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ECLAC: forty years of continuity 
with change
Gert Rosenthal*

Before all else, I would like to express our heartfelt appreciation to the government and people of 
Brazil for welcoming us to this beautiful and hospitable city. It has been 35 years since our highest 
intergovernmental forum last met here, but in no way does this mean that ECLAC has been foreign to 
the Brazilian experience. On the contrary, it has been our privilege to follow the evolution of the 
Brazilian economy with the greatest interest, particularly through the ECLAC office which has been 
functioning in this country since 1968 with the support of the government. Brazil, a melting pot of 
the most varied historical legacies, has enormously enriched our store of knowledge by, for example, 
pointing the way to a form of industrialization oriented towards world trade flows.

The list of distinguished persons from this nation who have contributed so much to the work of 
the Secretariat is too long for me to repeat here in full. I cannot, however, fail to mention the original 
and pioneering work of Celso Furtado, who honours us with his presence here today. For all these 
reasons, it is indeed fortunate that we are able to celebrate our fortieth anniversary in a country 
which has always been at the forefront in inspiring the Commission and which continues to make a 
most important contribution to the enrichment and reinforcement of its activities.

This session, Mr. President, marks a special point in the institutional life of ECLAC. Over the last 
40 years, the Commission has witnessed the most intense phase of economic and social transforma
tion in the history of the countries of Latin America and the Caribbean as independent nations — a 
transformation which has come about in response to the convulsions of the Great Depression of the 
1930s and the Second World War. Today, once again, we find ourselves in the midst of a period of 
adjustment and transition: hence the need for us to revitalize outdated patterns of national 
development, while at the same time rebuilding the international economic order. We must now 
turn our eyes to the future, while drawing on the lessons and accomplishments of the past.

It is for this reason that I would like to make particular reference today to the past, present and 
future role of ECLAC in the development of the region. I am impelled to do so, first of all, because of 
the crisis which we are now experiencing and my firm conviction that all kinds of transition are a 
spur to constructive reflection, since change is the most basic element of the human condition. 
Secondly, I do so because I am part of a generation which did not take part in the early years of the 
work of the Secretariat in what was no doubt its most creative period, and this enables me to 
appreciate the significance of that work with the objectivity that comes with the passage of time. My 
generation identifies with the whole body of ideas which has inspired the work of the Secretariat 
since its inception, rather than a particular ideology.

This body of ideas stems from two main sources. The first is an unwavering commitment to the 
principles of the Charter of the United Nations and particularly "to promote social progress and 
better standards of life in larger freedom’’. This principle underlies not only our commitment to the 
goal of integral development, but also our respect for differing points of view. The second source is 
our deep-seated sense of Latin American and Caribbean identity, which moves us to approach the 
tasks of development from the vantage point of the countries that form our region. Thus, in its 
simplest expression, the mission of ECLAC is fundamentally to seek the means for the economic and 
social development of the countries of Latin America and the Caribbean.

•E x ecu tiv e  Secretary  o f liCI.AC A ddress delivered  at th e  o p en in g  o f the  tw enty-second  session  o f the  Econom ic C om m ission  for 
L atin  A m erica and th e  C aribbean , R io de Jan e iro , B razil, 20-27 A pril 1988.
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In the past, this sense of mission has been reflected in actions of the most varied sort, but the 
most significant by far have been in the realm of ideas. If the ECLAC Secretariat can be said to have 
made an important and lasting contribution, it is to Latin American economic thinking. The most 
distinctive feature of ECLAC in the 1950s was indeed its creativity, that is to say, its ability to build up 
an integrated, coherent body of ideas on the economic progress of Latin America during the early 
decades of the postwar period. Many of these ideas went to the very root of the issues, and hence they 
were the subject of controversy and quite often of misinterpretation. The debate is still intense even 
today, thereby demonstrating the continued relevance of ECLAC’s analyses.

Consequently, I should now like to go more deeply into my own interpretation of this store of 
contributions by ECLAC, especially as regards those which may point the way to the future. In so 
doing, I will not speak about the Secretariat’s basic concepts and postulates, which are widely known. 
I should like instead to emphasize ECLAC's capacity for putting together its own line of economic 
thought and, in particular, perfecting .and 'adapting to the realities of Latin American economic 
theories which gain currency in the world at large. This is what Fernando Henrique Cardoso so aptly 
called the originality of a copy”.1 It also accounts for the singular capacity to mobilize collective 
efforts shown by ECLAC throughout its existence as an institution. Indeed, the economic thinking 
developed by ECLAC has become a part of Latin America’s intellectual heritage — a heritage 
cherished as the region’s own, even by those who disagree with it.

Thus, as it has reshaped universal concepts and moulded them to the realities of the region, the 
ECLAC Secretariat has incorporated three distinctive features into its style of work:

Firstly, it has devised an original blend of thought and action. It has not been satisfied either with 
abstract theory alone or with pragmatism bereft of the guidance which comes from mature 
reflection, but has made a determined effort to place its concepts at the service of action, as part of a 
dialectic interplay of ideas and realities. Hence the Secretariat’s interest in preparing comprehensive 
country studies and in analysing the international situation. These approaches underscore the 
inductive nature of ECLAC's m odus operandi, in which economic policy recommendations are based 
on conceptual interpretations whose validity has already been substantiated by specific situations.

Secondly, in what has become a hallmark of its method of work, ECLAC questioned the 
mechanical application of conventional thinking to the realities of Latin America, thus casting doubt 
upon the assumption that economic policy measures would yield similar results regardless of 
whether they were applied to developed or developing economies.

Thirdly, since all situations are invariably subject to constant change, ECLAC rapidly recognized 
the need to adapt its thinking to the changing social and economic circumstances, including those 
transformations brought about by development policies themselves. The Secretariat has never 
regarded its conceptual matrix as an immutable body of ideas. Indeed, Raúl Prebisch himself 
stressed, time and again, the need for a "perpetual revision of our thinking’’.2

For these reasons, the economic thought of ECLAC has come to have considerable influence both 
inside and outside the region. The variety of ways in which its thinking has been disseminated also 
provide us with lessons for the future. The similarity and complementarity of the governments’ and 
the Secretariat’s perceptions have undoubtedly played a vital role in this regard, especially in the 
forums of the Commission. Indeed, sometimes we lose sight of the fact that the Commission is made 
up of the governments as well as the Secretariat. The Secretariat provides the governments with 
support as required, but its only true influence resides in the persuasiveness of its arguments. In this 
regard, far from adopting doctrinaire positions, the Secretariat has placed itself at the service of the 
governments, functioning as a sort of sounding board for ideas and recommendations and support-

’See F. H . C ardoso , "T h e  o rig in a lity  o f a copy: ECLAC and the  idea o f d e v elo p m en t" . Cl'PAL Review, N o. 4 ,Santiago, C hile, second 
h a lf o f 1977, pp .7-40.

 ̂A ddress de livered  by R aul P reb isch  on 7 J u n e  1978 at the  cerem ony  m ark in g  the  th ir tie th  ann iversary  o f the  firs t session  o f th e  
C om m issio n  in S an tiago , Chile. H is s ta te m e n t is reproduced  in CFPAL Rericw. N o, 6, Santiago, C hile, second half o f 1978, pp . 272-274.
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ing the collective exercise of reflection through its research, advisory services, training activities and 
formulation of economic policy interpretations and proposals.

This proud tradition — based on the three features mentioned as well as the manner in which the 
Secretariat has interacted with the governments—  can provide ECLAC with a source of inspiration 
and serve as a means of identifying important tasks which it should fulfil in its future activities in the 
service of Latin America and the Caribbean. Today, more than ever, a wide- ranging debate is needed 
concerning the best ways to achieve the economic and social modernization of a region which has 
seemingly lost its capacity for growth during the 1980s and in which the force of circumstances 
associated with the imperatives of the present economic situation has relegated medium- and 
long-term development concerns to a secondary position.

Today, more than ever, an effort must be made to adapt the conventional truths of the neoliberal 
and neo-Keynesian paradigms to the distinct realities of Latin America and the Caribbean and to 
review the way our countries fit into the world economy in the spheres of trade, technology and 
finance.

Today, more than ever, when two-thirds of mankind is still suffering hunger and poverty, 
without there being any objective reason for the continuation of this state of affairs, there is a need to 
underscore the importance of sustained development on the agenda of the international community.

And today, as yesterday, even though circumstances may Have changed and may therefore call for 
new approaches, the issues of integral development which are our primary concern continue to be of 
the utmost importance for the societies of Latin America.

We must concern ourselves today, just as we did in the past, with the way in which we are to gain 
access to technical progress and apply it to Latin America's productive process. Today, like yesterday, 
we must seek ways of ensuring that both the costs of adjustment and the benefits of growth will be 
distributed more equitably among the population, and it is just as essential now as it ever was in the 
past to promote capital formation as a basic condition for growth and as a means of incorporating 
technological advances. There is also a continuing need to define the role of the State and of private 
agents in the economy within the context of increasingly democratic and participatory societies. 
Today, as yesterday, political interaction is also a part of the development experience. Moreover, just 
as in the past, intra-regional co-operation has a vital role to play in the modernization of economic 
structures and in the inevitable interplay of interests which will shape the economic order now 
emerging in the world.

ECLAC must continue to perfect and put into practice the methods of work which have yielded 
such fruitful results in the past, and as part of this approach it is important that the Commission 
should continue to act as a mediator between ideas and action. In order to do so, it must be in the 
forefront of the ideas evolving within the various fields of the social sciences, while at the same time 
it must probe even more deeply in its analyses of the changing realities of Latin America and the 
Caribbean, as well as of their external environment. Outstanding among these realities are the 
widely differing situations to be found in the various countries of the region and, above all, the 
special problems of the smaller economies, which have been particularly hard hit by the crisis of 
recent years.

So too, now more than ever, it is proper to question the supposedly universal validity of the 
economic theses of the industrialized world as they relate to the specific features of Latin America 
and the Caribbean. Surely there can be no question but that the development of the countries of the 
Third World need not necessarily follow the same path as that taken by today’s industrialized 
economies, nor need the final result be a replica of the latter.

We must reaffirm the fundamental concept — which has nonetheless been questioned in some 
circles in recent years—  that the economic policy most appropriate for the developing countries is 
qualitatively different from that which is best suited to the developed nations. There is no room for 
the undiscerning assimilation of conventional wisdom based on assumptions which may be far 
removed from the true circumstances of Latin America and which, in some instances, have not been
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fully substantiated. Thus, for example, growth may not always be a primary concern in the advanced 
countries, but our case is different because the presence of backwardness, marginality and poverty 
makes development the one goal which the countries of the region cannot abandon.

At the same time, ECLAC must continue to adapt its thinking to the changing circumstances both 
inside and outside the region. Let me mention a case in point: despite frequent assertions to the 
contrary in some circles, the Secretariat has assigned increasing importance to the export of 
manufactures ever since the early 1960s. This does not, however, mean that it has adopted any rigid 
position in the abstract debate on the advantages and disadvantages of export-led strategies versus 
those of an inward- looking nature; its attitude has simply been a response to the economic realities 
observed inside and outside the region. As stated in the documents presented for consideration at 
this meeting, it is essential to advance simultaneously in the furtherance of internal and regional 
economic links and in the strengthening of the position of the region’s economies in the interna
tional economy. It should be noted here that the element which permits the forging of these 
fundamental links in a renovated development strategy for Latin America is precisely the functional 
dependence of the region s development on the progressive advancement of the industrialization 
process, which continues to be an irreplaceable mainstay of sustained growth.

Likewise, acknowledging the virtues of the market in determining the allocation of resources 
does not mean negating the fundamental role to be played by the State in the development process. 
Once again, it is the specific economic and social circumstances involved, as reflected in the creative 
tension set up by the interaction of public and private agents, which determine the fields of activity 
of the productive agents and also mean that these fields may vary substantially at different points in 
time and from one country to another. Thus, the long-standing false dichotomy between inter
vention and the market should be replaced, on a pragmatic basis, by policies which integrate and take 
advantage of the positive elements of both mechanisms.

Nor is there any contradiction between the goal of increasing Latin American integration and 
strategies for promoting the region’s articulation with the international economy, as is clearly 
demonstrated by Europe’s experience. Indeed, both of these aims must be pursued in the search for 
ways of mitigating the crisis and of renewing the regional development process. The manifest need 
to overcome the difficult economic situation now being faced will surely facilitate agreement on ways 
of solving the complex problems of economic policy co-ordination which formerly held back 
progress towards regional or subregional integration.

The Secretariat does not, of course, claim to have the answers to all these questions, and much 
less to possess a monopoly of Latin American truth. We do, however, have a considerable store of 
experience, an institutional tradition, the ability to mobilize collective efforts, and a method of work 
which permits us to serve as a sifting mechanism for economic ideas. In order to fulfil this function, 
the Secretariat must interact systematically with the governments, as well as maintaining contact 
with the academic community and the private agents of the region.

As part of this task, the Secretariat makes available its analyses of each and every country of the 
region and the fruits of its in-depth consideration of medium- and long-term options and strategies. 
The governments, for their part, have an intimate knowledge of the situation in their respective 
countries and their own development objectives, and are better able to assess the constraints to 
which they are subject. Bringing these two viewpoints together would greatly add to the region’s 
creativity and capacity for action. I therefore call upon all of us to use this potential in order to defeat 
the crisis and to gain a clearer picture of the best ways of furthering the integral development of 
Latin America and the Caribbean. I have chosen this occasion for this appeal because this is one of 
the most important forums for the pursuit of this noble undertaking.

The above leads me to some final observations concerning the nature and scope of the work of 
the Commission, which also counts among its members some of the leading countries of the 
industrialized world. Their presence is no chance occurrence, but underscores the importance which 
we attribute to the dialogue between the developed and developing countries concerning the 
ever-present issue of the position of Latin America and the Caribbean in the international economy.



ECLAC: FORTY YEARS OF CON TIN UITY WITH CHANGE / G. Rosenthal 11

It also demonstrates our desire to facilitate the discussion of avenues and options which is inevitably 
subject to the tensions marking the relations between the two groups of nations.

It must be admitted that in recent years, as the regional crisis has deepened, this dialogue has 
become more difficult. Even though the developed and developing countries may agree that the 
origin of these problems is to be found in a complex interaction of internal and external phenomena, 
their views differ markedly when it comes to attributing responsibility. Similarly, while all the 
governments may accept the fact that a combination of national efforts and of improvements in the 
international economic environment is needed in order to overcome the crisis, they are far from  
reaching a consensus as to the distribution of the burdens of adjustment or about what the various 
countries must do in order to promote economic reactivation and growth.

A greatly simplified characterization of the view taken by the Secretariat (as expressed in the 
documents that will serve as the basis for the debates at this session) would be that there are at least 
three vital preconditions for the sustained reactivation of the economies of the region. Firstly, this 
requires an expanding international economy — which in turn hinges upon the vigorous and stable 
growth of the main developed economies—  coupled with a more equitable and less restrictive 
system of trade. Secondly, it requires the reversal of the outward transfer of financial resources 
which has such a damaging effect on many of the countries of the region, along with an effort to find 
better joint formulas for solving the problem of external indebtedness and for mobilizing additional 
resources. Thirdly, it requires the application of policies for bringing about structural change aimed 
at transforming the countries’ production capacity, raising productivity, increasing domestic saving, 
improving income distribution and lessening the severe macroeconomic imbalances of recent years.

In order to arrive at a lasting solution to the crisis, these three preconditions — the first two 
belonging to the realm of international co-operation and the other to that of the internal efforts of 
each country—  must be fulfilled simultaneously. Carrying out this action strategy would not only 
benefit the peoples of the region, but would also augment the contribution that Latin America can 
make to the normalization and harmonious expansion of the world economy as a whole.

This is the key to a truly constructive dialogue between the industrial and the developing 
countries concerning the way in which they can share efforts and responsibilities in the reactivation 
and reorganization of the world economy. So far, despite the considerable adjustment efforts made 
by the countries of the region and the extremely high social cost they have paid, the results have been 
unsatisfactory. This is why the Latin American governments maintain, and rightly so, that their 
peoples have borne a disproportionate share of the cost of the international adjustment. It must also 
be recognized that little progress has been made in the dialogue between the developed and 
developing nations, while the abundance of mutual recriminations has caused malaise among the 
participants and decreases the effectiveness of the multilateral negotiating forums.

It is not yet too late, however, to recapture the constructiveness and promise of this dialogue, 
especially in the forums of the United Nations system. Otherwise, if the prerequisites I have 
mentioned are not fulfilled, the force of circumstances could oblige the Latin American and 
Caribbean countries to adopt more isolationist policies. It is the Secretariat’s understanding that this 
option is not the will of the countries of the region, nor certainly is it the most efficient one for their 
development. On the other hand, however, the governments of Latin America and the Caribbean 
cannot be expected to continue to demand sacrifices from their peoples much longer in the absence 
of a political resolve on the part of the developed nations to help find an equitable way of 
overcoming one of the most serious obstacles to harmonious international coexistence.

It would indeed be tragic to divide the world into isolated segments when we have the means, the 
creative capacity and the institutions to find better solutions. This forum should carry forward the 
search for co-operative solutions which will provide the most rational and advantageous solution for 
all. Giving priority to the subject of economic development in the discussions held by the industrial
ized countries on the future organization of the international economy, far from being a utopian 
dream, is an imperative practical requirement. It is neither idle nor unrealistic to promote an open 
dialogue concerning the responsibilities which all the members of an increasingly integrated world 
economy must assume without exception.
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Mr. President, ECLAC commences its fifth decade of existence in an atmosphere which is charged 
with distrust and uncertainty but nevertheless also offers many opportunities. In the 30 years 
following the war, the region demonstrated its considerable capacity for growth and modernization. 
Today, Latin America and the Caribbean have the human and natural resources, as well as the 
necessary creativity, to overcome the crisis and to enter the twenty-first century with better 
prospects, within the framework of increasingly democratic and participatory societies. A favoura
ble international economic environment would, beyond doubt, greatly facilitate the success of this 
effort; in its absence, however, the Latin American peoples will be obliged to find the necessary 
solutions by themselves. Failure to do so would entail the risk of producing insurmountable breaches 
in their societies.

In these circumstances, ECLAC has a dual role to play. Firstly, it must contribute to a renewal of 
Latin American economic thought by combining ideas with realities and actions. This has been its 
particular contribution in the past, and it will continue to be its primary mission during the 
transformations that mark the closing years of this century. Secondly, in the best tradition of the 
United Nations, it must encourage rapprochement and co-operation, among the countries of the 
region and between them and the industrialized centres. The ideal would be to facilitate Latin 
American development as part and parcel of an orderly expansion of the world economy. In the final 
analysis, solutions based on mutual understanding and concerted effort are manifestly superior to 
those founded upon the imposition or preservation of inequalities running counter to democratic 
values. This is why the peoples and governments of Latin America and the Caribbean should, no 
matter what resistance they meet, persist in their advance towards economic, social and political 
modernization.



Agriculture 
as viewed 
by ECLAC
Emiliano Ortega *

In this article the author presents a survey of 
ECLAC’s views on the subject of agriculture, starting 
with the direct references made to this topic in 1949 
in some of the first documents issued by the Com
mission and continuing on up to its most recent 
analyses.

The phenomenon of industrialization gave rise 
to a number of concerns relating to the shift of labour 
from rural areas to the cities, the ability of agriculture 
to respond to new needs for raw materials and food
stuffs, and the receptiveness of agricultural produc
tion units to modern technologies. The sector’s 
ability to fulfil the tasks which it was called upon to 
perform in the industrialization process was, in 
ECLAC’s view, compromised by the persistence of 
structural conditions whose origins dated far back 
into the region’s history.

As time has passed, virtually all the countries’ 
agricultural sectors have developed a genuine capac
ity for absorbing technology and capital which has 
gradually altered the organization of production and 
traditional social relationships. Nevertheless, the 
agricultural sector continues to suffer from social 
problems that are becoming increasingly worrisome 
in the light of the overall experiences of these econo
mies, which are already showing signs of the limita
tions of the industrialization and urbanization 
processes. These constraints affect these economies’ 
ability to create jobs, their savings and investment 
efforts and, especially, the distribution of income and 
of the benefits of economic growth.

In view of these circumstances, ECLAC has 
focused its attention on the social implications of the 
modernization of production, on the paucity of 
government action aimed at changing the countries’ 
agrarian structures, and on the insufficient attention 
devoted to peasant economies. The latter have now 
begun to be regarded as a highly significant segment 
of society, both by virtue of the amounts of agricultu
ral and food products consumed by these producers 
and supplied by them to the market and because of 
the role they can play in retaining the rural popula
tion and work force.

The writings of ECLAC thus continue to attest to 
its deep concern with agrarian issues, whose current 
nature is strikingly different from what it was in the 
1950s.

*A n ag ricu ltu ra l e co n o m ist w ith  th e  J o in t  ECLAC/ 
FAO A gricu ltu re  D iv ision .

CEPAL REVIEW No. 35

The study and analysis of the region carried out 
by ECLAC on an ongoing basis ever since its 
creation in 1948 has led to the formulation of a 
series of ideas which, due to their originality and 
cohesiveness, have come to be known generically 
as "the thinking of ECLAC". Those who identify 
ECLAC with its work in relation to industrializa
tion may be surprised to learn that ever since the 
first writings produced under its aegis, ECLAC 
has been concerned with the agricultural sector 
and rural issues. The fact of the matter is that it 
could hardly have overlooked these subjects in 
analysing a region in which, at the time the 
Commission was founded, over 50%  of the pop
ulation lived in rural areas. Indeed, a keen inter
est in agrarian questions — prompted by an 
awareness of the persistence of backwardness 
and inequity in the rural zones of the region—  
has been an ever-present element in the socio
economic analyses carried out by ECLAC.

As Enrique Iglesias noted in 1973, ECLAC set 
itself two tasks: firstly, that of studying and shed
ding light upon the actual economic and social 
conditions existing in Latin America as a whole 
and in each one of its nations; and, secondly, that 
of pointing out possible solutions (a task not 
always without its perils) which might be called 
for under these circumstances and whose nature 
sometimes required that they be presented in the 
form of a number of different options.

In this article an attempt is made to describe 
the views of ECLAC on this subject by tracing the 
writings of the Commission through its history.

I
Initial interpretations 

and formulations
A. TOW ARDS A N EW  FORM OF 

DEVELO PM EN T

1. T w o types o f  d ev e lo p m en t

In one of the first documents issued by ECLAC 
(Prebisch, 1951a), a comparison was made 
between a new concept of development and the 
type of development seen in the past. One valua-

Introduction
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ble aspect of this essay was that it provided a 
concise summary of the thoughts and proposals 
being formulated at that early date. This analysis 
indicated that these processes differed as regards 
their objectives, their scope and the way in which 
they were to be carried out. Whereas the prime 
goal of the "old’’ form of development was to 
satisfy the major industrial centres’ demand for 
primary products, the aim of the "new” develop
ment was to raise the level of well-being of the 
countries in question. In the former case, expor
tation was seen as the main means of attaining a 
varied range of imports of manufactures, 
whereas in the latter, the progressive develop
ment of domestic production was the principal 
instrument.

In the past, development had been confined 
to areas closely linked to the international econ
omy. It was not, then, a phenomenon involving 
the masses, except insofar as it gave rise to 
instances of international migration on a large 
scale. In contrast, the new concept of develop
ment encompassed ever-broader sectors of the 
population, since, in the final analysis, it implied 
the application of modern technologies to pri
mary production and to low-productivity occu
pations, in which a large part of the work force 
was engaged.

2. T h e parad ig m  o f  th e  
industrial society

The idea of a relative time-lag in development 
sparked the formation of a school of thought 
which called attention to the imperative need for 
"shortcuts". The ECLAC report referred to ear
lier (Prebisch, 195 la, p. I ) 1 presents an in-depth 
analysis of Latin America’s position in the indus
trialization process. In this report, Prebisch con
tended that during the long period that elapsed 
between the industrial revolution and the First 
World W ar, the new methods of production to 
which technology was constantly giving rise 
reached only a small percentage of the world’s 
population. Thus, as the major industrial centres 
of the world were emerging, the vast and hetero

lIn  the  case o f re p rin ted  docum ents, th e  page num bers g iven  
are  those  co rresp o n d in g  to  the  re p rin ted  version .

geneous peripheral areas of the new system took 
very little part in the raising of productivity.

The industrialization paradigm gradually 
gathered force, especially following the great 
depression, until it came to be the core element 
of the very concept of economic growth and 
development and an integral component of any 
strategy or policy. Slowly but surely, the notion 
of industrialization gained acceptance in the 
countries of Latin America, finding its way into 
virtually all the social classes and strata. This 
acceptance of the paradigm of the industrial 
society thus overrode ideological differences.

"This critical analysis emphasized two com
plementary aspects above all others: the insuffi
cient degree of industrialization, which even in 
the more advanced countries was concentrated 
in what are known as light or traditional indus
tries; and the pattern of external relations, 
whose dynamic possibilities were limited and 
which was marked by a high degree of instability 
and vulnerability due to the countries’ depend
ence on their external sales of one or very few 
primary export products" (ECLAC, 1977, p. 3).

In order to arrive at an accurate understand
ing of the approaches taken by ECLAC, one quite 
frequently misunderstood point should be clari
fied. The form of industrialization being 
espoused was not confined to industrial develop
ment, but also involved the widespread penetra
tion of modern technology into the various 
sectors of the economy. Certainly, however, the 
purpose of introducing this technology was to 
raise productivity through the promotion of 
industries as such. "W e have defined the eco
nomic development of Latin America as a new 
stage in the worldwide extension of the capitalist 
technique of production. To a certain extent, we 
are now witnessing a process similar to that 
which took place in the nineteenth century, 
when countries which today are great centres 
began their industrial development" (Prebisch, 
1951a, p. 62).

3. T h e pre- o r  sem i-cap italist  
status o f  m uch o f  Latin A m erica

ECLAC was concerned with the contrast between 
"the very advanced stage of capitalist develop
ment in the great centres and the pre- or semi
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capitalist state of a considerable part of Latin 
America”.

Many shortcomings and limitations were 
seen to be linked to the way in which the peri
pheral economies functioned, whose core ele
ment was made up of primary export activities. 
A large part of the population remained fixed in 
age-old ways of life and forms of activity bearing 
no direct relation to the world market. The 
methods of working the land, and consequently 
the living standards of the masses, continued to 
be essentially pre-capitalist in vast areas of Latin 
America having relatively large populations. 
The economic development of these areas thus 
called, above all, for technical progress in agri
culture and related activities, including the 
means of communication. ECLAC clearly per
ceived the difference between what is known as 
commercial agriculture and the traditional sub
sistence agriculture which has no link to world 
markets, is untouched by external stimuli and, 
therefore, remains stagnant in terms of produc
tion and is bypassed by technical progress. There 
were thus "countries where agriculture is still 
almost entirely in the pre-capitalist stage” (Pre
bisch, 1951a, p. 12).

4. T h e  sh ortcom in g s o f  th e  
p er ip h era l ex p ort econ om ies

It is in the primary sector that the problem posed 
by the existence of a redundant segment of the 
working population is most striking, and it is 
hence in this sphere that the most urgent need is 
felt to make up for the insufficiency of this tradi
tional growth factor by introducing a new ele
ment, one arising out of industrial development 
itself.

The first report of ECLAC concluded categor
ically: "Exports are not sufficient to absorb the 
increase in population, still less the surplus, real 
or potential, of the economically active popula
tion engaged in agriculture or other activities.” It 
went on to say: "It therefore does not seem that 
Latin America, considered as a whole, can 
increase its import capacity to any extent by 
increasing its exports to the great centres beyond 
the limits set by the increase of real income in 
these centres and by the restrictions hampering

Latin American exports. To try to exceed such 
limits would, in fact, be forcing imports to the 
detriment of the terms of trade without leading 
to any substantial increase in the volume of 
exports” (Prebisch, 1951a, pp. 34-35).

Thus, 30 years later, Prebisch (1978) could 
forcefully state: "A further matter of concern 
was t the problem of external bottlenecks to 
development. Exports of primary products were 
tending to increase relatively slowly, while 
imports from the centres expanded relatively 
fast. Thus it was necessary to industrialize in 
order to produce domestically what this disparity 
made it impossible to obtain abroad. In a word: 
simultaneous industrialization and promotion of 
primary exports.”

"The first stage of industrialization neces
sarily had to rest on import substitution. No 
doubt it would have been more sensible to com
bine it with the promotion of industrial exports 
to the major centres. But who could reasonably 
have thought of that during the long years of 
world depression, the Second World W ar and 
the post-war period?.”

Therefore, if the spontaneous development 
of industry was impracticable and economically 
unsound, then the only other recourse was pro
tection in order to compensate for the differen
ces in productivity, whether by means of customs 
duties or subsidies, since direct restrictions on 
imports are a less advisable industrial policy 
instrument, unless they are used on a temporary 
basis only.

Another subject of concern to ECLAC was 
the external economic vulnerability of the Latin 
American countries and the possibility of lessen
ing it. One aspect of this issue related to the 
question of agricultural surpluses:

"Some Latin American countries face, with 
understandable anxiety, certain events, which, 
although they appear to be ofya transitory nature, 
at present have importantyinternational reper
cussions. The United States, by virtue of its agri
cultural price parity policy, has accumulated 
surpluses of products with a value amounting to 
the remarkable figure of US$6 000  million, of 
which it is envisaged to liquidate US$1 000 mil
lion on the world market during the next three 
years... Even though the practice of selling sur-
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pluses on the world market is a cautious one and 
a proportion of these surpluses is granted as a 
subsidy to promote consumption in countries 
where it is limited, it cannot be denied that the

resultant greater supply will adversely affect pri
ces” (Prebisch, 1954, pp. 81-82). The Commis
sion’s fears in this respect were well founded and 
were subsequently to be borne out.

B. INDUSTRIALIZATION AND AGRICULTURE

1. Industrialization  and  
rural backw ardness

In order to follow the main line of thought 
running through this article, it is helpful to bear 
in mind that one of the starting points for the 
analysis underlying the Commission’s advocacy 
of industrialization in Latin America was the 
backwardness of the rural population. ECLAC 
has expressed this concern on an ongoing basis, 
and continues to do so today. On the occasion of 
the thirtieth anniversary of the Commission, 
Prebisch himself said: "First and foremost, we 
closely linked industrialization with technical 
advances in agriculture. Agricultural productiv
ity was very low, especially in the part of the 
sector producing for domestic consumption. 
Thus a great effort was necessary to increase it 
and contribute, by this and other measures, to 
raising the standard of living of the rural masses. 
But what was to be done with the work force 
made redundant by technical progress in agricul
ture? Here we saw a vitally important dynamic 
role for industry and other activities which 
expand as a country develops: the role of absorb
ing this redundant work force, and at the same 
time offering its members higher incomes” 
(Prebisch, 1978).

At the primitive technical stage, the propor
tion of people employed in agriculture and other 
branches of primary production is very high; 
then, as technological advances are made, this 
proportion diminishes and there is an increase 
in the relative numbers employed in industry, 
trade, transport and public services. Thus, as 
technical progress spreads to the peripheral 
countries and especially when it penetrates the 
pre-capitalist and semi-capitalist sectors of their 
economy, the distribution of the gainfully 
employed population necessarily undergoes sub
stantial changes (Prebisch, 1951a, p. 12). What, 
then, was to be done with the people who were 
being shifted out of primary activities, most of 
whom belonged to the rural population?

2. Industrialization  an d  th e  
m odern ization  o f  agricultural 

tech n olog y

In 1949, these and other considerations promp
ted ECLAC to assert that the course of technolog
ical progress — and the resulting increase in 
production— required that the redundant seg
ment of the active population be absorbed by 
means of the development of industry and other 
activities.

In 1954, Prebisch made the following cate
gorical statement: "Industrialization is an
ineluctable requisite of economic development 
and constitutes an essential complement to tech
nical progress in agriculture as well as in a wide 
range of pre-capitalist activities having very low 
productivity" (Prebisch, 1954, p. 6).

Hence, in the eyes of ECLAC, the comple
mentarity between progress in agriculture and 
other primary activities and the necessary role 
played by industrialization and economic diver
sification in the development process was quite 
clearly defined. In other words, if agriculture and 
the rural population in general were to progress, 
an alternative labour market in industry and 
other activities would have to be formed.

ECLAC was aware of the fact that one of the 
greatest spurs to technical progress in agricul
ture and other forms of primary production in 
the advanced countries ■ had been the rise in 
wages deriving from the steady increase in 
industrial productivity. This is what moved Pre
bisch to remark: "Thus technical progress in 
agriculture was to a great extent the consequence 
of industrial development. [Hence the Commis
sion’s keen interest in industry as an employer.] 
Agriculture in Latin America also requires con
siderable technical progress if it is to raise the 
standard of living of the masses” (Prebisch, 
1951a, pp. 64-65).
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C. INVESTM ENT AND EM PLO YM EN T

L A n o ld  but very current p ro b lem

In addressing topics relating to investment, as 
early as 1949 ECLAC described one of the most 
serious conflicts affecting the development of 
the Latin American countries. It was to expound 
further upon this point in the course of its criti
cal analysis of development styles: "Countries 
where per capita income is comparable to that 
long before enjoyed by the great industrial cen
tres tend to imitate types of consumption pre
vailing at the centres today. At the same time 
they are trying to assimilate the productive tech
nique of the industrial centres, which requires 
considerable per capita savings. As income is 
relatively low in the peripheral countries, it is 
not surprising to find them torn between the 
greater propensity to consume and the impera
tive necessity to capitalize. The result frequently 
is inflation” (Prebisch, 1951a, p. 72).

ECLAC felt that the incorporation of new 
technologies through the introduction of mod
ern equipment in major subsectors of primary, 
industrial and transport activities in Latin 
America might well generate a further surplus of 
labour as a result of the ensuing increase in 
productivity. In order to provide employment 
for the persons thus displaced, an amount of 
capital would be needed which, in per capita 
terms, would be similar to that found in those 
sectors that had already been modernized. Was 
there sufficient capital to provide an ample 
supply for all these sectors?

2. A n op tim u m  use o f  cap ital

Around this time, clearly differentiated apprai
sals were being formulated with respect to the 
experiences of the industrialized nations.

The fact that, in a given centre, one input of 
capital may prove to be more profitable than 
another because the additional manpower sav
ings more than offsets the amortization and 
interest costs involved does not necessarily mean 
that the same thing will occur in a peripheral 
country where wages are lower. In the latter, 
capital equipment produced by members of a

work force who receive higher wages is being 
imported in order to achieve a reduction in costs 
computed on the basis of the lower wage level 
prevailing in the peripheral country.

In economies having a low saving capacity, 
an increase in the density of capital will push up 
interest rates considerably. In the peripheral 
countries, the cost of capital will therefore rise 
more than it will in the centres, as the per capita 
level of capital density increases and, at the same 
time, the reduction in manpower costs is smaller 
than in the central countries as a consequence of 
the lower level of wages. In the less developed 
nations the optimum combination of manpower 
and capital will be such that the per capita level 
of capital density needs to be lower than in 
highly industrialized countries. The fact must 
also be borne in mind that many of the Latin 
American countries are striving to ensure an 
adequate level of capital density for large seg
ments of their populations which have remained 
at a pre- or semi-capitalist stage. This topic in 
respect of pre-capitalist or semi-capitalist popu
lations was raised in connection with rural issues 
and has traditionally been considered to be a 
crucial development, problem. So it was that, 
around this time, ECLAC contended that "the 
increase in the density of capital in certain occu
pations ... signifies a definite distortion in the 
series of optimum combinations suitable for a 
developing country” (Prebisch, 1951a, p. 69).

3 . T h e  p ro b lem  o f  in vestm en t  
in  agriculture

This was the title of an article in which, very 
early on (1951), ECLAC brought up a topic that 
was to become extremely important in the 
1970s: the modernization of agriculture (P re
bisch, 1951b, p. 60).

The issue was stated in terms of the dual 
objectives of technological progress, which are 
quite clearly illustrated by the case of agricultural 
investments, since, in practice, it is not difficult 
to differentiate such investments according to 
their purpose. Some of these investments are
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designed to increase the amount of product per 
land unit; others are aimed at reducing the 
amount of manpower needed per unit of l^nd 
and of product by mechanizing the tasks to be 
performed to varying degrees, ranging from the 
use of better tools to the use of technologically 
more sophisticated equipment.

From  the standpoint of the economy as a 
whole, the degree of mechanization that is advis
able — independently of the advantage to be 
derived by the individual entrepreneur—  
depends not only on the amount of capital avail
able for purchasing equipment and so freeing up 
manpower, but also on the amount of capital 
available for absorbing these workers in industry 
or other activities. If mechanization is carried to 
a point where it outstrips the economy’s capacity 
to absorb the manpower thus displaced, then a 
problem of technologically-derived unemploy
ment will be created. This is all the more deplor
able in view of the fact that it is quite easy to 
avoid this phenomenon in agriculture since 
investments in this sector are divisible and it is 
unnecessary to resort to counter-productive 
manpower savings in order to raise production.

This is a highly important aspect of the 
expansion of technical progress in Latin Am er
ica which has not received as much attention as it 
deserves. Given the shortage of capital for 
absorbing the surplus labour resulting from the 
mechanization of agriculture, a savings in man
power may, in some cases, lead to people being 
underemployed in the agricultural sector or to 
the excessive concentration of the population in 
urban areas.

In view of the abundant manpower potential 
to be found in agricultural areas and the shortage 
of capital, the question of mechanization should 
always be very carefully considered in connection 
with economic development programmes; this 
is all the more true when the small amount of 
capital that is available may be far more advan
tageously employed in increasing output, espe
cially if the economy has already absorbed all the 
excess labour it can. "N ot infrequently, there are 
clear-cut cases in these countries in which the 
increase of agricultural production depends lar
gely on improved utilization of existing available 
resources rather than on new capital invest
ments” (Prebisch, 1951b, p. 63).

It is useful to remember, first and foremost, 
— as Prebisch pointed out in 1954—  that an 
increase in productivity can be achieved either 
through a more intensive exploitation of the 
capital or land immediately available, or by mak
ing better use of labour resources. "It is easily 
understood that, in countries where there is a 
comparative shortage of capital and a relative 
abundance of actual or potential labour, the tech
nical processes that increase the productivity of 
capital or land generally enjoy a higher priority, 
as with the same capital — without additional 
investments or with only small investments—  
an increase in the product can be obtained” (Pre
bisch, 1954, p. 48).

Agriculture provides a typical example of an 
activity in which productivity can be increased 
with very little investment. Using the same unit 
of land, large increases in productivity have been 
achieved through the utilization of better 
methods of cultivation and storage. Clearly, such 
ways of raising productivity while using the 
same or only slightly more capital and the same 
amount of land should be explored and applied 
in preference to others which require larger 
additions of capital.

Prebisch also made the point that when 
mechanization does not help to increase produc
tion — and there are such cases—  it does not 
result in a greater yield per unit of land, but 
instead in a reduction of labour per unit of land 
and per unit of product.

4. T h e system  o f  lan d  tenure  
an d  land use

The problem posed by the land tenure system 
was also addressed very early on by ECLAC. In 
view of the insufficient nature of savings and 
capital formation, from its very first writings 
onwards the Commission maintained that 
increased investment was not a panacea and that 
a rational utilization of the resources already 
available should also be sought. In many Latin 
American countries, however, efforts to pursue 
this approach often ran up against a serious 
obstacle in the form of the land tenure system. 
While vast stretches of well-cultivated land were 
to be found in some areas, in others zones a poor 
or no better than average utilization of a fraction 
of the tracts held by large landowners was
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enough to provide them with a substantial 
income. This hoarding of land, it was observed, 
made it virtually inaccessible to landless farmers. 
"Hence the unusual phenomenon of the minute 
subdivision of the land into numerous small 
uneconomic holdings that constitute a small part 
of the total area, whilst an insignificant number 
of landowners holds the greater part of the avail
able land."

How is the problem of unemployment 
among the rural population to be solved, given 
this unequal distribution of resources in 
agriculture?

"It will readily be seen that the solution to 
the problem of land tenure is only a part of the 
general problem of economic development, if 
the considerable proportion of persons gainfully 
employed in Latin American agriculture is taken 
into account. W hatever the solution, little pro
gress can be made in raising the standard of 
living of the agricultural population, especially 
in areas where the soil is poor and where secular 
methods of agriculture prevail, unless the sur
plus population can be displaced by technical 
progress, and unless that portion not required 
for work in the new areas opened up to cultiva
tion can be reabsorbed into activities where pro
ductivity is high” (Prebisch, 1951b, pp. 64-65).

The same approach which had, in 1951, pro
vided some indication of how the agrarian prob
lem might be solved was used again in 1954, a 
time when there was a greater degree of confi
dence in the growth process, in which both 
entrepreneurs and the State were seen as playing 
an important role.

"In Latin America, the effort towards indus
trialization is being mainly carried out by the 
entrepreneur who is ... a Latin American ... The 
Latin American entrepreneur is therefore an 
indisputable reality and the evidence of his drive 
and constructive ability would suggest what may 
be expected from his future activities if he is 
granted the incentives and favourable conditions 
which he does not adequately enjoy at present. 
The entrepreneur is also emerging and estab
lishing himself in agriculture — ECLAC noted—  
although the survival of anachronisms in the 
land system constitutes the obstacle which most 
hampers the productivity of private enterprise 
in this domain. Economic development in Latin 
America depends to a great extent upon the 
actions of the private entrepreneur" (Prebisch, 
1954, pp. 6-7).

In addition to recognizing the value of the 
private initiative of entrepreneurs, ECLAC also 
referred explicitly to the role of the State appara
tus, expressing the view that economic develop
ment could by no means be the result of "the 
spontaneous action of economic forces alone”. It 
further contended that private enterprise had to 
be combined with a firm State policy providing 
for a type of intervention that would promote 
development by creating conditions that would 
serve to guide and encourage in one way or 
another the activities of entrepreneurs without 
regulating their individual decisions. The Com
mission argued that, in order to accomplish this, 
the State should have recourse to monetary, 
exchange, fiscal and tariff policies, as well as its 
own basic investments (Prebisch, 1954, p. 7).

II 

A time of consolidation and of a critical 
analysis of industrialization

A. OBSTACLES IN TH E REGION’S PATH

In the early 1960s, the ideas being formulated 
and refined since the 1950s were set forth as an 
articulated body of thought. Two of the docu
ments published during this period deserve spe
cial mention: the first, E con om ic d ev elop m en t, 
p la n n in g  a n d  in te rn a t io n a l c o -o p e r a t io n

(ECLAC, 1961), is a good source for an explana
tion of the main lines of thought being formu
lated by the institution as it celebrated its tenth 
anniversary; the second is a highly interesting 
work entitled T ow ards a dynam ic d ev e lo p m en t  
policy  f o r  Latin A m erica  (ECLAC, 1963). Both
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address the phenomenon of the "insufficient 
dynamism of Latin America's growth”.

In the mid-1960s ECLAC published T h e p r o 
cess o f  industrial d ev e lo p m en t in Latin A m erica , 
in which it presented a critical assessment of this 
process. This work provided interesting pers
pectives on the performance of regional agricul
ture and reaffirmed the need, from the 
standpoint of industry, to make changes in it. 
Then, late in the decade, the first version of 
C hange an d  d ev e lo p m en t  - Latin A m er ica ’s 
great task  by Raúl Prebisch (1970) was pub
lished, which in a sense marked the culmination 
of this period.

The period in question has been referred to 
as being one of "reaffirmation” because it was 
during this time that the ideas originally deve
loped by ECLAC were being assimilated into the 
strategies and policies applied in many Latin 
American countries, becoming an integral part 
of these formulations. Nonetheless, some of 
these concepts had to be confirmed or broadened 
during this period owing to the fact that, once 
the conditions present at the start of the indus
trialization process were no longer in evidence, 
some orthodox schools of thought were tempted 
to hark back to the past.

In tandem with this, during the second half 
of the 1950s a pressing need began to be felt for a 
critical and introspective analysis in this sphere 
as a consequence of the difficulties which were 
being encountered in connection with the indus
trialization process itself, the spread of new 
technologies, and, certainly, the introduction of 
changes in the countries’ external relations.

1. G row th shortfa lls  and inequality

Having seen that the region’s growth was insuf
ficient to fulfil the aspirations of a rapidly 
expanding population, ECLAC maintained that 
this was not a result of circumstantial or tempor
ary factors, but rather "an expression of the 
critical state of affairs” and a consequence of 
structural flaws which had been beyond the 
countries’ ability or power to remedy (Prebisch, 
1963).

The crisis was manifested on two different 
planes: i) externally, in the form of the many

anomalies and shortcomings which continued to 
exist in the spheres of external trade, financing 
and foreign investment, as well as in the obsta
cles hindering the promotion of Latin American 
integration at a more rapid pace and on a broader 
scale; ii) internally, in the form of some still 
prominent characteristics of the social structure 
of the countries of the area, particularly the 
excessive rigidity of the social structure, which 
made it more difficult for new persons, groups 
and the bulk of the population in general to 
achieve a greater degree of effective participa
tion and, moreover, as a reflection of this 
"limited participation”, in society, in the form of 
"distributive privileges”, whose existence went 
hand in hand with the exclusion of the masses 
from development goals and tasks.

An extremely serious statement is made in 
the 1961 report: "... great disparities in [income] 
distribution ... usually tend to increase rather 
than diminish with economic development” 
(ECLAC, 1961, p. 7).

The 1963 study decried two outstanding fea
tures of the pattern of distribution; i) the heavy 
concentration of income in the upper strata and 
the tiny share received at the base of the income 
pyramid, where average earnings were just 
US$120 per year. Even though this "base” 
represented half of the population, this segment 
accounted for just one-fifth of total consumption 
in Latin America; and ii) the fact that the signifi
cant inequality in distribution — far from leading 
to an increase in saving and capital formation—  
had resulted in the reproduction of levels and 
forms of consumption that were similar to, and 
often surpassed, those of the corresponding 
groups in industrialized economies. Hence, the 
social sacrifices and the constraints on the scope 
of the domestic market entailed by the marked 
inequality of income were not, even hypotheti
cally, compensated for by a high rate of 
accumulation.

2. T he origin o f  th e  d isparities

In the early 1960s it was thought that these great 
disparities had, in the past, been caused largely 
by the system of land tenure and the value 
assigned to this resource in terms of overall 
progress. However, the problem remained and,
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in some cases, had grown more severe. Further
more, it had been compounded by other dispari
ties which stemmed from a variety of factors: 
excessive industrial protectionism, practices 
aimed at restricting competition (and which also 
discouraged technical progress), the regressive 
repercussions of inflation, discretionary inter
vention by the State in the economic decisions 
taken by individuals, etc.

Social organization at that time was not 
powerful enough to alter the distribution patt
erns. ECLAC was aware that trade union organi
zations were becoming considerably stronger, 
but it also pointed out that there were countries 
in which they had still not become effective 
enough to bring wages into line with the 
increase in productivity. This constituted a 
highly serious manifestation of the relative 
abundance of low-productivity manpower.

In order to reorient the overall process of 
development, it advocated: i) directing the 
development effort primarily towards that half 
of the Latin American population earning very 
low incomes; ii) laying to rest the idea that 
development was a spontaneous process not 
requiring a rational and deliberate effort;
iii) rooting out "poverty and its inherent evils, 
by virtue of the tremendous potential of contem
porary technology and the possibility of assimi
lating it much more quickly than was the case 
with the capitalistic evolution of the more 
advanced countries"; and iv) achieving a rapid 
penetration of technology through "radical 
changes: changes both in the pattern of produc
tion and in the structure of the economy which 
could not be effectively brought about without a 
basic reform of the social structure" (Prebisch, 
196$, pp. 3-4).

B. AGRICULTURE: A CONFLICTIVE SECTOR

Starting in the late 1950s, ECLAC and other 
international bodies, particularly FAO, began to 
criticize the economic and social performance of 
agriculture more sharply. Agriculture was held 
responsible for a number of situations having an 
adverse impact on the overall development of 
the countries, and repeated proposals were made 
for the implementation of agrarian reforms.

1. A griculture as a constraint

In the above-mentioned 1961 report, ECLAC 
made the charge that "the land tenure system 
prevailing in most of the Latin American coun
tries is one of the most serious impediments to 
economic development” (ECLAC, 1961).

Two years later, in the report issued in 1963, 
agriculture and particularly its pre-capitalist or 
semi-capitalist forms (i.e., the peasantry) were 
described as the most stubborn internal con
straint on Latin American development 
(Prebisch, 1963).

The land tenure system was characterized as 
being marked by extreme inequalities in the dis
tribution of land and of the income accruing

from it. A relatively small number of large land
holders owned most of the productive land, with 
the remainder being divided among a vast 
number of small and medium-sized holdings, 
most of them too small to permit rational 
farming.

The starting point for all the ECLAC analyses 
of the land tenure system is this group of 
"owners of large estates, relatively few in 
number". It noted that the estates of some of 
them were "farmed efficiently", but that many 
others drew "a substantial income without trou
bling [themselves] to improve the farming of 
[their] land”. Others saw their property as "a 
means of protecting themselves against infla
tion or of evading, wholly or in part, the burden 
of progressive taxation”. Finally, still others saw 
land as an opportunity for opportunistic invest
ment and speculation. These large estates were 
described as "one of the reasons for the existence 
of minifundia”. The other factor helping to 
account for their existence related to population 
growth: "lands impoverished by centuries of cul
tivation are subjected to the ever-increasing 
pressure of a population which is multiplying at 
an exceptionally rapid rate" (ECLAC, 1961, 
pp. 24-25).
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Another aspect of the situation which was 
underscored by the Commission during the early 
1960s was the uneven penetration of production 
technology: "Progress has been made in respect 
of production for export in particular, but not as 
regards agricultural commodities in general. 
Low productivity continues to characterize pro
duction for domestic consumption. This is one of 
the most important strongholds of pre
capitalism. There is no other field in the Latin 
American economy in which the profundity and 
magnitude of the disequilibrium between labour 
and capital are more apparent" (ECLAC, 1961, 
P- 25).

2. A grarian  issues an d  econ om ic  
d ev e lo p m en t

While it is true that the documents published by 
ECLAC in the early 1960s are very succinct in 
their discussion of agrarian issues, the scope of 
these analyses is nonetheless quite broad. In par
ticular, the 1961 report contains a discussion of a 
number of non-agricultural factors having a 
bearing on the situation: i) firstly, the report 
contends that "efficient use of the soil depends 
not only upon the reform of the land tenure 
system, but also upon the rate of economic 
growth itself. There is a close interdependence 
between the land and economic development”;
ii) it is also asserted that the pace of economic 
development influences the domestic demand 
for farm products: "there are some branches of 
agricultural production in which demand has 
grown rapidly and has given the consequent 
impetus to technical progress. This has been true 
mainly of production for export and of import 
substitution activities ... but in the remainder of 
the agricultural sector, which comprises most of 
the rural population, the situation has not been 
the same. Demand has grown more slowly here 
than the demand for other goods and services; 
and it has not been vigorous enough to overcome 
the difficulties confronting it ... and even the 
relatively slow increase in demand referred to 
has often had to be satisfied by increasing 
imports or reducing exports or their rate of 
growth ...” ; iii) the report also restates one of the 
initial postulates of ECLAC, according to which 
the introduction of up-to-date techniques is a

function not only of demand but also of the 
capacity of the rest of the economy to absorb the 
surplus rural population; and iv) finally, an anal
ysis is presented of the "unevenness in develop
ment policy", which is described as being 
characterized by "over-protection of industry, 
practices designed to restrict competition and 
which also discourage technical progress, the 
regressive consequences of inflation [etc.] ...”. 
All of this, it was argued, had led to a pattern of 
growth which "has had such adverse effects on 
agriculture". Production for import substitution 
purposes had been subsidized, and production 
for exports had not.

In addition to its repercussions on demand, 
this discriminatory treatment had weakened the 
incentive to invest in agriculture and thus 
retarded technical progress in the sector. 
Moreover, in some instances the consequences 
of this had been compounded by the dampening 
effects of an overvalued currency and price 
controls.

Agriculture had also suffered, it was noted, 
when a policy of import substitution — with or 
without due regard for economic expediency—  
had been brought to bear on production inputs, 
thus raising costs.

3. O bservations an d  recom m en d ation s  
concern ing  agrarian re fo rm

Some of the proposals put forward by ECLAC 
(1961) significantly influenced the design of the 
agrarian reform policies of the period.

Í) Special importance was placed on the 
optimum size of holdings. "However well the 
land is worked, there is a dimensional limit 
beyond which productivity, instead of increas
ing, is liable to decrease. Within this limit, there 
would be no reason to divide up the land, since 
other efficacious means exist of redistributing 
the income it produces."

ii) ECLAC foresaw that, when the land was 
redistributed, a larger number of workers would 
have to remain in agriculture than might be 
needed at more advanced stages of economic 
development. "But due allowance will have to be 
made for the stages in question, through the 
farsighted incorporation of elements of flexibil
ity in the programme.”
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iii) In cases where it would not be possible to 
absorb the redundant population in the agricul
tural sector, it was recommended that priority 
should be given, both in agricultural research 
and in the dissemination of sound farm practi
ces, to techniques which would increase the yield 
per unit of land.

iv) It was also argued that the size of the 
holdings into which the large estates would be 
subdivided should be determined on the basis of 
the amount of capital available and the size of 
the population that would have to remain on the 
land.

v) The availability of capital was also seen as 
being a highly important factor in formulating 
plans for land settlement. "The settlement of 
new land is sometimes advocated in the case of 
badly-farmed latifundia that could be subdivided 
at much lower levels of real investment/'

vi) It was further asserted that a tax on the 
potential capacity of unimproved land might be 
effective in some countries or cases provided 
that the introduction of technical improvements 
did not give rise to a substantial surplus of 
labour. "In such cases, the tax might lead to the 
rational use of land or to its transfer to other 
hands.”

vii) As regards the purchase of land, the 
Commission maintained that "the problem of 
land tenure will never be fully disposed of while 
the land still has to be paid for [in cash], since 
resources will either not be available in sufficient 
volume or will be diverted from the direct 
investment and basic social capital investment 
required by the subdivided land”.

viii) Finally, the assertion was made that 
"land reform that is not accompanied by ade
quate technical improvements will fall short of 
its aims, if it does not end in total failure”.

C. OBSTACLES TO INDUSTRIALIZATION

Drawing on the experience it had gained in the 
field of industrialization, in the 1960s ECLAC set 
itself the task of assessing the industrialization 
experience and of setting forth some options.

1. T h ree  basic flaw s

The 1961 report presented one of the first criti
cal appraisals of the industrialization process. In 
this connection, ECLAC identified three main 
flaws in the process which had weakened its 
effectiveness in improving living standards.

i) Industrialization activities had been 
directed entirely towards the domestic market. 
This policy had discriminated against exports, in 
that subsidies had been provided — in the form 
of tariffs or other restrictions—  to industrial 
production for domestic consumption but not to 
industrial production for export. Consequently, 
progressive increases had been made in the out
put of many manufactures whose costs were far 
above the international level, when they could 
have been obtained at a much lower cost in 
exchange for exports of other industrial pro
ducts that might have been produced more 
profitably.

ii) The choice of industries to be established 
had been determined primarily on the basis of 
circumstantial factors rather than on economic 
considerations. In many instances the produc
tion of certain raw materials, intermediate 
industrial goods or capital goods would have 
involved a lower cost differential with respect to 
the international market than was the case with 
consumer goods.

iii) Industrialization had failed to eliminate 
the Latin American countries’ external vulnera
bility (ECLAC, 1961, pp. 14-15). The priority 
given to import substitution ended up by creat
ing a situation in the more industrially advanced 
countries of Latin America in which virtually all 
consumer goods either had already been replaced 
by substitutes or were about to be. Apart from  
capital goods, imports were thus confined to the 
raw materials and intermediate goods necessary 
for maintaining normal economic activity. This, 
in effect, gave rise to a new kind of vulnerability 
since, when the countries’ export activity 
entered into a cyclical downswing, their inability 
to import essential goods slowed down the 
growth rate and led to a contraction of the 
economy.
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In 1966, ECLAC asserted that almost all the 
countries had arrived — at more or less the same 
time but for different reasons—  at critical stages 
in their respective industrialization processes 
and that any further progress in this direction 
would be hampered by a number of serious 
obstacles. It went on to predict that import sub
stitution would cease to play the pre-eminent 
role which it had performed up until that time 
and would have to give way to new approaches 
more closely related to the expansion of domes
tic demand (ECLAC, 1966, p. 23).

2. Industrialization  an d  j o b  
creation

"The industrial policy pursued has in fact helped 
to reduce the costs of capital through preferen
tial treatment for imports of machinery and 
equipment, and other methods of stimulating 
capital formation in manufacturing, whereas 
such policies as the financing of social security 
systems have tended to bring about a relative 
increase in labour costs” (ECLAC, 1966, p. 44).

Latin America had thus departed considera
bly from the ideal concept of a gradual migration 
of labour from agriculture to the towns, where a 
substantial part of this work force would be 
absorbed in the manufacturing sector at much 
higher levels of productivity. Even apart from 
the migration from the countryside, the hidden 
unemployment existing in many urban activi
ties, the modernization and rationalization of 
such services as marketing, and the continued 
presence of a large number of artisan workers 
constituted potential sources of labour in urban 
centres which appeared enormous in compari
son to the employment opportunities that 
manufacturing had succeeded in making availa
ble. "Throughout the period between 1940 and 
1960, in the group of nine Latin American coun
tries for which the necessary data is available, the 
per capita industrial product increased at an 
annual cumulative rate of 3.8% , while the share 
of manufacturing employment in all urban 
employment declined from 32,5%  to 26 .8 % ” 
(ECLAC, 1966, pp. 44-45).

"As it was inevitable that modern techniques 
and organization should be used in starting up or - 
expanding manufacturing activities, this

widened the gap between these activities and the 
backward areas of the traditional economy, par
ticularly the agricultural and rural sectors” 
(ECLAC, 1970, p. xxii).

3. Industrialization  an d  rural 
m arkets

One of the factors working to slow down the 
industrialization process which was mentioned 
time and again during the 1960s was the narrow 
scope of rural markets.

"The fact that the development progress 
was not effectively integrated and that the rural 
sectors lagged so far behind — except, perhaps, 
in some cases of export agriculture such as Sao 
Paulo—  resulted in a lack of complementarity in 
agricultural expansion, which was reflected in 
the limited size of the rural market for manufac
tured goods, in inadequate contributions to 
domestic capital formation — except in Argen
tina and Brazil during certain periods— , in 
heavy balance-of-payments pressures deriving 
from imports of primary commodities, in the 
limited growth of agricultural exports and in 
other similar handicaps” (ECLAC, 1966, p. 5).

