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This thesis examines the relationship between the political opposition and populism. The 

goal is to identify when, how, and under what circumstances an opposition to a populist 

leader affects change to the political system. A comparative historical analysis is 

employed as five case studies from South America are examined. The evidence presented 

in these case studies demonstrates that the political oppositions in each country were 

unsuccessful in affecting change to their respective political systems. They were unable 

to demobilize the support base that the populist leaders had created. Change came to the 

political systems in four out of the five case studies only when the populist leader’s 

actions demobilized his support and not from the actions of the opposition. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Latin America has been plagued by a high level of income distribution inequality 

longer than its countries have had independence. The legacy of this issue has had lasting 

effects on politics in Latin America. As governments have come and gone, the political 

styles of those in power have often times remained the same. One of these styles is that of 

the populists who have held power in many Latin American countries. 

In a region that has been beset by high levels of poverty and income distribution 

inequality, it is unsurprising that populism has continued to appeal to many Latin 

American citizens. Currently, much of Latin America can still be divided into two 

groups, the haves and the have-nots, with the latter far outnumbering the former. A 

populist strategy has appealed to the majority of these poor citizens because it claims to 

fight for them against the control and corruption of the elite. Populist leaders for the last 

century have gained popularity by promising benefits and rewards to a group of people 

that has been poor and neglected for most of its history.  

 Much of the previous research conducted by scholars has focused on defining 

what populism is and explaining how it can be identified. The context in which populists 

appear, however, has often changed. Thus, scholars have been forced to reevaluate their 

previous definitions of the concept. As instances of populism continue to appear in Latin
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America, and throughout the rest of the world, it is necessary for scholars to expand their 

focus of research on this concept and understand further its relationship with the political 

systems it affects. Specifically, as Latin American countries are attempting to consolidate 

their democracies, it is necessary to further understand how populism affects the political 

actors in a system.  

Populism is a strategy that can be employed in any political system, not just in a 

democracy. Latin American populists, however, have often promoted at least some  

democratic institutions and processes even if they have not always behaved in a 

democratic fashion. Populists have appealed to the common man and to the poor and 

working classes (who comprise the majority of the population) not only for votes but for 

legitimacy. The idea that populists represent ‘the people’ has given populist leaders 

incentive to allow the people the power to elect them. As the next logical course of action 

within the field of populism is to extend the area of its investigation, that is one of the 

aims of this thesis. 

The objective of this thesis is to examine when, how, and under what 

circumstances an opposition to a populist leader affects change to the populist 

administration. If change is realized then the pertinent question for this study is who was 

responsible for it? Was the opposition able to mobilize support for itself or did the 

populist leader’s actions demobilize his support base? The relationship between populism 

and the political opposition is particularly important to understand as populism continues 

to be an effective strategy by leaders in many new democracies and room for a legal 

opposition is one of the many necessary conditions for democracy. In the tradition of 

scholars such as Barrington Moore and Theda Skocpol, the following chapters of this 
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thesis present a comparative historical analysis of five cases of populism to answer the 

question stated above.  

While there are many instances of populism, this thesis focuses on five examples 

over the last century in South America. The following chapter sets up the theoretical 

framework for the study, examines the previous relevant research in the field of 

populism, and presents the hypothesis for this study. Chapter three is the first of five case 

studies and examines the opposition to the populist government of Juan Perón. From 

1946 until 1955, Perón served as President of Argentina. He used his charisma to build a 

strong relationship with the working class, eventually utilizing organized labor unions 

that received resources from the government and distributed them among their members. 

During Perón’s time in office, two political parties, the Radical Civic Union (UCR) and 

the Socialist Party (PS), emerged as the dominant groups in opposition to Perón. UCR 

and PS are the focus of examination in chapter three. 

Chapter four examines the opposition to Getúlio Vargas from 1930 to 1945 and 

from 1951 to 1954. During his separate times in office, Vargas was both an official 

dictator and elected president. This case study examines the actions of the political 

opposition during Vargas’s time as both dictator and president.  The main political parties 

that were in opposition to Vargas during his first time in office during the early and mid-

1930s were the Brazilian Integralist Association (AIB) and the Communists. The 

Communists eventually formed the National Liberating Alliance (ANL) as their political 

party which was able to serve as a legitimate front for its politics. From 1951 to 1954 the 

main opposition parties were the Social Democratic Party (PSD) and the National 

Democratic Union (UDN). 
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In chapter five the opposition during the late twentieth century regime of Alberto 

Fujimori in Peru is examined. After Fujimori’s self-coup in 1992, numerous parties were 

created that were specifically anti-fujimorista. The main opposition groups, however, 

were the Democratic Front (FREDEMO) which consisted of the Popular Action Party 

(AP) and the Popular Christian Party (PPC). These political parties serve as the main 

focus of the investigation in this chapter. 

The opposition during the populist government in Argentina from 1989 to 1999 is 

the focus of chapter six. In 1989 Carlos Menem was elected to the presidency on the 

Peronist Party’s ticket thus continuing the strong populist tradition in his country. 

Eventually, the Front for a Country in Solidarity (FREPASO) formed a coalition to 

oppose Menem. It was created by progressive Peronists who opposed Menem’s policies. 

The progressive Peronists were joined by members of the Socialist Party. Eventually, 

members of the Christian Democratic Party also joined this coalition.  The Radical Civic 

Union (UCR) also opposed Menem throughout his administration and formed an alliance 

with FREPASO. 

The final case study in this thesis examines the opposition to Hugo Chávez in 

Venezuela. Chávez was elected president of Venezuela in 1998, and he is currently the 

president in office. This case study analyzes the opposition during Chávez’s first ten 

years in office. Since 1958, Venezuelan democracy had been dominated by two political 

parties, Acción Democrática (AD) and the Christian Social Democratic Party (COPEI). 

By the election of Hugo Chávez, these parties were reduced to mere shadows of the 

dominating parties they had once been. These two parties still exist, however, and are 

struggling to form a viable opposition to Chávez. In addition to the historical parties of 
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AD and COPEI, other opposition leaders formed parties to run against Chávez since his 

initial election. These parties include A New Era (UNT), The Radical Cause, Project 

Venezuela, and Partido Unión. While the above political parties will be examined, 

political parties in Venezuela have been numerous as the opposition is highly fragmented. 

Finally, chapter eight in this thesis presents the analysis of the oppositions within 

these countries and compares the experiences of the opposition in the chosen case studies. 

The evidence presented in the five case studies demonstrates that the political oppositions 

in each case study did not succeed in affecting change to their political systems. The final 

chapter analyzes the reasons for their failure which can be attributed to the nature of 

populism. The political oppositions in these case studies were unable to demobilize the 

support base that the populist leaders created. Change came to the political systems in 

four out of five case studies only when the populist leader’s actions demobilized his 

support and not from the actions of the opposition. This chapter also discusses the 

applicability of the results to other regions of the world and provides implications for 

further research within the field of populism as well.  
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CHAPTER II: PREVIOUS RESEARCH AND 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

 

The central focus of this study is the investigation of the role of the opposition and thus, it 

is necessary to explore the previous research on political opposition and populism in 

order to set up a framework for the rest of the analysis. In this context, the definitions of 

political opposition and populism as used in this thesis are provided. 

 

Populism 

 

To search for a pattern in the role played by the political opposition in populist 

governments, it is important to clarify what populism is and what makes a government a 

populist government. Populism is a concept that has been debated by scholars for 

decades.  Since its appearance, scholars have not agreed on one, uniform definition of the 

concept of populism. As Alan Knight states “experts cling to the concept, even if they 

cannot agree what it means” (1998, 224). First and foremost, populism in Latin America 

is a response to the elite control that has dominated the region’s politics since 

colonization. Populism has been employed by leaders who attempt to gain support by 

claiming to fight for the “common man” against the control of the political elite.
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In Latin America, the first cases of populism appeared in the early twentieth 

century. Scholars used to connect populism with nationalist, inward-looking economic 

policies, which thrived during the first stage of import-substitution industrialization (ISI) 

from the 1930s to 1950s. The reappearance of populism in the 1980s, however, 

contradicted this initial assumption since populist leaders were turning away from 

inward-looking economic policies and instituting neoliberal economic reforms. The 

connection of political populism and economic neo-liberal reforms contradicted the idea 

that populism must include certain economic policies (Sachs 1989 and Dornbusch and 

Edwards 1991).  

Scholars such as Dornbusch, Edwards, and Drake responded to this termination of 

the classic populist ideas in different ways. While many scholars adapted their views of 

populism, several authors remain committed to the original definitions and therefore, 

refuse to apply the populist label to many of the populist governments that emerged in the 

1980s and later (Drake 1999 and Roberts 1995). Still others redefine populism as a 

classical concept; they identify politics as “its core domain and declare socioeconomic 

characteristics as logically accidental” (Weyland 2001, 4). The scholars who adhere to 

the latter understanding of the concept have no problem declaring the leaders that have 

emerged since the 1980s as populist leaders because in this conception, populism is 

purely a political strategy employed by these personalistic leaders rather than a 

characteristic of a regime. 

 The concept of populism, which scholars have used in vastly different ways, 

needs clarification. Weyland explains that definitions of populism are divided “into 

multidimensional and unidimensional definitions; the latter subdivide into political and 
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economic concepts” (1999, 380).  Scholars who adhere to multidimensional ideas define 

populism through a combination of political, economic, social, and cultural 

characteristics. Accordingly, they connect populist politics to socioeconomic status, 

advances in social mobilization, and deep-seated cultural values or to a combination of 

these factors (Germani 1978 and Conniff 1982 and Drake 1982). In application, however, 

populism's different factors do not appear in a logical progression. For example, 

according to Weyland, populist politics can surface at different stages of socioeconomic 

development, not just under the conditions of the classical populism of the 1930s to 

1950s. Since populist politics can arise under different socioeconomic conditions, strict 

multidimensional definitions have exceedingly narrow applicability (Weyland 1999). In 

essence, a multidimensional definition complicates the concept of populism in such a 

way that makes it nearly impossible to apply it uniformly. 

 Certain scholars who conducted studies on the personalistic politics of the 1980s 

and 1990s disagree strongly on the use of the populist label. While some scholars remain 

committed to cumulative ideas of populism, others seek to adapt such multifaceted 

concepts to the increased diversity of populist experiences by redefining populism as a 

“radial concept” (Roberts 1995). Using a radial concept means that the definition of 

populism is not based on defining properties shared by all cases, but that key attributes 

associated with the concept are expected to be present in all cases to varying degrees 

(Burger 1976). Many authors even leave multidimensional definitions behind, discard 

socioeconomic characteristics as definitional features of populism, conceptualize 

populism in political terms, and therefore, they adopt a classical concept of populism. 
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The main controversy centers on how to classify personalistic leaders with ample 

mass support who enact market reforms. Many, especially Marxist-inspired scholars, 

assume that neoliberalism violates popular interests and is therefore exclusionary and 

profoundly unpopular. They refuse to call presidents, such as Carlos Menem and Alberto 

Fujimori, populist, personalistic leaders who sustained their governments through support 

from the popular masses. Other scholars stress the fact that Carlos Menem and Alberto 

Fujimori achieved widespread popular approval which was essential for their governing 

strategy; therefore, they qualify as populists (Weyland 2001). Because they used 

populism as a strategy to win support these leaders are considered populist, but many 

scholars have emphasized their distinctness by referring to them as neopopulists (De la 

Torre 2000). 

