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 Guillermo O'Donnell's concepts and insights are used in this chapter to explore the 
characteristics, causes, and consequences of distributive conflict (over the allocation of material 
resources) in twentieth-century Argentina and Brazil. Drawing especially on O'Donnell's article 
"State and Alliances in Argentina" (1978), the study puts social class structure and organization 
at the center of the analysis, although political institutions (particularly the strength of ties 
between social classes and political parties) and political culture will not be neglected. 
O'Donnell's criteria are used to evaluate the quality of democracy in Argentina and Brazil during 
comparable phases in each country's political evolution. Argentina, it will be argued, had 
stronger working and landowning classes than Brazil, but lacked a large settled peasantry, which 
Brazil had. These features of the class structure contributed in Argentina, as compared to Brazil, 
to lower state autonomy, more radical populism, more intense economic stop-and-go cycles, 
more frequent military coups, a more repressive bureaucratic-authoritarian regime, and a quicker 
and more complete transition from authoritarian rule. 

 In Brazil, a large settled peasantry reduced distributive conflict. Unlike in Argentina, 
which lacked such a peasantry, the costs of industrialization could be foisted off on a social class 
that was less organized and militant than the urban working class. Moreover, the peasantry in 
Brazil made up a large reserve army of labor, which drove down urban wages and made urban 
workers easier to replace. In Brazil, accordingly, the presence of a large settled peasantry made 
the domination of society more consistent than in Argentina with the persistence of electoral 
processes. The geographical dispersion of landlords in Brazil strengthened federalism, which 
among other things created spaces for pockets of authoritarianism, where guns mattered more 
than laws. The relative weakness of the urban working class in Brazil during the first few 
decades of the twentieth century enabled Vargas to shift the balance of inducements and 
constraints to labor toward constraints (Collier and Collier 1979). As a result, Brazilian labor was 
never so fully committed to Vargas as Argentine labor was to Perón. The weaker grip of 
populism on Brazilian than on Argentine workers created political space in Brazil in the 1970s, 
as industrialization took off, for an autonomous "new unionism" and for the rise of the Partido 
dos Trabalhadores (Workers' Party, PT). 

1. Class Structure and Distributive Conflict in Argentina and Brazil 

 The cattle ranchers of Argentina's Pampas region in the late 1970s derived their vast 
wealth from the rise of beef exports to Europe in the late nineteenth century. The primary source 
of the Pampean elite's political power was its control of a productive export economy. 
Reinforcing its economic strength, the Pampean elite was cohesive. In contrast to Brazil, where 
diverse commodity exports contributed to the formation of distinct and often competing regional 
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elites, the landowners of the Pampas were sufficiently homogeneous in economic activity and 
geographical concentration to allow them to constitute a national state as opposed to a set of 
regional fiefdoms (O'Donnell 1978a: 6; 1988: 141). The Pampean elite was also culturally 
cohesive: most of its members came from a small set of family groups, went to the same schools, 
and belonged to the same clubs (Imaz 1970: 129-131, 242-248). Institutionalizing this 
geographic and cultural cohesion was the powerful Sociedad Rural Argentina (SRA), which 
emerged in 1866 to promote the interests of the Pampean elite. During the late 19th century the 
SRA was a "virtual ministry of agriculture until (through its initiative) the latter was created" 
(Schvarzer 1990: 16). The SRA remains today a powerful peak agricultural organization. 

 Landowners were more geographically dispersed in Brazil than in Argentina, not only 
because of the greater size of the territory, but also because of Brazil's diversity of agricultural 
and mineral exports. Sugar and cotton planters in the Northeast, rubber barons in the Amazon, 
coffee growers in the Southeast, ranchers and grain growers in the South and Center-West, and 
mine owners in Minas Gerais all played prominent roles in the export economy at one point or 
another during the 19th and 20th centuries. The geographical dispersion of these commodity 
elites made federalism stronger in Brazil than in Argentina, making room for pockets of non-
democracy in remote areas of the country. O'Donnell (1993: 1361) refers to these pockets as 
"brown areas," imagining a map of a country where blue-colored areas are characterized by 
respect for basic human and civil rights, whereas in brown-colored areas "the liberal component 
of democracy is systematically violated" and "peasants, slum dwellers, indians, women, etc. 
often are unable to receive fair treatment in the courts, or to obtain from state agencies services 
to which they are entitled, or to be safe from political violence." 

 Argentina during the twentieth century was relatively decentralized for a Latin American 
country, but Brazil in many respects had even stronger federalism. During the late 1920s, the 
state of São Paulo had ten times as many soldiers in its state militia as it had federal troops 
within its borders. It also had its own air force (Stepan 1971: 17). Taxes on interstate commerce, 
which were abolished in Argentina in 1880, were levied in Brazil until 1934. In 1994 state and 
local governments owed about US $100 billion of Brazil's US $150 billion foreign debt 
(Mainwaring 1999: 191). Vargas after 1930 went some way toward centralizing the authority of 
the central government over state governments, but the process remained incomplete. Many 
states, especially smaller and poorer ones, continued to be run by representatives of local 
landowners. These states were dominated by patronage -- the practice of distributing state 
resources for political gain without regard for merit. They were also pervaded by clientelism, 
which refers to social relations characterized by face-to-face exchanges of favors (e.g., jobs for 
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votes or contracts for contributions) between benefactors (patrons) and beneficiaries (clients) 
(Mainwaring 1999: 177-178). Patronage and clientelism were not absent in Argentina (Zicollilo 
and Montenegro 1991), but they were more widespread and deeply rooted in Brazil, 
compromising the quality of democracy by making political participation less autonomous. 

 At the time of European contact the indigenous population of Argentina was relatively 
sparse, and thousands of Tehuelche and Araucanian Indians were killed in General Roca's 1879 
"Conquest of the Wilderness." Accordingly, the indigenous population was fairly small by the 
end of the 19th century. Beef and grain, moreover, historically Argentina's main export products, 
have low labor requirements, which tend to be fulfilled by rural wage-workers rather than by 
tenant farmers (O'Donnell 1978a: 5, 7). Brazil, by contrast, has an "economy of desserts." The 
export of sugar led to widespread plantation slavery from the first half of the sixteenth century 
until 1888. The other main exports during this period, mineral production and coffee, were also 
fairly labor-intensive as practiced in Brazil. By the late 20th century Brazil's commodity exports 
had diversified into land-intensive and capital-intensive products like soya beans, citrus and 
juice, iron ore, and petroleum. For most of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, however, 
Brazil exported highly labor-intensive commodities, contributing to the emergence of a large 
population of impoverished smallholders and tenant farmers. 

 A large peasantry in some ways intensified distributive conflict in Brazil. Tens of 
millions of impoverished smallholders and tenant farmers made land reform, unlike in Argentina, 
a salient social issue. In other ways, however, a large peasantry softened distributive conflict, in 
ways that may have been more significant for democracy and regime stability. It weakened the 
urban working class by creating a huge reserve army of labor, so labor militancy was less of a 
factor in Brazilian than in Argentine politics. It also provided a politically inarticulate class from 
which a surplus could be extracted and used for industrialization (O’Donnell 1978a: 7). 