The unequal distribution of rural wealth and 
income was also criticized. "A substantial pro
portion of the Latin American population ... is 
virtually excluded from consumption of manu
factured goods, except for a minimum of clo
thing and other indispensable items. Although 
the income of this rural population is deter
mined primarily by the low levels of productivity 
prevalent in agriculture, it is also largely influ
enced by an income distribution pattern that is 
even more regressive than in the urban sectors. 
With the probable exception of those rural pop
ulation groups engaged in production for export 
under land tenure systems in which small and 
medium-sized holdings predom inate, the 
regressiveness of rural income distribution is in 
its turn closely linked to institutional factors. 
Agrarian reform thus emerges as one of the 
requisites for industrial development, insofar as 
it represents the possibility of a considerable 
expansion of domestic markets for consumer 
manufactures ... [and] those intermediate pro
ducts which constitute agricultural inputs as well 
as ... agricultural machinery and equipment, of
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which far more use will be made as new patterns 
of agricultural development are introduced” 
(ECLAC, 1966, pp. 232-233).

A. T h e  p ers is ten ce  o f  trad ition a l 
society

It would be a mistake, in ECLAC's view, to inter
pret the industrialization process from the nar
row standpoint of the expansion of production 
capacity and of the increased output of manufac
tured goods without also placing it in the broader 
perspective of the social and cultural changes 
which it would necessarily involve. In this con
text, the industrial process was seen as a means 
to an end, i.e., to the building of an "industrial 
society”, with all that the term generally entails: 
a rational organization of production, both in 
manufacturing and in the other sectors of the 
economy, which in turn implies the application 
of science and technology throughout the entire 
field of production of goods and services; an 
equally broad pattern of consumption, such that 
the benefits of technical progress are enjoyed by 
all social groups; and, finally, an "open” system 
of social stratification, backed up by a modern 
educational system capable of teaching the 
necessary skills and of equipping the whole pop
ulation to understand and take part in the indus
trialization process.

"The persistence of archaic patterns of land 
tenure and use is perhaps the most eloquent 
testimony to the fact that industrial develop
ment has not been accompanied by a simultane
ous metamorphosis of the traditional structure 
of society. To this is linked the aforesaid total or 
partial exclusion of the rural population from 
participation in modern patterns of consump
tion, as well as the failure of technical assimila
tion to reach a high proportion of the 
agricultural sector, which thus has no chance of

applying new methods of farming that in their 
turn signify additional markets for expanded 
manufacturing production” (ECLAC, 1966, 
p. 229).

5. S om e p recon d ition s f o r  reactivating  
th e  industrialization  p rocess

In the mid-1960s, ECLAC also reaffirmed a 
number of id ées -fo rce  relating to the revitaliza
tion of the industrialization process.

"In very general terms, attention may be 
drawn to a few salient features of this new devel
opment policy. The first of these is the decision 
to organize systematic efforts aimed at ensuring 
the attainment of minimum growth targets for 
per capita income, and to use planning as a basic 
means to that end. Secondly, it is recognized that 
such a policy must incorporate specific income 
redistribution objectives, which implies, in ter  
a lia , acknowledgement of the need for agrarian 
reforms. Thirdly, the conditions [under] which 
such efforts and decisions are undertaken or 
adopted will be likely to include progressive 
modifications of the structure of international 
trade, with the result that developing areas will 
enjoy opportunities of expanding their trade 
more rapidly and will see an improvement in the 
stability of their external income, as well as 
changes in the composition of their trade that 
will make for the incorporation of manufactured 
products into the traditional export flows of the 
less developed countries. Lastly, essential ele
ments in this new policy are the instruments 
already created to promote the progressive inte
gration of the Latin American economy, and the 
conviction that these instruments must be 
amplified and perfected if the proposed objec
tive is to be more rapidly and efficaciously 
achieved” (ECLAC, 1966, p. 230).

D. TH E IN SUFFICIENT DYNAMISM OF T H E LATIN AMERICAN ECONOMY

In 1969, Prebisch returned to the idea that the 
Latin American countries had not known how to 
cope with the contradictions nor how to take 
advantage of the far-reaching possibilities with 
respect to the well-being of the population to

which scientific and technological progress gave 
rise. For this and other reasons, only a part of the 
work force was being productively absorbed. "A  
very high proportion constitutes redundant 
manpower in the rural areas, where the surplus
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labour force has been and still is large; and the 
migrants from the rural areas who constantly 
pour into the bigger towns merely shift the-scene 
of their redundancy.2 In their new environment, 
they needlessly swell the motley ranks of the 
services sector, in which a substantial proportion 
of the natural increase in the urban labour force 
itself is also skirmishing for jobs. Thus the result 
is a spurious rather than a genuine absorption of 
manpower, if not unemployment pure and sim
ple. This phenomenon is characteristic of the 
Latin American economy’s lack of the required 
degree of dynamism" (Prebisch, 1970, p. 3).

1. T h e con trad iction s associa ted  
w ith m odern ization

Prebisch stated categorically that there was no 
cause for the complacency often observed in con
nection with striking examples of progress in 
the region. The overwhelming growth of the 
cities, their considerable modernization, and the 
development and diversification of their indus
tries were sometimes held up as irrefutable evi
dence of a promising rate of development. 
However, those who pointed to this evidence 
were forgetting the inability demonstrated by 
urban activities to absorb the increase in the 
work force fully and productively, as well as the 
ever-mounting social tensions arising out of this 
and other factors. They were also forgetting that 
the progress being made in the cities had not 
spread out to the countryside; on the contrary, 
the latter was penetrating into the cities. 
Moreover, the part of the rural population tak
ing part in this penetration was made up of the 
groups who no longer fitted into their former 
economic and social context, and these people, 
rather than becoming properly integrated into 
the context of the cities, were leading no more 
than a hand-to-mouth existence in the vast shan
tytowns on the outskirts of urban centres.

2In the  re p o rt cited, th e  te rm  "redundancy" w as used to  
describe  th e  m an p o w er th a t could be d ispensed  w ith , even  on  th e  
basis o f th e  techno log ies in  c u rre n t use, w ith o u t a re su lting  
decrease in th e  o u tp u t o f goods and  services. W ith  technical p ro 
g ress, o f course, th e  red u n d a n t labour force tends to  g ro w  larger, 
and in o rd e r to  absorb  it the  ra te  o f d ev e lo p m en t m ust be speeded 
up.

"Those at the top of the social pyramid have 
conspicuously prospered; the urban middle 
strata, too, have increased in size and have raised 
their level of living, although less than might 
have been the case, and far from enough to 
satisfy their growing consumption aspirations. 
But the benefits of development have hardly 
touched the broad masses relegated to the lower 
income strata. The percentage of the population 
represented by the last-named groups may pos
sibly have diminished, although precise data to 
substantiate such an assertion are lacking. In any 
event, they still constitute as much as about 60%  
of Latin America’s total population, both in rural 
and in urban areas, although the proportions 
vary from one country to another. They would 
seem to have decreased in relative terms; but at 
the same time the gap between the lower and 
upper strata has widened” (Prebisch, 1970, p. 4).

In addition, ECLAC noted that the advances 
made in mass communication techniques — that 
would have been almost inconceivable in bygone 
days—  were giving rise to new phenomena 
whose implications defied prediction. Moreover, 
the rural and urban masses were regaining an 
awareness of their long-forgotten dignity as 
human beings and of their pathetic relegation to 
ways of life long left behind by the peoples of the 
developed countries.

2. Criticism  o f  th e  occu pation al 
structure

The proportion of the non-agricultural labour 
force working in industry, construction and min
ing was steadily declining rather than rising; 
meanwhile, just the opposite was the case in the 
services sector, where a spurious sort of absorp
tion of redundant manpower was taking place 
and where part of the labour force was left job
less altogether. ECLAC argued that it was essen
tial to correct this distortion of the occupational 
structure by reversing these trends.

The problem was not confined to the 
redundant population which had to leave agri
culture and was not absorbed productively else
where, but also encompassed the redundant 
work force remaining in agriculture. Since peo
ple would have to continue to be shifted out of 
rural areas as the product per worker was raised
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through a more efficient use of the land and 
through technical progress, ECLAC saw that 
there was going to be an even greater need to 
boost industrial activity.

Furthermore, a massive out-migration of 
agricultural workers was inevitable if the rural 
masses’ living standards were to be raised. The 
appalling congestion of the large cities promp
ted by this population shift was, however, an 
avoidable phenomenon. In this as in other 
respects, the Latin American countries were suf
fering some of the drawbacks of development 
long before they had reaped its benefits, and one 
of these was the need to remedy the over
concentration of the urban centres.

It was also recognized that the integration of 
the lower-income strata into the countries’ 
development was not only a pressing social 
necessity but was an urgent economic need as 
well, inasmuch as it would broaden the scope of 
Latin American industrialization. The dynamics 
of development are such that there was no other 
alternative. "The absorption of redundant man
power in industry — together with the improve
ment of the income levels of the rural 
population—  will generate a considerable and 
continuing demand for manufactured goods, and 
will also give a vigorous fillip to demand for 
agricultural products, at present largely pent up 
by the poverty of the lower income groups. Thus 
agriculture and industry will derive a more pow
erful stimulus from their reciprocal demand and 
will give each other mutual support, propagat
ing their growth throughout the rest of the econ
omy" (Prebisch, 1970, p. 7).

3. M odern ization  an d  agrarian  dualism

"It is not idle to repeat that the problem of the 
agricultural sector and the social integration of 
the rural masses cannot be solved out of the 
context of economic development", said Pre
bisch in 1970. This consideration was highly 
important, in his view, as it related to mechani
zation. "This is one of the cases in which the 
calculations of the agricultural entrepreneur 
generally come into conflict with the interests of 
the community as a whole. Mechanization low
ers costs by reducing the volume of manpower 
required, and raises agricultural profits and land

rents. It is economic from the standpoint of the 
individual entrepreneur; but if the labour force 
thus displaced is unable to find employment and 
goes to aggravate the problem of redundancy in 
the cities, where is the social advantage of 
mechanization?"

"The worst of it is that mechanization is 
sometimes artificially encouraged: tariffs and 
other import restrictions are reduced or elimi
nated, tax exemptions are offered, credit privi
leges are granted. All this seems laudable from 
the individual point of view. But is it compatible 
with the interest of the community?"

"... Be this as it may, mechanization and the 
techniques that improve unit yields are creating 
a very marked duality in the agricultural sector of 
some Latin American countries. This duality 
used to exist between export activities, where 
techniques are generally advanced, and produc
tion for domestic consumption, which lags in the 
rear of technical progress; but today it is appar
ent within farming for domestic consumption 
itself. It is worth asking whether the countries 
that have most intensively increased their pro
duction for the home market — as well as for 
export and import substitution purposes—  
could have done so without modernizing their 
agriculture in this way.”

"If demand becomes much brisker than in 
the past, the modernization process is likely to 
gain powerful momentum ... If modernization 
were in fact to make steady progress, this duality 
would be aggravated: the large-scale agricultural 
entrepreneur would employ relatively little 
manpower, and in traditional farming redun
dancy would continue to increase. This is not a 
prophecy. It is a fa it  a ccom p li in certain 
countries."

Prebisch stressed the necessity of making 
changes in agriculture in view of the progres
sively sharper dichotomy to be observed in the 
rural sector:

"Each country has its own special problems, 
different from those of the rest. But as the 
increasing pressure of the economically active 
population on the land is something that is com 
mon to a large number of Latin American coun
tries, the duality of the agricultural sector must 
be viewed with great concern. Herein lies 
another of the important aspects of the reform  
of the agrarian structure, apart from its favoura-
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ble influence on technical progress. Giving more 
land to those who know how to till it and yet 
possess little or n one... would enable the product 
per worker to be increased in cases where land 
use was not satisfactory; and, in some extreme 
instances of demographic pressure, it would 
allow redundant manpower to be retained in 
agriculture, at the expense of the growth of the 
average product, until, as economic development 
proceeded, the surplus was genuinely absorbed 
in other activities.”

"Moreover, this sweeping change in the 
agrarian structure transfers to the agricultural 
worker at least part of the rent formerly received 
by the landowner, and likewise enables him to 
keep the benefits of technical progress in his 
own hands, provided that demand is sufficient 
and the system for marketing agricultural com
modities is rationalized” (Prebisch, 1970,
pp. 101-102).

4. U nderlying policy  assu m ption s

The transition from a relatively low rate of 
growth of limited social scope to one which 
would give the economy the dynamism it needs 
and which would be socially meaningful is a task 
requiring considerable effort. This effort would 
have to be directed towards bringing about struc

tural changes and establishing a genuine devel
opment "discipline”, especially in respect of 
capital formation and the promotion of foreign 
trade. If, however, there is strong opposition to 
the conscious and deliberate establishment of a 
discipline of this sort, development will non
etheless still take place in one way or another.

Prebisch asserted that the lack of economic 
dynamism was not an incidental phenomenon, 
but rather the outward sign of the serious crisis 
occurring in the phase of development which 
began with the great world depression of the 
1930s. "This phase has long since served its turn, 
and is now generating another crisis — and a 
notable one at that—  especially among those of 
the rising generation who are beginning to con
cern themselves with economics and the social 
sciences: the crisis of 'developmentism'. As with 
all the terms that spring up in the course of 
ideological discussion, there is some confusion 
about the meaning of 'developmentism'. Per
haps it may be interpreted as the refusal to 
believe that major changes are necessary in order 
to accelerate the present pace of development, 
and the trust that social disparities will gradually 
be smoothed out by the dynamics of develop
ment itself. The essential thing is to develop; 
then we shall see! Such attitudes as these jar on 
the social conscience of the younger generation 
and of others who have long left youth behind” 
(Prebisch, 1970, p. 19).

Ill

Development styles and the modernization 
of agriculture

The topics which drew the attention of ECLAC 
during the 1970s included the analysis of devel
opment styles, the internationalization of the 
Latin American economies, and energy. As the 
decade came to a close, ECLAC was exploring the 
problems of critical poverty, the environment 
and external relations, especially in the financial 
and commercial spheres.

The agricultural sector’s production perfor
mance, the methods by which modern tech
niques were introduced in the sector and the 
implications of this, along with the changes 
being experienced by rural populations, were 
also to be counted among the many subjects of 
concern to the Commission.
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A. D EVELO PM EN T STYLES IN LATIN AMERICA

I. T h e  d eb a te

In 1976, Aníbal Pinto opened up the debate 
concerning development styles with an article 
which was published in the first issue of the 
CEPAL R ev iew  (Pinto, 1976). Thereafter, the 
experts who embarked upon an analysis of 
development styles moved in different direc
tions, publishing various articles on the subject.5 
According to Pinto, "concern about the 'style of 
development’ is shown by those who are sick and 
tired of the 'affluent society’, those who — while 
halfway to reaching that state—  criticize the 
presumed desirability of that goal and, lastly, 
those who have no desire to reproduce the 
rejected model or have little or no chance of 
doing so” (Pinto, 1976, p. 100).

The paradigm of progress as patterned after 
the course followed by the advanced and domi
nant societies was abandoned. The concept of 
development as the spread to the periphery of 
the centres’ technologies, production systems 
and life styles came under fire. In Anibal Pinto’s 
words, "the discouragement and pessimism of 
some is matched by the hostility and resentment 
of others, despite the irrefutable fact that the 
international economy and the economies of the 
industrialized capitalist countries in particular 
have lived through a quarter century of uninter
rupted and exceptional material growth” (Pinto, 
1976, p. 101).

2. T h e  criticism  o f  p e r ip h e ra l  
cap ita lism

The director of CEPAL R ev iew , Raúl Prebisch, 
presented a critique of peripheral capitalism in 
the first issue of the journal as well. The other 
contributing authors, including Pinto and Igle
sias, also expressed their dissatisfaction with the 
socioeconomic experience of Latin America and, 
in various ways, posited the need for new 
approaches.

Prebisch, for his part, said that "Two high 
hopes of some decades ago have been frustrated

*See th e  a rtic les  c o n cern in g  d e v elo p m en t styles by Sunkel 
( 1980), R eal d e  A zúa ( 1977), G rac iaren a  ( 1976), R am a ( 1979) and 
G ligo  (1981, 1982).

in the subsequent course of peripheral capital
ism. It was once believed that if the latter were 
left to be carried along by its own dynamic impe
tus, the penetration of technology from the 
industrial centres to the periphery would gradu
ally disseminate its fruits throughout all strata of 
society; and that this would help to further and 
consolidate the democratization process” (Pre
bisch, 1976, p. 9).

3 . T h e  d ev e lo p m en t o f  agriculture  
an d in com e d istribu tion

Towards the end of the 1960s some experts 
began to take another look at the criticisms 
which had been leveled at the structure of the 
agricultural sector as regards its lack of recep
tiveness to new technologies and the inflexibility 
of agricultural production, characteristics that 
had been pointed to as reasons for agrarian 
reform. It came to be recognized that a partial 
modernization process had been taking place in 
the sector in the form of the introduction of 
modern techniques in medium-sized and large 
enterprises, thus heightening long-standing 
inequalities and contrasts.

The slowness and balkiness of production to 
adapt to changing market needs gave way to a 
notable degree of flexibility. For example, in his 
study of the years 1955-1965, Schatan (1972) 
found that regional agricultural production as a 
whole had shown relatively satisfactory indica
tions of growth, with the annual average being 
4.1% , i.e., around 1% in per capita terms.

Nevertheless, the same author also stated 
that in 1965 roughly 70%  of the agricultural 
population earned one-third of the total income 
from agriculture (U S$276 per person in the eco
nomically active population of the sector, or 
about US$90 annually in per capita terms) while 
somewhat less than 2%  of this population took 
in 20%  of the sector’s total income, which was 
equivalent to per capita earnings 21 times 
greater than those of the former group. Since 
these statistics were averages, they signified that 
there were millions of peasant families whose 
annual per capita income was far below the 
US$90 figure. This level of income was clearly
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insufficient to provide this population with a 
satisfactory diet in terms of quantity and quality 
or to permit these people to acquire other essen
tial goods and services that would allow them to 
attain an even moderately decent standard of 
living,

Schatan felt that the appearance during the 
preceding years (1969) of a new type of entre
preneur in commercial agriculture who used 
more modern techniques and who was achieving 
high levels of productivity was surely adding to 
the concentration of income within the sector. It 
was very likely that the average increase in the 
productivity of the economically active popula
tion (around 2.5%  annually during the period 
1955-1965 for 16 Latin American countries) was 
the net result of a combination of much higher 
rates of increase among small groups of modern 
farmers and zero growth or even negative rates 
in respect of the vast majority of the farming 
population. Even if the profits accruing from the 
increase in productivity achieved by modern 
agricultural enterprises had been transferred on

a proportional basis to the wage-earners 
employed by them — which remained to be 
proven—  the improvement in real wages would 
still have affected only a small fraction of the 
rural labour force (Schatan, 1972, pp. 391-392).

Despite the high rate of migration to urban 
areas in Latin America (which denoted an exo
dus equivalent to one-half of the natural increase 
in the rural population), this population was still 
expanding by approximately one and one-half 
million people per year in absolute terms. Due to 
the constraints created by the existing land 
tenure systems, by the structure and slow growth 
of the demand for agricultural products, and by 
the progressive concentration of productivity 
referred to earlier, only a relatively small frac
tion of these new segments of the agricultural 
labour force were finding permanent jobs which 
afforded them satisfactory levels of income. 
According to some studies conducted during the 
period (1969), between one-fourth and one- 
third of the work force in the agricultural sector 
in the region was unemployed.

B. T H E M ODERNIZATION OF AGRICULTURE : FROM INSUFFICIENT  
TO DYNAM IC PRODUCTION

The persistence of contradictions within agricul
ture in Latin America which were apparently 
being sharpened by the modernization of agri
cultural enterprises and by the nature and 
limited coverage of technological change 
prompted the Commission to prepare two 
highly significant studies: 25 añ os en la agricu l
tura de A m érica  Latina. R asgos p rin cipa les  
(1950-1975) (ECLAC, 1978) and Las tran sform a
cion es rurales en  A m érica  Latina: ¿desarrollo  
socia l o m arginación?  (ECLAC, 1980).

Based on these studies, the Executive Secre
tary to some extent reformulated the views of 
ECLAC regarding agriculture and highlighted a 
number of critical situations at the social level.

1. T h e  n eed  to re in terp ret agricultural 
d ev e lo p m en t

Enrique Iglesias maintained that while it had 
become customary to interpret agricultural 
development on the basis of definitions which

had been accepted more or less passively, the 
facts of the situation had begun to cast doubt 
upon the accuracy of these definitions.

"Firstly, it used to be asserted that the agri
cultural sector was the least dynamic sector, the 
sector least capable of responding to the stimuli 
of economic policy. Another interpretation held 
that the fundamental problem of Latin Ameri
can agriculture was inadequate demand: demand 
from consumers was not an incentive capable of 
provoking an adequate response from Latin 
American agriculture. Finally, yet another inter
pretation told us that agriculture suffered from a 
degree of inability to respond to stimuli because 
of shortcomings in agricultural supply, which 
were fundamentally due to problems of a struc
tural nature, land tenure and size, which pre
vented the sector from responding to the 
dynamic stimuli of government policy. These 
three interpretations contain some truth, and 
they are certain to be brought forward, with 
various degrees of applicability, when specific
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cases in the region are analysed. However, we 
are convinced that they are not sufficient to 
explain what has been taking place in agricul
ture. ... I do not think we can say, in absolute 
terms, that agriculture in Latin America has suf
fered from dynamic-structural inadequacy; at 
least, the figures do not say so clearly” (Iglesias, 
1978, p. 9).

2 . T h e  n ew  soc ia l structure in  
rural areas

In the above-mentioned article, the Executive 
Secretary also acknowledged that significant 
changes had taken place in the social structure 
within the agricultural sector. He noted that a 
new type of agricultural entrepreneur had 
emerged who, while clearly in the minority, bore 
all the characteristics of the mercantile entrepre
neur (or the "Schumpeterian” entrepreneur, to 
put it in economic terms). This phenomenon 
was one which Iglesias felt could not be ignored 
when describing Latin American rural society.

"It is also obvious that the transnational 
corporations have appeared on the Latin Ameri
can agricultural scene and have come to play a 
very important role — in some cases becoming 
one of the principal productive agents, especially 
in export agriculture. Behind their presence as a 
part of this new profile of Latin American 
society, however, stand the ambivalent activities 
of these firms, which are already well enough 
known.”

A large number of administrators, interme
diaries, functionaries and technocrats had 
appeared on the scene as well, and the em er
gence of this group had resulted in the formation 
of an "intermediate social sector" which had 
shown itself to be quite sensitive to the dynamic 
stimuli of agricultural expansion.

Rural wage-earners had also taken on a 
number of different characteristics. While such 
workers had been present in the sector for a long 
time, they appeared to have grown tremend
ously in number during the immediately preced
ing years as a result of the large mercantile 
enterprises’ need for increasingly large numbers 
of non-manual and manual workers. This had 
gradually led to the consolidation of a large new

wage-earning class within the Latin American 
social structure.

These changes were taking place even while 
large segments of traditional agriculture in Latin 
America continued to exist and even to grow, 
and to employ millions of people who continued 
to live and work under primitive conditions.

3. O ld an d  n ew  rural p ro b lem s

These observations illustrate the other side of 
the coin: despite the strong growth of agricul
ture and the appreciable changes taking place in 
rural society in Latin America, long-standing 
social problems not only persisted but, in some 
cases, were even growing worse.

Rural poverty thus continued to predomi
nate in the region as a whole. One-half of the 100 
million Latin Americans living in a situation of 
critical poverty were to be found in the country
side. Another important factor was unemploy
ment and, above all, the high level of 
underemployment, which in some cases was 
equivalent to one-fourth or one-fifth of the rural 
population.

The unceasing migration from rural areas to 
urban zones had also reached truly extraordinary 
proportions: during the 25 years preceding the 
writing of the article in question, 40 million 
peasants had emigrated to the cities of the 
region, which was equivalent to nearly 50%  of 
the increase in the agricultural population.

"To a large extent, the economic develop
ment of agriculture has followed the same gen
eral characteristics and impulses as the general 
system of development, the general style of 
growth. On the one hand, the agricultural sector 
has received its impulse fundamentally from the 
emergence of new urban structures conditioning 
the type and level of demand for agricultural 
products. The structure of agriculture has also 
been strongly promoted by the external sector, 
the types of demand arising from it, and its 
tendency towards internationalization, all of 
which have imposed certain special features on 
the development of agriculture.”

"These two facts have encouraged the em er
gence of a very important and very necessary
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modern sector, which has been the main benefi
ciary of economic policies and of the allocation of 
resources, as well as of technical progress. How
ever, this modern sector has not been capable of 
solving the social problems of agriculture, since 
the traditional sector, where the major social 
problems ... are rooted, has remained outside the 
range of government policies, and even outside 
the dynamic context of the economy.”

"In other words, a social structure has gradu
ally been created in which there exists a modern 
sector which responds to the dynamic stimuli of 
a consumer society, and which fundamentally 
depends on the middle and high strata and on 
changes and growth in international demand, 
but there has not been any growth structure 
capable of stimulating the transformation of so- 
called traditional agriculture, which, in many 
countries of the region, remains one of the great 
and painful challenges to the policies and imagi
nation of governments.”

”... Furthermore, it is very important that in 
one way or another the traditional peasant sector 
should begin to play an active role in the devel
opment of Latin America, In this way it will be 
possible to solve both the economic problem and 
the social problem involved in the ambivalence 
to which we refer” (Iglesias, 1978, pp. 12-13).

4. C onsiderations in v o lv ed  in 
dealin g  w ith  th e  agrarian  

p ro b lem

In the view of the Executive Secretary of ECLAC 
during the period in question, in order to deal 
properly with the agrarian question, special 
attention would have to be devoted to six major 
issues (Iglesias, 1978).

Firstly, some type of deliberate action had to 
be taken by the State. This meant that the State’s 
planning capacity — i.e., the ability to look ahead, 
to make provision for future circumstances and, 
especially, to give continuity to agricultural 
policy—  would be a fundamental factor of even 
greater importance than in the past in any type 
of economic strategy.

Secondly, Iglesias asserted that rural devel
opment was not possible unless the sector’s 
problems were attacked at their roots; in many 
cases, the first step therefore had to be to make

changes in the land tenure system and in other 
institutional structures which had been holding 
back rural development.

A third highly relevant observation made by 
the Executive Secretary was based on the expe
rience of the preceding years: "In countries 
where the market plays a fundamental role in 
the allocation of resources, there must be consis
tency in the application of the rules of the 
market where agriculture is concerned. Many 
years have been spent on experiments with par
tial policies which were very often contradictory 
and of short duration.”

He also proposed that resources be reallo
cated by the governments of the countries in 
question. "The dynamics of the modern sectors, 
both in agriculture and in industry, mean that 
they have a very high capacity to absorb resour
ces: the natural tendency is for the modern sector 
of our economies to become the major source of 
demand and to monopolize the resources of 
society, and as a result, in agricultural pro
grammes, traditional agriculture has to compete 
with considerable demands from modern urban 
and agricultural sectors which have greater rela
tive weight, greater bargaining power and 
greater political weight.”

ECLAC further recommended that emphasis 
be placed on technology in view of its highly 
important role as a dynamic factor in Latin 
America. It was also noted, however, that in 
many instances foreign technologies had been 
adopted which were incompatible with both the 
resources and the social problems of the Latin 
American agricultural sector. Defining the types 
of technologies which would be in keeping with 
Latin American agriculture’s available resources 
was seen as another urgent task which had to be 
accomplished in order to ensure the viability of 
the programmes designed to deal with these 
challenges.

Finally, Iglesias brought up a consideration 
which has occupied a prominent place in 
ECLAC’s thinking over the years: the need to free 
up resources in order to meet a much more 
diversified and stronger agricultural demand. 
"Income distribution policies of all types will in 
fact mean greater dynamic capacity to impel the 
growth of agricultural demand, so that in this 
way they offer a renewed stimulus to agricul
ture" (Iglesias, 1978, p. 15).
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5. E m p loy m en t an d  th e  reten tion  o f  
th e  rural p op u lation

One factor of tremendous importance which was 
seen as fully justifying the countries’ concern in 
regard to the peasant segments of their agricul
tural sectors and their gradual transformation 
into a refuge for the rural population was the 
current and future employment problem.

"In many of our countries we are facing 
problems of poverty, problems of exceptional 
population growth, and a challenge which no 
other capitalist, under-developed or socialist 
region has had to face: by the end of the century 
we have to double the number of jobs available. I 
am not talking about the countries of the South
ern Cone, which have low population growth 
rates; in the region as a whole [however], the

100 million jobs needed to keep the population 
employed now will have increased to 220 million 
by the end of the century. It must not be forgot
ten that, whatever population policies or social 
policies may be adopted, this population has 
already been born. This means a demand for jobs 
which is completely unheard-of in the expe
rience of any of the world’s economic systems. I 
believe we must be aware that there will be no 
solution to the problem of employment unless 
some solution is found for the rural social prob
lem, in which employment is fundamental. If 
agriculture is not enabled to retain the popula
tion in a productive way — and with much higher 
levels of productivity than at present—  the 
whole problem of employment in Latin America 
will be absolutely impossible to solve" (Iglesias, 
1978, p. 16).

C. T H E  PEA SA N TRY IN R EC EN T ECLAC ANALYSES

In an effort to promote the transformation of 
what is known as traditional agriculture, which, 
in many countries of the region, as Iglesias said, 
"remains one of the great and painful challenges 
to the policies and imagination of governments" 
(Iglesias, 1978, p. 13), ECLAC undertook an 
intensive project in conjunction with FAO whose 
aim was to arrive at a fuller understanding of 
what is referred to as the pre-capitalist, 
m in ifu n d ia-based or traditional area of agricul
ture. A large number of publications4 bear wit
ness to the great importance attributed by 
ECLAC to peasant agriculture since 1978.

In a departure from the marginal or inciden
tal treatment which had generally been given to 
this subject, these studies have contributed to a 
better understanding of the so-called traditional 
areas of agriculture. The progress made in this 
regard has primarily been due to the rejection of 
a set of beliefs about this subsector which, 
although widely accepted in the region, had 
proved to lead nowhere, inasmuch as they 
acknowledged neither any contribution nor any

4See, am ong  o th e rs , S che jtm an  (1980), ECLAC (1984a and  
1984b), EC L A C /U N EP (1983). See a lso  CEPAL Review, N o. 16, 
S an tiago , C hile, A p ril 1982, a rtic les  by L. L ópez C ordovez, R. 
B rigno l and  J . C risp í, J. D u rs to n , K. H ey n ig  and  E . O rtega ; ECLAC 
(1984a, 1984b and  1984c); ECLAC/FAO (1986a and  1986b); and 
O rteg a  (1986),

appreciable capacities on the part of the vast 
majority of the rural population in Latin Am er
ica. As a social class, the peasantry had been 
depicted as lacking the development potential 
that would have justified it as an active and 
dynamic social agent and given it a role in public 
strategies and policies. In some passages of cer
tain documents, the peasantry was portrayed as a 
group destined for dispersion in an industrializa
tion process which "unfortunately" was not 
absorbing it. This slant on the subject not only 
ignored the very real contributions made by the 
peasantry, but also presented a distorted picture 
of the true potential represented by this form of 
agriculture within the development process.

In its recent work, ECLAC has attempted to 
discover the nature of the implicit rationale of 
family-based agriculture, as well as to ascertain 
the scope of this social phenomenon, to assess its 
contributions to the whole of society and to study 
its linkages in the social and economic life of the 
region.

1. T h e im p ortan ce o f  p easan t agriculture

"The significance and importance of peasant 
agriculture as a force in agricultural production 
are beyond question", stated López Cordovez,
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Chief of the Joint ECLAC/FAO Agriculture Div
ision, in 1982. In addition to highlighting its 
contributions, especially in the area of food pro
duction, he noted that the production activities 
of small-scale family-operated farms are often 
overshadowed to such an extent by the advances 
of entrepreneurial agriculture that the former's 
role in the functioning and dynamics of the sec
tor is entirely overlooked. The increasingly 
monetary basis of the operations of small-scale 
producers is, however, well enough documented 
in almost all the countries of the region, as is the 
branching-out of their linkages with farm 
markets.

According to an estimate made in the early 
1980s, nearly four-fifths of the economic units in 
agriculture and approximately one-fifth of the 
corresponding surface area were owned by 
small-scale farmers; in terms of the land under 
cultivation, they were calculated to account for 
somewhat more than one-third, and in terms of 
the total area harvested, for more than two- 
fifths. They were also estimated to have gener
ated two-fifths of the supply for domestic 
consumption and one-third of the output pro
duced for export. Peasant agriculture has also 
played a fundamental role in meeting the 
demand for staple foodstuffs (beans, potatoes 
and maize), has played a significant part in the 
production of coffee and rice, and has furnished 
over two-thirds of the supply of pork.

In connection with the subject of technologi
cal change, López Cordovez noted that: "In spite 
of the difficulties due to the characteristics of the 
technological packages offered by the markets or 
promoted by public policies, which are not the 
most appropriate in terms of the conditions and 
needs of peasant agriculture, some of the compo
nents of those packages have been used selec
tively by the peasantry, which employs one or 
more technological inputs, thus establishing, on 
the basis of their own experience, simple techno
logical packages adapted to their economic and 
ecological conditions. There is ample evidence 
that this is true, thus disproving the assumption 
that the peasantry is indifferent to the adoption 
of new technologies; what happens is that those 
developed have been limited by comparison with 
the supply available to the entrepreneurial sec
tor" (López Cordovez, 1982, p. 25-26).

2. S om e recom m en dation s f o r  th e  1980s

The importance attributed to the peasantry in 
the work of the Commission is clearly evidenced 
in the ECLAC document A gricultural d ev e lo p 
m ent in th e  1980s (ECLAC, 1981), which was 
presented at its nineteenth session. A number of 
the proposals made in this document attest to 
the emphasis which has been placed on a fuller 
appreciation of the role of the peasantry as an 
agent of development.

In this document, ECLAC again made the 
point that a faster agricultural growth rate, in 
and of itself, would have only limited results as 
regards the reduction of social inequalities and 
rural poverty. Consequently, "The struggle 
against rural poverty and its eradication should 
be the pivotal aim of the rural development and 
agricultural policies implemented in the 1980s”. 
The Commission went on to say that the most 
obvious contradiction in Latin American agricul
ture was the simultaneous existence of abundant 
land and of a growing number of families with 
no opportunity to work that land. "A landless 
peasant class, or one with very few resources, is 
synonymous with the persistence of rural pov
erty. Access to the land is moreover a prerequi
site for making better use of the farming capacity 
and ability inherent in rural people, and is one 
way of increasing the number of productive 
jobs.”

In the same study, integrated rural develop
ment programmes were characterized as a way 
of focusing efforts to help some segments of this 
vast peasant class, to promote their incorpora
tion into markets, to make them receptive to 
technical progress and to provide them with 
governmental support services and assistance 
which would help to improve their working and 
living conditions. "Since those programmes do 
not get to the root of rural poverty, however, 
their results go no further than the limited scope 
of their own action with regard to access to 
productive resources.”

ECLAC also expressed the view that agricul
tural policies must not ignore the existence of 
the unemployed members of the labour force. 
"To pass responsibility for [the solution of this 
problem] on to other sectors without consider
ing in detail the capacity of employment in agri
culture has not given satisfactory results.”
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Furthermore, it made the assertion that if 
agricultural research and experimentation were 
carried out without reference to the prevailing 
agrarian structures or to the availability of 
labour, their end results would meet the needs of 
the majority of producers to no more than a 
partial or marginal extent. "There are examples 
in some countries of the new possibilities 
opened up to large groups of peasant producers 
for raising both their productivity and their 
income through technological options centered 
on [their] systems of production."

Finally, ECLAC argued that the steps taken to 
promote and support production with a view to 
supplementing measures aimed at facilitating 
access to the land, increasing job opportunities 
and furthering the incorporation of technology 
should be designed with due consideration for 
two basic facts: firstly, the need to modify the 
tendency of the present modernization process 
towards concentration and exclusiveness and to 
promote a new pattern of development which 
would pave the way for the elimination of rural 
poverty, unemployment and social inequalities; 
and, secondly, the urgent need to broaden the 
coverage of these measures and to give priority 
to helping the great masses of peasants.

3 . T h e  crisis o f  th e  1980s; 
agriculture an d  th e  peasan try

From the very start of the 1980s, economic activ
ity and employment began to fall sharply, infla
tion gathered speed and became widespread, and 
the countries’ obligation to service their external 
debts made it necessary for them to generate 
large trade surpluses even when this meant that 
they had to forgo opportunities for growth. "The 
adjustment policies applied by the countries of 
the region and the renegotiations in which they 
took part were, in a number of cases, successful \ 
in establishing some sort of order as regards the 
servicing of their external debts, but this was 
achieved at the cost of a great economic and 
social effort which could hardly be sustained over 
a long period" (ECLAC, 1985, p. 1).

In this same document ECLAC observed that 
beginning in the mid-1960s the dynamism of 
international trade and the economic growth of 
many of the countries in the region cast doubt

upon the argument that there was a need for 
through-going changes in economic relations at 
the international, regional and national levels. 
Later, in the mid-1970s, the fact that an abund
ant flow of external financing was made availa
ble strengthened many groups’ conviction that 
the best way to eliminate the countries’ external 
imbalances would be to free up external eco
nomic relations so that world market signals 
might play an increasingly important role in 
orienting production activities.

In general, however, as the countries’ exter
nal debts increased substantially and interest 
rates rose, the servicing of their debts came to 
represent a larger and larger proportion of their 
exports, as was seen more clearly as the decade 
unfolded. Long-term structural features and cyc
lical economic factors both played a part in the 
outbreak of the most recent crisis. "Hence, when 
the external situation took a dramatic turn for 
the worse, the crisis in the prevailing style of 
development, which had been incubating during 
the 1970s, became obvious. The countries’ 
dependence and vulnerability, although they 
changed considerably in outward form, grew 
worse, and in many cases the State was not in a 
position to cope with the crisis. The social prob
lems which modernization and economic 
growth had once seemed to be on their way to 
solving were seen to be not only unresolved, but 
also more serious than before” (ECLAC, 1985, 
p. 13).

In reference to future development chal
lenges and options, in the same document 
ECLAC stressed the idea that "economic growth, 
rather than being an ultimate goal of human 
endeavour, is a means to an end, i.e., a means of 
increasing well-being and of making it possible 
to achieve personal and societal development 
objectives". This clearly involved augmenting 
the total supply of goods and services, but it also 
entailed providing the population with genuine 
access to these goods so that all the people might 
lead a full life in which they could freely exercise 
their abilities. In order for economic growth to 
result in genuine development, it would have to 
be explicitly and verifiably based on principles of 
justice, freedom, national autonomy and 
pluralism.

In the medium and long terms, the Latin 
American countries must find appropriate ways
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of modernizing and of overcoming their eco
nomic and social heterogeneity so that they 
might resume their development. The Commis
sion noted that this task, which would necessar
ily have to be undertaken within the framework 
of che future consequences of the present crisis, 
would involve pursuing the following objectives: 
i) transforming the economic structure and 
achieving a dynamic form of growth; ii) pro
gressing towards more equitable societies;
iii) broadening the autonomy of the countries of 
the region so that they might engage in more 
even-handed economic relations with the indus
trialized nations; iv) increasing and channelling 
the participation of all sectors of the population 
in the economy and society, and strengthening 
democratic systems.

ECLAC also advocated maximizing the 
region’s exportable agricultural output and mak
ing the most of the comparative advantages 
which the countries derived from their abundant 
supply of natural resources and the low cost of 
non-specialized manpower by raising the level 
of processing carried out within the region and 
improving the competitiveness of its processed 
products in the markets of the centres. This 
would upgrade the countries’ existing compara
tive advantages not only by augmenting the 
amount of income they would obtain from a 
given level of world demand, but also by prepar
ing them for the time when the industrialized 
countries might adopt a less protectionist stance 
than at present.

The Commission also recommended that a 
transformation of production be undertaken 
such that agricultural development would be 
reoriented towards the attainment of a situation 
of food security, averring that, even within the 
context of international competition, the pursuit 
of this goal would provide a wide range of oppor
tunities for economic growth coupled with 
greater equity and a decrease in the countries’ 
external vulnerability. This being so, such an 
effort would very probably also create conditions 
conducive to a considerable expansion of the 
domestic markets of many countries of the 
region since it would result in the diversification 
of the linkages between agriculture and industry 
and would make it feasible to provide substitutes 
for imported food products, as well as making it 
possible to tap the potential market associated

with the satisfaction of the basic food and nutri
tional needs of the lower-income groups of the 
population. Moreover, if a modernization pro
cess centred around the peasantry were to suc
ceed in bringing about an actual reduction in 
rural poverty, then this segment of the popula
tion would increase its demand for other types of 
goods (ECLAC, 1985, p. 52).

As regards the effort to attain greater equity, 
ECLAC has again devoted a great deal of atten
tion to the peasantry. In the above-mentioned 
document it stated that a highly differentiated 
growth process could lead to greater equity if 
accompanied by policies aimed at changing the 
conditions determining the distribution of 
remunerations or of consumption or by redis
tributive policies providing for transfers of 
income or of goods and services in order to 
rectify the results produced by the operation of 
market mechanisms.

The former type of policy, it was noted, 
should stress programmes designed to further 
the modernization of peasant farms and of small 
and medium-scale urban enterprises by provid
ing means of production and access to credit and 
by disseminating appropriate technical know
how and management techniques. As regards 
the demand for wage labour, emphasis should be 
placed on the adaptation or creation of occupa
tional structures which, above and beyond the set 
requirements for production techniques, would 
provide jobs for the skilled manpower in abund
ant supply locally. The Commission went on to 
observe that the foregoing was applicable both 
to goods-producing activities and to public servi
ces as a whole.

In reaffirming the need for a better articula
tion of the production structure, ECLAC high
lighted two major objectives of agricultural 
development. The first was the eradication of 
rural poverty, which, while clearly forming part 
of the broader problem of poverty in general, 
had undoubtedly reached more dramatic propor
tions in agricultural zones and was associated 
with problems of unemployment and with the 
development of the areas where rural poverty 
was most severe. The second objective identified 
by ECLAC was a significant reduction of the 
external vulnerability of important branches of 
production such as foodstuffs. Both of these 
objectives were seen as forming part of the
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greater goal of food security, whose pursuance 
called for the establishment of national food 
systems (ECLAC, 1985, p. 74).

In order to achieve these two objectives, the 
Commission suggested that special attention 
and effort be focused on a number of processes. 
These included, first of all, that of reversing the 
productive heterogeneity of the agricultural sec
tor by strengthening the peasant economy. To 
this end, one important step was to ensure suita
ble access to productive resources (land, water, 
inputs and tools) to an extent and under condi
tions which would permit the satisfaction of 
basic needs and give this sector independent 
control over its production and marketing 
activities.

Another process mentioned in this connec
tion was the selective reorientation of the 
transfer of surpluses. During an initial stage, 
such surpluses would be retained by the agricul
tural sector. This process would also involve a 
transfer not only from non-agricultural sectors 
to agriculture as a whole, but also from the mod
ern agricultural sector to peasant agriculture in 
those cases where the latter is capable of 
dynamic growth. Appropriate price and credit 
policies would be important in this regard, as 
would the implementation of infrastructure 
works, particularly in zones associated with pea
sant agriculture.

A third process identified by the Commis
sion in this regard was the industrialization of 
agriculture and a reappraisal of the importance 
of the rural sector. The objective in this respect 
would be to set up a series of complementary 
activities linked to the processing of agricultural 
products and the production of agricultural 
inputs in proximity to farms and elsewhere in 
rural zones. This would help both to solve the 
unemployment problem and to galvanize the 
development of predominantly agricultural 
areas.

The Commission also underscored the need 
to steadily reduce the asymmetry of Latin Ameri
ca's position in the international economy. To 
this end, it called upon the region to increase 
those exports for which the outlook on world 
markets is the most promising and those in 
which it would be feasible to incorporate a 
greater added value.

Another highly important process that was 
mentioned in this connection was the reduction

of the region’s technological dependence. This 
would entail a more creative adaptation of the 
available technologies so that they would be bet
ter suited to local supplies of resources and to the 
development needs of the country concerned. 
The role of the State would also be a decisive 
factor in this regard.

Finally, there is the process of rehabilitating 
ecosystems and halting their deterioration. As a 
result of the marked growth of modern agribusi
ness, peasant agriculture has increasingly been 
concentrated in areas having less productive, and 
in some case only marginal, natural resources. In 
the above-mentioned document, the point was 
made that this leads to a deterioration of such 
natural resources which must first be stopped 
and then reversed with the help of specific poli
cies tailored to the types of products and the 
zones involved. The decentralization of certain 
sorts of decisions-making processes, it was 
noted, might contribute to the achievement of 
this objective.

At the Commission’s most recent session, 
held in Rio de Janeiro in April 1988, the Execu
tive Secretary presented a document (ECLAC, 
1988) in which special attention was once again 
devoted to the subject of growth and equity. In 
this document it is asserted that "a selective 
approach must necessarily be used in applying 
policies to improve the distribution of income 
and reduce extreme poverty. This means that 
certain strata of the population or certain 
regions must be specifically singled out as the 
object of various combinations of policies”.

With regard to low-income groups in rural 
areas, the Executive Secretary remarked that the 
economic crisis of the 1980s has cast further 
doubt on the theory that a dynamic trend is at 
work whereby the active population employed in 
agriculture can be reduced through training and 
absorption in productive jobs in other sectors, 
together with increases in the productivity of the 
labour force remaining in agriculture. This trend 
is, he observed, now being counteracted by a 
combination of long-standing, unresolved prob
lems and the recent accumulation of a further 
social deficit in rural areas as a result of the 
collapse of urban labour markets over a period of 
several years.

The severity of these problems and the pace 
at which they are growing worse differ according 
to the particular set of circumstances existing in
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each nation. In general, in those countries where 
the population shift and occupational transition 
are more recent phenomena or are only just 
beginning, the rural environment is conducive to 
the integration of economic and social policies, 
inasmuch as, on the one hand, a larger percen
tage of the people in rural zones are living in 
poverty and, on the other hand, these areas pro
duce a significant share of the staple foods con
sumed by the majority of the population.

Moreover, the production units formed by the 
population associated directly or indirectly with 
the peasant economy have the potential to gen
erate a larger supply of basic foodstuffs per net 
unit of imported input requirements. These 
activities also lend themselves to a higher level 
of employment per unit of product and require a 
smaller price increment as an incentive for 
increasing the supply of the products or services 
they furnish (ECLAC, 1988, p. 56).
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Regions as 
the product 
of social 
construction
Sergio Boisier*

On 2 March 1988, the President of Peru enacted Law 
24793 creating the Region of Grau, the first region in 
Latin America to have the status of an autonomous 
territorial entity endowed with a legal identity under 
public law. This is expected to have a strong impact 
as an example for other countries in which (territor
ial) decentralization figures prominently in political 
discourse and projects.

As in many other cases, among which post-1982 
France may be regarded as a model, this ground
breaking step by Peru creates a situation in which 
"the institutional structure precedes the regional 
structure" in terms of the creation — not devoid of a 
justified degree of voluntarism—  of a new territori
al/societal structure. This poses a major professional 
challenge to regional planning, inasmuch as many of 
these new regions will need to be "constructed" in 
both a political and a social sense. To borrow a quite 
apt expression used by one prominent political 
scientist, in many cases such regions are veritable 
creations ex nihilo.

"Political construction” involves the establish
ment of the political and administrative apparatus 
for these new regions, which may even be accomp
lished by decree; "social construction", on the other 
hand, must be carried out by and with the embryonic 
regional society. The construction of a regional 
society entails the maximization of its capacity for 
self-organization, such that an inanimate, and in the 
final analysis, passive community divided by sectoral 
interests and having little awareness of its territorial 
identity can be converted into an organized and cohe
sive community aware of its identity as a society- 
region and capable of mobilizing in support of 
collective political projects, i.e., capable of becoming 
the subject of its own development. Utopian social 
engineering? A need to accomplish the difficult but 
essential task of bringing about a democratic form of 
decentralization? These are the complex questions 
addressed in this article.

• A n  e x p e r t in  reg ional p la n n in g  w ith  the  L atin  
A m erican  and C aribbean  In s titu te  for E conom ic and Social 
P la n n in g  (ILPES).

Not found as a finished product in 
nature, not solely the creation o f human 
will and fantasy, the region, like its cor
responding artifact, the city, is a collec
tive work of art.

L. Mumford

Introduction

The somewhat shopworn observation is often 
made that planning — in any of its various 
dimensions—  is going through a serious crisis. 
While this statement is undoubtedly true, it con
tributes very little to an understanding of the 
actual nature of the crisis, which is surely an 
important step in overcoming it.

Speaking in metaphorical terms, planning, 
in a broad sense, and the Iberian conquest of the 
American continent bear more than a passing 
resemblance. The tale of how these men ven
tured out to found new nations constitutes a saga 
that is virtually without parallel in the history of 
mankind, and it was accomplished with the aid 
of both the cross and the sword. The cross — or 
in other words a d octr in e , in this case the 
Catholic faith—  attempted, perhaps unsuccess
fully, to imbue the conquest with a moral and 
ethical spirit, particularly in relation to the con
querors’ treatment of the native population; the 
sword, i.e., p o lit ica l p o w e r  was a very necessary 
expression of the drive to conquer these lands 
and to found new settlements, as well as a basic 
precondition for the channelling of resources 
and the shaping of an institutional structure for 
the new territories being brought into the 
domain of the mother country.

Planning should also be understood as a saga 
involving the founding of new territories. As 
was once observed by Michel Rocard, former 
Minister of Planning in France, comprehensive 
planning is nothing less than the organization of 
society within a given time frame, while regional 
planning (or the management of the territory, 
according to the terminology used in France) is 
nothing less than the organization of society 
within a given spatial framework. Indeed, time 
and space are the reference points which deli
neate the framework of human activity. Plan
ning is, then, the re-fou n din g  of society in terms
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of both these reference points. To this end, plan
ning, too, requires both a cross (a doctrine) and a 
sword (political power).

If we accept the fact that man is the only 
living being capable of thinking and of shaping 
his own future and that this capability is an 
outgrowth of his free will, wrought by his own 
hand, then it follows that this capacity, which is 
inseparable from the idea of planning itself, can 
never be in crisis, inasmuch as it is an essential 
trait of the individual. I t/r  possible, however, for 
there to be a crisis in the doctrine or the sword, 
or both at the same time. Perhaps this is the way 
in which the much-belaboured crisis of planning 
should be imderstood!

The challenge faced by planning in all of its 
forms — in this case, regional planning—  is 
therefore twofold. The doctrine must be con
structed or reconstructed, and its practical 
expression must be positioned or re-positioned 
within the power structure.

The reconstruction of the planning doctrine 
must begin with the very foundations of the 
theoretical edifice of regional development. This 
demands the formulation of some basic ques
tions which relate to all spheres of the social 
sciences: W hat is man’s position now? At what 
point in the thought process did we diverge from 
the idea of man as both an object and subject of 
development?

Once having returned to the fundamental 
idea of the individual as a subject of develop
ment, it will then be necessary to form a consen
sus as to the idea that regional development 
should serve mankind rather than the territory 
in question. This must be the starting point for 
any effort to rebuild the theory of planning.

Aristotelian man — a p o litica l an im al—  is 
also a being who is attached to a given area from 
which he derives his livelihood, either by farm
ing or by hunting — a terr ito r ia l an im al—  and, as 
a result of his gregarious nature, he organizes 
this space into two environments: the socia l 
en v iron m en t, which ranges from that of the 
tribe to that of the complex post-industrial socie
ties; and the terr itor ia l en v iron m en t , which 
includes everything from the tribal village to the 
global village described by McLuhan. These 
social and territorial environments have to be 
placed at the service of the human beings who

live within them, and this presupposes that man 
is capable of managing his environment or of 
acting upon it.

A number of different scales exist within the 
territorial environment which bear a definite 
connection with the possibility that individuals 
may act upon them. The first, the g lo b a l  scale, is 
that in which the possibility of effective action by 
the individual is non-existent, and it should 
therefore be regarded as a purely referential 
category. The second, the n ation al scale, is that 
in which the individual may take indirect action 
through political/electoral mechanisms. The 
third, the reg ion a l scale is a medium-range 
environment for the individual, neither com
pletely "macro” nor completely "m icro”, and one 
which offers many possibilities for action aimed 
at attaining both individual and collective objec
tives. The fourth, the lo ca l scale, is the optimum 
setting for individual participation, but is too 
restricted for the resolution of relatively aggre
gate or collective issues. In short, the territorial 
base constitutes one of the main interests of 
society at any organizational level. Following the 
national level, this interest focuses on the zone 
or region.

Its relative position within this spectrum 
notwithstanding, the regional environment is a 
setting of extreme complexity. In fact, due to its 
marked openness to and interconnection with 
environments external to it, it is even more 
complex than the larger territorial strata. Any 
consideration of this environment and any 
action taken upon it should therefore be under
taken on the basis of a strategic approach.

The idea of a strategy — of action or of 
regional development—  in terms of thought and 
of action thus begins to take shape. In order to 
arrive at a clear understanding of what this 
means, it may be useful to compare this concept 
with a game of chess.

The player having the white pieces starts the 
game and theoretically has 20 opening moves 
from which to choose. Nevertheless, the player's 
accumulated social experience suggests that out 
of the initial range of possibilities, only three or 
four of these moves are suitable. The player thus 
examines each of these remaining possibilities 
and asks himself what the probable reaction of 
his opponent will be. Remember that, in theory, 
his opponent also has 20 different options for
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his starting move, even though, in his case too, 
his socialized experience drastically reduces his 
range of choice. However, the second player has 
at his command an additional piece of informa
tion: the preceding move of his opponent. Now, 
of course, for the time being all this is still going 
on only in the mind of the first player, who thus 
begins to construct a veritable tree of action/ 
reaction probabilities. In other words, he devises 
his strategy, which is simultaneously a selective 
form of thought (he does not evaluate all the 
options, but only a few) and a reactive form of 
action, since in order to decide upon each move 
he makes, he takes into account the past and 

p — future moves of his opponent.

In order to play chess, the participants must 
know the rules of the game (e.g., the type of 
board to be used, the names and positions of the 
pieces, the ways in which each of the pieces may 
be moved and the ways of bringing the game to 
an end). In other words, in order to play (in order 
to act), they require a theory . The above is invari
able, regardless of the nature of the situation. 
Once the theory is known, chess is played in the 
same way everywhere.

In the clearly more complex sphere of social 
action, the theory needed in order to construct a 
strategy of action is not invariable; on the con
trary, it changes and interacts with the existing 
set of conditions present in a given situation. 
Consequently, an effort to re-found the doctrine 
of regional development should not be based 
solely on the réadaptation of the traditional or 
prevailing theories, since they may bear very 
little relation to the societal environment of the 
non-industrialized countries.

This means that, as regards the doctrine of 
planning, our thought processes must centre on 
the inseparable trilogy of s itu a tio n /th eo ry /  
strategy .1

For our purposes here, the first component 
of the trilogy, the situation, is represented by: 
i) the system of social relations of production, 
i.e., the political and economic system; ii) the

'F o r  a n  exce llen t d iscussion  of th e  re la tio n sh ip s  am o n g  th e 
ory , s itu a tio n  and  s tra teg ies  o f  reg ional d e v e lo p m en t in Latin  
A m erica , see  H e lm sin g  and  U rib e -E ch ev erria  (1981) and, fo r a 
m o re  g en era l co n sid e ra tio n  o f th e  subject, see, inter alia, F r ied 
m a n n  a n d  W eav er (1982) and  G o re  (1984).

specific and localized manifestation of the sys
tem at a given point in time, or in other words its 
style, "essentially ... development policies in 
action, together with the contradictions and con
flicts which are being produced deliberately or 
not” (Gracíarena, 1976);2 and iii) the prevailing 
paradigm of regional development, whose basic 
characteristics are a marked tendency towards 
industrialization, the concomitant tendency 
towards urbanization and a strong leaning 
towards centralization in respect of decision
making and administrative systems.3

In regard to this last characteristic, it should 
be noted that insofar as it refers to territorial 
decision-making relationships, centralization is 
closely associated with the counter-productive 
separation made between the subject and ob jec t  
of planning. Such a separation may have some 
value as an analytical dichotomy in some spheres 
of planning, but at the regional level its only 
effect has been that of greatly augmenting the 
already strong centralizing tendency of the para
digm. Within the framework of this dichotomy, 
the subject was and is the central — and, cer
tainly, centralized—  State, while the object was 
and is the region, which is regarded as nothing 
more than an artifact at the mercy of the subject 
and, as such, completely devoid of any legal, 
social or political capabilities since, naturally, 
objects are neither granted nor acknowledged to 
have any powers or capacities.

A theory of regional development is there
fore needed which will make it possible to 
rationalize action taken upon the regional envir
onment in such a way as to serve the interests of 
mankind; furthermore, this theory should: 
i) embody an explicit recognition of the nature 
of the social and political system of which the 
region is a part (for example, the existence of a 
large number of social actors, all of which are 
called upon to play legitimate, albeit contradic
tory, roles); ii) allow for the necessary national/ 
regional congruity in terms of the existing style, 
as well as correctly identifying the limits of what 
is possible or the degree of freedom enjoyed in 
respect of regional objectives or policies; and

2For an analysis o f  d e v e lo p m en t styles and  reg iona l d ev e lo p 
m e n t s tra teg ies, see H ilh o rs t (1981).

JA n exce llen t su m m ariza tio n  o f th e  p rev a ilin g  p a rad ig m  is to  
be found  in S to h r  and  T ay lo r (1981).
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iii) offer opportunities for altering the prevail
ing paradigm, replacing the subordinative sub
j e c t / o b j e c t  re la tio n s h ip  w ith  one of 
interdependence b etw een  su bjects , or, in other

words, converting the region from an object to a 
subject, which involves re-positioning regional 
planning within a new power distribution 
matrix.

I

The linkage between the State and the region

As this process unfolds, two subjects or two 
actors, the State and the region, come to be 
regarded virtually as one, the State. This is why 
the current tendency is to define the region as an 
autonomous political-territorial organization 
endowed with a legal identity under public law.

W hat is the nature, then, of the distribution 
of functions or the social division of labour 
between these two agents of regional develop
ment, one of long-standing and one having made 
its appearance relatively recently?4

When regional development is seen as a 
process in which responsibilities are shared by 
the State and the region, it then becomes neces
sary to determine the ways in which these two 
actors are linked to one another before recom
mendations can be made as to what public poli
cies will be the most suitable for promoting 
development.

