare, shows
up in the national income statistics, however, because the indicators are
not measured in monetary terms. They remind us that not all dimensions
of welfare can be stated in dollars.

Looking Ahead: Political Responses

Economic misery alone does not create revolution—otherwise Haiti would
long ago have become a cockpit of revolution. And in the 1970s, it was
children of the middle and upper classes, not the poorest segments of so-
ciety, who joined guerrilla movements in Uruguay and Argentina. By the
early years of the new century, the Latin American revolutionary potential,
so celebrated by the left in the wake of the Cuban Revolution, seemed min-
imal, except perhaps in Colombia. Communist parties, which had rarely
been in the forefront of armed action, were in full disarray, often in dis-
solution. Even the more radical left, once militant in its admiration of Mao
and Che Guevara, was almost everywhere shrinking or even disappearing.

Organized labor was fighting merely to protect or restore traditional ma-
terial gains. Argentina’s labor movement, for example, has shown an ex-
traordinary ability to survive, but because of its populist and Peronist ori-
entation, it has never shown much interest in revolution. Its concerns are
bread-and-butter issues—wages and working conditions—and it will con-
tinue to be a powerful actor on the Argentine political stage. Chile also
had a thriving union movement before the 1973 coup and, despite con-
tinuous repression under the military government, began to reemerge as
a substantial force, to be battered again by the economic collapse of 2001.

In Brazil the experience has been different. Brazil has been a labor-sur-
plus country throughout this century. That has worked against unioniza-
tion, even in the dynamic center-south region. The Brazilian government
has followed a shrewd mixture of repression and co-optation to keep the
major unions under control. The years 1979 and 1980 brought a new
worker militancy in São Paulo that threatened this hegemony. But noth-
ing since then suggests that the Brazilian labor movement has reached the
degree of class consciousness or organizational experience evident in Ar-
gentina and Chile. The creation of the Workers Party in the late 1970s be-
gan as a combined effort by union members and socialist activists. But ur-
ban workers did not give the hoped-for massive support to the Workers
Party. In fact Lula, the ex-metalworker presidential candidate, won the elec-
tion in 2002 only because of broad support from non-union workers. As if
to acknowledge that reality, he began his presidency by adopting a dis-
tinctly non-radical economic policy.

Mexico, like Brazil, is a labor-surplus economy. Urban workers know that
if they strike, there are plenty of new arrivals from the countryside ready
to take their jobs. As in Brazil, the government has been shrewd in using
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co-optive measures to corrupt the union leadership. When it has come to
confrontation, the Mexican government has not hesitated to repress the
workers and imprison their leaders for long periods. Mexico appears to
have tighter control over the working class than does any other major Latin
American country.

None of the major political shifts in Latin America has been directly
brought about primarily by workers. They have been able, once mobilized,
to throw their weight, as in Argentina. But the working class per se has not
been able to seize control of events. It tried in Chile and failed. And in
Cuba, the Fidelista guerrillas were predominantly middle class, with no ini-
tial links to the organized working class. To say that organized labor is un-
likely to take the initiative in Latin America is not to deny that it will fight
for the bread-and-butter rights of its members. These goals have increas-
ingly to do with protecting existing rights and deal with basic issues of so-
cial justice. But this is not the same as revolution.

And the peasantry? The revolutionary potential of rural workers is obvi-
ously difficult to measure. It fueled the Mexican Revolution at crucial
stages, and it has left its mark on Chile (land invasions in the Frei and Al-
lende presidencies), Bolivia (in the revolution of 1952), and Peru (the
guerrilla movement that helped provoke the military revolution of 1968
and the far-more-serious Sendero Luminoso movement), to mention only a
few cases. The Chiapas revolt of early 1994 in southern Mexico threatened
political stability in a presidential election year. Yet by mid-1999, the rebels
were effectively contained. Farther south, the Guatemalan military had liq-
uidated their guerrilla opponents in a brutal campaign, and Sendero Lu-
minoso in Peru appeared to have been effectively eliminated. The only coun-
try with significant surviving guerrilla forces was Colombia.

What about the middle classes? In the 1950s the middle classes were re-
peatedly “discovered” by U.S. scholars, who solemnly declared that the
growing middle class would serve as the protagonist of a reformist approach
to the deep-seated problems of the region. A sizable middle stratum did
emerge after World War II, especially in Argentina, Chile, Mexico, and
Brazil. In the latter two countries, the middle class was much smaller in
proportion to the total population, but that still meant a significant num-
ber in absolute figures.

The problem with the Latin American middle classes was that they lived
in Latin America, not the United States or Europe. This meant that their
relation to other classes was completely different from that of the United
States or Europe. Above them was a rich and powerful upper class, whose
wealth increased as a result of neo-liberal economic policies and whose
lifestyle they often envied. Below was an immense lower class—in Mexico,
Brazil, and Chile perhaps 65 or 75 percent, in Argentina 50 percent. In
crises the middle classes tended to identify with the upper class, as hap-
pened in Chile in 1973, in Brazil in 1964, and in Argentina in 1976. The
middle classes became frightened at the prospect of losing income, status,
and property, as happened in Argentina and Mexico. As the 1990s came



to a close, the middle classes seemed resigned to accepting neo-liberal eco-
nomic policies that often injured them in the short run.

In calmer times these middle classes could be expected to vote for repre-
sentative government and centrist leaders. The tendency is to favor coups in
a crisis but elections when the dust clears. The middle classes will remain im-
portant, not least because they produce so many of the technocrats who frame
policy in virtually all governments, military dominated or civilian.

What about industrialists? In country after country the business com-
munity has proved to be timid and uncertain. Though manufacturing out-
put will increase, Latin American entrepreneurs are so preoccupied with
surviving that they have not been a major political force. In times of crisis
they have sided with the military and the middle classes. In many cases they
have chosen to associate with foreign companies to get capital and tech-
nology, thereby undermining a potential role as independent national
spokesmen. Furthermore, they have recently been battered by the neo-lib-
eral economic policies. They are vulnerable and on the defensive. Not least
among their problems is a severe lack of capital, putting them at a disad-
vantage, especially vis-à-vis foreign firms.

What about the church? This institution bears close watching. In Brazil,
Chile, and Central America the church, after the 1960s, had created, among
the lay population, an extraordinary new consciousness and mobilization.
The momentum lay not with the clergy, but with the congregations. The
“theology of liberation” was the church’s more dramatic reaction to the
“social question” in Latin America. The subsequent experience of dicta-
torships, with repression directed especially at the liberal churchmen, ex-
erted a profound effect on the politically active classes in Latin America.

But opposing torture has proved simpler than articulating a viable stand
on the complex social and economic issues that inevitably divide more
open societies. The Catholic progressives have also come under institu-
tional siege on two very different fronts. One is in Rome, where Pope John
Paul II has skillfully used his powers to silence liberation theologians and
to appoint conservative bishops throughout Latin America. The other front
is at home, where the church’s onetime monopoly on Christianity has been
undermined by the rapid inroads of Protestantism, led by well-organized
Evangelicals. Furthermore, the highly politicized “theology of liberation”
has proved to be ill attuned to many ordinary Catholics, who wanted more
immediate and personal benefits from their religion.

The military is another key group. Today it is difficult to remember the
enthusiasm generated by the “progressive” Peruvian military after their
coup of 1968. Given the experience of the 1970s, the Latin American mil-
itary are now remembered as the repressive praetorians protecting the priv-
ileged in all too many countries. The return of civilian governments in 
Argentina and Brazil left the military in the shadows. And the military-sup-
ported coup in Peru in 1992 showed how quickly the generals could turn
on the civilians. In the 1990s the military have withdrawn from center stage.
In country after country their budgets have been cut. With the Cold War
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at an end, the military have generally lost, for the moment at least, the ra-
tionale for a domestic political role. Only the war on drugs provides, in
some countries, a justification for continuing high-profile activity by the
armed forces.

Closing the Socialist Route

Between the late 1940s and the early 1990s, Latin Americans were the tar-
get of ideological competition between the United States and the Soviets.
When Cuba went Marxist-Leninist in 1961, it gave the Soviets a potential
“showcase” for socialism in the Americas. The United States responded
with its own offensive in Latin America, promoting both reform-oriented
economic growth and counter-insurgency. Now that the Cold War has
faded from Latin America, has the prospect of revolution from the left also
faded?

European socialists and communists had long debated the proper tac-
tics and strategy for achieving a socialist society. This argument over the
revolutionary versus the “peaceful” path to socialism carried over to Latin
America. Interestingly, the communist parties of Latin America up to 1959
promoted the “peaceful” path in domestic politics, with two exceptions: El
Salvador in 1932 and Brazil in 1935. The communist legacy in Latin Amer-
ica was therefore not revolutionary. The Allende election in Chile in 1970
was in keeping with this tradition.

By contrast, the revolutionary path toward socialism was traversed in
Cuba and Nicaragua. Both regimes had to face unremitting hostility from
the United States, including overt (or covert) military action. And while
they could claim substantial improvements in health care and education,
especially in adult literacy, they alienated substantial sectors of their own

Exile and Nostalgia

The military dictatorships that gripped Latin America in the 1960s
and 1970s forced many of their citizens into exile. Much of the
Chilean, Argentinean, Brazilian, and Uruguayan intelligentsia sought
refuge in Europe, North America, or Mexico. Some eventually re-
turned home. Others chose permanent exile. Most of the latter con-
tinued to write about home, even though it remained distant. As one
of the permanent exiles, Isabel Allende, the noted Chilean novelist,
confessed, “I have stolen other lives, and from all this raw material I
have constructed a land that I call my country. That is where I come
from.”

So Latin America, long the refuge for Europeans seeking a second
chance, had become a new generating source of refugees.
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populations. In varying degrees, they also became dependent on the largess
of the former Communist bloc. The end of the Cold War and the subse-
quent collapse of the U.S.S.R. not only led to the disappearance of Soviet
patronage; it also led to widespread disenchantment with Marxist ideology.
As a result, the war-weary citizens of Nicaragua voted the Sandinistas out
of power in the 1990 elections. And Fidel Castro’s Cuba, isolated and aban-
doned, lost its once-prized status as a vanguard of continental revolution.

Instead, the peoples of Latin America have turned away from utopian
ideologies toward practical efforts at the grass-roots level. They are less in-
terested in conquering the state for revolutionary purposes and more in-
terested in applying power for the practical solution of local or specific
problems. Almost everywhere, neo-liberal policies prevail, with the market
and not the community being the preferred focus. At the same time, na-
tionalism has lost its appeal throughout the region, especially among the
new ruling elites. By the end of the 1990s, the socialist route for Latin
America appeared to have led to a dead end.

The Prospects for Development Under Capitalism

Capitalism has had a checkered history in Latin America. The colonial era
brought a classic mercantilist system, with the colonies forced to produce
the maximum economic surplus for the Spanish and Portuguese crowns.
In the late eighteenth century, cracks began to appear in this system. Smug-
gling, abetted by the English, eroded the Iberian monopoly on trade, and

Isabel Allende, niece of the deposed
president, draws on personal and col-
lective memory to create epic tales of
her native Chile. Through translation,
her work has won critical and popular
acclaim in the United States and around
the world. (Victor Rojas/AFP/Getty Im-
ages.)
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elementary free markets began to emerge alongside, often in spite of, the
officially sanctioned economy.

In the nineteenth century a fraction of the elites sought to eliminate the
vestiges of colonial privilege and introduce a market-oriented economy,
geared to foreign trade. The more radical of these reformers wanted to re-
duce all social relationships to a market definition. Since this was easiest
in countries without Indians, it was far simpler in Argentina than in Mex-
ico. The attempt to accelerate that process helped provoke the rural re-
bellions in the Mexican Revolution.

This transition to capitalism has dominated Latin America in the past
century. It was sharply modified after the 1930s, as state intervention in the
economies increased. In every major country the central government used
such instruments as state oil companies, government marketing institutes,
and special loan programs. The state role was so great by the early 1970s
that one could no longer speak of textbook capitalism in Latin America,
but of a hybrid capitalism. It had three sources of capital: private national,
state, and foreign (usually multinational). When foreign capital came in
to supplement national capital, national elites saw a danger that foreign-
ers would gain too much economic power. So the state gained an increasing
share of responsibility. In countries such as Argentina and Brazil, the mil-
itary greatly reinforced this trend. But it was a trend that was rapidly re-
versed when the swing to neo-liberalism resulted in sweeping privatization
of state enterprises.

Latin American politicians also used the state in the 1930s and 1940s to
institutionalize a deep division in the workforce. They created a network
of social benefits (minimum wage, paid vacations, health care, job secu-

A Capitalist Cuba?

In 1992 two specialists in Latin American economies took a critical if
sympathetic look at Cuba’s economic future. By 2004 their warning
was still relevant:

Is it possible to build capitalism while maintaining social progress?
Cuba must now take the lead in demonstrating how capitalism can be
tamed. The task confronting Cuba is to build capitalism from the wreck-
age of its socialist system, while securing political support for policies
that will make Cubans worse off in the short run. It will not be easy.
. . . Just as it was difficult to impose communism upon capitalist Cuba,
so will it be to install a functioning capitalist system after three decades
of communism.

From Eliana Cardoso and Ann Helwege, Cuba After Communism (Cambridge,
Mass.: MIT Press, 1992), p. 81.



rity) for workers in the formal labor market (i.e., civil servants, profes-
sionals, members of labor unions). They were overwhelmingly urban based,
which made them, in most of Latin America, a minority of the labor force.
But they were the most politically active, and therefore the most important
for politicians seeking votes.

