

















TOWARD A THEORY OF LATIN AMERICAN POLITICS

of the Mexican Revolution. However, none of these describes
what really is at issue for such evolutionist movements.

Their prime appeal is to something that can only be de-
scribed as a notion of the “national interest,” made vivid by
the awakening of nationalism as a relevant and meaningful
notion of reference and interaction for increasing numbers
of publics in Latin America. Their vision and context of ac-
tion is that of the interrelationship of the various sectors of
the nation in development. Hence, labor unions must moder-
ate irresponsible wage demands, for investment essential to
national industrial development can only be achieved with
moderate labor costs, and industrialization is vital if the goal
of productivity, welfare, national greatness, and a higher
level of industrial employment is to be achieved. However,
industrialists must accept extensive programs of education,
public health, and social welfare if a “modern” domestic
market and pattern of consumption is to be achieved. Agrar-
ian reform is essential if a level of agricultural productivity is
to be achieved that will be sufficient to feed increasing urban
populations, aside from local subsistence food production, if
scarce foreign exchange earnings are not to be wasted on im-
ported foodstuffs, if export agriculture that will provide the
wherewithal for industrial expansion is to be developed.

The educational mission of statecraft implied by this ap-
proach has made a certain impact. For the modern sector,
in some nations at least, the classes seem less antagonistic,
the interests of industrialists and workers less contradictory,
than they did some years ago. The prospects of the evolu-
tionary approach may be seen by an examination of Betan-
court’s Venezuela, Rivera’s El Salvador, Lleras Camargo’s
Colombia. Its limitations are also apparent. The pace of
change appears faster than that implied in the classic system,
but for many, slower than that implied by revolutionary
change, particularly that exemplified by the Cuban revolution.
The economic shambles of Goulart’s Brazil, the demise in
frustration of Frondizi in Argentina, bring questions about
the validity of the evolutionary approach in these nations.
The collapse of Bosch’s Dominican Republic and Villeda
Morales’ Honduras at the hands of the defenders of the “old
order” frames the question clearly. The evolutionary style of
reform may be undone either from the right or from the left.

VICTOR Raul Haya de la Torre of Peru, the father of
Aprismo, has said, “Latin America is not easy to govern.”
As this notion of the “system” of Latin American politics
should make clear, the tasks of statecraft in this region are
intricate, complex, and frustrating. Even the most skilled
democratic political craftsman, a man of the stripe of Lyn-
don Johnson or Franklin Roosevelt might pale before the
task of “creating agreement” among the diverse contenders
and forces as work in the Latin American political milieu. In
the classic or evolutionary styles of Latin American states-
manship, politics is supremely the art of the possible, the art
of combining heterogeneous and incompatible power con-
tenders and power capabilities together in some type of ten-
tative coalition, one in which the various members feel no
obligation to maintain the combination intact for any pre-
scribed term of office. George Blanksten, in his Peron’s Ar-
gentina, likens the task of the Latin American politician to
that of the juggler, who must keep a large number of balls
simultaneously in the air, and is apt to be hit on the head by
the one that he misses.

In view of the complexity and frustration of working with-
in the system, it is no wonder that the apparent simplicity
and malleability of revolution has an appeal in Latin America
that itself adds to the complexity of government. But the at-
tractions of the revolutionary alternative are often deceptive.
Its simplicity is premised on the existence of a revolutionary
situation, of a vivid and vital mass desire and capacity to
start over again, on new terms, under new conditions, and
that situation is exceptional rather than predictable. Certainly,
there have been revolutions in Latin America, and there will
be more, but there have been more insurgent movements that
failed, that captured no following, that could not overcome
and replace the going system.

Revolution requires exceptional leadership of a certain
style to succeed, and those who have possessed it, the Made-
ros, Zapatas, Castros, and Bolivars and San Martins, have
entered the ranks of the vivid personal heroes of Latin
American history. But there is another style of leadership
which is relevant to the conduct of Latin American govern-
ment, and there is no reason to believe that it is less available
in this culture than that represented by the revolutionary
politician in arms. The skills at the craft of politics, of work-
ing within the system to the end of transcending it, have been
exemplified by men like Betancourt, Frondizi, Figueres, Ller-
as Camargo, Lépez Mateos, and many others. They have
their historic predecessors in such figures as Sarmiento and
Juérez. Their skills and capabilities are not to be despised.
In fact, set within the context of the system in which they
have operated, and against the background of man’s efforts to
govern himself, they often appear as little short of incredible.

NOTES

1. Kalman H. Silvert, The Conflict Society: Reaction and
Revolution in Latin America (Hauser Press, New Orleans),
1961, p. 20.

2. This is the core concept in the analyses of Seymour
Martin Lipset, “Some Social Requisites of Democracy: Eco-
nomic Development and Political Legitimacy,” American
Political Science Review, 52, 1, March, 1959, pp. 69-105;
and Martin Needler, “Putting Latin American Politics in
Perspective,” Inter-American Economic Affairs, 16, 2, Au-
tumn, 1962, pp. 41-50.

3. Throughout, we will be distinguishing between power
contenders and power capabilities. A power capability will
be defined as the property of a group or individual that en-
ables them to be influential in political affairs, in other words,
a political resource. Examples of prominent power capabili-
ties in Latin American politics would be:

Semi-legitimate control of armed force (control of the
military institutions and equipment of the nation).

Capacity to mobilize, organize, and aggregate consent.

Capacity to create non-institutional violence, terror, or
civic disruption.

Traditional authority (control of land and labor force
through the pattern of social relations involved in the lati-
fundia system).

Control of natural resources, or economic institutions.

Skill at the manipulation and recombination of the ab-
stractions, symbols, and processes involved in complex social
organization (bureaucratic expertise).
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Various power capabilities may appear, of course, in com- A political party, interest group, or movement.

bination. For example, the power of the Catholic Church in A group or association identified with a specific economic

Latin America must be defined as an alloy of traditional au- interest. : -

thority, ideology, capacity to aggregate consent, and in some A community or region.

instances, economic wealth. A family, class, or clique.

A power contender then, is one who uses a power capability 4. The term refers to the reactionary period of the French

to attain certain specific objectives through political activity,  Revolution, and in this context is derived from Crane Brin-

in other words, a political actor. For example: ton’s discussion, in his The Anatomy of Revolution. (Pren-
A military “clique,” service, or unit. tice-Hall: New York: 1938).
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