The State influences the economic growth of 
a region through two types of processes. One is 
the apportionment, of public funds among the 
various regions (capital and current expendi
tures). In this way, the State — through the pub
lic sector of the economy—  performs an 
important function in the interregional a lloca
tion  of resources. Identifying and implementing 
procedures for providing a consistent form of 
guidance for this process have, moreover, consti
tuted the traditional function and modality of 
regional planning.

As the only political agent having legitimate 
coercive power, the State imposes upon all other

“T h e  "ag en t o f lo n g -s tan d in g "  is, con tra ry  to  w h a t o n e  m ig h t 
th in k , the  region, w hose  em ergence  as a social and political un it 
considerably  an ted a tes  th a t o f th e  State.

economic agents a given economic policy frame
work, both "macro” and sectoral, which has indi
rect impacts of various types and extents on each 
region. In other words, the general framework of 
economic policy is not neutral fr o m  th e  reg ion a l 
standpoint.

Seen from this angle, the effects or impacts 
of a given package of economic policies may be 
either positive for a specific region (in which 
case this indirect State action adds to the direct 
impact of its allocation of resources to the 
region) or negative (in which case this indirect 
action cancels out or even outweighs this same 
State’s direct actions in the region). Under cer
tain circumstances, situations of this kind may 
give rise, within the framework of regional plan
ning, to an additional function of a compensa
tory nature whereby it seeks to offset, through 
(political) negotiation processes, these adverse 
effects through, for example, increased fiscal 
expenditure, at least in some regions.

In the best of cases, then, State action in a 
given region sets up conditions which are condu
cive to economic growth. Bearing in mind the 
differences which exist between development 
and economic growth pure and simple, however, 
it is evident that the transition from one situa
tion to the other will depend to a much greater 
extent on what the region itself can do — on its 
capacity f o r  socia l organ ization —  than on the 
actions of the State.

In this respect, the linkage between the State 
(as a government apparatus) and the region (as a 
social actor) is a decisive factor in determining 
the success of efforts to promote genuine 
regional development. Regardless of the amount 
of resources which the State may furnish to a 
region, the region will not achieve development 
if it lacks a regional society, a complex society
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having truly regional institutions, a political 
class, an entrepreneurial class, community-based 
social organizations, and political projects of its 
own for whose sake it is capable of concerting its 
efforts on a collective basis. This is why a contra
diction in terms arises when one assumes that 
the State can, by itself, "develop” a region.

This would appear to be the pivotal issue as 
regards regional development. All else is subor
dinate to the achievement of an active arrange
ment between the State and the region. The 
region’s natural resources, geographical posi
tions, and absolute and comparative advantages 
are all certainly important elements and positive 
factors in stimulating the growth of the regions 
and in attaining a better balance among them, 
but in the final analysis, these factors are 
nonetheless subordinate to the political and 
social elements mentioned above.

A more up-to-date and integral concept of 
regional development thus demands a recogni
tion of the existence of three complementary 
and interdependent functions within what is 
commonly referred to as "regional planning”. 
The first such function, the a llocation  o f  résou t- 
ces y is economic in nature, centralized in respect 
of its execution and regionally exogenous; the 
second, that of compensating for or o ffsettin g  
the adverse impacts of economic policy, is essen
tially political in nature, procedurally deconcen
trated and also regionally exogenous; the third, 
that of soc ia l activation , is social in nature, 
clearly decentralized, and regionally endogen
ous. This is, of course, a more complex concept 
whose implementation is more difficult. It is 
also, however, potentially more effective and 
fulfils the first condition required for the 
rebuilding of planning theory.5

II
The agenda for building a regional society

W hat elements are required in order to construct 
a theory that will aid in this attempt to convert 
the region-as-object into a region-as-subject, 
which is the central issue of the present 
discussion?

Once such requirement is a different distri
bution of political power within society; this 
might be thought of in terms of a new "social 
pact” between the State and the civilian society 
— a society which is in part manifested and 
organized in its constituent regions—  and politi
cal/territorial decentralization is the tool used to 
forge this new social pact.

Hence, reg ion a l d ev e lo p m en t an d  terr ito r ia l  
d ecen tra lization  are two processes which in 
practice form a single self-contained process 
whose nature and dimension are clearly both 
political and social.6

In almost every case, regional decentraliza
tion entails the need to construct the regions in a 
p o lit ica l  sense. As was once said, the regions

have to be "politified”. In other words, the 
regions need to be endowed with bodies that will 
form an autonomous political and administra
tive structure, thereby allowing them to take on 
the status of autonomous political/territorial 
entities having a legal identity under public law. 
Although the names may vary, these regional 
bodies are: an elected or partially elected 
regional authority, a regional legislative assem
bly, a regional economic and social council, and 
the various regional administrative agencies.

If this process is to be a truly democratic one 
as well, then the share of political power given to 
the region must not be entrusted solely to a 
formal organizational structure or a hegemonic 
social group. There must be a "socially approp
riate” depository for such power, and this can be 
no other than the organized regional society or 
community.7 In practice, this in turn implies the 
need to construct the region in a soc ia l sense.

5T h is  is a b rie f su m m ary  o f  th e  h ypo thesis  concern ing  
reg ional d ev e lo p m en t p re sen ted  m ore  fully in B oisier (1982).

6T h is  idea is developed  by B oisier (1987).

7Since m any o f  th e  reg ions  used for p lan n in g  pu rposes  are  
c reations  ex nihito (P alm a, 1982) o r  a re  very nearly  so, it m ay be 
v irtually  a fic tion  to  m ake th e  a ssu m p tio n  th a t an o rgan ized  
reg ional society o r  com m unity  ex ists  as a given .
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The region's development thus also involves an 
important social dimension. In social terms, the 
construction or building of a region means 
optimizing its capacity for self-organization so 
as to transform an inanimate and, in the final 
analysis, passive community divided by sectoral 
interests and having little awareness of its terri
torial identity into an organized, cohesive com
munity which is aware of its identity as a society 
and region and is capable of mobilizing in order 
to further its collective political projects, i.e., 
capable of becoming a subject of its own develop
ment. The construction of such an edifice is 
clearly a social task having quite specific charac
teristics, since not all forms of regional social 
organization serve to promote an equitable and 
democratic type of regional development. The 
kind of development we are speaking about here 
presupposes a regional society that is organized 
in a spirit of concerted effort and social 
participation.

In a book published recently in Chile, Jordi 
Borja, Deputy Mayor of Barcelona and a special
ist in urban geography, discusses a very similar 
concept:

"Decentralization is a comprehensive pro
cess presupposing, on the one hand, the 
acknowledged existence of a subject [underlined 
in the original] — a territorially-based society or 
community—  capable of assuming responsibil
ity for the management of collective interests 
and endowed with a sociocultural and political 
administrative identity and, on the other hand, 
the transference to this subject of a range of 
areas  o f  respon sib ility  an d  resources  (financial, 
human, material) which it does not yet have and 
which it can manage on an independent basis 
within the prevailing legal framework” (Borja, 
1987).8

There will invariably be a need to undertake 
what may be referred to as the "construction” of 
a regional society whenever the institutional 
structure predates and attempts to create the 
reg ion a l structure. In some cases (Catalonia, 
Galicia and the Basque provinces in Spain may

sln  th e  sam e  volum e, B orja said th a t ..."It is generally  agreed  
th a t te rr i to r ia l d iv isions should  be based on  un its  h av ing  a social 
a n d /o r  cu ltu ra l identity [un d erlin ed  in th e  tex t]  and  c om m on  
in te re s ts  w hich  justify  th e  ex istence  o f re p re sen ta tiv e  political 
s tru c tu re s  and  w hich  facilitate civic partic ipa tion .

be good examples), the reg ion a l d em a n d  is what 
triggers decentralization and regional develop
ment efforts. In others (France and Latin Am er
ica in general), the g ov ern m en ta l su pp ly , which 
may arise out of different rationalities, precedes 
the demand and superimposes a given regionali
zation upon the territory in question.9 This 
immediately opens up a vast and ill-defined 
realm of exploration as regards how a region is 
to be defined and how this gives rise to regionali
zation initiatives. The history of this matter 
demonstrates that priority was mistakenly 
placed on the discussion of the nature of what 
might be called the con ta in er  (size, boundaries, 
etc.) whereas what should have been empha
sized was the structure of the co n ten t .ln  praCti- 
cal terms, this led to the ia i lu f e o f  most 
regionalization efforts. The above situation pro
vides direct evidence of the need to "construct a 
society” as has subsequently been attested to by 
events in, for example, France since 1982.

"Generally speaking, they [the first experi
ments with decentralized planning] have served 
as a vast seedbed for social experimentation... 
They have provided, at least in some cases, an 
opportunity for a rapprochement and for a wide- 
ranging discussion among various groups and 
interests which, despite the fact that they were 
all situated in a single territory, had become 
accustomed to considering each other as 
outsiders...”

"Perhaps the main point of immediate inter
est as regards these first experiments with 
decentralized planning is that they were forms 
of collective self-teaching, ways of learning to 
assume the collective responsibility for a terri
tory and for its future. Although they fell far 
short of generating a self-focused type of devel
opment at the 'grass-roots’ level, they did help to 
revive local and regional networks of contacts

9In chis co n tex t, an  o b serv a tio n  m ade by J . F ried m an n  20 
years ago re ta ins its validity. H e  no ted  th a t even  th o u g h  each o f th e  
reg ions in C hile had an  econom ic p ro file  o f its o w n , th e  cu ltu ral 
varia tions am ong  th e m  w ere  slight. H e  asserted  th a t, generally  
speak ing , C hileans w ere  a q u ite  hom ogeneous p eo p le  w hose 
a tta ch m en t to  th e ir  na tive  land w as very weak. A ccording to  
F riedm ann , th e  reg ions o f C hile w ere  th e re fo re  artificially-created  
econom ic un its  ra th e r  th a n  o rgan ic  h isto rico -cu ltu ra l o r  political 
en tities. T h e  prov inces, w hich  are  th e  un its  th a t fo rm  th e  reg ions, 
w ere described by h im  as be ing  no m o re  th a n  adm in is tra tiv e  
subd iv isions m odeled a fte r the  p refectura! system  in F rance (F rie d 
m an n , 1969).
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and caused a territorial awareness to emerge or 
re-emerge within a portion of the population 
and its leaders. This territorial awareness 
becomes all the stronger as the agents of a terri
tory have the opportunity, in the course of their 
work together, to see for themselves that they 
may have common interests” (Planque, 1985).

The task of building a regional society begins 
with an effort to find out how many and what 
types of agents of development are present in 
the region or, to be more precise, how many and 
what types of agents of the development o f  the 
region there are, and proceeds to the identifica
tion of the linking mechanisms which bind them  
together and which make it possible to speak of 
an interrelated grou p  of agents rather than 
merely an unrelated series of them. These two 
pieces of information are basic to the establish
ment of mechanisms of social activation.

In a recent article, Wolfe presented a list 
which could, in principle, be used as a direct 
means of identifying the existing agents in  the 
region or o f  the region, Wolfe used the following 
categories: 1. political leaders, 2. planners and 
other public technocrats, 3- other bureaucrats,
4. capitalists and entrepreneurs, 5. managers 
and other private technocrats, 6. military offic
ers, 7. judges and lawyers, 8. trade union leaders,
9. leaders of associations of professionals,
10. owners of mass communication media,
11. academics and intellectuals, 12. leaders and 
spokesmen of religious movements and organi
zations, 13- leaders of student organizations, 
14. leaders and ideologists who reject the 
market-oriented economy, and 15. leaders of 
movements pf the rural and urban poor (Wolfe, 
1987). In considering this list of agents, it is 
important to bear in mind that they all have a 
distinct rationality  o f  th e ir  ow n , which may not 
necessarily coincide with those of the others. To 
put it another way, they all interpret the regional 
issue and, in particular, their place within it (the 
relative costs and benefits of a given position) in 
a certain way. This constitutes one of the main 
obstacles to the mounting of a concerted social 
effort within the region.

The first "amended” rule of Orwell’s animal 
farm applies to these agents, in that, although all 
of them are "agents”, some of them are "more 
agents” than others. In this sense, a particularly 
important role is played by those agents having a

direct influence on resource use, either because 
they bring in resources from other regions or 
because they have an influence on the reg ion a l 
appropriation and reinvestment of the surplus.

In terms of the form taken by their activity, 
these agents may act either individually or collec
tively. In the latter case, they are grouped in 
public agencies that are usually consultative in 
nature, such as regional development councils or 
the like, and the legitimacy of their representa
tive role is a matter of crucial importance.10

Two factors which are just as important as 
the number of agents present in a region are the 
distinction between agents o f  the region and 
agents in  the region and the analysis of the 
substantive links among them. The linkage of 
the agents or their adherence to a common 
framework (something which still falls short of 
concerted effort) is manifested in a shared cultu
ral frame of reference or in a regional political 
project. The first denotes an ascribed regional 
identity; the second, an acquired regional iden
tity. Whichever the case may be, what is involved 
is the p rin cip le  o f  identity  described by Touraine 
as the first of the elements which serve to define 
a "social movement” (in this case, a regional 
one). As indicated by Laserna (1986), this iden
tity relates to certain basic conditions or qualities 
shared by the collectivity, which in the case of a 
regional cultural identity have to do with the 
physical setting, traditions, forms of social 
organization, myths and expressions linked to 
the language, literature, music, dance and other 
forms of collective expression.

As an element serving to bind the agents 
together, a regional political project functions as 
an alternative and/or supplement to the 
regional culture. At each stage in their history, 
all regional societies have some sort of political 
project; this project may be either explicit or 
implicit, may involve many objectives or a few 
partial goals, may be a project of change, a con
servative project or one of compromise, and may 
involve a greater or lesser degree of coerciveness 
as regards the distribution of power and social

l0T h is  top ic  is b eg in n in g  to  becom e a subject o f  in tense  
debate  in  Chile, for ex am p le , w h ere  reg ional d ev e lo p m en t councils 
a re  scheduled  to  begin func tion ing  in 1988. T h e se  consu lta tive  
reg iona l bodies, se t up  by th e  g o v e rn m en t, a re  based  o n  a good  idea, 
bu t th e ir  re p re s e n ta d viry and legitim acy are  debatable.
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resources. In addition, all political projects are 
based, either explicitly or implicitly, on a set of 
values and beliefs concerning the structure of 
society and how it should function which give 
rise to a certain view of the type of future society 
that is desired and of the process of social change 
that will help to create it. In this sense, a political 
project has a predominant ideology, which has 
an influence both on the identification of social 
goals and on the legitimacy accorded to the 
means that are to be used to reach those ends 
(Solari et al., 1980). The existence of a regional 
political project presupposes the existence of a 
regional "society”, which is precisely what has to 
be constructed in order for it to be possible to 
structure a regional project. The logical conclu
sion, then, is that the construction of a regional 
society and the specification of a political project 
are simultaneous and interactive tasks.

R eg ion a l society, id eo logy  an d  reg ion a l 
m ov em en ts  would appear to be three basic con
cepts subsumed by the overall idea of "building a 
regional society”. The idea of a regional society 
should be understood as that of a social sphere, in 
a broad sense, in which a set of particular social 
practices and relationships take place and are 
repeated. This concept refers to a structural and 
political unit set within corresponding social 
spheres which are constantly interacting with 
others and changing-m accordance with the var
ious phases of national development (F. Cald
erón, cited by Laserna, 1986). The social sphere 
and the accompanying geographical sphere are 
linked by a reciprocal delineation or one-to-one 
correspondence.

The ideology in question is regionalism . 
This term, strictly speaking, represents the idea 
of the region in action as an id eo log y , as a social 
movement or as the theoretical foundations for 
regional planning (Schwartz, 1974) because, 
apart from being a physical entity, the region 
also gradually becomes a collective conscious
ness. As H.W . Odum observed long ago, region
alism represents the philosophy and the 
technique of self-help and of self-development, 
together with the initiative by which each area is 
not only aided, but is also committed to the full 
development of its own resources and capacities. 
This, on the one hand, contrasts with the 
regional dependence of a nation or with the 
sub-marginality of one region as compared to

others; on the other hand, it also contrasts with 
foreign exploitation. It presupposes that the key 
factor in the redistribution of wealth and in 
equality of opportunity is each region’s capabil
ity to create wealth and, through advances in 
respect of the consumption of goods, to maintain 
this capability and to retain this wealth by means 
of well-balanced programmes of production and 
consumption (H.W . Odum as cited by Fried
mann and Weaver, 1982).

Regional social movements — which are an 
expression of the regionalism of a society—  are, 
as defined by Laserna (1986), collective actions 
that give an explicit form to an identity asso
ciated with a given territory to which these 
movements attribute, or on the basis of which 
they lay claim to, a number of particular features 
(economic, cultural, ethnic, historical, geogra
phical, political, etc.). In order to conserve the 
broad inclusiveness of the territorial basis of this 
identity, such movements are constantly faced 
with the need to establish forums and mecha
nisms for concerting social efforts and are thus 
prompted to engage in democratic practices in 
order to allow their heterogeneous members to 
express themselves.

Based on the foregoing, it is possible to deli
neate the sequence of actions which lead to the 
regions’ achievement of the status of quasi- 
States , or to their establishment as such, i.e., as 
subjects born of a highly decentralization- 
oriented process of constructing a reg ion a l 
society.

The starting point for this process is an 
analysis of the fa b r ic  o f  society , a concept which 
refers to the identification of agents of regional 
development o f  th e  reg ion  (after the style of 
Wolfe) and of the lin kages  which bind them 
together. As already noted, the substantive lin
kage of these agents may be accomplished by 
reference to a com m on  culture or by means of a 
regional p o litica l pro ject.

The fabric of society also defines the set of 
comm unity-based social organizations (neigh
bourhood councils, centres providing services 
for mothers, youth centres, sports clubs, etc.) 
through which the population, by virtue of a 
group effort, manages to achieve certain objec
tives that are free of political implications in the 
sense that they affect neither the resources nor 
the superstructure of the society. These organi
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zations are a vehicle for "micro-participation”, 
which is somewhat similar to the concept of 
grass-roots democracy. Some time ago, Fried
mann used the concept of "social development 
enclaves” to explore a similar subject m atter.11

As regards the idea of a regional political 
project, the notion of building a regional society 
relates to the specific proposals which go to 
make up such a project. These proposals gener
ally take the form of various types of demands 
aimed at achieving a different p o s it io n  for the 
region within the national political and eco
nomic system. This is an ongoing issue rather 
than one arising out of a specific situation at a 
given point in time; by the same token, any 
political project is a long-term effort, although it 
is, of course, initiated in the "here and now” 
rather than at some distant point in the future. It 
follows from what was said in the preceding 
paragraph that all regional political projects, 
either explicitly or implicitly, challenge the 
quantitative and/or qualitative domination to 
which the region is subject.

Regionalism as the ideology of a regional 
political project, is embraced by a reg ion a l  
society. The existence of such a society, inasmuch 
as it is a concrete manifestation of an organic and 
ideologized social fabric, attests to the existence 
of a socially  con stru cted  reg ion , which gives 
expression to its own political project through 
reg ion a l m ov em en ts . The main, most long- 
lasting and most comprehensive demand of 
these movements is the d em an d  f o r  th e  d ecen 
tra lization  of an autonomy which will ultimately 
lead to the formation of a politica lly  constructed  
region . This, in its turn will give rise to the idea 
of the region as a quasi-State  in legal and politi
cal terms, in other words, as a political institu
tion endowed with some of the attributes 
ascribed to the State as an association of individ
uals. This concept is of particular importance as 
regards the supplantation of the typical relation
ship in which the region is subordinate to the

1‘F ried m an n  re fe rred  to  th e  "active  p e rip h e rie s"  as social 
d e v e lo p m en t enclaves po ssess in g  a s tro n g  p o te n tia l fo r o rg an iz in g
them selves  in  o rd e r  to  ach ieve su sta in ed  econom ic g row th . H e 
p ro p o sed  th a t th is  p o ten tia l be te rm e d  " th e ir  capacity fo r social 
d e v e lo p m en t"  (F rie d m an n , 1973). N o te  th e  s im ilarity , a lth o u g h  it 
goes no  fu r th e r  th a n  th a t, o f  th e  concep t o f  capacity for regional 
social organization.

State by a new type o f  con certed , interdependent 
and co-operative relationship between the two 
subjects which would permit the use of new 
regional planning and management tools, after 
the style of the plan -con trats  employed in 
France since its decentralization under 
M itterrand.12

An important aspect of this idea has to do 
with what prompts concerted regional efforts or 
what moves people to undertake them and the 
subsequent leadership of regional movements. 
In an interesting contribution to the study of 
regional movements, Abalos (1985) stated that 
the issue of participation in such movements 
may be addressed on two different levels: one 
regards the ability to call people together and 
thus to garner mass support, while the other 
relates to the origin and nature of the leaders and 
activists in these causes. According to Abalos, 
regional movements attempt to mobilize the 
people on a vertical basis, i.e., without reference 
to intra-regional differences in status, social and 
economic class, and power. Their proclamations 
thus serve to unify the various social sectors and 
occupational groups.

Another aspect refers to the origin of 
regional activists. Abalos (1985) asserted that, 
while precise definitions are impossible, it would 
seem reasonable to assume that such leaders 
have, insofar as dealing with regional political 
problems is concerned, abilities, knowledge and 
perspectives on the issues which are superior to 
those of the majority of the local population.

It is likely that this capacity for calling peo
ple together and for encouraging concerted 
effort can be more fully developed in institutions 
(belonging to or established in the region) 
which, by their very nature and focus, function 
on a multisectoral and supra-class basis. This 
fact, in combination with the social prestige 
accorded to those institutions which are reposi
tories of scientific knowledge or which take a

t2T h is  co m p reh en siv e  con trac t is p rep a red  by th e  C h airm an  
o f  th e  C onseil R ég ional o n  b e h a lf  o f th e  reg ion  and  by th e  A d m in 
is tra to r  o f  th e  reg ion  fo r th e  R epublic  and  o n  b eh a lf o f  th e  S tate. 
T h ese  p la n n in g  co n trac ts  have th re e  m a in  co m p o n en ts: specific 
action  p ro g ra m m es  in w hich  objectives and  costs a re  specified ; 
concerted  e ffo rts  to  m o d ern ize  th e  econom y as regards th e  in p u ts  
and o u tp u ts  o f  the  p rod u c tio n  process and  to  p ro m o te  g rea te r 
social justice; and s tra teg ies  for d ealing  w ith  specific reg iona l 
charac te ris tics  (B enko, 1987).
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moral stand, would seem to indicate that institu
tions such as universities or the Church (the 
latter term being used in a broad sense) are in a 
particularly good position to serve as "inductors” 
into a regionally concerted societal effort.

Such concerted efforts, whether between the 
region and the State or among the actors or 

! agents within a region, may be regarded as the 
outcome of genuine processes of social syner
gism which are characteristic of an open system, 
as are all regions. The ideas formulated by 
Haken are therefore applicable here. Haken con
tends that the various components of an open 
system are constantly trying out new mutual 
positions, new movements or reactions, which 
invariably involve numerous individual compo

nents of the system. Under the influence of a 
steady stream of energy inputs, one or more of 
these movements or reactions will prove to be 
superior to the rest (Haken, 1984). In the re
creative venture represented by regional plan
ning and decentralization, these inputs of energy 
are nothing less than the collective political will 
of the people to reach a higher stage of develop
ment and democracy (Boisier, 1987). The 
answer to the implied question as to how much 
political energy needs to be injected into the 
system in order to induce such a synergetic pro
cess is that it is a large amount but — as evi
denced by the relatively recent cases of France 
and Spain—  not nearly so much as would be 
entailed by any revolutionary utopia.

in
The State and the domination of the region

It is impossible to understand regional underde
velopment or development without considering 
the State. Since not all the actors involved in a 
given regional situation are equal, it is essential 
to bear in mind the forms of domination that are 
at work and the distribution of the resources of 
the society in question (Solari, et a l., 1980).

But which State or which concept of the 
State is of primary interest here? Clearly, we are 
more concerned with this agent as a political 
entity than as a public institutional apparatus. 
Nonetheless, all of the numerous facets of the 
State are involved.

If the task of building a regional society 
leads, as observed earlier, to the emergence of a 
regional quasi-State , the purpose of this is to 
permit the regions — or at least somç of them—  
to form appropriate linkages with the State. 
This, in its turn, requires that an understanding 
be gained of the various rationalities (political, 
economic, legal, etc.) which account for and 
guide State action.

O’Donell (1984) sees the State as "the spe
cifically political component of the domination 
of a territorially-delimited society”. Maranhao 
(1982), for his part, says that: "The State is 
essentially a social relationship of domination

and is revealed as an instrument of class insofar 
as it provides a basis for and organizes relation
ships of domination through institutions cus
tomarily holding a monopoly on the means of 
coercion within a defined territory, thereby 
ensuring the existence of a system in which the 
components of civilian society are linked to one 
another on an unequal footing” (Maranhao, 
1982).

In respect of some of the functions per
formed by the State by virtue of its ability to 
dominate, the statements made by the above- 
mentioned authors bear repeating here. For 
example, Maranhao argues that: "Nevertheless, 
to the extent that these State institutions are 
regarded as having a leg itim ate  [underlined in 
the original] right to ensure the continued exist
ence of the system of social domination, the State 
is seen as a m ed iator  of social conflicts.” For his 
part, O’Donell says: "The State ensures and 
organizes the reproduction of the society qua 
capitalist because it is involved in a relationship 
of 'structural complicity’ with that society.” 
Solari, Boeninger, Franco and Palma (1980) 
underscore three functions associated with the 
State’s role in planning: the State is the party 
responsible for the legal act of planning, an actor
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vis-à-vis  civilian society, and, finally, a political 
integration and support mechanism.

The above quotations raise a significant 
issue: d om in ation  would appear to be an intrin
sic feature of the very concept of the State, one of 
the purposes for which it is used being to direct 
the economic system towards the attainment of 
specific objectives that are expressed as a given 
function of social preference (in economic 
terms) or as a given political project (in sociolog
ical terms), e.g., the maximization of the growth 
rate or the achievement of a certain pattern as 
regards the distribution of wealth.

In view of the importance attributed to it, 
the concept of domination needs to be accurately 
described. This task was taken on by O’Donell, 
who formulated the following definition:

"I understand domination (or power) as 
being the existing and potential capacity to 
impose one’s will upon others on a regular basis, 
even — but not necessarily—  in the face of resist
ance. Domination is relational: it is a type of 
relationship between social subjects. It is by defi
nition asymmetrical, since it is an unequal rela
tionship. This asymmetry arises out of the 
differential control over certain resources, owing 
to which it is usually possible to influence what 
the dominated party does and does not do to a 
sufficient extent to ensure that this party’s 
behaviour will be in keeping with the express, 
tacit or presumed will of the dominant actor. It 
would serve no purpose to take an exhaustive 
inventory of these resources, but it would be 
useful to identify a few which are very important 
sources of support for such domination. The first 
is the control of means of physical coercion 
which are either self-mobilizing or can be mobil
ized by a third party. Another is control over 
economic resources. A third is control over 
information resources in the broad sense, includ
ing scientific and technological know-how. 
Finally, there is ideological control; this is the 
means by which the dominated party comes to 
see the asymmetrical relationship in which he is 
a part as being just and natural and, as a result, 
neither understands nor questions this relation
ship as being one of domination” (O'Donell, 
1984).

In order to employ the idea of domination 
within the context of the region, in other words, 
in order to arrive at a genuine understanding of

what is meant when speaking of linkages of 
dom ination/dependence in ''ce n tra l/p e ri
pheral" models à la Friedm ann , it is necessary to 
introduce some of the basic concepts of the gen
eral theory of systems.

A system is an arrangement of animate or 
inanimate entities or objects which receive cer
tain flows of inputs and which are limited to 
acting in a predetermined manner upon these 
inputs so as to produce certain outputs, the 
object being to maximize a given input/output 
function.13

It is also necessary to bear in mind that the 
essence of systems analysis lies in the fact that 
what is best for the whole is not necessarily best 
for each component of the system.

Put another way, this means that in order for 
the system  to run optim ally , th e  su bsystem s m ay  
h av e to fu n ction  sub-optim ally .

Returning to the concept of the State, but 
this time using an approach taken from the field 
of political positivism rather than from an ideo
logical standpoint, the State may be understood 
as an association  o f  individuals, i.e., as a society 
created by men and endowed with certain known 
characteristics (obligatory membership, terri
toriality, the leg itim ate  use o f  fo r c e )  by these 
individuals so that this society or particular 
grouping known as the State may perform cer
tain social tasks which the individuals them
selves — or the associations that act as their 
intermediaries—  either cannot carry out (giving 
rise to a subsidiary State) or do not wish to 
undertake (giving rise to a supplementary and, 
of course, centralized State). One of the tasks 
delegated to this association of individuals will 
be — in either of the two cases described—  to 
op tim ize  th e  fu n ction in g  o f  th e  soc ia l system  in 
term s o f  a n u m ber o f  collectively  accep ted  
results, e.g., maximizing the growth rate of pro
duction or achieving a given distribution of 
income. Strictly speaking, then, the term "social 
system” denotes a number of different systems, 
one of which is the regional system.

It may thus be stated that one of the tasks 
assigned to the State is to maximize, in keeping 
with the prevailing styles of development, the 
growth rate of the social product from the stand-

1JT h is  is th e  d e fin itio n  o f a system  p ro p o sed  long ago by R.B. 
K resh e r. It is used, fo r ex am p le , in Stanley  (1966).
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point of the group of regions forming a regional 
system, whose boundaries, as it were, coincide 
with those of the whole. If the State is to perform  
such an assignment, it will have to proceed in 
such a fashion that one or more subsystems 
(regions) may have to function sub-optimally. It 
is at this point that the idea of domination comes 
into play because the State can remain true to its 
own nature and purpose only by making use of 
this capacity.

The true meaning and implications of the 
domination/dependence relationship have not 
escaped the attention of some specialists. For 
example, C. Gore remarked that:

"Moreover, as soon as co-ordination mecha
nisms for planning the allocation of resources at 
the regional level are established, the conflicts 
between the achievement of national and 
regional objectives will begin to become evident. 
The government may contend that its policies 
have been designed for the 'common good’ of all 
those living in the national territory, but no 
matter how this idea is defined, the attainment 
of the 'common good’ on the national scale will 
run counter to its achievement at the regional 
level and vice versa.14 A policy which theoreti
cally serves the common good’ of the inhabit
ants of the national territory will not serve the 
'common good’ of the people in some regions of 
that territory ...” (Gore, 1984).

Thus, the State lim its  the possibilities of 
material expansion in some regions, or, in other 
words, it dom in ates  th e  reg ion s in quantitative  
te rm s , preventing them from maximizing their 
production. In other somewhat more subtle 
cases, the State may d om in ate  reg ion s in qualita
tiv e  term s  in the sense that, although the State 
encourages the region to maximize its produc
tion, it channels this production in a direction or 
manner in keeping, not with the region’s needs, 
but with those of the nation and/or other 
regions.

Indeed, the territorial expansion of a capital
ist system whose style is oriented towards the

MT h is  is clearly illu s tra ted  by the  experiences  of a n u m b er of 
coun tries. For ex am p le , d u rin g  th e  1950s in A rg en tin a  th e  Federal 
In v e s tm e n t C ouncil (CFI) w as founded  as a resu lt o f a political 
ag reem en t am ong  th e  prov inces. T h e  R epublic  as such is no t a 
m em b er o f  th is  in s titu tio n , w hose pu rpose  is to rep re sen t and 
defend  th e  in te re s ts  o f the  p rov inces as a g roup , as d is tinc t from  
th o se  o f th e  N a tio n  (a u th o r’s no te).

maximization of production reflects an internal 
logic which directs the system towards the pene
tration of new spheres that are not part of the 
areas in which accumulation has traditionally 
taken place. It then imposes, on a reduced scale, a 
style upon these spheres which is in every way 
similar to that prevailing at the national level 
and sets up a relationship of domination that 
plays an essential role in ensuring the reproduc
tion of the pattern of accumulation.15

The State’s necessary domination of certain 
regions does not mean that it must take direct 
action as such or even action through its tempor
ary political structure, i.e., the government. The 
more capitalized regions, whose interests coin
cide almost entirely with the "overall interests” 
of the society as represented by the State, act as 
vehicles for this domination. W hat significant 
difference can there be between the "interests” 
of the country and the "interests" of the central 
region (the traditional site of accumulation) if 
the latter accounts, for example, for 70%  or 80%  
of the country’s manufacturing output within 
the framework of a style in which industry is the 
leading sector?16

This phenomenon of domination which 
arises out of the system ic  nature of the regional 
grouping, also occurs on a descending scale 
between the lower rungs of the national 
"ladder”. Thus, for example, the central south
ern region d om in ates  the north-eastern region 
in Brazil; and if the north-eastern region is, in its 
turn, considered as a system of various federated 
states, it may be seen that it is probably the case 
that Bahia dom in ates  Ceará and that, within 
Ceará, the municipality of Fortaleza d om in ates  
the other municipalities, and so forth.

For all regions, it is essential to "discover” 
the identity of the agent dominating them and 
the type of subordination to which they are sub
ject. For some regions, eliminating this relation
ship of domination signifies paving the way for 
them to convert their growth into development,

n M any au th o rs  — including  H arvey  (1982), B oisier (1982) 
and de M attos (1983 )—  have discussed th e  ra tiona le  o f th e  te r r i 
to ria l expansion  o f a cap italist system  from  various ideological 
v iew points.

16For exam ple, the  s ta te  of Serg ipe in  n o rth -ea s te rn  Brazil is 
"dep en d en t upon  and d om ina ted  by": a) the  B razilian  S tate ; b) the  
s ta te  o f S3o Paulo; o r c) by each  and b o th  o r, to pu t it a n o th e r way, 
by SSo Pau lo  on behalf o f th e  na tiona l State.
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whereas for others, overcoming this domination 
is a prerequisite for the realization of their 
growth potential. In both cases, while some 
aspects may vary, this is probably the most 
important function of a planned regional devel
opment effort. And this task will also constitute 
a basic component of the reg ion a l p o litica l  
p ro jec t .

But is it possible to eliminate a relationship 
of domination/dependence between, for exam
ple, region A (dominant) and region B (depend
ent) if it is the outcome of the dual logic of 
t e r r i t o r i a l  e x p a n s i o n  a n d  s y s t e m i c  
optimization?

Let us first consider quantitative d om in a 
t io n , i.e., that which takes the form of the impo
sition of a lower lev e l an d  rate  of production 
than what the region is capable of achieving. It 
must be assumed that this modality of domina
tion operates by means of the interregional pro
cess of resource allocation,17 whereby a smaller 
flow of resources is channelled to these regions 
than what the regional economies could absorb 
without generating inflationary pressures; in 
addition, this modality also functions by means 
of the possible negative impact of overall and 
sectoral economic policies. It would be feasible to 
alter the interregional pattern of resource alloca
tion by significantly improving the reg io n ’s bar
gain ing p o s it io n  based on its capacity for social 
organization at this level. The latter factor is 
closely related to the possibilities of developing a 
regional political project (Boisier, 1982).

Q u alita tiv e  d o m in a t io n , i.e., wherein
regional expansion is determined in accordance 
with the needs of the dominant region, is seen in 
the case of those regions into which the system is 
in the process of being introduced; as noted 
earlier, a style similar to the dominant overall 
style is imposed upon these regions.18 In such a 
situation, eliminating linkages marked by domi
nation/dependence may represent a much more 
complex challenge. In part, this is because there 
is the danger that their domination may also take 
on an id eo log ica l  dimension in the sense used by 
O’Donell, in which case no social forces having 
political power will question it. And in part, it is 
also because these regions totally identify with 
(and are incorporated into) the dominant forces 
of the national/regional dyad. The success of 
these regions is the success of the system and of 
its particular style, and vice-versa.

The mounting of a con certed  e ffo r t  by the 
region and the State with a view to identifying 
and executing projects in areas (of production or 
research) which fulfill shared needs may, in such 
instances, be a good means of reducing th e  p r o 
p ortion  of local activities designed to serve the 
interests of the dominant region and thus mak
ing its growth more endogenous. This is both a 
condition for and a feature of the d ev e lo p m en t  of 
the region.19 As has already been said, concerted 
efforts of this type are only possible when the 
regions in question have been p o litica lly  an d  
socially  constructed  as such.

IV
The building of regional societies: 

a utopian form of social engineering?

In taking up the challenge of constructing 
regional societies, there is always a danger that 
the actors concerned will give in to the tempta
tion of resorting to centralization, domination 
and authoritarianism, which, in the final analy
sis, are external to the region. Of course, a region

17A ssum ing  th a t th e re  a re  n o  co n cu rren t s tru c tu ra l con
s tra in ts  such  as, fo r ex am p le , a sh o rtag e  o f n a tu ra l resources o r  a
p o p u la tio n  o f too  sm all a size.

that follows this path will never — as has become 
quite clear—  cease to be subject to social manipu-

l8T h ese  a re , th e re fo re , reg ions  w hich  are  assigned  a to p  
p rio r ity  in actuality, and  th e ir  m ode o f p roduction  w ill be  based on 
in d u s tria liza tio n  and  u rban iza tion . T h e se  a re  th e  cases o f  reg ional 
d ev e lo p m en t w hich  a re  usually considered  to  b e  "successful". T hey  
are , in  o th e r  w ords, th e  new  cen tres  o f accum ulation.

19H e re  too , F rance’s plan-contrats a re  a good  ex am p le  o f 
ag re em en ts  co nce rn ing  th e  jo in t execu tion  o f  activ ities  and  th e  
jo in t p ro m o tio n  o f scientific  and  technological research.
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lation. The people — the object, subject and 
beneficiary of development—  will remain an 
entelechy.

Under these circumstances, one is dealing 
with a project of utopian social engineering (to 
use the expression coined by K. Popper), thus 
called because it depletes itself while leading 
nowhere and remaining isolated from the social 
forces that could make it viable. According to 
Popper, all social utopias, when transformed 
into a political project (i.e., that involve the 
control of power), exhibit a strong tendency 
towards authoritarianism.

The building of a regional society can only be 
accomplished with and by the regional commun
ity, even if this community is, in the beginning, 
incipient and ill-defined. Outside aid, which is 
normally needed at the outset as an inductive 
mechanism, should be halted as soon as possible.

At this point it is necessary to return to a 
question that was posed earlier: W hat agents can 
or should act as initial "inductors” in the process 
of mobilizing the regional community? Setting 
aside the possibility that internal or external 
ev en ts  might occur which, in some cases, could 
start off this process,20 the answer seems to lie in 
the potential role of non-governm ental 
organizations.

Some of these organizations function prim
arily at very basic social levels,21 whereas others 
operate at super-structural and formal levels; 
still others carry out activities at both levels (the 
Church in particular). These organizations play 
at least two significant roles in the "construc
tion” of regional societies: firstly, their very 
presence helps to inspissate the social fabric, 
which is of intrinsic value; and, secondly, in 
certain instances they serve as "induction cen
tres” for this effort. As such, they have the con
siderable advantage of being well received and 
accepted by the population, and particularly by 
its most marginal segments. They are therefore 
considerably better suited to serving as a link

20F o r ex am p le , na tu ra l d isas te rs  th a t p ro m o te  so lidarity  o r 
po litica l o r  econom ic e v en ts  w hich  p rovoke  a collective defensive
reaction .

2'T h e  neo libera l econom ic policies th a t have been tried  o u t in 
L atin  A m erica  since th e  1970s have  led to  th e  fo rm atio n  o f a g rea t
variety  o f  "g ra ss-ro o ts” n o n -g o v e rn m en ta l o rg an iza tio n s, m any of 
w hich  p lay a p a r t  in  th e  su rv ival s tra teg ies  o f  th e  p o o re s t and  m ost
m arg in a ted  sec to rs  o f th e  popu la tion .

with the population than are public-sector agen
cies, which are at best usually suspected of pater
nalism and clientage. Regional universities 
(when they exist) and the Church were identi
fied earlier in this article as two possible induc
tive agents.

The topic of the potential role of non
governmental organizations in regional devel
opment has become a subject of inquiry in its 
own right, and its analysis therefore goes beyond 
the scope of this article.22 In any event, the point 
should be made that the articulation and mobili
zation of the regional community go hand in 
hand with the delineation of the regional politi
cal project. This is the backdrop against which 
the regional community is projected, i.e., the 
source of the pre-established objectives which 
serve as its guidelines.

The regional political project should be 
based on an ideology and a strategy both of and 
for regional development. In broad outline, such 
a strategy has as part of its ultimate objective the 
selectiv e closing23 of the region, and it relies on a 
procedure of n eg otia ted  p lan n in g ,24 which is, by 
definition, a participatory and concerted plan
ning modality. As regards the well-known para
digms of regional development, the strategy 
— and consequently the political project—  bor
rows elements from each, based as it is on the 
articulation of the two subjects or actors dis
cussed above: the State and the region.

The mobilization of the community and the 
parallel task of specifying the content of the 
political project are matters which can perhaps 
be better understood if we first answer a key 
question, namely: What can the agents of devel
opment do to further the development of their 
own region? In order to answer this question, a 
clear explanation of regional development in 
general is needed (in other words, an explicit 
th eory  is required). If this explanation is both a 
non-abstract and socially articulated one, then it 
will provide a clear idea of the role of each of the 
main actors, including political leaders, entre-

3IIssue N o. 29 (D ecem ber 1983) o f  th e  Revista latinoameri
cana de estudios urbano-regionales (E U R E ), w hich  is pub lished  by 
th e  U rban  S tudies In s titu te  o f the  C atholic U n ive rs ity  o f C hile, is 
d evo ted  in  its en tire ty  to  th e  ro le  o f  n o n -g o v e rn m en ta l o rg an iza 
tio n s  in reg ional d evelopm en t.

2)T h is  is a w e ll-know n p ostu la te  developed  byS tU hr (1981).
MT h is  idea was p resen ted  in  B oisier (1979).
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preneurs and social leaders, whose activities and 
responsibilities should form part of institutional 
and collective tasks of the region.

At this point the reader might well ask 
whether the accomplishment of all the steps 
described up until now would guarantee that the 
process of building a regional society would be 
completed. The answer is a resounding "no”. 
There is no certainty whatsoever that the imple
mentation of a given series of actions will result 
in the desired "construction of a regional 
society”. In fact, answering the above question 
with an unequivocal "yes” would place the whole 
issue back in the sphere of "utopian social engi
neering” or in that of a naive sort of voluntarism. 
While there is no recipe for attaining the objec
tive of having constructed a regional society 
within a given timespan, it is nonetheless essen
tial to have at least some outline of the task that 
lies ahead. Only after we have an approximate 
picture of the type of society and region that we 
desire can we begin to decide which are the best 
courses of action and means for reaching that 
objective and to devise a practical plan of action. 
As if the internal (in regional terms) difficulties 
involved in the process of social construction 
were few, yet another stumbling block is repres
ented by the ambiguity of the external frame
work at an international level, in addition to the 
ideological difficulties which would, of course, 
become practical political difficulties.

The ambiguity of the external framework 
stems from the two quite different types of 
impacts which the most significant technologi
cal trends are having on regional processes. 
These trends are in evidence at the international 
level, but they clearly have repercussions at the 
local level (e.g., the changes being seen in indus
trial technology and in the information scien
ces). These subjects have been touched upon by 
the author in another article (Boisier, 1987). The 
above-mentioned ideological problems relate to 
the difficulty which, as a rule, Marxists have in 
viewing social movements (in this case, regional 
ones) and strategies based on a concerted effort 
as means of promoting social change. According 
to Castells, "...by definition, the concept of a

social movement as an agent of social change is 
entirely unthinkable in Marxist theory. There 
are social struggles and mass organizations that 
rebel in defense of their interests, but there are 
no such thing as conscious, collective actors capa
ble of liberating themselves" (Castells, 1983, 
p. 400). The fact of the matter is that, in many 
regions, the political actions of some of the 
potential agents of development are guided, by 
Marxist theory, and it may therefore be assumed 
that at least the most perceptive among them  
will not accept the consolidation of a regional 
political project which, by definition, runs coun
ter to their beliefs.

If man is to resume his position at the hub of 
the development process, he will have to accept 
the fact that the construction of a regional 
society is going to be a process which involves 
going back and forth between m icro-scale  tasks 
and objectives (of action, production, mobiliza
tion, etc.) and m acro-sca le  endeavours and goals 
associated with ideological confrontation and 
the internalization of technological change. If 
the regional territory is to be placed at the ser
vice of man, it will be equally necessary to under
take tasks of social and political construction on 
both scales.

It is for this reason that the above process is 
based both on the microcosmic view of regional
ism exemplified by Gabriela Mistral when she 
said: "In geography, as in love, he who does not 
love meticulously, virtue by virtue and feature by 
feature, the reckless one, who is usually vain as 
well, who swallows up miles with his gaze, 
neither knows nor savours the details, nor sees 
nor understands, nor loves either”, and on the 
macrocosmic invitation extended by Pablo 
Neruda to construct a new world: "Rise up to be 
born with me, brother.”*

* T h e  qu o ta tio n s  of G abrie la  M istra l and Pab lo  N e ru d a  w ere  
taken, respectively, from  "R eg ionalism o", a p o rtio n  o f a lec tu re  
g iven  in Spain  w hich  w as charac te rized  as a b rie f d esc rip tio n  o f 
C hile and w hich  is included in Poesía y prosa de Gabriela Mistral 
(se lec tion  and  no tes by F lo rid o r P é rez ), S an tiago , Chile: E d ito ria l 
P ehuén , 1984; and from  "A ltu ras  de M acchu P icchu", Canto Gen
eral, S an tiago , Chile, A guilar, 1980.
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A lthough much has been w ritten about the inform al 
sector in Latin  A m erica during the past 15 years, the 
econom ic concept o f inform ality continues to be 
m ore a m atter of intuition than an idea having a 
clearly-defined analytical content. T h e  pioneering 
ILO study on the subject established the fact that the 
inform al sector was em inently  residual in nature, but 
it did not set up a consisten t analytical fram ew ork or 
an appropriate statistical indicator. In the course o f  
subsequent e fforts to devise a m ore operational defi
n ition o f the concept o f inform ality, two approaches 
have gained the widest acceptance: one, which was 
form ulated by ILO, focuses on the production ratio 
nale o f the enterprises in question; the o th er is based 
on the criterion  o f illegality and has only recently 
com e into use in the region, although it has been 
widely em ployed in the industrial countries. T hese 
two concurrent concepts thus have overlapping yet 
d ifferent coverages and aims. Each is linked to a 
d istinct ideological orientation  and therefore calls 
for a d ifferent term inology. N onetheless, neither o f 
these two definitions satisfactorily fulfills their orig i
nal purpose, which is to m easure the residual seg
m ents o f the economy. T h e  success they have 
enjoyed in the econom ic literature is rhus due more 
to their potential as a m eans of bridging the gap 
betw een the em pirical and norm ative aspects o f eco
nom ics than to their operational usefulness, which 
continues to be quite lim ited.

•Econom ic A ffa irs  O fficer, ECLACOffice in W ashing
ton, D.C.

T h e  p o in t  is th a t  t h e  b a s ic  m e t h o d o lo g 
ic a l  e le m e n t  in eco n o m ics , a n d  a l l  s o c ia l  
sc ien ce, is n ot t h e  stu dy  but th e  story .

B en jam in  W ard *

The informal sector has aroused an exceptional 
amount of interest in Latin America in recent 
years. So many studies have been published on 
this subject in such a wide range of countries 
within the region that this sector (which until a 
short time ago received very little attention in 
governmental and financial circles) has been 
explicitly incorporated into the economic poli
cies of a number of countries and into the lend
ing program m es of various multilateral 
agencies. Despite its sudden popularity, how
ever, the economic concept of informality con
tinues to be largely a matter of intuition rather 
than a clearly delineated idea. One factor which 
has contributed to this lack of clarity is the use of 
such a varied assortment of designations for this 
sector ("inform al” , "underground” , "u n re
corded”., "n o n -p ro te c te d ” , "g re y ” , e tc .) . 
Moreover, despite the large number of empirical 
studies done on this sector, the available esti
mates as to its size in the region cover a very 
wide range.1 Yet another factor is that, although 
all the recent studies indicate that this sector is 
expanding in most of the Latin American econo
mies, some regard this phenomenon as an unfa
vourable effect of the external crisis, some praise 
it as a reflection of the spirit of entrepreneur
ship, and still others have adopted countless 
different positions between these two extremes. 
It therefore comes as no surprise that the policy 
recommendations made in these studies are 
equally varied.

This great diversity of approaches to the 
same concept is nothing more than a reflection 
of the different ways in which it is defined. 
Indeed, the research projects carried out in this 
field usually start out by formulating their own

* Vi'ha! '.i Wrong With ¡iconomics? Basic Books, New York,
1972.

lIn  th e  case o f  P e ru  (th e  L a tin  A m erican  coun try  w hose 
in fo rm al sec to r has b een  studied  th e  m ost) th e  e stim a te s  range 
fro m  20 %  of th e  labour force and  7 %  of th e  p roduc t (PREALC, 
1986) to  4 8 %  o f th e  labour force and 3 9%  o f th e  product (D e S o to ,
1 9 8 6 ) .
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definition of the subject of the study, as if they 
were dealing with a concept that had only 
recently been introduced. This is hardly the case, 
however, inasmuch as more than 15 years have 
passed since the publication of the well-known 
ILO report on the employment situation in 
Kenya which is generally considered to be the 
pioneering study for research on the informal 
sector.2 Furthermore, almost nobody questions 
the existence of this sector any longer, and both 
the term  and the concept are widely recognized 
in economic literature.3 Nonetheless, this con
sensus goes no further than a few empirically- 
observed characteristics.

When it comes to attempting to define the 
analytical content of the concept of informality,

The concept of the informal sector was first used 
by the International Labour Office (ILO) in 1972 
in a report on the employment situation in 
Kenya (ILO, 1972). ILO experts had noted the 
existence of a growing group of "employed 
poor" which did not fit into either category in 
the classic modern sector/traditional sector 
dichotomy since, in terms of their type of 
em ploym ent and location, these people 
belonged to the modern sector, but their income 
was only slightly higher than that associated 
with the traditional sector. A more detailed study 
of this group revealed that it represented a large 
number of people whose contribution to the 
national product was far from insignificant. 
Moreover, their activities exhibited a dynamic of

1 A ctually, th e  a n th ro p o lo g is t K . H a r t  w as th e  firs t to  use th e  
te rm  "in fo rm a l incom e o p p o rtu n itie s"  (H a r t ,  1973, in a study 
p re sen ted  in S ep tem b e r 1971 a t a conference held by th e  D ev elo p 
m e n t S tud ies In s titu te  o f  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f  Sussex). H ow ever, the  
ILO re p o rt (ILO, 1972) co n ta in ed  a m o re  rigorous econom ic analy
s is o f  th e  co n cep t and  w as m o re  w idely d isse m in a ted  in academ ic 
circles.

’M arx ist e co n o m ists  do n o t recognize  th e  in fo rm al sector as 
be ing  a valid  analy tical concep t, a lth o u g h  they d o  study th e  indiv id
ual activ ities  usually classified as be in g  p a rt o f th is  sector. In 
M arx ist analyses, th e se  activ ities a re  likened to  p re -cap ita lis t form s 
o f p roduc tion . T h ey  a re  th e re fo re  regarded  as fo rm in g  p a rt o f a 
sing le  econom ic continuum w hich  is d o m in a ted  by cap ita lism  and  
thus e n tire ly  d e p e n d e n t u p o n  it. F o r a m o re  de ta iled  d iscussion  o f 
th e  M arx ist p o s itio n , see D e La P iedra  ( 1986) and G uerry  ( 1987).

however, opinions differ markedly. Neverthe
less, two approaches stand out from the others 
by virtue of their greater recognition and dis
semination in the region. In the following pages, 
the conceptual aspects associated with these two 
main lines of analysis will therefore be reviewed 
in an attempt to assess their relevance to 
research on the present-day economies of Latin 
America and policy-making in these countries. 
This will not, however, involve an exhaustive 
review of the existing literature. Inasmuch as the 
purpose of this article is to provide an overview 
of the two main alternative definitions of the 
informal sector, the following analysis will be 
confined to those aspects which have been the 
most widely discussed.

their own which was at odds with the prevailing 
belief that such activities would gradually disap
pear as the benefits of growth "trickled down” to 
the poorer strata. This group of activities was 
baptized the "informal sector", and emphasis 
was placed on the need to proceed with its active 
integration into development policies.

This sector was initially defined as the sum 
of a number of empirically-observed features: 
small firms which operated in open, competitive 
and unregulated markets using local resources 
and adapted, labour-intensive technologies. The 
formal sector, in its turn, was defined as the sum 
of those characteristics diametrically opposed to 
the above traits. An assortment of such varied 
features does not, of course, constitute a coherent 
conceptual framework; on the contrary, such a 
definition groups certain basic characteristics 
together with other related and even secondary 
traits as if they were all of equal importance from 
a theoretical viewpoint. Nevertheless, the report 
on the employment situation in Kenya did 
exhibit greater clarity in its formulations of a 
number of underlying perceptions relating to 
the existence of the informal sector and thus 
took the first step towards defining a new 
concept.

Even though this definition was heavily 
influenced by the specific case of Kenya and was
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still very imprecise in analytical terms, the 
expression "informal sector" rapidly gained 
acceptance and began to appear in numerous 
economic, sociological, anthropological and 
other studies. All of them, however, started out 
by presenting their own definition of the con
cept. This was because each of the criteria used in 
the ILO report may be employed, either alone or 
in combination with others, to define a specific 
segment of the informal sector, and this was 
what was in fact being done. As was to be 
expected, the findings and policy implications of 
these studies were equally diverse.

This situation notwithstanding, some crite
ria have been generally accepted as bases for an 
economic definition of the informal sector. The 
starting point for this definition is the residual 
character of the sector, in that it deals with 
economically productive activities which, for one 
reason or another, are not usually registered by 
traditional measurement techniques. Another 
point on which there is general agreement is 
that criminal activities and domestic activities 
are not included for reasons having to do with 
ethical and economic accounting conventions. 
Even though this point has sparked a great deal 
of controversy both in economics and in the 
other social sciences4 (Tanzi, 1983; Miller, 
1987), there is a tacit agreement that economic 
policy studies will not consider these activities as 
being part of the informal sector.

The above-mentioned criteria are "restric
tive” in the sense that they define the boundaries 
of the informal sector in contradistinction to 
other activities. They therefore implicitly 
delimit the total economy more than they do the 
informal sector as such (see figure 1). The cate
gory thus created provides a valid basis for the 
formulation of differing and even contradictory 
definitions of the concept of informality. Even

4In  add ition  to  th e  th eo re tica l con troversy , p ractical p rob lem s 
o f  m easu rem e n t a re  a lso  involved. T h e se  p ro b lem s are  especially 
acute  in re la tio n  to  d ev elo p in g  co u n trie s , particu larly  w h en  it 
com es to  try in g  to  d raw  a p rec ise  d is tin c tio n  be tw een  crim in a l and  
n o n -c rim in a l activ ities in c a se s  w h ere  th e  fo rm er a re  e x tra o rd in a r
ily w idespread  and  in fluen tia l (e.g., th e  d ru g  traffic  in som e coun
trie s  o f  th e  reg ion) and be tw een  stric tly  p riv a te  dom estic  activ ities 
(such  as cook ing  and ch ild rea rin g ) and  p roductive  bu t unpaid  
d om estic  activ ities (assis tance  by fam ily m em bers).

Figure 1

T H E  D E F IN IT IO N  O F  E C O N O M IC  
B O U N D A R IE S
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so, the residual character of the sector is one of 
the essential criteria for its definition, as well as 
accounting for much of this concept’s popularity 
in the economic literature. Indeed, the residual 
nature of the informal sector provides a bridge 
between the empirical, accounting-oriented tra
dition and the normative tradition in economics. 
In combining that which is "not measured” and 
that which is "not regulated” within a single 
concept, the notion of the informal sector has 
the potential to resolve both of the two main 
difficulties it poses in relation to traditional eco
nomics: an incomplete picture of the situation 
and the consequent inability to conceptualize the 
phenomenon properly.

Thus defined, however, informality is a com
prehensive concept which, while lending itself 
to various definitions, is still too broad to be 
useful at either the empirical or the analytical 
level.

In order to arrive at an operational concept 
of the informal sector, a positive criterion needs 
to be incorporated which will both give the phe
nomenon an analytically coherent dimension 
and link it to indicators based on empirical mea
surements. The various empirical studies carried 
out during the past decade have suggested a 
number of provisional definitions. Two of the 
many approaches used deserve special attention 
by virtue of the fact that they have served as 
implicit or explicit points of reference for the 
vast majority of the studies that have been done: 
one of these approaches focuses on the produc
tion rationale that is involved, while the other 
focuses on the criterion of illegality.
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II

The ILO and, at the regional level, the Regional 
Employment Programme for Latin America and 
the Caribbean (PREALC) laid the groundwork 
for a definition of the informal sector by describ
ing it as the sum of those activities characterized 
by a discrete logic of production differing from  
that prevailing in the visible portion of the econ
omy (PREALC, 1981; Sethuraman (ed.), 1981; 
and Tokman, 1987). The informal sector is 
therefore defined as the sum of those activities 
carried out by enterprises organized in accor
dance with a particular economic rationale, 
whose object is to guarantee the subsistence of 
the family group. This rationale thus differs 
from that of the formal (capitalist) sector, whose 
prime motivation is accumulation.

The particular rationale of the informal sec
tor is, then, regarded as the logical source of its 
other characteristics. The objective of its activity 
determines, to a large extent,the way in which it 
organizes production (choice of open or rela
tively unrestricted market segments, labour
intensiveness) and its main features (low 
productivity and income level).

Furtherm ore, the production rationale 
approach stresses the employment aspect of the 
question, as is natural in view of the fact that it 
was initially developed by ILO with a view to its 
world employment programme. According to 
this approach, the factors responsible for the 
emergence of the informal sector are closely 
related to the labour market and the distribution 
of income. The informal sector is seen as being 
the result of a manpower surplus in respect of 
employment in the formal sector, most of which 
is made up of rural migrants who cannot find 
work in the modern urban sector and who must 
devise some way of obtaining an income. In 
keeping with this initial approach, solutions for 
the problems of the informal sector are usually 
sought in the sphere of employment and income 
policies.