This hybrid capitalism aroused the fury of twentieth-century economic
liberals. Throughout Latin America, but especially in the Southern Cone,
economists and businessmen of extreme laissez-faire views had long fought
against the growing state role. Thanks to military coups in Argentina in
1976 and Chile in 1973, they won control of economic policymaking. They
gained control in Mexico in the 1980s and Brazil in the 1990s.

By the late 1980s these “neo-liberal” policy views had also been adopted
by such multilateral financial agencies as the World Bank and the Inter-
American Development Bank, as well as the U.S. government (hence the
tag “Washington consensus”). Needless to say, such views had long been
held dear by foreign investors in New York and London. The neo-liberal
wave thus swept Latin America.

Thus newly redemocratized Latin America faced harsh medicine: “ad-
justment” policies aimed not only at correcting the unprecedented imbal-
ance in the external accounts but also at imposing the discipline of mar-
ket mechanisms on societies long steeped in cozy corporatism and the
favoritism of extended families. Might capitalism finally be arriving in Latin
America?

The record is mixed. The irresponsible fiscal and monetary policies typ-
ical of populist regimes are gone. Some labor abuses, such as pervasive
featherbedding, have been eliminated. Rules of disclosure, especially in
banking, have been tightened. Arbitrary rule making by bureaucrats has
been reduced. Private business access to foreign financing has been in-
creased. Modern management practices have penetrated the business
world. Yet all this will mean little if governments do not make hard choices
about the development strategy to be followed. Will it be increased reliance
on the export of primary products, as Chile has chosen since the military
coup of 1973? Or will it be a gamble on trade integration with a super-
power, as in Mexico? Finally, how can governments effectively address the
ever-present challenges of poverty and inequality? Will it prove possible to
combine economic growth with social equity?

Our inquiry leads us back to the connection between the type of politi-
cal regime and economic policies. Chile’s highly successful application of
the neo-liberal model was carried out by a military government, not a
democracy. After 1970, democratically elected governments attempted to
follow the same model. Unfortunately, these democratic systems are all too
often manipulated by the nonpoor (in the World Bank’s euphemism), who
show scant interest in improving the social welfare of their societies. On
the contrary, they excel at using the state to promote their own interests.
They seem bent on producing a primitive capitalism reminiscent of late 
nineteenth-century Europe and the United States. Could it be that the
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Latin American capitalists of the new millennium, like the Bourbon mon-
archs of France, have learned nothing and forgotten everything?

What Will Happen to the Non-European Cultures in Latin America?

Few can study Latin America without becoming fascinated with its kalei-
doscopic mixture of races and peoples. A question soon arises: Will the un-
usual, the different, the exotic, be homogenized into national amalgams
that lack the originality of the Indian, African, or provincial cultures? What
about the Mexican Indians of Chiapas or the Indians of the Peruvian alti-
plano or the blacks of Brazil’s Bahia? Will they or their ethnic identities
disappear?

It is not easy to argue that their way of life will survive. Latin America is
hardly immune from the process of social homogenization so familiar in
the industrial world. Television and radio have eroded regional and provin-
cial barriers and concentrated attention on “national” models, as in the
highly popular television soap operas (telenovelas). There is also relentless
economic pressure on the ethnic holdouts to learn the national language
and adopt national cultural ways. In Mexico, for example, the proportion
of the population still speaking only indigenous languages had dropped
to less than 2 percent by the early 2000s. Incorporating these Indians into

Television for the Masses

Newspapers and magazines have seldom enjoyed a mass readership
in Latin America. It was the electronic media which fulfilled that func-
tion. Radio first caught hold in the 1920s and is still the main source
for popular music and local news. In the 1960s televison captured
mass attention with the wholesale import of recorded programs, es-
pecially from the United States. By the 1970s such countries as Brazil,
Colombia, Mexico, and Venezuela were producing their own highly
professional programs.

Their most successful product has been the telenovela, based on the
radionovelas that were originally produced in Cuba in imitation of
American soap operas. But the telenovela, especially in Brazil and Mex-
ico, quickly took on its own character. Written by the best scriptwrit-
ers, performed by the leading actors, and broadcast in prime time,
the telenovela has become hugely popular, watched by millions of loyal
fans. Up to 90 percent of Brazilians and Mexicans, for example, are
estimated to have access to television, creating a powerful new in-
strument for national unity. O Globo, the leading Brazilian network,
has even become a highly successful exporter of telenovelas to such
unlikely markets as Castro’s Cuba and the People’s Republic of China.
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the Spanish-speaking population has been a prime goal for Mexican lead-
ers. In the process, however, ethnic traditions have been lost. Could it be
otherwise? The Mexican government, more than any other in Latin Amer-
ica, has attempted to preserve indigenous traditions (partly to earn tourist
dollars, since “native” customs are an attraction). There has also been a
genuine desire to preserve a measure of Mexico’s unique pre-Hispanic cul-
ture. The pursuit of social development, however, tends to work against
these goals. The late twentieth century did produce a renaissance of con-
cern for the fate of Latin American indigenous peoples. It was stimulated
by indigenous activism and the intervention of social scientists (especially
anthropologists), both national and foreign.

The only areas where Indian cultures seem likely to survive for long are
in the Andes, southern Mexico, and Guatemala, where Indian populations
appear sufficiently concentrated to preserve traditional social identities. In
general, however, urbanization in Latin America is engulfing or liquidat-
ing the rural and the provincial. The most likely outcome is that these na-
tions will all emerge with primarily European cultures, with scattered rem-
nants of the indigenous and African influence. This seems no more
surprising than the annihilation of American Indian culture in the United
States or the relentless obliteration of regional culture in North America.
In the last analysis, few elites inside or outside Latin America set store by
the preservation of African or Indian culture. And where does it rank in
the ratings of the World Health Organization or the International Mone-
tary Fund? The picturesque may interest tourists, but it can be an imped-
iment to reducing illiteracy or infant mortality. In the modern world, cul-
tural heterogeneity seems to count for little.

Latin America’s Contribution to the World

Given its political and economic constraints, what is Latin America likely
to contribute to the human experience? It has already made its mark in
literature. Gabriel García Márquez, Carlos Fuentes, Jorge Luis Borges, Jorge
Amado—the “boom” in Latin American literature has led to its translation
into major European languages. Mass paperback editions have facilitated
wide distribution. More recently, Chile’s Isabel Allende and the Mexican
American Sandra Cisneros have won over many English-speaking readers.

In no realm has Latin America made a more powerful contribution than
music. The 1999 New York Jazz summer season, for example, was domi-
nated by Brazilian composers and performers, such as Carlinhos Brown,
Caetano Veloso, and Ivan Lins. Newsweek was led to proclaim that “Brazil
is currently at the top of the world music hit parade. Artists like Veloso . . .
are international stars whose American audiences grow with every new al-
bum they release.”

Latin Americans have been conspicuous for their impressive contribu-
tions in athletics. In soccer, the most universally played sport, Brazil is the
only country to have won the World Cup five times. Argentina won the cup



in 1978 and 1986. Even small Latin American countries, such as Uruguay,
have taken home the World Cup. European soccer clubs bid into the mil-
lions of dollars to lure Latin American stars. 

Systematic public health campaigns in Latin America have also offered
a lesson for the developed world. In the field of HIV-AIDS prevention and
treatment, for example, Brazil in 1996 mounted a massive education and
treatment program that reduced mortality by 50 percent and the infection
rate by 60–80 percent. Treatment is free and universal, and the Health
Ministry has even succeeded in reducing the cost of anti-retroviral medi-
cine by aggressive bargaining with the international drug companies.

Latin America has also made a great contribution in the field of race re-
lations. Notwithstanding persistent cruelty to those of non-European de-
scent, Latin America has produced societies in which persons of mixed
racial background have enjoyed considerable mobility. The mestizos of Mex-
ico, Central America, and the Andean region represent a new social cate-
gory born out of the mixture of European and Indian. Although racism
still exists in many guises, mobility has been notable. The same can be said
for the mulatto in Brazil, Cuba, Colombia, and the Caribbean nations. To
find a contrast one need only look to North America. Of course, prejudice
and discrimination still occur in Latin America, especially against the “pure-
blood” Indians and very dark-skinned people in general. The Brazilian gov-
ernment’s adoption of affirmative action in 2001 shows that a serious prob-
lem of racial discrimination still exists in that country. Yet the relative social
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The World’s Biggest Dam

Can Latin Americans meet technological challenges? The region’s
frequent economic disappointments (the 1980s as the “lost decade,”
etc.) often lead outsiders to underestimate what Latin American
economies can do when operating at their best. There is no better
example than the building of the giant dam at Itaipú.

The project is located on the Paraná River between Brazil and
Paraguay. Construction of the dam required close cooperation be-
tween the two countries, which created a bi-national authority to carry
out the project. It quickly became a model of international collabo-
ration in a South American region notorious for border disputes. At
12,600 megawatts, it is the world’s largest hydroelectric project. The
dam is 4.6 miles long and houses eighteen 715-megawatt turbines.
One of Itaipú’s greatest technological challenges was transmitting its
power to distant cities. The problem was solved by employing the
highest direct-current voltages and power ever used. The project be-
gan with a Brazil-Paraguay treaty in 1973 and was completed in 1991.
The total cost was a staggering $18 billion.



harmony is conspicuous, especially in light of the miserable record left by
the Europeans in so many parts of today’s developing world.

Finally, Latin America is increasingly influencing the United States, the
country that for so long looked down on its southern neighbors. Cities such
as New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles, not to speak of Miami, have bur-
geoning Spanish-speaking communities. Music, dance, and cuisine are be-
ing transformed even for the gringos. In 1992 salsa outsold ketchup for the
first time in America. The Latino population has reached 38.8 million and
is growing at a rate seven times that of the general population. It now nar-
rowly exceeds the African American population, which is 36.6 million. It is
estimated that by 2050 Latinos will make up a quarter of the U.S. popula-
tion, equal to half the white population. Such a change in America itself can-
not fail to alter its beliefs about and attitude toward Latin America.

In the future, as in past centuries, the fate of Latin America will depend
largely on its relationship to the centers of international power. In the
meantime it must mobilize its own resources for sustained economic growth
and seek a more equitable distribution of the results. The region will also
have to continue to fight off the sense of despair engendered by the bit-
ter experience of repression and economic failure. Meanwhile, outsiders
will continue to be startled and fascinated by what García Márquez called
“the unearthly tidings of Latin America, that boundless realm of haunted
men and historic women, whose unending obstinacy blurs into legend.”
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Table A-1 Selected Social Indicators

Population Women in Life
Size Annual Population Parliament Expectancy

(Millions) Growth Rate (%) (%) (Years)

1900 2003 1900–10 1990–2003 2002 1997 2003

Argentina 4.6 38.7 4.3 1.1 31 73.5 75
Brazil 18.0 182.0 2.2 1.2 7 67.0 71
Chile 3.0 15.6 1.2 1.1 13 75.0 76
Colombia 3.9 43.0 2.1 1.6 12 70.0 72
Mexico 13.6 104.0 1.0 1.4 16 72.0 72
Peru 3.0 28.4 3.0 1.6 18 68.5 70

Central America
Costa Rica 0.3 3.8 1.5 1.8 19 76.5 76
El Salvador 0.8 6.4 2.1 2.7 10 70.0 70
Guatemala 0.9 13.9 2.1 2.3 9 64.0 65
Honduras 0.4 6.6 2.8 2.0 9 69.5 66
Nicaragua 0.4 5.1 2.6 1.4 21 68.5 69
Panama 0.3 2.9 2.4 1.5 10 74.0 72

Caribbean
Cuba 1.6 11.2 3.5 0.3 28 n.a. 76
Dominican 0.6 8.7 2.1 1.4 16 71.0 68

Republic
Grenada n.a. n.a. n.a. 0.1 27 n.a. 65
Haiti 1.25 7.5 3.2 1.7 4 53.5 51
Jamaica n.a. 2.6 n.a. 0.6 13 74.5 75

United States 76.1 290.3 1.9 0.9 14 76.0 77

Note: n.a. � not available.
Sources: Central Intelligence Agency, World Factbook 2003 (Washington, D.C.: Central Intelligence Agency,
2003); World Bank, The World Bank Atlas, (Washington, D.C.: The World Bank, 2003), pp. 60; World Bank,
World Development Report: Knowledge for Development (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), Table 11;
World Bank, World Development Indicators 1999 (Washington, D.C.: The World Bank, 1999), Tables 4.18 and
4.19; World Bank, Making Services Work for Poor People (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003).
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Table A-2 Selected Economic Indicators

External Debt (2002)

GNP Interest Payment
Per Capita 1990– Dollar as % of
(Dollars) 1965–80 1980–90 2002 Amount Export

2002 (%) (%) (%) (Billions) Earningsa

Argentina 4060 3.3 �.3.0 �14.7 155.0 48.6
Brazil 2850 9.0 2.8 �11.0 222.4 28.6
Chile 4260 1.9 4.1 �11.8 40.4 5.2
Colombia 1830 n.a. n.a. �12.0 38.4 28.1
Mexico 5910 6.5 1.1 �11.0 150.0 14.1
Peru 2050 3.9 �0.3 �14.8 29.2 20.8

Central America
Costa Rica 4100 6.3 3.0 �12.4 4.8 8.2
El Salvador 2080 4.4 0.2 �11.9 5.6 7.4
Guatemala 1750 5.9 0.8 �12.0 4.9 8.5
Honduras 920 4.1 2.7 �12.0 5.4 5.7
Nicaragua n.a. 2.6 �2.6 �12.4 5.8 16.7
Panama 4020 5.5 0.5 �10.8 7.0 11.2

Caribbean
Cuba n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 12.3 n.a.
Dominican 2320 7.3 3.0 �14.2 4.8 6.6

Republic
Grenada n.a. n.a. n.a. �12.5 n.a. 5.4
Haiti 440 2.9 �0.2 �1.5 n.a. 4.5
Jamaica 2820 1.5 2.0 �10.4 5.3 16.8

Note: n.a. � not available.
aFigures are for 2001.
Sources: The World Bank, World Bank Atlas 2003, (Washington, D.C.: The World Bank, 2003), pp. 60–61;
Central Intelligence Agency, World Factbook 2003 (Washington, D.C.: The Central Intelligence Agency,
2003); The World Bank, World Development Report 2004: Making Services Work for Poor People, (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 2003); World Bank, World Development Report: Knowledge for Development (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1999), Table 11; World Bank, World Development Indicators 1999 (Washington, D.C.:
The World Bank, 1999), Tables 4.18 and 4.19.