 The larger peasantry in Brazil as compared to Argentina had implications not only for the 
level of distributive conflict in each country, but also for the ability of political parties to 
organize and channel such conflict through electoral and legislative institutions. By providing 
"captive" votes for parties of the right, a large peasantry gave Brazilian landlords a stake in the 
survival of electoral and legislative institutions. The absence of such a peasantry in Argentina, by 
contrast, deprived landlords of an electorally-viable political party through which to express their 
broad political demands (Cornblit 1975: 638-639; Di Tella 1964: 110; Gibson 1992: 21; 
Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens 1992: 197, 287; Smith 1978: 21). Partly because of the 
presence of a large peasant class, Brazilian agricultural elites have been able to dominate state 
and sometimes national politics through elections, whereas in Argentina such elites have more 
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often been compelled to impose their domination by banging on the barracks door. Relative to 
Argentina, then, a large peasantry, on balance, attenuated distributive conflict in Brazil, while 
providing captive votes for conservative parties. Less intense distributive conflict and more 
electorally viable conservative parties, in turn, increased the stability of civilian rule at the 
expense of the quality of democracy. 

 The onset of rapid industrialization in Argentina in the mid-1930s raised the political 
influence of the Unión Industrial Argentina (UIA), which expanded its membership from 300 
firms in the early 1930s to 3,000 by 1946 (Lewis 1990: 87). Dominated by big food-processing 
exporters and by recently-arrived subsidiaries of multinational corporations, the UIA paid little 
attention to the concerns of smaller-scale enterprises or manufacturers from the interior of the 
country. Tensions between the upper bourgeoisie acting through the UIA and the local 
bourgeoisie acting through the Confederación General de Economía (CGE), which Perón had 
created in 1952, persisted through much of the second half of the twentieth century (O'Donnell 
1988: 34-36). Linguistic and cultural divisions also split the urban entrepreneurial class; as late 
as 1935, native Argentines accounted for only 39 percent of owners of industrial establishments 
(Díaz Alejandro 1970: 215). As with workers, the immigrant status of many industrialists 
complicated their insertion into party politics (Cornblit 1967: 641-642). 

 Domestic industrialists were also important "power factors" in Brazil, but operated in the 
shadow of multinational corporations and massive state enterprises. As in Argentina, moreover, 
industrialists in Brazil were divided into those producing for export and those producing for the 
domestic market, as well as into those producing labor-intensively vs. capital-intensively. 
Domestic industrialists thus became the subordinate partner in the triple alliance of state, 
multinational, and local industrial capital that dominated economic policy-making under Brazil's 
bureaucratic-authoritarian regime from 1964 to 1985 (Evans 1979). 

 In Argentina industrialization produced a labor movement of formidable size and 
strength. Argentina by the 1940s already ranked higher than Brazil on factory employment, 
urbanization, and labor scarcity -- all factors conducive to the development of a strong labor 
movement (Collier and Collier 1989). Around 1940 the share of the labor force in industry was 
28 percent in Argentina and 13 percent in Brazil. In 1945 the number of labor union members 
was 528,523 in Argentina (Doyon 1975: 154) compared to about 450,000 in Brazil (Collier and 
Collier 1989: 189), even though Brazil in 1945 had three times as many inhabitants as Argentina 
(45 million vs. 15 million). Moreover, the urban labor movement in Argentina was concentrated 
in Buenos Aires, whereas in Brazil it was dispersed over several large metropolitan areas. 
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 On the eve of the populist era, then, urban workers were a much more formidable 
political force in Argentina than in Brazil. Landowners were also more powerful and cohesive in 
Argentina than in Brazil. Industrialists were important in both countries, but their political power 
was attenuated by internal divisions. Peasants were numerous in Brazil but scarce in Argentina. 
These differences in class structure and organization shaped political evolution in both countries. 

2. Populism in Argentina and Brazil 

 Partly because of its stronger urban working class, but also because greater conflict 
within the elite led to more intense labor mobilization, populism was more radical in Argentina 
than in Brazil. In Argentina, Perón during his rise to prominence as Secretary of Labor within a 
1943-1946 military government was able to activate the potentially powerful working class by 
providing material and symbolic benefits to them. One of Perón's most important contributions 
to the subsequent strength of the Argentine labor movement took place before he became 
president. From his post as Labor Secretary in the 1943-1946 military government, Perón 
oversaw the passage of the 1945 Law of Professional Associations, which codified the right to 
organize, centralized the union structure by permitting only one union per industry, provided for 
automatic payroll deductions of union dues, and established health insurance funds -- the obras 
sociales -- to which workers and employers were compelled to contribute. Throughout the rest of 
the 20th century, many obras sociales served as slush funds for powerful union leaders. 

 By increasing union bargaining power, the policies and institutional changes initiated by 
Perón led from 1946 to 1955 to a 30 percent rise in real wages (Díaz Alejandro 1970: 124; 
Silverman 1967: 307) and to an increase from 41 to 49 percent in the share of wages in national 
income (Mainwaring 1986: 19). Perón used an export monopsony to transfer resources from 
agricultural exports to industry and social welfare, and extended credit preferentially to the 
smallest and most labor-intensive producers. These policies boosted the demand for labor (Díaz 
Alejandro 1970: 124-125). The government also raised workers' incomes by enforcing minimum 
wage laws in rural as well as urban areas, by controlling the prices of food and other basic 
consumption items, and by extending housing credits to workers (Baily 1967: 77; Rotondaro 
1971: 184). Perón, moreover, was the first leader in Argentine history to recognize workers as 
full-fledged members of the political community. Given the scope of material and symbolic 
benefits Perón extended to labor, it is not surprising that many workers became Peronists. 

 Getúlio Vargas, the populist president of Brazil from 1930 to 1945 and again from 1951 
to 1954, was known as the "father of the people." Under Vargas a larger share of the urban 
working class became eligible for a minimum wage, for health services, and for retirement plans. 
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Partly because of worries about communism (Communists during the 1930s were even more 
active in Brazil than in Argentina), many industrial and agrarian elites supported the granting of 
these welfare-state benefits to a still small and relatively privileged fraction of the urban labor 
force. In exchange for these benefits, Vargas got significant labor support despite the stagnation 
of real wages from 1930 to 1945. Vargas also established tight control of unions, which under 
Perón remained fairly independent (McGuire 1997: 66-70). Strikes were suppressed even more 
thoroughly under Vargas than under Perón. Shop stewards were banned from the workplace in 
Brazil, whereas they grew quite strong under Perón in Argentina. In Brazil, a tax rather than the 
check-off mediated the flow of money from workers to unions, giving the state more control of 
union finances. Brazilian law forbade any union to employ more than seven paid officials and 
banned cross-sector union confederations; Argentina had no such restrictions on paid 
employment and evolved a single powerful labor confederation, the CGT. 