While an explicit agreement in this respect 
has not been reached and analytical controver
sies continue to produce a good deal of literature, 
the production rationale approach has come to 
be quite widely accepted by those doing research 
into the informal sector in the developing coun

tries.5 Nevertheless, in a number of recent stu
dies on this sector in the Latin American 
countries, a new definition has been used: the 
informal sector as that group of activities which 
are illegal in the sense that they do not comply 
with economic regulations pertaining to fiscal, 
employment, health or other matters (C E E S P , 
1987; De Soto, 1986; IL D , 1987; IL D V , 1987 and 
ID E C , 1987). According to this approach, then, 
illegality is the main characteristic of informal
ity, with all its other aspects being defined on 
this basis. According to the former approach, on 
the other hand, illegality is a related characteris
tic of informality and possibly even a frequent 
one, but by no means is it regarded as a basic trait 
thereof. In addition, unlike the productive ratio
nale approach, the illegality-based approach 
assumes that the economic rationales of formal 
and informal enterprises are identical and that 
the only distinction between the two is their 
legal status, which, in its turn, gives rise to differ
ences as regards their access to resources and 
markets.

According to this second approach, the 
appearance of "illegal” production activities is 
due to the existence of flaws in the tax system 
and in prevailing laws and regulations. In con
trast to the interpretation associated with the 
production rationale approach, the emergence of 
the informal sector is not regarded as being 
caused by certain factors inherent in the existing 
economic and social structure, but rather by the 
policies that are applied. Consequently, these 
two approaches arrive at diametrically opposed 
conclusions. As mentioned earlier, the initial 
research projects done on the informal sector

'S om e  au thors, a lth o u g h  they ag ree  th a t the  product ion ra tio 
nale is a basic characteristic , place g rea t im p o rtan ce  upon  the  
analysis of the  co rresp o n d in g  labour m arket (T okm an , 1987), 
while o th e rs  regard the  in fo rm al sector as a sec to r h av ing  its ow n 
dynam ics (IX* La P iedra, 1986). T h e re  is a lso s o m e  d isag reem en t as 
to  w hich un it o f analysis is the  m ost a p p ro p ria te  (firm s, individuals 
o r  househo lds), w hat degree  o f au tonom y  o r  dependence  is ex h i
b ited  by the  in form al sector w ith  respect to fluctuations in form al 
activ ities, the  n a tu re  o f the  in fo rm al secto r's  m eans o f ad ju stm en t 
and how  it behaves w ith in  the  con tex t of th e  sh o rt- te rm  econom ic 
cycle, etc. For a m o re  ex tensive  d iscussion in th is  connection , see 
Raczynski ( 1977), LX La P iedra ( 1986), M iller ( 1987) and T okm an  
( 1987).
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were a direct result of the disenchantment of 
some experts with the theory that the benefits of 
development would eventually trickle down to 
the poorer sectors; accordingly, they strove to 
guide — and, ultimately, to justify—  the State's 
intervention in certain areas (ILO, 1972, 
pp. 305-503; Sethuraman, 1976, p. 69). In con
trast, in recent studies on the illegal economy in 
the developing world, experts have urged that 
the laws should "reflect actual circumstances [in 
the informal sector] and allow the economy 
which is spontaneously generated by the people 
to function” (De Soto, 1986, p. 299) and, in con
sequence, they have advocated the deregulation 
of markets and the almost complete withdrawal 
of the State.

The illegality-based approach, although it 
has come into use only recently in studies on 
Latin America, has figured prominently in ana

lyses of the informal sector in both free-market 
and centrally-planned industrial economies.6 
(Tanzi, 1982; Alessandrini and Dallago, 1986.) 
The application of this same theoretical frame
work to different regions has, however, given 
rise to some divergencies. One relates to term i
nology: in the industrial countries, illegal activi
ties as a group have frequently been referred to 
as the "underground economy”, although there 
is no consensus in this regard either. Another is 
that the experts doing research on illegality in 
these countries often recommend that the perti
nent regulations be improved upon so as to 
increase their effectiveness, rather than advocat
ing their dismantlement. These studies have 
often been headed by the economic authorities 
themselves, and the idea of economic illegality 
has therefore come to be an important frame of 
reference, especially in the design of fiscal policy.

ill

The two main approaches to the analysis of the 
informal sector which have been summarized 
above are more notable for their differences than 
for their similarities. Since, they overlap only 
partially, the two definitions do not have the 
same coverage (see figure 2). On the one hand, 
there is a high probability that activities per
formed in order to generate a basic family 
income will be illegal, but some, such as paid 
domestic service, may be entirely legal. On the 
other hand, various activities are carried out that 
are not in compliance with prevailing tax taws

Figure 2

D IV IS IO N  O F  T H E  E C O N O M Y

for the purpose of increasing the earnings of 
either enterprises or individuals in line with the 
classic logic of capitalism.

The differences are equally striking when it 
comes to the formulation of policy recommenda
tions. Indeed, the definition used varies accord
ing to the practical objective of the research 
project. Naturally, when the aim is to improve 
the tax structure, the study focuses on those 
activities conducted outside that structure; sim
ilarly, an attempt to raise the productivity of 
labour calls for a better understanding of low- 
productivity activities. The definition of these 
objectives is not, however, free of all ideological 
influence. As Fishlow has said, "prior beliefs” 
serve to identify both the problems and the solu
tions in the realm of the political economy (Fish- 
low, 1985). In other words, the ideological 
leanings of economists implicitly influence their 
choice of criteria for defining a concept and the 
related problems, as well as for determining 
what tools they will recommend for solving the 
latter.

6T anzi (1983) discusses p o ten tia l fo rm s o f illegality  in th e  
develop ing  coun tries , bu t few em pirica l stud ies have  been  carried
o u t to  date.
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The ideological tendencies underlying each 
definition of the informal sector are relatively 
easy to identify. The production rationale 
approach corresponds to the Keynesianism 
which gained sway in the W est after the war. 
This approach is founded upon a belief in the 
role of the State in countering phases in the 
economic cycle and reallocating resources, which 
is why it tends towards policy recommendations 
based on the management of aggregate demand. 
The illegality-based approach, on the other 
hand, is more closely associated with the classic 
position in traditional economies and, more 
recently, with the postulates of supply-side eco
nomics. Its basic tenet is the belief that resources 
are allocated most efficiently when markets are 
allowed to operate freely, without State regula
tion or intervention. The difference between 
these two positions can be seen even more 
clearly when their respective policy proposals 
are compared. One focuses on State action as a 
means of changing the distribution of income 
and, consequently, the pattern of demand for 
goods and services. The other tends to stress the 
reduction of the tax burden (direct and indirect) 
and, hence, the influence of the State as means of 
altering the supply of the factors of production 
and investment levels.

The dissimilarities displayed by these two 
approaches clearly justify the use of different 
terminologies, i.e., the use of terms relating to 
the concept as such rather than to the geographi
cal universe of the study. It would appear more 
logical to use the expression "informal sector” in 
connection with what has been described here as 
the production rationale approach, while the 
term "underground economy" would seem to 
correspond more closely to the category of activi
ties that are carried out illegaly, even if they do 
not constitute criminal offenses. This does not 
mean that one approach is more useful, effective 
or realistic than the other, but the experts on this 
subject, as well as their readers, would obviously 
benefit from a greater degree of conceptual and 
terminological precision.

Despite the differences between these two 
approaches, their original purpose is the same: 
to measure and conceptualize the "residual” seg
ments of the economy. Unfortunately, neither of 
the two definitions examined above fulfills this 
purpose entirely satisfactorily. As already noted,

in order to make the initial concept truly opera
tional, a positive criterion is needed that will 
make it possible to establish an analytical frame
work and a measurable indicator. Neither of the 
two criteria discussed above performs this dual 
function fully. The production rationale crite
rion, although analytically consistent, does not 
provide a sufficient basis for a satisfactory 
empirical study. In fact, it has proved impossible 
to associate this concept with a statistical indica
tor that can be used for macroeconomic account
ing purposes. For this reason, empirical studies 
of the informal sector based on this approach 
have had to rely on specific qualitative surveys 
and, in most cases, have even adopted other 
indicators, such as firm size, income level or the 
number of hours worked. The analytical conclu
sions reached in these studies have therefore 
been based on ancillary classifications (small 
firms as a group, poverty or underemployment) 
and the studies have thus not succeeded in identi
fying the informal sector in terms of any real 
economic category.

Conversely, the illegality-based approach as 
applied in the Latin American countries has suf
fered from severe analytical shortcomings. 
Although various techniques that were initially 
developed in the industrial countries have been 
used to measure illegality, their application has 
not always been coupled with original concep
tual interpretations which would have permitted 
the adaptation of these techniques to the specific 
circumstances of the region. The use of concepts 
and methodologies developed on the basis of 
empirical studies of the industrial countries and 
their extrapolation, without any major modifica
tions, to the developing economies is a question
able practice. Although, in theory, there are 
"universal" economic principles and problems, 
in practice they are not as uniform as might be 
thought (Wilber and Harrison, 1978). In point 
of fact, many economic "problems” do not take 
the same form in all countries or in all regions, to 
say nothing of all economic systems. Moreover, 
in the majority of the studies conducted on ille
gality in industrial economies, an effort has had 
to be made to conceptualize the specific role of 
the State and, in parallel with this, of the corres
ponding indicators and measurement tech
niques. While the well-known studies have 
concerned the centrally-planned economies,
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even the analyses of the industrial economies 
have involved a detailed examination of the con
ceptual differences between economic illegality 
in the United States and its equivalent modality 
in W estern Europe (Alessandrini and Dallago, 
1986; Tanzi, 1982).

The absence of similar efforts in the case of 
the developing countries creates a number of 
problems. The first relates to the frame of refer
ence used. Obviously, the role of the State is not 
the same in the Third W orld as it is in the 
industrial economies. Nonetheless, in most of 
the studies done on illegality in Latin America, 
this role has not been precisely defined and, as a 
result, these analyses are marked by an excessive 
bias against State intervention, to which they 
attribute all the distortions that are detected. 
These studies do not make a constructive contri
bution to a reappraisal of the role of an effective 
"developmental” State (Fishlow, 1985, p. 145), 
an endeavour which is an essential part of the 
current re-working of economic thought in the 
region (Fishlow, 1985).

The difficulties created by the lack of an 
exact definition of the problem are compounded 
by the failure to properly adapt the indicator that 
is used. The concept of open unemployment, for 
example, is a widely accepted indicator of occu
pational problems in the industrial countries. 
However, it does not have the same significance 
in the economies of the Third World. Thus, two 
apparently similar elements may perform differ
ent functions according to the context in which 
they are employed. The logical conclusion is that 
different indicators are needed to evaluate differ
ent situations in order to avoid lapsing into ste
reotypes. The indicators used in the studies on

illegality conducted in the countries of the region 
are not entirely suited to the situations being 
examined. It is doubtful that-an indicator deve
loped in reference to a broad and coercive regula
tory structure will have the same significance 
when it is applied to countries in which the tax 
base is very narrow and coercive measures are 
weak. The number of laws and of agencies 
responsible for applying them does not serve as 
an indicator of the degree to which an economy 
is regulated unless the extent to which these laws 
are actually obeyed is also considered. In other 
words, a distinction has to be made between 
regulation in theory and regulation in actual fact; 
the former depends upon the legal structure and 
the latter on law enforcement. There may, in 
theory, be a large number of legal provisions in a 
given country, but unless they are strictly app
lied, the actual degree of regulation will be 
extremely low. This is, in fact, the case in most of 
the countries of the region. The concept of a 
"rule” thus ceases to serve as an indicator, as 
what is theoretically illegal may well constitute 
an everyday practice. The category, defined 
thusly, is therefore too broad to fulfil its original 
purpose as a measurement.

These considerations notwithstanding, the 
illegality-based approach retains its analytical 
potential as regards the developing economies. 
There is no doubt about the fact that the consid
erable incidence of tax evasion, contraband and 
other forms of "economic illegality” are part of 
the Latin American scene and consequently 
merit attention. Therefore, any study on the 
subject should be preceded by an effort to define 
both the concepts and tools which will make it a 
useful means of improving the design of eco
nomic policies in the region.

IV 
Some final observations

As mentioned at the beginning of this article, the 
concept of the informal sector has been a popu
lar one throughout virtually the whole of the 
past 15 years. However, this popularity has been 
due more to the prospects opened up by its initial 
introduction than to the way in which the con

cept has been developed during that period. The 
original attempt to build a bridge between what 
was measured and what was regulated, between 
a real perspective and a moral one, between the 
empirical and the normative, is what has made 
the concept of informality attractive from the
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m ost  divergent viewpoints and for the most 
varied aims. Furthermore, this type of concept is 
an ideal tool for identifying "emerging" ideas 
and for bringing to the fore what were formerly 
latent concerns in academic and government cir
cles. It should therefore come as no surprise that 
the fragmentation of economic thought in the 
region which has been noted in other studies 
should have crystallized around this concept. 
"N o single and objective description of underly
ing economic relationships will be agreed upon 
by all” (Fishlow, 1985, p. 145). At the same time, 
the change of focus as regards policies on the 
informal sector associated with the transition 
from a policy of intervention to one of laissez- 
fa ir e  reflects the impact which the present reces
sion in Latin America has had on economic 
thinking. When these economies were growing, 
the problem came down to being one of giving 
apparently lagging sectors a share in the benefits 
of development; during the recession, however, 
the apparently most dynamic areas come to be

the focus of efforts to find a way out of the 
situation for the formal economy itself. In addi
tion, given the current decrease in external 
financing — the classic "grease” for the wheels of 
development—  a "spontaneous” form of growth 
that is not dependent on external assistance cer
tainly has its attractions.

In principle, the continued elaboration of the 
approaches available to analysts cannot but have 
a positive effect on economic thinking in the 
region. The proliferation of approaches in 
respect of a single concept, however, is not con
ducive to efforts to arrive at a more refined 
definition, assuming that the ultimate purpose 
of the studies in question is to formulate approp
riate policies. It is therefore highly unfortunate 
that, despite the numerous studies conducted 
during the past 15 years and despite the publicity 
given to some recent publications on the subject, 
a truly operational definition of the concept of 
the informal sector is still lacking.
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Changes in development styles in the future 
of Latin America

(Seminar in homage to José Medina Echavarría,
Santiago, Chile, 1 to 3 December 1987)

The month of November 1987 marked the passage of 10 years since the death of José Medina 
Echavarría, who not only was the first member of ECLAC to tackle the social and political aspects of 
development, but also through his fecund labours and his influence on several generations became 
the most outstanding personality who has ever worked with ECLAC in this field, as well as one of 
Latin America’s most brilliant sociologists in the present century.

It was ECLAC's wish to commemorate this anniversary by holding a seminar at which distin
guished Latin American thinkers might explore some aspects of the present and future of Latin 
America, taking as their starting-point some of the ideas, topics or concepts that were especially 
important in José Medina’s thinking.1 The proposal, therefore, was not merely to re-examine 
Medina’s work, but to make more active use of it by adopting it as the basis for investigation into 
some of the region’s present and future trends.

At the inaugural meeting, which was attended by Medina Echavarría’s daughter, Nieves Medina, 
G ert R osen th a l, the present Executive Secretary of ECLAC, recalled the influence exercised by 
Medina’s thinking on the sociologists and economists of the Institution and pointed out that most of 
his postulates still held good. He likewise remarked upon the opportuness of the Seminar, since, in 
his opinion, Latin America was passing through a period comparable with that of the early years of 
ECLAC, when the region had been setting out on a new path after the convulsive upheavals caused by 
the great depression of the 1930s and the second world war.

A rturo N unez d e l P rado , Assistant Director of the Latin American and Caribbean Institute for 
Economic and Social Planning (ILPES), took up some of Medina’s ideas on planning, on the basis of 
which he considered some of the principal problems currently arising in that field.

In the course of the Seminar various papers were presented, which are briefly summarized 
below.

A d olfo  Gurrieri, Chief of the ECLAC Social Development Division, offered a synthesis of the 
main aspects of Medina’s thinking, based on a study of four of his main ideals: international 
co-operation, economic development, democracy and planning._,He reminded his hearers that for 
Medina those ideals represented the social scientist’s point of departure, not of arrival. In his 
opinion, those ideals were both desirable and possible, but analysis of specific trends would show in 
every circumstance the distance between ideal and reality, and the options that appeared possible 
and probable. While the "riddle of the future” could never be fully solved, social science could be of 
help in examining the options open to action on the basis of certain values and the potentialities of 
each.

W ith reference to figures of such significance in Latin American sociological thinking as were 
José Medina Echavarría and Gino Germani, Jo rg e  G raciarena, formerly Chief of the ECLAC Social 
Development Division, called to mind the ways in which their lives and themes coincided, since the 
concern of both with democracy had its roots in a deeply-felt existential experience. That also 
chimed in with one of the preoccupations of Raul Prebisch, who in his last writings highlighted the 
unstable and conflictive economic dynamics on which the democracies of the region were based.

'This introduction will be followed by the text of some of the papers presented on that occasion.
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For those three thinkers, the groundwork of democracy consisted in a basic consensus which 
presupposed a certain community of values, especially those relating to the validity of dialogue and 
the importance of co-operation and solidarity. But that consensus might be undermined by over
development of bureaucratization and technocratization, which, invoking the support of a purely 
instrumental rationale, would place unilateral emphasis on economic calculations, formal rationality 
and the obsessive pursuit of efficiency (Medina); by the disintegrating consequences of the very way 
in which reason was employed (Germani), or by exacerbation of the distributive struggle (Prebisch).

Taking into account the viewpoints described, Graciarena wondered what forms democracy 
might assume in the future, especially in those countries which were in process of transition towards 
it after experiences of the authoritarian type.

Devoting special attention to the transition to democracy in Argentina, Graciarena said that 
political options tended to be less polarized, and that a certain convergence towards the "centre” was 
taking place. True, there were demands for the satisfaction of claims and for reparation of negative 
situations, but definitely combative positions were not apparent. That fact, which might be 
evaluated in positive terms, also implied the predominance of immediacy and the lack of a long-term  
outlook. No alternative to the existing system was being sought. The situation might be described as 
one of little ideological differentiation and, at the same time, of lively distributive conflict. That 
meant an elementary political agenda, pressure for distribution of power and a conjunctural 
approach in the handling of the crisis, the absence of a political project transcending the immediate 
conjuncture, and, consequently, a want of reasonable parameters which would make it possible to 
look ahead into the future.

Corporative power appeared among the economic groups, both national and transnational, and 
also found expression in the entrepreneurial and wage-earners’ associations. The corporate groups 
sometimes sought forms of concertation, but those were often detrimental to the democratic 
political order, thus detracting from the legitimacy and functional performance of the State. In that 
context, the need arose to strengthen the legitimacy of the State, to democratize corporative power, 
to broaden the range of interests represented and to democratize internal procedures for the election 
of leaders. Linkage between corporative power and political democracy had been possible only in 
countries with a very high level of economic development and social welfare. In different situations, 
such as characterized most of the Latin American countries, corporative power hallowed inequity.

A n íba l P in to , Director of the CEPAL R ev iew , centred his remarks on analysis of the situation 
and prospects of the State as a social actor, and began by calling attention to the conservative or 
neoliberal attack against the State. Among the main objectives of this onslaught, which was also 
directed against academic circles, State institutions and international agencies, were those of 
reducing the sphere of action and influence of the State; curtailing public expenditure and taxes on 
private income; privatizing public assets and enterprises; consolidating the rule of market laws and 
the tendency to dispense with planning; and, lastly, confining the social action of the State to the 
relief of extreme poverty. He likewise observed that although the ideology in question had 
considerable sway in the central countries, public expenditure in the latter had greatly increased in 
recent years, being proportionally larger than was generally the case in the Latin American 
countries, while the fiscal deficit was much the same in the former as in the latter. He also referred to 
the significance of the State in Latin America in the sense that, generally speaking, it had been a 
constitutive node in the formation of the nations, and had exercised a decisive function in the 
tapping of resources for stimulating economic and social development, while its public enterprises 
sector had played an essential part in the building-up of the productive apparatus. With respect to 
public enterprises, he gave a warning against the danger that their privatization might place them 
under the control of minority private groups, national or transnational.

Despite the fury of the conservative onslaught against the State, he thought a reaction to it 
would probably occur, akin to that which had taken place in the 1930s, and underlined the need for 
the strengthening of the State to be combined with the in-depth consolidation of democracy.
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One of the social actors to which Medina had attached great importance was the University, 
which, in his opinion, ought to cover the vital functions of providing an adequate supply of 
professionals in accordance with development needs, transmitting from one generation to another a 
specific cultural heritage and contributing to the maintenance of social cohesion. A ldo Solari, Deputy 
Director of Public Education of Uruguay and formerly Chief of the ILPES Social Planning Division, 
in the course of his reflections on this subject, drew attention to Medina’s recognition that while 
these functions were not necessarily incompatible, neither were they easy to harmonize, since 
tensions often arose between them which derived from the different requirements that, by its very 
nature, education had to meet. Solari recalled that Medina’s ideal had been that of the participant 
university, by which he meant an institution capable of analysing the problems of the society in 
which it was inserted, but looking at them with the detachment and spiritual tranquility that the 
scientific attitude demanded. But he also pointed out that it had been very difficult to attain that ideal 
of the participant university in Latin America, and that rather, the universities had drawn closer to 
the type of "militant universities" which Medina had criticized on so many occasions. The trend 
towards the militant university in Latin America was explicable, inasmuch as the universities played 
a part in the power structure of society, constituting as they did the main source of preparation of the 
leading cadres. In highly politicized societies it was very difficult to prevent the university from 
assuming the characteristics in question and to ensure that it conformed to the idea of a participant 
university. If a university was not capable of keeping a little aloof, while nevertheless participating 
actively in the problems or challenges with which society was faced, it tended to lose the "spiritual 
power” proper to it. Thus, as a task for the future, it was needful to avoid the isolation of the 
"cloistered” university, to get rid of the excesses and distortions of the "militant university” and to 
lay the foundations of "participant universities” which through their spiritual power could play a 
decisive role in the process of rational clarification required to enable the private and public social 
agents to contribute to the construction of more democratic and equitable societies.

When the need for a reorientation of development is posited, the question immediately arises as 
to who, which social actors, will assume responsibility for the task. M arshall W o lfe , formerly Chief 
of the ECLAC Social Development Division, discussed this topic, and began by calling attention to 
the ambiguity of the concept of social actors. In his opinion, it suggested a drama in which the actors 
had roles defined on the basis of previously prepared development scripts or eschatological theories 
as to the destiny of classes and of society; and he recalled the irony with which Medina had referred to 
such suppositions, implicit or explicit.

At all events, there could be no doubt that Medina had laid stress — above all in C onsideraciones  
socio lóg icas so b re  e l d esarro llo  econ óm ico  d e  A m érica  Latina— 1 on how important it was that there 
should be an "awakening of awareness” through which the actors might arrive at coherent and 
reciprocally compatible ideas on their own roles and on the denouement of the drama: the new 
society sought for through development. At the same time, he had emphasized the perils of carrying 
such efforts too far, with a blind trust in any one author’s rationale or his self-attributed right to 
impose his own infallible script on society. In the formulation of development policy, therefore, he 
had assigned priority to pluralist democracy over efficiency, not only as a value in itself, but as a 
means of restricting the extravagances of rationality in the definition of roles.

Looking at the social realities of Latin America from this viewpoint, Wolfe said it would seem 
that a conjuncture had been reached when all scripts had been failures and when most actors had less 
confidence than before in any prefigured role. That conjuncture was ambivalent. On the one hand, it 
betrayed the atmosphere of insecurity and disillusionment which, existing as it did in many 
countries, might be a cause of that other dangerous situation which Medina called "generalized 
anomie” brought about by "the complete evaporation of beliefs”. On the other hand, the same 
conjuncture had somewhat paradoxically revitalized the ideal of pluralist democracy which Medina

’B uenos A ires, E ditora S o la r /H ach e tte , 196-Í.
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had posited as a fundamental value. It would indeed be very difficult for any social actor today to 
think himself qualified to impose a development model on society: an attitude which had probably 
engendered greater willingness to seek coherent alternatives through free, rational and public 
deliberation.

In the existing situation there were also indications that all actors had a clearer perception of the 
limitations which they ought to take into account in formulating any development option. Wolfe 
emphasized, however, that a more realistic awareness of the constraints imposed by the conjuncture, 
and even a certain immunization against populist promises of immediate social justice, ought not to 
lead to manipulations that might turn the development drama into a farce in which the majorities 
had to become convinced that they could enjoy democratic freedom as long as they did not use it. In 
those ambivalent conditions Wolfe urged the need to contribute to the social actors’ ability to steer a 
more conscious, coherent and realistic course in their quest of democratic and equitable development 
styles.

In speaking of the bases of political culture, Enzo Faletto, Regional Adviser to the ECLAC Social 
Development Division, took as his point of departure the significance attached by Medina to the 
awakening of awareness on the part of the various social groups with respect to the development 
cycle which had begun after the second world war. Obviously, the problems of development were 
much more complex today, especially in respect of the type of relation established between 
development and the democratic options. For Medina, what really mattered was the capacity to 
introduce political and social innovations which would give rise to new sources of power. Clearly, an 
important aspect of such changes was that of ideas. From that point of view the keynote was the 
awakening of awareness with regard to democracy and the existence or non-existence of values, 
among the various social groups capable of upholding it.

Much of the recent research undertaken in Latin America highlighted the signs of a certain crisis 
of consensus with respect to development strategies and even to the very idea of social change. 
Furthermore, the greater complexity of the existing situation called in question the efficacy of the 
parties, parliament, the State, and other social institutions, all of which constituted what had been 
termed a crisis of governabihty. Nevertheless, in the experience of some countries the idea of 
modernization had been set up as a principle of political legitimacy. Certainly, the desire for 
modernization served to mark a break-away from the past, but the problem was to know whether 
that concept was sufficiently clear to establish the bases of a future. On what body of ideas was 
"modernization” based? What was its real degree of internal coherence? From that standpoint, it 
was meaningful to reflect upon the function of intellectuals and their role in the formation of a 
coherent image of modernization, upon the relation between knowledge and political action, or, in 
more personified terms, between intellectuals and politics.

Medina had shown a keen perception of what the agrarian structure and, specifically, the 
hacienda, had signified in Latin America as the groundwork of a political culture. The question to be 
asked today was what the city signified as the groundwork of a new and democratic political culture. 
Recent studies relating in particular to young people from the popular sectors showed that for them 
urban life was an encounter with a "hostile city”, where defensive forms of organization emerged 
which supported attitudes of confrontation and in which violence and coercion appeared as valid 
means of winning rights of citizenship. All of which did nothing to strengthen a democratic culture.

Democracy implied citizenly interest in politics, but that interest depended also on the degree of 
information received. Recent studies showed that in an ill-informed population democratic sympa
thies were not aroused.

In many cases a political will to rearticulate a fragmented society was observable, but, paradoxi
cally, that could result in an excessive degree of consension, whereby politics might be identified 
with administration pure and simple, incurring the danger of a bureaucratization which might 
negated the citizen’s function or reduce it to its lowest terms.

When ideas on the future organization of Latin American societies were formulated, there 
loomed up from the very outset the problem of priority as between public and private concerns and
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the relation between the two. In the opinion of A n íba l Q uijano, sociologist and professor in the 
Universidad de San Marcos de Lima, that debate was a cul-de-sac. Quijano maintained that the 
solution consisted not in finding some combination of public and private, but in reorganizing society 
on the basis of a different principle which he called "social private” concept. Current examples of 
that form of organization might be found in peasant communities and in urban shanty towns, but it 
would also seem to have constituted the deep-lying substratum of the idea of modernity in Europe, 
and to have persisted in America throughout the colonial period and the nineteenth century, despite 
the buffetings of liberalism and cadquism. In brief, it was a social system based on reciprocity, 
solidarity and collective organization, which might offer a way out of the sidings of Statism and 
privatism. According to Quijano, it constituted a utopian system which could effect a junction with 
the heritage of modernity, and which was not only a goal, but also a path and an ongoing experience.

Francisco W effort, a sociologist from the Centre for Studies on Contemporary Culture (CEDEC) 
of Brazil, considered the problems faced by democracy in Latin America in the light of the concept of 
legitimacy. He recalled that Medina had accorded great importance to that concept in studying 
traditional society. In Medina’s view, society was supported by a whole set of props; from the 
material standpoint, the cornerstone was the hacienda, but included also were the ruling classes, 
whose axis was constituted by oligarchies; the party system, in which he underscored the classic 
Conservative/Liberal two-party model; and, lastly, the "political formula”, constituted by the whole 
rationale of that specific organization of power. The idea of legitimacy, therefore, related to the 
structure of production, to the State, to the party and class system and to beliefs and ideologies; and 
when a crisis of legitimacy was talked of, what was meant was that all those elements were beginning 
to disintegrate, depriving the power structure of its bases. In the 1960s, Medina asserted that ever 
since the 1930s Latin America had been experiencing a crisis of legitimacy, of enfeeblement of the 
traditional power structures, and he noted that both populism and military régimes represented 
responses to that crisis.

Weffort maintained that thus interpreted the crisis of legitimacy — or crisis of hegemony— still 
existed in most of the Latin American countries and some of the ways in which it found expression 
were disillusionment with democracy, demoralization of political activity and even discrediting of 
the politician’s role. It was an atmosphere of political delegitimization, the dissipation of which was 
indispensable for the consolidation of democracy. There were many countries in which attitudes 
favourable to democracy existed, in which it was valued as an expression of resistance to military 
régimes and as an efficacious mechanism for settling conflicts exacerbated by the crisis.

The task for the future, then, was the consolidation of democracy. To that end, in the first place, 
formulas had to be found which would make it possible to concert the social interests confronting 
one another within societies which, in most cases, had been considerably modernized. It was also 
necessary to reconstruct the system of parties so that they could fulfil their function of assuming 
State responsibilities and serving as thoroughly efficient mechanisms for the agglutination and 
representation of social interests. In addition to such processes of institutional construction, care 
should be taken to ensure the efficiency of democratic governments in resolving the most urgent 
economic and social problems, so that the significance of political democracy could be gradually 
deepened until it became a social democracy. In his opinion, it was of decisive importance that a 
collective effort should be made to consolidate democracy — whether liberal, participative or 
socialist—  because otherwise the deterioration of political values might result in regression towards 
new military régimes.





Medina Echavarría and the future of 
Latin America

Adolfo Gurrieri*

1. T h e  ridd le o f  th e  fu tu re

Of the diverse possible avenues of approach to 
an expose of Medina’s thinking, the one I have 
chosen on the present occasion, when we have 
met to reflect upon the future of Latin America 
in the light of some of Medina’s main ideas, 
opens with a question that probably he himself 
would have refused to answer: how ought we, as 
social scientists, to face the challenge of probing 
into Latin America’s future and guiding its 
course? In all likelihood his refusal would have 
been due not only to his modesty and his well- 
known reluctance to give advice, but also to the 
fact that the complexity of the matter in hand 
would have allowed him to give only a schematic 
and perhaps superficial reply. At all events, per
haps as one of his disciples I may be allowed, at 
this time of commemoration, to exercise the 
freedom that he himself would have forgone.

I think if Medina had begun to answer that 
question, he would have done so by pointing out 
that any sociologist interested in the phenomena 
of social change takes his stand, even if he does 
not say so, on a theory of development over the 
past, on a conception of history.1 He considered 
that the history of Latin America was a fragment 
of the history of the West, since the process of 
transculturation which began with the Spanish 
Conquest went so deep that it converted the one 
into a part — often an active and creative part—  
of the other, and the essential feature which 
made the history of the W est meaningful was 
the process of rationalization of which economic 
development and social and political moderniza
tion were comprised. Rationalizapon, however, 
was not an inexorable trend. The history of a

•Director, Social Development Division, ECLAC.

'José Medina E., La sociología como ciencia social concreta, 
Madrid, Ediciones Cultura Hispánica, chapters xv to xviii, 1980.

people might perhaps reveal evolutionary 
trends which would seem to be gradually leading 
it towards an objective; but such trends were the 
product of that same people’s effort, of its 
members’ strivings in that particular direction, 
not of a supposed autonomous dynamism of 
other than human forces.

Medina says the historical process can be 
conceived as a combination of necessity and free
dom, conditioning and spontaneity. Every peo
ple possesses material, technical, social, political 
and cultural features which, while containing a 
range of options, establish the bounds of possi
bility, the frontier of what is objectively feasible. 
Which of the optional courses is ultimately fol
lowed will depend upon the choices and deci
sions of the people concerned. Accordingly, the 
progress of humanity, in Medina’s opinion, is 
not determined by fate, but will always be the 
result of a free and spontaneous act within the 
framework of a fatality. In his view, the "riddle 
of the future’’2 cannot be fully solved, but neither 
are we at the mercy of inscrutable processes. The 
past of a people and its present conditions may 
indicate the basic trends of its orientation and to 
the possible and perhaps probable courses of its 
future, but that future cannot be predicted with 
certainty, since between the basic conditions and 
trends of a society and its future steps in human 
intervention, which imparts to history its 
degrees of freedom and indetermination.

Man has often believed in his ability to 
unveil the mysterious future, and these hopes 
— says Medina—  are evidenced in religious pro
phecy and scientific prognostication. But he sug
gests the more modest method which consists in 
examining the structure and trends of a situation 
on the basis of certain criteria, in order to facili-

1 Ibidem, "Desengaños del desarrollo", in Discurso sobre polí
tica y planeación, Mexico, D.F., Siglo XX I Editores, 1972.
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tate the choice between alternative courses of 
action. In his last studies3 he urges the need fora 
forward-looking orientation which seeks to 
attenuate as far as possible the indetermination 
and uncertainty that the future always involves. 
This forward-looking attitude should avoid the 
excesses of immediatist pragmatism and of con
struction of irrelevant utopias. He believed that 
a utopia was necessary and that its absence 
betrayed great poverty in the interpretation of 
the present, but he also believed in the impor
tance of realistic analysis of what could be done 
in given objective conditions.

If history is, in essence, the result of a dialec
tic relation between acts of freewill performed 
within a framework of fatalities which have lar
gely been created by men themselves, among the 
main elements on which such acts are based are 
the values that are upheld by the social actors. 
Medina often points out that the fatality of cir
cumstances defines the scope of what can realis
tically be desired, and in its definition science can 
offer very important support. But science cannot 
show us what we ought to desire nor what are 
the criteria or principles on which we should 
base our conduct. This choice of values, however, 
is not a task beyond reason, since in Medina’s 
opinion it is one proper to philosophy.

Suffice it for the moment to keep in mind the 
idea, of Weberian stock, that values, even if 
cramped by circumstances, are decisive elements 
in the orientation of social action. Medina, as a 
social scientist, was interested in the social 
actors’ values, because from knowledge of them 
some glimpses of the future could be caught. But 
of course, he too had his values to which I should 
like to refer now, since they impregnate and 
decisively influence the whole of his work. I shall 
refer (and that very briefly) only to some, not all 
of the values that are of importance in Medina’s 
thinking.

2. in tern ation a l co -op era tion

The first of these values can be summed up in the 
ideal that in international relations co-operation 
should predominate, "co-operative détente”. I

’See, especially, "Las propuestas de un nuevo orden econó
mico internacional en perspectiva”, in La obra de fosé Medina 
Hcbararría, Madrid, Ediciones Cultura Hispánica, 1980.

give it first place because Medina maintains, like 
many ECLAC economists, that international 
power relations considerably influence the 
nature of the great world problems and the solu
tions which can be found for them. These rela
tions therefore constitute an element of 
fundamental significance in the circumstances 
that condition any concrete action. He asserts, 
indeed, that all the burning questions of the 
present age are dependent upon how far interna
tional co-operation is achieved and perfected. In 
studies written in the mid-70s4 he analyses the 
changes that have taken place in international 
relations and believes a main trend is perceptible 
that leads away from the structures proper to the 
cold war and towards those of co-operative 
detente. This latter implies a general slackening 
of tension at the international level and the 
laying of firm foundations for lasting peace. Of 
course, such a trend is by no means inevitable 
and therefore does not preclude the possibility of 
regressions towards states of greater antago
nism between the leading powers. If a high 
degree of co-operative détente were attained, it 
would have supremely important effects on 
international relations in the economic and pol
itical spheres, and also at the national level. In 
this latter case, it would permit the formation 
and consolidation of democratic régimes and 
what he called "ideological decentralization”, 
which, by breaking down the doctrinaire rigidity 
characteristic of the cold war, would make it 
possible to seek and more freely apply develop
ment strategies adaptable to the conditions and 
values predominating in the real life of individ
ual countries.

3. E con om ic d ev e lo p m en t

The second of Medina’s ideals to which I want to 
refer is that of economic development. It would 
be particularly pretentious to attempt a synthe
sis of this ideal. A few marginal notes, at least, 
may be of some service. Medina was especially 
concerned with the cultural criticism of indus
trial society which flourished in the central coun
tries as from the 1960s, and stressed all the

■*See, in particular, "Latin America in the possible scenarios of 
détente”, CEPAL Review No. 2 (second semester 1976), Also pub
lished in La obra de José Medina iicbat arrta, op, cit.
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negative aspects of economic development.5 
However, he never allowed himself to be ens
nared by the idea that it would be desirable to 
consider a future in which economic develop
ment did not play a central role. Following 
Heymann,6 he drew attention to inescapable 
aspects of the supposed happy life of backward 
societies, throughout history, such as hunger, 
disease and premature death, which were the 
demons that economic development came to 
exorcise. H e therefore regarded rational organi
zation of the economic process as inevitable, 
with the primary aim of increasing wealth, 
which was the essence of economic develop
ment, but not without the maintenance of criti
cal watchfulness, stemming from the conviction 
that, as demonstrated in the more developed 
societies, the logic of the process involved unde
sirable consequences, which could be anticipated 
and averted by societies that were following 
behind.

On the basis of this critical conception of 
economic development, Medina asked himself 
what characteristics the Latin American peoples 
ought to give to their own development, what 
might be the specificity of the Latin American 
orientation of development, and to what aspects 
special attention ought to be devoted. I should 
like to underline three points in his reply.7

First, Latin America should make an effort 
to change the anarchical and exploitative condi
tions prevailing in the international market; a 
question of the international co-operation to 
which I have already referred. Secondly, in 
human progress, social development should 
keep pace with economic development. Latin 
America ought to take time by the forelock, 
reorienting its economic development in the 
direction of equity without waiting, as happened 
in the developed countries, for this reorientation 
to be brought about over the long term, by way 
— as he used to say—  of humiliation, conflict and 
fear. Moreover, social development should be 
envisaged not as a mere palliative making up for 
the negative aspects of economic development,

'See "El desarrollo y su filosofía", in Filosofía, educación y 
desarrollo, Mexico, D.F., Siglo X X I Editores, 1967.

*See Edward Heymann, Teoría social de los sistemas econó
micos, Madrid, Ed. Gredos, 1970.

7See "El desarrollo y su filosofía", op, cit., chapter v.

itself. By way of example, he often pointed out 
the importance of political and, in particular, 
educational conditions; educational develop
ment would make it possible gradually to close 
the scientific, technical and administrative gaps 
which were, in his opinion, the most important 
of the several existing between the central and 
peripheral countries.

Lastly, on the basis of the expectations 
shared by Weber and Marx, he underlined the 
importance of the efforts that had to be made to 
ensure that economic development would per
mit, at one and the same time, material prosper
ity and the emancipation of man; to which end 
the values by which economic development was 
guided would have to be integrated with other 
values, such as that of liberty: a task in which the 
spiritual power of the university should play a 
decisive role.

4. D em ocracy  an d  p lan n in g

Another of the ideals of importance in Medina’s 
thinking, the third that ï wish to mention, is that 
of democracy. He considered that democracy 
presented two main dimensions. Firstly, the 
validity of natural rights — civil, political and 
social—  and of the rule of law by which they 
were sustained; and, secondly, the existence of 
full political and social participation. In several 
of his writings on democracy,8 Medina cam
paigned in particular against a viewpoint of 
especially wide currency in development and 
modernization theories. This view presupposed, 
in the first place, the subordination of political to 
economic values, so that in formulating an over
all conception of development, an endeavour 
was made to find the types of political organiza
tion that were compatible with the proposed 
economic development, rather than the other 
way around. It also presupposed that the afore
said primacy of economic over political aspects 
was further manifested in the sphere of action; 
the pursuit of democracy ought to begin with the 
creation of its economic underpinnings, not with

8See, in particular, "Notes on the future of the Western 
democracies", CFPAL Review No. 4, second half of 1977, Also 
reproduced in La obra de.... op. cit.
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the development of the values and institutions of 
democracy itself. Lastly, on the basis of a convic
tion that simultaneous attainment of economic 
development and of democracy would not be 
possible, and given the latter’s unstable, incip
ient and immature character, it posited that the 
political systems best adapted to economic devel
opment would be those based on disciplined and, 
if necessary, authoritarian mobilization, immo
lating democracy on the altar of economic 
efficiency.

In his last years Medina constantly battled 
against this point of view. H e saw no reason 
whatever for subordinating political to economic 
values, and believed that, just as it was possible 
to envisage a political system most appropriate 
for achieving a certain type of economic develop
ment, so it was equally legitimate to ask oneself 
what type of economic organization would be 
most consistent with the validity of democratic 
principles. It seemed obvious that specific eco
nomic and social conditions could have effects 
that were favourable to democracy, but the latter 
was founded on its own values, on what Medina 
called its "intangible validities”, which were in 
no degree the byproduct of economic and social 
conditions.

Liberal and democratic ideas had had their 
origin in the conception of natural law; they 
were of earlier date than economic development 
and independent of it; they had not been formu
lated in relation to it, nor were they intended to 
promote it directly. Therefore, over against the 
"m aterialistic” relation between economic 
development and democracy he set the "idealis
tic” relation, which stressed above all the value 
of beliefs and principles. Democracy must not, 
even temporarily, be sacrificed to economic 
development. Being a democrat meant defend
ing its intrinsic principles here and now, while 
striving after their effective recovery. If institu
tional distortions existed, because parliament, 
the parties, the electoral system or any other of 
the institutions did not function properly, what 
should be done was to introduce the necessary 
reforms or changes in them, not to abjure the 
principles on which they were grounded. If an 
"overload" of demands were created as a conse
quence of increasing political participation, fos
tered by economic and social change, the solution 
did not lie in repressively stamping out any of

those demands, but in educating the people with 
a view to "bringing about a change in the atti
tudes — currently impaired or downright 
perverted—  of individuals... with respect to the 
State”.9 If democratic pluralism gave rise to con
flicts, it had to be recalled that "every liberal- 
democratic conception of the political system 
tends to accept as its point of departure the 
existence of opposing interests and ideological 
positions which cannot be finally reconciled at 
the dictates of an absolute truth possessed as 
such, but can only come to temporary arrange
ments, successively amplified to meet the needs 
of the moment, through agreements, comprom
ise and mutual moderation of incompatible 
extremes”.10

Medina’s ideal of democracy is combined 
with that of planning. Historical development, 
in so far as it is a process relatively open to 
human decision, implies choosing between alter
natives, and in the tasks of formulating, deciding 
upon and executing the options concerned, plan
ning can and must play an essential part. In 
formulating his ideal of planning, he once again 
propounds some of his favourite themes: the 
hope of attaining an orderly and rational organi
zation of society; the idea of planning as an 
instrument of social change which will increase 
and uphold liberty; and the Weberian vision of a 
disillusioned world in which the extravagances 
of instrumental reason threaten the freedom of 
man.

Democratic planning was, in reality, his 
ideal, and in very interesting passages of which I 
cannot speak now,11 he draws a contrast between 
the bureaucratic, technocratic and democratic 
planning utopias, for the better support of his 
own ideal of democratic planning.

5. Concluding rem arks

I should like to conclude with three additional 
remarks on Medina’s ideals.

In the first place, for Medina his ideals 
represented the point of departure of the social

9Ibidem , p. 133.
10Ibidem, p. 127.
1 'To be found mainly in Discursos sobre política y  planeaciôn, 

op. cit.
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scientist’s work, not the point of arrival. He 
believes that his ideals are at once desirable and 
possible, but that analysis of actual situations and 
trends will invariably point to the distance 
between the ideal and the reality; and that it will 
also suggest which options would seem most 
likely to be practicable. In fact, study of the 
options open to human action on the basis of 
certain values, and of the degrees of feasibility of 
each one of those options, constitutes, in 
Medina’s opinion, one of the principal tasks of 
social science: a social science which ought to be 
the compass by which to steer human action and 
the reconstruction of society in crisis. If it is to 
perform that role, social science ought to rid 
itself of three persistent defects. Firstly, want of 
rigour: that was why Medina always placed so 
much emphasis on its scientific character. 
Secondly, the belief that valuational neutrality is 
a prerequisite for scientific objectivity. The 
scientist must analyse and defend values, with
out lapsing into dogmatism or belligerence. 
Hence his idea of the scientist's responsible par
ticipation, based on an ethic of intellectual 
responsibility, in which the scientific attitude 
and commitment with social problems are com
bined. Thirdly, the tendency to formulate over
abstract and over-specialized theoretical 
constructs. Abstraction and specialization are, of 
course, necessary, but he recommends avoiding 
abuse of what he called "intellectual mountai
neering” and "barren specializing”. Thus, he 
ponders deeply on the approaches and objects of 
analysis that will enable sociology to provide 
integrated and concrete information.12

In the second place, Medina’s ideals are man
ifestations of reason: expressions of the rational
ization process with respect to historical trends, 
and of the ideal of the validity of reason with 
respect to values. Accordingly, from an abstract 
standpoint, examination of the conditions of 
possibility of the values Medina upheld was 
prompted by a vital question that was with him 
throughout his life. W riting in the early 1940s, 
he asked: "Is the intolerable state which our 
civilization has come to now susceptible of a 
rational cure? or must we surrender ourselves,

l2See, in particular, "Reconstrucción de la ciencia social" in
Responsabilidad de la inteligencia. A study of our times. Mexico,
D.F., Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1943.

bereft of hope, to the mere interplay of blind 
forces?13 How can we cope with this chaotic 
disorder? How are we to resume the march of 
our history, without destructive upheavals?”14 
International co-operation, economic develop
ment, democracy and planning represent aspects 
of the two predominant kinds of reason, the 
formal or instrumental and the material or sub
stantive. It would be impossible to expound even 
the main ideas of Medina on the subject, but at 
least it may be noted that while he was convinced 
of the positive role that reason could and had to 
play in individual and collective human activity, 
he was also aware of the obstacles that prevented 
the free exercise of reason, of the limits to what 
it could give us, and of the perils of its excesses. 
In his study of the chiaroscuros of the exercise of 
reason, he assigns a key role to interaction 
between its formal and material branches, a 
theme which of course I can do no more than 
mention here.

Thirdly, I should like to speak of his attitude 
towards his own ideals. Medina was a man very 
little given to noisy trumpeting in the defence of 
his ideals, but his life and writings clearly show 
that he was a man of strong convictions. Not 
even the disillusionments attendant upon the 
time in which it fall to him to live, or the pessim
ism that often accompanies maturity, sufficed to 
make a dent in his convictions. He knew the 
world too well to be an optimist, but he was 
likewise too convinced of the rational capacity of 
man to let himself be carried away by pessimism. 
His writings are full, at one and the same time, of 
affirmations of value, of somewhat disillusioned 
observations regarding the possibility of living 
up to them, and, lastly, of words of encourage
ment — to himself, I imagine, and to others— , of 
exhortation, despite everything, to keep the 
flags flying. Such a passage appears in C on side
racion es socio lóg icas so b re  e l  d esarro llo  e co n ó 
m ico : "There is always a last hope that, even at 
the eleventh hour, men may arise who are able to 
turn ineptitude into efficiency, who are capable, 
if need be, of performing a final, life-saving 
operation. On the other hand, the complete 
evaporation of beliefs, the utter moral collapse

1 *See "En busca de la ciencia del hombre”, Responsabilidad de 
la inteligencia, op. cit., p. 29.

MSee Responsabilidad de ta inteligencia, op. cit., p, 16.
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that may be implicit in the dissolution of faith 
— the all-pervading anomy of an entire society—  
can only lead to hopelessness and extremism. 
Anomy implies, at the most, mere selfish resig
nation, content to gratify its most "human” and 
immediate interests, and, at the least, escape to 
an "ivory tower”, represented, perhaps, by one 
of the great world religions. Let us, then, face

this possibility — as is fitting for adult mature 
beings—  and at the same time let us cherish the 
hope, and, above all, the firm determination, 
that it will not be translated into fact."15

11Consideraciones sociológicas sobre el desarrollo económico, 
Buenos Aires, Solar/Hachette, 1963, pp. 166-167.



Political culture and democratic conscience
Enzo Faletto*

The writings of José Medina Echavarria made a 
decisive contribution towards enabling a whole 
generation of social scientists, in the broadest 
sense of the term, to gain a more thorough grasp 
of the intricate realities of Latin America. His 
studies revealed an acute awareness of the radical 
changes with which our societies were con
fronted. In his book entitled C on sideracion es  
socio lóg icas so b re  e l  d esarro llo  e co n ó m ic o ,* 
which sums up his final reflections in the late 
1950s and early 1960s, Medina postulated that a 
new cycle was beginning in the region, and that 
what was important and decisive from the socio
logical standpoint was an "awakening of aware
n ess” with regard  to the definitional 
characteristics of that new cycle. By this awaken
ing of awareness he did not mean simply and 
solely the possible knowledge of the pheno
menon that a handful of intellectuals might pos
sess, although that too was a fact of 
extraordinary importance and Medina more 
than once underlined it. The awareness needed 
was that of society as a whole, since it would be 
called upon — as he hoped—  to decide as to the 
options for its future, a task which could not be 
undertaken without a full understanding of the 
present.

For Medina the definition of the new cycle 
was nothing other than the development theme. 
Could we postulate today that the new cycle 
augured at the beginning of the 1960s has closed 
and that a new one has opened? Certainly, "inno
vations” of all sorts would seem to be the hall
mark of our times, and the so-called second 
revolution, with all its implications, is not a 
matter unconnected with our present, much less 
with our future. Nevertheless, both the theme of 
development in its present forms or styles and 
the need to be alive to it, are still valid. But 
perhaps it may be worthwhile to stress the fact 
that nowadays the phenomenon is much more

•Regional advisor to the Social Development Division of 
ECLAC.

'See José Medina Echavarria, Consideraciones sociológicas 
sobre el desarrollo económico de América Latina, Buenos Aires, 
Editora Solar-Hachetre, 1964.

complex. Of particular concern are the relations 
between development and democracy. While 
José Medina constantly drew attention to their 
complexity, many others took a perhaps over- 
optimistic view according to which a democracy 
would be the almost inevitable happy outcome of 
a sustained development process.

In the light of the foregoing remarks, we 
should like, within the framework of the present 
analysis, to work out a sort of counterpoint 
between the questions that absorbed José 
Medina’s attention in the above-mentioned 
years, and those which are of concern to us today. 
As regards that "awakening of awareness” with 
which he was preoccupied, it should be emphas
ized that for him the crux of the matter lay in the 
political and social innovations which might 
come about, since the challenge that had to be 
met was the formation of a new society with new 
sources of power. For such a purpose nothing 
could be more important than what in his termi
nology he called "the movement of ideas”.

The experience of recent years has caused 
much of present-day Latin American sociology 
to veer primarily towards the subject of demo
cracy, in an effort to verify the existence or the 
lack of underlying values, since, as has been to a 
large extent demonstrated, structural conditions 
alone are not enough to guarantee that demo
cracy will be accepted and made valid. Paraph
rasing José Medina, it might be said that in this 
case it is a matter of inquiring into the "awaken
ing of awareness" with respect to democracy.

To approach the subject in more concrete 
terms, reference may usefully be made to some 
studies published ¡n a recent volume, compiled 
by Norbert Lechner and entitled Cultura política  
y  d em ocratización , and in particular to the stu
dies by Julio Cotier, Angel Flisfisch and Oscar 
Landi contained therein.2 It is noted in the intro
duction to the book that there is a crisis of con-

JSee Julio Cotier, "La cultura política de la juventud popular 
del Perú ’; Angel Flisfisch, "Consenso democrático en el Chile 
autoritario"; and Oscar Landi, "La trama cultural de la política" ¡n 
Norbert Lechner (compiler). Cultura política y democratización, 
Santiago, Chile, CLACSO/FLACSO/ICI, 1987.
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sensus, which in practice affects possible 
development strategies and the very idea of 
social change. This crisis of consensus makes it 
plain that — as has already been said—  any spe
cific order is not the mere result of what are 
commonly called "objective factors". Essential 
for the subsistence of a social order is the exist
ence of beliefs and values.

W ith even more justification may it be main
tained that beliefs and values are the very 
groundwork of a democratic institutional sys
tem, since such a system cannot precipitately 
resort to coercion pure and simple.

There is no intention here of deducing from 
all this that in recognizing the importance of 
values and ideas, consideration of the "real" 
should be neglected, since many interpretations 
of the present crisis of democracy — existent not 
in Latin America alone—  postulate that it is 
precisely the increased complexity of real life 
that calls in question the adequacy of the under
pinnings of any democratic institutional system, 
i.e., of the political parties, parliament and the 
State as a whole. In short, to use what has 
become an accepted term, a virtual crisis of 
governability seems to be at stake. The thesis in 
itself is of exceptional importance, although one 
may not be in accord with the way in which it has 
been formulated by many writers, and still more, 
may disagree with the conclusions derived from 
the facts noted. Its importance is asserted 
because the effective existence of new constitu
tional régimes in Latin America has concen
trated attention on the political moulds in which 
institutions are cast.

It is now time to make more concrete refer
ence to an initial problem. According to one of 
the authors cited, namely, Oscar Landi — who is 
referring specifically to the case of Argentina— , 
there are two main threads in the new political 
behaviour pattern which are of outstanding 
importance as guides to the functioning of the 
parties: democracy as a social value, and modera
tion as a principle of political legitimacy. The 
author stresses the fact that the desire for 
modernization and the emphasis placed upon it 
is turned to account by parties and by individuals 
who show a political leaning as a means towards 
marking the desired break with the past.

The question now to be asked is whether 
these two themes that are important for

present-day political life in Argentina 
— modernization and democracy—  are equally 
so in other contexts. In the studies by Cotier and 
Flisfisch, the former relating to Peru and the 
latter to Chile, some doubts are raised in this 
connection.

However, before actually referring to the 
studies in question, it may be necessary to indi
cate for reference purposes the political signifi
cance of modernization as a value: a type of 
reflection which would undoubtedly have been 
dear to José Medina. How sound is this postulate 
on modernization? Is it explicit enough to serve 
as the basis for a new option? Certainly, as Landi 
notes, it may be useful for establishing a cleavage 
with the past, or at least for marking a strong 
desire for something different from an expe
rience which is regarded as negative and which 
there is no wish to repeat, but is it clear enough 
to serve as the foundation for a future?

In one of his studies, José Medina pointed 
out something to which in our own reflections 
we have not always given, apparently, all the 
importance for which it calls. He said that in 
Latin America perhaps the last doctrine that had 
constituted a sufficiently broad general ortho
doxy had been positivism. After that, he said, 
"came a sort of witches’ sabbath of the most 
diverse, contradictory and extravagant ideolo
gies and influences”.

The close relationship that existed between 
positivism and the idea of modernization is com
mon knowledge. Consequently, the next ques
tion arising is: On what body of ideas does this 
— the present-day—  notion of modernization 
rest? Of what nature is its internal coherence?

Suffice it for the moment to pose this ques
tion, perhaps to provide a motivation for 
urgently necessary research which not only will 
require the aid of the social sciences but also, 
strictly speaking, ought to be the object of philo
sophical reflection in the precise sense of the 
words.

Closely linked to the foregoing theme, is 
another of no less significance: that of the intel
lectual. Commenting on John Friedman, Medina 
noted three main functions of the intellectual in 
developing countries: a) to disseminate new 
social values; b) to work out a new economic 
development ideology; and c) to take part in the 
creation of a national image.
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If the different experiences that history 
records are taken into account, it cannot but be 
agreed that such, in many instances, has been the 
role of intellectuals, irrespective of the greater or 
lesser success achieved. In this connection 
another field of inquiry can be opened up, with 
the same intention as lay behind the preceding 
questions, i.e., that of indicating areas of research 
rather than hastening to give replies which 
would be somewhat precipitous. Specifically, it 
might be wondered whether perhaps the Latin 
American intellectuals of today are in a position 
to create a coherent image of modernization 
which in turn would constitute a new economic 
development ideology.

There are many possible avenues of 
approach to this problem, but it would be useful 
to examine in depth a paradox formulated by 
José Medina as follows: "during the years that 
are witnessing this weakening and dispersal of 
beliefs — in the last decade or so in particular [he 
is referring to ideologies in a broad sense]—  
conversely, and with no less vigour, a remarkable 
strengthening of knowledge, that is, of real and 
potential information, is taking place". Carried 
to extremes, it might be said that the theme — of 
Weberian bou q u et—  consists in determining 
what is the relation between knowledge and 
political action at the present time and conse
quently, what is the relation between the intel
lectual and politics.

In short, the point is to ascertain whether a 
body of positive knowledge really exists which 
can, for example, impart to the idea of moderni
zation — so important for the political option—  
a real degree of concretion.

Continuing the counterpoint between the 
topics currently of concern and those to which 
José Medina drew attention in his day, let us 
recall the stress that Landi laid on the impor
tance of the idea of modernization as a useful 
means of marking a distance from the past, a 
concept of break-away which was also important 
in Medina's thinking. In his case, the break was 
with a traditional Latin American system, and 
resulted from the collapse of its main pillar: the 
hacienda system. To this phenomenon, and in 
close concomitance with it, was added the rise of 
new social groups and an active presence of the 
masses. All this called for the creation of new 
political parties — since those of the elite were

no longer sufficient—  and likewise for the pres
ence of new leader groups.

This is not the place to reproduce José 
Medina’s brilliant analysis of the sociological 
significance of the hacienda. Suffice it to recall 
what in his opinion were its essential features: 
a) it had been a cell of political-military power 
together with the economic power which it 
unquestionably possessed; b) it had formed the 
nucleus of an extended-family structure which 
through its ramifications impregnated the 
whole body of institutions and powers of the 
society; c) it had constituted the circumstantial 
model of authority; and d) it had been the crea
tor of a human type of unique "character".

In the language of today we might say that 
the hacienda was the basis of a culture, and for 
our purposes we might emphasize that in a very 
special fashion it was the basis of a political 
culture. W hat Medina noted was the break-away 
from the old and the rise of the new, in which the 
new was represented by the city (not that it had 
been of no importance before), the entrepre
neurs, the middle classes and the workers.