Average Annual Economic Growth
(GDP)
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Table A-3 Structure of the Labor Force, Late 1990s

Percentage of the Labor Force in

Agriculture Industry Services

Argentina n.a. n.a. n.a.
Brazil 23 24 53
Chile 14 27 59
Colombia 30 24 46
Mexico 20 24 56
Peru n.a. n.a. n.a.

Central America
Costa Rica 20 22 58
El Salvador 30 15 55
Guatemala 50 15 35
Honduras 34 21 45
Nicaragua 42 15 43
Panama 21 18 61

Caribbean
Cuba 24 25 51
Dominican Republic 17 24 59
Grenada 24 14 62
Haiti 66 9 25
Jamaica 21 19 60

Note: The agricultural sector comprises agriculture, forestry, hunting, and fishing; in some countries the
practice of subsistence farming (outside the market economy) may lead to underestimation of the sector’s
size. Industry includes mining, manufacturing, construction, electricity, water, and gas. All other branches
of economic activity are categorized as services.
Source: Central Intelligence Agency, World Factbook 2003 (Washington, D.C.: Central Intelligence Agency,
2003).
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Table A-4 Distribution of Income, 1990s

Percentage Share of Income (or Consumption)

Lowest 10% Lowest 20% Highest 20% Highest 10%

Argentina* 1.6 4.8 52.1 36.4
Brazil 0.8 2.5 64.2 47.9
Chile 1.4 3.5 61.0 46.1
Mexico 1.6 4.1 55.3 39.2
Peru 1.9 4.9 50.4 34.3

Central America
Costa Rica 1.3 4.0 51.8 34.7
El Salvador 1.2 3.7 54.4 38.3
Guatemala* 0.6 2.1 63.0 46.6
Honduras 1.2 3.4 58.0 42.1
Nicaragua 1.6 4.2 55.2 39.8
Panama 0.5 2.0 60.1 42.5

Caribbean
Dominican Republic* 1.6 4.2 55.7 39.6
Jamaica 2.4 5.8 47.5 31.9

United States 1.5 4.8 45.2 28.5

*Data for 1989.
Sources: World Bank, World Development Report 1998/99: Knowledge for Development (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1999), Table 5, pp. 198–199; and (for Argentina) Nora Lustig (ed.), Coping with Austerity:
Poverty and Inequality in Latin America (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institute, 1995), Table 3A-2, p.
[90].
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One of the goals of this book has been to promote the comparative analy-
sis of patterns in Latin America. In Chapter 2 we offered a schematic out-
line of long-term transformations within the region as a whole, and in sub-
sequent chapters we traced the histories of individual countries and
regions. We also presented a series of questions for consideration in each
of the country-case studies. 

How might comparative analysis actually work? To illustrate the possi-
bilities, we begin here with an abstract analytical scheme. The central idea
entails a classification of social strata along two separate dimensions: 
urban–rural position and class status. There are, in this view, six such
groups:

• the urban upper class, consisting primarily of industrialists, bankers, fi-
nanciers, and large-scale merchants;

• the rural upper class, mainly landowners;
• the urban middle class, a heterogeneous stratum including professionals,

teachers, shopkeepers, and so on;
• the rural middle class, not often noticed in Latin America, one that in-

cludes small farmers as well as merchants in rural areas;
• the urban lower class, principally an industrial working class, but a stra-

tum that also includes the services sector and growing segments of un-
employed migrants from the countryside; and

• the rural lower class, either an agrarian proletariat or a traditional peas-
antry—some of whose members may take part in the national economy,
some of whom (especially in indigenous communities) may subsist on
the fringes of the marketplace.

The groupings in the “lower class,” often known as the “popular classes”
in Latin America, represent, by far, the largest segments in society. These
are poor people, undereducated and sometimes malnourished, and they
have been systematically deprived of the benefits of development. Many of
them participate in the rapidly emerging “informal sector,” working at odd
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jobs outside the formal economy. (The informal sector is an unusually
amorphous group, including peddlers and beggars and small-scale entre-
preneurs, and for simplicity’s sake it does not receive separate considera-
tion in this analysis.)

One additional social actor—not a class or stratum, but a critical group
nonetheless—consists of the foreign sector. It includes private investors and
corporations as well as international agencies (IMF, World Bank), foreign
governments, and military establishments. Though sometimes divided
against itself, the foreign sector has often wielded enormous power in Latin
America.

To enhance their relative position, these social actors typically compete
for control of major institutions. The most crucial institution, at least un-
til the 1990s, has been the state, which commands large-scale resources and
usually claims an effective monopoly on the legitimate use of force (only
a government, for example, can put a citizen in jail). One key group within
the state has been the military; another consists of party politicians (when
they exist); another is composed of technocrats and bureaucrats. Also im-
portant as social actors have been the Roman Catholic Church and other
non-governmental organizations.

Figure A-1 provides a general picture of these groups and institutions.
It does not depict the outlines of any specific Latin American society. It is
an abstract scheme, a hypothetical means of illustrating the subject of 
concern.

To apply the framework to any historical situation, we need to ask the
questions first posed in Chapter 2. In abbreviated summary they are as 
follows:

• What are the principal social classes? Which ones are present, and which
ones are absent?

Figure A-1 Hypothetical Array of Social Actors
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• Which social classes have the most power?
• Which groups are allied with which? On what basis?
• How autonomous is the state? Is it captive to any of the social classes, or

is it independent?
• What are the predominant factors on the international scene? What, in

particular, is the position of the United States?

To demonstrate these possibilities, we next present schematic analyses of
political and social transitions in selected countries. We concentrate here
mainly on the years from the 1950s through the 1980s, though the method
could just as well apply to other periods in time. This is an interpretive ex-
ercise, we emphasize, not a definitive statement; it requires estimates and
judgments that should provoke discussion and debate. Nonetheless we
think the approach provides strong confirmation of our basic arguments:
that political outcomes in Latin America derive largely from the social class
structure, that the class structure derives largely from each country’s posi-
tion in the world economy, and that a comparative perspective on these
phenomena can help elucidate the variations and the regularities in Latin
American society and politics.

Our first application deals with Argentina, where the economic domi-
nance of beef and wheat produced two major social results: the absence
of a peasantry, especially in the pampa region, and the importation of 
working-class labor from Europe. In the years before Perón, the state and
the foreign sector were mostly in league with landed interests, as shown in
Figure A-2. (Solid arrows represent relatively firm alliances; broken arrows
represent fragile or partial coalitions.) Even the Radicals who governed
with urban middle-class support in 1916–30 tended to favor the cattle-
raising oligarchs.

For economic and demographic reasons, Argentina’s urban working
class suddenly began exerting pressure on the political system in the 1930s,
but there was no possibility of a class-based alliance with a peasantry; the
most likely allies, instead, were newly emergent industrialists who were
ready to challenge the landowning aristocracy and its foreign connections.
The preconditions thus existed for an urban, multi-class coalition of work-
ers, industrialists, and some segments of the middle class. It took the po-
litical instinct, the populist rhetoric, and the personal charisma of Colonel
Juan Perón to make this alliance a reality, and he used a corporatist state
structure to institutionalize it. One reason for its initial success was that the
landowners had no peasantry with which to form a common conservative
front. A reason for its ultimate failure was that limited industrial growth
led to class-based worker-owner conflict within the coalition itself.

Starting in 1966 and again in 1976, the military, committed to barring
the Peronists from power, seized the state and attempted to impose a “bu-
reaucratic-authoritarian” regime. The dominant alliance consisted of mil-
itary officers, foreign investors, local industrialists, and landowners. Work-
ers were repressed and forcibly excluded from power. The middle sectors



Figure A-2 Political and Social Coalitions: Argentina
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played a waiting game, then found their opportunity with Alfonsín’s elec-
tion in 1983. Their party was, in turn, displaced by an elected Peronist pres-
ident, Carlos Menem. He soon launched an orthodox stabilization pro-
gram that turned Argentine class politics on its head. The Peronists, once
the implacable foes of economic orthodoxy, now provided the congres-
sional votes to put that doctrine, including wholesale privatization, into 
action.

Chile is quite a different case. It has contained every type of social ac-
tor, including a peasantry (and migratory rural proletariat) and a working
class that, by 1900, was well organized, at least by Latin American standards.
Foreign interests, especially the copper companies, collaborated with an
upper class that, in contrast to Argentina, was deeply involved in finance
and industry as well as land. Though political parties represented specific
social groups, the state generally allowed free political competition.

So there existed elements of a powerful socialist movement (Figure A-
3). Party politics could (and did) lead to ideological polarization. The al-
liance of the foreign sector with the upper class added a nationalistic di-
mension to anti-aristocratic resentment. A broad-based coalition of workers
and peasants seemed possible: hence the triumph and euphoria of the
early Salvador Allende government. Chile’s socialist movement was not
able, however, to expand its support much beyond its industrial working-

Figure A-3 Political and Social Coalitions: Chile
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Figure A-4 Political and Social Coalitions: Brazil

class base. Allende supporters failed especially to convert many of the lower
middle class. Urban and rural elements of the upper class, on the other
hand, maintained their solidarity, partly through family connections, and
landowners managed to get support from other strata in the countryside.
U.S. undercover intervention further hastened the downfall of Allende’s
regime and thereby “saved” the Chilean conservatives.

After 1973 the Chilean military, like its counterpart in Argentina, estab-
lished a bureaucratic-authoritarian system. The ruling coalition included
industrialists, landowners, foreign investors, and a state that possessed ex-
traordinary power. Staffed by generals and technocrats, especially the
“Chicago boys,” the Chilean government set about its course determined
to prevail over any and all opposition. In the course of financial reorgani-
zation and extensive privatization, the government also increased the con-
centration of wealth, when a few rich clans and conglomerates bought the
privatized state enterprises.

Brazil presented a similar picture. Under Vargas, the Estado Novo orga-
nized urban workers under the auspices of state control. In the early 1960s
his protégé, João Goulart, stepped up the mobilization of the workers—
and also fomented (or at least permitted) the organization of peasants in
the countryside. The prospect of a worker-peasant alliance antagonized
both the upper class and foreign interests, depicted in Figure A-4, and



prompted the military to intervene in 1964 and to establish a prototypical
bureaucratic-authoritarian regime. Despite waves of repression that hit
every social sector (although to highly differing degrees), the Brazilian gov-
ernment succeeded in retaining more residual middle-class support than
its counterparts in Argentina or Chile, and this explains in part why the
process of liberalization (abertura) was successful at an earlier stage there.

In Peru the period from 1948 to the mid-1960s witnessed a close asso-
ciation among the state (especially under Odría), foreign capital, landown-
ers, and—to the extent that they existed as an identifiable power group—
local industrialists (see Figure A-5). The urban middle sectors took an
ambivalent stance, sometimes supporting APRA or Belaúnde’s Popular Ac-
tion but not challenging the overall structure of power. Left out of the rul-
ing alliance were organized workers, migrants in the shantytowns, and, of
course, the peasants who finally took up arms in the sierra.

The revolutionary military regime under Velasco Alvarado (1968–75) dis-
mantled this coalition and built an entirely new one, based on state-
sponsored mobilization and control of workers and peasants against the
formerly ascendant groups: especially foreign investors and aristocratic
landowners, the latter being gravely weakened by agrarian reform. The
state was conspicuous for its autonomy, and no sector was immune from
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Figure A-5 Political and Social Coalitions: Peru
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its intervention. Ultimately, the reformist military proved unable to insti-
tutionalize its corporate structure and thus consolidate its ties to workers
and peasants. Subsequent governments—under Morales Bermúdez
(1975–80) and Belaúnde (1980–85)—have gradually returned significant
shares of power to factions of the pre-1968 elite, although García (1985–90)
attempted populist measures.

Mexico offers a different combination. Prior to the Revolution of 1910,
the country had no indigenous industrial elite or rural middle sector; there
was a nascent but unorganized working class. As shown in Figure A-6, the
ruling coalition, under the Porfiriato, included three groups: landowners,
the foreign sector, and the state.