Authors like Lynch, Quijano, and Vilas remain committed to cumulative 

definitions of populism. In particular, they retain developmentalist, nationalist economic 

policies and generous social programs as indispensable definitional attributes of 

populism. In fact, these scholars also hold to the idea of socioeconomic structuralism. 

They, therefore, accuse scholars who classify Menem or Fujimori as populists of 

"conceptual stretching" (Lynch 1999 and Quijano 1998 and Vilas 1995). According to 

Weyland, however, this conceptual conservatism plays down the important similarities in 

political style and strategy between "true populists" and personalistic leaders with mass 

support who enact neoliberalism (Weyland 2001).  

Many authors have therefore advocated conceptual improvement. As previously 

mentioned, Kenneth Roberts proposed a new and unique definition of populism as a 
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radial concept. He listed five characteristic traditionally associated with populism. They 

are  

[a] a personalistic and paternalistic, though not necessarily charismatic, 
pattern of political leadership,  
[b] a heterogeneous, multiclass political coalition concentrated in 
subaltern sectors of society,  
[c] a top-down process of political mobilization that either bypasses 
institutionalized forms of mediation or subordinates them to more direct 
linkages between the leader and the masses,  
[d] an amorphous or eclectic ideology, characterized by a discourse that 
exalts subaltern sectors or is antielitist and/or antiestablishment, and 
[e] an economic project that utilizes widespread redistributive or 
clientelistic methods to create a material foundation for popular sector 
support (Roberts 1995, 88).  
 

Weyland argues, however, that this radial definition does more harm than good by 

causing even more confusion about the concept of populism. The capacity for a radial 

definition to encompass all definitions of populism leads to further confusion as two 

definitions of populism that may contradict each other can still be assumed as correct in 

the definition provided by Roberts (Weyland 1999).  Another prominent Latin American 

scholar, De la Torre, agrees with Weyland that a simple definition is easier to apply and 

understand. He does not, however, agree with Weyland’s overall political definition since 

he believes other variables from the classic definition of populism should be included. 

One assertion made by De La Torre is that populism is not just a fight by the “common 

man” against the elite, but rather an elitist joining into a coalition with the common man 

to fight against the control of the remaining elites (De La Torre 2000). De La Torre is 

easy to justify as correct when examining populist leaders of the early decades, however, 

his assertion does not apply to the new crop of populist leaders who have emerged from 

humble beginnings.  
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For the purposes of this thesis, a political definition of populism is preferable.  It 

conceptualizes populism as a specific way of competing for and exercising political 

power. Primarily, populism shapes patterns of political rule, not the distribution of 

socioeconomic benefits or losses. This political redefinition captures best the basic goal 

of populist leaders which is to win and exercise power, while using economic and social 

policy as an instrument for this purpose. Thus, this reconceptualization is most adjusted 

to the opportunism of populist leaders and their weak commitment to substantive 

policies, ideas, and ideologies (Roberts 1995 and Weyland 2001).  

The political definition of populism that will be used in this thesis coincides with 

Weyland’s argument that populism is a political strategy through which a personalistic 

leader seeks or exercises government power based on direct, unmediated, 

uninstitutionalized support from large numbers of mostly unorganized followers 

(Weyland 2000, 5). Specifically, populism in this thesis refers to “the top-down political 

mobilization of mass constituencies by personalistic leaders who challenge elite groups 

on behalf of the ill-defined masses” (Roberts 2007, 5). This conceptualization is 

explicitly political in content, with an analytical focus on the pattern of mobilization that 

links a leader to mass constituencies. For the purposes of this thesis, this approach has 

two principal advantages. First, it does not encumber the populist concept with a series of 

economic, sociological, or historical attributes that are neither logically nor empirically 

intrinsic to the political phenomenon. It recognizes, for example, that populist patterns of 

political mobilization are not bound to any specific set of fiscal policies, redistributive 

strategies, or modes of state economic intervention. Populist leaders can thus emerge in 

widely varying developmental contexts and utilize a broad range of economic policies 



 12

and organizational models in their attempts to mobilize support. Second, this conceptual 

separation facilitates comparative analysis along a central political dimension across 

cases and time period. This is especially beneficial as the case studies that will be 

examined in this thesis range from the early 1900s to the present day.  

 

Political Opposition 

  

As Robert Dahl states in his introduction to Regimes and Oppositions, no 

government receives total and complete support from its population (1973). This thesis 

seeks to determine the role of those in opposition to a populist government; it is therefore 

necessary to understand and define what political opposition is and what factors combine 

to form the definition. Since politics “has been viewed as a system including more than 

one participant, each competing for scarce resources, there has been a concept of 

legitimate political opposition” (McLennan 1973, 1).  While this concept has existed for 

centuries, the opposition has not always been viewed the same way. Prior to the 

eighteenth century and the emergence of modern concepts of democracy, the opposition 

may have been recognized, but only as immoral, dangerous, and threatening to the 

established political order (McLennan 1973). Interest about the political opposition has 

increased as democracy has spread throughout the world. Consequently, the majority of 

previous research on opposition has focused on the existence of political opposition in a 

democratic system. Although a populist government can be democratic or have 

democratic elements, no significant previous research has focused specifically on the 

relationship between a populist government and its opponents. Regardless, the previous 
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research can still guide the examination of the political opposition in a populist 

government. 

According to Dahl, opponents of a government may display varying degrees of 

organizational cohesion. They may all be concentrated in a single organization, for 

example, or they may be dispersed in a number of organizations operating independently 

of one another. He argues that it is highly unlikely for all active opponents of a 

government, especially if it is a democratic government, to be concentrated in one 

organization.  If, however, the focus of political opposition is with political parties, as is 

the case in this paper, the situation changes. A single political party may encompass all 

active opponents of a government though factions within a party can exist (Dahl 1966). 

In a political party, therefore, there is also the possibility for oppositional instability 

because the many “oppositions,” or factions, within the opposing party can create 

instability (Macridis 1973). Although opposition can be manifested in many arenas: 

media, student movements, and religious groups (to name of a few), according to both 

Dahl and McLennan, a political party is the most viable manifestation and one of the 

most effective forms of opposition; therefore it is this particular form of political 

opposition that will be the focus of this thesis.    

 

Theory and Framework 

 

 Because the definition of populism refers to a “top-down mobilization” of the 

masses, its application can describe or explain not only the actions of the government in 

question but also the political opposition (Roberts 2007, 5). The opposition clearly needs 
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to gather support for itself to succeed, but if the majority, or the masses, are being 

mobilized by a personalistic leader it is probable that an opposition will have a hard time 

gaining enough support for itself without taking away that support from the leader. The 

distinct charisma and techniques employed by a populist leader, however, make taking 

away his support a task that an opposition will most likely be unable to perform. 

Accordingly, the political opposition in a populist government must wait for the populist 

leader to take an action that demobilizes his support base. Once such an action is taken, it 

is then possible that an opposition will be able to take advantage of the absence of 

support for the leader to succeed in either gaining access to the system or by defeating the 

populist government altogether. Succinctly, the political opposition to a populist leader 

succeeds only when the populist leader demobilizes his support base. 

To test this theory, this thesis uses case studies of different South American 

populist governments and their oppositions. In each study the opposition will be 

examined as related to the populist government in power. How they were created, how 

they interacted with each other, and ultimately, what led to the success or failure of the 

oppositions in these countries will be addressed in each case. The first of five case studies 

examined in this thesis is the opposition during the populist government of Getúlio 

Vargas in Brazil. Chapter four examines the opposition to Juan Perón in Argentina; 

chapter five, Alberto Fujimori in Peru; chapter six, Carlos Menem in Argentina; chapter 

seven, Hugo Chávez in Venezuela.  
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CHAPTER III: BRAZIL – 
GETULIO VARGAS 

 

 

Early 20th Century Brazil 

 

To better understand the role of the opposition during Getúlio Vargas’ rule, it is 

beneficial to briefly examine the context in which he rose to power and the state of the 

opposition before his time in office. In 1889, Brazil transitioned from a monarchy to a 

republic. The next forty years became known as the First, or Old, Republic. The 

republican constitution created a dual federalist structure that ended the centralized 

authority of the past. During this period the big agricultural interests of the two most 

populous states, São Paulo and Minas Gerais, dominated national politics. For most of the 

First Republic, the presidency passed back and forth between the handpicked successors 

from either the Minas or São Paulo factions (Meade 2003). Neither of these two factions 

paid any attention to the demands of a growing urban working class or the demands of 

the poor for higher wages and tolerable working conditions. While the country held 

elections, they were mainly a charade of empty electoral contests in which only a handful 

of men cast ballots (Levine 1999). 



 16

During the First Republic and its oligarchic rule, opposition in the form of 

political parties was nonexistent. By the 1920s, however, the beginnings of opposition 

started to appear. In July 1922 a group of junior officers, or tenentes, “took over the 

garrison in the Copacabana area of Rio de Janeiro [in order to stop] the latest president 

elected in the agreement between Minas Gerais and São Paulo from assuming office” 

(Meade 2003, 136). The tenentes were easily crushed, but their actions inspired other 

junior officers in different areas of the country. Two years later in 1924, a revolt arose in 

São Paulo where the rebel officers took control of the city from July 5 to 28. The officers 

were demanding an end to the rule by the oligarchy and an end to electoral corruption 

(Meade 2003).  

Towards the end of the 1920s, the situation worsened. The worldwide economic 

crisis of 1929 resulted in the collapse of the demand for coffee, Brazil’s largest export 

commodity, which caused the urban and middle classes to voice their displeasure in the 

oligarchic rule. During the 1930 election when the president, Washington Luís, chose 

another Paulista (inhabitant of São Paulo) to be president rather than turning the power 

over to someone from the Minas Gerais oligarchs, a dispute broke out.  The dispute was 

between the newly formed Liberal Alliance which encompassed urban sectors, politicians 

not from São Paulo, and the Minas Gerais group, and the powerful Paulistas. The Liberal 

Alliance candidate was Getúlio Vargas who refused to accept the fraudulent election 

results. With the help of his supporters from his state of Rio Grande do Sul and the 

tenentes, Vargas and his partners toppled the old republic and installed a new one (Levine 

1999). 
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Getúlio Vargas and the Opposition (1930 – 1945) 

 

Throughout his time in office Getúlio Vargas had many titles. He was known as 

the provisional government president or dictator (1930-1934), constitutional President 

(1934-1937), dictator (1937-1945), and constitutional President once again (1951-1954). 

His position and policies directed towards the opposition changed with every different 

title. Initially, Vargas had promised to create a new constitution and to install a non-

corrupt democracy. He did not do so, however, until 1934.  During his first two years in 

office, the opposition to Vargas was unsubstantial and unorganized. Opponents to Vargas 

were either “reconciled or eventually exiled” (Loewenstein 1942, 19).  The situation 

changed, however, in 1932 when the Paulistas revolted. São Paulo had been one of the 

leading economic states in Brazil, and it had been hit hardest by the economic crisis of 

1929. In addition, it had been one of the more progressive states in Brazil and was 

therefore unwilling to give up the liberties offered by a constitutional democracy. The 

revolt nearly turned into an all out civil war, but the methodical maneuvering by Vargas 

prevented Minas Gerais and Rio Grande from joining. Without these two other states 

joining in, Vargas was able to crush the revolt completely in three months (Dulles 1967).  