Here attention should be drawn to two con
siderations: in the first place, modernization is 
based not only on the system of ideas but also on 
the existence or emergence of new structures 
and on a system of social relations concomitant 
with these; and, secondly, research should be 
carried out in depth on the character and evolu
tion of Latin American cities. Of course there are 
some studies, especially by historians, already in 
existence, and on the basis thus provided an 
attempt should be made to formulate an inter
pretative hypothesis of as far-reaching scope as 
those suggested with respect to the significance 
of the city in European history. It should be 
remembered that in this context, "citizen” 
means "man of the city" and that citizenship, 
with all its cultural, economic and political impli
cations, is a fact linked to the existence of the 
city. It is appropriate, therefore, to clarify what 
the city has meant in Latin America as the basis 
of a new political culture and in particular, as the 
basis of a democratic political culture.

Julio Cotier, in the above-mentioned study 
on Peru, analyses the experience of the young 
people from the Sierra who have moved into 
Lima since the 1970s. Of course, this is a specific 
case, but perhaps it might be possible to sketch
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some generalizations applicable to other Latin 
American contexts if we were to consider a 
"type” of city which for want of a better title we 
might call a "hostile city”.

It was observable that these young people, in 
the popular sectors, undergo a process of learn
ing to organize themselves around specific inter
ests. According to the author, their forms of 
association are strongly defensive, whether of 
their neighbourhood, of their housing accommo
dation, of their wages, of their jobs, of education, 
of health, of transport, or of any other interest. 
But what is important is that these mobilizations 
which give rise to new organizational patterns 
are not necessarily correlated with institutional 
modalities of political incorporation.

The fact is interesting because the result, 
unexpected at times, may take the form of a 
strengthening of traditional political behaviour 
patterns. Thus, it can be noted that practices of 
the clientele type reappear and gather energy, 
their essence consisting in promises of political 
support in exchange for protection or services 
rendered.

It would seem that the clientèle system rein
forced certain kinds of relationship based on 
subordination and on strictly personalized loy
alty. Nevertheless, simultaneously with clientèle 
practices the existence of a behaviour pattern 
based on confrontation and violence can be 
noted, and what must be underlined is that this 
latter is considered by those who exercise it as a 
valid means of winning the rights of citizenship. 
Cotier does in fact remark that "popular youth 
has incorporated into its political culture two 
apparently contradictory practices ... but has 
learnt to handle them simultaneously or alterna
tively”. In the first of these practices, of a manip
ulatory character, the traditional ties of 
patronage and clientage acquire outstanding 
importance, and in the second, which is perhaps 
no less traditional, emphasis is placed on con
frontation, so that every demand is urged — to 
use the expressive slogan—  "hasta sus ultimas 
consecuencias" ("come of it what may”). With 
respect to this latter dimension, it should be 
pointed out that such practices are accompanied 
by what might be considered almost a moral 
repudiation of every type of compromise or 
negotiation, This does not mean that comprom
ise or negotiation never exists; what is serious is 
that it does not figure as legitimized.

In a context such as that just described, it is 
obvious that the democratic formula is robbed of 
significance, since it might be said that behav
iour of this kind almost negates the possibility of 
setting up institutional machinery for political 
mediation, and casts doubt even of the capacity 
to reach valid compromises.

From all this the obvious deduction is that 
experience of a "hostile city” — and by that must 
be understood a whole set of social relations—  
can hardly form the foundation of a democratic 
culture. But alongside such situations as this, of 
which we have cited only one example, there are 
other elements which strongly influence the 
phenomenon and which should be taken into 
consideration.

The study by Angel Flisfisch reproduces the 
data obtained through a survey whose findings 
are far from encouraging. As regards orientation 
towards a democratic régime, this is 59.5%  posi
tive and 40.5%  undecided or indifferent. In the 
same survey, 51.5%  of the respondents pointed 
out certain negative features of the political par
ties, and no one can be blind to the significance of 
these for the operation of a democratic system or 
to the importance of their positive valuation. 
With respect to the degree of interest in politics 
shown by the respondents, 25.5%  expressed 
much interest, 33.3%  little and 41.2%  none at 
all.

Any interpretations of the findings of a sur
vey or observations that may be made on the 
terms in which it is formulated are always debat
able; in this case, however, it cannot be said that 
the data in themselves are encouraging, for 
which reason they are a source of disquiet as to 
the degree of social support for a democratic 
option.

However, it is interesting to note, as does the 
author, what happens when a distinction is 
drawn between those who possess a high or a 
low degree of "political sophistication”, which in 
the survey is taken to mean the capacity for 
forming political concepts and the possession of 
a certain level of information on politics. In 
those whose degree of "political sophistication” 
is high, orientation towards a democratic régime 
is positive in 77.4%  and negative in 22.6% . In 
contrast, where "political sophistication” is low, 
democratic orientation is positive in 49.2%  and 
negative in 50.8% . In accordance with these 
results, it would not be hazardous to assert
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—given chat one of the important components 
of political sophistication is information— that 
in a population politically under-informed 
democratic sympathies are unlikely to be gener
ated and what is worth emphasizing is that the 
existence or lack of such information is not 
unconnected with certain forms that power rela
tions often assume in a society.

Obviously, notwithstanding what has been 
said, other situations exist in Latin America in 
which there appears to be a stronger consensus 
in favour of democracy. Allusion was made at the 
outset to Oscar Landi’s study on Argentina. It is 
common knowledge that in this case two major 
political parties exist, each of which has its own 
historical traditions; it might even be said that 
both possess electorates whose central nucleus is 
different, but that they present profiles which 
— according to some analysts—  are no longer so 
mutually exclusive as they were in the past. The 
author’s hypothesis is that this greater similarity 
is due not to the fact that the society concerned is

more homogeneous, as might be the case in 
Europe, but rather to the emergence of a will to 
rearticulate a fragmented society.

It might be postulated that, as the result of a 
previous traumatic experience, a political culture 
is being constituted which has a greater tendency 
to find consensual elements. A question would 
then arise as to how far this consensus is likely to 
be firm and lasting. Even so, consensuality itself 
is not without its problems, which are noted in 
the article under discussion. In the conditions 
described, the option between one party or 
another may be the result of a purely tactical vote 
or of an electoral behaviour which signifies the 
reward or punishment of a given political con
duct. This might lead — to exaggerate a little—  
to a conception of politics as administration pure 
and simple, and therefore to its virtual bureau
cratization: a trend which would make it essen
tial to re-state some of the themes in the 
Weberian tradition which were of such great 
significance for José Medina.





A hopeful view of democracy

Jorge Graciarena*

I

Medina Echavarria’s concept of democracy

More than a decade ago, in the year of his death, 
what was to be José Medina Echavarria’s final 
essay was published in the CEPAL R ev iew . With  
his customary modesty, he referred to this article 
as "notes” on the future of democracy, even 
though the way in which he approached his 
subject and the scope of his analysis make this 
one of his best-conceived and most powerful 
works. Certainly, it was a subject that was very 
near to his heart for a number of reasons: his 
status as an exile from Francoism, his deeply 
liberal intellectual calling and his personal char
acter, which was proof against any lapse into 
authoritarianism.

As Adolfo Gurrieri has reminded us, the 
subject of democracy made its first appearance in 
Medina’s work in connection with his studies on 
economic development at least as early as I960. 
Subsequently, he touched upon the topic a 
number of times in various essays on the univer
sities, planning and policy, and other subjects. 
The topic thus never ceased to figure among his 
chief interests, but he nonetheless did not deal 
with it on a comprehensive and systematic basis 
until his 1977 essay,1 which, by virtue of its 
nature and scope, may be regarded as his intellec
tual last will and testament.

Medina wrote this article during what were 
difficult years for democracy, years marked by an 
overwhelming presumptuousness that subordi
nated the future attainment of democracy to the 
operation of market laws in line with neoclassi-
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cal doctrines, which blurred the distinction 
between citizens, on the one hand, and, on the 
other, consumers who acted upon their prefer
ences and exercised their sovereignty by choos
ing among economic options. Democracy was 
also, however, subject to the tutelage of a mil
itary power which felt it necessary to protect 
democracy from its congenital weaknesses. 
Without endeavouring to directly refute the 
arguments then in vogue in the Latin American 
countries governed by authoritarian régimes, 
Medina chose to address the subject in a way 
which stressed the sociological, political and his
torical foundations that have upheld the idea of 
democracy and its practice, not only as a political 
system but also as a form of harmonious social 
coexistence.

According to Medina, democracy involves 
three basic elements: a recognition of the indi
vidual's inalienable human rights, the primacy of 
political freedom exercised by an organized citi
zenry and, finally, social equity as a form of 
distributive justice. These elements encompass 
the civil and political liberties, as well as the 
social and human rights, which economic liberal
ism excluded by omission. For Medina, the dis
tinction between the two approaches was a clear 
one and became even more so when considered, 
as he did in the article we will discuss here, 
w ithin the co n tex t of th eir politico- 
philosophical foundations and historical back
grounds. When it came to choosing between the 
two, Medina unhesitatingly opted for political 
freedom, even at the risk of slighting the eco
nomic freedom of the market, and he did so 
because he firmly believed that the supreme 
value of political democracy in terms of human 
coexistence lies in the fact that only it can guar
antee the complete ascendancy of natural human 
rights, civil liberties and social rights.
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Medina’s references to John Stuart Mill in 
various parts of the essay and especially in the 
final quotation illustrate how much he agreed 
with Mill as to the fact that democracy resides in 
human beings; if an authoritarian State dimin
ishes man, it "will find that with small men no 
great thing can really be accomplished”. Medina 
went on to observe that this "conviction of the 
classic champion of liberalism, shared by other 
thinkers of similar stature, exalts the supreme 
meaning of politics and the decisive value of the 
human element in shaping a lasting social order” 
(p. 136).

Thus, perhaps without even intending it as 
such, he left us a priceless and enduring legacy, as 
may be appreciated each time one turns back to 
this brief text, which addresses all the major 
issues that have always fueled the debate con
cerning democracy.

Before going into some of Medina’s central 
ideas on this question, however, we should first 
examine his concept of democracy. His views 
were neither normative nor idealistic, inasmuch 
as he regarded democracy as an open and ongo
ing process that would never be fully crystallized 
or take on a single and final shape. "The organi
zation of democracy as participation by the peo
ple depends on higher requirements relating to 
the meaning of life ... itself.” There is nothing 
either of metaphysics or transcendentalism in 
this statement. Medina saw democracy as part of 
the secular order and therefore as a societal con
dition which could be continually refined by 
means of politically-generated and judiciously- 
implemented reforms, i.e., reforms based on 
"the creation of new techniques of social organi
zation which do not, however, claim to offer 
definitive solutions” (p. 132). Democracy could 
thus, in a strict sense, never be turned into a 
dogma because the mere attempt to do so would 
distort its very nature.

This philosophical stance gives his analysis a 
highly flexible dimension and saves it from pes
simism when the moment arrives to consider 
the obstacles which divert the democratization 
process from its essential objectives. More than a 
political régime, democracy was, for Medina, a 
social way of life based on principles which form 
an inseparable part of it: natural human rights, 
civil and political liberties and social equity. He 
saw it as being a question of the "supreme values

of a form of human society which has a real 
significance for man and his community” 
(p. 134).

Certainly, however, Medina understood that 
democracy as a social and political order is not 
free from tensions and conflicts among the var
ious sectors and social classes of which it is com
posed. "Consequently, every liberal-democratic 
conception of the political system tends to accept 
as its point of departure the existence of oppos
ing interests and ideological positions which 
cannot be fully reconciled at the dictates of an 
absolute truth possessed as such, but can only 
come to temporary arrangements, successively 
amplified to meet the needs of the moment, and 
worked out through agreement, compromise 
and mutual moderation of incompatible 
extremes” (p. 127). He therefore saw the inevit
ability of conflict as a positive factor, since hav
ing suitable institutional means of mediating 
and ultimately resolving conflicts was one of the 
functions of democracy.

As part of this concept of democracy as a 
progressive process by which expression is given 
to certain values, a process incorporating dis
sent, pluralism and conflict as central elements 
in its makeup and internal dynamics, Medina 
also ascribed a specific meaning to the idea of 
crisis as such. In the midst of the various inter
pretations suggested in the course of the debate 
as to the meaning of a concept that plays such a 
pivotal role in the examination of concrete situa
tions and historical processes, Medina asserted 
that the term crisis refers to a "particular stage in 
the evolution of a system which is marked by 
sufficient symptoms of vacillation and distur
bance to indicate a state of transition, ruling out 
neither the recovery and reinvigoration of the 
system or its final disintegration and collapse” 
(p. 119). All crises have a temporal dimension 
involving a history ridden with "difficulties 
already observed in the immediate past and 
therefore in the present day” which also includes 
their "prolongation into the future”. In other 
words, any crisis must necessarily resolve itself 
in one of the possible ways alluded to above, one 
of which is, certainly, the continuance of a sta
tionary state that, while not involving either any 
progress or any retrogression, does entail some 
degree of internal recomposition of the system 
in question. This is why crises are never a static
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phenomenon but instead signify, above all, 
movement, a process of transition, a shift in 
some direction towards a different state. 
Although Medina’s choice of terms might be 
misleading in this respect, his concept is not 
evolutionist in the sense of entailing an a p r io r i  
assumption that progress will be made towards a

desirable end. His idea of crisis as an open-ended 
transition is particularly relevant and thought- 
provoking when applied to the analysis of the 
actual situations created in the course of the 
redemocratization processes pursued by the 
Latin American countries which have entered 
into a new political stage in recent years.

i i

Economic development and democracy

From  the very outset, Medina addressed the 
issue raised by the widespread presence of 
"authoritarianism” in Latin America2 and 
undertook a concise exploration of its nature and 
of the explanation put forward to justify it. He 
observed that there were two schools of thought 
that merged into a broader question, and it is this 
latter issue which constitutes a common thread 
running throughout his essay. The first interpre
tation is the economic one, which attributes 
authoritarianism to underdevelopment and con
tends that the drive to overcome underdevelop
ment will inevitably entail a period of 
authoritarianism since, without it, the first steps 
along the economic road to development cannot 
be taken. According to this line of thought, once 
these steps have been taken and a certain level of 
modernization has been achieved, it will then be 
possible, given the existence of other conditions, 
for a democratic political system to be gradually 
established. The other interpretation emphas
izes political considerations, arguing that the 
problem is to be found in the State and in its 
inability to reconcile opposing interests, mediate 
conflicts and take appropriate decisions for set
ting up a well-defined policy to promote devel
opment. While Medina regarded the latter 
explanation as being more plausible than the 
former, he did not embrace either of these one
sided (the economic or the political) views. 
Instead, he asserted that "both interpretations, if 
they are to be valid, must be completed by a

2A1I the South American countries except for Colombia and 
Venezuela were governed by authoritarian military régimes in 
1977.

detailed analysis of the historical and social pro
cesses that have taken place in each case” 
(p. 1 1 4 ), C onsequently, develop m en talist 
authoritarianism is not necessarily something 
which can be defined, on an a p r io r i  basis, as 
being engendered by underdevelopment.

The central element shared by these two 
main interpretations could thus be said to be that 
they both postulate the existence of a close type 
of "kinship” between economic development 
and democracy on a deterministic basis. In this 
and earlier essays, Medina energetically rejected 
the necessity of such an association, especially 
when it was seen in terms of a cause-and-effect 
succession whereby democracy would be con
tingent upon economic development. In his 
opinion, past experience indicated that these 
two processes could follow parallel and even 
converging courses but need not necessarily do 
so, since either could exist without the other. 
One piece of supporting evidence in this respect 
is the fact that authoritarian developmentalism  
has often shouldered democracy aside, thereby 
denying it a role in the various "economic mira
cles” of recent decades. On the other side of the 
coin, there are also cases of stationary economies 
existing in combination with stable democracies, 
as occurred in Uruguay during the almost 20  
years between the mid-1950s and 1973.

Having clearly delimited the relative inde
pendence of these two processes, Medina elabo
rated upon his line of reasoning, since for him it 
was evident that development and democracy 
are in no way mutually exclusive either. On the 
contrary, a complex network of interrelation
ships binds the two together, as is illustrated
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particularly clearly by a thorough analysis of 
specific situations. Indeed, he noted how much 
economically-rooted social tensions and conflicts 
are eased in highly developed societies in which 
personal incomes are relatively large and not too 
inequitably distributed. This does not, however, 
necessarily mean that one process depends upon 
the other, but rather only that democracy tends 
to become consolidated in capitalist societies in 
which an abundance of consumption gives rise to 
an apathetic type of conformism and a passive 
adherence to an electorally-annointed political 
leadership. Nevertheless, to begin with, the 
most important thing was to disprove the argu
ment that the road to democracy excluded the 
possibility of development. This authoritarian 
concept was primarily based on a negative 
assessment of the populist movements of the 
1950s and 1960s, which had been presented as 
democratic paradigms that were synonymous 
with chaos and a threatened social order. It was 
therefore imperative, first of all, to put things in 
their proper place.

Nonetheless, Medina’s analysis of the corre
lation between economic development and 
democracy was quite pliant in that he allowed for 
transitory contingencies. "Let us provisionally 
admit that the correlation does show a tempor
ary validity in relation to the historical juncture 
at which it has been observed” (p. 124), i.e., for 
the time being and to a limited extent. This 
analytical context also encompassed "the demor
alizing effects of both inflation and recession on 
political consciousness — [with] the strength of 
the impact varying in the different social sec

tors”, which gave rise to conflicts that, as they 
worsened, placed serious difficulties in the path 
of attempts to find a political solution within the 
framework of a pluralistic democracy. Even so, 
Medina felt that the impact and continuity of 
political habits and traditions accounted for the 
capacity exhibited by the central democracies to 
deal with the difficulties they had faced, noting 
that some of these democracies "have kept going 
with exemplary vigour during the recent years of 
economic recession”. In exploring this issue 
(which is only very briefly reviewed here) and 
other related questions, Medina made a point of 
outlining the independence of political institu
tions and their autonomy in respect of determi
nistic economic constraints. While it is true that 
democracy functions within the framework of a 
given social and economic structure and histori
cal background, it is also true that the extent of 
its autonomy is such that its makeup and func
tioning cannot be fully explained in reference 
only to the pertinent historical/structural fac
tors. Medina regarded the political rationale of 
democracy, based on participation and a wide
spread consensus concerning policy design and 
implementation, as being sufficient and approp
riate for the solution of the problems arising 
within the historical context. If a democracy 
were to collapse, it would therefore not be a 
direct consequence of economic stagnation or of 
any intrinsic weakness on its part, but rather of 
social upheaval and of the internal and external 
conflicts sparked by such unrest which the rule of 
law and its institutional mechanisms had been 
unable to resolve.

i i i

Capitalism and democracy

Underlying observable events and processes, 
however, there is a deeper issue which subsumes 
that relating to economic development. This 
issue concerns the long-standing connection 
between capitalism and democracy by which the 
economic and political sides of the question are 
interwoven a single system. Ever since its begin
nings, it has been difficult to make democracy

fully compatible with capitalism, the latter being 
understood as a certain way of organizing eco
nomic production and society. A never com
pletely harmonious form of coexistence has been 
the rule in the history of capitalist development 
and of the spread and establishment of demo
cracy, which only belatedly attained what might 
be characterized as a mature state in the central
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capitalist countries. However, this accommoda
tion has invariably been achieved by forcing 
democracies into a kind of "Procustean bed” so 
as to make them conform to the needs of capital
ism in each of its successive historical phases. 
This does not, however, mean that a coalescence 
has taken place whereby democracy has been 
reduced to nothing more than a mere appendage 
of capitalism or, in other words, that it has been 
converted into a capitalist democracy. For 
Medina, this position was unacceptable: demo
cracy has its own raison  d ’etre, its own legitimacy 
which is not subsumed into that of capitalism; 
nor is it to be supposed that capitalist society is 
the only type of society which can uphold demo
cracy as a political system and way of life.

If these two historical forms cannot be made 
to converge naturally, however, then this will be 
achieved forcibly, through the predomination of 
that form which has proved to be the most 
vigorous in W estern civilization and, hence, to 
be most able to impose its own terms. The fol
lowing quotation illustrates the nature of such an 
accommodation: "According to the theorists of 
the democratic political patterns proper to late 
or more mature capitalism, the entire system, 
concerned solely for its own stability, uses an 
institutional complex whose one and only objec
tive is the loyalty of the masses, i.e., simply to be 
able to secure a state of apathetic obedience 
which is functionally satisfactory” (p. 129). And 
this passive conformism is achieved at the 
expense of full democracy, by means of disinfor
mation, political propaganda, ideological pres
sures, consumerism, religious fundamentalism 
and other cultural methods of countering politi
cal motivation and mobilization. The outcome is 
a functional sort of legitimacy, whether or not 
consciously conferred, which perverts the true 
meaning of active citizenship, the ultimate foun
dation for democracy as a form of popular 
participation.

In the 1970s, when Medina wrote this essay, 
a great deal of interest was being aroused by the 
discussion going on at that ‘time concerning the 
gradual and irreversible decline of the expansion 
of the central economies and, by extension, of 
the underveloped periphery as well. This was 
the period following the major oil crises, when 
attention was reluctantly and fearfully riveted on 
the population explosion and on what was seen

as the probable and imminent depletion of the 
world’s main natural resources, as the experts 
speculated about "the possibility of remaining 
becalmed ... in a stationary economic situation” 
(p. 133). Much was being written about zero 
growth and its possible medium- and long-term  
implications for the structure and functioning of 
society and politics.

Some authors set their ideas and conclusions 
within the framework of civilization itself. R.L. 
Heilbroner, whom Medina quoted frequently, 
had written a number of highly influential works 
in which he postulated the forthcoming "decline 
of industrial civilization”. This thesis, with some 
slight variations, was shared by the neo- 
Marxists, who felt that it was not industrial but 
rather capitalist civilization which was on the 
verge of collapse. Both of these schools of 
thought predicted that these events would occur 
well into the next century, when the elements 
and factors at work would, they thought, have 
achieved their full impact and have helped to 
produce the situations they foresaw.

This exceeded the time frame considered by 
Medina in his essay, which, strictly speaking, was 
not a prospective study. Nevertheless, this futu
rological debate suggested some ideas which he 
felt were pertinent to his analysis of the demo
cratic process and its immediate future. As indi
cated earlier, he would not accept any 
interpretation which would subordinate demo
cracy to any given economic form, whether it be 
industrial or capitalist. Political democracy was 
capable of accommodating a varied range of eco
nomic and social forms based on relatively dif
ferent principles of production, appropriation 
and of the distribution of economic goods, 
although, of course, its scope was not unlimited.

This is why he felt it necessary at this point 
to clarify a matter which would make it possible 
to draw a distinction between democracy and its 
economic foundations. Although he had menti
oned this question earlier, it bore repeating at 
this juncture in order to lay such predictions of 
catastrophy to rest. "V is-à-vis the doctrine ... 
that the legitimacy of the democratic régime is 
identical with the success and efficiency of the 
economic system, a vigorous reminder is needed 
that the type of domination which characterizes 
the modern State and which in one way or



90 CEPAL REVIEW No. 35 / August ¡988

another upholds both its liberal elements (politi
cal rights) and its democratic features ('repres
entation' as a legal faculty) has its origin in the 
evolution of ideas on natural law before and after 
the dawn of the modern epoch... Accordingly, no 
essential relation links the development and his
torical consolidation of the modern constitu
tional State and its subsequent democratic 
structure with the specific conceptions of the 
capitalist system, and consequently neither the 
rule of law nor the institutional crystallization of 
the egalitarian aspirations of democracy has 
been formulated or defined as a function of what 
we now call economic development.” In order to 
reinforce this argument, a few lines later Medina

added: "The history of Europe is a clear case in 
point, since poverty was no bar either to the 
ardent desire for democracy or to the gradual 
improvement of the footing on which it was 
established. The history of the various parties, of 
their doctrines, and of the steady formation of 
political habits and traditions, has its fount of 
inspiration in some of the European countries” 
(pp. 124-125). In sum, democracy is an inde
pendent political phenomenon whose historical 
fate will not necessarily be determined by the 
economic form it takes, and this has been so 
since its very beginnings. Its fate is therefore not 
necessarily tied to that of present-day civiliza
tion, be it industrial or capitalist.

IV

Democracy and technocracy

In discussing the medium-term prospects for 
development in the W estern countries, Medina 
agreed with the optimistic view expressed in the 
report presented by W. Leontief to the United 
Nations, which foresaw continued growth in 
these economies for "two or three decades”, i.e., 
until the end of this century. W ith this growth 
scenario as a backdrop, Medina asked himself 
what the presumable outlook might be for the 
great industrial democracies in the near future 
(p. 115). This question goes hand in hand with 
another which may be regarded as crucial for the 
future of democracy: "Will it be possible for 
liberal democracy to survive in economic and 
technical conditions very different from those 
hitherto prevailing?”

These questions usher in an attempt by 
Medina to address an issue of deep concern to 
him: the possibility that technical considerations 
could ultimately dominate all the major spheres 
of social and political life. The steadily increasing 
prominence of instrumental criteria, to the det
riment of considerations based on a substantive 
rationale, could result in the adulteration of the 
underlying and essential meaning of the idea of 
democracy, which is chiefly practised within the 
realm of politics and through political means. In 
this connection, Medina noted that a civilization

would be irremediably threatened if an instru
mental focus were to become the only prevailing 
rationale. In another section of his essay, he 
made a categorical statement which is worth 
quoting in full because it sums up the meaning 
which he attributed to democracy: "Philosophi
cal criticism ... [has] emphasized and perhaps 
demonstrated the aberration implied for civili
zation by the predominance of the instrumental 
rationale. The practical or perhaps historical 
rationale upon which depend the values people 
look to in everyday life — ethical and aesthetic 
values, values relating to community support 
and fraternity—  has been increasingly dimmed 
by the instrumentality of the relation between 
ends and means in science and technique, in 
economic development and in the technocratic 
expertise brought to bear on political decisions, 
leaving the ordinary human being painfully frus
trated in his most intimate and most vitally 
essential aspirations. All the personal — i.e., 
psychological—  'm alaise of our time stems from 
the combination of the alienation imposed by 
institutions subject to the instrumental rationale 
with the anomie bred of the frustration of per
sonal values” (p. 130).

This is the chief threat to democracy posed 
by the present civilizing process. In "a civiliza-
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tion increasingly dominated by scientific know
ledge ... science and technique would constitute 
the dynamic force of such a future ... Would it be 
meaningful to speak of the survival of demo
cratic organization in such a society [which is 
— it must be recalled—  an essentially political 
form of organization]?” After reviewing the 
neo-conservative arguments concerning the 
"end of ideologies” and the "death of utopias”, 
Medina observed: "Some people are beginning 
to see politics as a mere illusion” (pp. 130-131).

It would surely be a futile exercise to try to 
imagine a democracy in a world bereft of an 
explicit and pluralistic form of politics, in which 
even the most sweeping and important decisions 
were seen as a technical question and thus as the 
exclusive preserve of technocrats and their 
expertise, with the representatives of the politi
cal citizenry being entirely bypassed. Medina was 
very clear on this point: "N either the rule of law 
nor the concept of democracy can be reduced to 
the status of mere instruments ... the future of 
W estern democracy depends on whether it can 
find itself again.”

It is very important to understand that 
Medina did not, in respect of this or any other 
topic, argue against science or modern technol
ogy. On the contrary, he took a highly positive 
view of today’s scientific and technologically- 
based industrial civilization. What he feared 
were technocratic excesses and the arguments 
advanced by ideologues for the supplantation of 
politics by technical considerations and, hence, 
the replacement of government as conducted by 
political representatives of the citizenry with

government by specialists and experts. This 
technocratic approach, which was energetically 
espoused in the mid-1970s, was gaining ground 
in academic and international institutions and in 
powerful and influential civilian and military 
circles. Indeed, it became the predominant ideol
ogy of the authoritarian phase of capitalism of 
that time and its influence was felt not only in 
the countries then ruled by military régimes but 
also in nations which managed to maintain their 
civilian governments. This is what moved 
Medina to refute this argument, which he did by 
attacking it at its very roots.

Despite these "ill winds”, Medina’s faith in 
the future of democracy was unshaken. He 
firmly believed that the human values embodied 
in democracy could not easily be swept off the 
stage of history. "... great importance is of course 
attached to [trends] of a strictly technological 
character [as regards the present and future of 
democracy]; but undoubtedly the keenest con
cern is for the future lot of hum anity,... for the 
extent to which the values that are still consi
dered essential to civilization are destined to 
flourish or to founder" or, in other words, the 
supreme value of the freedom of the individual; 
the values upholding society which are based on 
solidarity, fraternity, equity, justice, participa
tion, identity; and the forms of development 
placed at the service of human liberty and dignity 
(pp. 115, 117 and 120). These were the values 
which, in his view, constituted the foundations 
of democracy and which he saw as being threa
tened by the "technification" of the world, of 
society and of people’s lives.

v
Corporative powers

Political representation is an essential element 
of both the classic and modern forms of demo
cracy because it ensures the participation of the 
citizenry in the taking of decisions and in con
trolling their implementation. After reviewing 
some of the difficulties encountered by parlia
ments and other bodies representing the people 
as regards the effective exercise of the demo

cratic powers of initiative, the reconciliation of 
interests and conflict resolution, Medina admits 
that there have been obvious shortcomings in 
the way these powers have been constituted and 
used. Presumably, in a representative democratic 
system, the gap separating actual individuals 
from the abstract State should be bridged by the 
parties and the deliberative bodies established in
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accordance with political constitutions. In var
ious aspects, however, this representational cov
erage has fallen short of what is called for both 
by democratic doctrine and by political practice 
in order to ensure that the democratic system 
will operate as it should.

The resulting representational void is 
manifested in at least two forms. The first of 
these is the questioning of the legitimacy of the 
democratic political régime, which is seen as an 
ineffective means of representation. According 
to democratic doctrine, one of the functions of 
such a régime is to give effect to the "alchemy” 
by which social interests are transmuted into 
political demands. W hen this is not done, the 
system suffers from what are sometimes serious 
failings, failings that alter the way in which the 
political régime functions and, what is worse, 
produce a representational deficit which 
prompts people to resort to their own means in 
order to cover. Secondly, it is manifested in the 
multiplication of "corps interm édiaires**  repres
enting specific social interests; this pheno
menon undoubtedly stems from the increasing 
complexity of the relationships between society 
and politics. This is not in itself harmful to the 
democratic system, but it can be if these interme
diate bodies tend to fill the representational void 
that has not been satisfactorily covered by the 
political régime and, in doing so, act on behalf of 
social interests without, however, politicizing 
them, i.e., without submitting them to the 
screening process carried out by the bodies, par
liaments and parties which perform a represen
tational function in a democratic political 
system. Even if they are presented directly to the 
government and the State, however, when such 
social interests have powerful backing, they tend 
to set up non-democratic alternative channels of 
representation.

Major social interests are corporatively 
represented when they are championed by large 
bureaucratic organizations which then bring 
these interests to the attention of public authori
ties without going through any intermediary 
and, hence, without integrating them into politi
cally representative bodies. This gives rise to a 
dual representational system made up, on the 
one hand, of political channels and, on the other, 
of corporative agencies. It could be asserted that 
this duality has always existed alongside the

party system and has served to complement the 
latter to varying extents. Furthermore, it is 
obvious that, in the past, it has never been the 
case that all social interests have been politically 
represented. The issue thus begins to take shape, 
firstly, as a question of degree, of the relative 
significance of the social interests taken outside 
the realm of the political régime and, secondly, 
as a question of the autonomy of social represen
tation, inasmuch as when such representation 
tends to become relatively independent of the 
political system, the difference then becomes a 
substantial one. Power thus becomes heavily 
concentrated in groups outside the domain of the 
State, giving rise to complex societal configura
tions such as those described as "polyarchical” by 
Dahl or as "polycentric” by Garcia Pelayo. These 
major enclaves of power are formed by economic 
and financial groups, employer federations, 
labour unions and ecclesiastical and military 
institutions which provide their own represen
tation and which are generally reluctant to sub
mit to the dictates of the political authorities of 
the citizenry and of the State as the representa
tive of the law.

When corporative powers gain an increas
ing amount of operational autonomy, the rela
tionships between social actors and citizens of 
the polity reflect a dissociation that works to the 
detriment of the party system and political 
representation and to the benefit of large eco
nomic and social corporations, which act on 
behalf of the most powerful interest groups in 
the society. This tension, in its most condensed 
and significant form, reflects the present struc
tural and systemic incongruencies between lib
eral dem ocracy and capitalism , w hich, 
historically, have never been resolved to the full 
satisfaction of the former. Now as before, the 
coexistence of the two has been achieved by 
adapting democracy to the structural matrix and 
to the logic imposed upon it by capitalism at each 
given stage in history.

This new type of social power structure, 
whose influence extends into politics (in recent 
years referred to as "neo-corporativism”), was 
discussed early on by Medina in his analyses of 
the newly-emerging characteristics of the 
bureaucratization and technocratization pro
cesses, a subject which he explored in depth in 
his essays on planning. In his article on demo
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cracy, he introduced yet another important topic 
in this connection when he discussed the forma
tion of pyramidally-structured meritocracies 
based on a type of éütism tending to result in the 
oligarchization of the corporative leadership.

This subject, which was dealt with by R. 
Michels in a now classic work on the European 
countries, has attracted a great deal of interest in 
the region because these processes have begun to 
have an extraordinary impact on the political 
processes involved in the transition to demo
cracy. Indeed, the corporatization of the social 
representation of major sectoral interest groups 
is manifested in the growing power of the cor
porative structure vis-à-vis a weak State presid
ing over a democratic political system which has 
not finished rebuilding itself and which, as a 
result, is accorded a limited degree of legitimacy. 
A plurality of corporative forces, which fre
quently form alliances despite the divergent 
interests they represent, is thus progressively 
encroaching upon the political sphere and exert
ing a sometimes decisive influence on govern
mental policy measures.

The civilian and democratic States formed in 
the wake of authoritarian régimes are still pre
carious in their makeup, suffer from a lack of 
authority, are generally inefficient and project an 
image, both of themselves and of the political 
parties and political activity, which contains the 
undeniable elements of confusion characteristic 
of a transitionary phase. The differences 
between the relative amounts of power wielded

by the two are, however, not only the product of 
the limitations of the democratic political 
authorities, but are also due to the fact that, 
during the preceding authoritarian régimes, cor
porative forces gained new ground which they 
have thereafter been unwilling to relinquish. 
Furthermore, the receptiveness of these new 
social power structures to democratic practices is 
either very slight or entirely non-existent, 
depending upon the type of interest groups they 
incorporate.

Medina brought up these points in discussing 
the "breakup of democracy" in connection with the 
"crisis of governability” (S. Huntington) and the 
idea of a "blocked society” (D. Bell). The possibil
ity of an "overload” of chaotically-presented social 
demands, in the former case, or of a paralysis of the 
political system, in the latter, seriously hampers 
decision-making. In a society marked by these char
acteristics, the political system is eventually immo
bilized by the action of powerful antagonistic 
forces. Although Medina did not espouse these 
hypotheses in the form in which they were 
expressed, he did not conceal his concern as to their 
possible implications for "the whole essence of 
democracy as political participation”. He went on 
to stress that "in the democracy of today the tradi
tional sense of citizenship' is the most important 
thing to save, even from the perils of what are 
often generous attempts to perfect it”. In other 
words, Medina placed the utmost emphasis on the 
primacy of politics as a decision-making forum 
without which democracy would be inconceivable.

VI

Crisis and the transition to democracy

Insofar as possible, Medina’s attitude was optim
istic whenever there were grounds for being so, 
invariably constructive and highly realistic. This 
positive outlook is clearly evidenced in his analy
sis of the future of democracy in the region, 
considering, of course, the assumptions on 
which it was based. "If it is true that the foresee
able picture for the next two or three decades 
[the Liontief report] suggests the probable con
tinuance of general economic growth [the Latin

Am erican countries] may reasonably be 
expected to enjoy a period of further enrich
ment, keeping the gap between them and the 
central countries the same as hitherto, or per
haps even narrowing it. If the likewise favour
able prospect for the continuity of democracy in 
the capitalist countries is also confirmed, the 
model thus emerging could perhaps help to rub 
off the burrs of the authoritarian systems pre
vailing in the region.” The latter should, how
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ever, be the result of a process that is free of 
"interference or pressures — most of which have 
a negative effect—  or of straightforward copying 
of foreign models ... rather it is a matter of the 
existence of a generalized political atmosphere 
which the Latin American nations could hardly 
fail to breathe too, given their birthright of 
membership in a common culture and their 
long-standing spontaneous links ... with the 
great democracies whose future still holds out a 
promise" (p. 135).

Note the great care with which Medina for
mulated his projection, aware as he was of the 
fact that these favourable overall trends might 
change either totally or in part, and that his 
predictions might therefore be fulfilled in one 
sense and yet be belied by the facts in another. 
And this is indeed what has happened. It seems 
worthwhile at this point to take a brief look at 
what has occurred during the decade that has 
passed since Medina’s essay on democracy was 
written and published. The "international eco
nomic order” has changed so much that it has 
become, generally speaking, a factor which dim
inishes the periphery’s opportunities for devel
opment: the central capitalist economies have 
fallen back behind the defensive wall of an 
unprecedented degree of protectionism; com
modity prices and the demand for these products 
have dropped to previously unheard-of levels, 
and the exporting countries’ earnings have 
plummeted along with them; the terms of trade 
have deteriorated substantially; and the foreign 
debt crisis, which came out into the open in 1982, 
constitutes an ongoing resource drain that is 
depleting the region’s investment and growth 
opportunities. The projected "two or three 
decades of growth" have evaporated, and the 
retrogression of the Latin American countries’ 
economies to the levels they had reached in the 
late 1970s, has seriously exacerbated social con
flicts. The drop in employment and the growth 
of underemployment, the decrease in wages and 
living standards observed even in middle- 
income sectors, increasing margination and 
recourse to extreme survival strategies, the 
decline of the rural peripheries and the poverty 
of the peasantry — all of which is in glaring 
contrast to the consumerism of the well-to-do 
strata, whose incomes have increased in many 
cases—  have pushed the social barometer up 
into the storm range.

Nobody could reasonably deny that the social 
situation is steadily deteriorating in the coun
tries that are in the process of making a transi
tion to democracy and that their economies have 
stagnated or, in the most extreme cases, are even 
shrinking. Perhaps the most politically delicate 
aspect of the situation is that of both the depend
ent and independent middle-income sectors; his
torically one of the most effective mainstays of 
democracy, these sectors have gone into a rapid 
decline.

¡E  pur, si m u ove!  Democracy has been rein
stated in most of the countries whose authoritar
ian military régimes were incapable of 
overcoming the crisis or of managing it satisfac
torily. The specific nature of the corresponding 
events has varied from one country to another, 
but the differences among them cannot conceal 
the existence of one main feature which they 
have in common and which has become evident 
wherever the "debt crisis”, with all its economic 
and social implications, has been followed by a 
sudden interruption of dynamic growth trends 
in the Latin American economies. The restora
tion of democracy has filled the void left by the 
withdrawal of authoritarian régimes, but has not 
necessarily resolved the structural crisis which 
envelopes the region’s peripheral version of cap
italism as an historical system. In line with the 
logic that prevailed some years ago, it might 
have been thought that the imperative of pre
serving the capitalist social order in the face of 
an outright crisis would have given rise to 
demands for an expanded role for the State and 
its Praetorian Guards. This has not, however, 
been the case, perhaps because it was neither 
necessary nor possible. Firstly, the crisis has not 
entailed any serious threats to the status quo  
which would have cast doubt upon the capitalist 
order. Quite the contrary, although there have 
been signs of discontent and social protest, they 
have not been such as to call the system into 
question. Secondly, no one can deny that the 
response capacity of both civilian and military 
authoritarian apparatuses had been exhausted 
and that the changeover was thus inevitable and 
undefferable.

Political demands have been for democracy 
rather than for more authoritarianism, and it is 
democracy that has been assigned the heavy 
responsibility of enduring and then overcoming 
the crisis. This is not an appropriate place to
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assess its possibilities of success, but it is a fitting 
time to take another look at Medina’s ideas on 
the relative independence of politics from eco
nomic development. The countries currently 
making a transition to democracy have 
embarked upon this process under the worst 
economic conditions of the last 50 years. Never
theless, the trends being observed today bear out 
Medina’s optimism, since much of the available 
political and social evidence supports the conclu

sion, at least on a provisional basis, that demo
cracy is here to stay. And the reason for this, 
above all, is that nobody with a sufficient degree 
of power and ability is offering a viable or signif
icant alternative which could garner the neces
sary consensus and material support. W e thus 
continue in a state of transition, following a 
course which we hope will lead us to the consoli
dation of the infant democracy that we now 
enjoy.





The challenge of orthodoxy and the ideas 
of Medina Echavarria

Aníbal Pinto*

It is a serious commitment for an economist to 
take part in a meeting of distinguished sociolo
gists, and all the more so when that meeting 
pivots upon the work and personality of so emi
nent a thinker as Medina Echavarria. The only 
valid explanation would seem to be that I am 
among those who followed his work with inter
est and profit, especially those studies based on 
political economy which, in some way and to 
some degree, are common ground for all the 
social disciplines.

Furthermore, this assembly of sociologists 
reminds me of one of the most significant and 
fecund epochs in the history of ECLAC, when 
— in the 1960s—  the idea of a bold incursion into 
the field of sociology came to fruition. Dr. 
Prebisch and don José Medina Echavarria played 
decisive parts in that enterprise, which may well 
be compared to the muster of economists asso
ciated with ECLAC at the time of its foundation, 
40 years ago.1

The intellectual output of those two periods 
has left a priceless legacy, which the rising gen
erations cannot afford to ignore. Its diffusion has 
been sedulously promoted in the courses given 
by the Latin American and Caribbean Institute 
for Economic and Social Planning, but the effort 
needs to be stepped up by that and other means, 
such as this same meeting.

It is likewise obvious that much remains to 
be done to secure a more fruitful relationship, a 
more intensive dialogue, between sociologists 
and economists. W e are not separated in water
tight departments, to be sure, and much progress 
has been made in this respect, but the desirable 
and necessary goal is still a long way off. This is a 
subject that always interested Medina 
Echavarria, who, moreover, referring to pre-

• D ire c to r  o f  ch e  CEPAL Review.
'F o r  a lu cid  a n d  re a d a b le  r e c o n s tru c t io n  o f  th a t  p e rio d , s e e  

C e ls o  F u rta d o , A fantasia organisada, R io  d e  J a n e i r o ,  E d ito r ia l P a z  
e  T e r r a ,  1 9 8 5 .

cisely those relationships, wrote in one of his 
studies:2 "... More often than not, the different 
specialists have simply passed the ball to one 
another. Economists have tried to work out their 
development models while leaving to others, 
sociologists or political scientists, the problem of 
verifying the data which on their own account 
they left untouched, as accepted or assumed. And 
conversely, the contemporary political scientists, 
concerned with emphasizing the purely political 
elements in the systems postulated as desirable 
— in general no different from those already 
arrived at by the countries that they considered 
more advanced— , left to the economists the 
study of the economic mechanisms which would 
make the maintenance of such political institu
tions viable. Thus, contemporary bibliography 
commonly abounds in examples of the two posi
tions, with the consequent excuses on the one 
side and the corresponding reproaches on the 
other. Economists expected other social scient
ists somehow or other to give them, satisfactor
ily formulated, whatever they regarded as 
beyond their scope, outside the precise boundar
ies of their specific activity; similarly, but the 
other way round, no few political scientists, 
experts on administration and a good many soci
ologists reproached the economists for their 
unwillingness to hand over to them the sound 
information that they deemed necessary for the 
support of their own work. Such discussions and 
confrontations in a purely theoretical field, fos
tered by the desire to find generalizations valid 
for different situations and periods, are possibly 
meaningless; the only logical and consistent 
thing would have been to start with analyses 
conditioned in space and time, that is to say, 
actual and clearly-defined historical situations,

2J o s é  M e d in a  E c h a v a r r ia , Discurso sobre política y planea- 
ciôn, M e x ic o , D .F .,  S ig lo  X X I  E d ito r e s , 1 9 7 2 , p p . 8  an d  9 . T h is  w as 
a ls o  in clu d ed  in  La obra de fosé Medina Echavarria: S e le c t io n  and  
p r e p a r a to ry  stud y by A d o lfo  G u r r ie r i ,  M a d rid , E d ic io n e s  C u ltu ra  

H is p á n ic a , 1 9 8 0 ,  p p . 2 9 3  to  3 7 6 .
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so that in view of them the problem could be 
stated in these or other similar terms: given the 
economic situation in which we are living here 
and now, and to which we wish to give impulse, 
what are the political instruments that ought to 
be used to serve that end? or, conversely, given 
certain political conditions which it would be 
desirable to improve in a given direction, what 
might be the economic instruments best fitted 
for the purpose? But the reason why scarcely 
anything is done on the basis of specific and 
individual historical cases, and trust is placed 
rather in the interplay of theories and models, 
lies largely in the fact that since the end of the 
Second World W ar there has been a swelling 
flood of theoretical bibliography which seems to 
have reached its highest tidemark at this very 
time.”

W e shall now come to the heart of our pres
ent matter, which is to recall some of Medina 
Echavarria’s ideas that have a bearing upon the 
current controversy between monetarist orthod
oxy and diverse heterodox schools of thought. 
To this end three of his studies* have been taken 
into consideration, with special attention to 
questions touching upon the State and on 
planning.

It might be said with some justification that 
this controversy dates back to distant times, for 
example, to the last century, when in Latin 
America discussion constantly went on between 
"free-traders” and "protectionists”. But the 
present situation displays very special character
istics, inasmuch as the combatants in the arena 
include not only academics and politicians of one 
or other bent, but also government agencies, 
international organizations, private interests, 
both national and foreign, and so forth. W hat is 
occurring, in fact, is an ideological mobilization 
on a probably unprecedented scale.4

’ N a m e ly , " E l  d e s a r r o llo  y su f i lo s o f ia " ,  " D is c u r s o  s o b re  p o 

lít ic a  y p la n e a c ió n "  a n d  " L a  p la n e a c ió n  e n  las fo rm a s  d e  ra c io n a 

lid a d ". A ll  th r e e  a p p e a r  in  La obra de José Medina Echavarría, 
S e le c t io n  a n d  p r e p a r a to ry  study by A d o lfo  G u r r ie r i ,  op. cit.

* A  s ig n if ic a n t  c a se  in  p o in t  is  to  b e  fo u n d  in  th e  p e rio d ica l 
Economic impact, p u b lish e d  by  th e  U n ite d  S ta te s  G o v e r n m e n t  
In fo r m a t io n  A g e n c y  (N o . 5 5 , c o rr e s p o n d in g  to  th e  th ird  q u a r te r  o f  
1 9 8 6 ) .  I t  is  d e v o te d  to  th e  to p ic  o f  " f r e e in g  c o n s tr a in ts  o n  th e  

e c o n o m y " ,  a n d  c e n tr e s  its  a t t e n t io n  o n  th e  d r iv e  t o  p r iv a tiz a tio n  
an d  o n  d e re g u la tin g  k ey  e c o n o m ic  s e c to r s . In  t h e  in tro d u c to ry  
su m m a ry  (p a g e  2 )  it  is s ta te d  th a t  " a  r e c o g n it io n  o f  th is  tre n d , and

What did Medina think of the conservative 
offensive? The following extract gives us a 
rough idea:5

"It is pathetic to see how timid the reaction 
still is in our milieux against the intellectual 
bullying of magisterial foreign theorists. In the 
dismay felt at being accused of unhealthy 'inter
ventionism’, courage has not always been found 
to retort that the whole accusation stems from a 
myth, from an ideology. The ideology with 
which the popular handbooks are soaked is 
nothing but the assumption that the 'liberal 
economy’ sprang into life of its own accord on 
that memorable day when it was able to throw 
off the shackles of the State. It is maintained, or 
at least implied, that capitalism, as the form first 
taken by the economic system, is something 
proper to human 'nature’, which has been able to 
flourish in full vigour only thanks to the rising 
bourgeoisie’s having cut the umbilical cord 
which tied it to the State. Nothing, however, 
could be farther from the truth. Not only because 
the bourgeoisie — except in a single country—  
has always had to share authority, both political 
and economic, with other social forces, but for 
another more cogent reason: the way to the 
liberal economy was paved by mercantilism. In 
other words, what is forgotten is that a liberal
ized economy would never been possible without 
the preliminary — and some times strenuous—  
labours of an absolute and enlightened State.” 

Pursuing his historical approach, Medina 
Echavarría analysed the characteristics of the 
State "really existent” in the climate of modern 
or "reformed" capitalism.6

"The reformed capitalism” under which we 
are all living began to take shape at the end of the 
nineteenth century, and its reform was due to 
two types of causes, some social and others 
— strictly econom ic—  structural. For the

w ith  th e  a v o w ed  a im  o f  s p u r r in g  it a t  a n  a c c e le ra tin g  p a ce , th e  U .S . 
A g en cy  fo r  In te r n a t io n a l  D e v e lo p m e n t  (A ID ) in  e a rly  1 9 8 6  c o n 
v en ed  th e  In te r n a t io n a l  C o n fe r e n c e  o n  P r iv a t iz a t io n  in  W a s h in g 
to n , D .C . T h e  la rg e s t o f  an y  su ch  m e e t in g  h e ld  to  d iscu ss  th a t  
s u b je c t ,  th e  P r iv a t iz a t io n  C o n fe r e n c e  a ttra c te d  n e a rly  5 0 0  a t te n 
d e e s  f r o m  4 6  c o u n tr ie s  in c lu d in g  th e  d e v e lo p in g  c o u n tr ie s . F o r  
th r e e  d ay s, p o lic y -m a k e rs , b u s in e ss  r e p r e s e n ta tiv e s  a n d  te c h n ic a l 
e x p e r ts  s h a re d  th e ir  e x p e r ie n c e s  an d  fo cu sed  o n  p r iv a tiz a tio n  
p ro b le m s  a n d  o p p o r tu n it ie s " .

’S e e  " E l  d e s a rro llo  y su f i lo s o f ía " ,  in  La obra de José Medina 
Echavarría, op. cit., p . 2 3 0 .

6S e e  " E l  d e s a rro llo  y su f i lo s o f ia " , ibidem., p p . 2 3 4  an d  2 3 5 .
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moment we are primarily concerned with the 
former. W e know that there is something of 
inexorable dehumanization in the economic sys
tem — development pure and simple, we should 
say nowadays—  in so far as its sole objective is 
indefinite expansion of the system itself. Once in 
operation, it is like a blind juggernaut, reflecting 
the opacity of its statistical methods of descrip
tion. Figures on tons, kilowatts or monetary 
units tell us nothing of the man who has pro
duced them. The reform came about in the first 
place as a protest on the part of that same man 
against his treatment as a different order of 
being. It was incarnated most visibly and effec
tively, although not solely, in the rebellious spirit 
of the workers’ movement. There is a long and 
unforgettable list of intellectuals, administra
tors, philanthropists and sensitive politicians 
who assisted in this great work of creation. Its 
results may be deemed mere compromise 
between threat and fear, but they did in fact 
mean that certain states of painful and profound 
humiliation were eliminated for ever. The point 
of interest here is that such a compromise 
entailed a considerable modification of the "sys
tem” as such, because the elimination or attenua
tion of its dehumanizing elements presupposed 
the diversion of part of the surplus towards ends 
other than those of pure expansion. What has 
since been called "social policy” necessarily came 
into being at the expense of a greater or lesser 
fraction of investment possibilities. That this 
fact, so far from giving the "system” a shattering 
blow, injected it with fresh vigour is another of 
the paradoxes of history, by no means entirely 
incomprehensible. The very thing that implied a 
negation of capitalism became dialectically its 
road to salvation, that is, to its historical perpe
tuation, although in a different form.

"In turn, however, the reform was brought 
about by paths other than that of human protest. 
The internal evolution of the system once more 
invoked the presence of the much-reviled State, 
whose heterodox action again became a lifebelt. 
Since a certain memorable year — 1929— , no 
country of any importance has dreamed of com
mitting itself anew to the fickletwists and sur
prises of econom ic au tom atism . And, 
sanctioned, of course, even the most recalcitrant 
entrepreneurs have given their beneplácito. The 
history of events coincides with the formation of

the contemporary 'welfare State’ — in its differ
ent forms—  and is a long tale to tell. There is 
scarcely any important State which does not 
pursue a conjunctural — anticyclical—  policy and 
does not intervene in one way or another in 
disturbances arising in its internal sectors 
— price movements, income distribution, etce
tera. This modern State accentuates — according 
to the country concerned and to changes of 
horizon—  one or other of the aspects glanced at, 
from welfare’ strictly speaking to the organiza
tion of production, but it is no longer possible to 
imagine a return to the watchful neutrality of the 
liberal conception.”

These opinions should be considered in rela
tion to the bases and intentions of the orthodox 
campaign.

Outstanding, indubitably, is the aim of 
reducing the sphere of action and influence of 
the State until it has been turned into a "subsi
diary” institution undertaking only the jobs that 
the private sector is unable or indisposed to carry 
out. This subsidiary State is, in reality, a resurrec
tion of the nineteenth century ideal of the 
"policeman State”, a mere aloof guardian of the 
social process, basically governed by the princi
ples of la issez -fa ire , la issez -p asser .

This general definition implies a wide range 
of consequences and requisites, such as the res
triction of fiscal expenditure and the relief of the 
tax burden, particularly personal and private 
company income tax. Privatization of public 
assets and enterprises is another cornerstone of 
this conception. Furthermore, the unrestricted 
rule of market laws runs counter to any idea of 
planning, while at the same time social and 
redistributive action is confined to "borderline 
cases” or to extreme poverty, after the fashion of 
the poor laws of last century.

W hat is the source of these conceptions and 
policies?

While the incidence of ideologies obvious, so 
too is the weight carried by other elements of a 
more factual character, such as the fiscal crisis 
affecting many States. In so far as the pace of 
their expenditure outstrips the possibilities of 
regular financing, pressures arise for the restric
tion of the former and the balancing of the latter. 
The potential or actual shadow of the inflation
ary consequences of this state of affairs is a key 
factor in the adoption of the relevant decisions.
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In the end, this leads to the hardening of a critical 
attitude towards the nature and implications of 
the so-called "welfare State”.

Although the diffusion of these concepts has 
been enormously widespread and persistent in 
recent years, the truth is that their effects have 
not been as substantial as might be imagined, 
although there are countries — such as the Uni
ted States and the United Kingdom—  where the 
"offensive” has been strikingly energetic.

It can be seen in table 1 that both in the 
industrialized and in the Latin American econo
mies, the main trends in 1972-1982 seem to have 
been towards an appreciable and widespread 
increase in the proportion of the gross national 
product represented by the expenditure of cen-

T able 1

S E L E C T E D  C O U N T R IE S : P U B L IC  E X P E N D IT U R E  
A N D  I T S  F IN A N C IN G ,

1972-1982

(P erc en ta g es  o f  g ro ss n a t io n a l p ro d u c t)

Public
expenditure0

Deficit/
surplus

1972 1982 1972 1982

In d u strialized
co u n tries
Federal Republic 
o f G erm any 24.2 31.5 0.7 -1 .9
A ustria 29.7 3 9 .6 -0.1 -4.5
Belgium 39.2 57.4 -4.3 12.5
D enm ark 32.9 45 .6 2.7 -8.5
Sp ain 19.8 29.1 -0.5 -7.1
U nited  States 19.4 25.0 -1 .6 -4.1
Finland 24 .8 31.5 1.3 -2.2
France 32.5 42.1 0.7 -2.8
Italy 4 9 .8 11.7
Norway 35.0 39.7 -1.5 0 .8
U nited  K ingdom 32.7 42.4 -2.7 -4.4
Sweden 28 .0 44 .9 -1.2 -9.7

L atin  A m erican
co u n tries
A rgentina 16.5 21 .6 -3.4 -7.5
Brazil 17.8 21.8 -0.4 -2 .7
C hile 42.3 37 .6 -13 .0 -1.1
M exico 12.1 31.7 -3.1 16.3
Uruguay 25 .0 30.1 -2.5 -9.2
Venezuela 21.3 29 .6 -0.3 -5.4

Source:  W o r ld  B a n k ,  W orld D evelopm ent Report  J 9 8 5 ,  
W a s h in g to n , D .C ., 1 9 8 5 .

" In c lu d in g  d e fe n c e , e d u c a t io n , h e a lth , h o u s in g , s o c ia l secu r ity  an d  
w e lfa r e , s e r v ic e s  a n d  o t h e r  e x p e n d itu re .

tral governments, on the one hand, and on the 
other, a rise in public deficits, measured by the 
same yardstick. Actually, the first ratio shows 
considerably higher levels in the first group of 
countries than in the second, while the size of the 
deficits is similar in both, except in specific peri- f  
ods and countries.

Judging from the available data, the effects 
of the offensive against the Welfare State have 
fallen short of those assumed or pursued by the 
orthodox campaign in the developed economies. 
This is an unmistakable sign of how deeply it has 
struck root and of it influence on the evolution of 
the "reformed capitalism” to which Medina 
Echavarría referred. In all this process particular 
significance attaches — especially for the Latin 
American countries—  to the policies designed to 
reduce the universe of public or State-controlled 
enterprises.

In this connection the traditional argument 
is generally based on the supposed "inefficiency” 
of the State consortia. Undoubtedly such cases do 
exist and measures to deal with them are often 
called for. Today, however, the tendency to pri
vatize public units of unquestionable economic 
efficiency which play important parts in the 
structure of national wealth has gained ground. 
In these circumstances, it seems obvious that 
priority is accorded to the ideological view of the 
matter and the more pragmatic consideration of 
transferring good business to the private sphere.

Any analysis of these questions, above all in 
Latin America, should take into account the fun
damental role played by the States and their 
enterprises in the constitution of the region's 
economy. It has more than once been maintained 
that the State took definite shape before the 
Nation, conversely to what would seem to have 
happened elsewhere, particularly in Europe. In 
the cycle of the primary-exporter countries, for 
example, it was the governments that repres
ented the national interest and managed resour
ces and linkages with foreign interests. In some 
instances, they were the creators and managers 
of public enterprises and services; in others, it 
fell to them to negotiate with these respecting 
the distribution of profits. In more recent times, 
there has been a manifest tendency to place 
foreign activities of strategic or fundamental 
importance for the national economy under the 
administration and ownership of the State.
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The orthodox offensive looks like a sweep
ing change of direction in these longstanding 
trends, all the more so inasmuch as it overlooks 
the specific criteria of the greater or lesser effi
ciency of the enterprises affected, and brings in 
its train the transfer of supremacy into foreign 
hands — its "externalization”—  through great 
private oligopolies. Needless to say, these char
acteristics are contradictory to the avowed objec
tive of "spreading out ownership”.