The Revolution ruptured this coalition and, through agrarian reform,
weakened the rural elite. The state increased its authority and, from the
1930s onward, encouraged the formation of an industrial bourgeoisie. The
post-revolutionary governments drew popular support from both workers
and peasants, and under Cárdenas developed a strategy for dealing with
the masses: the state would organize workers and peasants in such a way
as to keep them apart. The PRI developed separate “sectors” for workers
and peasants, reflecting the regime’s obsession with heading off any spon-

Figure A-6 Political and Social Coalitions: Mexico



taneous, class-based politics. By the mid-1990s, however, the PRI was suf-
fering major electoral defeats, especially on the state and local levels. Fur-
thermore, top-level feuds were threatening to destroy the party’s suppos-
edly multi-class hegemony.

Cuba’s monocultural society reveals still another profile. Foreign (that
is, U.S.) domination of the sugar industry meant that, for all practical pur-
poses, there was hardly any local upper class. Workers in the mills and on
plantations formed an active proletariat, as pictured in Figure A-7, and mi-
gration strengthened ties between laborers in the cities and the country-
side. Unions were weak, the army was corrupt, and the state, under Batista,
was a pitiful plaything of U.S. interests.

Cuba possessed elements of a socialist movement, one that could capi-
talize on anti-imperialist sentiments. There was another secret to Fidel’s
eventual success: his movement would meet very little resistance, except
for the foreign sector—whose proconsuls did not use all the resources at
their disposal. Since 1959 Fidel and his lieutenants have revamped the is-
land’s social structure, eliminating vestiges of the old upper class, orga-
nizing middle- and lower-class groups in cities and the countryside, and
implementing a “command” economy. It was achieved, however, only with
massive Soviet support. This dependency became painfully apparent when
the Soviet Union and its subsidy both disappeared in the early 1990s.
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Figure A-7 Political and Social Coalitions: Cuba
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In partial resemblance to Cuba, most of Central America prior to the
1970s typified a traditional “plantation” society: landlords (but here resi-
dent, not absentee) and peasants in the rural sector, a fledgling urban mid-
dle class, and a ruling alliance consisting of an aristocracy, foreign inter-
ests, and a dictatorial state fully supported by the church. In the last decade
or so, two major developments have taken place, especially in Nicaragua
and El Salvador (the latter is portrayed in Figure A-8). First, political lead-
ers from the middle classes have sought support from peasants. Second,
perhaps even more important, the Roman Catholic Church has openly and
courageously espoused the cause of the poor. But large-scale U.S. inter-
vention helped to defeat leftist guerrillas in El Salvador and to reverse the
revolution in Nicaragua. In general, the alliance of landed elite and for-
eign interests has successfully defended its hold over the state in Central
America.

The goals of this exercise have been both methodological and substan-
tive. Our methodological goal has been to demonstrate principles and tech-
niques of comparative analysis in such a way as to illuminate differences
and similarities among countries covered in this book. Our substantive in-
tent has been to support the claim that, over time, changes in social struc-
tures—and in social coalitions—can shed significant light on patterns of
political change in Latin America.

We wish to emphasize that this perspective illustrates only one approach
to comparative historical analysis. There are many other ways of carrying

Figure A-8 Political and Social Coalitions: El Salvador



out this kind of exercise. Political scientists have focused on the impor-
tance of formal (and informal) institutions, especially electoral institutions.
Gender specialists have demonstrated the utility of comparing societies ac-
cording to their treatment of women and families. Sociologists and an-
thropologists have analyzed comparative dimensions of social movements
and grass-roots organizations. Practitioners of cultural studies have revealed
the contours of ideology and the subtle interplay among literature, the arts,
and social formations. All such perspectives can be extremely useful.

Our basic point is modest: comparative historical analysis is feasible, con-
structive, and enlightening. It is more art than science. At the same time,
it can illuminate whatever may be “unique” about specific societies, and it
can shed light on patterns of cause and effect. That conviction has estab-
lished a foundation for this book.
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1862 Bartolomé Mitre
1868 Domingo F. Sarmiento
1874 Nicolás Avellaneda
1880 Julio Argentino Roca
1886 Miguel Juárez Celman
1890 Carlos Pellegrini
1892 Luís Sáenz Peña
1895 José E. Uriburu
1898 Julio Argentino Roca
1904 Manuel Quintana
1906 José Figueroa Alcorta
1910 Roque Sáenz Peña
1914 Victorino de la Plaza
1916 Hipólito Yrigoyen
1922 Marcelo Torcuato de Alvear
1928 Hipólito Yrigoyen
1930 José Félix Uriburu
1932 Augustín P. Justo
1938 Roberto M. Ortiz
1940 Ramón S. Castillo
1943 Arturo Rawson, June 5–7

Pedro P. Ramírez, June 7–
March 9, 1944

1944 Edelmiro J. Farrell
1946 Juan Domingo Perón

471

Heads of State*

*Countries listed here include only those that are covered in this book.

1966 Errol Walton Barrow
1976 J. M. G. M. (“Tom”) Adams
1985 H. Bernard St. John

1955 Eduardo Lonardi, September 23–
November 13

Pedro Eugenio Aramburu, 
November 13–May 1, 1958

1958 Arturo Frondizi
1962 José María Guido
1963 Arturo Illia
1966 Juan Carlos Onganía
1970 Roberto Marcelo Levingston
1971 Alejandro A. Lanusse
1973 Héctor Cámpora, May 27–July 13

Raúl Alberto Lastiri, July 13–
October 12

Juan Domingo Perón, 
October 12–July 1, 1974

1974 María Estela (Isabel) Martínez de
Perón

1976 Jorge Rafael Videla
1981 Roberto Viola, March 29–

December 22
Leopoldo Fortunato Galtieri,

December 22–June 17, 1982
1982 Reynaldo Benito Antonio Bignone
1983 Raúl Alfonsín Foulkes
1989 Carlos Saúl Menem
1999 Fernando de la Rúa
2003 Nestor Kirchner

Argentina

1986 Errol Walton Barrow
1987 Erskine Sandiford
1994 Owen Arthur

1891 Floriano Peixoto
1894 Prudente de Moraise e Barros

Brazil
1831 Dom Pedro II
1889 Deodoro da Fonseca

Barbados



1898 Manuel Ferraz de Campos Sales
1902 Francisco de Paula Rodrigues

Alves
1906 Afonso Augusto Moreira Pena
1909 Nilo Peçanha
1910 Hermes da Fonseca
1914 Wenceslau Brás Pereira Gomes
1918 Delfim Moreira da Costa Ribeiro
1919 Epitácio da Silva Pessòa
1922 Arthur da Silva Bernardes
1926 Washington Luís Pereira de Sousa
1930 Júlio Prestes, October 24–

November 4
Getúlio Dornelles Vargas,

November 4–October 31, 1945
1945 José Linhares
1946 Eurico Gaspar Dutra
1951 Getúlio Vargas
1954 João Café Filho
1955 Carlos Luz, November 8–11

Nereu Ramos, November 11–
January 31, 1956

1956 Juscelino Kubitschek

Heads of State472

1961 Jânio Quadros, January 31–
August 25

Ranieri Mazzilli, August 25–
September 8

João Goulart, September 8–
April 2, 1964

1964 Ramieri Mazzilli, April 2–15
Humberto de Alencar Castello

Branco, April 15–March 15,
1967

1967 Artur da Costa e Silva
1969 Augusto Hamann Rademaker

Gruenewald, August 31–
October 25

Emílio Garrastazu Medici,
October 30–March 15, 1974

1974 Ernesto Geisel
1979 João Baptista Figueiredo
1985 José Sarney
1990 Fernando Collor de Mello
1992 Itamar Franco
1995 Fernando Henrique Cardoso
2003 Luiz Inácio Lula Da Silva

Chile
1876 Aníbal Pinto
1881 Domingo Santa María
1886 José Manuel Balmaceda
1891 Jorge Montt
1896 Federico Errázuriz
1901 Germán Riesco Errázuriz
1905 Rafael Rayas
1906 Pedro Montt
1910 Elías Fernández Albano, 

August 16–September 6
Emiliano Figueroa, September 6–

September 18, 1911
1911 Ramón Barros Luco
1915 Juan Luís Sanfuentes
1920 Luis Barros Borgoño, June 25–

December 23
Arturo Alessandri Palma, 

December 23–September 8, 1924
1924 Luis Altamirano
1925 Carlos Ibañez del Campo, 

January 23–March 21
Arturo Alessandri Palma, 

March 21–October 1
Luis Barros Borgoño, October 1–

December
Emiliano Figueroa Larraín, 

December–May 4, 1927
1927 Carlos Ibáñez del Campo
1931 Pedro Opazo Letelier, July 26–27

Juan Esteban Montero Rodríguez,
July 27–August 18

Manuel Trucco Franzani, 
August 18–November 15

Juan Esteban Montero Rodríguez,
November 15–June 4, 1932

1932 Arturo Puga, June 4–12
Marmaduke Grove, June 12–16
Carlos Dávila Espinoza, June 17–

September 13
Bartolomé Blanche Espejo, 

September 13–October 2
Abraham Oyanedel, October 2–

December 24
Arturo Alessandri Palma, 

December 24–December 24, 1938
1938 Pedro Aguirre Cerda
1941 Geronimo Méndez Arancibia
1942 Juan Antonio Ríos Morales
1946 Alfredo Duhalde Vázquez, 

June 27–October 17
Juan A. Irabarren, October 17–

November 3
Gabriel González Videla, 

November 3–November 3, 1952
1952 Carlos Ibáñez del Campo
1958 Jorge Alessandri Rodríguez
1964 Educardo Frei Montalva
1970 Salvador Allende Gossens
1973 Augusto Pinochet Ugarte
1990 Patricio Aylwin
1994 Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle
2000 Ricardo Lagos Escobar



1819 Simón Bolívar
1830 Joaquín Mosquera

Rafael Urdaneta
1831 Domingo Caicedo

José María Obando
José Ignacio Márquez

1832 Francisco de Paula Santander
1837 José Ignacio Márquez
1841 Pedro Alcántara Herrán
1845 Tomás Cipriano de Mosquera
1849 José Hilario López
1853 José María Obando
1854 José de Obaldía
1855 Manuel María Mallarino
1857 Mariano Ospina Rodríguez
1861 Tomás Cipriano de Mosquera
1864 Manuel Murillo Toro
1866 Tomás Cipriano de Mosquera
1867 Santos Acosta
1868 Santos Gutiérrez
1870 Eustorgio Salgar
1872 Manuel Morillo Toro
1874 Santiago Pérez
1876 Aquileo Parra
1878 Julián Trujillo
1880 Rafael Núñez
1882 Francisco J. Zaldúa
1884 Rafael Núñez
1894 Miguel Antonio Caro
1898 Manuel Antonio Sanclemente
1900 José Manuel Marroquín
1904 Rafael Reyes
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1909 Jorge Holguín
(temporary until July 1909)

Ramón González Valencia
1910 Carlos Emilio Restrepo
1914 José Vicente Concha
1918 Marco Fidel Suárez
1921 Jorge Holguín
1922 Pedro Nel Ospina
1926 Miguel Abadía Méndez
1930 Enrique Olaya Herrera
1934 Alfonso López Pumarejo
1938 Eduardo Santos
1942 Alfonso López Pumarejo
1945 Alberto Lleras Camargo
1946 Mariano Ospina Pérez
1950 Laureano Gómez
1951 Roberto Udarneta Arbelaez
1953 Gustavo Rojas Pinilla
1957 Military Junta
1958 Alberto Lleras Camargo
1962 Guillermo León Valencia
1966 Carlos Lleras Restrepo
1970 Misael Pastrana Borrero
1974 Alfonso López Michelsen
1978 Julio César Turbay Ayala
1982 Belisario Betancur
1986 Virgilo Barco Vargas
1990 César Gaviria Trujillo
1994 Ernesto Samper Pizano
1998 Andrés Pastrana Arango
2002 Álvaro Uribe Vélez

1944 Teodoro Picardo Michalski
1948 Santos León Herrera, April 19–

May 8
José Figueres Ferrer, May 8–

November 8, 1949
1949 Otilio Ulate Blanco
1952 Alberto Oreamuno Flores
1953 José Figueres Ferrer
1958 Mario Echandi Jiménez
1962 Francisco José Orlich
1966 José Joaquín Trejos Fernández
1970 José Figueres Ferrer
1974 Daniel Oduber
1978 Rodrigo Carazo
1982 Luis Alberto Monge Alvarez
1986 Oscar Arias Sánchez
1990 Rafael Angel Calderón
1994 José María Figueres
1998 Miguel Angel Rodríguez 

Echeverría
2002 Abel Pacheco de la Espriella

Costa Rica
1876 Tomás Guardia
1882 Próspero Fernández
1885 Bernardo Soto y Alfaro
1890 José Joaquín Rodríguez
1894 Rafael Iglesias Castro
1902 Ascensión Esquivel Ibarra
1906 Cleto González Víquez
1910 Ricardo Jimínez Oreamuno
1914 Alfredo González Flores
1917 Federico Tinoco Granados
1919 Julio Acosta García, May 7–

August 13
Juan Bautista Quirós, August 13–

May 8, 1920
1920 Julio Acosta García
1924 Ricardo Jiménez Oreamuno
1928 Cleto González Víquez
1932 Ricardo Jiménez Oreamuno
1936 León Cortés Castro
1940 Rafael Angel Calderón Guardia

Colombia
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Dominican Republic
1868 Buenaventura Báez
1874 Ignacio (María) González
1876 Ulíses Francisco Espaillat, 

June 29–November
Ignacio González, November–

December
Buenaventura Báez, December–

February 24, 1878
1878 Cesário Guillermo
1879 Gregorio Luperón
1880 Fernando Arturo de Meriño
1884 Ulíses Heureaux
1885 Francisco Gregorio Billini
1887 Ulíses Heureaux
1889 Juan Wenceslao Figuereo, 

August 1–31
Juan Isidro Jiménez, December 5–

May 8, 1916
Horacio Vázquez, September 1–

November 14
Juan Isidro Jiménez, November 19–

May 2, 1902
1902 Horacio Vázquez
1903 Alejandro Wos y Gil, April 27–

November 20
Juan Isidro Jiménez, December 28–

April 2, 1904
1904 Carlos Morales
1906 Ramón Cáceres
1911 Eladio Victoria
1912 Adolfo Nouel y Bobadilla
1913 José Bordas y Valdés

Cuba
1899 John R. Brooke, January 1–

December 23 (U.S.O.)*
Leonard Wood, December 23–

May 20, 1902 (U.S.O.)
1902 Tomás Estrada Palma
1906 William Howard Taft,

September 29–October 13 
(U.S.O.)