 The revolt was crushed, but Vargas knew that the situation would deteriorate if he 

did not convoke a Constituent Assembly. On July 16, 1934 Brazil once again had a 

constitution. The constitution did not vary that much from the first except in the area of 

social reform. The new constitution included a minimum wage, labor law and labor 

justice, and efforts to nationalize national resources and enterprise among many others. 

Many of the early decrees from Vargas and the new laws in the constitution are the basis 
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for the nickname “Father of the Poor” as Vargas created new social and labor reforms 

(Rose 2000). The labor reforms were particularly important as the urban areas 

experienced an influx of population starting in the late 1920s, and grew immensely with 

the increase in industrialization during the 1930s. The increased population in the cities 

meant that Vargas had a new segment of society from which he could mobilize support 

by implementing these social and labor reforms. 

 During this brief flirtation with constitutional democracy, open politics in Brazil 

began to develop. Two groups, who would eventually become the two main opposition 

parties, developed. First was the National Liberation Alliance (ANL). The ANL was 

heavily dependent on Communist Party organization, but it succeeded in rallying large 

numbers of middle class voters who were prepared to follow the appeal of Luís Carlos 

Prestes, the president of the ANL and the earlier leader of the rebels in the 1920s. The 

second was the Brazilian Integralists (AIB) who modeled themselves after the fascist 

movement abroad. Before these two parties were even fully developed, Vargas began 

plotting against his future opponents (Skidmore 1967). 

In 1935 the conservative Congress pushed through a new National Security Law 

which gave “the federal government special powers to repress ‘subversive’ political 

activities” (Skidmore 1967, 22). Vargas also led a campaign to discredit the emerging 

popular movement of the ANL by accusing it of being led by Communists. Not long after 

the National Security Law was passed, Luís Carlos Prestes gave a speech attacking 

Vargas. Using the authority given to him by the ANL, Vargas had the police raid the 

headquarters of the ANL and confiscate documents which later proved that the movement 

was Communist led.  The government then shut down the Alliance for six months. Most 
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of the movement’s leaders were jailed, and the left’s legal access to power was blocked. 

With the threat of the left growing, or at least said to be growing according to Vargas, the 

Congress was more willing to give the president the increased special powers that he 

wanted (Levine 1970). 

In November of 1935 the radical members of the ANL revolted in the northern 

areas of Natal and Recife. The radicals murdered senior military officers in their beds. 

They were unsuccessful, however, in coordinating their attacks with their counterparts 

from the south. By the time the Communist military rebels tried to attack in Rio de 

Janeiro, the local commands were prepared for the attack and were able to crush it easily 

(Skidmore 1967). This failed revolt played perfectly into the hands of Vargas. He now 

had a reason to justify his suppression of the left. Through the end of 1935 and the whole 

of 1936, the open political system continued closing off. In the first six months of 1937, 

members of the Congress realized that they had given Vargas such a large amount of 

power that their political futures were now dependent upon him. This realization caused 

the Congress in June 1937 to deny Vargas his request to renew the state of siege which 

had suspended civil rights and augmented police powers; it was the first time since 

November 1935 that Vargas was denied additional powers (Loewenstein 1942). 

Vargas’ response was to release a group of left-wing political prisoners thereby 

dramatizing the threat from the left against the middle class, the conservatives, and the 

military. By increasing the danger, he could manufacture reasons for the Congress to give 

him additional power. During this time Vargas also entered into communication with the 

Intergralists making it appear as though they had his support for the Integralist leader 

Plínio Salgado’s nomination for president. The clash between the left, especially the 
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continually released prisoners, and the right-wing Intergralists eventually led to street 

fighting. The fighting resulted in thirteen fatalities. The ominous events during the 

election year and the animosity between the opposition groups gave Vargas the ideal 

setting to launch his coup d’état in November of 1937. 

In 1937 Vargas established the now famous Estado Novo (New State). For the 

next eight years Brazil would be a dictatorship. This move signaled the end for the newly 

formed political parties of the 1930s. Anyone identified as a Communist was severely 

punished, and the government’s favorite maneuver to attack any opposition was to label it 

Communist. The Integralists became a different problem. At first, this political party 

assumed that they would prosper under the Estado Novo. Vargas, however, had no 

intention of working with the Integralists and on December 2, 1937 he declared all 

political parties illegal. The Integralists responded in May of 1938 by attacking the 

presidential palace. The attackers were eventually driven away by the police, but Vargas 

now had the same reason to suppress the Integralists that he had for the Communists. 

From 1937 to Vargas’ overthrow in 1945, the opposition was in shambles (Skidmore 

1967). 

The Estado Novo limited states’ rights and favored regional oligarchies, banned 

strikes and lockouts, and centralized all decision-making in the hands of Vargas. Unlike 

the dictatorships abroad the government in Brazil was highly personalistic because 

Vargas did not build his support from a political party. He was uninterested in forming a 

political party for his support and instead relied on support from the military to maintain 

order. He did, however, make promises to both workers and employers, incorporating 
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them into sindicatos, or state-regulated interest groups. This maneuver had many benefits 

for Vargas including linking the state and the interests of the industrialists.  

The last two years of Estado Novo proved later to be the groundwork for Vargas’ 

democratic return in 1951. Vargas incorporated a large segment of society into the 

political arena that had been previously ignored. He did so by giving rights to the 

workers, although these were limited by the dictatorial state. Vargas made many 

economic changes and laws regarding the labor class and encouraged them to join the 

unions which he had legalized. The unions, however, were under complete government 

control and had no autonomy. Their ability to strike, for example, was limited to whether 

or not the government authorized it (Levine 1970). 

After World War II the sentiment in Brazil changed. The country had just fought 

against the fascist countries yet it still had its own dictator. In late 1944 the liberal 

constitutionalists, those who were fervently against Vargas’ dictatorship, formed a new 

political movement called the National Democratic Union (UDN). The UDN attempted to 

form a united opposition front, but its efforts failed. In 1945, however, Vargas yielded to 

the mood of the country and set a date for elections and appeared to move the country in 

the direction of redemocratization. Most political figures of the day and scholars of today 

agree that Vargas was only putting on a charade of setting an election just as he had 

pretended to go along with the election cycle in 1937. The first nine months of 1945 did 

show Vargas opening the system, but on October 29 the Army deposed Vargas. Not 

believing that Vargas would step down from power on his own, the same people who had 

originally put Vargas in power in 1930 were the ones who forced him out in 1945 

(Skidmore 1967). 
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National Liberation Alliance 

 

The left in Brazil had an inauspicious beginning. Before 1934 the Brazilian 

Communist Party (PCB) existed but was, for the most part, irrelevant. Its leader Luís 

Carlos Prestes was famous for his role in the Paulista uprising in 1924. Otherwise, the 

limited number of members and its lack of opportunity to form a political machine left 

the PCB ineffective. When Vargas opened the political system in 1934 the PCB 

encouraged the formation of the National Liberation Alliance (ANL). The ANL was a 

front for the Communists, but its mission was different from the PCB. The ANL did not 

demand that Brazilian-owned business be nationalized or confiscated. It also did not try 

to rise against the capitalistic system of Brazil. In essence the ANL was formed to be a 

legitimate and broad based movement against the fascists (Levine 1970). The ANL 

gained support mainly from the workers and the middle class. While the army was the 

main source of support for Vargas, that did not stop the ANL from going after a few of 

the more anti-Vargas leaning officers. In response, the army wound up expelling certain 

enlisted members just for attending an ANL rally. The ANL tried to protest this action, 

but they were ignored (Loewenstein 1942). 

On March 30th 1935 the ANL held its first public rally. The rally became the 

favorite tool of the ANL to reach out and gain members. The March 30th rally saw Luís 

Carlos Prestes named honorary President. He had also spent time overseas becoming a 

disciple of Stalin’s. Unfortunately for the ANL at the end of the rally fighting broke out 

and the police arrested many members. The ANL accused the fights of being staged by 
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the government as an excuse to harass its members. Five days after the rally is when 

Vargas passed the previously mentioned National Security Law. From this point on the 

ANL was constantly harassed and threatened with government persecution. By mid-May 

the recurrent attacks from the right and the refusal of the police to protect ANL meetings 

hindered the operation of the party (Dulles 1967). The government harassment, however, 

was not nearly as bad as the attacks from the Intergralists. In early June the Integralists, 

with alleged support from the army, attacked an ANL rally in Petrópolis where several 

people were injured and one person was killed. The government’s best tool against the 

ANL was to give the Integralists free reign to attack them. Vargas, who was a political 

chess master, was able to maneuver the opposition groups to attack each other leaving his 

government able to claim innocence.  

On July 5, 1935, Prestes issued a manifesto commemorating the 1922 uprising. 

The manifesto called for loyalty to the ANL and encouraged Brazilians to rise up against 

Vargas. The militant turn for the ANL turned out to aid its ultimate demise. The ANL’s 

legal existence wound up being short lived.  In November of 1935, the group revolted in 

three different cities against the government. There were three separate attacks in Natal, 

Recife, and Rio de Janeiro between November 23 and 26. They were easily defeated, 

however, and this revolt gave Vargas a legitimate reason to outlaw the group 

(Loewenstein 1942). 
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The Integralists 

 

The left’s rival was the Integralist movement (AIB). Their leader was Plínio 

Salgado who modeled the Integralist movement after the fascist model in Italy. The 

Integralists borrowed heavily from Mussolini and also Hitler. The group was organized in 

the same fashion and used the Greek letter Sigma as their symbol as opposed to the 

swastika. Levine argues that if the twofold reason for the existence of the ANL 

“consisted of antifascist agitation and the awakening of the nation to the abuses of the 

capitalistic system, then the AIB simply substituted anticommunism and anti-Semitism 

for these goals” (1970, 83). After 1932, the AIB grew immensely and avoided direct 

political confrontation with Vargas thereby capitalizing on the government’s tolerance 

and links to high ranking civilian and military officials. 

The means to spread its message was readily available to the AIB. Many 

newspapers and even a few radio stations were owned by the AIB. The Integralist press 

was able to avoid censure from Vargas by attacking the conditions of the country rather 

than any actual events taking place. By the end of 1934 Integralism had become a 

significant political movement in the country with  180,000 members. Only three years 

later the Integralists claimed their members numbered 300,000 to 400,000, but a more 

reasonable estimation would be around  200,000 members (Skidmore 1967). 

As its members grew so did its clashes with the ANL. The violence between these 

two groups escalated to the point where street fighting was common. The government 

and the police, however, did not step in to stop the violence. After the passing of the 

National Security Law, the Intergralists made a veiled attempt to comply with the law by 
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disbanding its organization’s armed militia. They created in its place the “National 

Secretariat for Moral and Physical Education” which basically equaled a renaming of its 

militia (Dulles 1967). The government did not use the National Security Act to go after 

the Integralists like it did the ANL. Overall, the Integralist movement did not face as 

many problems from the government as the Left.  Compared to the ANL the AIB was 

ignored by Vargas. He was particularly content to let the Integralists attack the Left 

because it left the government with clean hands. More importantly, Vargas was able to 

convince the Integralists that he supported them without ever fully committing himself to 

their cause. Ultimately, Vargas used the AIB until he was able to do what he had wanted 

to do in the first place and that was to establish the Estado Novo (Skidmore 1967). 