José Medina Echavarria’s view of the role of 
the State and its agencies is very clearly reflected 
in his identification of its functions in a modern 
economy:7

"Assuming the existence of a political 
power, exercised through a historically variable 
system, what is of most interest at the moment is 
the possibility of defining the functions of politi
cal power in relation to economic activity, of 
particular importance when, as at present, the 
m atter in hand is economic development. It 
should be noted that on this point there is a 
measure of consensus, with terminological vari
ations, since all alike stress the following func
tions of political power in relation to economic 
activity: th e  stim ulating fu n c tion , th e  d istribu 
tiv e  fu n ction  an d  th e  in tegrating  function , (Italy- 
cised by A. Pinto.)

"As regards the stimulating function, the 
State can act through a declaration at a given 
moment of what it understands by the rating of 
work; indicating the quantity or quality of the 
work in question which it considers most 
appropriate to the existing circumstances, or, 
conversely, determining the amount or the 
forms of the abstention from consumption 
which may, although not necessarily must, be 
entailed by the intensification of the work con
cerned; lastly, political power can likewise influ
ence, in different ways, the patterns of division 
of labour, accentuating or encouraging those 
which at a given time and place it considers 
preferable. The distributive function of political 
power is well-known for the ways in which it can 
influence the distribution of income or of the 
potentialities of economic action implicit in the 
granting of credit. While these are not the only

7See ''Discurso sòbre política y planeación", op. cil., pp. 19
and 20.

instances of the distributive function, there are 
certainly the most important. The integrating 
function can be effectively fulfilled provided that 
political power succeeds to some extent in 
organizing or unifying the field of economic 
activities: setting up targets, attempting to har
monize the growth of various sectors or seeking 
to impose specific norms of coherence upon the 
economic system as a whole.

"From  the standpoint of development, these 
three functions of political power are singularly 
important: efforts may be made to increase the 
productivity of labour, by curtailing certain types 
of expenditure or by giving priority, in the social 
division of labour, to specific activities over oth
ers (to industry, for example, in preference to 
agriculture, or, within the former, to heavy 
industries as against the rest). There is no eco
nomic growth that does not spontaneously bring 
with it a certain distribution of income, and 
therewith of real purchasing power. The politi
cal authorities can accentuate these effects by 
speeding up those changes that result in greater 
equality between them. The integrating function 
has always been exercised by political power in 
one way or another, but there can be no doubt 
that it attains its most definite expression in the 
current forms of planning, whatever their 
nature."

It is not surprising, therefore, that these 
"forms” of public action are repulsed by orthod
oxy, which sees in them the most dangerous 
challenge to the operation of market laws. It 
seems obvious that this repulse of the enemy has 
won a good deal of ground, and that in Latin 
America, as elsewhere, the defenders of plan
ning have had to undertake a careful review of 
national experiences in order to reply to criti
cism and put forward more efficient alterna
tives.8 On this subject, and far in advance, 
Medina Echavarria, almost 20 years ago, medi
tated to the following effect:9

8S e e ,  in  th is  r e s p e c t , CEPAL Review N o . 3 1 , A p r il  1 9 8 7 , 
d e v o te d  to  th e  p a p e rs  s u b m itte d  a t  th e  In te r n a t io n a l  C o llo q u iu m  
o n  N e w  D ir e c t io n s  fo r  D e v e lo p m e n t  P la n n in g  in  M a r k e t  E c o n o 
m ie s , jo in t ly  o rg a n iz e d  by t h e  L a tin  A m e r ic a n  a n d  C a r ib b e a n  

In s t i tu te  fo r  E c o n o m ic  an d  S o c ia l P la n n in g  (IL P E S ) a n d  th e  U n ite d  
N a t io n s  D e v e lo p m e n t  P r o g r a m m e  (U N D P ), a n d  h e ld  in  S a n t ia g o , 
C h ile , f ro m  2 5  to  2 7  A u g u st 1 9 8 6 .

5S e e  " L a  p la n e a c ió n  e n  las fo rm a s  d e  la ra c io n a lid a d " , in  La 
obra de José Medina Echavarria, op. cit., p . 3 7 7 .
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"A t one time we may have thought that 
planning was the most useful instrument for the 
organization of economic life and for economic 
development, that as such an instrument, 
moreover, it seemed sufficiently well-wrought 
and that nothing remained but to put it into 
immediate operation. Later, however, signs 
began to be seen, perhaps, that it was not work
ing as well as had been expected. Where were the 
flaws, in the instrument itself or in some of the 
ways in which it was applied?”

Pursuing his analysis, Medina points out, in 
response to these queries that "in its extreme 
forms —’never fully put into effect—  planning 
tends to take shape in different places, in one or 
other of these three types: bureaucratic, techno
cratic or democratic”.10

It would be impossible to review or repro
duce the lucid reflections to which each of these 
models gives rise. W e shall confine ourselves, 
therefore to some that define the democratic 
planning option, which is, needless to say, the 
one that the author prefers, although he does not 
fail to recognize the obstacles that stand in the 
way of its materialization. In this connection, he 
begins by frankly saying that "of the time- 
honoured description of democracy as govern
ment of the people, by the people, for the people, 
sociologically speaking the second postulate is 
still the shakiest”.11 Even so, in view of experien
ces relating to these different types or modali
ties, he asserts that it would be feasible "not only 
to maintain the possibility of democratic plan
ning, but even to hazard the opinion — a 
hypothesis not difficult to substantiate—  that 
planning has been able to function best, within 
the present representative systems, there where 
its organization was adjusted or articulated on 
lines parallel to the institutions of the political 
régime in force. In other words, only in that case 
has planning had political viability, real 
effectiveness”.12

Continuing his argument, Medina embarks 
upon an outline sketch of the main points of 
intersection between democratic and "planning” 
processes, which would appear to be the 
following:13

xolbidem, p. 389.
11Ibidem ., p. 407.
12Ibidem., p. 409.

Ibidem, pp. 411 and 412.

"First and foremost, the relations between 
the planning organs — whatever they may be 
called—  and the traditional political organs con
stituted by the Parliament and the Executive 
must be precise, and as well-defined as possible. 
The differences between presidential systems 
and systems of parliamentary government do 
not, in principle, affect the components 
involved. There is no way of eliminating, in any 
event, the importance of the deliberative func
tion of Parliament in the selection of the basic 
economic options, prepared by the planning 
agencies, on which in the last analysis the Execu
tive decides, whether President or parliamentary 
Cabinet.

"In the second place, there are the contacts 
and relations — not left to chance either—  
between the planning agencies and the groups 
most representative of the various social inter
ests, whether primarily economic — like those of 
the trade unions and en trep ren eu rial 
organizations—  or cultural, artistic, scientific or 
otherwise.

"It is desirable to make sure, in one way or 
another, that alongside national planning local 
aspirations and interests are able to make their 
voice heard. A case in point is regional planning, 
which is by no means technically simple and 
which has been arrived at here solely through 
the political channel of increases — as far as 
possible only those that were unavoidable—  in 
popular participation.

"Lastly, when the citizen’s electoral partici
pation or his d e  fa c to  share in the orientation of 
professional organizations is considered insuffi
cient, no-one nowadays questions the desirabil
ity of encouraging, in accordance with historical 
traditions, the creation of new and different par
ticipation centres among the lowest links of the 
chain of political influence; for example, what 
are known as community development’ units."

At a distance, setting the reflections of 
Medina Echavarria over against the realities of 
the present situation, it seems clear that what we 
might call his "historical optimism” is not com
patible with the vigorous onslaught of orthod
oxy against such agents as the State and, above 
all, planning. Nevertheless, there is reason to 
doubt whether it will win in the end. First, 
because in a period of great uncertainty and of 
changes which are presumably highly meaning-
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ful, it seems obvious that those much-debated 
agents will necessarily have to play an outstand
ing role. Over against the undeniable attributes 
of the mechanism or institution called the 
market, the assumption still holds good that it 
suffers — as has been remarked—  from tem

poral myopia and social strabismus. In contrast, 
the strength and validity of the rival — though 
not substitutive—  actors rest precisely on their 
ability to look ahead into the future and keep a 
wary eye on the social or humanitarian projec
tion in times of change.





A different concept of the private sector, a 
different concept of the public sector

(Notes for a Latin American debate)

Aníbal Quijano*

At a meeting held in honour of the memory of 
José Medina Echavarría, it seems appropriate to 
begin our conversation concerning the role of 
ideas by relating an anecdote about this great 
man. At some point in the late 1970s, I once ran 
into him as, with a disgruntled look on his face, 
he was leaving a discussion held at ECLAC 
"How's it going, don José?", I asked him in 
greeting. "Oh, these people", he sighed. "Do you 
know what they have just said? That we should 
come up with new ideas. What do you think of 
that? Just coming up with ideas of any  sort is 
difficult enough..."

Accustomed as he was to dealing in the 
realm of ideas, he knew what he was talking 
about. He produced them, and it is to him that 
we owe many of the ideas which continue to 
inspire us as we strive to understand and change 
our society. It is for this reason that, as we open a 
new round of discussions concerning the future 
of Latin America, nothing could be more 
appropriate than to take some of his ideas as a 
starting point.

Emphasis has been placed during this meet
ing on Medina Echavarria’s view of Latin Am er
ica as part of Western culture, as well as on his 
idea that one of the strongest links between the 
two is the struggle to attain modernity. For 
Medina, however, this was a particular type of 
modernity, one governed by an historical rather 
than an instrumental line of reasoning. And, as 
he himself stated, in Latin America this must, 
above all, be the result of an "effort to re-work 
and re-build", which must be made under condi
tions entirely different from those of the past.

I believe that using these ideas as a starting 
point may be a productive way to go about our 
work here. And along these lines, one of the 
most important issues to consider is that of the 
relationship between Latin America and moder
nity, because this relationship involves certain 
elements which can play a pivotal role in formu
lating a Latin American response to a number of 
pressing problems that affect not only this but 
other parts of the world as well.

i

Modernity and "modernization” in Latin America
Latin America has been under pressure to "mod
ernize” throughout most of this century, but this 
pressure has been particularly strong and has 
been marked by a number of quite distinctive 
characteristics since the end of the Second World 
War. Firstly, this pressure has, to a large extent,

•F o rm e r Social A ffairs O fficer o f  the  Social D ev elo p m en t 
D iv is ion  o f 1-Cl.AC.

been exerted by non-Latin American — or, if you 
will, external— agents acting in their own inter
ests. Secondly, it has taken the form of proposals 
that the region should make itself fully receptive 
to the mode of production, consumption patt
erns, culture, and the social and political forms of 
organization of the developed capitalist coun
tries, which are regarded as paradigms of a suc
cessful "modernization” effort. In practice, what 
the region is being urged to do is to make
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changes so as to adapt to the requirements of 
capitalism as it approaches a mature stage of 
inter- or trans-nationality.

Following the Second World W ar, the core 
elements of the historical rationale of modernity 
were in a weakened state, and modernity as such 
was in crisis as a result of the fierce attacks 
launched against it by malignant political forces 
that appealed to mankind’s irrational side. An 
effort had been made to beguile the people into a 
cult of power by presenting the unashamed use 
of naked force as its most attractive legitimizing 
feature. These forces, such as Nazism, had been 
soundly defeated in the war; but after this expe
rience, after Auschwitz, the promises of moder
nity would never again — as Medina Echavarria 
observed—  be taken up "with the enthusiasm 
and hopefulness of days gone by”. Moreover, this 
experience surely consolidated the present reign 
of the instrumental rationale, which now 
— vying against the historical rationale—  lays 
claim to the prestige and lustre of the title of 
modernity. And it should also be pointed out that 
at that time it was still not clear — nor was it an 
accepted fact for many people—  that this reign 
was to encompass not only the so-called Western 
world, but the world forged under Stalinism as 
well.

At this point, I believe it is necessary to 
examine two of the implications that these pro
cesses had for Latin America. Firstly, because 
"modernization” came late to our shores as a 
foreign import already formed and practised, an 
idea took hold in the region which continues to 
hold many of us in its thrall: that Latin America 
has always been no more than a passive and 
belated "receptor” of modernity. The second, 
which is implicit in the first, is the habit of 
confusing modernity with "modernization”.

The concept of modernity as a category was 
surely developed in Europe, particularly from 
the eighteenth century onward. Nevertheless, it 
was an outgrowth of a series of changes which 
began to occur in the late fifteenth century 
throughout the whole of that part of the world 
which was subject to European rule. The intel
lectual processing of these changes, however, 
revolved around Europe, in keeping with its 
central and dominant position within that 
aggregate of nations.

The starting point for the formation of this 
new historical aggregate, within whose context 
"modernity” as such was to arise, was the con
quest of what was later to be known as Latin 
America and its incorporation into the European 
sphere of domination. In other words, the pro
cess by which modernity came about bears a 
direct and essential relationship to the historical 
establishment of Latin America. The reference 
here is not confined solely to the well-known fact 
that the output, primarily of metals, of America 
was one of the basic originating factors in capital 
accumulation, nor to the fact that the conquest of 
America was the first step in the formation of 
the world market, even though this market was 
the real-life context within which capitalism and 
its worldwide logic were to emerge as the mate
rial foundations for European modernity.

For Europe, the conquest of America was 
also a discovery, not only — and perhaps not 
most importantly—  in the commonplace geo
graphical sense of the word. Above all, it was a 
discovery of new and different historical expe
riences and directions. To the astonishment of 
the Europeans of that time, in addition to the 
"exotic” features of this new continent, they 
found in it the historical crystallization of a 
number of long-standing social aspirations 
which until then they had viewed as no more 
than myths belonging to a remote and shrouded 
past. No matter that this European view of the 
American experience was largely the product of 
an imagination which came to know no bounds 
as Europe marveled at its discovery. It does not 
matter because it was America itself which was 
responsible for this expansion of Europe's 
imaginative capacity. Today, it is now common 
knowledge that the American experience (which 
was, first of all, an Andean experience) included 
a number of concrete examples of forms of social 
existence aspired to by the Europeans — the joy 
associated with a form of social solidarity 
unmarred by glaring instances of arbitrariness, 
the legitimacy accorded to diversity among a 
group of human beings sharing a sense of 
community—  conditions which were completely 
divorced from the society that they knew.

I therefore contend that this discovery of 
America completely revolutionized the Euro
pean imagination and, from thence, the imagi
nation of the world which had been
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Europeanized by its rule: th e  p ast, as a  go ld en  
age th at h ad  b een  lost fo r ev er , was rep la ced  by  
th e  fu ture, as a  g o ld en  ag e  to b e  con qu ered  or  
constructed.

This is, for me, the basic significance of the 
utopias developed in Europe following the dis
covery of America. The emergence of these uto
pias can be regarded as the first step in the 
process leading to modernity. Without the new 
position occupied by the future in man’s imagi
nation, the very idea of modernity would simply 
have been unthinkable.

For the Europe of this period — which had 
not yet emerged from the crisis of feudal 
society—  the utopia of a society free of abhorrent 
hierarchies, arbitrariness and obscurantism was 
the ideology of a prolonged struggle against the 
feudal hierarchies, against the despotism of the 
absolute monarchies, against the use of the 
Church’s power to control and hinder the devel
opment of knowledge, against the supremacy of 
private interests which went hand in hand with 
mercantilism. In other words, it played a part in 
the struggle to establish a rational society, this 
being the greatest hope held out by modernity. 
Thus, America figured prominently in this first 
phase in the process leading to modernity.

I therefore suggest that during the stage 
associated with the crystallization of modernity, 
as the movement known as the Enlightenment 
unfolded in the eighteenth century, America was 
not merely a bystander or "receptor” but was 
instead part of the world within which this 
movement arose and developed.

This is demonstrated, first of all, by the fact 
that throughout the eighteenth century, the 
institutions, studies, ideas and knowledge which, 
together, were to be known as the Enlighten
ment were formed and disseminated at the same 
time in both Europe and America. Circles of 
reformers were established in both the Old and 
New Worlds at the same time; the same topics of 
study and the same issues for debate and research

made the rounds; the same interest in exploring 
nature was pursued in both places using the 
same tools of knowledge. Everywhere, the desire 
took hold to reform society and its institutions, 
paving the way for political and intellectual free
dom, as did the criticism of inequalities and arbi
trariness in human relations.

When Humboldt arrived in America, he was 
openly surprised to find that circles of American 
intellectuals and scholars, in each of the main 
centres that he visited, had the same knowledge 
and were studying the same subjects as their 
European counterparts. Not only did they read 
the same books; even more importantly, they 
were interested in the same problems because 
they had raised the same issues and were striving 
to investigate them with the same zeal, albeit 
under less favourable conditions. The spirit of 
modernity, its potentials and its demands, were 
developing on an equal footing in America and 
Europe.

There is, thus, more than merely an anecdo
tal significance in the fact that a Peruvian, Pablo 
de Olavide y Jáuregui, gained renown in the 
European circles of the Enlightenment, that he 
was a friend of Voltaire, was deeply involved 
with the French encyclopedists and in the politi
cal experiences of the Spanish Enlightenment. 
When Olavide was subjected to the obscurantist 
persecution of the Inquisition, it was none other 
than Diderot himself who wrote his first biblio
graphy and launched the campaign in his 
defence. N or is it surprising that in virtually all 
the European centres of the Enlightenment a 
great campaign in his support was mounted.

Nor is there anything surprising, therefore, 
about the fact that at the beginning of the follow
ing century, when the C ortes  of Cadiz met in 
1810, the Latin American delegates were among 
the most consistent in upholding a modern 
ideology and in defending liberal radicalism, and 
thus played a prominent role in the drafting of 
the liberal constitution.
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II

The paradox of modernity in Latin America

It can therefore be demonstrated that the move
ment towards modernity in the eighteenth cen
tury took place in Latin America at the same 
time as in Europe. Nevertheless, this fact entails 
a surprising paradox.

In Europe, the spread and growing influence 
of modernity was aided by the development of 
capitalism, along with all that this implied for 
the production of material goods and for inter
personal relations. In Latin America, however, 
and particularly from the last third of the eigh
teenth century onward, a noticeable gap began to 
open up between, on the one hand, the ideologi
cal and social demands of modernity and, on the 
other, the stagnation and disarticulation of the 
mercantile economy, which were so severe as to 
lead to its retrogression in some areas, such as 
the Andean zone. A leading position in the 
society and power structure was thus assumed by 
those sectors and groups most closely associated 
with inequality and arbitrariness, with despot
ism and obscurantism. W ith the well-known 
exception of some of those sectors most closely 
linked to the development of European capital
ism, this contradictory situation was typical of 
the emerging Latin American region.

In Europe, some aspects of modernity took 
firm hold as a part of daily life, as a social practice 
and as its legitimizing ideology. In Latin Am er
ica, however, until well into the twentieth cen

tury modernity was gradually evolving into an 
ideology whose social practice was either 
repressed by the authorities or accepted only as a 
means of legitimizing other practices that ran 
directly counter to it.

This last circumstance points up the ideolog
ical importance of modernity in Latin America, 
in spite of the fact that it was hemmed in by a 
society that was moving in the opposite direc
tion. It also sheds light on, for example, the 
curious sort of relationship existing between the 
region’s nominally liberal institutions and con
stitutions and the conservative power that set 
itself up at the time of independence. This, in its 
turn, can only be understood if it is remembered 
that modernity as a philosophical movement 
was not simply a foreign import but rather a 
homegrown Latin American product, cultivated 
when the region was still a rich and fertile field 
for mercantilism, despite its colonial status.

Be that as it may, and particularly from the 
nineteenth century onward, modernity in Latin 
America came to be accepted as an intellectual 
attitude, but not as a day-to-day social expe
rience. Perhaps this accounts for the fact that an 
entire generation of Latin American liberals dur
ing that century were lured into the trap of 
cultivating the chimera of modernity without 
revolution. And the region has not yet managed 
to struggle completely free of this trap.

in
Power and modernity in Europe

The history of modernity in Latin America is 
clearly a paradoxical one. However, its European 
avatar not only failed to eliminate its contradic
tions, but also subjected it to the Procrustean 
exigencies of the very power which owed its 
existence to it: the bourgeois rationale.

The concept of rationality inherent in the 
process leading to modernity was not regarded

as having the same meaning in all the various 
European centres which generated and dissemi
nated it. In simplified terms and within the lim
itations of this article, the Saxon countries can be 
said, from the very beginning, to have viewed 
this concept of rationality as being linked in a 
quite essential way to what, since Horkheimer, 
has been known as an instrumental rationale.
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This, first and foremost, serves as a way of relat
ing the ends to the means. Rationality was seen 
as a tool, and a tool’s usefulness is determined by 
the predominating perspective in which it is 
viewed, i.e., the perspective of power.

In the southern countries, on the other hand, 
within the context of the debate concerning the 
nature of society, from the very outset the idea of 
rationality was linked to the definition of the 
ends to be pursued: to free society from all 
inequality, arbitrariness, despotism and obscu
rantism. In short, it was in opposition to the 
ruling power. Seen in this light, modernity holds 
out the hope of a rational social existence in the 
form of freedom, equity, social solidarity and of 
an ongoing improvement in the material condi
tions of that (and not some other) existence. 
This is the historical rationality that was so dear 
to Medina Echavarria.

I wish to underscore the fact that, due to the 
exigencies of the occasion, I am simplifying the 
differences between the southern and northern 
European concepts of modernity and rationality, 
but in so doing, I am not attempting to absolve 
Southern Europe of its sins, which may be just as 
serious as those of N orthern Europe. However, I 
would add that, while the distinction drawn here 
may be a simplified one, it is not, in my opinion, 
overly arbitrary.

It is surely not a mere coincidence that the 
leaders of the anti-modernist "neoconservative” 
movement in the United States stress their 
rejection of the "Franco-Continental Enlighten
ment” and their adherence to the "Anglo- 
Scottish Enlightenment” of Locke, Hume and 
Smith in attempting to vindicate the privileged 
position of some groups in respect of others 
within society. N or is it mere happenstance that 
the spokesmen for this school of thought do not 
hesitate to state that, except insofar as it serves 
to defend law and order (which involves inequal
ities, despotism and arbitrariness), modernism 
is nothing more than a utopia in the pejorative 
sense of the word.

This difference became a crucial element in 
determining the fate of modernity and of the 
hopes it held out; the dominant power in terms 
of capital and the position of greatest strength in 
the power relations among the bourgeoisie of 
Europe gradually shifted, beginning in the eigh
teenth century but especially in the nineteenth,

towards the British bourgeoisie. Thus, the 
"Anglo-Scottish” version of the Enlightenment 
and of modernity came to dominate the bour
geois rationale as a whole, not only in Europe but 
internationally as well, due to the worldwide 
imperial presence attained by the British bour
geoisie. So it was that the’instrumental rationale 
gained precedence over the historical rationale. 
And its worldwide dominion became even more 
firmly entrenched and far-reaching as Britain’s 
imperial hegemony gave way to that of the Uni
ted States after the end of the First World War.

Then, under the Pax Americana and its 
extreme version of the instrumental rationale, 
after the Second World W ar pressure began to 
be exerted upon Latin America to "modernize”: 
the rationality in question had by now been di
vested of any connection whatsoever to the 
promises originally held out by modernity and 
was instead based solely on the exigencies of 
capital, productivity and the effectiveness of 
given means in achieving the ends dictated by 
capital interests and by the empire. In the final 
analysis, then, it was merely an instrument of 
power. In broad sectors of Latin America, this 
reinforced the beguiling chimera of a type of 
modernity not involving any sort of revolution. 
The consequences of this deception are still with 
us; we have not yet completely emerged from the 
dark tunnel of militarism and authoritarianism.

The most comprehensive example of what 
successful "modernization” has meant for Latin 
America is perhaps the changeover from an oli
garchic to a modernized State. In all of the coun
tries, the State has been "modernized”. Its 
institutional apparatus has grown and has even 
become somewhat more professionalized; the 
State is less of a prisoner to society and, in one 
sense (within its scope of action), is more 
national. All of this, however, has not made it 
more democratic or more conducive to the 
organization of national societies with a view to 
meeting the needs of the population, or more 
legitimately representative or, perhaps, more 
stable either.

The system of beliefs of the burgeoisie was 
not the only school of thought to be affected by 
the dominating influence of the instrumental 
rationale. Even socialism, which arose as an 
alternative to the burgeois rationale and was 
presented as the most direct and legitimate vehi-
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ele for the hopes of liberation held out by moder
nity, gave in to the attractions of the 
instrumental rationale for quite some time and 
was unable to establish itself as anything but 
"socialism as it was actually practised”, i,e., as 
Stalinism.

This is the modernity which has been pro
claimed to be crisis by new prophets, almost all 
of whom are apostates of their former faith in 
socialism, or at least, in radical liberalism. On 
both sides of the Atlantic, these prophets of 
"post-modernity” or of the most blatent form of 
anti-modernism also want to persuade us that 
the hopes of liberation held out by modernity are 
not only unattainable now, but always were so; 
that, after Nazism and Stalinism, no one could 
still believe in them; and that the only thing that 
is real in this world is power, the technology of 
power, the language of power.

The crisis of this version of modernity, rede
fined as it has been by the unchallenged pre
eminence of the instrumental rationale, is 
following the same path as the crisis of capitalist 
society, especially as regards the course taken by 
these two processes since the late 1960s. And 
this type of modernity certainly need not be 
defended or be viewed with any trace of nostalgia 
whatsoever, particularly in Latin America. It was 
under its reign that we were charged with the 
task of satisfying the worst demands of foreign 
capital and of rooting out the doininating influ
ence of the historical rationale from the Latin 
American consciousness just when independ
ence was being won.

The problem, however, is that the prophets 
of "post-modernity” and of anti-modernity are 
not only inviting us to attend the funeral of the 
hopes of liberation associated with the historical 
rationale and its particular type of modernity, 
but also, and even more importantly, are urging 
us to refrain, henceforward, from addressing the 
issues raised by the latter, to refrain from resum
ing the struggle to liberate society from the sway 
of power and, from now on to accept nothing but 
the logic of technology and the language of 
power. Behind the smoke screen thrown up by 
this debate, there are the unmistakable signs of 
the same forces which, after the crisis that 
erupted into the First World W ar, banded 
together to assault and to try to destroy all traces 
of any sort of utopia of equity, solidarity and 
freedom. They were not entirely successful, but

they did manage to weaken the position of the 
historical rationale. Today, these same forces 
appear to be raising their heads once again.

Moreover, the convergence of these two 
crises has transformed a number of the cross
roads at which the present debate concerning 
society has arrived into what appear to be dead
end streets. This is particularly serious as regards 
the debate concerning the problems of depend
ent societies which have been established on the 
basis of extreme inequalities and which have not 
entirely or definitively eradicated the arbitrary 
and despotic use of power, even within the 
limited confines of developed capitalist societies. 
The dependent societies, such as those of Latin 
America, are the ones which feel the pressures of 
the problems created by the extreme concentra
tion of power, as well as bearing the brunt of 
those generated by the capitalist development of 
Europe or the United States.

The history of modernity in Latin America 
is, however, more complex than that of Europe 
and the United States in that it contains the 
elements of an alternative rationality 
— elements which, moreover, are taking shape 
once again. Because the logic of capital and of the 
corresponding instrumental rationale was not 
fully developed, it was unable to completely 
override the historical insights which, once they 
had entered the consciousness of an astonished 
Europe in the early sixteenth century, gave birth 
to this new rationality.

The main blind alley to which the instru
mental rationale leads is undoubtedly the one 
represented by the conflict between private and 
State ownership of production resources. Even 
the most general sort of discussion of the rela
tions between the State and society will ulti
mately revolve around this dispute.

Of course, when couched in these terms, the 
debate as to the proper roles of the public and 
private sectors in the economy and in society 
cannot break out of its present deadlock. Basi
cally, both sides work on the basis of the same 
assumptions and the same categories: for both, 
"private” refers to the private sector as it has 
been shaped by capitalist interests, and "State” 
or "public" refers to the State/public facet of the 
private sector as defined in those terms and is 
perhaps its rival, but not its opponent. For both 
sides, the instrumental rationale turns back upon 
itself, creating a vicious circle.
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IV 
The bases for a different type of modernity: a 

different concept of the private sector and 
a different concept of the public sector

There are two extreme positions vying with one 
another for the dominant role in establishing the 
economic orientation of present-day society. The 
first is "socialism as it is actually practised”, i.e., 
that which was structured under Stalinism. For 
this school of thought, State ownership of all 
production resources and distribution mecha
nisms and State control of all decisions concern
ing the orientation of the entire economic 
apparatus are central to the idea of socialism. 
This idea, as expressed in Latin America, has 
influenced not only socialist propositions as 
such, but also the various versions of populism/ 
nationalism/developmentalism. Seventy years 
after its first appearance, it is reasonable to con
clude that this approach will not carry us very far 
along the road towards a rational society in 
terms of the hopes held out by socialism. Under 
this type of socialism, the economy can only be 
developed up to a certain point, after which it is 
paralysed by the weight of bureaucracy. Equity, 
social solidarity and freedom, democracy for pro
ducers, cannot take root or flourish under this 
sort of system.

At the other extreme there is "neo
liberalism”, for which the private capitalist 
ownership of production resources and the 
"invisible hand” of the market — free, ideally, of 
any limitation, control or guidance by the 
State—  are the sine qua non  for the creation and 
widespread distribution of wealth and for any 
full expression of political democracy. Yet it has 
been shown beyond all doubt — and especially in 
the experience of the vast majority of Latin 
Americans—  that this line of thought, too, fails 
to lead to equality, social solidarity or political 
democracy.

Within the historical context of today, this 
concept of the private sector has given rise to the 
vertical structure that is typical of large corpora
tions, which can very probably be equated with 
the "modernized” vertical structure (i.e., a struc
ture which has been liberalized by the réintro

duction of some degree of private ownership and 
of a private market) of the vast bureaucracies 
associated with "socialism as it is actually 
practised”.

In the Latin America of today, very few peo
ple other than the most steadfast defenders of 
the power of capital hearken to the songs of 
these "neo-liberal” sirens. At the same time, 
however, after the region’s recent experiences 
with "real socialism”, it is very likely that the 
proponents of State control over the economy 
have also declined in number. The virtual paraly
sis of purposeful economic acttion in the coun
tries of the region is perhaps a manifestation of 
this, rather than of anything else. All the coun
tries of the region, without exception, are mark
ing time as they concern themselves with 
short-term (and, frequently, with extremely 
short-term) measures, while lacking long-term  
plans or, for that matter, many proposals point
ing in that direction. Indeed, the stand-off 
between "neo-liberalism” and this sort of "neo- 
developmentalism” ("neo”, because the issues 
and proposals associated with it have paled and 
become less forceful but are otherwise the same 
as those of the old type of developmentalism) 
has become a trap, an apparently dead-end 
street.

Behind the scenes of this deadlocked debate, 
it is fairly easy to discern the fact that two forces 
have lined up in opposition to one another: the 
capitalist private sector and the capitalist State 
sector, i.e., two faces of the same instrumental 
rationale, each masking one of the social agents 
now vying for control over capital and power; in 
other words, the private burgeoisie and the 
bureaucracy (which some regard as the State 
burgeoisie). In the final analysis, neither of them 
offers a solution for the pressing problems 
affecting the region’s societies, much less a 
means of realizing the hopes of liberation held 
out by the historical rationale.
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The capitalist or, more generally, the mer
cantile private sector represents interests that 
run counter to those of society as a whole; as a 
result, the private sector’s interests are compati
ble with equity, solidarity, freedom or democracy 
only up to a certain limit. In terms of this type of 
private sector, the State or public sphere is the 
expression of that limited compatibility; it goes 
into action and imposes its authority precisely 
when the ultimate logic of domination is threa
tened (and, as regards the exercise of such 
authority in its limited forms, when it is pres
sured to do so by those it dominates). State 
capitalism, "real socialism” and the welfare State 
all belong to the same family, but act within 
different contexts and in response to different 
sorts of specific needs. Complete State control 
over the economy and State dominance in society 
can thus be seen as representing the interests of 
the society as a whole vis-à-vis private interests. 
Nevertheless, since this neither eliminates the 
presence of domination and inequality nor even 
tends to do so, the private sector is eventually 
reinstated in these economies. Under these cir
cumstances, private activity arises as a necessary 
reaction when the suffocating weight of bureau
cracy entailed by State ownership and control 
causes production to stagnate.

The private sector and its activity thus serve 
a function. Nonetheless, the historical expe
rience of Latin America suggests that the capital
ist or mercantile private sector is not the only 
possible form of private activity and that the 
State or public sector in this specifically State- 
oriented sense is not the only other possible 
counterpart to the private sector either. Indeed, 
although it does not figure as such in the debate 
of these issues, there is another concept of what 
is private and of what is public, a concept which 
was not only part of Latin America’s earlier 
history but which is still with us today, one that 
tends to come to light in broader and more 
complex spheres.

For purposes of illustrating this point (it 
being understood that, in doing so, I am not 
setting it forth as the most desirable or effective 
option), I would like to use the Andean commun
ity as an example. The first question to be asked 
is whether this community is private or State/ 
public. And the answer is that it is private. This 
community functioned in the past and it con

tinues to function today. Before its subjugation 
by the empire and throughout the whole time 
that it was a colony, it represented a unique 
environment, one characterized by reciprocity, 
solidarity, democracy and its corresponding free
doms; indeed, it was an island of solidarity and of 
the feeling of well-being that goes along with it 
amidst a sea of domination. Later, it continued to 
function in the face of the assault of a type of 
liberalism that had already been won over by the 
instrumental rationale and in the face of the 
power of the caciques. And it continues to func
tion now in the face of the power wielded by 
capital. And it is private.

What I wish to demonstrate by means of this 
example is that there is another possible type of 
private sector which is neither capitalist nor 
mercantile; there is more than just one form of 
private activity. What name should this other 
form be given? For the time being, for want of a 
better term, I will refer to it as a "socially- 
oriented" form of private activity in order to 
differentiate it from self-seeking types of private 
endeavour.

I wish to make it clear, however, that I am in 
no way proposing a return to an agrarian com- 
munitarism such as that characteristic of the 
Andean zone in pre-colonial times or even today. 
Present-day society, its needs and potentials are 
undoubtedly too complex for such an institution 
to cope with them satisfactorily. This does not 
mean, however, that such an institution could 
not serve as the basis, or one of the bases, for the 
establishment of another type of rationale. After 
all, wasn't its impact on the European imagina
tion what marked the beginnings of European 
modernity and of the compelling utopia of a 
rational society?

By the same token, I also wish to make it 
clear that if I refer to the re-establishment of the 
concept of a socially-oriented type of private 
sector in Latin America, likening it to that of the 
Andean community, it is because it is possible to 
see such a concept at work in the region within 
today’s highly complex and tremendously diver
sified society. A democratic form of organization 
based on solidarity and collective effort, which 
restores reciprocity as the foundation for solidar
ity and democracy, is currently one of the most 
widespread ways of organizing the day-to-day 
activities and life experiences of a vast portion of
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the population in Latin America as these people 
band together in an effort to survive, to with
stand the crisis and to defy the capitalist logic of 
underdevelopment.

These forms of social experience cannot be 
regarded as merely circumstantial or transitory 
phenomena. At this point, they have become 
sufficiently institutionalized to warrant their 
acceptance as established social practices for 
many sectors, especially the urban poor, who 
constitute the great majority of the population in 
many cases. For example, in Peru, what is known 
as the barriada  contains around 70%  of the 
urban population, which, in turn, makes up 70%  
of the national population. It is therefore not an 
overstatement to assert that the barriada  has 
represented, particularly as regards the develop
ment of a new sort of inter-subjectivity, the 
primary form of social and cultural experience in 
Peru for the past 30 years. And these new forms 
of socially-oriented private activity are a central 
element of this experience.

In other words, the reciprocity seen within 
the Andean community has engendered the type 
of reciprocity seen today in the most oppressed 
strata of the "modernized” urban society asso
ciated with the dependent and underdeveloped 
capitalism of Latin America. This provides the 
basis for the formation of á new concept of 
socially-oriented private activity which repres
ents an alternative to the concept of capitalist 
private activity that predominates today.

Two issues need to be clarified at this point 
in the discussion. Firstly, there is no doubt about 
the fact that capitalist private enterprise is, by a 
wide margin, the predominant form of activity 
in the country as a whole, in the urban popula
tion living in the barriada  as a group, and among 
the poor strata within that population. 
Moreover, its logic not only exists alongside that 
associated with reciprocity, solidarity and demo
cracy, but alos intermingles with it and alters it. 
The institutions formed on the basis of reciproc
ity, equality and solidarity are not — within the 
urban areas—  islands in a capital-dominated sea. 
They are part and parcel of that sea and, in their 
turn alter and control the logic of capital. 
Secondly, these are not scattered and uncon
nected institutions. On the contrary, especially 
during the past two decades, they have tended to 
form links with one another, thereby setting up

vast networks which, in many cases, cover the 
whole of the country concerned. These institu
tions have also begun to increase the complexity 
of their links with one another; just as the tradi
tional sort of labour unions do or used to do, they 
group together both by sector and in national 
organizations. In the case of these new institu
tions of socially-oriented private activity, how
ever, their sectoral linkages and the formation of 
a national network made up of all these sectors 
do not necessarily involve the establishment of 
any body as such. In other words, the institution
alized socially-oriented private sector tends to 
generate its own public institutional sphere, but 
the latter does not necessarily exhibit the charac
teristics of a State; it does not take on the form of 
an institutional apparatus which sets itself apart 
from or which places itself above the social prac
tices and the institutions associated with day-to- 
day life in society. Thus, even though the 
institutions providing overall or sectoral links 
among the components of the socially-oriented 
private sector constitute a public sphere, they do 
not represent a State power, but rather a type of 
power within society.

Because these institutions of the socially- 
oriented private sector and of its public sphere 
are to be found within a context in which 
individually- rather than socially-oriented pri
vate activity and the corresponding type of State 
predominate, they are inevitably affected by the 
prevailing logic of capital. The presence of 
manipulation, bureaucratization and the exploi
tation of power are signs of the influence exerted 
by individually-oriented private activity, by the 
logic of capital, by its State. Even under these 
conditions, however, the practices and institu
tions associated with this new socially-oriented 
private sector and its public, non-State institu
tions not only manage to exist but also to perpet
uate themselves, to grow in both number and 
variety, thereby forming a new and far-reaching 
organizational network for a new sort of "civil 
society”.

The expansion of this process in Peru is 
probably due to the severity of the crisis affecting 
that society. A large part of the population has 
been pushed into rediscovering and re
establishing — within the setting of a new and 
more complex historical contex—  one of the
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most deeply-rooted, longest-lasting and richest 
facets of Peruvian culture: the Andean 
community.

This new socially-oriented private sector 
and its public, non-State network are able to 
function under the most adverse and severe con
ditions; indeed, they are precisely what permit 
the people to survive in such a situation. In other 
words, a social praxis based on solidarity, equal
ity, freedom and democracy is the only means of 
surviving in spite of and in opposition to the 
present logic of power, of capital and of the

instrumental rationale. It is, therefore, neither 
unfounded nor overly bold to suggest that under 
favourable conditions, these new social practices 
and the corresponding public institutional net
works might not only permit survival, but could 
also serve as both a setting and a foundation for a 
genuinely democratic integration of society and 
could provide a real opportunity for true and 
differentiated self-fulfilment of the individual. 
Put another way, they could act as the vehicles 
for the hopes of liberation represented by a 
rational and, in this sense, modern society.

V 
Latin America: The bases for a different 

type of rationale

In addition to the crisis of the present form of 
European/N orth American modernity, there is 
not only a shift away from the historical ratio
nale and towards the instrumental rationale, but 
also a sort of "culturalism”, whose main feature 
is its rejection of any sort of modernity at all. 
This rejection therefore applies to what might 
be refferred to as the "rationale of liberation” as 
well, and involves a return tq the elements of 
each individual culture, which are seen as the 
only true criteria for establishing the legitimacy 
of social practices and their institutions.

The interests of these two movements coin
cide. Indeed, together they form the basis of the 
fundamentalist approaches now flourishing in 
all parts of the world and in all types of doctrines. 
In both, the predominance of prejudice and myth 
play a basic role in orienting social practices 
because only on this basis can they mount a 
defense of all sorts of inequalities and hierar
chies, no matter how reprehensible they maybe, 
including all the various forms of racism, chauvi
nism and xenophobia.

As the crisis of present-day capitalist society 
becomes more visible and proves to be a more 
drawn-out process, confidence in the instrumen
tal rationale has ebbed in more and more sectors 
of this society. In parallel with this, a more 
pressing need has been felt for a different type of 
comprehensive historical perspective. Ironically

enough, particularly among the subjugated peo
ples within this society, this has prompted 
demands that a break be made with European 
modernity and the rationale associated with 
Europe and the United States and has been con
ducive to a return to a purely culturalist idiosyn
cratic approach. However, it has also led people 
to look to other cultures in an attempt to find 
new elements with which to lay the foundations 
for a liberating rationale; these cultures are the 
same ones which Eurocentrism, during the 
height of its power, pictured as being divorced 
from any rationale whatsoever or as being com
pletely immobilized under its domination; the 
same ones which, as a result of the impact they 
had on the European imagination beginning in 
the late fifteenth century, served as the starting 
point for the utopia of a liberating form of 
modernity. The documentation which has been 
amassed in this connection over the years is 
voluminous and quite compelling.

Hence, the debate concerning the relation
ship between the region’s own cultural heritage 
and the demands of a new type of historical 
rationale has once again come to the fore in Latin 
America. I suggest that the components of this 
cultural heritage can be viewed as representing 
an historical path or direction which runs coun
ter both to the primacy of the instrumental ratio
nale and to obscurantist culturalism and which is
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primarily manifested in the social experiences of 
large collectivities. These social practices, whose 
basic components include reciprocity, equity, 
solidarity, individual freedom and democracy as 
expressed in daily life, have, in the face of highly 
adverse circumstances, demonstrated their suita
bility as part of a new type of liberating rationale.

It is necessary to clarify a few things at this 
point in the discussion. First of all, the fact 
should be borne in mind that modernity arose in 
America at the same time as it did in Europe and 
that the people playing the major role in this 
process were members of the ruling class and 
descendants of Europeans. These people’s posi
tion as members of this ruling class blinded them 
to the fact that the culture of the groups they 
ruled, the "Indians”, contained many of the ele
ments which would later form part of European 
rationality when it was still guided by the rela
tionship between reason and liberation. When 
this connection became obscured and was rele
gated to a secondary position as the relationship 
between domination and a different type of rea
soning gained sway, this ruling group became 
even blinder still.

The supremacy of the oligarchical criollo 
culture, which was promoted by this shift, is now 
coming to an end throughout Latin America. Its 
social foundations and its sources have been 
undermined and, in most of the countries, have 
now disintegrated, and this culture is conse
quently no longer perpetuating itself. At one 
time, the decline of this culture appeared to be 
making way solely for a cultural "moderniza
tion”, i.e., for the primacy of the instrumental 
rationale. And this might indeed have been the 
case if it had not been for the fact that the 
outward expansion of international capital ran 
up against the limitations which are evident 
today and entered into a severe and prolonged 
crisis, along with all the rest of the power struc
ture in these countries. As it is, however, the 
region’s social, ethnic and cultural diversity has 
been reinforced during the crisis, and the one- 
track one-way transition from "tradition” to 
"modernization” envisioned by ideologues is 
not, in fact, taking place. On the contrary, at a 
time of conflict and crisis in both society and the 
culture, the more underdeveloped the capitalist 
system is, the wider are the breaches through 
which the overall cultural heritage opposed to

"modernization” is re-emerging. Clearly, this 
heritage comes into its own when the subjugated 
groups move up into the front lines of this battle.

All of this does not mean, however, that the 
overall cultural heritage of Latin America, or 
that which is produced and lived by subjugated 
groups, stems only from the region’s ancestral 
culture of pre-colonial times. Far from it. It is 
true that this heritage draws strength from the 
wellsprings of the past conquests of rationality 
in these lands, which resulted in reciprocity, 
solidarity and the joy of collective work, but 
these historical currents also converge with 
those of the African experience and, together, 
they keep the. tree of life intact, while in other 
cultures a gap has opened up between the tree of 
life and that of knowledge; and this is what has 
thwarted the reduction of rationality to no more 
than a feeble and superficial type of rationalism. 
The European and Euro-North American cul
tures, too, which have continued to influence the 
region, have contributed elements that are not 
part of the rationale of power. More recently, 
Asia has also helped to enrich and diversify this 
multi-faceted heritage. This is, therefore, a 
strong heritage capable of withstanding 
attempts to reduce it to no more than an instru
mental rationale. The peculiar tension to be 
noted in Latin American thought stems from the 
complexity of this heritage.

There is therefore no reason why we should 
confuse the rejection of the elements of Eurocen- 
trism present in the culture and of the instru
mental logic of capital with some sort of 
obscurantist appeal to reject or abandon the 
hopes of liberation originally held out by moder
nity: the desanctification, first and foremost, of 
the authoritarian elements to be found in our 
way of thinking and in society, of social hierar
chies, prejudices and their corresponding stereo
types; the freedom to think and to learn, to doubt 
and to question; freedom of expression and of 
communication; individual freedom freed of 
individualism; the idea of the equality and frater
nity of all peoples, and of their human dignity. 
Not all of this originated in Europe, nor was it 
fulfilled or even respected there either. But it 
was from Europe that it came to Latin America.

The concept of a socially-oriented private 
sector and of the institutions linking up its com
ponents within a non-State public sphere
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represents an alternative to the blind alley into 
which we have been led by the State and private 
adherents of the logic of capital and its power. 
The backdrop for this Latin American concept is 
the fact that Latin America is the oldest and most 
continuous source in the world today of an his
torical rationale shaped by the amalgamation of

the victories of reason won in all the cultures of 
the globe. The utopia of a rationale that would 
liberate society is more than just an enlightened 
vision in the Latin America of today. Its threads 
have begun to be woven into a part of our daily 
life. This rationale may be repressed, perhaps 
even defeated; but it cannot be ignored.

VI
The issues and the risks

Many far-reaching issues are raised at this point. 
Within the limited scope of this article, I cannot 
hope even to address all of the most important 
ones, much less discuss them in depth. Some of 
them should at least be identified, however.

First of all, there is an evident need to rede
fine the whole issue of what is public and what is 
private, and not only within the framework of 
the current debate going on in Latin America. It 
seems to me to be relatively less difficult to grasp 
the idea and image of a different type of private 
sector which is basically opposed to that of pri
vate ownership and the power structure that 
goes along with it. I believe something more 
needs to be said, however, about .the idea of a 
non-State public sphere, which is both distinct 
from and opposed to the State and its public 
sector.

One important aspect of this question of 
what is public and what is private is that, within 
the relationship established between the two 
within the capitalist system (and, in general, 
within any power structure which includes the 
State), the private sector represents an inde
pendent sphere of social practices and institu
tions which are counterposed to those of the 
State at the same time that they are linked to it 
and are expressed through it. In this connection, 
the main issue is the independence of the private 
sphere from the State and its ability to exert a 
major influence over society. Within this contra
dictory relationship, the public institutions 
which establish links among various practices in 
civil society are not as visible as are the public 
institutions of the State. The State is, by nature, a 
sphere of practices and institutions which stand

above and outside the sphere of daily life within 
civil society. These types of conflicts do not arise 
between the socially-oriented private and non- 
State public sectors, since the public sphere 
exists only as a means of linking up the various 
components of the socially-oriented private 
sphere; indeed, this could not be otherwise with
out changing the very nature of the non-State 
public sphere and converting it into a State. In 
contrast, all States are able to exist, and to estab
lish and perpetuate their specific institutions, 
not only outside the scope of civil society, but 
often in opposition to its institutions. This 
peculiar type of clash can be observed through
out the history of Latin America. In the debate 
concerning the State and civil society in Latin 
America, the former is one of the most indistinct 
concepts, precisely because the best-known anal
ysis of it is based on the assumption that State 
institutions are in keeping with the character of 
civil society and thus fails even to question the 
representativeness of this State. The whole of 
the regions’ historical experience runs counter to 
these assumptions, however. And now, given 
the present situation, a crisis has clearly arisen in 
respect of the question of representation as well.

This issue brings us back to the subject of 
freedom and democracy in relation to the public 
and private spheres, which is a pivotal element 
in the current debate going on both inside and 
outside Latin America. As everyone knows, 
today a leading school of thought, of Scottish- 
Angio-North American origins, in the field of 
political theory views individual freedoms as 
being features of the private sphere which must 
be defended against public/State interference.
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On the other hand,, however, it focuses on the 
need for law and order, which must be imposed 
and defended by the State. Thus, a contradictory 
relationship is set up between freedom, on the 
one hand, and law and order, on the other, which 
at bottom reflects the relationship existing 
between the State and civil society. The problem, 
then, remains unresolved; nor does this focus 
provide any prospect of a solution other than the 
empirical one which is to be found in the none 
too attractive history of the trade-offs made 
between order and freedom, especially in Latin 
America.

I therefore contend that it is not surprising 
that the instrumental rationale — rather than 
the historical rationale of liberation— is the one 
which governs the relationships between free
dom and order in both theory and practice, even 
though the idea of political freedom is one of the 
victories of modernity. This points up the fact 
that the relationships between personal freedom 
and the needs of society as a whole (i.e., "order”) 
are radically different within the context of the 
relationships between the socially-oriented pri
vate and non-State public sectors. In this setting, 
the needs of society as a whole, as expressed in 
the non-State public sphere, are not and could 
not be anything other than the articulation of the 
needs of the socially-oriented private sector. 
This is why there is neither opposition nor con
flict between the requirements of collective 
solidarity, reciprocity and democracy, on the one 
hand, and the requirements for the differen
tiated self-fulfilment of the individual, on the 
other.

The defence of personal freedom and even of 
equality may not, given certain conditions, be so 
difficult to achieve within the private sphere. 
Throughout history, the problem has always 
been how to establish them and exercise them 
within the public sphere, which is where they are 
at risk. Within the framework of the relation
ships between the private and State sectors, it 
has thus far proved possible, for all intents and 
purposes, for personal freedom to be exercised 
only by some people at the expense of others. 
There are always some who are not only "more 
equal” than others, but also more free. Within 
the alternative framework, however, "order” 
cannot be the result of anything but the personal 
freedom of all; but this is precisely what order

does not and cannot do within the context of the 
relationships existing between the State and 
society. This type of order always upholds the 
freedom of some at the cost of the freedom of 
others. It thus becomes evident that the relation
ship between the socially-oriented private and 
non-State public spheres which is emerging in 
Latin America makes it necessary to regard the 
issue of freedom and democracy in a different 
light and from a different angle.

Returning to the concept of socially-oriented 
private activity, this idea makes it possible to 
consider the issue of production and distribution, 
as well as their prospects and foundations, 
within a new context. This involves the question 
of reciprocity, which has been presented earlier 
in this article as one of the main and necessary 
elements of a different concept of private activ
ity. The mercantile or capitalist concept of pri
vate endeavour is based on the supplantation of 
reciprocity by the market; within the context of 
the socially-oriented private sector, however, the 
market cannot play the same role or cannot have 
the same character. Although, in the course of 
the current debate in this connection, the idea of 
the market has been transformed into an almost 
mystical concept, it is surely obvious to the entire 
world that it involves nothing less than an align
ment of forces. In other words, it involves a 
power-based relationship, a power structure, or 
at least a component and instance thereof. This 
is why the rationale of the market is incapable of 
accommodating any type of reasoning other 
than the most blatent sort of instrumental ratio
nale. By its very nature, the market rules out the 
possibility of reciprocity, or allows for its pres
ence only as a means to its own ends, and then 
only on an exceptional basis. Reciprocity is a 
special type of exchange; it is not necessarily 
related to value in terms of the objects involved 
in a transaction, but instead tends to be based on 
value in terms of usefulness. It is not a question 
of an abstract equivalence whereby the commo
nality of objects is what counts, but rather their 
diversity. In one sense, it is an exchange of servi
ces which can take the form of an exchange of 
objects but need not always nor necessarily do so. 
It is therefore more practicable to associate reci
procity with equality and solidarity. Reciprocity 
is not a single, well-defined concept nor is there 
just one way of practising it, at least insofar as it
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is defined in the anthropological literature. 
Nonetheless, it is safe to say that, whereas the 
market involves the fragmentation and differen
tiation of interests within society and is coupled 
with an atomistic world view, reciprocity 
involves the linkage of interests within society 
and is part of an aggregative concept of the 
world.

In the history of the Andean zone, for exam
ple, the presence of reciprocity did not prevent 
the exercise of power and domination. Never
theless, it did act at both the base and the apex of 
the ruling structure as a mechanism of solidarity, 
as a form of exchange between equals and, at the 
same time, as a mechanism for articulation and 
solidarity between the rulers and the ruled, 
between groups that were not on an equal foot
ing. This suggests that reciprocity does not 
necessarily imply equality. But, unlike the 
market, it does imply solidarity. Within the con
text of the market, people act only as agents for 
the exchange of equivalent objects. Within the 
framework of reciprocity, objects are no more 
than symbols of people themselves. The market 
is, by nature, impersonal. Reciprocity is 
personal.

As part of the current process of establishing 
social practices, reciprocity is linked to equality, 
freedom and democracy, rather than only to 
solidarity. This constitutes a visible indication of 
the convergence of the Andean rationale and the 
rationale of European modernity. Even though 
the former is not, therefore, completely free 
from the onslaught of potencially dominant for
ces, in this new context it can be considered as a 
basis for a new type of rationale borne of a 
history that has been enriched by many other 
different histories. Nevertheless, it should also 
be regarded as part of a power structure rather 
than as some sort of mechanism by which all 
power is eliminated. The co-ordinated diversity 
which reciprocity entails, social solidarity, social 
equality and personal freedom, when seen as 
components of a new system of democracy, do 
not imply the dissolution of all power. Demo
cracy, no matter how demos it may be, is also 
cratos. This is, for that matter, implicit in the 
formation of a public sphere within this new 
private environment. However, this is necessar
ily a different type of power structure than that 
linking the capitalist private and State sectors. In

this new type of structure, power regains its 
social dimension; there is an enormous demand 
for a politically direct form of social expression 
which is not necessarily channelled through the 
State.

This issue is too important to be omitted 
from the present discussion. It is essential to 
underscore the fact that these new types of pub
lic and private practices cannot gain ascendancy 
among social practices as a whole unless they 
represent an alternative sort of power. Private 
enterprise in its current form, together with the 
corresponding type of State, will not cease to try 
to obstruct, divide, distort or eliminate these new 
institutions, which will only be able to develop 
and to consolidate themselves if they are power
ful enough to defend themselves against the 
present power structure and, ultimately, to win 
out over it. Unlike other options, this alternative 
power is not only a goal but also a road to that 
goal, and we are currently travelling down that 
road.

This is not the proper place to raise issues 
whose consideration would carry us beyond the 
scope of this discussion. I believe that what has 
been said up to this point provides sufficient 
material with which to initiate a debate. It is, 
however, necessary to provide a few explana
tions and clarifications.

Some people have wondered whether, 
because such socially-oriented private and non- 
State public institutions, are based on reciprocity 
and solidarity, they might not be a phenomenon 
found only in certain cultural or even, perhaps, 
ethnic areas in which reciprocity is a key element 
in the cultural history (as, for example, in the 
Andean culture). But, they ask, what do such 
practices have to do with other areas of Latin 
America, particularly the countries of the South
ern Cone?

There is no doubt about the fact that these 
new types of social practices, which embody a 
new historical rationale, are accepted and culti
vated more easily in areas where they are rooted 
in the historical legacy of the past. This is cer
tainly the case among the population of Andean 
origin. Nonetheless, there is a great deal of docu
mentation of the same types of practices in virtu
ally all sectors of the urban population that have 
become impoverished during the long crisis
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being experienced today, in all or almost all of 
the Latin American countries. Sufficient evi
dence to this effect can be found in the history of 
the invasions and settlement of urban land 
which have taken place in the region by examin
ing the forms of organization, mobilization and 
subsistence to be observed in these cases. This 
has been a fairly recent part of Chile’s history, for 
example. In that country, recent research pro
jects concerning the agrarian process since 1973 
have indicated that peasant communities have 
been established in areas formerly inhabited 
only by small landowners or tenant farmers 
because some groups of peasants have disco
vered that they can survive only by pooling their 
small farms and scant resources. This discovery 
of reciprocity and solidarity among equals as a 
means of survival does not necessarily, then, 
occur only as an extension of a people’s own 
cultural history; nor is it always solely a response 
to an ultimate need, such as survival. It may also 
occur as a response to the need for a collective 
historical perspective in order to withstand the 
collapse of those which were formerly in domi
nant or firmly entrenched. One good example of 
this is the wide-ranging network of organiza
tions formed by Christians who uphold the 
theology of liberation, the poor, the persecuted 
and core groups of intellectuals and profession
als as they band together in resistance move
ments throughout all the countries of the region.

Recently, in some countries (such as Peru, 
for exam ple), slogans such as " s e lf 
management’’, "associative enterprises”, etc., 
have been used to describe institutions which are 
basically bureaucratic but which are nevertheless 
depicted — in what amounts to a successful 
advertising campaign, especially outside the 
country— as being institutions of a system of 
direct democracy. The social groups associated 
with so-called "self-managing” bodies were thus 
seen as laying the foundations for a corporative 
reorganization of the State as a means of over
coming a very protracted crisis of representa
tion. These schemes failed, chiefly due to 
contradictions within the system supporting 
them, and their objectives were therefore not 
achieved; hence, the crisis has only grown worse, 
thereby strengthening the long-standing belief 
among many people that the past was a better 
time than the present. In Latin America, the past

few decades have been so disastrous for so many 
people that they have come to think that only 
something worse can be expected from the 
future. This gives rise to the suspicion that the 
new types of social practices characteristic of the 
socially-oriented private and non-State public 
sectors are always, or may be, in danger of being 
redefined and distorted. This danger is a very 
real one, as is the more open sort of repression 
aimed at the destruction of these practices rather 
than only at their improper appropriation or 
distortion.

A similar definition of terms may be called 
for with respect to the whole range of ideological 
and political derivations associated with the con
cept of the "informal sector”, which is referred 
to so frequently these days in Latin America. 
Within the scope of this discussion it will suffice, 
for the moment, to underscore something which 
was said earlier. In the world of the barriada (or 
in the slum dwellings and shantytowns, what
ever the name used to refer to them, in the 
various countries) the normative structures of 
the market and of capitalism coexist with, 
oppose and rely on those of reciprocity and solid
arity and vice versa. A large part of the popula
tion moves easily back and forth between these 
two normative contexts as their needs dictate, 
which suggests that their adherence and loyalties 
to one or the other are not yet completely 
defined. In this not only psycho-social but also 
structural sense, this population continues to be 
a marginal one which forms part of the great 
social diversity characterizing the structure of 
Latin American society today. The "informal” 
economy is, to a great extent, made up of this 
population, although another part of it is formed 
by people who definitely espouse the logic and 
norms of capital and its interests. The clash 
between the outlook associated with the logic 
and interests of capital and that corresponding 
to an approach based on reciprocity and solidar
ity is exploited, to the benefit of the former, by 
certain political movements.