Charles Edward Magoon,
October 13–January 28, 1909 
(U.S.O.)

1909 José Miguel Gómez
1913 Mario García Menocal
1921 Alfredo Zayas
1925 Gerardo Machado Morales
1933 Carlos Manuel de Céspedes,

August 12–September 5
Council of Five, September 5–

September 10
Ramón Grau San Martín, 

September 10–January 15, 1934

1934 Carlos Hevía, January 15–18
Manuel Márquez Sterling, 

January 18
Carlos Mendieta Montefur, 

January 18–December 11, 1935
1935 José A. Barnet y Vinageras
1936 Miguel Mariano Gómez Arias, 

May 20–December 24
Federico Laredo Bru, 

December 24–October 10, 1940
1940 Fulgencio Batista y Zaldívar
1944 Ramón Grau San Martín
1948 Carlos Prío Socarrás
1952 Fulgencio Batista y Zaldívar
1959 Manuel Urrutia Lleo, January 2–

July 17 [Fidel Castro Ruz de
facto head from here on]

Osvaldo Dorticós Torrado, July 17–
December 3, 1976

1976 Fidel Castro Ruz

*U.S.O. � U.S. Occupation.

1914 Ramón Baéz, August 27–
December 5

1916 Francisco Henríquez y Carvajal 
(U.S.O.)

1922 Juan Batista Vicini Burgos (U.S.O.)
1924 Horacio Vázquez
1930 Rafael Estrella Ureña, March 2–

August 16
Rafael Leonidas Trujillo y Molina,

August 18–June 18, 1938 
[Defacto head until 1961]

1938 Jacinto Bienvenido Peynado
1940 Manuel de Jesús Troncoso de la

Concha
1942 Rafael Leonidas Trujillo y Molina
1952 Héctor Bienvenido Trujillo
1960 Joaquín Balaguer
1962 Rafael (Filiberto) Bonnelly, 

January 1–17
Huberto Bogaert, January 17–19
Rafael Bonnelly, January 19–

February 27, 1963
1963 Juan Bosch Gavino, February 27–

September 26
Emílio de los Santos, September 26–

December 22
Donald Reid Cabral, December 22–

April 25, 1965
1965 Disturbances and civil war, April 25–

September 3
Elías Wessin y Wessin, April 28–

May 7 (U.S.O.)



1966 Antonio Imbert Barreras, May 7–
August 30 (U.S.O.)

Francisco Caamaño Deñó, April 25–
September 3 (U.S.O.)

Héctor García Godoy Cáceres,
September 3–July 1, 1966 (U.S.O.)

1966 Joaquín Balaguer
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1978 Silvestre Antonio Guzmán 
Fernández

1982 Jacobo Majluta, July 4–August 14
Salvador Jorge Blanco

1986 Joaquín Balaguer
1996 Leonel Fernández Reyna
2000 Hipólito Mejía
2004 Leonel Fernández Reyna

El Salvador
1876 Rafael Zaldívar y Lazo
1885 Francisco Menéndez
1890 Carlos Ezeta
1894 Rafael Gutiérrez
1898 Tomás Regalado
1903 Pedro José Escalón
1907 Fernando Figueroa
1911 Manuel Enrique Araujo
1913 Carlos Meléndez
1914 Alfonzo Quiñones Molina
1915 Carlos Meléndez
1919 Jorge Meléndez
1923 Alfonzo Quiñones Molina
1927 Pío Romero Bosque
1931 Arturo Araujo, March 1–December 4

Maximiliano Hernández Martínez,
December 4–August 29, 1934

1934 Andrés Ignacio Menéndez
1935 Maximiliano Hernández Martínez
1944 Andrés Ignacio Menéndez, May 9–

October 21
Osmín Aguirre y Salinas, 

October 21–March 1, 1945
1945 Salvador Casteñeda Castro

1948 Manuel de J. Córdova
1949 Oscar Osorio, January 4–

October 22
Oscar Bolaños, October 22–

September 14, 1950
1950 Oscar Osorio
1956 José María Lemus
1960 Miguel Ángel Castillo
1961 Aníbal Portillo
1962 Eusebio Rodolfo Cordón, 

January 25–July 1
Julio Adalberto Rivera, July 1–

July 1, 1967
1967 Fidel Sánchez Hernández
1972 Arturo Armando Molina
1977 Carlos Humberto Romero
1979 Jaime Abdul Gutiérrez, Adolfo

Arnoldo Majano and junta
1980 José Napoleón Duarte
1982 Alvaro Alfredo Magaña
1984 José Napoleón Duarte
1989 Alfredo Cristiani
1994 Armando Calderón Sol
1999 Francisco Flores Pérez
2004 Antonio Saca

Guatemala
1873 Justo Rufino Barrios
1885 Alejandro Sinibaldi, April 2–15

Manuel Lisandro Barillas, April 15–
March 15, 1892

1892 José María Reina Barrios
1898 Manuel Estrada Cabrera
1920 Carlos Herrera
1922 José María Orellana
1926 Lázaro Chacón
1930 Baudillo Palma, December 13–16

Manuel Orellana C., 
December 16–31

José María Reyna Andrade, 
December 31–February 14, 1931

1931 Jorge Ubico
1944 Federico Ponce Vaidez, July 1–

October 21
Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán, 

December 12–March 1, 1945
1945 Juan José Arévalo Bermejo
1951 Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán

1954 Carlos Díaz, June 27–29
Elfego J. Monzón, June 29–July 8
Carlos Castillo Armas, July 8–

July 26, 1957 
1957 Luis Arturo González López, 

July 27–October 25
Guillermo Flores Avendaño, 

October 28–March 2, 1958
1958 Miguel Ydígoras Fuentes
1963 Enrique Peralta Azurdia
1966 Julio César Méndez Montenegro
1970 Carlos Arana Osorio
1974 Kjell E. Langerud García
1978 Fernando Romeo Lucas García
1982 Efraín Ríos Montt
1983 Oscar Humberto Mejía Victores
1986 Marco Vinicio Cerezo Arévalo
1991 Jorge Serrano Elías
1993 Ramiro de León Carpio
1996 Álvaro Arzú Irigoyen
2000 Alfonso Portillo Cabrera
2004 Oscar Berger



1867 Sylvain Salnave
1870 Nissage Saget
1874 Michel Dominique
1876 Boisrond Canal
1879 Étienne Félicité Salomon
1888 Télémaque, August 24–

September 19
François Denis Légitime, 

October 23–August 22, 1889
1889 Louis Mondastin Floréal 

Hippolyte
1896 P. A. Tirésias Simon Sam
1902 Boisrond Canal, May 9–

December 21
Alexis Nord, December 21–

December 2, 1908
1908 Antoine Simon
1911 Michel Cincinnatus Leconte
1912 Tancrède Auguste
1913 Michel Oreste
1914 Oreste Zamor, February 8–

October 29
Joseph Davilmare Théodore,

November 7–February 23, 1915
1915 Jean Velbrun-Guillaume, 

March 4–July 26
Philippe Sudre Dartiguenave,

August 12–May 15, 1922
(U.S.O.)

1922 Joseph Louis Borno (U.S.O.)
1930 Étienne Roy, May 15–November 18 

(U.S.O.)
Sténio Vincent, November 18–

April 1941 (U.S.O. through 1934)
1941 Élie Lescot
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1946 Frank Lavaud, January 12–August 15
Dumarsais Estimé, August 15–

May 10, 1950
1950 Frank Lavaud, May 10–December 6

Paul Eugène Magloire, December 6–
December 12, 1956

1956 Joseph Nemours Pierre-Louis
1957 François Sylvain, February 7–

April 2
Executive Committee of 13 Ministers 

under the protection of the
Army, April 6–May 20

Léon Cantave, May 20–26
Daniel Fignolé, May 26–June 14
Antoine Kebreau, June 14–

October 15
François Duvalier, October 22–

April 21, 1971
1971 Jean-Claude Duvalier
1986 Henri Namphy
1988 Leslie Manigat, February 7–

June 20
Henri Namphy, June 20–

September 18
Prosper Avril, September 18–

March 13, 1990
1990 Ertha Pascal-Trouillot
1991 Jean-Bertrand Aristide, 

February 7–September 30
Raoul Cédras, September 30–

October 15, 1994
1994 Jean-Bertrand Aristide
1996 René Préval
2000 Jean-Bertrand Aristide

Honduras
1876 Marco Aurelio Soto
1883 Luís Bográn
1891 Pariano Leiva
1893 Domingo Vázquez
1894 Policarpo Bonilla
1899 Terencio Sierra
1903 Manuel Bonilla
1907 Miguel R. Dávila
1911 Francisco Beltrán
1912 Manuel Bonilla
1913 Francisco Bertrand
1915 Alberto Membreño
1916 Francisco Bertrand
1920 Rafael López Gutiérrez
1924 Fausto Dávila, March 27–31

Vincente Tosta, April 1–
February 2, 1925

1925 Miguel Paz Barahona

1929 Vincente Mejía Colindres
1933 Tiburcio Carías Andino
1949 Juan Manuel Gálvez
1956 Roque I. Rodríguez
1957 Ramón Villeda Morales
1963 Oswaldo López Arellano
1971 Ramón Ernesto Cruz
1972 Oswaldo López Arellano
1975 Juan Alberto Melgar Castro
1978 Policarpo Paz García
1982 Roberto Suazo Córdova
1986 José Simeón Azcona Hoyo
1990 Rafael Leonardo Callejas
1994 Carlos Roberto Reina
1998 Carlos Roberto

Flores Facussé
2002 Ricardo Maduro

Haiti



Jamaica
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1972 Michael Norman Manley
1980 Edward Phillip George Seaga
1989 Michael Norman Manley
1992 P. J. Patterson

Mexico
1930 Pascual Ortiz Rubio
1932 Abelardo Rodríguez
1934 Lázaro Cárdenas
1940 Manuel Ávila Camacho
1946 Miguel Alemán
1952 Adolfo Ruiz Cortines
1958 Adolfo López Mateos
1964 Gustavo Díaz Ordaz
1970 Luis Echeverría Álvarez
1976 José López Portillo
1982 Miguel de la Madrid Hurtado
1988 Carlos Salinas de Gortari
1994 Ernesto Zedillo Ponce de León
2000 Vicente Fox Quesada

Nicaragua
1879 Joaquín Zavala
1883 Adán Cárdenas
1887 Evaristo Carazo
1889 Roberto Sacaza
1893 Innere Wirren

José Santos Zelaya
1909 José Madriz
1910 José Dolores Estrada
1911 Juan José Estrada, January 1–May 9

Adolfo Díaz, May 9–December 31 
(U.S.O.)