At the beginning of the Estado Novo, the AIB was convinced that it had the 

support of Vargas and would win positions of power within the new dictatorial regime. 

With the establishment of a dictatorial regime and the absence of the Communist threat, 

the raison d’etre of the AIB was all but gone. When Vargas outlawed all political parties, 

however, the AIB was still left shocked and confused (Levine 1970). In May 1938, a 

small group of Integralists responded by attacking the presidential palace. Ultimately, 

they proved to be inconsequential and the AIB’s short existence was ended (Skidmore 

1967). 

 

Getúlio Vargas and the Opposition (1951-1954) 

 

 When Vargas was ousted from power in 1945, he went back to his home state of 

Rio Grande do Sul. He did not actively campaign for power, but he was elected a senator 
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nonetheless.  He accepted the nomination from the Social Democratic Party (PSD) and 

was elected as a federal Senator from his home state and from São Paulo. He spent the 

last part of the 1940s trying to distance himself from the image of dictator. His future 

aspirations for the presidency meant that he would need to build a political party to 

support his bid for office. He encouraged Brazilians to join the Brazilian Labor Party 

(PTB) which he founded in 1945. When asked how he could build up the PTB while 

being a PSD senator he replied that he respected many members of the PSD and looked 

forward to the collaboration of the two groups. In reality Vargas was trying to keep the 

loyalty of the old leaders who were now in the PSD while gaining support in the cities by 

encouraging the growth of the PTB. Another segment of society that Vargas had to entice 

for support was the military. His success and failure of the past rested with the military 

juntas who put him in power and, ultimately, deposed him (Skidmore 1967). 

 In 1950 Vargas began his campaign for the presidency on the PTB ticket. And in 

January of 1951 he was elected President with 47.5 percent of the vote. For the first time 

in his political career he was directly elected by the Brazilian citizens. Vargas was able to 

unite many different groups to support his candidacy, but before he could take office he 

was met with opposition from the Democratic National Union (UDN). The party 

challenged that he did not have a large enough majority to win the election, but its appeal 

of the election results was denied and Vargas took office (Alexander 1973). This event, 

however, was a foreshadowing of the relationship between Vargas and the UDN.  

 When Vargas assumed the presidency in 1951, he faced a different Brazil from 

the one he had ruled from 1930 to 1945. A different class structure had emerged: the 

country’s industrialization and urbanization growth had “enlarged and strengthened three 
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sectors: the industrialists, the urban working class and the urban middle class” (Skidmore 

1967, 82).  Vargas had campaigned on a moderate platform which was necessary for him 

to maintain his coalition of support. His cabinet reflected this having members from the 

PSD, PTB, and even the UDN. Economic problems, however, forced Vargas to take a 

more controversial position. From 1951 to 1952 inflation rose from 11 percent to 20 

percent (Alexander 1973). Another problem facing this administration was that the newly 

elected president of the United States, Dwight D. Eisenhower, appeared as if he was not 

going to give the loan money previously promised by the United States to Brazil. After 

World War II Brazil was not nearly as important to the US as it had been.  

 In addition to trying to fix an economic crisis Vargas had a political crisis 

brewing. His administration was being accused, and rightly so, by the opposition as being 

corrupt. The anti-Vargas opposition groups attacked Vargas on this issue, and corruption 

eventually led to his final downfall.   

 

Opposition from 1951 to 1954: UDN and the Military 

 

Not everyone was happy to see Getúlio Vargas return in 1951. In the 1930s 

Vargas was able to count on the support of the higher ranked members of the military, as 

well as politicians from the center and right. This time Vargas faced a different political 

scenario. He faced suspicion from the center, opposition from the right, and indifference 

from the military. The military’s indifference may not seem as if it would be a problem, 

but the absence of the military’s strong support hindered Vargas in the 1950s. The 

staunchest opposition group, however, was the UDN (Alexander 1973). 
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 The neutrality of the military was a result of a division among its members. They 

were divided in their support for Vargas as well as in their support for his policies. From 

1950 to 1953 the military was divided over issues such as Brazil’s stance on the Korean 

War and Vargas’ oil policy. The separation in the military was between the left-wing 

nationalist and the anti-Communist camps. Until 1953 Vargas was able to preserve 

among the “majority of officers at least a minimal faith in the moderation of his own 

intentions” (Skidmore 1966, 126). Vargas’ political strategy after June 1953 raised new 

doubts among the centrist officers and helped the conservative officers, who supported 

the UDN, gain support.  From 1953 to 1954 the military, for the most part, can be 

classified as being opposed to Vargas. 

As previously mentioned the UDN wasted no time in challenging Vargas and the 

validity of the claim that he won the election. The uncompromising UDN leaders were 

joined in their protest of the 1951 election results by Carlos Lacerda who was a bright 

young journalist and a militant anti-getulista (anti-Getulio Vargas). Lacerda would 

become the most famous opponent of Vargas over the next few years. Lacerda, who 

founded the newspaper Tribuna da Imprensa as a medium for anti-getulista propaganda, 

used the paper in 1952 to argue that Brazil must declare a state of emergency. He argued 

that the democratic institutions should be reformed which was a euphemism for measures 

that would remove those in office from power. The extreme actions called for by 

Lacerda, however, were not the wishes of all UDN members. They hoped that Brazil 

could survive the Vargas presidency (Alexander 1967). 

The press during this time period was heavily anti-getulista. Vargas knew he 

could not change the existing newspapers so he created a new paper. The paper Ultima 



 29

Hora was launched, but its birth was controversial. To ensure better press coverage 

Vargas approved a Bank of Brazil loan to Samuel Wainer to found the new pro-

government newspaper. The opposition cited this as an example of the government’s 

misuse of public funds to support partisan goals. In June of 1953 the UDN was successful 

in creating a congressional tribunal to investigate Wainer’s dealings with the Bank of 

Brazil (Skidmore 1967). 

The corruption charges over the next two years coupled with the economic crisis 

facing Vargas proved to be too much for the aging president to handle. When Vargas 

proposed doubling the minimum wage to gain the support of the working class at the cost 

of losing support from the other segments of society, it showed that he had lost his well-

tested ability to control the political arena. The outcry from the opposition against Vargas 

intensified as they feared the ex-dictator would use the economic situation as an excuse to 

become a dictator once again. The UDN leaders were holding public speeches and private 

conferences mobilizing support for their offensive against the President. Their 

counterparts in the military had even begun plotting to depose the President (Levine 

1970). The final blow to Vargas’ presidency, however, came with the assassination 

attempt of Lacerda. Several of the intimate supporters of Vargas saw Lacerda as the 

biggest asset to the opposition against Vargas and decided to have him killed. Vargas 

knew nothing of the plan. The attack, however, killed the Air Force bodyguard of 

Lacerda instead of Lacerda.  In addition to Lacerda the sensational revelations of 

corruption within the presidential palace had given the anti-getulistas in the military 

enough evidence to convince the others that Vargas needed to be deposed.  On August 

23, 1954 Getúlio Vargas was given an ultimatum by the Army demanding his resignation 
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from office.  The next morning Vargas committed suicide in the presidential palace 

finally ending his two decades of control over Brazilian politics (Skidmore 1967). 

 

The Unsuccessful Populist Opposition 

 

The suicide of Getúlio Vargas is a fitting metaphor for his years in power. His 

downfall literally and politically wound up being by his own hand rather than by the 

opposition groups of the 1930s or the 1950s. The role of the political opposition during 

the Vargas years was limited to being an unwitting instrument for Vargas. Each time the 

opposition acted out, Vargas gained more power. Success for the opposition came only in 

1954 when the actions of Vargas, his corruption in this case, made it possible. During 

neither period was the opposition able to maneuver itself within the political arena to be 

successful in gaining access to the political system. 

In the 1930s Vargas played the political opposition perfectly. The creation of two 

political forces actually helped Vargas achieve his goals. Rather than having to fight one, 

unified opposition, he was able to induce the left-wing and right-wing opposition forces 

to battle each other instead of him.  When the Integralists attacked the ANL, Vargas 

made sure the police did not intervene. This move allowed the public to witness the chaos 

of the streets thereby building momentum for Vargas and his policies, and it had the 

added benefit of helping him eliminate the left-wing opposition. With the Communists 

pushed to revolt, Vargas had the definitive justification to make the ANL illegal. 

Violence as a tactic for the opposition only resulted in further repression. Because the 
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parties were preoccupied with each other, neither of them realized that Vargas was the 

one pulling the strings.   

The chaos and violence between the opposition groups enabled Vargas to create 

the Estado Novo. He justified the dictatorship on the basis that Brazil had tried open 

politics and all it led to was the possibility of a civil war. In 1937 the Brazilian public 

believed Vargas when he said that the “democracy of parties…threatens national unity” 

(Skidmore 1967, 29). Vargas always gained power and popular support after attacks by 

either party. Further evidence of the failure of the political opposition is that Vargas’ 

downfall in 1945 was at the hands of the same men who had put him in power in 1930.  

In the 1950s the opposition had more space to operate in the political arena, but 

they, too, were unsuccessful in being a real threat until Vargas lost control over his 

administration. At first Vargas was able to use his political skills to gain support from the 

various political parties and most of the military. Luckily for the opposition, Brazil was 

facing an economic crisis that forced Vargas to make controversial decisions that also 

served to alienate a few of his supporters. The UDN and the military only made headway 

against Vargas as his administration became more and more corrupt. 

From this case study one can infer that an opposition to a populist leader is 

unsuccessful until the actions of the leader give them an opening to succeed. Only when 

the corruption of Vargas’ government peaked were the opposition parties able to gain 

momentum. Even in this instance, however, they were not the instruments of his defeat. 

Vargas’ hold on the support he mobilized was unbending, as neither party discovered the 

key to demobilizing his support base. Over nearly two decades of Vargas’s power, no 

opposition party was successful in defeating him.  
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CHAPTER IV: ARGENTINA – 
JUAN PERON 

 

 

 As with the case study of Vargas’s government in Brazil, examining the evolution 

of Juan Perón’s administration, the context in which he rose to power, and the state of the 

political parties before his time in office will aid the investigation into whether or not the 

opposition succeeded or failed. Throughout much of Argentina’s early independence, it 

was governed by the Conservative party. Starting in 1913, however, the Radical Civic 

Union (UCR), a liberal party, dominated the government until 1930, thus establishing 

themselves as the principal party.  By the end of 1930, the Great Depression had hit 

Argentina and the Radical president, Hipólito Yrigoyen, was incapable of uniting a 

country that was deeply divided about how to solve its severe economic crisis.  In 

September of 1930, a military coup ousted Yrigoyen and made the armed forces the 

definitive authority for Argentine politics. This move by the military also showed that the 

elite and conservatives in Argentina believed the only way to rule the masses was by 

force (Manzetti 1993). Soon after the coup, the right wing of the military took control and 

General José Uriburu became the provisional president.   