Obviously, for "neoliberalism”, nothing 
could be more laudable than the so-called "infor
mal” economy; within its sphere, the rules of the 
market can function with the greatest possible 
freedom; the quality and price of products 
(goods or services) are subject to no controls
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whatsoever; wages are not governed by any sort 
of legislation; there is no social security, no vaca
tions, benefits or union rights. No one pays any 
direct taxes, even though everyone uses services 
provided by the State. No form of organization 
by exploited groups within the sector would be 
tolerated. All this makes it possible for a compli
cated apparatus to exist which links large-scale 
"formal” enterprise with "informal” labour and 
markets. It is obvious who benefits from this 
arrangement, since no "informal” economy is 
really divorced from the overall financial appa
ratus of capital interests in each country, and 
nobody has demonstrated the existence of any 
sort of blockage or breakdown in the channels by 
which value and profits are transferred between 
the "informal” and "formal” economies. This 
does not detract from the exceptional energy and 
initiative exhibited by "informal” workers in 
their daily lives as they manage to survive under 
crisis conditions, to produce and earn, and to 
obtain work, income and housing outside the 
scope of the State and sometimes against its will. 
All of this, certainly, can and should be promoted 
and developed. But it may also be directed and 
channelled, and therein lies the problem: will it 
be directed towards the more complete develop

ment of capital or towards solidarity, reciprocity, 
and direct democracy for producers?

Caution must be used in underlining this 
point. It is not merely a question of choosing 
between statism and control, on the one hand, or 
the freedom of the market and of profit-making 
on the other. The advocates of the second alter
native depict it as being the only real way of 
safeguarding democracy against the danger of 
statist totalitarianism represented by the first 
option. This is a false dichotomy, however. In 
the final analysis, the other path leads to the 
same thing, to vertical corporate structures 
which can and do compete with the State, but 
which are invariably closely linked to it. The 
private/State dichtomy is no more than a dis
tinction between two components of the same 
instrumental rationale, whose ascendancy has 
ended up by producing an extremely protracted 
crisis and the present situation of disorder and 
confusion.

Capitalist statism and privatism are actually 
the Scylla and Charybdis of the navigators of 
contemporary history. We need not choose 
between them or fear them. Today, the ship of 
the liberating rationale is propelled forward by 
the fresh winds of a new hope.



Meaning and function of the University: 
the view of Medina Echavarría

Aldo Solari*

Medina Echavarria’s thinking on the subject of 
the University can easily be outlined. However, a 
detailed treatment implies the double task of 
dealing both with the variety of situations in 
Latin American universities and with the com
plexity of Medina’s thinking. Each of these tasks 
is difficult enough in itself; together, they consti
tute an almost insuperable challenge, at least for 
my abilities. I have therefore concluded that the 
most sensible method might perhaps be to 
examine what are or what were Medina’s main 
concerns with respect to the University, and the 
extent to which its subsequent development has 
met those concerns or to what degree they have 
lost their validity.

It is common knowledge that Medina Echa
varría was a great sociologist. However, his 
thinking reached far beyond the canons of a 
discipline which he cultivated with unshakable 
rigour and with a clear awareness of its limita
tions. In the old and good sense of the term, 
Medina was a humanist. It is thus not surprising 
that he should analyse the Latin American Uni
versity in terms of three dimensions. The first of 
them, the sociological dimension as such, was 
concerned with interpretation of the causes and 
consequences of the various social factors which 
invested the University with its peculiar charac
teristics and determined the challenges which it 
must take up. The second is a philosophical 
dimension and has to do with the concept of the 
University in his writings. Lastly, and certainly 
no less important, there is the ethical dimension, 
an ethic of responsibility in the Weberian sense, 
concerning the way in which the leaders of 
society, and particularly the universities, should 
behave if the essence of that concept of the 
University was not to succumb to the social pres
sures which threatened it.

• Fo rm er co-ord in ator o f the ILPES Social and Rural D ev elop 
m ent P ro ject.

The first dimension, the sociological inter
pretation of the University, can only be under
stood within the more general framework of the 
role of education in modern industrial societies. 
It is the most developed societies "which per
ceive the cardinal problem of the age to be the 
need fully to understand and take into account 
the connections between education, the state of 
the economy and the social structure” (p. 105).1

This concern implies at least three princi
ples. The first is the pressure of widespread 
egalitarianism. "Fundamental democratization” 
implies the generalization of secondary educa
tion, a development which is almost complete, 
and gradually of higher education as well. The 
second is the need to maintain and expand the 
production capacity, i.e., to provide all citizens 
with an increasingly high level of training. The 
third is the general technification of existence, 
what Sckelsky has called "the pre-moulding of 
life by science", a topic to which Medina con
stantly returns in his writings.

Education is thus a factor in social develop
ment and an instrument of social transforma
tion. Several substantive questions arise in both 
these connections, but I have been forced to omit 
them for reasons of space. There is one, how
ever, which must be mentioned. The need for 
education to constitute an adequate source of 
training, i.e., one tailored to development needs. 
This requirement affects all standards or levels 
of education, but it is particularly pressing with 
respect to higher education, "which is the level 
which has to supply the technical and adminis
trative managers of this kind of society” 
(p. 133). This functional role has to be made 
compatible in some way with other kinds of 
needs, "no less urgent ones, which derive from

’A ll the page referen ces in this article refer to  Jo s é  M edina 
Echavarría, Filosofia, educación y  desarrollo , M exico  City, S ig lo  
X X I  E d itores, second ed ition , 1970.
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education’s traditional task. The two aspects of 
this traditional task, which the classical sociology 
of education has always emphasized, are of 
course, on the one hand, the transmission to 
young generations by adult generations of a spe
cific cultural heritage; and, on the other hand, 
the role of this transmission function in the 
maintenance of the social cohesion of a given 
society” (pp. 133 and 134).

The requirements of these different func
tions are not incompatible in themselves, but 
nor are they easy to harmonize. For tensions 
emerge from the different needs which, by its 
very nature, education, considered from the 
sociological standpoint, must seek to satisfy. The 
new and the old requirements and their harmon
ization impose the necessity of profound trans
formations in the education system and of course 
in the University. Medina took a special interest 
in these changes and it is worth quoting the way 
in which he stated this concern. "The question is, 
why are certain changes in the Latin American 
universities so difficult, yet apparently so essen
tial?” (p. 143).

In order to elucidate this question it is neces
sary to recall the more general factors which 
prompt on all sides proposals for university 
reform. They are essentially two: the increasing 
"mass extension” of the University and the 
intensive and widespread pre-moulding of life 
by science. At the time when he was writing, 
Medina attached less importance to the "mass 
extension”. He thought that phenomena of that 
kind were untypical in Latin America. "And 
when the difficulties entailed by this pheno
menon are analysed, they are found to be due to 
the weaknesses of university organization itself 
rather than to the effects of the supposed ava
lanche” (p. 149). Today we know that this ava
lanche is far from being "supposed". The growth 
in the middle classes to which Medina himself 
alluded and the influence of other factors have 
made it impossible to contain the increase in 
university enrollment. Paradoxically, this phe
nomenon also occurs in countries which have 
not been able to make primary education 
universal.

As well as assigning secondary importance 
to this mass extension, Medina thought that the 
most important and decisive factor for the socio
logical analysis of the university situation in the

various countries of Latin America was the 
degree of pre-moulding of life by science. "The 
Latin American societies are still not impreg
nated jointly and homogeneously with this pre
moulding of life by science which is the 
dominant feature of the industrialized societies” 
(pp. 149 and 150). In other words, the differen
ces between and within the Latin American 
societies in this respect mean that the demands 
made by the social system on the universities are 
not the same everywhere. However, the 
demands for an increasing functional differenti
ation of universities are quite widespread. In 
simple terms, they have to do with science and 
research, vocational training and cultural train
ing. "All vigorous university systems manage 
somehow to satisfy the demands of these three 
functions” (p. 154).

In the case of Latin America it is the univer
sities themselves which have to some extent 
kept ahead of social pressures, establishing voca
tional courses in response to the new demands of 
development. Despite this, the universities have 
not proved strong enough to take up this chal
lenge without prejudice to their basic tasks: 
"These are: 1) to expand and improve the 
vocational-training function in view of the needs 
stated in the economic development plans; 2) to 
make good the deficiencies of secondary educa
tion and thus to strengthen the cultural function 
— more out of necessity than in compliance with 
a doctrine. All the more so when it is a question 
of serving as a necessary instrument for comple
tion of national integration, which has still not 
been achieved in some places; 3) to foster pure 
science and a broad programme of scientific 
research, research dictated not only by the 
acknowledged gaps in the system of sciences but 
rather and primarily by problems requiring 
more urgent solution" (p. 162).

At a time when almost all of us were 
obsessed with the theory of the training of 
human resources and the corresponding plan
ning of the requirements, Medina thought that 
the main difficulty was for the universities to 
accept the rigours of planning as he conceived it. 
He was no doubt right. It should not be forgot
ten, however, that the essential conditions of his 
approach never obtained, and it is difficult to see 
them being established in the foreseeable future.
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Medina held that educational planning was 
impossible unless the planners had a very clear 
idea as to what kind of society they were plan
ning for; or, to put it another way, the type of 
person which they were trying to train for a 
specific society (p. 141). This is true, although it 
means that the society or its dominant groups 
must be clear about this as well, so that the 
planners have no alternative but to act accord
ingly, unless they merely wish to build castles in 
the air without any social foundations. It is a 
commonplace that the desired type of society 
and person are never clear, to say the least, in the 
Latin American societies. There is every indica
tion of the continued existence of intense con
flict over societal projects overlying the 
unanimity on generic principles which mean 
nothing because they involve no concrete com
mitments. The lack of such a clear political pro
ject is the reason why the countries of Latin 
America have had many plans and many 
planners but never any planning as such. The 
greatest achievement of this effort to modernize 
by transplant, which is what educational plan
ning amounts to, has been the more or less 
accurate diagnoses — as forecasts, not as 
transformations— of future trends.

Medina thought that in a planning process 
diagnosis will only achieve its true meaning if it 
is made in the light of the desired objective. The 
point, in fact, was to estimate correctly the dis
tance between the present state and the desired 
state and to identify the tools needed for attain
ing that state. Since this was not possible, I think 
that there was created a kind of diagnostic code 
indicating what has to be known about a coun
try's situation. The universities have only been 
able to do this, except in very special situations, 
by embodying in their plans the consensus for a 
degree of continuity instead of the consensus for 
genuine change.

On the other hand, the expansion of univer
sity education has been so evident that there is 
no need to cite figures to confirm its scale. Latin 
American universities have reacted in different 
ways, and very detailed reports would be 
required in order to convey the full complexity of 
the situation. In general terms, however, it can 
be said that "for reasons easily understood, the 
worst consequences of this process have been 
coped with much better by the elitist private

universities than by the public ones. By limiting 
their intakes and transplanting the North 
American model, many private universities have 
resisted the expansion process or have absorbed 
it without detriment to the standards which a 
select clientele considers satisfactory. This has 
not prevented the proliferation in some coun
tries of small private universities with very poor 
standards and with no resources that would 
make them worthy of the name of university, but 
which satisfy the more modest aspirations of a 
different clientele. It is usually the public univer
sities which have paid the dearest cost of expan
sion. The explosive growth of enrollment in 
public universities can nowhere be accompanied 
by a like growth in financial resources.

But there is something even more serious, 
something which had worried Medina. Admis
sions are growing much more quickly than the 
supply of suitably qualified teachers. Accord
ingly, large numbers of poorly trained teachers 
are hired, and existing teachers are asked to 
lecture with the aid of a microphone in order to 
be heard in a vast hall or, more commonly, both 
procedures are used. To this drop in standards is 
added the fact that the University is being con
verted into an institution increasingly concerned 
with certifying knowledge, despite the steady 
decline in the likelihood of its success in this 
purely vocational task. As Medina had seen, a 
sharp contraction occurs in the "space of young 
people’s education".

The pressures are irresistible, and in many 
countries any measure limiting admission to 
university is considered incompatible with the 
requirements of democratization. There is thus a 
proliferation of preliminary courses, sometimes 
called general studies — a term which Medina did 
not like— or even basic studies. The justification of 
these changes is quite simple. The aim is to 
discharge one of the great functions of the 
University —the transmission of a cultural heritage 
which should never be neglected because of the 
requirements of vocational training. But although 
this function exists, it is quite clear that other 
functions, often more important ones, also exist. In 
most cases it is not a question —because it would 
actually be impossible— of transmitting a cultural 
heritage at the traditional university standard but 
rather of the much more modest task of making 
good the defects of secondary education.
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Clearly, this stage also functions as a prior 
selection system for the vocational courses. In 
the past, students entered these courses directly; 
now they still enter university directly but at a 
lower level. It is interesting to note that in the 
past some vocational courses never neglected to 
transmit the cultural heritage, for they were try
ing to train not just professionals but ruling 
groups as well. Medina paid a tribute to the 
success of faculties or schools of law in perform
ing this function. It is therefore not sufficient to 
justify preliminary courses by reference to the 
need to provide something more than purely 
vocational training, for while that would justify 
the necessity of the content,' the failure to impart 
this content earlier would require a different 
justification. It lies in this function of screening 
for the vocational courses. In some universities 
the preliminary courses also perform a function 
of "political socialization”, for the social sciences 
occupy a leading or exclusive place at this stage, 
because the level at which they are taught to the 
students favours ideological rather than scien
tific discourse.

In this way, as indeed might have happened 
by many other routes, we encounter a problem 
which caused Medina great concern: the prob
lem of the University in its political aspect and, 
specifically, the problem of the relationship 
between the University and the State. History 
shows how complex and hazardous this relation
ship has been. It also shows that free universities 
have been compatible with régimes offering lit
tle or no political pluralism.

University reform is essential in the Latin 
American situation. There are three feasible 
kinds of change: political ones, which originate 
from the State; corporative ones, which emerge 
from the University itself; and those changes in 
which the parallel efforts of the University and 
the State converge. Changes of a political kind 
have a long history in Latin America and it is 
worth making a brief analysis of the most recent 
ones, i.e., those undertaken by the authoritarian 
governments which Medina did not have an 
opportunity to study. The most notorious of 
these authoritarian interventions was the 
attempt at "ideological purification”, for want of 
a better name. All teachers, and even administra
tors declared to be or suspected of being "Leftist" 
were excluded from the universities. In their

place were appointed rectors, deans, teachers 
and administrators who were "ideologically 
pure”, i.e., uncontaminated from near or far by 
the Marxist virus. This process was obviously 
very painful for its victims, who regarded it as a 
great transformation of the University and today 
they also regard their readmission as a great 
change; this is no doubt true in general terms.

It is impossible not to wonder about the 
significance of this process in institutional 
terms. When he referred to reforms of a political 
kind, Medina was thinking of those reforms 
"which had placed the University on completely 
new or rebuilt foundations” (p. 165). Did this 
process involve any genuine reforms? It is hard 
to believe that it did, certainly not in Medina’s 
terms. The structural changes were very timid 
and they therefore produced very meager results. 
This is perfectly consistent with the publications 
on questions of national security. The cases in 
which national security requires education to 
undergo substantial change are few and far 
between. The danger lay in the ideological lean
ings attributed to most of the teachers. Once 
these teachers had been removed and replaced by 
persons with the right attitude, i.e., favourable to 
the régime, it was thought that the basic task had 
been accomplished. These developments were 
accompanied, obviously, by the suppression of 
courses which were "dangerous” owing to their 
ideological connotations, such as sociology, or by 
the banning of the use of certain texts in the 
teaching of sociology. The decision to exorcise 
the "danger” inherent in certain courses was 
taken to absurd lengths. For example, in Uru
guay a new course, concerned strictly with the 
natural sciences, was eliminated because its first 
graduates had been "Tupamaros”. In general 
terms, however, the problems of very different 
kinds which affected the universities under the 
authoritarian régimes led to so few genuinely 
structural changes that it is impossible to speak 
of a reform or, if you like, of a counter reform. 
This is confirmed by what happened when 
democracy was restored: large numbers of peo
ple returned to their posts in a virtually 
unchanged organic structure.

The general plan under the authoritarian 
régimes emphasized the strictly vocational func
tion at the expense of the transmission of the 
cultural heritage; however, except in a few cases,
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the inflexibility and resistance of the universities 
meant that the change was more in form than in 
substance.

It is a strange fact, and one warranting an 
analysis which cannot be made here, that even 
when the doctrine of national security manif
ested a true obsession with the problem of educa
tion, there was no education plan worthy of the 
name. For example, in a lengthy document in 
which this doctrine is expounded and applied 
with reference to Uruguay, written eight years 
after the coup d'état, the teaching profession is 
subjected to specific analysis. There are three 
initial assumptions: i) that virtually all the lead
ers and a high proportion of the members of the 
teaching profession profess Leftist ideologies; 
ii) that they use the classroom to impart these 
ideologies to their students; iii) that they succeed 
in this purpose. Education, especially secondary 
and higher education, is regarded as a mecha
nism for the production and reproduction of 
Leftism. Since the authors of this document have 
no doubt at all about the actual capacity of educa
tion systems to transmit values and ideologies, 
good conservative teachers are regarded as 
agents capable of turning this situation around. 
This whole problem amounts, in essence, to a 
question of selection of teachers and not of trans
formation of the system’s structures. These 
structures need to be changed only if, as in the 
case of certain legislation or regulations, they 
prevent those responsible for personnel selec
tion from acting with maximum freedom. But 
this eagerness to abolish the rules which guaran
tee rights is typical of authoritarian régimes and 
represents a general phenomenon which trans
cends the purely educational sphere.

Although unintentionally, these régimes 
brought about important changes in the area of 
research which produced a proliferation of pri
vate centres, concerned particularly with the 
social sciences and usually supported by foreign 
foundations. Designed to provide a replacement 
for the research work which could no longer be 
done in the universities, these institutions man
aged to achieve a much higher level than they 
had had in the past. Here, and again uninten
tionally, they demonstrated how unfavourable 
the university ambience is for research. Follow
ing the return to democracy, it has become more 
difficult for these centres to obtain sufficient

funding, for the circumstances which justified 
their creation and operation no longer obtain. 
However, they have continued to operate, and 
the most significant development is that many 
researchers expelled from the universities under 
the authoritarian régimes have preferred to 
remain in these private centres.

The new democratic régimes restored the 
guarantees which the universities had tradition
ally enjoyed, but they showed little interest in 
promoting in this sphere plans for political 
reform, in the sense which Medina attached to 
this concept. In other words, the restoration of 
democracy left the field open for reforms of the 
corporative type. It is well to remember, before 
attempting to analyse these latter reforms, that 
although Medina was unambiguously opposed to 
strictly political intervention in university 
affairs, he assigned considerable responsibility 
for what happened to the universities them
selves. "This kind of intervention has been due 
in many cases more to the weakness of the uni
versities’ claims than to the vigour of political 
ambitions” (p. 163). Or, put another way, "the 
University needs the social legitimacy of a uni
versally recognized authority in order to face up 
to the State. And it does not have this authority if 
its prestige as an institution is wanting. This 
goes far beyond the case — common enough— of 
the 'politicization’ of the University which itself 
invites, owing to confusion of limits, interfer
ence by the State" (p. 164).

These texts are thus open to two 
interpretations. Firstly, the University is incapable 
of securing proper legitimacy and therefore of 
offering resistance perceived to be legitimate to the 
manifestly illegitimate encroachments of political 
power. The second and even worse interpretation is 
that, in addition to its inability to establish its own 
legitimacy, it is the University itself which destroys 
that legitimacy by becoming totally politicized. In 
the first case, it lacks the necessary instruments to 
resist intervention which is in any event arbitrary; in 
the second case, it all happens as if the University 
had wanted it to. This approach is connected with 
Medina’s poor opinion of corporative reforms and, 
specifically, of the reforms carried out in Córdoba, 
which in his view initiated the politicization of a 
number of universities, a development which has 
proved to be their greatest peril.
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The familiar distinction between cloistered, 
militant and participant universities, in which 
sociological hypothesis and philosophical 
assumption are virtually inextricably combined, 
stems from these concerns. A cloistered univer
sity is always the exception and it is totally unvia- 
ble in Latin America. Its antithesis, the militant 
university, is no less so. For "it puts an end to the 
University itself”. In other words, if the Univer
sity seeks to transform itself or if it becomes a 
microcosm which reproduces exactly the con
flicts and passions of the world, its inherent 
scientific task fades away and "all that is left is 
shouts instead of reasons”. Medina of course was 
in favour of the "participant” University, i.e., an 
institution which, among other functions, att
aches special importance to analysis of contem
porary problems but does so from a distance, 
with the characteristic objectivity and spiritual 
tranquility of scientific work.

Earlier, both during and after the military 
interventions, Latin America had known the 
phenomenon of militant universities. I person
ally believe that this is something as undesirable 
as it is inexplicable. Universities, especially the 
big ones, are important power centres which 
find it difficult to avoid political confrontation 
and are more likely to attract it instead. The 
apolitical solutions or, to put it better, those 
which Medina called genuine participant univer
sities are very rare. What we have is a complex 
set of "militant” forms.

Often, and this occurs above all in private 
universities, there is an unopposed group which 
promotes a clearly defined political plan. What
ever the power of this group within the society 
as a whole — and clearly it must have some— 
this development is a trial for the University. 
Sometimes this situation lends itself to equivoca
tion. If the group in question is fairly ingenious, 
it can give the impression that its behaviour is 
consistent with strictly academic standards and 
that the University which it controls is genuinely 
"participant” because it is concerning itself with 
contemporary problems. In other cases, the 
internal power is distributed among all the polit
ical groups of any weight within the whole 
society. Latin America has also experienced the 
phenomenon of universities, which transform 
themselves into centres of political opposition to 
the government. In extreme cases, such as the

situation which developed at the time in the 
universities of Caracas and Montevideo, the 
"militancy” actually became what I would call 
"delirium”. This is what happens when the dom
inant groups or those which appear to them
selves to be dominant seek to transform a 
university into a basic tool of "total revolution”. 
Exclusive ideological propaganda takes the place 
of scientific research and seeks systematically to 
don its vestments.

The processes of redemocratization seem to 
have been accompanied by a decline in the inten
sity of the phenomenon of "militant” universi
ties; this decline seems to have been helped on 
its way by, amongst other factors, the substantial 
changes in the composition of enrollment. Be 
that as it may, there is no doubt that the reforms 
on which the State and the University agree are 
hard to bring about.

Perhaps the best way to view the situation of 
the University in Latin America and its inability 
to perform its higher functions is to consider, as 
a conclusion to this article, this thought of 
Medina: "The openness of a university’s activi
ties to the world — its only means of influencing 
the world— is therefore found only in "partici
pant” universities, i.e., ones which are neither 
militant nor cloistered. A "participant univer
sity” is one which tackles the problems of the day 
by taking them as a subject for rigorous scientific 
study, with a view to establishing only what can 
be said from that standpoint. The criterion of the 
objective neutrality of science was established 
long ago. And although the sociology of knowl
edge believes today that it has discovered the 
secrets of its genesis — which in no way affect 
the nature of its validity— and although it can 
spend much time debating the range of the lim
its within which it seems acceptable, there is no 
doubt that the unshakable principle of the uni
versity dialogue will survive as long as science 
itself”.

"Is the University of today the 'prime mover 
of history' in Latin America? Is it the place in 
which 'the highest awareness’ of our era 
unfolds? Does it, in short, offer its spiritual 
power in all its fullness? Despite the best of 
wills, the answer is very far from being an 
emphatic yes and contains worrying reserva
tions” (p. 169).



The dilemmas of political legitimacy

Francisco C. W effort*

Urgency —the awareness o f  this urgency— is (...) the essential characteristic o f  
the contemporary Latin American scene.
The dem ocratic form ula may perish, consumed by the ravages o f  ineffective
ness. But its death may also be due to a galloping anaemia in the vital sap o f  its 
legitimacy. It is important at this point not to entertain any delusions about 
either threat; the second is much more serious and implacable than the first. (...) 
the com plete evaporation o f beliefs, and the total moral collapse im plied by the 
dissolution o f  that faith  —universal anomy in the w hole body o f  society— 
breeds only despair and extremism.

The concept of political legitimacy implies a 
debate about democracy and politics or, better 
still, about the possibility of democracy recover
ing control over the direction of politics after a 
period in which authoritarian régimes, which 
did not lack a certain technocratic flavour, discre
dited democracy to the point of rendering it 
ridiculous. This means accepting, of course, that 
the concept of political legitimacy contains an 
affirmation of principle, one moreover funda
mental to any genuinely democratic thinking, 
which is the primacy of the logic of history over 
the logic of expediency.

The fact that we are beginning with some 
abstract conceptual background should not 
prompt anyone to imagine, fearfully, that the 
dilemmas of political legitimacy compel us all to 
take off into the stratosphere. No, at least not all 
the time. The truth is that when we speak of 
political legitimacy we are also, and primarily, 
speaking about very real and very dramatic facts 
of an historical epoch: of the very epoch in which 
we happen to live.

Jo s é  M edina E chav arria

The combination of theoretical reasoning with 
sensitivity to the living experience of history is one of 
the most attractive features of the thinking of José 
Medina Echavarria, the great Spanish teacher who, 
after the Civil War, made Latin America his second 
country. I also suspect that it will not escape the student 
of sociology and politics that many of the thoughts 
which I am about to offer owe their inspiration to 
Medina, even though the aim is to understand a 
historical period in which he, unfortunately, can no 
longer participate. And, as was characteristic of his 
thinking, and indeed of any thinking which seeks to 
illumine events and ideas, it is necessary whenever 
possible to begin by defining what you are talking about. 
That is precisely why concepts exist and why the first 
part of this article deals mainly with concepts. I examine 
subsequently the crisis of certain Latin American 
countries. (I know that all of them are in crisis but I refer 
only to some of them) And in the last section I deal 
with the dilemmas which I regard as the current 
dilemmas of political legitimacy and the possibility {only 
a dream?) of building democracy in this part of the 
world.

I

Legitimacy: description of a concept

In an important work of the early 1960s entitled 
Consideraciones sociológicas sobre e l desarrollo 
económico de América Lalinay José Medina,

• Staff m em b er o f th e  C en tre for C o ntem p o rary  Cultural 
Studies (C E D E C ).

with his eyes open to current history, offers a 
basic description of what sociology and political 
science understand by political legitimacy: "the 
gap in the power structure which still tolerates 
the inadequate transformation of the historical 
political parties which forged in the past —and
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with great success— the system of property is a 
very serious vacuum because it leaves the roots of 
legitimacy hanging in the air, without support”.1 
On the following page Medina adds, in an 
attempt to give concrete meaning to the concept: 
"It is not impossible that the old classes — the 
oligarchies of yesteryear— may be capable of 
winning a new legality if they exert themselves 
to update their political 'formula’.” And he con
tinues: "The new organizations —which per
haps have too many defects and shortcomings— 
of the most important forces of production (...) 
of modern industrial societies try to fill by peace
ful efforts the power vacuum left by the decline 
of the age-old oligarchy (...).” With his charac
teristic synthesizing skill, Medina puts to the 
reader, together with the basic description of a 
fundamental concept of sociology and politics, 
the key questions of a whole historical epoch. I 
will summarize them in four points:

Firstly, when we speak of political legitimacy 
we refer above all else to the existence, beliefs, 
standards and values — as suggested by Max 
Weber, of whose work Medina was indeed the 
main advocate in Latin America— which shape 
the arena of social actions and relations, these 
actions and relations being ways associated with 
the notion of mutual understanding among the 
actors. In the specific case of politics, there is talk 
of the legitimacy of a leader in the eyes of his 
followers, of a government in the eyes of the 
citizens of a republic, of a political party in the 
eyes of its electors, of a class (or élite) as leader of 
a society, etc. In all cases imaginable, political 
legitimacy is characterized, however, by a feature 
specific to the legitimacy of social domination in 
general And, again according to Weber, the legi
timacy of a relation of social domination will lie 
in the fact that a person who obeys an order does 
so as if the order came from an internal disposi
tion, or as if obeying was something in his own 
interest: "A certain minimum of willingness to 
obey, i.e., of (external or internal) interest in 
obeying, is essential in any genuine relation of 
authority.”2 In short, the root of the legitimacy of 
authority lies in the consent of the person who

'Jo sé  M edina E chavarría , Consideraciones sociológicas sobre 
e l desarrollo económ ico d e Am érica Latina, Buenos A ires: Editora 
So lar/ H ach ette , 1964.

2M ax W eb er, W irtscbaft und Gesellscbaft. It is in terestin g  to 
n ote  that Jo s é  M edina E chavarría  was th e  m ain tran sla to r o í this

¡obeys. Thus we have a very clearly defined con
cept which can be subjected to very accurate and 
very specific analysis.

In any event, I think it is important to point 
out that Medina, and in this case as well he was 
adhering to the spirit of Weberian sociology, 
invests the concept with a much broader mean
ing. W ith reference to political legitimacy he 
mentions, in addition to relations of political 
domination, the existence of a social system. He 
refers to the system of property, which he. 
believes to contain the matrix of the social, eco
nomic and political organization of traditional 
Latin America. The presence of this system is 
quite obvious at the political level. For Medina, 
property is "both protector and oppressor, i.e., 
authoritarian and paternal. And this image of 
the relations of subordination —protection and 
obedience, arbitrary acts and kindness, faithful
ness and resentment, violence and gentleness— 
(...) is maintained intact for a long time when the 
king is succeeded by the President of the Repub
lic. The model of authority created by property 
extends and penetrates into all the relations of 
authority and embodies the persisting represen
tation of the people in the model”.3

In the 1960s, when Medina wrote this book, 
the society and the State which the system of 
property had produced were in the third or 
fourth decade of their ongoing crisis, a long crisis 
which brought clearly into focus the ruins of a 
disappearing epoch, at the same time that it 
announced the emergence of a new historical 
phase. For Medina, this was the appearance of a 
new society, of a new, modern, urban and indus
trial social system, no longer rooted in property 
but in business and the town.

Secondly, when we speak of political legiti
macy we refer not only to a social system but also 
to a ruling class. In Medina, the concept of ruling 
class has various origins which will be described 
below. However, the investigation has declared 
origins in the young Max Weber, wrestling with 
the vicissitudes of the Btsmarckian system and 
seeking another class to rule Germany which

great w ork o f W e b e r s  in to  Spanish . T h e  first ed ition  o f th is work
in Sp an ish  dates to 1944, i.e., to  th e tim e o f the Second W orld  W a r; 
M edina, w ho at that tim e was in ex ile  in M exico , had drafted th e 
"In trod u ctory  n ote to  the first Sp an ish  ed ition ”.

’M edina Echavarría, op. cit., p. 34.
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was not the "old class” of the Junkers. Weber 
provides the model, but the investigation is typi
cally Latin American: "In the Latin America of 
today, where are the groups of men capable of 
completing the intensive process of transforma
tion which is shaking the continent? To which 
classes can we turn for support? To the political 
class born of the system of property which gov
erned, not unsuccessfully, for a long period of its 
history? To the new bourgeois class born of 
exports and industry? To the very new proletar
ian class, barely organized and with scant expe
rience of ruling?”4

In the 1960s, many of us who worked with 
Medina — and we benefitted both from his 
exceptional culture and from his breadth of mind 
and his kindly tolerance of differing opinions, in 
particular those of his disciples— invested the 
concept of ruling class with a much larger and 
more ambitious meaning. It was without the 
slightest doubt an echo of our fascination with a 
certain concept of a Marxism which I will not call 
vulgar, but certainly romantic. Following the 
example of the redeeming mission which the 
young Marx attributed to the proletariat, the 
ruling class was something more than merely a 
ruling class: it was for some of us the vehicle of 
the potential of the future, of the global evolu
tion of society and of a dream of the redemption 
of mankind. It is interesting to note that this 
idealization of the concept of ruling class — a 
concept constructed on the Utopian expecta
tions invested in the proletariat— retained its 
validity, even when the class in question, as a 
candidate for power, was the bourgeoisie. This 
can easily be verified in the writings of those 
who still believed at that time in the historical 
possibilities of the so-called "national bourgeoi
sie”. Moreover, many of those who thought in 
this way were indeed of Marxist training.

Medina certainly regarded the ruling class as 
having a capacity for action and transformation 
with respect to society, but, interpreting the 
concept in a meaning closer to Gaetano Mosca, 
Raymond Aron and Schumpeter, he conceived of 
an historical protagonist of more modest (more 
realistic?) proportions. As the vehicle of a 
"political formula”, i.e., of a set of justifications 
for an order and a system, the ruling class must

4¡bid, p 70.

propose a régime, or a "legality”, which must be 
legitimate (for as we know, not all legality is 
legitimate) and effective. Furthermore, it must 
be capable of "completing” a process of 
transformation which is already under way, i.e., 
the metamorphosis of Latin America into a 
modern urban and industrial society.

We are therefore far from the notion of 
revolutionary negativity which in Marxism char
acterizes both the proletariat today and the bour
geoisie at the time of its revolutionary rise. In the 
same way, Medina distances himself from the 
unified or unifying vision which Marxism, 
through the strength of its concept of the social 
whole, identifies in the ruling class. (An example 
of this thoroughgoing unitarism is Marx’s fam
ous proposal: the dominant ideas of an epoch are 
the ideas of the dominant class.) But we are also 
far from the fragmentary approaches of some 
contemporary sociologies which are dazzled by 
the spirit (or lack of spirit?) of what they call 
post-modernism. For in these fragmentary 
approaches, which are content with their own 
inadequacy, both the notion of the governance of 
society and the notion of society itself lose their 
meaning, or at least the sense of global society 
which traditional sociology has always attached 
to them, whether the source is Marx, Durkheim 
or Weber.

For a sociology such as Medina’s, an out
standing example of traditional sociology, the 
fragmentary view of society and the fragmenta
tion of thinking should be understood as addi
tional means of expression of a crisis which is so 
prolonged that it seems to threaten, in our times, 
the very possibility of a logic of history. Medina 
thinks, as he puts it, like "an old liberal”, and this 
means that he thinks like a man who believes in 
human rationality, without that circumstance 
preventing him from seeing all the violence and 
irrationality of which men are also capable. Des
pite all the great dramas and tragedies which he 
happened to witness during his life, despite fas
cism and the Spanish Civil War, despite Nazi 
and Stalinist totalitarianism, despite the great 
Latin American crisis, Medina believes that his
tory has a meaning and that it is the task of 
reason to try to comprehend it. After all these 
"despites”, there should not remain in Medina 
(or in us) many grounds for excessive optimism. 
But reason must nevertheless make the attempt, 
unless it is to become barren once and for all.
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The sociological (political) identification of 
a ruling class is the very essence of such an 
attempt. The question Who rules? is also a ques
tion about the meaning of society and its history. 
Medina examines the history of Latin America 
from this standpoint and accords the oligarchies 
of the past the merit of having established them
selves in their time as the ruling class which 
believes itself on the side of property. Similarly, 
from this standpoint he also expects that this 
ruling class will be replaced by another, which 
emerges "by peaceful efforts" in the process of 
the formation of a new urban and industrial 
society.

Thirdly, the concept of political legitimacy 
therefore militates against recognition of the 
existence in society of a power structure. Or, as 
was the case in the 1960s, and still is the case in 
many countries, of a power crisis. Medina speaks 
both of a power crisis, of a "gap in the power 
structure”, and of a political vacuum: "a very 
serious vacuum because it leaves the roots of 
legitimacy hanging in the air, without support”. 
And there were those who argued, convinced 
more by the sound of the words than by their 
meaning and in the pompous tones of false dis
coveries, that politics, like physics, abhors a 
vacuum — an argument based on words and 
therefore of little value.

The point in this case is the importance 
which Medina attaches to the concept of legiti
macy. When he uses the metaphors of "vacuum” 
and "gap in the power structure”, he is merely 
trying to underline something which is often 
forgotten: power is not based only on effective
ness (or even on strength); it has to be legiti
mate. And, as he says in a thought which shocks 
many people, "when it comes to the pinch, legiti
macy is more important than effectiveness”, or 
further on: "People who have inherited the best 
European tradition will always prefer the possi
bility of dialogue or, if you like, the perhaps 
intangible value of legitimacy, over the pragma
tism of effectiveness”.5 Could you ask for greater 
democratic clarity? Could you ask for greater 
clarity in a criticism of the technocratic evil of a 
logic of expediency which distorted the meaning 
of the politics of the 1960s and which, even more

seriously, continued to distort the meaning of 
politics under the authoritarian regimes of the 
following decades?

Fourthly, the question of political legitimacy 
relates directly to the institutional question, the 
question of political regimes and, in particular 
the question of political parties. As Medina sees 
it, the crisis of legitimacy in Latin America is 
linked directly to the crisis of the "historical 
parties”. These are, for example, the Blancos and 
the Colorados in Uruguay, the Republicans in 
the Brazil of the First Republic and, in a more 
general sense, the liberals and conservatives 
found on all sides in the old oligarchic régimes of 
Latin America. I think that this is a specially 
significant point, when we remember, with 
Enzo Faletto, that the preoccupation with insti
tutional machinery was not in fashion in the 
1960s. At least among sociologists (but it was 
really more than that — we could speak in this 
case of the majority of Latin American intellec
tuals), the institutional question had fallen quite 
out of fashion.6

Medina was thus swimming against the tide 
when he asserted that political legitimacy, in 
addition to being a question relating to the social 
system, to the relations between the classes and 
to the power structure, was also a question of the 
then despised institutional forms. When we 
speak of political legitimacy, we also speak of 
political parties, of electoral systems, and of 
government régimes, matters which prompt 
lengthy digressions in Consideraciones socioló
gicas sobre el desarrollo económico de América 
Latina. The question of political legitimacy 
therefore begs the question of "legality”, i.e., the 
whole body of legal institutions which shape the 
organization of power.

In short, when we speak of political legiti
macy, we speak of political democracy, of the 
democracy which exists or the one which we 
want to come into existence. "Democracy is, 
above all, a belief, an illusion if you like, a princi
ple of legitimacy.”7 For, as he says a little earlier, 
in the immediately preceding paragraph: "... 
democratic systems depend above all on a con
vention, i.e., on the belief in the legitimacy of the 
élite”.

Hbtd, p. 129.
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II 

Legitimacy and hegemony: historical concepts

These four requirements which I associate with 
the notion of political legitimacy should not be 
understood as merely analytical terms which, as 
such, would be valid for any historical period. 
The historical meaning of theoretical proposals 
of this kind can be understood when Medina 
acknowledges, for example, in the oligarchic 
classes of this period of crisis some capacity to 
rule and some concept of national unity, but he 
also finds in them an attachment to theirprivate 
interests which is too great to allow them to act 
effectively as ruling classes. We are thus dealing 
with an historical constellation in which, on the 
one hand, the new Lefts, owing both to the 
urgency of their immediate problems and to 
their own structure and idealistic dreams, have a 
weak concept of national legitimacy and, as a 
whole, possess weak instincts for power and 
rule.8 We find ourselves, as already pointed out, 
in the field of the celebrated thinking of Max 
Weber. In order to indicate how far such situa
tions can go, Medina makes many references to 
events subsequent to Weber, specifically the 
Weimar Republic, with its connotation of the 
fragility of civilization and democracy in the 
path of the brutal avalanche of irrationality and 
violence.

The concept of political legitimacy therefore 
has a broad political significance in the thinking 
of José Medina and compels reflection on aspects 
of the formation of Latin America and of the 
Latin American States, at least since the inde
pendence movements, many of which were 
accompanied by historical waves created in 
Europe by Napoleon’s ambitions. "... the fact 
that liberty — the democratic and constitutional 
aspiration— is one of the essential elements of 
the original constellation of Latin America, also 
entails the first great paradox of its history: to 
have maintained for so long, in complete contra
diction, the formulas of an ideology side by side 
with the "beliefs” and actual behaviour of daily 
existence. Over the body of an agrarian structure

and traditional way of life was spread the flimsy 
cloak of a predominantly liberal and urban 
doctrine.”9

In this case, therefore, the construction of 
legitimate political systems was always more 
difficult and it affected the very possibility of the 
existence of a State in our countries. The State 
emerged when.the contradiction was resolved, as 
it was, moreover, by means of some form of 
compromise. This "contradiction had its 
weaknesses and compromises in many places; 
and where this occurred — as in the case of 
Chile— the genuine organization of the State 
began early”. Taking Chile, where the State was 
formed much earlier than in the other countries, 
as an exception, Medina bases his general rule on 
the formation of the national State in Argentina, 
taking the battle of Monte Caseros as the 
starting point. And he adds that where this 
compromise occurred, we have the content of 
the political formula of the oligarchic régimes 
with their traditional distinction between 
liberals and conservatives.

The notion of political legitimacy in Medina 
covers a vast historical field, without risk of 
losing analytical specificity. If we seek a compari
son, we will find it, for example, in Marxist 
thinking, in the concept of hegemony as under
stood by Antonio Gramsci. Medina refers to 
States, classes, governments, beliefs, ideologies, 
institutions, etc. All of this, instead of diluting 
his thought, follows a clear thread: the thread of 
trying to understand the possibility that a society 
may establish structures of governance which 
are authorized or consented to by the individual 
members of society. This means that the ques
tion of political legitimacy is related to the capac
ity of a people to govern itself. And this is what, 
ultimately, lies at the root of the notion of demo
cracy. And this is what we are talking about, 
finally, when we assert the primacy of the logic 
of history over the logic of expediency.

*Ibid.f p. 101. 9Ibid., p. 44.
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Confidence in logical thinking exacts its toll 
and sometimes places us in embarrassing situa
tions. If we follow, as I do here and have done in 
other works,10 Medina’s line of thought which, 
as already pointed out, I understand to stem from 
the common root of the classics of sociology and 
politics, the description of the long period which 
begins in Latin American history with the 1929 
crisis and the changes in the 1930s gives rise to 
objections which must be dealt with. If we speak 
of legitimacy in Medina’s sense (or of hegemony 
in Gramsci’s sense), with the whole historical 
panorama which we have been adumbrating so 
far, the period from the 1930s onwards would 
encompass more than half a century of crisis of 
legitimacy or, if you like, more than half a cen
tury of crisis of hegemony. The objection is that 
this would be too long a period for a crisis to 
endure. Any crisis of such long duration is held to 
transform itself into its opposite, i.e., into the 
model of its own normality.

The biggest problem with this criticism is 
that, although it is reasonable at the level of 
mere theoretical speculation, it is nevertheless 
contradicted by history as experienced in the 
past and as experienced now by the participants 
and protagonists. The fact is that they saw (and 
still see) the history of which they were part as a 
history of crisis, and they participated in it in the 
awareness that it was indeed a crisis. At some 
points they saw the crisis as a chronic pheno 
menon but, as in the case of a chronic illness, this 
does not mean that the patient enjoys full health; 
nor does talk of a permanent crisis mean in any 
way that the society-patient is transformed into 
a stable society, i.e., one capable of establishing 
for itself the model of its own organization. 
Throughout that period it was (and remains) a 
characteristic feature of the Latin American 
mind to know that things were (and indeed 
remain) "mistaken", in some way mistaken, 
whatever the place and whatever the reasons for 
the "mistake".

In a way, the reference to crisis implies some 
notion of historical rationality. I think that the

>0M uch o f th is  artic le  is based on th e use w hich  I m ade o f 
M ed in a’s con cep t and discussion o f political legitim acy in my book 
O Populismo na Política Brasileira, R io  de Ja n e iro : Ed itora Paz e 
T erra , 1986, th ird  ed ition , particularly  in ch ap ter 5, en title d  " L ib e 
ralism o y o ligarquia".

whole period is described as being in crisis 
because the crisis, although a lengthy one, 
includes events which are not encompassed in 
what we believe, both from the theoretical view
point and from the standard viewpoint, the 
society or the State ought to be. It seems clear to 
me that in this at least, i.e., in the awareness of 
the crisis and its emergencies, Latin Americans 
are implicitly expressing their Western affilia
tion, i.e., their European origins and legacy, as 
Medina liked to assert. This capacity to make 
history and to criticize it has something to do 
with the Latin American condition, a condition 
which keeps step with Europe at a distance, but 
without ever separating completely, a condition 
which from its remotest origins implies having 
"maintained for so long, in complete contradic
tion, the formulas of an ideology side by side 
with the 'beliefs' and actual behaviour of daily 
existence”. In any event, it is certain that taking 
all the vicissitudes of that long historical period 
together, nothing could be worse than the cheap 
Hegelianism which, however, is sometimes 
found in the best of circles, and according to 
which "everything real is rational”. Anyone who 
regards a crisis as normal because it is prolonged 
is one step from renouncing his theory, if he has 
one, and two steps from renouncing rationality. 
This type of intellectual attitude is, in truth, a 
renunciation of things intellectual. Whenever 
and wherever it held sway among us, it served 
only to explain away inequalities and it produced 
the most sinister forms of the worship of irra
tionality and violence.

For the moment, I can spend only a few lines 
on this period of crisis. Accordingly, I will just 
say that, although it was a period of crisis, it was 
also without doubt a period of transformation, 
an example of which is the intensification of 
industrialization and urbanization as an indica
tor that society is creating the conditions of its 
own future reorganization. But, in the absence of 
the oligarchies or the "old classes”, society lacks 
those groups which Medina calls "substitute 
élites”, which can only emerge from the new 
classes which are being formed. And, without 
them, the crisis also infects the institutional sys
tem, which is stricken by a chronic instability 
apparent in the continual threats of coups d ’état 
and in political phenomena such as populism 
and military interventions, both of which are
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attempts to fill the "vacuum”, "the gap in the 
power structure”. And, as is typical of any power 
structure in crisis, this one is not ruled by the 
traditional élites but nor is it capable of finding 
replacements for them. These élites hold their 
ground by means of attempts at restoration or by

virtue of the strength of their traditional social 
and cultural prestige, and in any event they have 
a permanence which, although not ensuring the 
legitimacy of their claims to social domination, is 
sufficient to guarantee their survival in the corri
dors of power.

i n

Modernization and democracy

How do the dilemmas of political legitimacy 
present themselves at present? I think it is inev
itable to begin by noting the existence of a more 
or less universal feeling of disillusionment in the 
democratic countries (or the countries in transi
tion) of Latin America. Perhaps this disillusion
ment is not specific to the emergent 
democracies, such as Brazil, or those which are 
consolidating themselves, such as Argentina. It 
is perhaps a more general phenomenon and not 
even specific to Latin America. There is talk, for 
example, of great disillusionment in Spain with 
the democracy which has established itself since 
the decline of Francoism, now embodied in the 
socialist government. Can there be disillusion
ment with democracy? Can there be disillusion
ment with politics in a general sense? Are we 
returning to the political climate fraught with 
tension and disrepute which, in the 1960s, 
opened the way to the installation of the military 
régimes? Are we witnessing the preliminaries to 
an historical regression?

The topic of political legitimacy is related to 
the more general question of the legitimacy of 
politics as such. This is particularly clear in the 
case of Brazil, but I think it can be generalized, at 
least in this aspect, to other countries of Latin 
America. In the midst of the current crisis, many 
people doubt that a solution to their problems 
can be found through politics. For example, 
there are powerful social pressures which have 
been repressed for a long time and cannot be 
dealt with immediately. Whether for this or for 
some other reason, many people — including 
both individuals and groups and social sectors— 
realize that they must solve their problems 
themselves, outside politics, and this is not to

mention those who are convinced that their own 
and other people’s problems simply have no 
prospect of solution.

Movimentismo and corporativism are a 
manifestation of this and they express, regard
less of the social sector in which they emerge, an 
anxiety which causes individuals and groups to 
try to protect themselves in some way in the 
midst of the crisis. Considering only the known 
social movements and the groups equipped with 
a well-developed organizational capacity, we can 
see signs of this in the poor rural workers’ move
ments and in the teaching profession, as well as 
in the groups of bankers and industrialists. The 
reasons of economics and social justice which 
inspire such diverse groups are clearly very dif
ferent. It is impossible to treat in the same way 
the corporativism of certain groups of bankers 
and the movimentismo of certain popular 
groups. Nor can one fail to see the deterioration 
in the political climate, an odious climate of 
"every man for him self’.

It is a kind of Hobbesian "state of nature”, a 
kind of "state of war” between the most diverse 
social groups and economic groups. A person 
who can obtain unduly large profits (or, as is 
more often the case, interest at speculative rates) 
does so without paying too much attention to the 
protests. A person who can defend himself does 
so with whatever means are available, although 
he will sometimes clash with other groups which 
have similar social interests. And a person who 
cannot exploit or lacks the capacity to defend 
himself bears the heaviest burden of the crisis 
(and of the debt). All of this takes place in the 
frenzied atmosphere created by galloping 
inflation of close to 20%  a month which nobody
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is apparently able to control. Sim ilar 
observations have been made by Aldo Solari and 
Jorge Graciarena concerning Uruguay and 
Argentina.11

Perhaps we are not yet in the situation José 
Medina describes somewhere in his Considera
ciones sociológicas as generalized anomy. But we 
are drawing closer to it; at least, it is to be feared 
that one day we will find ourselves in it. It is not 
just a crisis of the State, of a State to which is 
assigned, amongst other ills, responsibility for 
being a source of inflation and authoritarianism. 
It is also a situation of demoralization of political 
activity and of politicians themselves as figures 
acknowledged by society. If large groups of the 
civil society do not believe in politics, how will it 
be possible to contain the current of authoritar
ianism which, recharged, continues to flow even 
after the end of the military régimes, as is dem
onstrated by the admittedly very different exam
ples of Argentina and Brazil? But more 
important than that: if there is widespread disil
lusionment with the democracies which recently 
came into being, what of their chances of 
consolidation?

However, I do not believe that everything 
consists of problems and difficulties. Despite its 
recent experience of dictatorship, Uruguay is 
probably the best example available in Latin 
America of how the modernization of a society 
can sustain a democratic political culture. The 
same sort of thing can be said about Argentina, 
at least with respect to the party system. But, 
even in the case of Brazil, where the agrarian 
way of life and tradition are much stronger, the 
process of political transition — driven forward 
by the struggles of democratic resistance and the

“ A ccording to  th e  records o f the sem in ar o n  C h an gin g  
D ev e lop m en t Styles in  th e Future o f  L atin  A m erica, G raciaren a 
w onders, for exam p le , about th e possib le s ignifican ce for society o f 
gen era lization  o f th e co n flicts  in  the public services. A lthough he 
does n ot believ e in  a gen eral trend tow ards social d isin teg ration , he 
acknow ledges that eventually  "v ery  s tro n g  ph en om en a o f d isin te
g ra tio n  may ap p ear". S o lari also  m en tion s th e  qu estion  o f  th e 
strikes in th e public services, w hich did not occur under U ruguay's 
m ilitary rég im e (o r  under such rég im es in o th e r  coun tries) because 
they w ere repressed: " In  co n trast, th e public serv ices are now 
in terru pted  quite o ften  and th is produces th e ph en om en a m en ti
oned by G raciaren a ( ...)  for exam p le , th e strik es o f  h ealth  w orkers, 
o f  w hich  th ere have been  several, cause widespread irrita tio n , even  
am on g  p o st-o ffice  w orkers, w ho have also struck from  tim e to 
tim e .”

strictly political struggles— has also advanced 
under the pressure, extra-political as it were, of 
the modernization of society, i.e., the intensifica
tion of the processes of urbanization and indus
trialization. These processes, of course, date 
from long before the existence of the military 
régime but they have acquired a new rhythm in 
recent decades.

It can be said in the case of Brazil that the 
transformation of democracy into a generally 
accepted value, i.e., into a cardinal element of the 
political culture, is a recent phenomenon pro
duced by the circumstances of the period of 
struggle against the military régime (in the case 
of Uruguay, it must have related to much earlier 
periods). But, even in the case of Brazil, we can 
also say that this generalization of democracy as 
a value owes something to the circumstances of 
economic and social crisis which accompanied 
the process of democratic transition and which 
persist today. In circumstances in which the cri
sis multiplies the conflicts and spreads them 
throughout the society, democracy may appear 
to be an effective mechanism for building a satis
factory political order. It appears to be so, if not 
for the majority of the society, then at least for 
the majority of those who, during and since the 
dictatorship, have fought to participate in 
politics.

I mean that what appears to be a problem 
from one angle, i.e., the threat of generalized 
anomy, may also appear to be a favourable condi
tion, depending on the capacity of the leaders 
and the institutions to tackle the problem. The 
same can be said of the effects of the crisis as can 
be said of the crisis itself. Movimentismo and 
corporativism may be regarded not only as fac
tors of political deterioration but also as the 
means, at the outset politically chaotic and con
fused, by which the normal confrontation of 
interests in a modern and democratic society is 
achieved. It should also be remembered that the 
conversion of democracy into a generally 
accepted value also means that the society 
retains a sharp memory of a time when the 
military régime controlled the conflicts in an 
authoritarian and of course very unsatisfactory 
manner, at least for the majority of the partici
pants (or of those who aspired to participation). 
Clearly, the signs of the existence of such a 
memory will tend to be much more visible in
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Uruguay and Argentina, more modern societies 
in which the military régimes caused much more 
damage than in Brazil.

In this same connection it is worth recalling the 
point made by Luciano Martins about the establish- 
ment in recent decades of what he calls a capitalist 
ethos in Brazilian society.12 This phenomenon, 
which probably occurred much earlier in Argentina, 
Uruguay and Chile, has become widespread in 
Brazil, spreading even to those regions where many 
social relations of the pre-capitalist type still persist. 
Martins is thus describing a process of transforma
tion, already observed from other angles by other 
researchers, which has led not only to the moderni
zation through the "economic miracle” of the struc
tural bases of the country’s capitalist system, but also 
to the generalization of the values and standards of 
social and economic conduct required by a modern 
capitalist system. To express this same idea using 
Medina's concepts, even in places where models 
originating from the property system persist, the 
basis of what determines the whole of social life now 
originates in the business and urban system.

Do the celebrated advantages of backwardness 
really exist? Can Brazil be said to have benefited in 
some way from having arrived at modernization late 
in comparison with Argentina, Uruguay and 
Chile?li Although it is not possible to speak in 
general terms of advantages or disadvantages, there 
is at least one significant aspect which has to be 
attributed to the country’s relative backwardness. 
Brazil’s authoritarian régime cannot be accused of 
having destroyed the country’s economy, a charge 
frequently levelled against Argentina’s military 
régime. In Brazil, the military gave its reply, clearly a 
very authoritarian one, to the reformist claims pres
ented by Brazilian society in the 1960s: repression of 
the popular movements which were seeking social 
reforms, and takeover of all the reformist claims 
which necessitated economic changes or other 
claims which might lead to modernization of the 
country’s capitalist system. These include the reform

'*1 re fer to  a s ta tem en t m ade by Luciano M artin s at th e  C entre 
for C ontem porary  C ultural Studies (C E D E C ) o f S3b  Paulo  in  1987, 
during a series o f sem in ars  o n  th e  B razilian  transitio n .

1}I would like to  recall in th is co n tex t th e com parative an a
lyses o f th e coun tries o f th e S o u th ern  C one made by Fernand o 
F a jn zy lb er co n cern in g  econ om ic d ev elop m en t and social inequal
ity, and by C arlos F ilgu eira  co n cern in g  social m obility, presented  at 
th e II Forum  on th e So u th ern  C one organized  by 1LDES at Colonia, 
U ruguay, in  Ju ly  1985.

of the tax system and the public administration, the 
modernization of the postal service and communica
tions services in general, the new financial mecha
nisms for attracting savings, the rationalization (and 
concentration) of the banking system, etc. Without 
forgetting the areas in which the military régimes 
reforms took the direction, not of an alternative to 
the earlier reformist movements but of counter
reforms, including the reform of university educa
tion (a response to the student’s reformist 
movements), the creation of the Brazilian Literacy 
Movement (MOBRAL) (a response to the adult 
literacy movements, mostly of Leftist origins), 
and the adoption of the Rural Worker Statute (a 
response to the movements seeking agrarian 
reform).

However, some questions must still be 
asked. In view of the current difficulties of Braz
il’s democratization, certainly greater than those 
of Uruguay and Argentina, can it be said that the 
earlier "success” of the military régime is favou
rable or unfavourable for the prospects of demo
cratic consolidation? But there is yet another 
question. With all their differences of perfor
mance, which correspond to the differences 
between the national societies in which they 
emerged, have not the military régimes, despite 
themselves and owing both to their "successes” 
and to their "failures", arrived at the common 
result of the final removal of the old agrarian (or 
pastoral) societies which all those countries were 
in the past? Both in the cases in which their 
modernization policies, all of neoliberal cut and 
following more or less the same models, were 
successful and in the cases in which they failed, it 
seems clear that after the departure of the mil
itary regimes we are also witnessing the burial of 
what still remained of the images of those socie
ties as agrarian ones. This means that, at least in 
the countries of the Southern Cone (including 
Brazil in this instance), the dilemmas of political 
legitimacy and the corresponding problems of 
the construction of democracy are now primarily 
problems of modern urban societies. This of 
course is not enough to solve the? inherent diffi
culties of the conquest and consolidation of 
democracy in those countries, but it at least 
offers the consolation that the first place among 
these difficulties is no longer occupied by the 
typical problems of agrarian societies of the tra
ditional and oligarchic type.
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IV

Legitimacy and political institutions

What are the differences between the dilemmas 
of political legitimacy as they present them
selves in the present and as they presented 
themselves in the past? In this case it is impor
tant to deal with a problem which was only 
implicit in my exposition and was taken up, 
expanded and clarified by Adolfo Gurrieri.14 It is 
possible to speak of political legitimacy for tradi
tional societies, Gurrieri says, because they 
achieved some coherence in what Medina called 
their material, ideological and political "sup
ports”. They achieved some coherence between 
the system of property, the oligarchic ruling 
class, the party system (liberals against conser
vatives) and liberalism as a political formula. 
Gurrieri does not fail to note, now referring to 
the present period of crisis, that the material 
conditions have evolved towards a modern and 
industrial society, but he holds, together with 
Graciarena, that in this process the concentra
tion of power in society has reached such a point 
that things have apparently become even more 
difficult. He says: "There is a basic and appar
ently increasing inconsistency between the 
material support and our democratic Utopias.” 
Hence the question which he suggests: does not 
such a situation make the erosion, if not of 
democracies, at least of democratic govern
ments, very probable? Instead of democracy 
serving to change society, is it not doomed to 
have to adapt itself to the existing society and 
power structure?