1917 Emiliano Chamorro Vargas (U.S.O.)
1919 Diego Manuel Chamorro (U.S.O.)
1923 Bartoloméo Martínez (U.S.O.)
1925 Carlos Solórzano (U.S.O.)
1926 Emiliano Chamorro Vargas, 

January 15–November 11
Adolfo Díaz, November 11–

January 1, 1929 (U.S.O.)
1929 José María Moncada (U.S.O.)
1933 Juan Bautista Sacasa

1962 William Alexander Bustamante
1967 Donald Burns Sangster [from 

1965 acting Prime Minister], 
February 22–April 11

Hugh Lawson Shearer, April 11–
March 1, 1972

1936 Carlos Brenes Jarquín
1937 Anastasio Somoza García
1947 Leonardo Argüello, May 1–26

Benjamín Lacayo Sacasa, May 26–
August 15

Victor Román y Reyes, August 15–
May 6, 1950

1950 Anastasio Somoza García
1956 Luis Somoza Debayle
1963 René Schick Gutiérrez
1966 Lorenzo Guerrero Gutiérrez
1967 Anastasio Somoza Debayle
1972 Governing junta

for Somoza family
1974 Anastasio Somoza Debayle
1979 Sandinista junta: Daniel

Ortega and others
1985 José Daniel Ortega Saavedra
1990 Violeta Barrios de Chamorro
1997 José Arnaldo Alemán Lacayo
2002 Enrique Bolaños

1876 Porfirio Díaz
1880 Manuel González
1884 Porfirio Díaz
1911 Francisco León de la Barra, 

May 25–November 6
Francisco Madero, November 6–

February 18, 1913
1913 Victoriano Huerta
1914 Venustiano Carranza
1920 Adolfo de la Huerta, May 21–

December 1
Álvaro Obregón, December 1–

December 1, 1924
1924 Plutarco Elías Calles
1928 Emilio Portes Gil

1904 Manuel Amador Guerrero
1908 José Domingo de Obaldia
1910 Carlos Antonio Mendoza, 

March 1–October 1

Federico Boyd, October 1–
October 4

Pablo Arosemena, October 4–
February 2, 1912

Panama



1886 Andrés Avelino Cáceres
1890 Remigio Morales Bermúdez
1894 J. Borgoño, May 1–August 10

Andrés Avelino Cáceres, August 10–
March 19, 1895

1895 Manuel Candamo, March 21–
September 8

Nicolás de Piérola, September 8–
September 8, 1899

1899 Eduardo López de Romaña
1903 Manuel Candamo
1904 Serapio Calderón, May 7–

September 24
José Pardo y Barreda, September 24–

September 24, 1908
1908 Augusto B. Leguía
1912 Guillermo E. Billinghurst
1914 Oscar R. Benavides
1915 José Pardo
1919 Augusto B. Leguía
1930 Manuel Ponce, August 25–27

Luis M. Sánchez Cerro, August 27–
March 1, 1931

1931 Ricardo Leoncio Elías, March 1–5
Gustavo A. Jiménez, March 5–11
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1912 Rodolfo Chiari, February 2–
March 7

Pablo Arosemena, March 7–
October 1

Belisario Porras, October 1–
October 1, 1916

1916 Ramón Maximiliano Valdés
1918 Ciro Luis Urriola, June 3–

October 1
Pedro Antonio Díaz, October 1–12
Belisario Porras, October 12–

January 30, 1920
1920 Ernesto Tisdel Lefevere, 

January 30–October 1
Belisario Porras, October 1–

October 1, 1924
1924 Rodolfo Chiari
1928 Florencio Harmodio Arosemena
1931 Harmodio Arias, January 2–16

Ricardo J. Alfaro, January 16–
October 1, 1932

1932 Harmodio Arias
1936 Juan Demóstenes Arosemena
1939 Augusto S. Boyd
1940 Arnulfo Arias
1941 Ernesto Jaén Guardia, 

October 9
Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia

October 9–June 15, 1945
1945 Enrique Adolfo Jimenez
1948 Domingo Díaz Arosemena

1949 Daniel Chanis, July 28–November 20
Roberto Chiari, November 20–25
Arnulfo Arias, November 25–

May 10, 1951
1951 Alcibíades Arosemena
1952 José Antonio Remón Cantera
1955 José Ramón Guizado, January 3–15

Ricardo M. Arias Espinosa,
January 15–October 1, 1956

1956 Ernesto de la Guardia, Jr.
1960 Roberto F. Chiari
1964 Marco Aurelio Robles
1968 Arnulfo Arias Madrid, October 1–

October 11
Omar Torrijos Herrera, October 11–

September, 1978
1978 Aristides Royo
1982 Ricardo de la Espriella
1984 Jorge Illueca

Nicolás Ardito Barletta Vallarino
1985 Eric Arturo Devalle Henríquez
1988 Manuel Solís Palma (Manuel 

Antonio Noriega de facto 
head)

1989 Francisco Rodriguéz, September–
December

1990 Guillermo Endara
1994 Ernesto Pérez Balladares González
1999 Mireya Moscoso
2004 Martín Torrijos

1931 David Sámanez Ocampo, 
March 11–December 8

Luis M. Sánchez Cerro, 
December 8–April 30, 1933

1933 Oscar R. Benavides
1939 Manuel Prado y Ugarteche
1945 José Luis Bustamante y Rivero
1948 Zenón Noriega, October 29–30

Manuel A. Odría, October 31–
June 1, 1950

1950 Zenón Noriega, June 1–July 28
Manuel A. Odría, July 28–

July 28, 1956
1956 Manual Prado y Ugarteche
1962 Ricardo Pérez Godoy
1963 Nicolás Lindey López, March 3–

July 28
Fernando Belaúnde Terry, July 28–

October 3, 1968
1968 Juan Velasco Alvarado
1975 Francisco Morales Bermúdez
1980 Fernando Belaúnde Terry
1985 Alan García Pérez
1990 Alberto Fujimori
2000 Valentín Paniagua Corazao
2001 Alejandro Toledo

Peru



Puerto Rico
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1948 Luiz Muñoz Marín
1964 Roberto Sánchez Vilella
1968 Luís A. Ferré
1972 Rafael Hernández Colón

1976 Carlos Romero Barceló
1984 Rafael Hernández Colón
1992 Pedro J. Rosselló
2000 Sila M. Calderón

1962 Eric Eustace Williams
1981 George Chambers
1987 A. N. Raymond Robinson

1991 Patrick Manning
1997 A. N. Raymond Robinson
2003 Maxwell Richards

Trinidad and Tobago
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These reading suggestions are arranged by the chapter sequence in the
text, which necessarily leads to overlap in coverage. Some suggestions listed
for the country and regional chapters are also relevant for the Prologue,
Chapters 1, 2, and 12, and the Epilogue. Readers who are interested in a
specific country within the context of these chapters should look also at
the listings by country chapter.

Titles were chosen to provide interesting and profitable reading for the
novice students of modern Latin America. For that reason, only books in
English are included. We have avoided unwieldy “definitive” works. Our
objective is to suggest books that are useful and accessible, with an em-
phasis on recently published titles. The listing correlates closely with the
themes developed in the text. Readers who wish greater detail will find
many further leads in the suggested books.

Prologue: Why Latin America?

For an extended analysis of U.S.–Latin American relations through the
prism of American culture, see Frederick B. Pike, The United States and Latin
America: Myths and Stereotypes of Civilization and Nature (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1992). A good introduction to the world of Latin American
thought is Ilan Stavans, ed., The Oxford Book of Latin American Essays (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1997). A multidisciplinary reference work
on Latin America is Simon Collier, Thomas E. Skidmore, and Harold Blake-
more, eds., The Cambridge Encyclopedia of Latin America and the Caribbean, rev.
ed. (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1992). The premier
overall history is Leslie Bethell, ed., The Cambridge History of Latin America,
vols. I–XI (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1984–95). An
invaluable guide, which includes much bibliography, is Barbara A. Tenen-
baum, ed., Encyclopedia of Latin America History and Culture, 5 vols. (New
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1996), and a discussion of current research
trends can be found in Peter H. Smith, ed., Latin America in Comparative
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Perspective: New Approaches to Methods and Analysis (Boulder, Colo.: Westview
Press, 1995).

Dependency analysis has spawned much literature and considerable con-
troversy. The classic formulation remains Fernando Henrique Cardoso and
Enzo Faletto, Dependency and Development in Latin America, trans. Marjory
Mattingly Urquidi (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979). A stri-
dent effort to discredit the dependency approach is Robert A. Packenham,
The Dependency Movement: Scholarship and Politics in Development Studies (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1992).

An excellent starting point for understanding the Chicano experience
in the United States is Manuel G. Gonzales, Mexicanos: A History of Mexi-
cans in the United States (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999). Use-
ful also is David Montejano, ed., Chicano Politics and Society in the Late Twen-
tieth Century (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1999). The complicated
question of Latino identity is skillfully treated in Suzanne Oboler, Ethnic
Labels, Latino Lives: Identity and the Politics of (Re)Presentation in the United
States (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995).

Chapter 1: The Colonial Foundations, 1492–1880s

For a superb synthesis of the drama that was the Spanish conquest, see
Hugh Thomas, Conquest: Montezuma, Cortés, and the Fall of Old Mexico (New
York: Simon and Schuster, 1993). For an unusual topic, see Elinor G. K.
Melville, A Plague of Sheep: Environmental Consequences of the Conquest of Mex-
ico (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1999). The impor-
tant topic of race relations is given penetrating monographic treatment in
Douglas Cope, The Limits of Racial Domination: Plebian Society in Colonial Mex-
ico City, 1660–1720 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1994).

For a cogent brief treatment of the colonial Iberian world, see Mark A.
Burkholder and Lyman L. Johnson, Colonial Latin America, 5th ed. (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2004). The resilience of colonial influences
is analyzed in Jeremy Adelman, ed., Colonial Legacies: The Problem of Persis-
tence in Latin American History (New York: Routledge, 1999). For colonial
Brazil there is an important portrait in Chapters 6–9 of Kenneth Maxwell,
Naked Tropics: Essays on Empire and Other Rogues (New York: Routledge,
2003).

The origins and travail of independence in Spanish America are de-
scribed in Jaime E. Rodriguez O., The Independence of Spanish America (Cam-
bridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1998), and in David Bush-
nell and Neill Macaulay, The Emergence of Latin America in the Nineteenth
Century, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994). The crucial
nineteenth-century economic lag is explored in Stephen Haber, ed., How
Latin America Fell Behind: Essays on the Economic Histories of Brazil and Mex-
ico, 1800–1914 (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1997). The story
for Mexico is told in copious detail in D. A. Brading, The First America: The
Spanish Monarchy, Creole Patriots, and the Liberal State, 1492–1867 (Cam-
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bridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1991). The creation of na-
tional identities through literature is traced in Doris Sommer, Foundational
Fictions: The National Romances of Latin America (Berkeley: University of Cal-
ifornia Press, 1991).

Chapter 2: The Transformation of Modern Latin America, 1880s–2000s

The authoritative history of much of this period is in Leslie Bethell, ed.
The Cambridge History of Latin America, vols. IV and V, c. 1870 to 1930
(Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1986). Victor Bulmer-
Thomas, The Economic History of Latin America Since Independence (Cam-
bridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1994) tells the story of the
shift from export orientation to import substitution and then to neo-lib-
eralism. An equally superb survey is Rosemary Thorp, Progress, Poverty and
Exclusion: An Economic History of Latin America in the 20th Century (Baltimore:
Inter-American Development Bank, 1998). The late nineteenth-century ex-
port boom is reexamined in Steven C. Topik and Allen Wells, eds., The Sec-
ond Conquest of Latin America: Coffee, Henequen, and Oil during the Export Boom,
1850–1930 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1998). A pioneering study of
state formation in Spanish America is Florencia E. Mallon, Peasant and Na-
tion: The Making of Postcolonial Mexico and Peru (Berkeley: University of Cal-
ifornia Press, 1995). On similar themes, see Nancy P. Applebaum, Anne S.
Macpherson, and Karen Alejandra Rosenblatt, eds., Race and Nation in Mod-
ern Latin America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003).

There has been a rapid increase in research and publishing on women
and gender in Latin American history. For examples see Rae Lesser Blum-
berg, Cathy A. Rakowski, Irene Tinker, and Michael Moneón, eds., En-
Gendering Wealth and Well-Being: Empowerment for Global Change (Boulder,
Colo.: Westview Press, 1995); Christine E. Bose and Edna Acosta-Belén,
eds., Women in the Latin American Development Process (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1995); Lynn Stephen, Women and Social Movements in Latin
America: Power from Below (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1997); Matthew
C. Gutmann, The Meanings of Macho: Being a Man in Mexico City (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1996); Daniel Balderston and Donna Guy,
eds., Sex and Sexuality in Latin America (New York: New York University Press,
1997); Nikke Craske, Women and Politics in Latin America (New Brunswick,
N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1999); Lisa Baldez, Why Women Protest:
Women’s Movements in Chile (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University
Press, 2002); and Mala Htun, Sex and the State: Abortion, Divorce, and the Fam-
ily Under Latin American Dictatorships and Democracies (Cambridge, England:
Cambridge University Press, 2003). Comparative perspectives can be found
in Jane S. Jaquette and Sharon L. Wolchik, eds., Women and Democracy: Latin
America and Central and Eastern Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, 1998), and in Peter H. Smith, Jennifer L. Troutner, and Chris-
tine Hünefeldt, eds., Promises of Empowerment: Women in Asia and Latin Amer-
ica (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2004).
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The frightful human cost of Latin America’s dictatorships is described
in Juan E. Corradi, Patricia Weiss Fagen, and Manuel Antonio Garretón,
eds., Fear at the Edge: State Terror and Resistance in Latin America (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1992). A useful follow-up to that theme is
Elizabeth Jelín and Eric Hershberg, eds., Constructing Democracy: Human
Rights, Citizenship, and Society in Latin America (Boulder, Colo.: Westview
Press, 1996). The transition to democracy in much of Latin America is well
analyzed in Juan J. Linz and Alfred Stepan, Problems of Democratic Transi-
tion and Consolidation: Southern Europe, South America, and Post-Communist Eu-
rope (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1996); Larry Diamond,
Jonathan Hartlyn, Jonathan Linz, Juan J. Lipset, and Seymour Martin, eds.,
Democracy in Developing Countries: Latin America, 2nd ed. (Boulder, Colo.:
Lynne Rienner, 1999); Kurt Weyland, The Politics of Market Reform in Frag-
ile Democracies: Argentina, Brazil, Peru, and Venezuela (Princeton, N.J.: Prince-
ton University Press, 2002); and, most recently, Peter H. Smith, Democracy
in Latin America: Political Change in Comparative Perspective (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 2005). A useful and up-to-date anthology is Jorge I.
Domínguez and Michael Shifter, eds., Constructing Democratic Governance in
Latin America, 2nd ed. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003).
The growing role of television is analyzed in Thomas E. Skidmore, ed., Tele-
vision, Politics, and the Transition to Democracy in Latin America (Washington,
D.C.: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 1993). The indispensable starting
point for an understanding of the political left is Jorge G. Castañeda, Utopia
Unarmed: The Latin American Left After the Cold War (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1993).