Between 1932 and 1943, a coalition of the conservatives of the National 

Democratic Party, antipersonalist Radicals, and Independent Socialists supported what 

came to be called the Concordancia regime. Subsequent presidents of the Concordancia
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 regime were later forced to rig elections to prevent the traditional Radicals and Socialists 

from defeating them. Despite its flawed democratic record, Concordancia presidents were 

able to bring the country out of the Great Depression. The outbreak of World War II, 

however, put additional strains on the Concordancia. The war created even more 

economic difficulties, since world trade was disrupted, and as time went on, the Allies 

and the Axis pressured Argentina to take sides. In June of 1943 the autocratic President 

Ramón Castillo, who had ruled mostly by decree, was overthrown by the armed forces as 

they saw his use of the decree and increasing authoritarian actions as delegitimizing the 

Concordancia (Manzetti 1993). The core of this military conspiracy was a faction called 

the Group of United Officers (GOU) which was led by Juan Domingo Perón (Lewis 

2006). The provisional government that followed was nationalistic and right-wing, but 

the military officers could not agree on a decision of what their next course of action 

should be, including whether or not they should remove the unpopular administration. 

Consequently, three different military administrations ruled Argentina from 1943 to 

1946. It is during this time that Juan Perón, a relatively unknown army colonel, was able 

to develop a strong following and gain enough political power to make him the leader of 

Argentina for the next nine years. On February 24, 1946, Juan Perón was elected 

President of Argentina with 52.4 percent of the vote (Crassweller 1987). 

 

Peronist Politics and the Opposition 

 

For the majority of Juan Perón’s first presidency, the opposition was weak and 

divided. They posed no real threat to Perón, but from the beginning of his presidency, 
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Perón often took the time during his frequent radio addresses to condemn the opposition. 

Radio became an effective mechanism for Perón to reach voters who had been 

inaccessible in the past. Radio was used as a way to mobilize and manage his supporters. 

Perón thought it was in his best interest to remind the public often of the opposition’s 

existence and their threat to his presidency. Additionally, his wife Evita, who played a 

large role in Perón’s success of appealing to the poor for support, used her history of 

appearing on radio dramas to her advantage as she continued to campaign for her 

husband through radio. His military experience made him equate politics with the same 

objective of warfare which was to eliminate the enemy. In this case, it was the opposition 

that he eventually tried to eliminate (Page 1983).  This type of attitude towards the 

opposition persisted throughout both of his terms in office. In an effort to consolidate his 

power and overshadow the opposition, one of the first actions taken by Perón was to 

consolidate the various groups that had supported his run for the presidency and to outlaw 

coalitions of other political parties. Perón’s old coalition of support was soon 

permanently grouped together to form one political party called the Peronist party (Lewis 

2001). This attempt to consolidate power to the disadvantage of the opposition is a 

foreshadowing of the many actions that Perón would take in subsequent years. 

His attempts to eliminate the opposition can be separated into two stages. The first 

stage took place in the first few years he held office, and it consisted of the enactment of 

new laws and constitutional changes that restricted the opposition.  The second stage saw 

an increasing limit on the freedom of expression allowed to the opposition. Congress 

eventually enacted a series of bills designed to restrict dissent (Page 1983). Under a law 

called desacato (disrespect), a senator or deputy could be stripped of his immunity and 
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prosecuted (Lewis 2006). A disrespect law had been on the books for decades, but the old 

law prohibited punishment if what was said was found to be true. The Peronists decided 

to strengthen the existing law by excluding the only legal defense of truth. The penalty 

was a prison sentence of up to three years. The new law offered no precise definition of 

disrespect, but instead vested enormous discretionary authority in Peronist prosecutors 

and judges (Page 1983). Many non-Peronist members of the Congress lost their seats due 

to violations of this law. Eventually, Ricardo Balbín, the UCR’s presidential nominee in 

1952 was jailed for violating the desacato law. 

 In addition to changing the laws, Perón changed those who were in charge of 

interpreting the laws. All of the judges sitting on the Supreme Court were impeached as 

soon as Congress met after the 1946 elections.  Judges more sympathetic to Perón were 

installed, and eventually, Perón purged the lower courts of non-Peronist judges as well. 

Finally, in 1949, the Argentine constitution, which was originally written in 1853, was 

amended in a way favorable to Perón. The new reforms to the constitution strengthened 

the power of the executive, but the most important change to the constitution was Article 

78 which stated that “the president and vice president remain in office for six years; and 

can be relected.”  Without this change, Perón would not have been able to run for another 

term in office in 1952. The constitution had previously limited presidents to a single term 

in office. His vision stretched further than just the next election, however, thus the reform 

removes all term limits. In addition, the 1949 Constitution greatly expanded the 

president’s power to legislate through decree-laws and exempted cabinet members from 

congressional questioning (Alexander 1965). 



 37

 The second stage progressed as Perón became bothered by the outspoken 

opposition. The laws and constitutional changes had not been enough to completely 

silence the opposition, so the Peronist government took further actions to prevent the 

opposition from finding an audience. The most successful strategy Perón exploited to 

encumber his political opponents was to deny them any means of communicating with 

the electorate. Direct intervention by the government created a monopoly that eventually 

strangled the possibility of a free exchange of ideas and information in Argentina (Page 

1983). The two most prominent newspapers in Argentina were La Prensa and La Nación 

and both of them were easily identifiable as anti-Peronist. The newspaper viewed as the 

biggest threat, however, was the Socialist party’s paper, La Vanguardia  During the first 

part of Perón’s administration, however, the papers faced little problems other than the 

occasional theft of papers on route to their subscribers or assaults on the newsboys who 

sold them (Alexander 1965). 

From Christmas Day, 1949 to January 29, 1950 approximately sixty-five papers 

were closed down. The police thwarted attempts to publish underground newspapers and 

pamphlets. Restrictions on public meetings, the use of loudspeakers and placement of 

posters were enforced only against the opposition parties. These various measures, 

combined with the law of disrespect, silenced political debate (Page 1983). By 1954, 

there was only one independent newspaper in Argentina, La Nación, which was very 

cautious in how it reported the news. 

 The other popular media of the day, the radio, fared no better than the print media. 

Peronist control of the airwaves deprived the opposition of a nationwide audience. Radio 

had achieved a high degree of popularity among the common people of Argentina. Since 
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the government already had considerable authority to regulate broadcasting, it was an 

easy matter to take over the entire industry. All of the radio stations were state owned, 

and when television was introduced in the 1950s it too was under state ownership. 

Argentine listeners soon consumed a steady diet of propaganda extolling the president, 

his wife and their philosophy of government (Hodges 1988). Finally, the Peronist 

government resorted to violence to silence its opposition. Hanging over every prominent 

opposition figure’s head was the fear of brutal reprisals by Perón’s organization, the 

National Liberation Alliance (ANL), which was composed of about 1,000 well-armed 

men who carried out the regime’s less than legal political actions.  These actions ranged 

from beating up opponents to burning opposition party offices (Lewis 2006). 

 

Political Parties: The Radical Civic Union and the Socialist Party 

 

Although the emergence of Juan Perón as the dominant force in Argentine politics 

is often the highlight of this time period, it is impossible to understand the politics of 

Argentina from 1946 to 1955 without considering the “actions, ideas, and conflicts” of 

those in opposition to Perón (Sebastiani 2003,  312). The actions taken by the Peronist 

government to limit the opposition were numerous, and their consequences were heavily 

felt within the opposition political parties.  Throughout this time period, two political 

parties, the UCR and the Socialist Party (PS), emerged as the dominant groups in 

opposition to Perón. It was the UCR; however, that became the largest opposition party. 

The Socialist Party had enjoyed representation and influence since the early twentieth 
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century; by the mid-1940s it had lost much of its previous influence. In an effort to 

reverse its rapid decline, PS eventually became Perón’s harshest critic.  

In the past, it was not uncommon for Argentine political parties to form coalitions 

that opposed the party in power. In the presidential elections of November 1931, the 

leftist Demócrata Progresistas (Progressive Democrats) and Socialists had decided to 

form an electoral coalition. And again, in the 1936 elections, the UCR, the PS, the Partido 

Demócrata Progresista and the Partido Communista, united as an opposition grouping. 

This coalition also had additional support from student organizations and from workers’ 

organizations (Manzetti 1994). In 1943, the Unión Democrática was an alliance formed 

by different parties that had traditionally participated in the political arena in order to 

serve as an alternative to the military regime. It is important to note that opposition to 

Perón was not the main goal for the formation of this coalition as no one suspected that 

he would become the political force that he did. Following the military uprising of 1943, 

demonstrations against the regime and in favor of the restoration of democratic 

institutions led party leaders to believe that they did not need to redefine the inter-party 

coalition of Unión Democrática. They believed that the defense of democratic values was 

sufficient enough to guarantee a win in the next elections (Sebastiani 1993). 

 The defeat of the Unión Democrática candidates to Juan Perón in February of 

1946 came as a shock to the members of this coalition. Perón’s numbers were a modest 

majority of the votes, but the astonishment was so great among the opposition that it 

affected their assessment of the causes for their defeat.  After the election, the coalition 

collapsed and each party had to struggle for its own survival. This fact was reiterated by 

the policy of the Peronist government which outlawed any future coalitions by the 
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opposition parties. Peron saw the advantages a coalition had including its mobilizing 

effect and believed the opposition would pose less of a threat if it was divided. Some 

opposition political parties fared better than others after the election, but it is the UCR 

that escaped from the defeat with most of its party still intact. The Socialists had failed to 

gain any seats in the Congress, and other parties lost some of their members and leaders 

to the Perónist cause (Romero 1994). Eventually, as a matter of political survival, the 

most important question facing the opposition during Perón’s time in office became how 

to oppose Peronism.  

The 1946 elections left the UCR as the main opposition force to Peronism. 

Initially, conflicts between the government and the opposition were political and 

institutional. Until mid-1948 there was, in general, freedom of expression for 

congressional work, and the main discrepancies between government and opposition 

were marked by debate. During the first two years of Perón’s time in office, the Radicals 

and Peronists seemed to have a common ideology (Crassweller 1987). As previously 

mentioned, however, this did not last long since the nature of the conflict between 

government and opposition changed after mid-1948. 

The UCR was able to reorganize itself successfully to allow the party to maintain 

the same quotas of representation in Congress after the elections of March 1948. The new 

constitutional arrangements, however, changed the rules of the congressional dynamics 

after 1949.  Due to this change, Congress was no longer the UCR’s preferred forum for 

opposing Perón. In the congressional period that opened with the new constitutional 

reform, Congress became merely a formality for the government’s legislative proposals. 

The Chamber of Deputies was no longer a national forum for political debate. Instead, it 
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became the place where the opposition made its accusations against the abuses of the 

executive, restricted within the new constitutional arrangements.  

 One way the Radicals expressed their disagreement with the new Constitution 

was by renouncing seats of those deputies who could have sought re-election in 1950, 

according to the established rule when they were elected in 1946. After 1950, therefore, 

they were reduced in number by 21 seats, and debates in Congress were filled with 

protests by the opposition over procedures (Lewis 2001). Renouncing seats proved to be 

a tactic that clearly hurt the party more than it aided them. Eventually, the Radicals 

attempted to launch a campaign to discredit the government by calling into question the 

way the Peronist party used the state to favor its own interests and obstruct its opponents’ 

freedom of speech in the process. They even called for a parliamentary committee to 

form to investigate the private finances of Peronist deputies and the most prominent party 

members who held government posts. They were, however, unsuccessful (Lewis 2006). 