 The less radical character of populism in Brazil than in Argentina had three main 
consequences. First, there arose in Brazil no conflict between Getulismo and anti-Getulismo as 
bitter as the one between Peronism and anti-Peronism in Argentina. Second, the labor movement 
in Brazil was insufficiently powerful and politicized to form the backbone of a "defensive 
alliance" capable of intensifying stop-and-go economic cycles. These cycles, O'Donnell (1978a) 
argues, made Argentina more difficult to govern from the early 1950s onward. Accordingly, the 
Brazilian economy grew rapidly and fairly steadily while income inequality remained at a high 
level. Third, there emerged in Brazil no powerful Getulist identity similar to the Peronist identity 
in Argentina. Labor, accordingly, was more open to radicalization and less inoculated against 
appeals from leftist political parties. This circumstance paved the way for the rise of the Partido 
dos Trabalhadores in the 1970s and 1980s. Because populism was less radical in Brazil than in 
Argentina, Brazil's working class was weaker, but more open to the left. 

3. Post-Populism in Argentina and Brazil 

 The period of civilian rule from 1955 to 1966 in Argentina is in some respects analogous 
to the period from 1945 to 1964 in Brazil. One difference is that Argentina experienced overt 
military rule from 1955 to 1958 and a military-fist-in-civilian glove administration in 1962-1963, 
whereas Brazil experienced only some military saber-rattling in the months between Vargas's 
suicide in 1954 and Kubitschek's election in 1955. By O'Donnell's criteria, however, neither 
Argentina from 1955 to 1966 nor Brazil from 1945 to 1964 could be called democratic even 
during the years when civilians were in office and free of military tutelage. 
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 O'Donnell discusses democracy most extensively in "Human Development, Human 
Rights, and Democracy" (O'Donnell 2004), Dissonances (O'Donnell 2007), and Democracy, 
Agency, and the State (O'Donnell 2010). A key component of democracy for O'Donnell is fair 
elections, defined as contests that "are reasonably competitive, egalitarian, decisive, inclusive 
and institutionalized" (O'Donnell 2010: 18). Contemplating such Latin American experiences as 
Guatemala in the 1980s and Chile in the 1990s, O'Donnell puts special emphasis on "decisive." 
By decisive O'Donnell means that the people who get elected take office, stay there until the end 
of their terms (unless death or some other uncontroversial circumstance precludes this), and 
while in office "can actually make the binding decisions that the legal/constitutional framework 
normally authorizes" (O'Donnell 2010: 19). This decisiveness criterion, it will be argued below, 
is particularly important in comparing the political regime in Argentina under Alfonsín (1983-
1989) to that in Brazil under Sarney (1985-1990). Other important criteria for democracy for 
O'Donnell (2010: 23) are "the positive, participatory rights of voting and eventually trying to be 
elected," and "a set of freedoms that surround and are necessary supports for the likelihood of 
such elections and their related participatory rights." 

 Neither Argentina from 1955 to 1966 nor Brazil from 1945 to 1964 had elections that 
O'Donnell would call fair. In Argentina Peronism was famously proscribed from 1955 to 1972, 
and in 1956 a federal judge prohibited the Communist Party from campaigning or presenting 
candidates in elections (McGuire 1997: 80-81; 303 n. 3). In Brazil, likewise, the Communist 
Party, which had won 10 percent of the national vote in 1945, was banned as of 1947. Presidents 
Dutra (1945-1950), Vargas (1951-1954), Kubitschek (1955-1961), and Quadros (1961) were all 
elected, but even less fairly than Argentina's Frondizi (1958-1962) or Illia (1963-1966) had been. 
Not only was the Communist Party banned, restricting electoral competition, but a literacy clause 
remained in effect until 1985, restricting electoral participation. Besides these problems with 
competition and participation, another feature of Brazilian politics from 1945 to 1964 that 
reduced the quality of democracy (or, more precisely, of competitive politics) was that it was 
never clear what you would get when you voted. Legislators at the national, state, and municipal 
levels switched parties unpredictably from year to year (a practice that was not outlawed until 
2007), and parties themselves formed unlikely alliances to maximize votes as elections 
approached, all in pursuit of access to state patronage funds. Many Brazilians, including military 
officers, came to view democracy, accordingly, as a system where opportunistic politicians 
plundered the state for patronage resources. 

 In short, the political regime in Brazil from 1945 to 1964 was even less democratic than 
its counterpart in Argentina from 1955 to 1966. In part because of this deficiency, however, it 
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was also more stable. The Peronist era intensified distributive conflict in Argentina, and thus 
political instability, in at least three ways. First, it superimposed on the basic class conflict in 
Argentine society (workers vs. employers) a second cultural conflict between Peronists and anti-
Peronists, totalitarians against democrats, and the people against the oligarchy (Halperín Donghi 
1983: 105; Cavarozzi, De Riz, and Feldman 1985: 16-23). Second, it discouraged agriculture 
without creating efficient industries, slowing economic growth and intensifying conflict over the 
diminished resources that remained (Waisman 1989). Third, Perón raised the standing of the 
working class with respect to elite groups, but did little to diminish the fundamental power 
resources of landowners. Although the state channeled resources from agriculture to industry and 
social welfare, no major land reform was undertaken during Perón's presidencies. Moreover, 
although industrialists could no longer set wages and working conditions as unilaterally as in the 
past, landowners retained and industrialists gained enough economic power under Perón that 
workers and unions confronted formidable adversaries once state resources were in the hands of 
a less pro-labor government. By increasing the power of the labor movement without reducing 
that of its class adversaries, Perón set the stage for the political and economic stalemate in the 
post-1955 period, in which no social sector was strong enough to impose its own project but each 
was strong enough to block the initiatives of its rivals (O’Donnell 1978a; Corradi 1985: 15). 

 For O'Donnell, stop-and-go economic cycles are a key to understanding the Argentine 
political economy from 1955 to 1976. During the second half of the twentieth century 
Argentina's agricultural export revenue sufficed only ephemerally to pay for needed imports. The 
foreign exchange shortage worsened in the 1950s and 1960s as industrial depening occurred and 
as large, lump-sum investments were needed for factories in such industries as steel and vehicle 
assembly (O'Donnell 1973). In the long run these industries were expected to cut back on the 
amount of foreign exchange needed to purchase imports, but in the short run the heavy import-
substitution industries were themselves import intensive, requiring massive importation of 
capital goods and some intermediate goods. To increase the supply of foreign exchange in such 
circumstances, governments in countries where exchange rates are fixed (as was the case in 
Argentina in most of the years from the 1950s to the 1990s) can devalue the currency in an effort 
to boost export production and to raise foreign demand, as well as to reduce the outflow of 
foreign exchange on imports, which become more expensive for domestic consumers to buy. 