Chapter 3: Argentina

To understand nineteenth-century Argentina and the origins of modern
Argentine nationalism one must start with the influential role of liberal-
ism, which is given an imaginative treatment in Nicolas Shumway, The In-
vention of Argentina (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991). For an
excellent history of contemporary Argentina, see Luis Alberto Romero, A
History of Argentina in the Twentieth Century (University Park: Pennsylvania
State University Press, 2002). The important role of Italian immigrants is
given a new examination in Samuel L. Baily, Immigrants in the Lands of
Promise (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1999). Argentina’s most fa-
mous tango singer is empathically portrayed in Simon Collier, The Life, Mu-
sic, and Times of Carlos Gardel (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press,
1986), a book that reminds us that Latin America is about much more than
just generals and inflation.

Gerardo della Paolerma and Alan M. Taylor, A New Economic History of
Argentina (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 2003) is an
up-to-date economic history of modern Argentina. The all-important agrar-
ian sector is treated in Samuel Amaral, The Rise of Capitalism on the Pampas:
The Estancias of Buenos Aires, 1785–1870 (Cambridge, England: Cambridge
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University Press, 1999). For the more recent period, see Felipe A. M. de la
Balze, Remaking the Argentine Economy (New York: Council on Foreign Re-
lations Press, 1995).

For readers who are interested in the more bizarre tales about Evita
Péron, there is Tomás Eloy Martinez, Santa Evita (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1996). For a coda on Peronism, see James W. McGuire, Peronism
Without Perón: Unions, Parties, and Democracy in Argentina (Stanford, Calif.:
Stanford University Press, 1997).

One of the most persistent questions about Argentina is why such an
economically developed country should have been plagued by authoritar-
ian regimes since 1945. The horrors of repression under the military gov-
ernment are given a stunning analysis in Diana Taylor, Disappearing Acts:
Spectacles of Gender and Nationalism in Argentina’s “Dirty War” (Durham, N.C.:
Duke University Press, 1997). A firsthand account of the killing under the
military can be found in Horacio Verbitsky, The Flight: Confessions of an Ar-
gentine Dirty Warrior (New York: New Press, 1996). Perhaps their painful his-
tory helps explain the Argentine elite’s fascination with psychoanalysis, as
noted in Mariano Ben Plotkin, Freud in the Pampas: The Emergence and De-
velopment of a Psychoanalytic Culture in Argentina (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford
University Press, 2001).

Chapter 4: Chile

Brian Loveman has produced a reliable general history in Chile: The Legacy
of Hispanic Capitalism, 3rd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999).
For a rather different approach, see Simon Collier and William F. Sater, A
History of Chile, 1808–1994 (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University
Press, 1996).

On party history, there is the revisionist study in Timothy R. Scully, Re-
thinking the Center: Party Politics in Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Chile (Stan-
ford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1992). Useful also is Kenneth M.
Roberts, Deepening Democracy? The Modern Left and Social Movements in Chile
and Peru (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1998). See also Philip
D. Oxhorn, Organizing Civil Society: The Popular Sectors and the Struggle for
Democracy in Chile (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press,
1995).

There is a beautifully written account of a factory seizure by its workers
in 1971 in Peter Winn, Weavers of Revolution: The Yarur Workers and Chile’s
Road to Socialism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986). See also Pamela
Lowden, Moral Opposition to Authoritarian Rule in Chile, 1973–1990 (New
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1996). The ugly story of Pinochet’s ruthless re-
pression is told in Patricia Verdugo, Chile, Pinochet, and the Caravan of Death
(Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 2001). Chile’s record under neo-liberal
policies is analyzed in Barry P. Bostworth, Rudiger Dornbusch, and Raúl
Labán, eds., The Chilean Economy: Policy Lessons and Challenges (Washington,
D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1994). A more critical view may be found in
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Joseph Collins and John Lear, Chile’s Free-Market Miracle: A Second Look (Oak-
land, Calif.: Food First, 1995).

For a wealth of information and analysis on Chile under the military, see
Pamela Constable and Arturo Valenzuela, A Nation of Enemies: Chile Under
Pinochet (New York: W. W. Norton, 1991) and Paul W. Drake and Ivan Jak-
sic, eds., The Struggle for Democracy in Chile, 1982–1990 (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 1991). The autobiography of a Nobel laureate in poetry
provides a fascinating journey through the artistic worlds of Latin Amer-
ica and Europe: Pablo Neruda, Memoirs (New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 1977). It is also an eye-opener about political persecution, since
Neruda was a longtime Communist Party militant.

Chapter 5: Brazil

For an overview of Brazilian history, see Thomas E. Skidmore, Brazil: Five
Centuries of Change (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999). A useful in-
troduction to contemporary Brazil is given in Marshall Eakin, Brazil: The
Once and Future Country (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998). The most im-
portant general interpretation of Brazil’s economic history is Celso Fur-
tado, The Economic Growth of Brazil (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1963), which stops in the early 1950s. The more recent years are covered
in Werner Baer, The Brazilian Economy: Growth and Development, 4th ed.
(Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 1995), which includes a wealth of data. Brazil’s
modern culture is given an intriguing analysis in Roberto A. da Matta, Car-
nivals, Rogues, and Heroes: An Interpretation of the Brazilian Dilemma (Notre
Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1991).

On Latin America’s only long-lasting monarchy, see Roderick J. Barman,
Citizen Emperor: Pedro II and the Making of Brazil, 1825–1891 (Stanford, Calif.:
Stanford University Press, 1999). A later study, focusing on São Paulo in-
dustrial unions, highlights the crucial role of women workers: Joel Wolfe,
Working Women, Working Men: São Paulo and the Rise of Brazil’s Industrial Work-
ing Class, 1900–1955 (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1993). For an
excellent account of corporatist strategies toward labor, see Barbara 
Weinstein, For Social Peace in Brazil: Industrialists and the Remaking of the Work-
ing Class in São Paulo, 1920–1964 (Chapel Hill: University of North Car-
olina Press, 1996).

The intricate functioning of the monarchy’s parliamentary system is an-
alyzed in Richard Graham, Patronage and Politics in Nineteenth-Century Brazil,
1850–1914 (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1990). A pioneer-
ing social history of the army is available in Peter M. Beattie, The Tribute of
Blood: Army, Honor, Race, and Nation in Brazil, 1864–1945 (Durham, N.C.:
Duke University Press, 2001).

The tragedy of a government-directed slaughter in the Northeast (im-
mortalized by Euclides da Cunha) is recounted in Robert M. Levine, Vale
of Tears: Revisiting the Canudos Massacre in Northeastern Brazil, 1893–1897
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992). A similar social conflict is

Suggestions for Further Reading 485



depicted in Todd A. Diacon, Millenarian Vision, Capitalist Reality: Brazil’s
Contestado Rebellion, 1912–1916 (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press,
1991).

The military role in the post-1964 authoritarian system is analyzed in
Thomas E. Skidmore, The Politics of Military Rule in Brazil, 1964–85 (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1988). See also Frances Hagopian, Tradi-
tional Politics and Regime Change in Brazil (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1996). The human cost of the repression is related in Joan Dassin,
ed., Torture in Brazil: A Report by the Archdiocese of São Paulo (New York: Vin-
tage Books, 1986).

The role of Brazilian women is studied in June E. Hahner, Emancipating
the Female Sex: The Struggle for Women’s Rights in Brazil, 1850–1940 (Durham,
N.C.: Duke University Press, 1990), Sonia Alvarez, Engendering Democracy in
Brazil: Women’s Movements in Transition Politics (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 1990), and Roderick J. Barman, Princess Isabel of Brazil:
Gender and Power in the Nineteenth Century (Wilmington, Del.: Scholarly Re-
sources, 2002). An excellent study of gender relations may be found in
Sueann Caulfield, In Defense of Honor: Sexual Morality, Modernity, and Nation
in Early Twentieth-Century Brazil (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press,
2000). For a view “from the bottom” see Robert M. Levine and Jose Car-
los Sebe Bom Meihy, eds., The Unedited Diaries of Carolina Maria de Jesus,
trans. Nancy P. S. Naro and Cristina Mehrtens (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rut-
gers University Press, 1999).

For an anthropologist’s view of the varieties of religion, see Rowan Ire-
land, Kingdoms Come: Religion and Politics in Brazil (Pittsburgh: University of
Pittsburgh Press, 1991). Environmental issues have drawn increasing at-
tention, as in Warren Dean, With Broadax and Firebrand: The Destruction of
the Brazilian Atlantic Forest (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995).

Brazilian cultural history is a rich field, and an excellent starting point
is Roberto Schwarz, “Misplaced Ideas,” in Essays on Brazilian Culture, ed.
John Gledson (London: Verso, 1992). Film is an essential source in this
field, as shown in Robert Stam, Tropical Multiculturalism: A Comparative His-
tory of Race in Brazilian Cinema and Culture (Durham, N.C.: Duke University
Press, 1997). Dance and music are just as central, as the case of samba il-
lustrates; see Hermano Vianna, trans. John Charles Chasteen, The Mystery
of Samba: Popular Music and National Identity in Brazil (Chapel Hill: Univer-
sity of North Carolina Press, 1999). “Tropicalism” is given a highly origi-
nal analysis in Christopher Dunn, Brutality Garden: Tropicália and the Emer-
gence of a Brazilian Counterculture (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 2001).

For recent contributions on the history of race relations in Brazil, see
Kim D. Butler, Freedoms Given, Freedoms Won: Afro-Brazilians in Post-Abolition
São Paulo and Salvador (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press,
1998). A highly useful collection of key articles is found in Rebecca 
Reichmann, ed., Race in Contemporary Brazil: From Indifference to Inequality
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999). The Brazilian
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elite’s attempt to reconcile racist science and the reality of their multira-
cial society is described in Thomas E. Skidmore, Black into White: Race and
Nationality in Brazilian Thought, rev. ed. (Durham, N.C.: Duke University
Press, 1993).

Chapter 6: Peru

An authoritative introduction to Peruvian history is given in Peter Flindell
Klarén, Peru: Society and Nationhood in the Andes (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2000). Economic history is covered superbly in Paul Gooten-
berg, Between Silver and Guano: Commercial Policy and the State in Postinde-
pendence Peru (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1989), and in his
Imagining Development: Economic Ideas in Peru’s “Fictitious Prosperity” of Guano,
1840–1880 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), as well as in
John Sheahan, Searching for a Better Society: The Peruvian Economy from 1950
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999).

The importance of foreign input can be seen in Arthur R. B. Robinson,
The Magnificent Field of Enterprise: Britons in Peru, 1815–1915 (Skelton, Eng-
land: A. R. B. Robinson, 1997). We need to remember that slavery also ex-
isted in the Andes, as is spelled out in Christine Hünefeldt, Paying the Price
of Freedom: Family and Labor Among Lima’s Slaves, 1800–1854 (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1995).

For an intriguing account of Peruvian national formation, see Mark
Thurner, From Two Republics to One Divided: Contradictions of Postcolonial Na-
tionmaking in Andean Peru (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1997).
The enormous impact of Sendero Luminoso, the ultra-violent far-left guerilla
movement of the 1980s, is given contrasting interpretations in Deborah
Poole and Gerardo Renique, Peru: Time of Fear (London: Latin American
Bureau, 1992), and David Scott Palmer, ed., The Shining Path of Peru, 2nd
ed. (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994). The most searching analysis is
given in Steve J. Stern, ed., Shining and Other Paths: War and Society in Peru,
1980–1995 (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1998).

Chapter 7: Colombia

Colombia has received less attention from U.S. scholars than have most
other countries of the region—perhaps because it does not comply with
preconceived stereotypes about Latin America. But it has a fascinating his-
tory, as shown by two excellent texts: David Bushnell, The Making of Mod-
ern Colombia: A Nation in Spite of Itself (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1993), a highly readable account of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, and Frank Safford and Marco Palacios, Colombia: Fragmented
Land, Divided Society (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), with an
emphasis on socioeconomic trends from the colonial era to the present.
Literary developments are covered in Raymond L. Williams, The Colombian
Novel, 1844–1987 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1987).
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Agrarian conflict is ably explored in Catherine Legrand, Frontier Expan-
sion and Peasant Protest in Colombia, 1850–1936 (Albuquerque: University of
New Mexico Press, 1986), while the social and political consequences of
coffee production are traced in Marco Palacios, Coffee in Colombia,
1850–1970: An Economic, Social, and Political History (Cambridge, England:
Cambridge University Press, 1980), and Charles W. Bergquist, Coffee and
Conflict in Colombia, 1886–1910 (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press,
1978). For a comparative analysis, see Charles W. Bergquist, Labor in Latin
America: Comparative Essays on Chile, Argentina, Venezuela, and Colombia (Stan-
ford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1986).