 After an official campaign of intimidation and attacks began, the Radicals felt 

more committed than any other party to opposing Perón. In their circumstances, however, 

designing an opposition strategy to confront Peronism required additional actions to those 

they tried to carry out in Congress. One way the UCR tried to co-opt Peronists to its 

cause was by holding large meetings on the problems of farmers, young people, workers, 

and women (Lewis 2001). This strategy was an obvious deviation from its previous 

position on these issues and showed the party’s desperation to try to reclaim any kind of 

legitimacy. These changes made by the opposition were, for the most part, a total failure. 

 In addition to its external political problems, the UCR faced large internal issues 

as the two dominant factions within the UCR struggled to agree on policy changes for the 
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party. This internal struggle turned into a dispute between key leaders of the party. Rather 

than coming up with a solution, the UCR was bogged down by internal politics and 

became even weaker. An example of this internal conflict arose in regards to the general 

election of 1952. One faction of the UCR considered electoral abstention as the best way 

of opposing Peronism, but a consensus was never reached by the entire party which left 

the UCR even less capable of challenging Perón in the election (Brennan 1998). 

Operating outside the arena of government politics, opposition to the Peronist 

government included a broad variety of different sources.  Criticisms voiced from various 

civil associations, journals, and “celebrities found a certain echo in public opinion” 

(Sebastiani 2003, 315).  Some had close contacts with the political parties but others were 

merely organizations or people with clear anti-Peronist beliefs. As for the political 

parties, the Partido Comunista, the Trotskyists, and the Socialist Party completed the 

groups forming the opposition. According to Manzetti, the communists had played an 

active role in forming the Unión Democrática, but historically “their role in Argentine 

political life had been limited, focusing largely on the trade unions” (1994, 127). The 

case of the PS was, however, different. As previously stated, the results of the 1946 

elections had left the party without any influence within the government for the first time 

in its history.  

The 1946 elections were therefore a complete disaster for the Socialist party and 

marked the beginning of the decline of what had been one of the most important political 

forces in Argentine political life in the first half of the twentieth century. The 

consequential lack of representation at national, provincial, and municipal levels denied 

the Socialists access to the most important grounds for political opposition. In addition, 



their unexpected political defeat had even deeper implications, questioning the party’s 

very form of political activity and social intervention (Sebastiani 1993). Nevertheless, the 

absence of the Socialists from Congress did not mean their withdrawal from the political 

battle. The PS expressed its opposition to Peronism in different ways than Radicalism. PS 

opposition was fierce in its attacks, criticism, and arguments of the Peronist government 

as evidenced by its newspaper La Vangaurdia. Before it was shut down, the newspaper 

was known for publishing the most anti-peronist propaganda including many political 

cartoons that were satires of the Perón regime. For example, a famous cartoonist Jose 

Antonio Ginzo, known as Tristan, published the following cartoons: 

            
Figure 4.1                                                                        Figure 4.2  
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The cartoons above symbolize the many complaints that Socialists had with Peron and 

his government. The donkey wearing glasses reading the Peron doctrine, is the way the 

Peronist government treated academics, and the donkey standing on ‘la ley’, the law, was 

in response to Perón impeaching Supreme Court justices, rewriting the Consitution, and 
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ignoring laws on the books (Ginzo 1955). These are just a few of the issues that this 

cartoon addresses as there are many more references within this small picture. Tristan 

drew many cartoons defaming the Peronist government and was arrested multiple times. 

As this newspaper did not attempt to conceal its contempt for Peron, it was very quickly 

shut down. Other than the newspaper, the Socialists contributed to the consolidation of 

the idea within anti-Peronist opinion that Peronism was the Argentine version of the 

European inter-war totalitarian movements (Hodges 1988). Otherwise, however, the 

Socialists remained irrelevant in the campaigns against Perón. 

 

The Catholic Church 

 

 A strong part of the Peronist party was comprised of right-wing Catholics. Early 

in his administration, Perón had successfully connected with the Catholic Church in 

Argentina. He supported the reinstitution of religious education into the curriculum, and 

the Church had supported him as a candidate for the presidency. Towards the end of his 

second presidency, however, relations with the Church began to sour. In October of 1954, 

there were indications of the Church becoming more involved in the political arena 

through the formation of a Christian Democrat political party. Perceiving this new party 

as a threat, Perón quickly denounced this move by the Church on his regular radio 

addresses. In one address he criticized the UCR, the Communists, and what he called 

“wolves in sheep’s clothing” (Crassweller 1987, 265).  

In 1953, Perón created a national organization for students in the secondary 

school system. The Church, however, saw this as trespassing on its territory of educating 
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young people through its own organization called Catholic Action (Johnston and Figa 

1988). Perón eventually spoke out against Catholic Action. His comments furthered the 

warfare that erupted between Church and State. Not long after this incident, Perón had 

Congress enact laws that legalized divorce, ended the official support for private Catholic 

schools, authorized houses of prostitution, and repealed the law requiring religious 

education in schools (Romero 1994). These laws infuriated not only the Church, 

however, but the Catholic citizens who had previously supported Peron as well. Perón’s 

alienation of his Catholic support base is the main factor attributed to his eventual 

downfall.1 

 

A Populist Government Loses Its Popularity 

 

The battle with the Church accomplished what nearly a decade of political 

opposition had failed to do. It united the opposition for a brief moment. As seen before, 

one reason for the failure of the political opposition was its inability to unite. The factions 

that formed within parties, the absence of coalitions, and the extreme limits on the 

freedoms of expression made it nearly impossible for the opposition to launch an 

effective campaign against Peronism. The Church, however, was able to unite, not only 

the anti-Peronists who would have supported any viable opponent by this point, but also 

citizens who had supported Perón in the past. The one issue that was able to unite an 

opposition in a state of disarray was the role of Church and State (Crassweller 1987). 

 

1Perón was elected again to the presidency in 1973. The opposition from this time in office is not 
consisdered in this case study because Perón died less than a year into his presidency. 
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 If Argentine politics during this time period were seen as a war between Perón 

and his opponents, Perón would have been declared the outright winner until the 

involvement of the Church. The ineffectiveness and failure of the opposition can be 

blamed on the harsh tactics employed by the Peronist government to negate any possible 

influence of the opposition on the citizens of Argentina. It can also be blamed, however, 

on the opposition themselves. The lack of any organization or unity in thought made 

them a weak and vulnerable opponent. In fact, Perón was able to use his opponents to 

better his position in the country. Being the charismatic leader that he was, Perón was 

able to paint them in such a negative light as to make politics look like a war between 

good and evil with Peronism representing the weapon of the good side.  

 After gathering all the evidence, it is apparent that the opposition did not play a 

significant role in Juan Perón’s downfall. The actions taken by Perón ultimately were his 

undoing. As his harsh stances on all matters involving the Church increased, he may as 

well have been recruiting for the opposition. His actions forced the Church to respond. 

More importantly, he aliented, thereby demobilized, much of his support base which was 

comprised of a majority of Catholics. By the end of the second presidency, it becomes 

clear that it was not a particular move made by the anti-Peronists that galvanized the 

Argentine citizens, but rather the actions taken by the government caused them to seek 

out the opposition (Page 1983). In fact, even though Perón was increasingly repressing all 

opposition and punishing its leaders, his supporters either believed the opposition was 

evil and condoned such behavior, or they did not know of the harsh, repressive tactics 

being used. None of the actions to repress the opposition or increase his power had the 

same effect on his support base as his actions regarding the Catholic Church. 
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Eventually, the Church served as a rallying point for the opposition. It brought 

together the various factions of the opposition and attracted those citizens who were 

unhappy with Perón, but were never drawn to the dominant opposition political parties 

(Crassweller 1987). The Church was able to serve in a manner very much like a coalition 

would have done if Perón had not outlawed them. By aiding the change in popular 

opinion that Juan Perón was the best leader for Argentina and for the “common man,” the 

Church helped gathered the Perón supporters thereby taking away the most important 

factor needed for a populist leader – popular support. Since populism is a concept that 

focuses on how a leader mobilizes the masses for support, it is easy to draw the 

conclusion from this case study that a successful opposition in a populist government 

does not necessarily need to mobilize support for itself but should hope to demobilize the 

populist leader’s support base. The opposition’s success in Argentina came not by any 

actions taken by the political parties, but rather by the populist leader himself. 
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CHAPTER V: PERU – 
ALBERTO FUJIMORI 

 

 

Before Fujimori: Peru in the 1980s 

 

The opposition during Alberto Fujimori’s government in Peru is the first case in 

this study from more recent times. The populist government that dominated Peruvian 

politics during the 1990s was a result of the chaotic and unsuccessful governments that 

ruled during the previous decade. Fujimori’s rise to power can be better understood by 

reviewing the tumult of the 1980s in Peru. 

The presidential elections in April of 1980 were unprecedented. After a military 

regime (1968-1975), the presidential elections of 1980 under a new constitution were the 

first elections in which all Peruvians, now including those who were illiterate, were able 

to vote. Fernando Belaúnde Terry, who was an extremely unsuccesful president in the 

1960s, was reelected to the surprise of many. Many believed the previously dominant 

American Popular Revolutionary Alliance (APRA) party would have won the these first 

elections. Belaúnde’s party, Acción Popular (AP) also succeeded in winning the 

municipal elections held later in the year. 

Belaúnde, who was ousted from office  by the military in 1968, faced a country 

that was severely different than his first administration. He attempted to build new
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projects, but was derailed by Peru’s huge external debt accrued during the military 

regime and the lack of funds.  The economic crisis in Peru only worsened during 

Belaúnde’s second term in office with the sol decreasing from 200 soles to the dollar in 

1980 to 1,200 soles to the dollar by 1985. Furthermore, two militant guerrilla movements 

emerged that were to play huge roles in the coming decade. The first was the Maoist-

inspired Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path) and the Marxist-Lenist Movimiento 

Revolucionario Tupac Amaru (MRTA). Neither of these two terrorist organizations were 

taken seriously enough by Belaúnde, and his second term in office ended as the economic 

and political crises continued to degenerate (Hunefeldt 2004).  

Alan García from the APRA party won the 1985 elections with 46 percent of the 

votes. Although García attempted to reform the failing economy and curb the growing 

threat from Sendero Luminoso in particular, his presidency was ultimately a failure.2 

Sendero Luminoso’s numbers grew exponentially in the late 1980s as did its control over 

certain areas of the country. García’s presidency ended in complete failure amid many 

correct allegations of corruption that surrounded his time in office. 

Peru during the 1980s had had a relatively consistent four-party system that was 

comprised of AP, APRA, the alliance of leftist groups the United Left (IU), and the 

conservative Popular Christian Party (PPC). In the 1985 presidential election and the 

following municipal election of 1986, these four parties had comprised more than 90 

percent of the vote. By the end of the decade with the failure of both AP and APRA 

presidencies, the corruption allegations, and a split in the alliance of the United Left (IU), 

 

2 Despite this he is the current president of Peru since 2007, under a seemingly better administration. 
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the political parties in Peru were facing their own political crisis of survival (Levitsky and 

Cameron 2003). 