In attempting to answer such questions, I 
would say at the outset, within the framework of 
a brief historical comparison, that the dilemmas 
of political legitimacy, as we can observe them in 
the 1980s, suggest a quite different picture from 
what Medina could discern in the 1960s. It is not 
a less worrying picture; perhaps it is even more 
worrying, but in any event it is quite different. 
Firstly, while in the 1960s the system of prop
erty, although in crisis, still allowed the hypothe
sis of a restoration of the oligarchy, but it seems

clear that such a possibility is quite out of sight in 
the 1980s. Whatever our prospects for the future 
may be, it seems clear that the "old classes” have 
finally begun the decline leading to their disap
pearance as a power factor. For better or worse, 
the social system of those countries is now a 
business and urban one.

Secondly, the Weberian question about the 
ruling class clearly still obtains: the "old class” no 
longer rules and the new one still does not have 
the capacity to rule. But after the military 
régimes which, with their authoritarianism, 
denied civil society any opportunity of ruling, the 
old question of the ruling class would have to be 
asked from a totally different platform and is 
perhaps not as difficult as might be imagined. 
Some people, on the basis of the growth of 
corporativism and movimentismo, will conclude 
that in a period of prolonged crisis moderniza
tion, i.e., urbanization and industrialization, do 
not contribute to the formation of classes capa
ble of political leadership. Taking a view which I 
described earlier as less ambitious and more real
istic with respect to classes and to the ruling 
classes in particular, it seems to me that the 
social sectors at present occupied with m ovi
mentismo and corporativism are simply making 
their first attempt at social participation and will 
eventually assume their political responsibili
ties. Provided, that is, that politics offers suitable 
institutional conditions for such a development.

Thirdly, the greatest difficulty lies precisely 
in the institutional question. In the 1960s José 
Medina saw the root of the crisis of legitimacy in 
the collapse of the traditional bipartisan system: 
"the break-up of the traditional bipartisan union 
accompanying the decline of the system of prop
erty is the result of the profound transformation 
described earlier, it is the consequence of the 
emergence of new middle classes —urban and 
partly rural—, it stems from the collapse into 
ideological confusion which accompanies or 
mixes with these same phenomena”.15 In this

l4I re fer to th e debates at th e sem in ar o n  C h an g in g  D ev e lop 
m ent S ty les in  th e Futu re o f L atin  A m erica. ‘ 'M ed in a Echavarria , op. cit., p. 96.
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case, the situation remains, mutatis mutandis, 
very similar in the fundamental terms of the 
problems. In the 1980s, this association between 
modernization —which Medina expresses in 
this case as the rise of new classes— the crisis of 
power (or of legitimacy) and the institutional 
question — which Medina represents by the 
question of parties— would have to be not only 
reaffirmed but vigorously asserted, for the phe
nomenon of "collapse into ideological confu
sion" are now much more violent than at any 
time in our past.

In my opinion, and here I take up a vital 
aspect of the problems raised by Gurrieri, the 
coherence between the material, ideological and 
political "supports” does not come about but is 
brought about. And this is a task primarily for 
the political institutions, especially the parties. 
As it happens, in the 1980s the "weak link” in 
the chain between modernization, power (legiti
macy) and institutions (parties) is the political 
institutions themselves, specifically the parties. 
Despite the progress made in this area, notably 
in Argentina and Uruguay, which are the most 
modern countries of the Southern Cone, prob
lems persist that are typical of a poorly resolved, 
or even unresolved, process of construction of 
parties. Uruguay still has a system of "traditional 
parties” which operate more like electoral 
legends than as bodies capable of integrating 
demands and determining governmental poli
cies. The Frente Amplio (Broad Front) the 
"third player” in the game, is the new factor 
which may be expected to contribute to the 
modernization of the whole party system.

The case of Argentina, a subject of so much 
pessimism in military and economic affairs, is 
perhaps the one which offers greatest hopes 
with respect to parties. Especially since its last 
two electoral experiences: the first, which 
elected Alfonsin’s Radicals and threw out the 
Peronists, the first reverse suffered by them in 
the open field of democratic struggle, for up till 
then they had been beaten only by armed force; 
the second, in which the Peronists, instead of 
distancing themselves as observers of the demo
cratic game, reaffirmed their commitment to 
democracy and beat the Radicals in that same 
democratic field. While it is true, as Robert Dahl 
says, that democracy begins at the point when 
— after long years of conflict— the adversaries

realize that the effort to eliminate each other is 
more trouble than coexisting with each other, we 
can perhaps justify the hypothesis that the latest 
electoral contests in Argentina marked the 
beginning of a modern and stable party system. 
For such a turnaround to happen, it must be 
supposed that the two main adversaries will 
have to draw a little closer together at the very 
time when the contest is becoming more desper
ate. This, means that both of them will have 
demonstrated their support for the democracy 
which guarantees them the opportunity to com
pete and that they will have isolated the enemies 
of democracy.16

Although it has the advantage of the vigour 
imparted by its recent economic growth and 
modernization, the Brazilian situation emerges 
as perhaps the worst when one examines the 
institutional question and, in particular, the 
party question. If we limit the discussion to the 
big parties, those which at present bear the 
major responsibility for running the State, the 
picture is a dismal one. Brazil has big political 
parties which, however, do not form govern
ments and therefore do not assume State respon
sibilities. They are parties which exist only for 
electoral purposes and to cater to the interests of 
their clients. The big political parties now have 
something in common with the "traditional par
ties” of U ruguay but, unfortunately, without that 
country’s democratic political culture. Govern
ment policies are not explained until after the 
elections. In many cases they are not explained 
until after the party comes to power; or even 
later, after the government, once elected, begins 
to form its ministries or departments. At this 
time, which is one of debate about policies and 
disputes about posts and sinecures, a separation 
instead of a consolidation begins to occur 
between the government and its party. From 
this point the government parties begin to put 
out signals that they are not responsible for the 
government, to which they are connected only 
through those politicians who, in their personal

)úIt would be in terestin g  to see w h eth er th is gen era lization  
holds good for th e sm all A rgen tin ian  parties. A lthough in so m e
w hat d ifferen t term s, I find indications th at such a hypothesis could 
be form ulated in an in terview  given  by G u illern o  O ’D on ell to 
Jorttal do Brasil, w hich appeared under th e  title  "B en d ito  su sto " on  
24  January 1988.
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capacity, have been appointed to ministries, 
departments or some office which they consider 
important.

The case of Brazil illustrates, in a negative 
sense, the importance of the parties for the con
solidation of a régime of political legitimacy. We 
do not have strong parties; accordingly, we have 
a fragile democracy. But democracy is defended 
and has so far survived. How? Democracy in 
Brazil is not defended or practised in an organ
ized manner through political parties, but in a 
diffuse manner through political movements,

which most of the time lack any clear identity. 
They are political movements which exist some
times only in the cultural sense of the word, 
without even being aware of their own exist
ence; they are mere emanations of the moderni
zation process and of a sense of the worth of 
democracy which still resists disillusionment. 
This is a sign of the strength and the weakness of 
democracy in Brazil. It is a strong democracy 
because it is rooted in the material "supports”, in 
the "strength of things”, but very weak from the 
institutional standpoint.

V

Democracy and reform

A régime of political legitimacy is only possible 
under a democratic system. This is the great 
topic on the historical agenda of our countries at 
the present time. It is what emerges as funda
mental from a comparison of the dilemmas of 
political legitimacy of the 1960s and the 1980s, 
and this is because democracy is the only system 
which organizes, i.e., institutionalizes, the con
sent of the people, without which legitimacy 
perishes. And this is the only model available to 
us in our effort to determine the dilemmas of 
political legitimacy in the present time.17

There are times when the great political 
battle is fought between dictatorship and demo
cracy. Chile in the time of Allende and the Brazil 
of Joao Goulart, each with its own peculiar fea
tures, are clear cases of the struggle between a 
democracy of the Left (Allende) and a populist 
democracy (Goulart) and dictatorships of the

‘ 'D ic ta to rsh ip s , o f w hatever kind, m obilize. But reg im es o f 
political legitim acy, in the best o f cases, usually dem obilize. T hey  
may in fact m obilize but they do not institutionalize. T o  in stitu 
tio nalize m eans to  estab lish  a leg itim ate rég im e, i.e., th e pre
em in en ce  o f the law — the rule o f law. In a m obilization , th e 
su p rem e value is not in th e law, i.e., in in stitu tion s, but in the 
p erson  o f the leader o r in th e party w hich is doing th e m obilizing. 
T h e  paradigm  o f m obilization  is g en era l m obilization  in tim e o f 
w ar, the m obilization  o f an arm y, etc. In  th e in stitu tio n alization  o f 
dem ocracy, th e h ighest value is n ot in the person  o f th e leader or o f 
th e ru ling  party, but in th e  in stitu tion al rules w hich  allow persons 
to  org an ize th e space o f th eir ow n freedom .

Right. There are several more recent examples 
of what the battles between dictatorships and 
democracies mean in the history of the Latin 
American countries which have had the expe
rience of military dictatorships. There are also 
times in which the great battle is fought between 
a different forms of dictatorship: the Russian 
revolution is an obvious example, but by no 
means a unique one, of the struggle between a 
dictatorship of the Right and a dictatorship of 
the Left, a struggle which, as elsewhere, was 
resolved in favour of the Left. There are several 
examples of this kind, especially from the 1930s, 
which were nevertheless resolved in favour of 
dictatorships of the Right.

But there are also times — and I think that 
ours is one of them— in which the great battle is 
fought on the terrain of democracy. It can be said 
that this is basically a great historical battle over 
the meaning of democracy. In Argentina, an 
activist of the (Peronist) Justicialist Party will 
have a different view of democracy, perhaps very 
different from the view of an activist of the 
Radical Civic Union. In Brazil, an activist of the 
Workers’ Party (PT) certainly has a view of 
democracy which is quite different from that of a 
militant of the Party of the Brazilian Democratic 
Movement (PMDB), and these two views of 
democracy will differ in many respects from the 
view of an activist of the Liberal Front Party 
(PLF) or even more from that of the Social
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Democratic Party (PDS). But I maintain that in 
both countries these and other political forces 
will be obliged to advocate their view of demo
cracy and to fight their fight over the meaning of 
democracy on the terrain of democracy.

These countries in transition will perhaps 
come to have a representative democracy of the 
traditional liberal type, or a modern liberal 
democracy, i.e., with some social content, or a 
modern mass democracy, with broad popular 
participation, or a modern socialist democracy, 
i.e., of the masses, representative and pluralist, 
but also with various mechanisms for direct par
ticipation. Yet other hypotheses are possible. 
For example, it is very possible that in some 
countries, such as Brazil, democracies of a defi
nitely conservative cut will prevail in the end. In 
any event, what is certain is that the debate about 
the meaning of democracy is a paramount issue 
of our times. No political force which aspires to 
power, or better still to hegemony, and which 
can therefore put itself forward as a representa
tive of social forces capable of exercising the 
functions of a ruling class in society, can simply 
ignore it. A régime of political legitimacy can 
only be democratic, and the definition of what is 
understood by democracy is a fundamental com
ponent of the policies of any class which seeks to 
exercise the functions of a ruling class at the 
present time.

In the conditions of Latin America, the 
debate about democracy is a debate about politi
cal legitimacy and therefore about the political 
and institutional forms essential to legitimacy.18 
But it is also a debate about the effectiveness of 
democracy; the fact of viewing democracy prim
arily from the angle of legitimacy "cannot stop 
us recognizing that democracy can die of ineffec
tiveness”.19 It is clearly not a question of subordi
nating the value of democracy to economic 
growth. Quite the contrary, for as Medina says, 
"when it comes to the pinch, legitimacy is more

!6I o m it from  th e tex t, and also  from  my sta tem en t, an 
im p ortan t qu estion  w hich  P alm a em p hasized  in th e debates: those 
who can  see in po litical dem ocracy only electio n s and parties are 
also incapable o f  see in g  th at th e "m e re "  estab lish m en t o f a political 
dem ocracy requires th e  prio r estab lish m en t o f fairly com p lex  social 
con dition s w hich do not obtain  in m any coun tries o f  Latin  A m e r
ica. T h is  m eans that the conquest o f political dem ocracy may en tail 
th e need to  m ake m uch larger ch an g es th an  anticipated.

,9M edina E chav arria , op. cit.

important than effectiveness”. I recall that in his 
analysis of the relations between democracy and 
wealth José Medina advocated democracy as a 
value in itself in the clearest possible manner: ”... 
in the Latin American situation, it was particu
larly important to underline the aspects of legiti
macy. And since there has been ample reference 
above to the 'materialist’ correlation of demo
cracy and wealth, it is right to stress now the 
'idealist' version, which emphasizes above all 
else the value of beliefs, the weight of age-old 
'intangible conventions’ (value of the political 
system, value of the legitimately constituted 
authority, value of the rules of the game, value of 
the dialogue between equals, value of the human 
significance of reasonable compromise)”.20

There are certainly people in the Latin 
America of today who want democracy "at the 
cheapest possible cost”. As Enzo Faletto and 
Aníbal Quijano would say, there are those who 
understand that reform might place democracy 
in danger and who would therefore prefer to 
limit it to a minimum. These are the people who, 
as Faletto says, would seem to understand the 
subject of democracy in the following terms: 
"Let us preserve democracy but let us not change 
things much in order to preserve democracy.” In 
this case, we are heading towards the paradox of 
a democracy which, in order to survive, must 
avoid conflicts as far as possible. Or, as Quijano 
puts it: "If democracy becomes merely a forum 
for negotiations and conciliation, then every
thing is watered down, for nothing really under
goes any important change in any area of daily 
life.” Clearly, it is possible that inquiries into the 
effectiveness of democracy are not superficial 
inquiries but inquiries into its content, i.e., into 
its true significance. If democracy does not exist 
as an arena of conflicts, what is the point of 
democracy?21

Once proper differences are established in 
the hierarchical values, it must be recognized 
that questions of social and economic life cannot 
be regarded as alien to the meaning of a modern 
democracy. We all know that one of the impor
tant engines of democratization is increased 
employment, correction of extreme social

201 bid., p. 146.
1 'A gain , I re fer to the p articip ation  o f th ese researchers in th e 

debates at th e sem in ar on C h an gin g  D ev e lo p m en t S ty les in th e 
Futüre o f  Latin  A m erica.
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inequality, income redistribution, etc. The ques
tion of the building of institutions, i.e., the char
acteristic question of political democracy, leads 
on to the topic of social democracy and therefore 
to the topic of a policy of economic and social 
reforms.22 Depending on the parties, interests 
and classes, there will be different notions as to 
what the reforms should be, how they should be 
carried out and whom they should benefit. After 
the decline of the "old classes” it is hard to 
imagine any "new class” — be it the bourgeoisie, 
the working class, the "middle classes” or any 
other conceivable class that might emerge— 
which can aspire to be a "ruling class” in society 
without offering society a prospect of reforms, 
which later will have to be converted into a 
policy of reforms.23

There is something more. From the 1930s to 
the 1950s, these topics emerged on a national 
scale, i.e., in each country, and adequate replies 
were found at that level. José Medina mentions, 
for example, that one of the historic tasks of 
Latin America was the task of national 
integration, understood as the integration of 
peoples into one nation, the question of 
structural dualism, the question of cultural 
heterogeneity, etc. It is possible that many of 
these questions remain on the historical agenda 
of most of the Latin American nations. I think, 
however, that it is now vital to reassert the

importance of another topic, also dealt with by 
Medina. I refer to the need for Latin American 
integration, if not the integration of all of the 
countries of the region — an unlikely prospect in 
present circumstances— then at least the 
integration of the countries which share a 
community of interests and which already offer 
the possibility of union. There have been some 
successes in the efforts to achieve Latin 
American integration which should encourage 
new efforts in that direction.

The truth is that, in the framework of an 
international order which is also in crisis and 
undergoing redefinition, most of the Latin 
American countries would encounter enormous 
and perhaps insuperable difficulties in achieving 
viability as modern and democratic societies. 
There are always exceptions, but for the majority 
the question of integration is an urgent one: 
either they integrate with each other in order 
jointly to assert their international independ
ence or they integrate with some bit Power, but 
in a subordinate position. What does the concept 
of sovereignty mean for the majority of the Latin 
American States when, in the present situation, 
they have to argue the issue of foreign debt with 
the international financial system? And it should 
not be forgotten, for all its current importance, 
that this issue is merely one example. We all 
know that there are several others.

VI
The models and the intellectuals

The dilemmas of political legitimacy, because 
they refer to the path and direction which society 
will have to take, have given rise today, as in the 
1930s and 1960s, to a debate on the big themes of

the political and economic development of the 
countries of Latin America. Thus, this new 
theme (is it really new?) of the institutional 
construction of democracy is joined on the his-

22T h is  topic, a trad itional o ne in political thought in m odern 
tim es, was taken up again  recently, in th e fram ew ork o f th e Latin  
A m erican  d ebate , by F ernan d o Calderón and M ario  dos San tos. See 
th e  docum ents p resen ted  by th ese au thors to  th e sym posium  o n  
D em ocracy, T o ta lita r ian ism  and Socialism , held at the Sch ool o f  
A dvanced Studies in Social Sciences, P aris , Jan u ary  1987.

2,l  m en tio n  in passing, as th is would be a top ic for an oth er 
occasion , th at w hile re form s, no m atter w hat th e ir  o rig in  o r insp i
ration , are e ssen tia l to  th e  building o fa s o lid  dem ocracy, dem ocracy

is not always essen tia l to  reform s. T h rou gh o u t its h istory, Brazil 
has been an exam p le in w hich reform s are an issue betw een th e 
Liberals and th e Leftists, but they only becom e a qu estion  o f policy 
w hen they pass in to  the hands o f  th e C onservatives, usually by 
au thoritarian  m eans. Exam p les o f th is are th e abolition  o f slavery 
under the E m p ire , th e social legislation  adopted under th e  V argas 
dictatorship , and the recent reform s carried  out by th e m ilitary 
regim e.
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torical agenda by the themes of the transforma
tion of society and the viability of the countries 
of the region as nations. This is the great debate 
which now engages, or ought to engage, the 
classes which seek to become leaders one day, 
and it is a debate in which the intellectuals par
ticipate, or ought to participate, be they 
"organic”, "traditional” or of any other kind.

In these circumstances it is essential for us to 
return to the debates about projects and models 
which were very much in vogue in the 1930s and 
the 1960s but which have now fallen completely 
out of fashion. It is clearly not a question of 
repeating the dogmatism, whether romantic or 
vulgar, of the models of the 1960s, with their 
implicit (or sometimes explicit) authoritarian
ism, their illuminism and their elitism. Nor is it 
claimed that the resumption of the debate about 
projects and models means that we will merely 
repeat them or define them in the same way as 
before. However, it happens that we cannot con
tinue without some kind of overall view of these 
societies, if we seek to make them workable, if 
we seek to reform (or transform) them and if we 
seek to make democracy workable through them. 
In other words, if we seek to rediscover the 
"coherence” of their "supports”.

In a very interesting article Adam 
Przeworski talks of democracy as a "contingent 
outcome of conflicts”. This phrase is translated 
into Brazilian Portuguese in a very free but 
suggestive way: ama a incerteza e seras 
democrático.24 My conviction, in contrast to 
Przeworski’s is that democracy in Latin America 
must be, in addition to a contingent outcome of 
conflicts, a political programme not, or at least 
not necessarily, a party programme, but certainly 
a programme of several parties which, despite 
their many differences on other issues, will have 
to propose the building of democracy as the first 
of their priorities. Moreover, it will have to be a 
programme not only of the parties, no matter 
how pluralist and numerous they may be, but 
also of intellectual, cultural, religious, trade- 
union and professional institutions. In short: it 
will have to be an organized culture. If in Latin

í4A dam  P rzew orski, "A m a  a in certeza e seras dem ocrático ", 
in th e review  N ovos estudos, A nalysis and P lan n in g  C en tre  o f 
B raz il (CEBRAP).

America we give free rein to the "spontaneous” 
interplay of forces, as if we were in the presence 
of an already established political market, we 
will probably get something much worse than a 
return to the military régimes. It is very possible 
that, in the economic, social and political 
circumstances prevailing in the countries of the 
region, we may get a deterioration of political 
values, and m a n ifesta tio n s  of social 
degeneration and economic stagnation which 
will fully restore the verisimilitude of Medina’s 
theory about the risk of generalized anomy, with 
all the awful and at present largely unforeseeable 
consequences to which such a situation might 
Jead.

There were many changes in Latin America 
between the 1960s and the 1980s, but there was 
no change in the urgency, "the awareness of this 
urgency”, as Medina puts it. This awareness of 
urgency is today, as it was 20 years ago, "the 
essential characteristic of the contemporary 
Latin American scene”. At the beginning of the 
1960s, i.e., before the 1964 coup d ’état in Brazil 
and the series of coups d'etat in several other 
countries, Medina issued a similar warning. But 
at that time Medina conceded the possibility of 
the restoration of oligarchies, which did not 
happen, and of military interventions, which 
did, introducing an era of sad memory in our 
history. It seems to me that in the present situa
tion, with the possibility of oligarchic restora
tion excluded, and the probability of new 
military interventions reduced by the extent of 
their own decline, it is perhaps not the phantom 
of regression which causes the greatest fears. If 
the prospect of democracy collapses, we may 
perhaps be condemned to something much 
worse than anything we have lived through in 
the recent past. In the 1960s Medina used to talk 
about Weimar and what came after it, but those 
images seem too distant from us to be regarded 
as possible. Perhaps we no longer have in view a 
totalitarianism in the style of Hitler or Stalin. 
Perhaps we should feel more reassured because 
we believe that historical regressions of that 
kind are no longer possible? One of the most 
important functions of the intellectual is to 
watch out for dangers and to warn of them, and if 
possible to propose means of avoiding them.

José Medina Echavarría is an exemplar of 
the important roles which intellectuals can play
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in circumstances such as the ones we are expe
riencing at present. These roles are to collect 
information, organize knowledge and, if possi
ble, advocate great ideals which safeguard the 
meaning of politics and of the logic of history. I 
believe that I do justice to the memory of José 
Medina, and to my own convictions, when I say 
that the functions of intellectuals, in this world 
in crisis in which we live, also include the protec
tion of Utopias, of liberal or socialist Utopias or 
any others that can be imagined (and let us not 
forget that liberalism, as Medina says, following 
Ortega y Gasset, is a "Utopia": "it is the decision 
to coexist with the enemy; i.e., the capacity for 
dialogue and compromise”). But there will have 
to be democratic Utopias and models which 
inspire the building of democracy and the trans
formation of a society which still has a long road 
to travel before it can stand confirmed as a demo
cratic society.

These functions of the intellectual in politics 
are not to be confused with the party choices 
which individual intellectuals may make, for, in

the strict sense, party options are options of 
citizens. As citizens, intellectuals have, as indeed 
do other citizens, the right to join (or not to join) 
political parties. But if an intellectual joins a 
party, he had better be aware that this does not 
release him from his duties as an intellectual. 
And those duties concern the collection of infor
mation, the organization of knowledge and the 
construction of the grand prospects of a demo
cratic and civilized society, duties which bind 
him, beyond considerations of his party, to the 
whole of society.

The discussion of the work of José Medina 
Echavarria who, although not a party man, was 
nevertheless a citizen of fine political sensibility, 
perhaps offers an opportunity to preserve the 
role of the intellectuals in politics, of intellectu
als who, either within or outside the parties, 
place themselves in the service of the logic of 
history, and of the building of democracy.

(Translated from Portuguese into Spanish, and 
from Spanish into English)



Social actors and development options

Marshall W olfe*

The organizers of this seminar set me the topic 
of "social actors and development options”. I 
accepted without much thought, attracted by the 
opportunity of remeeting old friends in an intel
lectual setting in which I spent a good many 
years. Now, however, I feel misgivings at tac
kling such a topic from the remote perspective of 
Vermont, dependent for information about 
Latin America on the sporadic coverage of the 
press and the occasional arrival of ECLAC docu
ments, and speaking moreover before a group of 
people who are veteran actors by their own right 
in the drama of Latin America. I am practically 
condemned to warm up ideas that have already 
become commonplaces.

In order to start somehow, I should like to 
reflect on the implications of the image of "social 
actors” who are supposed to play "roles” in 
development. The words point to the same topic 
as "agents of development” but have somewhat 
different connotations. They suggest a drama in 
which the actors have roles defined for them, 
based on development dramas already per
formed elsewhere or on eschatological theories 
concerning the destiny of classes and society. No 
one has exposed better than Don José the ironies 
that can flow from such implicit or explicit sup
positions. One can imagine a stage on which 
certain actors, convinced that they need a script 
to give sense to their performances, try to play 
roles in dramas that are incompatible with the 
scripts preferred by other actors on the same 
stage, or who strain to combine incompatible 
roles in their own performances. Meanwhile, the 
majority of the participants — from the domi
nant as well as the dominated classes— impro
vise and react to continually changing 
opportunities and shocks, paying little heed to 
their roles in the drama of development.

Don José, of course, insisted that it is impor
tant that the actors acquire more coherent and 
mutually compatible ideas on their roles and on

•Form er C h ief, liCI.AC Social D ev e lop m en t D ivision .

the outcome of the drama; the new society 
sought through development. However, he 
insisted equally on the dangers of carrying this 
effort too far through overconfidence in material 
rationality and the self-assumed right of any 
actor to impose his own infallible script on 
society. He assigned priority to pluralist demo
cracy over efficiency in the formation of develop
ment policy, not only as a value in itself but also 
as a means of restraining the excesses of ration
ality in the definition of roles.

On rereading Economic Development in 
Latin America: Sociological Considerations1 I 
noted the emphasis he placed on the "recogni
tion” in Latin America at the beginning of the 
1960s that the leadership of the societies and the 
roles influencing the evolution of these societies 
could no longer follow the traditional patterns, 
and that a new governing class had to emerge 
and propose scripts for development that would 
be coherent, feasible, and at the same time capa
ble of stimulating popular enthusiasm and par
ticipation. In following years, inside and outside 
ECLAC, this "recognition” became a constant 
refrain, with the content of the new awareness 
changing, incorporating new problems and 
goals, and converting itself into something that I 
labelled in the middle of the 1970s as "utopias 
constructed by committees”. In a sense, the 
recognition became a ritual when every other 
year governments "recognized” the deficiencies 
and injustices of the real economic and social 
evolution and declared their intention of over
coming them.2 However, the political leadership 
capable of internalizing these recognitions was 
lacking or was defeated. Real development fol
lowed its dynamic and disordered course, accum
ulating problems for the future that few 
influential actors detected, and finally the

■ECLAC docum ent E/CN . 12/646 (m im eo ), 2 A pril 1963. 
JT h e  author is re ferrin g  to th e b ien nial appraisals carried out 

during th e  1960s to review the fu lfilm en t by th e gov ern m en ts o f  
the region o f the goals laid down in the In tern atio n al D ev elop m ent 
Strategy.
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"recognition” that imposed itself among the 
actors sharing power in the greater part of Latin 
America implied a systematic rejection of the 
democratic values underlying the recognition 
that Don José would have wanted.

If one can speak of another "recognition" in 
Latin America today, of what does it consist? 
From my remote perspective, at least, it seems 
that Latin America has arrived at a conjuncture 
in which all the scripts have proved wanting and 
in which the majority of the social actors have 
less confidence than before in any preconceived 
role. Ironically, this conjuncture has revitalized 
the relevance of the pluralist democracy that 
Don José proposed as a fundamental value. It 
would be harder today for any social actor to 
believe that his role entitles him to impose on 
society a scheme for development —or for 
revolution.

Knowledge of the real problems of the 
Soviet Union, China, Vietnam and Cuba, on the 
one hand, and of the United States, on the other, 
has diminished their plausibility as models or as 
sources of utopian scripts. Some actors may have 
become sobered by the fatal consequences of 
scripts that they themselves tried to act out in a 
recent past. Probably the disposition to seek 
coherent political alternatives through free, 
rational and public deliberation has become a 
little stronger; and this is precisely the disposi
tion that Donjosé sustained in all his works. You 
know better than I do the precarious ness and the 
contradictions latent within this disposition, and 
the implications of the fact that it had its origin 
in a general lowering of expectations rather than 
in confidence in a future of dynamic develop
ment. Many actors clinging to the scripts of 
authoritarianism, neoliberalism, populism and 
armed revolutionary struggle remain on the 
stage. In recent years, the theme of redemocrati
zation or transition from authoritarianism has 
become fashionable in the academic institutions 
of Latin America, Europe and the United States. 
In the already voluminous literature hopes for a 
real and lasting democratic "recognition” mingle 
with a wide range of doubts and warnings.

At the same time, of course, the settings of 
insecurity and disillusion have left as threaten
ing as ever the possibility (also forecast by 
Don José in Sociological Considerations) of gen
eralized anomie, "the complete evaporation of

beliefs”, cynical falsification of social roles, or 
strategies based on the exploitation of the 
advantages deriving from armed force or wealth 
on the confident assumption that, at worst, emi
gration and the export of capital to Miami can 
safeguard such actors from any national collapse.

One can also mention the idea prominent in 
some of the works produced by the research 
project of the Woodrow Wilson Center in 
Washington on "Transitions from Authoritar
ian Rule”, to the effect that redemocratization is 
so precarious that only centre-right régimes, 
carefully abstaining from tackling the major 
problems of the styles of development 
— redistribution and autonomous popular 
participation— can safeguard this process. This 
judgment corresponds to one aspect of reality 
but supposes that the majority of the social 
actors must resign themselves to passive roles 
and respect appeals to shared sacrifice that are 
already discredited by their previous uses. On the 
last page of Sociological Considerations Medina 
condemns the "Machiavellism of public men” as 
the most profound form of corruption of the 
democratic faith: "The mass Machiavellism of 
the great modern leaders saps, equally and inev
itably, the moral fibre of all individual citizens.” 
If one supposes that the resurgence of pluralist 
democracy can be more than a passing phase of a 
cycle, the political actors must pose the need for a 
more realistic awareness than before of the con
straints imposed by the conjuncture and must 
immunize themselves against populist promises 
of immediate social justice. However, one cannot 
be content with manipulations that convert the 
drama into a farce in which the majorities have 
to convince themselves that they can enjoy 
democratic freedom only as long as they do not 
use it.

In his consideration of the Machiavellisms 
of power, Don José referred, with his habitual 
discretion, to the public men not only of the 
countries of Latin America but also of "a foreign 
dominating country”. Todajs the indications in 
the United States of a revitalization of demo
cracy equally mixed with indications of anomie, 
loss of faith in the future and inept 
Machiavellisms linked to the decline of the dom
inant political style are very relevant to the social 
actors of Latin America. This question falls out
side my immediate topic, but I suspect that the
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social actors of Latin America are going to have 
to relate themselves to a quite different combi
nation of external stimuli and obstacles, alto
gether more compatible with democratic styles 
of development, but also lending itself to illu
sions concerning solutions arriving from abroad, 
as in the years of the Alliance for Progress. The 
evolution of sympathies and antipathies among 
different actors in Latin America and the United 
States, and also the consequences of the enor
mous growth of minorities of Latin American 
origin, very diverse in their reasons for being in 
the United States and in their ties with U.S. 
actors, deserve a good deal of attention. Even in 
Vermont, although that state has hardly been 
touched by these currents of migration, I have 
been surprised to find significant groups of local 
people with limited information but impassi
oned and active opponents of Washington’s pol
icy in Central America.

Now we come to the question: how does the 
new and ambiguous "recognition” manifest 
itself in the descendants of the social actors stu
died by Don José and ourselves since the 1960s? 
How can a rationality aware of its own limita
tions in the quest for more democratic styles of 
development be fostered among these actors 
from within ECLAC? Don Jose’s comments on 
these actors remain impressively pertinent in 
spite of the transformation of Latin America in 
respect of the size of its population, the distribu
tion by rural and urban residence, by social 
classes and by occupation, the level of education 
and access to modern communication media, the 
patterns of consumption, and other factors. One 
is tempted to repeat the saying that everything 
has changed so that nothing should change.

In Sociological Considerations Don José 
affirmed that "we are in the dawn of the forma
tion of new governing classes” and of another 
political class "that will be at the same time 
energetic and modern”. He also affirmed that 
"only that class which possesses a fund of clear 
ideas on economic development policy will sus
tain itself in the future as a governing class”. 
Typically, he observed a few pages later, "let 
hope triumph over any skepticism”.

Obviously, a quarter-century later these new 
governing classes are not easily identifiable, and 
an adaptation of another saying comes to mind: 
"Anyone who has clear ideas on economic devel

opment today does not understand the situa
tion.” The reasons for skepticism seem to have 
triumphed over hope. However, Don José did 
not have in mind a class in the strict sense, such 
as the bourgeoisie. He also affirmed that 
"Europe has always had a rich multiplicity in its 
governing classes, which in truth has not made 
social life easy at every moment. ... Latin 
America, as in so many other matters, has 
repeatedly placed itself altogether within this 
European tradition.”

From this point of view of the multiplicity of 
governing classes one can identify changes that 
justify cautious hopes. One can identify various 
groups holding different sources of power or 
influence in society and the State that are more 
inclined than previously to form governing coa
litions, interacting with critics, to seek solutions 
that are acceptable if not optimal within plural
ist democracy.

In these efforts the leadership of individuals 
as rallying points of the coalitions and symbols 
of capacity to make coherent political decisions 
remains indispensable, and this carries with it 
well-known consequences. The leader as actor 
needs great confidence in his own ability to man
age problems and maintain sufficient sources of 
support in his society, without falling into illu
sions concerning his own infallibility. And the 
role of the leader as a symbol that someone 
identifiable is deciding how to tackle the prob
lems, in situations in which the problems have 
no clear or immediate solutions, can generate 
first an exaggerated faith in the leader as per
former of miracles and later equally exaggerated 
disillusionment.

The most important generalization on the 
components of a governing coalition and its crit
ics — equally important for the democractic gen
eration of policies— may be that each 
component today has ample reason to distrust 
the others but also to know that it cannot get rid 
of them and impose its own rationality.

The application of this generalization to the 
components of a governing/criticizing coalition 
—the leaders of political parties, the entrepre
neurs, the State and private tech no
bureaucracies, the armed forces, the leaders of 
unions and interest-group organizations, the 
intellectuals and academics— could lead us into a
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litany of criticisms that can today be found in an 
extensive bibliography of studies and polemics.3

The mention of this bibliography leads us to 
one of the big differences between the period of 
Sociological Considerations and today. D onjosé 
had at hand only fragmentary and hardly reliable 
quantitative information on the social actors in 
the development of Latin America. He was pro
foundly familiar with the theories originating in 
the European past or in the preoccupations of 
United States sociologists and political scientists 
to identify social actors capable of putting Latin 
America on the road to development processes 
similar to the trajectory of the United States, or 
to explain the cultural or psycho-social reasons 
for the lack of such actors. He also encountered a 
local ideological production that, in his own 
words (referring to Bolivia), "only very rarely 
permitted him to assemble a repertory of clear 
ideas, a crystalline precipitate of a few simple 
and effective proposals. One might suspect that 
something similar would happen if one investi
gated the intellectual struggles of other countries 
or of Latin America as a whole”. At the begin
ning of the 1960s social research institutions 
hardly existed in Latin America.

Today, in spite of all the vicissitudes of polit
ical sectarianism, repression and exile of investi
gators, and precariousness of resources, 
quantitative information is very extensive and 
relatively reliable, social research institutions are 
found everywhere, and interchanges between 
social scientists of Latin America, Europe and 
the United States are intense and fertile. If we 
are still far from the "simple and effective prop
osals” that D onjosé longed for, at least there is a 
more adequate understanding of the complexity 
of the problems and of the defects of certain 
simple proposals of the recent past. If the social 
actors of Latin America are still confused con
cerning their roles, it is not for lack of accessible 
information. Moreover, up to a certain point it 
would seem that the information and the theo
retical explanations have been absorbed by broad 
sectors of public opinion.

3T h e  latest e ffo r t  to  b rin g  order to  th e top ic can be found in
A lain  T o u ra in e , A d ores sociales y  sistem as politicos en Am erica 
Latina, San tiag o , C h ile : R egio n al Em p lo y m en t P rog ram m e for 
Latin  A m erica  and th e C aribbean (PREALC), 1987.

For our purposes it is also significant that 
some social theorists and investigators (and not 
only the economists) have emerged as actors in 
their own right, as participants in the governing 
coalitions of the new democratic régimes and, of 
course, also as influential critics. There is 
nothing new in the participation of intellectuals 
as political actors in Latin America, but one 
might expect that the contribution of the social 
scientists would have different aspects. Their 
entry on the stage may be of secondary impor
tance within the drama, but for a seminar in 
ECLAC, focussed on the possibility of influencing 
the styles of development of Latin America, it 
holds particular interest.

Almost from its inception, in opening itself 
gradually to considerations other than the 
strictly economic, ECLAC has contributed to this 
entry of the social scientists, through the genera
tion of ideas, through the organization of the 
information needed to demonstrate or refute 
certain theses, and through interchanges 
between its functionaries and other research 
institutions. Naturally it has been exposed to 
attacks, some justified and others not, as a conse
quence of the interaction between its theses and 
socioeconomic realities. Finally, as we all know, 
it has been exposed to another kind of criticism: 
that it has not known how to renovate its ideas, 
that it has been outstripped by the flowering of 
the new centres of research and thinking, that it 
has fallen into a ritualist celebration of its past 
intellectual achievements. An ex-Cepalino has 
very recently published a book that develops 
criticisms of this kind and also makes positive 
suggestions that are not all feasible in the real 
situation of ECLAC, dependent as it is on a 
United Nations in crisis, but that deserve, I 
believe, serious study and reply.4

In June 1977, D onjosé produced an outline 
for a work that his illness immediately after
wards prevented him from carrying out. It was 
entitled "Intelligence in perspective (scientific 
thought and ideology in the immediate future)”. 
No one other than D on josé could have deve
loped this theme in the form that he proposed, 
but it would be valuable if someone in ECLAC

^Joseph H odara, Prebisch y  la CIÎPAL Sustancia, trayectoria y  
contexto, M exico  City, E l C olegio  de M éxico , 1987.
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could return to the theme in the situation of 
today, when there is almost excessive informa
tional and theoretical food for intelligence, but 
also a perhaps excessive awareness of the obsta
cles in the way of the "clear ideas" and the 
"simple and effective proposals" that Don José 
sought in the intellectual production of his time. 
One of the subheadings within his outline is 
particularly suggestive: "The existing forms of 
intelligence: functional, critical and evasive.” Let 
us hope that we shall become able to combine 
better the functional and the critical intelligence, 
and learn how to distinguish them from the 
evasive intelligence, always tempting inaca
demic and bureaucratic settings.5

I am going to pass rapidly over three of the 
principal social actors that Don José discussed in 
Sociological Considerations: the emerging mid
dle classes, the industrial proletariat, and youth. 
Obviously, the first two classes, as well as youth, 
have increased enormously in numbers, have 
diversified, and have transformed themselves 
culturally since the 1960s. Don José’s doubts 
concerning their capacity to act as protagonists 
of a style of development remain valid. Probably 
few people today would think seriously of their 
roles in these over-simplified terms. Neverthe
less, if one is seeking coalitions or social pacts to 
promote more democratic styles of develop
ment, the three are essential components. Cer- 
t a i n l y ,  the mai n p r e s s u r e s  t owards  
redemocratization have come from them, In 
spite of all the research, major incognita persist 
concerning the "recognitions” that they have 
internalized from the shocks of recent years, 
concerning the corporativist, utopian, or embit
tered content of their reactions, and concerning 
their fears as to the consequences of any down
ward redistribution of power and incomes.

The last question is important because the 
"situations of masses" concerning which 
Don José emphasized the "hazardousness of any 
attempt at forecasting” remain on the stage. 
Today these situations apply to the sons and

'E n z o  F a letto  has called my atte n tio n  to  an essay o f  D on Jo sé , 
"A cerca de los tipos de in te lig en cia" (C o n cern in g  the types o f 
in te llig en ce), published in 195.^ in Presentaciones y  planteos: 
Papeles de la sociologia  (In stitu to  de In v estig acion es Sociales, 
U niversidad  A u tónom a de M éxico ). T h is  essay d istinguishes 
"fu n ctio n a l in tellig en ce , detached o r leisure in tellig en ce , and m ar
ginal in te llig en ce".

grandsons of the "populations expelled from the 
traditional social settings of Latin America” that 
he identified. If their state of "rootlessness” 
remains as evident as before it must have other 
forms and sources. As we can all remember, 
these masses have been discussed and studied in 
terms of "marginality", of "extreme poverty", of 
"informal sectors", etc. All of these labels have 
been associated with initatives to change their 
situation, generally so as to incorporate them 
into a social and economic system that is 
assumed to be capable of receiving them. The 
last label, of "informal sector”, recognizes that 
somehow they have incorporated themselves, 
sufficiently at least to survive and contribute to 
the functioning of the economies. They have 
been exposed to communitarian, populist and 
revolutionary campaigns designed to mobilize 
them, and to authoritarian campaigns designed 
to demobilize them and expel them from their 
incipient control over political resources. Their 
intense spatial mobility has diminished the cul
tural and other distances between the rural and 
urban masses, and today important contingents 
have experience of migration outside Latin 
America. In the most recent years, moreover, the 
economic shocks have probably reduced parts of 
the industrial working class and even of the 
strata previously enjoying "middle” status to 
equally precarious living conditions and survival 
strategies. New forms of local social organiza
tion have also emerged — the "base communi
ties”, etc.— in which intellectual or religious 
allies hope to find a path towards the liberation 
of the masses from a style of development that 
offers them such poor and alienating roles. 
Don José probably would have observed these 
initiatives with the mixture of sympathy and 
skepticism with which he received "community 
development" in the 1960s.

"The hazardousness of any attempt at fore
casting” has not been overcome, but ECLAC con
tinues to have the duty of keeping up its study of 
these situations of masses so as to be able to 
make forecasts that can serve as guides to State 
policy — and also as guides to the mass organiza
tions and their intellectual allies. At this point, 
however, I feel that I am once again treating the 
problem with ritualist formulas, many times 
repeated in our earlier meetings, and developing 
an evasive intelligence. It is time to halt.
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Sta tistica l Y e a rb o o k  for L atin  A m erica  and the C a r ib 
bean (LC/G. 1503-P) (bilingual, English and Sp anish), 
Santiago, C hile, 1987, 714  pp.

T his yearbook is made up of two parts. Part O ne, "Indica
tors o f econom ic and social developm ent in Latín A m erica", 
contains updated statistical series on social developm ent 
and w elfare, econom ic grow th, dom estic prices, capital for
m ation and financing, external trade and external financ
ing. P art Tw o, "Statistical series for Latin A m erica", 
includes statistical series on  population, national accounts, 
dom estic prices, balance of paym ents, extern al indebted
ness, external trade, natural resources and production o f ' 
goods, infrastructure services, em ploym ent and social 
conditions.

El p ro ceso  de d esarrollo  de la pequeña y m ediana em presa 
y su papel en el sistem a ind u strial: el caso de Ita lia  
(LC/G. 1476-P), Cuadernos de la CEPAL series, No. 57, 
Santiago, Chile, 1988, 112 pp.

T h e developm ent and m odernization of sm all and 
medium-sized enterprise, as well as its functional links to 
the m ore dynamic elem ents of the industrial apparatus, 
figure prom inently am ong the C om m ission’s concerns in 
connection with the industrialization, technological devel
op m ent and econom ic and social articulation of the Latin 
A m erican countries.

T h e  potential role o f the developm ent of sm all and 
m edium-sized industry in job creation and in the m obiliza
tion o f resources has long been recognized. T h ere  is also, 
however, a grow ing acknow ledgem ent of its strategic 
im portance in achieving increased production linkages and 
in overcom ing the region’s structural heterogeneity, along 
with the positive impact this would have on the social 
articulation of the region and its progress towards structu
rally m ore equitable societies.

T h e  past experiences o f today’s developed countries 
suggest that sm all and medium-sized industry has a great 
deal o f potential as regards the developm ent of en trep re
neurship and technological dynamism  and the introduction 
o f greater flexibility into the production apparatus. At the 
sam e tim e, as the current technological revolution changes 
the whole concept of scales of production, a series of activi
ties are opening up new prospects for sm all or medium
sized m odern enterprise.

T h e experiences o f Italy in this respect are particularly 
thought-provoking. T h e  considerable industrial progress 
made by this country during the postwar period has, from

the 1970s onwards, been coupled w ith a significant degree 
of grow th and the ongoing m odernization o f sm all and 
medium-sized enterprise. T h e  structural characteristics, 
favourable conditions and deliberate policies which have 
made th is developm ent possible provide food for thought 
for those who regard sm all and medium-sized industrial 
enterprise as a key factor in the interconnected processes of 
industrialization and developm ent, one of whose goals is to 
achieve greater equity. In view o f these circum stances, this 
study on the developm ent of sm all and medium-sized 
industry in Italy is dearly  o f interest for Latin Am erica.

T h e  ev o lu tio n  o f the L atin  A m erican  eco n o m y  in 1986
(LC /G .1501-P , LC /L.425), Cuadernos de la CEPAL
series, No. 58, Santiago, Chile, 1988, 95  pp.

T h e  six chapters in this study, which was prepared by the 
Econom ic D evelopm ent D ivision of EC LA C  and was orig i
nally published as part of the Economic Surrey o f  Latin 
America and tbe Caribbean, 1986, present an analysis of the 
way in which the Latin A m erican econom y evolved during 
the year 1986,

T h e  first chapter contains a discussion of the main 
trends observed in the econom y, including the recovery of 
econom ic activity, the downturn in inflation and the rise of 
rem unerations, and the w eakening of the external sector.

T h e  second chapter, which concerns production, pro
vides inform ation on the rate and pattern o f econom ic 
grow th and reviews the situation with respect to total 
supply and demand and the dom estic availability of goods 
and services.

Chapter III is devoted in its entirety  to the subject of 
em ploym ent and unem ploym ent, while chapter IV  deals 
w ith prices and wages.

In the fifth chapter, which concerns the external sec
tor, the region’s foreign trade and balance of paym ents are 
exam ined.

T he sixth and final chapter, on the external debt, 
presents a discussion of the trends in this respect and of the 
debt renegotiations.

R eestru ctu ració n  de la industria au to m o triz  m undial y 
perspectivas para A m érica  Latina (LC/G. 1484-P), 
Estudios e Inform es de la C E P A L  series, N o. 67 , San
tiago, Chile, 1987, 232 pp.

T h is publication, which is a com pilation o f the papers 
presented at the regional m eeting of the W orking G roup 
on the restructuring o f the world autom obile industry and 
prospects for Latin A m erica (Bogotá, 25-27 Septem ber 
1985), was prepared as part of the Jo in t ECI.AC/UNILX) 
Regional Program m e on Industrial Reorganization.

T hese studies, which were prepared by experts from  
Latin A m erica and other regions, are organized according 
to the follow ing form at:

Chapter I deals with the relationships am ong eco
nom ic developm ent, industrialization and the role of the 
autom obile sector. Chapter II presents a discussion o f the 
specific conditions and challenges faced by the Latin A m eri
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can autom obile industry. C hapter III is devoted to  a descrip
tion  o f the process o f  restructuring th e autom obile sector at 
the in tern ational level. C hapter IV  contains reference arti
cles com paring the experiences o f Latin  A m erica with 
those o f  o th er regions, in the course o f w hich the two 
specific cases o f A ustralia and K o rea  are exam ined. Chapter 
V  sets forth  an analysis o f the international reorganization 
o f the autom obile sector and the possible im plications of 
this restructuring for the Latin  A m erican autom obile 
industry. C hapter V I includes descriptions and studies o f 
policies concerning the autom obile industry in five Latin 
A m erican countries. Finally C hapter V II contains a discus
sion o f the problem s involved in and possible guidelines for 
the design o f policies on  the autom obile industry in keeping 
w ith the econom ic outlook at the regional and international 
levels.

In view o f  the extensiveness and varied nature o f these 
discussions, no form al conclusions concerning these topics 
are included; in their stead, the docum ent prepared by the 
Jo in t  ECLAC/UNIDO Industry and Technology Division, 
w hich is included in C hapter V II, sets forth  som e o f the 
conclusions reached by the W orking G roup in respect o f the 
points for discussion on  its agenda that were dealt w ith in 
that document.

C o o p e ra c ió n  la tin oam erican a en serv ic io s : antecedentes 
y p erspectivas (L C / G .1489-P ), E stu dióse Inform es de 
la CEPAL series, N o. 68 , Santiago, C hile, 1 9 8 7 ,1 5 5  pp.

T his study starts out with the observation that Latin A m er
ica and the Caribbean have suffered from  an alm ost total 
lack o f policies aimed at delineating the role o f services in 
national developm ent. T h is shortcom ing is even m ore evi
d ent as regards a suitable incorporation o f services into the 
regional and subregional co-operation and integration 
initiatives m ounted during the past 25 years, T h is failing 
may, how ever, serve as the starting  point for an in-depth 
consideration o f  the possibilities opened up by these 
options. T h e  objectives of such an effo rt would be, firstly, to 
dynamize and m odernize the contribution to be made by 
services to developm ent and, secondly, to ensure a greater 
degree of econom ic, political and cultural autonom y in the 
countries o f the region w ith a view to  prom oting a m ore 
equitable form  o f insertion in the increasingly interdepend
ent world economy.

T h e study is divided into three parts. In the first, the 
m ain conceptual aspects o f the new services economy are 
exam ined, together w ith the specific form s taken by the 
internationalization of these activities. T h e  im plications in 
these respects of the developm ent o f new inform ation 
technologies are underscored, as are the com bined effects of 
these factors as regards the form ation of a new interna
tional division o f labour. T h is  part o f the study also pres
ents a discussion o f the current status o f the effo rts being 
made to create a m ultilateral fram ework for international 
trade in services in line w ith the agreem ents reached at the 
Uruguay Round.

T h e  second part of this document includes an explora
tion of a num ber o f conceptual considerations which could 
contribute to the form ulation of a new perspective on  the

function of regional and subregional co-operation in the 
area o f services. Based on a com parison of regional exp e
riences with those of the European Econom ic Community 
as they relate to this subject, an attem pt is made to system 
atically identify the main elem ents w hich could be used to 
forge new form s o f co-operation in the sector. A series of 
guidelines and criteria for the establishm ent of priorities 
are also included.

In the third part o f this study, som e o f the specific 
proposals currently under consideration w ithin the region 
are exam ined. A considerable portion of this section is 
devoted to a description o f various trip artite  co-operation 
initiatives which are based on an assessm ent of the situa
tion with respect to services in M exico and of possibilities 
for co-operation with A rgentina and Brazil.

D ev elop m ent and ch an g e: Stra teg ies fo r  van quish ing
poverty (LC / G .1472-P), Estudios e Inform es de la
CEPAL series, N o. 69 , Santiago, Chile, 1988, 114 pp.

T h e Econom ic C om m ission for Latin Am erica and the 
Caribbean (E C L A C ), the U nited N ations D evelopm ent Pro
gram m e (U N D P )  and the U nited  N ations C hildren’s Fund 
(U N IC E F ) jointly convened the M eeting on Possible M ea
sures to D eal w ith the Im m ediate and Long-Term  Im pact 
on Social D evelopm ent of the External Crisis and the 
A djustm ent Process, which was held in the city of Lima 
from  25 to 28  N ovem ber 1986, T h is m eeting was spon
sored by the G overnm ent of Peru and was attended by 
governm ent officials responsible for the social policies of 
the countries o f the region.

At this m eeting, the participants exam ined strategies 
and proposals for action aimed at overcom ing poverty and 
at com bining social developm ent with econom ic develop
m ent, the object being to convert the elim ination of poverty 
into an elem ent o f econom ic grow th and to ensure that the 
benefits of such growth would be equitably distributed.

In preparation for this m eeting, EC LA C , in  collabora
tion w ith the above-m entioned organizations and in very 
close co-operation with the Regional Em ploym ent P ro 
gram m e for Latin A m erica and the Caribbean (P R E A L C ), 
prepared a document entitled D evelopm ent, change and 
equity: vanquishing poverty, which form s part o f this pub
lication. In drafting this document, an e ffo rt was made to 
integrate the dim ensions of econom ic policy and social 
policy which, if closely interrelated, can help to reduce the 
poverty that affects a large percentage o f the regional 
population. In view of the fact that the nature of this 
situation is well known, the document does not include a 
diagnostic study. Instead, it focuses on the design of a 
strategy that is disaggregated into m ultiple levels, from  the 
general to the specific, and whose-policies could contribute 
to a progressive integration o f the poor sectors o f the 
population into full participation in production and con
sum ption; at a fundam ental level, it also deals with the 
institutions and services w orking to prevent the perpetua
tion of poverty.

T h e  strategy seeks to address the com plex p heno
m enon of poverty on the basis o f two observed facts: firstly, 
that so far econom ic grow th, by itself, has not been enough
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to  ensure full participation; and, secondly, that the unres
ponsiveness o f  the phenom enon to instrum ents o f m acro- 
econom ic policy points to the need for an integrated set o f 
m easures for attacking the root causes o f poverty at both 
the econom ic and social levels.

T h e  strategy therefore incorporates the concept of 
structural adjustm ent com bined w ith greater equity and the 
design o f investm ent and grow th policies w hich, together 
with incom e d istribution policies, would make it possible to 
expand productive em ploym ent, w ithout which it would be 
difficult to reduce the size of the population now living in 
poverty.

T h e  m easures proposed in respect o f econom ic institu
tions are closely linked w ith measures relating to people 
and to social institutions. T h e  strategy is based tin the idea 
that the conditions necessary for the full integration of 
people into useful activities must be created and that basic 
social security coverage must be provided for these persons 
so that they may fully develop their biological and intellec
tual potentials. Econom ic grow th is not possible without 
skilled people, and dem ocratic societies cannot be con
structed if hum an beings lack the resources that would 
p erm it them  to becom e full m em bers o f society. T h is goal 
of social citizensh ip  for the en tire  population is closely 
related to existing  knowledge about how poverty is perpet
uated through a cycle which begins w ith inadequate care 
during pregnancy and continues w ith deficiencies in the 
areas of food, health, education and training during the 
form ative years leading up to the individual’s incorporation 
into econom ic and social activity. T h e  strategy therefore 
contains specific proposals concerning how to organize 
actions and services, w ith the participation of the State, 
com m unities, non-governm ental organizations and en ter
prises, w ith a view to modifying and overcom ing the ways 
in which poverty is currently perpetuated from  one genera
tion  to another. T h is phenom enon is a result of deprivation 
in term s of access to income, em ploym ent and m aterial 
goods; but it is also a result of deprivation in term s of access 
to the cultural heritage o f a society.

T h e docum ent also attaches priority to youth training 
program m es as a m eans of exerting  a positive influence on 
the future of the societies o f Latin A m erica and the C arib
bean. It also includes an exam ination of policies relating to 
the supply of production goods and technical assistance for 
com m unity and local pro jects whose aim is to perm it the 
participation of poor sectors and the utilization of human 
resources presently not taking part in the developm ent 
process due to their lack of a m inim um  of m aterial assets 
and skills.

In analysing productive em ploym ent policies, particu
lar consideration is given to the need to increase the 
em ploym ent effect o f grow th, and stress is placed on the 
role of the public sector in em ergency em ploym ent pro
gram m es. In addition, proposals are set forth  concerning 
policies for the dynamic transfer of assets and wage policies 
designed  to reco n cile  the goals o f gro w th  and 
redistribution.

T h is  publication concludes with the report of the Lima 
m eeting w hich was m entioned earlier. T h is report contains 
significant proposals which were form ulated by national

authorities and technical personnel in the light o f their 
experience in the design and im plem entation o f policies 
aimed at vanquishing poverty.

A m érica  L atin a : C o m e rc io  e x te rio r  según la C la s ifi
cación  In d u stria l In tern acion al U n ifo rm e de todas 
las A ctiv id ad es E co n óm icas (CHU) (LC / G .1451-P), 
Cuadernos Estadísticos de la CEPAL series, No. 13, 
vols. I and II, Santiago, Chile, 1987, 675 pp.

T h is  statistical paper refers to the In ternational Standard 
Industrial C lassification o f All Econom ic A ctiv ities (ISIC). It 
includes in form ation on the foreign trade in goods con
ducted by the 1 1 m em ber countries o f the Latin  A m erican 
Integration A ssociation (ALADI), the  five m em ber coun
tries o f the C entral A m erican C om m on M arket (CACM), 
each subregional grouping as a w hole and these 16 coun
tries as a group.

T his issue of the Cuadernos Estadísticos series is 
divided into two volumes: the first contains inform ation on 
m erchandise exports according to ISIC (R ev .2) "m ajo r div
isions" and "divisions" and trade areas for the period 1970- 
1984; the second presents the corresponding inform ation 
on  im ports, which is tabulated in the sam e way and covers 
the sam e period of tim e.

Both volumes contain analyses of the purpose and 
nature of ISIC and how it differs from  oth er international 
classifications; a special e ffort is made to illustrate the 
im plications o f this inform ation and to identify the difficul
ties encountered in establishing how the entries of the 
N ational Statistical Classification (NSC) in respect o f the 
countries' foreign trade correspond to the procedures and 
definitions of ISIC, Rev.2. T h ere  is also a discussion of the 
changes observed in the pattern and direction of flow of the 
countries’ foreign trade in term s o f ISIC, R ev,2 and selected 
trade areas, including the subregional integration groups 
and the O rganization for Econom ic C o-operation and 
D evelopm ent (OECD), with special entries for the Euro
pean Econom ic Com m unity (EEC), the U nited States and 
Japan. Finally, in order to provide an overview o f the fram e 
of reference o f ISIC, R ev.2, a listing of the m ajor divisions, 
divisions and m ajor groups in this classification is fur
nished; the first two of these categories serve to guide the 
reader in interpreting the statistical tables appearing 
further on in the publication. In this connection, it should 
be noted that the categories used in ISIC are: m ajor div
isions, divisions, m ajor groups and groups.

T he final section o f this publication is composed of the 
statistical series for exports and im ports, respectively, 
according to ISIC, R ev,2 m ajor divisions and divisions and 
trade-areas, in thousands of dollars for the period 1970- 
1984. T h e  tabulations, whose form ats for exports and 
im ports are sim ilar, were prepared prim arily w ith a view to 
the inform ation needed for the m acroeconom ic analyses 
conducted by ECLAC, particularly those dealing w ith the 
most notable changes observed in trade patterns as regards 
the sectoral origin of the m erchandise and the geographical 
direction o f foreign trade flows.
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