The story of the Panama Canal is masterfully told in David McCullough,
The Path Between the Seas: The Creation of the Panama Canal, 1870–1914 (New
York: Simon & Schuster, 1977). For a sharply analytical view, see Walter La
Feber, The Panama Canal: The Crisis in Historical Perspective, updated ed.
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1989). On broader U.S. relations with
Colombia, see Richard Lael, Arrogant Diplomacy: U.S. Policy Toward Colom-
bia, 1903–1922 (Wilmington, Del.: Scholarly Resources, 1987), and Stephen
J. Randall, Colombia and the United States: Hegemony and Interdependence
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1992).

Insights into twentieth-century politics abound in Herbert Braun, The
Assassination of Gaitán: Public Life and Urban Violence in Colombia (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), and in Jonathan Hartlyn, The Politics
of Coalition Rule in Colombia (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988).
La Violencia is analyzed in James D. Henderson, When Colombia Bled: A His-
tory of the Violence in Tolima (University: University of Alabama Press, 1985),
and in Charles Bergquist, Ricardo Peñaranda, and Gonzalo Sánchez, eds.,
Violence in Colombia: The Contemporary Crisis in Historical Perspective (Wilm-
ington, Del.: Scholarly Resources, 1992).

Drug trafficking has received increasing attention from scholars. Still-rel-
evant collections of essays are Peter H. Smith, ed., Drug Policy in the Amer-
icas (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1992), and Bruce M. Bagley and
William O. Walker III, eds., Drug Trafficking in the Americas (New Brunswick,
N.J.: Transaction, 1994). Inside stories from journalists include Guy
Gugliotta, Kings of Cocaine: Inside the Medellín Cartel (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 1989), and Mark Bowden, Killing Pablo: The Hunt for the World’s
Greatest Outlaw (New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 2001).

Chapter 8: Mexico

Mexico is fortunate in having a detailed, well-balanced, and up-to-date one-
volume history in Michael C. Meyer and William L. Sherman, The Course
of Mexican History, 6th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999); it in-
cludes chapter-by-chapter bibliographies in both English and Spanish. For
a powerfully written account of a Mexican point of view, see Enrique
Krauze, trans. Hank Heifetz, Mexico: Biography of Power: A History of Modern
Mexico, 1810–1996 (New York: HarperCollins, 1997). An insightful history
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of Mexico’s national identity is given in Enrique Florescano, trans. Albert
G. Bork, Memory, Myth and Time in Mexico: From the Aztecs to Independence
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1997). In Roger Bartra, Blood, Ink, and
Culture: Miseries and Splendors of the Post-Mexican Condition (Durham, N.C.:
Duke University Press, 2002), the reader will find a brilliant commentary
on the contemporary scene.

Explanations of the Revolution have come to dominate twentieth-
century Mexican historiography. A rich and highly readable synthesis on
the revolution’s first decade is found in Alan Knight, The Mexican Revolu-
tion (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1986). The finest
study of the agrarian revolution is John Womack, Jr., Zapata and the Mexi-
can Revolution (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1968). Friedrich Katz has pub-
lished a monumental biography of Pancho Villa: The Life and Times of 
Pancho Villa (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1998).

An excellent overview of Mexico’s neo-liberal economic adjustment is
given in Nora Lustig, Mexico: The Remaking of an Economy (Washington, D.C.:
Brookings Institution, 1992). For the most recent period, see Susan Kauf-
man Purcell and Luis Rubio, eds., Mexico Under Zedillo (Boulder, Colo.:
Lynne Rienner, 1998), Richard Snyder, Politics After Neoliberalism: Reregula-
tion in Mexico (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 2001),
and Vikram K. Chand, Mexico’s Political Awakening (Notre Dame, Ind.: Uni-
versity of Notre Dame Press, 2001). The predominant role of the tech-
nocrats is analyzed in Miguel Ángel Centeno, Democracy Within Reason: Tech-
nocratic Revolution in Mexico (University Park: Pennsylvania State University
Press, 1994). For information on women in Mexican history, see Julia
Tuñón Pablos, trans. by Alan Hynds, Women in Mexico: A Past Unveiled
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1999), and Victoria Rodríguez, ed.,
Women in Contemporary Mexican Politics (Austin: University of Texas Press,
2003).

Central to Mexican history has been its relationship with the United
States, which is traced in Rafael Domínguez and Jorge I. Fernández de Cas-
tro, The United States and Mexico: Between Partnership and Conflict (New York:
Routledge, 2001). For an intriguing analysis of the symbiosis between the
two countries, see Jose E. Limón, American Encounters: Greater Mexico, the
United States, and the Erotics of Culture (Boston: Beacon Press, 1998); for a
different angle, see Eric Zolov, Refried Elvis: The Rise of the Mexican Coun-
terculture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999). NAFTA and its
consequences receive analytical treatments in Barry P. Bosworth, Susan M.
Collins, and Nora Claudia Lustig, eds., Coming Together? Mexico-U.S. Rela-
tions (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1997); Carol Wise, ed., The
Post-NAFTA Political Economy: Mexico and the Western Hemisphere (University
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1998); and Edward J. Chambers
and Peter H. Smith, eds., NAFTA in the New Millennium (Edmonton and La
Jolla: University of Alberta Press and Center for U.S.-Mexican Studies, Uni-
versity of California, San Diego, 2002). Mexican migration to the United
States, a topic of growing importance, is analyzed in David E. Lorey, The
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U.S.-Mexican Border in the Twentieth Century (Wilmington, Del.: Scholarly Re-
sources, 1999), and Frank D. Bean, ed., At the Crossroads: Mexican Migration
and U.S. Policy (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 1997).

The Chiapas rebellion of 1994 has provoked a rethinking of the nature
of Mexican society and politics. Details can be found in Neil Harvey, The
Chiapas Rebellion: The Struggle for Land and Democracy (Durham, N.C.: Duke
University Press, 1999); John Womack, Jr., Rebellion in Chiapas: An Histori-
cal Reader (New York: New Press, 1999); and Lynn Stephen, Zapata Lives!
Histories and Cultural Politics in Southern Mexico (Berkeley: University of Cal-
ifornia Press, 2002).

Chapter 9: Cuba

Anyone studying the history of Cuba becomes rapidly indebted to Hugh
Thomas for his superbly researched and highly readable Cuba: The Pursuit
of Freedom (New York: Harper & Row, 1971). An excellent general history
is Louis A. Pérez Jr., Cuba: Between Reform and Revolution, 2nd ed. (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1995). The troubled history of the Afro-
Cubans is told in Aline Helg, Our Rightful Share: The Afro-Cuban Struggle for
Equality, 1886–1912 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995).
The most authoritative examination of race in modern Cuba is Alejandro
de la Fuente, A Nation For All: Race, Inequality, and Politics in Twentieth-
Century Cuba (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001).

Cuba’s relationship to the United States, which reached a turning point
in the Spanish-American War, is examined in Louis A. Pérez Jr., The War
of 1898: The United States and Cuba in History and Historiography (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1998). The same author has produced
a richly detailed portrait of Cuba in the century before 1959: On Becoming
Cuban: Identity, Nationality, and Culture (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1999). The relative neglect of women in Cuban historiog-
raphy receives a corrective in K. Lynn Stoner, From the House to the Streets:
The Cuban Women’s Movement for Legal Reform, 1898–1940 (Durham, N.C.:
Duke University Press, 1991).

Despite the sensational (and misleading) title, there is much valuable in-
formation in Andrés Oppenheimer, Castro’s Final Hour: The Secret Story Be-
hind the Coming Downfall of Communist Cuba (New York: Simon & Schuster,
1992). The charismatic personality of Che Guevara is captured in Jorge C.
Castañeda, trans. Marina Castañeda, Compañero: The Life and Death of Che
Guevara (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1997). Cuba’s most significant for-
eign policy venture is recounted in a superbly researched monograph,
Piero Gleijeses, Conflicting Missions: Havana, Washington, and Africa,
1959–1976 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002).

Cuba’s response to the economic crisis following the collapse of the
USSR is the subject in Susan Eva Eckstein, Back from the Future: Cuba 
Under Castro (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1994), and in
Carmelo Mesa-Lago, Are Economic Reforms Propelling Cuba to the Market?
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(Miami: North-South Center, 1994). For a look ahead, see Eliana Cardoso
and Ann Helwege, Cuba After Communism (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press,
1992). The failure of the revolutionary government to transform personal
relations is documented in Lois Smith and Alfred Padula, Sex and Revolu-
tion: Women in Socialist Cuba (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996),
and Julia Marie Bunck, Fidel Castro and the Quest for a Revolutionary Culture
in Cuba (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994). For
the darker side of the Revolution, see Jacobo Timerman, Cuba: A Journey
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1990), and Human Rights Watch, Cuba’s Re-
pressive Machinery (New York: Human Rights Watch, June 1999).

Chapter 10: The Caribbean

Franklin W. Knight, The Caribbean: The Genesis of a Fragmented Nationalism,
2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990) offers an overview of
the region. An authoritative collaborative history can be found in Leslie
Bethell, ed., The Cambridge History of Latin America, vol. VII, Latin America
Since 1930: Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean (Cambridge, England:
Cambridge University Press, 1990). Among the classic works on Caribbean
history is C. L. R. James, The Black Jacobins: Toussaint-L’Overture and the San
Domingo Revolution, 2nd ed., rev. (New York: Vintage Books, 1989).

The former British and French colonies have been the subject of nu-
merous studies, such as Mimi Sheller, Democracy After Slavery: Black Publics
and Peasant Radicalism in Haiti and Jamaica (London: Macmillan, 2002).
Among other country studies are Frank Moya Pons, The Dominican Repub-
lic: A National History (New Rochelle, N.Y.: Hispaniola Books, 1995). See
also Jonathan Hartlyn, The Struggle for Democratic Politics in the Dominican Re-
public (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998), and Paul
Austerlitz, Meringue: Dominican Music and Dominican Identity (Philadelphia:
Temple University Press, 1997). American military intervention in Haiti in
the 1990s is revealed as a surrealistic tale of incompetence, intrigue and
frustration in Bob Shacochis, The Immaculate Invasion (New York: Viking,
1999).

Chapter 11: Central America

The best starting point for understanding this region is Ralph Lee Wood-
ward, Jr., Central America: A Nation Divided, 3rd ed. (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1999), which includes a lengthy guide to relevant scholarly
and historical literature. For the modern period, see James Dunkerley,
Power in the Isthmus: A Political History of Modern Central America (London:
Verso, 1988), and his The Pacification of Central America (London: Verso,
1994), as well as Leslie Bethell, ed., The Cambridge History of Latin America,
vol. VII, Latin America Since 1930 (Cambridge, England: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1990). The origins of U.S. economic penetration are discussed
in Thomas D. Schoonover, The United States in Central America, 1860–1911:
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Episodes of Social Imperialism and Imperial Rivalry in the World System (Durham,
N.C.: Duke University Press, 1991). For an important interpretation of the
region’s political history, see Jeffrey M. Paige, Coffee and Power: Revolution
and the Rise of Democracy in Central America (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1997). For another sociologist’s stimulating comparative analy-
sis, see James Mahoney, The Legacies of Liberalism: Path Dependence and Po-
litical Regimes in Central America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
2001).

Guatemala, the largest and potentially richest country of Central Amer-
ica, has recently attracted attention from first-rate historians, such as David
McCreery, Rural Guatemala, 1760–1940 (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University
Press, 1994), and Greg Grandlin, The Blood of Guatemala: A History of Race
and Nation (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2000). The controversial
political role of Nobel laureate Rigoberta Menchú is exhaustively discussed
in David S. Stoll, Rigoberta Menchú and the Story of All Poor Guatemalans (Boul-
der, Colo.: Westview Press, 1999). The U.S. role in the overthrow of Presi-
dent Arbenz in 1954 has been superbly documented and described in Piero
Gleijeses, Shattered Hope: The Guatemalan Revolution and the United States,
1944–1954 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1991).

Nicaraguan history of the past century is still dominated by the legacy
of the Somoza dynasty, whose origins are depicted in Knut Walter, The
Regime of Anastasio Somoza, 1936–1956 (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1993). For a key institution, see John M. Kirk, Politics and
the Catholic Church in Nicaragua (Gainesville: University Press of Florida,
1992). Among the many books describing Nicaragua since 1979 is Rose J.
Spalding, Capitalists and Revolution in Nicaragua: Opposition and Accommo-
dation, 1979–1993 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994),
and Thomas W. Walker, ed., Nicaragua without Illusions: Regime Transition
and Structural Adjustment in the 1990s (Wilmington, Del.: Scholarly Re-
sources, 1997). A pioneering work on Honduras is Dario Euraque, Rein-
terpreting the Banana Republic (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1996).

The U.S. presence hovers over Central America, making every domestic
political decision a possible conflict with Uncle Sam, as is made clear in
John H. Coatsworth, Central American and the United States: The Colossus and
the Clients (New York: Twayne, 1994). For the attempt by a distinguished
authority in U.S. foreign policy analysis to explain the context, see Walter
La Feber, Inevitable Revolutions: The United States and Central America (New
York: W.W. Norton, 1983). The subsequent story is told in William M. Leo
Grande, Our Own Backyard: The United States in Central America, 1977–1992
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998).

Chapter 12: Latin America, the United States, and the World

U.S.–Latin American relations have generated an enormous bibliography,
mostly from a conventional diplomatic-history point of view. An up-to-date
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and original overview of inter-American relations is Peter H. Smith, Talons
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