 Such devaluations, O'Donnell (1978a) argues, have varying consequences for different 
social classes. Landlords are generally pleased: agricultural exports rise, giving them a high 
volume of now-precious dollars that they can covert into now-cheap pesos, in which most of 
their expenses (labor, electricity, etc.) are denominated. Workers, a partner in what O'Donnell 
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calls the "defensive alliance," are angry: the devaluation forces them to pay higher prices for 
imported consumer goods and for food. "Small" industrialists using labor-intensive techniques to 
produce for the domestic market (the other partner in the "defensive alliance") are also grouchy. 
Their sales go down as workers spend more of their income on imports and food. Meanwhile, 
however, their wage costs rise as workers demand more pesos to pay higher prices for imports 
and food. It's true that devaluations make foreign exchange more available to import capital 
goods, but small industrialists don't do this much. Crucially "big," capital-intensive industrialists 
-- the "swing" group in the stop-and-go cycle -- are ambivalent after the devaluation. Their sales 
to workers go down, but that is not too bad for them because they sell mostly to wealthier 
consumers. Their wage costs rise in response to worker protest, but that is also not too bad for 
them because they employ relatively few workers per unit of output. On the bright side, 
moreover, from the point of view of the big industrialists, foreign exchange is more available to 
import capital goods, and big industrialists do this a lot. 

 Landlords, who always prefer an undervalued currency, are thus locked in a never-ending 
struggle with the "defensive alliance," comprising urban workers and small industrialists who 
always prefer an overvalued currency. Big industrialists are the swing group. When big 
industrialists are more worried about obtaining foreign exchange than about the economic, 
social, and political consequences of worker protest, they side with the landowners and press for 
devaluation. When they are more worried about worker protest than about a foreign exchange 
shortage, they switch back to the side of the defensive alliance and press the government for 
more public spending, lower interest rates, and the relaxation of wage controls. These measures 
tend to cause inflation to rise faster in Argentina than in its major trading partners (notably the 
United States), so the peso becomes overvalued again. The members of the defensive alliance are 
now pleased: the workers get cheaper imports and the small industrialists get higher sales. The 
export-oriented landowners become disgruntled; their income now arrives mostly in cheap 
dollars whereas their costs are now paid mostly in expensive pesos. The big industrialists are 
happy to be selling more on the domestic market, but they soon begin to worry about a foreign 
exchange shortage. At this point they swing to the landlord side, and agents of both classes 
clamor for devaluation. A devaluation occurs, the economy enters the "stop" phase, and the cycle 
begins again (Figure 1). These stop-and-go cycles recurred in the 1950s and 1960s, with major 
devaluations in 1952, 1956, 1959, 1962, 1966, and 1970-71. 

[Insert Figure 1 About Here] 

 Exacerbating these conflicts, O'Donnell stresses (1978a: 7), is a peculiarity of Argentina's 
ecological endowment and insertion into the world economy. Argentina's main exports, beef and 
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grain, are also major items of mass consumption. The more these products are exported, the less 
remains for domestic consumption, which means that workers have to pay more for food. The 
more these products are consumed at home, the less remains to export, which means that 
landowners earn less foreign exchange, industrialists run short of funds to pay for imported 
inputs, and the state finds it harder to prop up the currency. The tradeoff between food prices and 
foreign exchange, which is obvious to many in Argentina's literate and media-voracious 
population, has intensified conflict between workers and landowners, who paradoxically rarely 
face each other in the workplace. Low export revenues reduce the incomes of landowners and 
discourage them from producing, depriving industry of the foreign exchange needed to import 
crucial inputs. The resulting economic bottlenecks limit the size of the economic pie, increasing 
class conflict over the smaller amount of economic resources that is left. In 2009 agricultural 
exports still made up 51 percent of Argentina's total merchandise exports, down from 95 percent 
in 1960 but still a large share of the total (World Bank 2011). 

 The stop-and-go cycles had long-term consequences. Each class actor insisted that the 
government enact its preferred policies, and each was well-organized, so successive 
governments, in O'Donnell's memorable expression (1978a: 25), "danced to the tune of the 
dynamics of civil society." Political actors became habituated to self-interested protest and veto 
politics. More and more people came to the conclusion that the economy was going nowhere, 
whereupon military and domestic elites reached a "consensus of termination" in favor of the 
1966 coup that inaugurated Argentina's first bureaucratic-authoritarian regime. 

 Stop-and-go cycles were less wrenching in Brazil than Argentina, in part because the 
"economy of desserts" attenuated the tradeoff between exports and wage goods, but also because 
Brazil's principal class actors, notably landowners and urban workers, were less powerful and 
less cohesive than Argentina's. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, however, workers and others in 
Brazil as well as in Argentina responded to high inflation and sharp reversals in economic policy 
with bombings, sabotage, and strikes. This labor militancy, particularly in the wake of the 1959 
Cuban Revolution, worried military officers in Argentina and Brazil who feared that the labor 
movements of their respective countries might "turn to the left." This fear coincided with these 
officers' redefinition of their professional roles. Before 1960 the officer corps in both countries 
had regarded their profession as confronting external enemies and developing expertise in 
combat. Coups occurred periodically in both countries, more frequently in Argentina, but most 
members of the armed forces saw such interventions as deviations from their professional roles. 
The purpose of these coups in the eyes of most officers was to return the government to the 
"right" civilians so that the military could return to its professional duties. As the Cold War 



 

McGuire Brazil and Argentina in Comparative Perspective March 16, 2012 
 

11 

heated up, however, especially after the Cuban Revolution, many Latin American militaries, 
including those of Argentina and Brazil, evolved a national security doctrine that focused 
attention on internal rather than external threats and, thanks to the introduction of diversified 
curricula into military academies, a "new professionalism" that broadened the scope of public 
affairs in which the military felt entitled and competent to take an interest (Stepan 1973). By the 
early 1960s in both countries military leaders came to regard civilian politicians as bumbling at a 
dangerous time, just as the military was becoming increasingly competent in a variety of policy 
areas that had previously been the bailiwicks of civilian experts. This new ideology within the 
armed forces contributed heavily to the 1964 coup in Brazil (Stepan 1978) and to the 1966 coup 
in Argentina (O'Donnell 1976), each of which installed a new and much more thoroughgoing 
kind of bureaucratic-authoritarian rule (Collier ed. 1979; O'Donnell 1973; O'Donnell 1988). 

3. Bureaucratic Authoritarianism: Brazil 1964-1985 and Argentina 1976-1983 

 The Argentine bureaucratic-authoritarian regime from 1966-1973 has been expertly 
analyzed by O'Donnell (1988) as well as by William C. Smith (1989). The focus here, 
accordingly, will be on a comparison between the subsequent, more repressive bureaucratic-
authoritarian regime from 1976 to 1983 and the bureaucratic-authoritarian regime in Brazil from 
1964 to 1985. The 1976-1983 Argentine regime differed from the 1964-1985 Brazilian regime in 
three main ways: it was more repressive; it abolished parties and elections; and it sought to 
deindustrialize the economy and develop economically around agriculture rather than deepening 
industrialization as the Brazilian military did. These differing features of the military regime had 
differing implications for the pattern and pace of transition from authoritarian rule and for the 
stability and quality of democracy in the ensuing civilian administration, Sarney in Brazil (1985-
1990) and Alfonsín in Argentina (1983-1989). 