 

Fujimori and the Opposition 

 

Famous novelist Mario Vargas Llosa and the Peruvian Frente Democratico 

(Democratic Front, FREDEMO) seemed positioned to win the 1990 elections in a 

landslide after the failure of García. By the end of the 1980s, however, with the political 

and economic crises and the failure of the previous two presidents, Peruvians were left 

dissatisfied and disenchanted with the democratic institutions, particularly, with political 

parties (Cameron 1994). The four political parties were in turmoil by 1990 and eventually 

collapsed by 1993. 

The political experts discussing the 1990 election did not give Fujimori, a 

relatively unknown man running with a new party, a chance as first polls had him holding 

only 2 to 3 percent support from voters.  After the first round of voting, however, 

Fujimori had garnered 25 percent of the vote which was enough to earn second place and 

a chance in the second round of voting. Although he would later implement neoliberal 

reforms, Fujimori appealed to the popular classes by opposing the neoliberal economic 

platform of his main rival, Vargas Llosa. At the same time, Fujimori lashed out at the 

nation’s established political parties. He was able to mobilize support from the population 

by claiming to be an innocent  political outsider3 whom they could trust (Ellner 2003). In 

 

3 Exemplifying this, he was a Peruvian of Japanese descent and even spoke Spanish with an accent. 
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the second round of voting Fujimori won with large support as some voters supported 

Fujimori because they were strongly against Vargas Llosa and his economic plans 

(Cameron 1994).   

 Upon taking office in 1990 the Fujimori administration faced a serious economic 

crisis, particularly regarding extreme hyperinflation, and a political threat from the 

guerrilla movement Sendero Luminoso. These two crises, inherited from the period of the 

1980s, were issues that Peru’s previous president, Alan García from the APRA party, was 

unable to address effectively.  After a failed attempt at market-oriented reform in the first 

half of the 1980s and a boom from 1985 to 1987, the country suffered an economic 

collapse from 1988 on. Gross domestic product fell by 23.4 percent from February 1988 

to May 1990, and government spending dropped from 30.6 percent of GDP in 1987 to 

19.9 percent in 1989. Inflation ran at 20 to 50 percent per month after September 1988 

and reached 63.4 percent in July 1990 (Weyland 2000). 

Fujimori’s victory in the 1990 election was facilitated by several conditional 

factors. First, the recent failures of AP and APRA, in addition to the accusations of 

corruption remained potent in the Peruvian psyche. Second, Vargas Llosa, the apparent 

front runner, had allied himself with people associated with the established parties. He 

later stated that he was wrong to have accepted any support or help from these people as 

it hurt him in the eyes of the public who was fed up with the political parties. 

Finally, the IU had begun to fall apart in the late 1980s which gave Fujimori 

further ability to make a decent showing in the 1990 election. The IU, which might 

otherwise have capitalized on the crisis of the centrist parties, suffered a debilitating 

division in 1989 that reflected its nature throughout the 1990s. The IU was a coalition 
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made up of seven left leaning parties: the Peruvian Communist Party (PCP); the Union of 

the Revolutionary Left (UNIR); Revolutionary Communist Party (PCR); Revolutionary 

Socialist Party (PSR); Workers, Peasants, Students and Popular Front (FOCEP); Socialist 

Political Action (APS); and Unified Mariateguista Party (PUM). Alfonso Barrantes, who 

was a prominent Left leader, had appeared as the front runner to the 1990 presidential 

elections before Vargas Llosa entered into the conversation. Before the 1990s elections, 

however, a disagreement between its moderate, pro-Barrantes faction and radicals 

spearheaded by PUM and UNIR left the IU fragmented and lacking support (Roberts 

1996). In the November 1989 municipal elections, a smaller version of IU won only 11.2 

percent of the vote in Lima, despite running a strong ticket. Barrantes eventually ran on 

the separate Izquierda Socialista (IS) ticket for the presidency in 1990, finishing fifth with 

a terrible 4.8 percent of the vote. The IU candidate, Henry Pease, fared only marginally 

better with 8.2 percent. Combined IU and IS representation in Congress fell to nine 

senators and twenty deputies (Roberts 1996). 

The degradation of the parties can be traced to many factors, but scholars allude 

to the severe structural challenges facing the established parties such as the expansion of 

suffrage which brought in voters without ties to any of the existing parties, as well as to 

the critical economic and political issues previously mentioned (Weyland 2000). This 

environment made it possible for Fujimori to gain support using his style of personalistic 

politics by mobilizing disillusioned voters and the previously unaffiliated members of 

society. It is only in hindsight, however, that scholars have been able to make these links. 

The crisis and ultimate collapse of the party system in Peru were unforeseen. Regardless 

of the political and economic climate, scholars had expected the parties to remain strong. 
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According to Tanaka, analysts and actors in Peru perceived that the main danger was in 

the growing polarization of the party members and with the threat posed by Sendero 

Luminoso; some feared the situation would lead to a repressive military intervention.  

Until 1989, the possibility of recovery for the political parties seemed feasible (Tanaka 

2006).  

Fujimori’s election as a political amateur without any ties to the establishment 

worsened the situation for Peru’s political parties and democracy in general. Fujimori had 

no real party behind him and no programs ready for implementation. His supporters held 

less than a fifth of the seats in the Congress, and his early support from the left and 

APRA immediately after the election quickly evaporated.  Without support from a 

traditional political party, it is clear that Fujimori favored a relationship with the military 

to facilitate his plans. His strategy for political survival quickly became dependent on his 

security advisor, Vladimiro Montesinos. Levitsky and Cameron argue it is logical that 

Fujimori’s lack of socialization in the political process made him particularly open to an 

authoritarian alternative to governing (Levitsky and Cameron 2003). This 

characterization is particularly important as one considers the implications for the legal 

opposition to Fujimori throughout the 1990s.  

Although widely discredited and having many internal problems, the established 

parties in 1990 were only severely weakened. They had not yet collapsed entirely. In the 

1990 election APRA won a suprising 25 percent of the legislative vote, and AP, the PPC, 

and the IU all retained an important presence in the Congress.  

The ultimate demise of the party system came from the attack and high risk move 

taken by Fujimori in 1992. President Fujimori led an autogolpe, or a self-coup, in April 
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1992, thereby leading to a breakdown of the fragile democracy in Peru. The autogolpe  

was the demise of the traditional parties (Levitsky and Cameron 2003).   

Only under intense international pressure did Fujimori decide to hold elections 

and reestablish democratic institutions.  In November Fujimori called for a new Congress 

that would also serve as a constituent assembly. When the Constituent Democratic 

Congress (CCD) was installed, it had a Fujimorista majority, unlike the 1990-1992 

Congress in which Fujimori’s supporters had been a minority. The November 1992 

assembly elections were easily won by Fujimorista forces. Fujimori’s new majority, 

Cambio 90 won 49 percent of the vote, compared to PPC’s second place showing with  

only 9.8 percent. Excepting the PPC, the strategy of the other three established parties 

was to boycott the constituent assembly elections, considering them illegitimate. The 

boycott failed to prevent the process from moving forward and the absence of these three 

parties left ample room for new political actors who supported Fujimori to gain seats. The 

return to constitutional order was established by the October 1993 referendum which 

barely passed4 and by the 1995 general election for President and Congress (Tanaka 

2006). 

Fujimori claimed that his autogolpe was necessary to rid Peru of a false 

democracy dominated by party cliques, a claim that was largely supported and accepted 

by Peruvians. Public support for Fujimori rose from 53 percent in March 1992 to 81 

percent after the self-coup, and over the next three years Fujimori’s popularity held high 

at an average of 66 percent (Tanaka 1998). As seen in previous case studies, the strategy 

 

4 The referendum on the new Peruvian Constitution passed by a margin of merely three percent. 
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of boycotting in Peru by the opposition proved ineffective against the staggering 

popularity of Fujimori in the aftermath of the self-coup. The parties did not boycott the 

1993 municipal elections but APRA, AP, the PPC, and IU collectively won just 33.3 

percent of the vote. Fujimori then won the 1995 presidential election with 62.4 percent of 

the vote while the four established parties accounted for just 6.3 percent of the vote. His 

main opponent was Javier Pérez de Cuéllar, a former secretary general of the United 

Nations. In the 1995 race, no candidate who ran under an established party label won 

even five percent of the vote (Tanaka 2006). 

Fujimori’s success with the coup was based largely on his achievement of curbing 

the two main threats facing the country - hyperinflation and terrorism. The capture of 

Sendero Luminoso leader Abimael Guzmán several months after the coup helped 

consolidate support for Fujimori.  Fujimori’s success buried what was left of the 

traditional parties. By the mid-1990s, the rhetoric surrounding Fujimori was no longer 

about any party challenging him but rather about a vague opposition that was referred to 

only as ‘la oposición'.  For the remaining years of Fujimori’s administration, this moniker 

of the opposition characterized the opposition’s relationship with Fujimori. Soon after 

carrying out the successful autogolpe and winning the October 1993 referendum Fujimori 

was able to create a large “us versus them” sentiment in the country.  La oposición 

became a derogatory name that associated politicians with self-serving opponents of the 

government. Furthermore, the remnants of the established parties found themselves on 

the opposite side of public opinion when they defended democratic institutions.  The 

majority of Peruvians believed Fujimori’s heavy handed tactics were necessary to 

eliminate the problems the country faced. This was especially true for the working-class 
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and rural citizens who often associated the previous rule of law with corrupt judges and 

police officers (Levitsky and Cameron 2003). The only segment of Peruvian society 

where defending the rule of law was a priority was composed of the relatively privileged 

sectors of society such as from students, union workers, and professionals.  

Unlike the earlier case studies of Brazil and Argentina where party member 

disagreements led to fragmented parties, many Peruvian politicians abandoned their party 

labels entirely.  The opposition faced many challenges, but in the case of Peru it appears 

those opposed to Fujimori tried to emulate his independent status by abandoning their 

parties rather than attempting to resurrect them.  In fact, the outspoken opposition to 

Fujimori became minimal as only a “small guard elite” challenged him as other 

politicians tried to promote their careers from within the regime rather than by attacking 

it (Levitsky and Cameron 2003, 10).  

From 1992 to 2000 the opposition failed to check the Fujimori government’s 

autocratic behavior. With abundant popular support and little opposition, the government 

was able to further erode the country’s institutions making them ineffective. According to 

Lynch, the opposition’s failure can mostly be attributed to the repressive tactics of the 

Fujimori regime (1999).  Other scholars, however, point to both the structural 

environment and the individual attitudes of the opposition politicians. The individual 

politicians who pursued attempts to win elections failed to serve as blockades to the 

abuses of power committed by the Fujimori administration. Thus, the political strategies 

pursued by these politicians backfired. As many of them became preoccupied with 

winning their own elections and refusing to defend democratic institutions, future 

elections were no longer guaranteed to be free and fair and politicians were often left in a 
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worse position than before as they no longer had any political recourse available to them. 

With the collapse of the parties, collective action and mobilization proved impossible. 