 The military rulers in Brazil, unlike the 1976-1983 military rulers in Argentina, allowed 
party, electoral, and legislative activity. The military in 1965 dissolved the three major pre-
existing political parties, the Partido Trabhalista Brasileiro, the Partido Social Democrático, and 
the União Democrática Nacional. The first two of these parties were associated with Vargas 
administration; the latter was associated with opponents of Vargas. The military also retained the 
ban on the Communist Party. Shortly after dissolving the main pre-existing political parties, 
however, the Generals in Brazil decreed the formation of an official opposition party, the 
Movimento Democrático Brasileiro (MDB, which critics labeled the "party of yes"), and of a 
pro-government party, the Aliança Renovadora Nacional (ARENA, which critics labeled the 
"party of yes, sir"). The military allowed direct elections for national, state, and municipal 
legislatures, which in turn held indirect elections for the president, governors, and mayors. 
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Ballots in the direct legislative elections appear to have been counted fairly; the military's 
preferred candidates tended to win instead thanks to genuine support (notably from poor rural 
people), patronage, restrictions on the freedom of the press, arrests of less cooperative MDB 
candidates, and abstention by parties of the left. Had the Argentine military regime from 1976 to 
1983 (or for that matter from 1966-1973) permitted party, electoral, and legislative activity to 
continue, pro-regime political forces would have faced strong opposition, given the geographical 
concentration of the labor force, the strength of the unions and CGT, and the Peronist identity of 
the vast majority of the working class. In other words, military rulers left some trappings of 
democracy intact in Brazil because, unlike in Argentina, they could. Here it is worth noting that 
military governments under the much less repressive bureaucratic-authoritarian military regime 
in Argentina from 1966-1973 also closed down all party, electoral, and legislative activity. In 
sharp contrast to Argentina, opposition expressed through the compromised party, electoral, and 
legislative institutions of Brazil was likely to be weak and diffuse. 

 Arguably, however, political culture could help explain why the military in Brazil was 
willing to let party, legislative, and electoral activity continue. Roberto da Matta (1991) argues 
that the phrase "¿Voce sabe com quem esta falando?" ("Do you know who you are talking to?") 
encapsulates a culture of deference in Brazil. The expression is typically used in a conflict 
situation: for example, when an anonymous party wins an argument with a low-level authority 
figure by revealing a connection to the state, a relative, or a medalhão ("stuffed shirt"). In many 
situations in Brazil, da Matta argues, the simple invocation of the phrase "Do you know who you 
are talking to?" will resolve a conflict in favor of the user of the phrase, suggesting that beneath a 
veneer of egalitarian individualism in Brazil lies a preoccupation with hierarchy and authority 
suffused by norms of conciliation, solidarity, cordiality, respect, and deference. 

 In a paper responding to da Matta’s observations about Brazilian culture, O'Donnell 
(1999) argued that egalitarian individualism was much more firmly embedded thanks in part to 
Perón's brand of radical populism. In Argentina as compared to Brazil, conflict situations are 
more explicit and pronounced. An Argentine who said to a person in a conflict situation "¿Vos 
sabés con quien estas hablando?" would be using fighting words (the familiar "vos" is 
inappropriate for a recent acquaintance). The response of the Argentine to such an utterance is 
likely in any case to be, O'Donnell asserts, "¿Y a mi, qué mierda mi importa?" ("Why should I 
care?"). To the extent that these analyses capture an important cultural difference between 
Argentina and Brazil, it is evident why a military government would want to suppress politics 
more completely in the country with the feistier political culture (albeit a lower homicide rate). 
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 The Brazilian bureaucratic-authoritarian regime from 1964 to 1985 was not nearly as 
repressive as the Argentine bureaucratic-authoritarian regime from 1976 to 1983. The Brazilian 
military disappeared about 125 people, compared to at least 10,000 in Argentina (King 1989). 
One reason why Brazil's military government was less repressive than Argentina's had to do, as 
O'Donnell argues (1978b, 1979), with the lower level of perceived threat before the 1964 coup. 
Leftist activism under Goulart in the early 1960s did seem threatening to some: it involved not 
only urban labor, but also rural workers, the military itself, and the presidency. Nonetheless, 
radical leftists during the Goulart era did not kidnap and murder hundreds of people, as the 
(putatively) leftist Montoneros and ERP did in Argentina before the 1976 coup, and the 
challenge they posed "had only shallow roots in the dominant classes." By contrast, political 
conflict was widespread and daily life was transformed by violence and fear in Argentina prior to 
the military coup of 1976 (O'Donnell 1988: 28 (quotation), 302-305). Accordingly, it was easier 
within the military in Argentina than in Brazil to build a consensus for large-scale repression. 

 Another difference between the Argentine and Brazilian military regimes involved 
economic policy. Whereas Argentina's military government from 1976 to 1983 enacted radical 
free-market policies that led to the collapse of protected industries and to a (sporadic) resurgence 
of agricultural exports, Brazil's military governments from 1964 to 1985 tried to deepen 
industrialization. Economic performance and labor strength contributed to this divergence.The 
Brazilian economy grew rapidly from 1945 to 1960, although the early 1960s saw a downturn 
and high inflation. In Argentina, economic performance from the late 1940s onward was erratic 
and generally poor, so more thoroughgoing reform seemed to be necessary. Moreover, labor was 
weaker in Brazil than in Argentina, so the military government in Brazil did not find it necessary 
to attempt to deindustrialize the country in an effort to weaken the labor movement (Canitrot 
1980). The less transformative and risky economic project undertaken by the Brazilian military 
governments allowed them not to ruin the country's economy. In Argentina, the more 
transformative and risky economic project initiated by General Videla and his economy minister 
José Alfredo Martínez de Hoz came a cropper, encouraging General Galtieri in 1982 to initiate a 
rash war in the Falklands/Malvinas in an effort, among other things, to take peoples' minds off 
the country's economic problems. 

 The main consequence of the maintenance of party, electoral, and legislative activity; of 
lower repression; and of greater continuity in economic policy and performance was that the 
Brazilian military regime from 1964 to 1985 antagonized the population less than the Argentine 
military regime from 1976 to 1983. Accordingly, the Brazilian military found itself better placed 
to control the transition, which lasted 11 years (vs. 16 months in Argentina). By permitting party, 
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electoral, and legislative activity, the military was better prepared to manipulate these arenas 
after its rule was no longer tenable. Also contributing to the Brazilian military's ability to control 
the transition were the patronage and clientelism that have long pervaded the country's political 
culture and which only recently have started to fade. 

 Despite the military's greater control of the Brazilian transition, the Argentine transition of 
1982-1983 arguably fell well short of the "regime collapse" type it is sometimes said to 
epitomize. The Galtieri government lost the war with the British in the Falkland/Malvinas 
Islands in 1982, but its military successor governments initiated the transition by a deliberate 
decision, produced an incumbent caretaker government under General Reynaldo Bignone, 
generated new attempts to create a successor regime, delayed setting an election date for nine 
months, stayed in power for seventeen months, controlled the timing of elections, and made a 
secret pact with Peronist union leaders. Had the Peronists won the election, as most expected 
would happen, the Argentine military might have retained prerogatives it was later denied: no 
prosecution for human rights violations, no immediate changeover in the high command, and no 
cuts in the military budget. The military in Argentina exercised less control over the transition 
than did authoritarian incumbents in Brazil, Chile, Spain, or Uruguay, but they exercised more 
control over the transition than did incumbents in Greece or Portugal (McGuire 1995). 

4. Post-Authoritarianism: Alfonsín in Argentina (1983-1989), Sarney in Brazil (1985-1990) 

 Greater control of the transition by the authoritarian incumbents, which depends in turn 
on the performance of the preceding authoritarian regime, tends to diminish the quality, but 
increase the stability, of the democracy that emerges from the transition. The election of civilian 
presidents in Argentina in 1983 and in Brazil in 1985 marked the end of the bureaucratic-
authoritarian regimes in each country. Although authoritarian incumbents exercised more control 
over the Argentine transition than is sometimes recognized, they exercised less control than their 
Brazilian counterparts. The result was a less stable democracy. 

 Military rebellions took place in Argentina on four separate occasions in the wake of the 
transition from authoritarian rule: in April 1987, January 1988, December 1988, and December 
1990. The main goal of the Argentine rebels on the first three occasions was not to destroy the 
democratic regime, but to secure the replacement of army commanders appointed by Alfonsín -- 
who, in the rebels' eyes, had failed to defend the military against the human rights trials, budget 
cuts, and an overall loss of prestige (Norden 1996: 129, 151). The rebels expressed similar 
grievances during the December 1990 uprising, in which five civilians and sixteen soldiers died, 
but in this case there were reports that the rebellion was in fact aimed at deposing Menem. Many 
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of the grievances expressed by the Argentine rebels involved areas in which the Brazilian 
military retained prerogatives during the Sarney administration: the appointment of military 
commanders, control of the military budget, and immunity from prosecution for human rights 
violations. Defects in the quality of democracy may undermine stability in the long term, but in 
Brazil they also seem to have promoted stability in the short term. The more the military can get 
its way within democracy, the less ir needs to overthrow democracy in order to achieve its goals. 

 Measured in the standard ways (expert ratings from the Polity or Freedom House 
databases), democracy was apparently almost as high in quality in Brazil under Sarney (March 
1985 to March 1990) as in Argentina under Alfonsín (December 1983 to July 1989). Expert 
ratings of democracy that use a dichotomous classification universally score as "democratic" 
(rather than "authoritarian") both Argentina from 1984 to 1988 and Brazil from 1985 to 1989 
(Alvarez, Cheibub, Limongi, and Przeworski 1999; Cheibub, Gandhi, and Vreeland 2009; 
Hadenius, Teorell, and Wahman 2010). Compendia using continuous indicators come to similar 
conclusions. The polity2 score from the Polity IV dataset (Marshall and Jaggers 2009) ranges 
from -10 (most authoritarian) to +10 (most democratic). Brazil received a polity2 score of 7 for 
1985, 1986, and 1987 and a score of 8 for 1988 and 1989; Argentina received a score of 8 for 
each of the five years 1984-1988. Freedom House (2010) scores for civil liberties and political 
rights range in each case from 7 (most authoritarian) to 1 (most democratic). Brazil received 
scores of 2,3 in 1985, 2,2 in 1986, 2,2 in 1987, 3,2 in 1988, and 2,2 in 1989; Argentina received 
scores of 2,2 in 1984 and 1985 and of 1,2 in 1986, 1987, and 1988. 

 A more fine-grained qualitative assessment of the quality of democracy using O'Donnell's 
criteria (2010: 18-23) suggests that Argentina under Alfonsín was considerably more democratic 
than Brazil under Sarney. Elections were more fairly conducted and more decisive (freer from 
military tutelage and reserved domains) in Argentina than in Brazil, and violations of human and 
civil rights were much less widespread. 

 Whereas Argentina's Alfonsín was elected in much the same way as presidents are 
elected in the United States -- by an electoral college chosen by direct popular vote -- Brazil's 
Sarney took office in 1985 because, as vice-president, he was next in the line when the 
indirectly-elected president, Tancredo Neves, died before taking office. Neither the indirect 
character of the election nor the vice-presidential succession would have been objectionable had 
Brazil's 680-member electoral college been chosen fairly by popular vote, but it had not been. 
Instead, the electoral college comprised all senators and federal deputies plus six representatives 
appointed by each of 22 state legislatures. All of these electors had themselves been chosen after 
April 1977 electoral reforms deliberately and arbitrarily shifted voting clout toward the 
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Northeastern states and toward municipal councils, in both of which the pro-military Partido 
Democrático Social (the successor to ARENA) exerted undue influence through patronage 
resources (Fleischer 1984: 20-30). Moreover, up to and including the date of Sarney's election, 
Brazilian electoral law included a literacy clause that excluded about 23 percent of Brazilian 
adults from the suffrage (World Bank 2001) -- although it is far from clear that a majority of 
illiterates would have voted for the opposition (Cohen 1989, Geddes and Zaller 1989). 

 Argentina exceeded Brazil not only in the freeness and fairness of the initial election that 
placed a civilian in the presidency, but also in the degree to which civilians exercised power after 
being elected. Argentina after 1983 was relatively free of military prerogatives (Stepan 1988) 
and authoritarian enclaves (Garretón 1991). Samuel Valenzuela (1992: 62-70) has distinguished 
two types of institutions and practices that allow non-elected elites to hold sway over elected 
civilians. The first, which Valenzuela calls "tutelary powers," is diffuse and generic. Tutelary 
powers after military regimes have two main embodiments: constitutional clauses that grant the 
military the right to defend the fundamental interests of the nation (including at times when such 
"defense" sets the military at odds with the decisions of an elected government), and military-led 
National Security Councils that reserve the right to oversee all aspects of government policy 
(with an implicit threat of intervention should elected officials do anything the military deems 
harmful to national security). The military in post-1985 Brazil had both of these broad tutelary 
powers; the military in post-1983 Argentina had neither. 

 The second type of influence by non-elected elites, which Valenzuela calls "reserved 
domains," involves specific policy areas. Whereas Alfonsín took substantial control of military 
promotions, the military budget, and military-run industries, Brazil's president Sarney was 
compelled to leave these matters in the hands of the armed forces. No military officer served in 
Alfonsín's cabinet, whereas six of Sarney's 22 ministers were members of the security forces. 
Using these sources of leverage, the army under Sarney exerted decisive influence over a wide 
variety of policy areas including the handling of strikes, the nuclear industry, economic 
integration with Argentina, agrarian reform, and the development of the Amazon (Stepan 1988: 
103-118; Hunter 1997: 33). Although military control over elected officials in Brazil never 
reached the height of more extreme military-fist-in-civilian-glove regimes like Guatemala's in 
the 1980s, it was high enough to call into question whether Brazil in its initial post-military 
period surpassed a minimal threshold of democracy. Argentina definitely surpassed such a 
threshold, although it was unable to expel all supporters of the previous authoritarian regime 
from the police, army intelligence, or SIDE, the state security agency attached to the presidency 
(Osiel 1986: 142 n. 16; Burns 1987: 178-179). 
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 Abuses of human and civil rights, similar in scale, severity, and systematic character to 
those that occur in the contemporary United States, were reported in Argentina after the return to 
civilian rule. Such abuses compromised the quality of democracy, but they did not approach the 
scale, severity, or systematic character of human and civil rights abuses in Brazil. During the 
Sarney administration, criminal suspects were routinely tortured by Brazilian police. More than 
1000 prisoners were beaten at a São Paulo detention center in 1989, and eighteen prisoners 
suffocated to death at a São Paulo police station in February of that year. From 1985 onward 
death squads, often including police officers and operating with apparent impunity, killed 
hundreds of street children and other suspects. Between 1985 and 1990 approximately 250 
peasants, rural union leaders, or lawyers involved in land disputes were killed in the state of Pará 
alone, without a single assassin being brought to justice. A form of slavery involving 
confinement and forced unpaid labor (but not commodification) persisted in remote areas of the 
country, especially near the Peruvian border. In March 1991, Brazil's Supreme Court finally 
ruled unconstitutional a law by which men could kill spouses or lovers and win acquittal on the 
ground of "legitimate defense of honor." The magnitude of such killings is suggested by a study 
which reported that 722 men used the "honor killing" defense over a two-year period (1980-
1981) in the state of São Paulo alone. In August 1991, a local jury in Paraná ignored the Supreme 
Court's decision and acquitted the man whose case had sparked the earlier ruling (New York 
Times 15 May 1989, 19 Jun 1990; 1 Aug 1990; 6 Sep 1990; 13 Nov 1990; 29 Mar 1991; 
Amnesty International 1991: 46-49). 

 An area closely related to respect for human rights is respect for the principle that no 
category of persons should be exempt from laws that apply to everyone else. In both Argentina 
and Brazil the military before leaving power gave itself an amnesty for human rights violations. 
The Sarney government in Brazil left the amnesty unchallenged, whereas the Alfonsín 
government in Argentina attempted to call the military to account. The first act of Argentina's 
newly-seated legislature was to repeal the self-amnesty that the military had granted itself in 
September 1983. From that point on, however, the prosecutions began to unravel. Initial 
legislation limited the prosecutions to those accused of ordering subordinates to commit crimes 
and to subordinates accused of exceeding orders. In contrast to the Nazi war crimes trials after 
World War II, however, those who had merely followed orders were exempt, unless the crimes 
they had committed involved an "atrocious or aberrant act." Despite these exemptions 
prosecutors initiated cases against an estimated 700 officers, and a December 1986 "full stop" 
law that set a sixty-day deadline for initiating additional prosecutions did not prevent them from 
bringing charges against 130 more officers (Osiel 1986: 147-48; Pion-Berlin 1991: 563). A more 
serious blow to the human rights prosecutions came a week after the April 1987 military 
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rebellion, when the Alfonsín government, worried about the stability of the new democracy, 
introduced a bill exempting from prosecution all officers at or below the rank of lieutenant 
colonel, on the presumption (which no longer needed to be demonstrated) that they had been 
"just following orders." The bill passed and became known as the "due obedience" law. It was 
not until 2003 that Congress repealed the two laws, and not until 2005 that the Supreme Court 
declared each of the laws unconstitutional. Despite the deficiencies of the Alfonsín government's 
human rights prosecutions, however, calling the military to account for human rights violations 
went much farther under the first post-military regime in Argentina than under the first post-
military regime in Brazil. 

5. Democratic Deepening and Consolidation in Argentina and Brazil, 1990-2010 

  During the second half of the twentieth century authoritarianism was more authoritarian 
in Argentina than in Brazil, but democracy was also more democratic (notwithstanding 
deficiencies in Argentina itself). In Argentina, a small settled peasantry, a powerful landowning 
class, and a powerful urban working class gave rise to periods of weak civilian governments 
alternating with periods of harsh military rule. In Brazil, a large peasantry attenuated distributive 
conflict, providing cheap labor from which a surplus for industrialization could readily be 
extracted, and weakening the urban working class and labor unions. At the same time, the 
commodity export elite was considerably more fragmented in Brazil than in Argentina. 
Accordingly, authoritarian governments didn't "need" to be as repressive in Brazil as in 
Argentina to achieve an equivalent level of social control, and the Brazilian state became 
somewhat less prone than the Argentine state to "dance to the tune of civil society." 

 In the 1990s and 2000s, however, the quality of Brazilian democracy took a quantum leap 
upward. Sarney (1985-1990) was succeeded by Collor (1990-1992), Franco (1992-1994), 
Cardoso (1995-2002), and Lula (2002-2010). Because illiterates had been enfranchised only in 
1985, the election of Fernando Collor de Mello as president in 1989 marked the first fully 
democratic presidential election in Brazilian history. Electoral manipulation and opposition 
harrassment all but evaporated in the 1990s, and voter turnout in the six presidential elections 
from 1990 to 2010 averaged 78 percent. President Collor was caught in a corruption scandal, but 
Congress voted to impeach him. The military's tutelary powers arnd reserved domains vanished. 
Clientelism did not disappear, but it began to erode as democracy became better institutionalized, 
as urbanization continued, as educational levels rose, and as anti-clientelist politicians in the 
Partido da Social Democracia Brasileira (PSDB) and Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT) won more 
popular support. State control over labor unions declined, while the rural poor gained a more 
forceful political voice through the Movimento Sem Terra (Weyland 2005: 96-100). 
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 After the end of the Alfonsín presidency (1983-1989) Argentina moved in the opposite 
direction. Alfonsín's successor, Carlos Menem (1989-1999) of the Peronist Partido Justicialista, 
presided over six years of fair elections, supported legal and constitutional reforms that improved 
the functioning of certain democratic arenas and procedures, and reduced the level of military 
contestation, but also marginalized his own political party, manipulated electoral rules, made 
profligate use of executive decrees, stacked the supreme court, appointed corrupt officials to top 
government posts, attempted to restrict the freedom of the press and stood by while hundreds of 
journalists critical of the government were threatened or physically attacked, and pardoned 
military officers convicted of human rights violations. Although Menem stopped inflation, 
generated a measure of optimism about the country's economic future, and enjoyed military 
quiescence from 1991 onward, his term as president was far from an unmixed blessing for 
democratic consolidation (McGuire 1997: 151-161). In October 2009 a federal judge accused 
Menem, his brother, and several close collaborators of obstructing the investigation into Iranian 
and Syrian collaboration with the 1994 bombing of a Buenos Aires building housing Jewish 
organizations, which killed 85 people and injured more than 200. 

 Economic recession, coupled with a growing perception that the Menem government was 
corrupt and incompetent, allowed the Radical Party candidate Fernando de la Rúa to beat the 
Peronist candidate Eduardo Duhalde in the 1999 presidential election. The presidency of de la 
Rúa, however, was spectacularly unsuccessful. Facing huge impending debt repayments and a 
burgeoning fiscal deficit, de la Rúa's economic team cut public spending and raised interest rates, 
deepening the recession and raising poverty and unemployment to unprecented levels. Massive 
demonstrations against rising prices and restrictions on withdrawing funds from bank accounts 
led to de la Rúa's resignation in December 2001. After a revolving door of five presidents in ten 
days, Congress chose Duhalde as de la Rúa's replacement. A new election was held in April 
2003; the winner, Néstor Kirchner of the Peronist Partido Justicialista, received 22 percent of the 
vote. When Carlos Menem, the runner-up, withdrew before the second round, Kirchner was 
declared the winner and took office with an even smaller share of the vote than the ill-fated 
Arturo Illia had received in 1963 in the context of the proscription of Peronism. 

 Despite his lack of a firm electoral mandate, Kirchner started out with a bang. He 
replaced top military leaders; persuaded judges apponted by Menem to resign from the Supreme 
Court; fired the top officials of the main state-run pension fund (which was notorious for 
corruption); encouraged congress to repeal the full stop and due obedience laws in an effort to re-
start the prosecution of military officers implicated in human rights violations; and reopened the 
inquiry into Menem's alleged obstruction of the investigation of the 1994 bombing of the 
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building housing Jewish organizations. He affected an autocratic governing style, however, and 
in February 2007 he replaced respected professionals in the National Statistical and Census 
Institute (INDEC) with his own close collaborators, who proceded to change the method for 
calculating inflation and other indicators in ways that made economic performance look much 
better than it actually was. In October 2007, however, after four years of rapid economic growth 
(aided by a depressed baseline and by soaring Asian demand for soy and other commodity 
exports from Argentina) Kirchner's wife, Cristina Fernández de Kirchner, was elected president 
by a wide margin. Néstor Kirchner's untimely death in October 2010 led to his wife running 
successfully for re-election a year later. The key problems with Argentine democracy remain the 
lack of a credible opposition since the collapse of the Radical Party in 2001, repeated efforts by 
the Kirchners to encroach on the prerogatives of other government institutions, and the 
continuing weakness of the legislative and judicial branches of government (Levitsky and 
Murillo 2008), diminishing what O'Donnell (1998) called "horizontal accountability." 

6. Conclusion: Democracy and Human Development in Argentina and Brazil 

 For O'Donnell (2004: 61), "the effectuation of political rights requires that at least some 
basic human capabilities and human rights have been acheived; conversely, the struggles for 
achieving those rights and capabilities benefit from the universalistic rights and potential 
empowerments furnished by democracy." Liberalization, democratization, and democratic 
deepening were conducive to an unprecedented improvement in social policies and in economic 
conditions for the Brazilian poor. The expansion of political participation and competition from 
the late 1970s onward made it easier for labor unions, business organizations, and professional 
associations to operate, albeit not always in ways that helped the poor. For example, taking 
advantage of greater freedom for interest-group activity, a coalition of private-sector health 
providers, clientelist politicians, and civil servants with a stake in the old system delayed from 
1988 to 1993 a constitutionally-mandated transition toward a unified health system (Weyland 
1996: Ch. 7). At the same time, however, democratization and democratic deepening opened the 
way for social movements (like Pastoral da Criança) and issue networks (like the Sanitarian and 
primary care movements) that contributed substantially to the Family Health Program and to 
other interventions that improved the health status of the poor (McGuire 2010: 169-180). 
Moreover, electoral incentives encouraged politicians to advocate the Family Stipend (Bolsa 
Família) conditional cash transfer program (McGuire 2012: 216). Large-scale initiatives like the 
Family Health Program and the Family Stipend improved the quality of democracy, in turn, by 
giving poor Brazilians additional resources with which to take advantage of their rights. 
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 In Argentina, by contrast, less progress toward democratic deepening coincided with 
more disappointing achievements in social policy and in human development outcomes. The 
Néstor Kirchner government, Levitsky and Murillo argue (2008: 28), "despite unprecedented 
fiscal health...did not invest heavily in either conditional cash transfers to the poor, or [in] health 
and education programs for them, as did the left-of-center governments of Brazil and 
Chile...levels of poverty and inequality remained higher in 2007 than they were during the mid-
1990s." From 1990 to 2009 infant mortality fell by 62 percent in Brazil, from 46 to 17 per 1000, 
but only by 48 percent in Argentina, from 25 to 13 per 1000 (World Bank 2010). Social progress 
in Argentina under the Kirchners had an up side, however. In 2004 the Néstor Kirchner 
government introduced the Plan Nacer maternal and infant health care program; over the next 
two years infant mortality fell 24 percent in the nine provinces where it was implemented but 
only 8 percent in the other fifteen provinces (McGuire 2010: 142-143). Likewise, the extension 
in 2010 under Cristina Fernández de Kirchner of monthly child assistance payments of about US 
$45 to the children of the unemployed and informal-sector workers appears to have had salutary 
effects on poverty reduction and well-being (Gasparini and Cruces 2010). 

 Starting around the turn of the twenty-first century, moreover, income inequality began to 
fall in both Argentina and Brazil. Between 2002 and 2009 the Gini index fell from 58.3 to 53.7 
in Brazil and from 53.3 to 44.9 in Argentina's 31 largest metropolitan areas (SEDLAC 2011). 
Contributing to this unprecedented decline of income inequality were economic resurgence 
(which reduced unemployment), higher commodity prices (which raised incomes in rural areas), 
a fall in the wage premium paid to skilled labor, and the expansion of non-contributory pension 
schemes and conditional cash transfer programs targeted to the poor (Barrientos 2011; Gasparini, 
Cruces, and Tornarolli 2011; Gasparini and Lustig 2011; Lopez-Calva and Lustig 2010). Not all 
of these income inequality-reducing factors can be traced to the consolidation and deepening of 
democracy, but the expansion of social assistance and the provision of basic social services can. 
Following Amartya Sen (1999: 148), O'Donnell (2004: 57) argues that democracy may be 
vindicated instrumentally, by its beneficial consequences for survival or for some other human 
development outcome; affirmed intrinsically, as a good thing in itself (or at least as immediately 
necessary for living a good life); or justified constructively, by its role in fostering discussion and 
interaction in which preferences themselves are formed. Improvements in social policies, in 
human development outcomes, and in poverty and inequality statistics in both Argentina and 
Brazil at the beginning of the twenty-first century suggest that the instrumental justification for 
democracy has considerable empirical support. 
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