The mechanisms previously used were no longer available to the opposition to coordinate 

any counterattacks against the Fujimori administration. The picture of ‘la oposición’ 

during most of the 1990s is clearly one of confusion and disarray.  

Independent movements and parties were created often during the 1990s as tools 

for elections. As parties became little more than vehicles for elections and were organized 

around particular candidates rather than program goals and national structures, opposition 

members had a hard time agreeing to support only one candidate. The logic behind many 

of the members of the opposition was that without a national machine, there were no 

incentives left for them if they abandoned their one opportunity to gain access to the 

political system (Levitsky and Cameron 2003).  

Fujimori began the practice of forming political parties that were used solely as 

electoral machines. With each new election, he created a new party. With his first party, 

Cambio 90, he actively prevented it from being consolidated as he preferred to use direct 

appeals to society through the media to gain approval and support. In preparation for the 

1992 constituent assembly elections, Fujimori created Nueva Mayoria. Three years later 

he created a third party for his supporters, Vamos Vecino, to compete in the 1998 

municipal elections. The pattern was repeated in 2000, when the creation of Peru 2000 

brought the total number of Fujimorista parties to four. This style of the “disposable 

party” was emulated by politicians everywhere (Levitsky and Cameron 2003, 11). The 

effect was a mass exodus of the established parties and the emergence of personalistic 

mechanisms.  
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 By the end of the decade, the independent party was the preferred method of 

political involvement for all political actors. Unlike the previous case studies in this 

thesis, the opposition in Peru intentionally split off from one another believing that the 

fragmentation of the parties and the politicians involved would benefit them personally 

when trying to compete in the environment of the personalistic politics. Examples of 

some of the parties that emerged at the national level are Somos Perú (SP) , Perú Posible 

(PP), Perú Ahora, Unión por el Perú (UPP), and Perú 2000 which all evolved between 

1995 and 1999. An example of the high fluidity of political parties in Peru can be seen in 

the creation of new parties in each election of the 1990s.  In 1990 the leading parties were 

C-90, FREDEMO, and APRA. In 1995, they were Nueva Mayoria and UPP, and in 1998 

Vamos Vecino and SP. Finally in 2000, the two dominant parties were Perú 2000 and PP.  

 

Fujimorista Corruption and (lack of) Opposition Strategy 

 

 The early 1990s in Peru was characterized by the autogolpe and the new 

constitution.  The 1995 elections under this new constitution were part of Fujimori’s 

response to the international community that Peru would continue to be a democracy, 

with the coup being a necessary break if only to rid the country of a failed democracy. 

After the 1995 elections, however, Fujimori’s politics grew increasingly authoritarian. It 

is only now, many years after his regime, that journalists and scholars have discovered 

the lengths to which the government went to secure and hold on to its power.  

 Ignoring the constitution that was written in 1993, the government circumvented, 

abused, or dismantled many of its mechanisms. The best examples that reflect this 
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statement are the government’s expansion of the power of the Servicio de Inteligencia 

Nacional (SIN), controlled by Montesinos; and Fujimori’s attempt to pursue reelection 

for a third time. In August 1996, the Congress passed the Law of Authentic Interpretation 

of the Constitution, which stated that Article 112 of the 1993 Constitution could not be 

applied retroactively which meant that Fujimori had only been elected once under the 

new constitution (Burt 2005). This law established the legal framework for his 2000 

reelection bid. 

 Despite the clear unconstitutionality of Fujimori’s effort to legalize his reelection 

bid, the opposition was unable to challenge it successfully though institutional channels. 

Fujimori’s majority in Congress prevented that institution from being a useful check on 

the president’s power. Other mechanisms, such as the courts and the electoral authorities, 

were corrupted by the vast network of surveillance, bribery, and extortion operated by  

Montesinos out of the powerful SIN offices. The judicial branch was also unavailable due 

to the methodical removal of independent judges and their replacement by Montesinos’ 

agents and “temporary” judges whose terms depended on the government’s judgment. 

Temporary judges, therefore, tended to be pro-government for job security purposes. The 

government also dominated the National Election Board (JNE) which was Peru’s highest 

form of power over electoral matters. In December of 1997, the Congress passed 

legislation that allowed recently appointed judges to elect members of the JNE. This rule 

allowed the government to stack the JNE with Fujimori allies, and in 1998, elections for 

five members of the JNE produced a definitive pro-government majority (Ellner 2003). 

 The institution that perhaps posed the greatest threat to Fujimori’s reelection bid 

was the Constitutional Tribunal (TC), Peru’s highest power on constitutional matters. In 
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January 1997, the TC ruled three votes to two that the Law of Authentic Interpretation 

did not apply to Fujimori. In response, the Fujimorista Congress impeached three TC 

members who had voted against the government. The justices were never replaced, 

thereby defacto ending the existence of the TC. 

Faced with no alternative for redress within the political system, the opposition 

attempted to call a referendum on the reelection issue. This effort was undermined by 

another act of Congress. Congress approved the Siura Law III in April 1996. The law 

stated that 48 votes in favor of a referendum were necessary before any referendum could 

be held. This law clearly debased the entire point of the referendum provision in the 1993 

constitution. It meant that because the opposition did not possess 48 votes in the 

legislature, only the government would be able to succesfully use a referendum. 

Nevertheless, the opposition attempted, under the umbrella of a civic association called 

the Democratic Forum to launch a campaign to collect the 1.2 million signatures needed 

to call a referendum on the reelection. The Democratic Forum collected more than 1.4 

million signatures, but Congress voted 67 to 45 to block the referendum. In December of 

1999 the JNE, stacked with Fujimoristas, officially approved Fujimori’s candidacy 

(Levitsky and Cameron 2003). In 2000 Fujimori quickly formed a new “electoral 

alliance” called the Frente Independiente Perú 2000, which technically included (but 

really replaced) C-90, Nueva Mayoria, and Vamos Vecino.  

By the late 1990s a large majority of Peruvians started to oppose the 

government’s abuses, and blocking the referendum provoked nationwide protests. This 

opposition, however, was not channeled into a sustained prodemocracy movement. The 

protests soon abated and were forgotten, and the TC and referendum issues faded from 
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the national agenda. These opposition failures were rooted largely in party weakness. The 

demise of organized parties left the democratic opposition without effective mobilizing 

structures or strong roots in society. Umbrella groups, such as the Democratic Forum, 

were supported by parties from across the political spectrum, but because the parties 

lacked infrastructure and activist bases, these organizations never became more than 

various assortments of individual political elites. They provided forums for individual 

politicians but not channels for public participation or vehicles for large-scale 

mobilization (Levitsky and Cameron 2003). 

 As previously stated, party collapse also ended the opposition’s ability to act 

collectively. The UPP, which had brought together a large portion of the anti-Fujimori 

opposition in 1995, was devastated by defections after the election. The UPP 

congressional bloc diminished from 17 to seven members, and the party quickly lost 

credibility as a viable opposition threat. The surplus of loosely organized and 

personalistic groups that emerged in its place seriously undermined opposition cohesion. 

Efforts to create a single opposition bloc in the legislature, such as the Parliamentary 

Democratic Opposition Bloc and the National Coordination Front, failed repeatedly. In 

the former case, the block disbanded soon after its formation because none of the leaders 

could find time to meet (Ellner 2003). 

 The opposition was further weakened because the leading non-Fujimorista 

politicians stayed away from disagreeing with the government and kept their distance 

from the opposition groups as they prepared their presidential bids. Some of the 

opposition leaders remained so far removed from the democracy movement that it was 

often difficult to determine if they represented the government or the opposition. In later 
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years, it became known that the government bribed many of these leaders to remain quiet 

(Burt 2005). Others, however, remained quiet as a strategy to be elected to the 

government. Consequently, even as support for Fujimori and his government fell in the 

late 1990s, no credible or viable alternative emerged. 

 The opposition faced immense challenges in their bids to defeat Fujimori. Beyond 

the president’s continued popularity, they confronted an electoral playing field mined 

with dirty tricks and unfair incumbent advantages. Fujimori enjoyed a virtual monopoly 

over network television, an array of tabloid newspapers (many of which were later 

revealed to be subsidized and directed by SIN) that systematically assaulted opposition 

candidates, and the vast resources of the state. SIN spied on opposition candidates and 

hired thugs to organize counter-demonstrations at opposition rallies; and state employees, 

including the armed forces, campaigned for pro-government ballots. Although opposition 

leaders complained about these conditions, the government’s control over the judicial 

branch and electoral authorities, such as the JNE and the National Office of Electoral 

Processes (ONPE), left them without options (Burt 2005). 

 The corruption in the Fujimori regime reached an all time high during a signature 

scandal starting in 1999. Peru 2000, Fujimori’s latest electoral machine lacked a minimal 

activist base and was therefore unable to obtain the required five hundred thousand 

signatures needed to register a new party. An investigation by El Comercio, a Peruvian 

newspaper, showed that as many as one million signatures had been forged. The scandal 

should have disqualified Peru 2000, but since the JNE and ONPE were stacked with 

fujimoristas they ignored the issue.  The government promised to investigate, but the 

subsequent investigation found no evidence of fraud (Levitsky and Cameron 2003). 
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Finally, when a video of Montesinos bribing an opposition member surfaced, the 

corruption of the Fujimori regime was fully exposed. The video, one of many that 

eventually appeared showcasing the severe corruption of the administration, collapsed the 

remaining support for Fujimori who fled to Japan to escape any legal consequences. 

From Japan, he faxed his resignation to Congress. His resignation was not accepted 

however, as Congress voted to remove him from office instead. 

 

The Failure of the Opposition 

 

 The opposition during the populist government of Fujimori failed for a multitude 

of reasons. The most important and relevant reason to this study is that they were unable 

to mobilize themselves to gain support for their cause or, at least, to detract support from 

the Fujimori administration. The weak state of the Peruvian institutions that allowed for 

an environment where a populist had the ability to be elected deteoriated further as the 

1990s progressed, and the opposition never recovered. 

 Other studies (Lynch 1999; Burt 2005) have pointed to the repressive nature of 

the Fujimori administration as the reason for the failure of the opposition. This study does 

not dispute the facts of the repression and corruption that took place during the 

administration, but it does shed light on a more likely reason as to the failure of the 

opposition. As the Peruvian democratic institutions disintegrated, so did any form of 

organization or unity among the anti-fujimoristas. Rather than spending their efforts 

rebuilding the parties, politicians abandoned them and attempted to emulate Fujimori’s 

personalistic style. 
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This led to a highly fragmented opposition that was easily ignored by both the 

government and Peruvian citizens. The shortsightedness of the politicians in Peru made 

any long term planning or collective action against the populist government of Fujimori 

nearly impossible. Individually, no single politician was able to detract from the vast 

amount of popular support that Fujimori had taken control of in the early 1990s.  

The end of the populist government in Peru came because of the fierce corruption 

of the administration and not as a result of a successful challenge from the opposition. 

When a videotape showed Montesinos bribing an opposition member, the irrefutable 

evidence of the corruption of the Fujimori regime was exposed. If not for the corruption, 

Fujimori faced a political arena where he would have been able to continue governing for 

the following five years. The Fujimori regime imploded while the fragmented collection 

of ‘independent’ opposition members was still struggling to devise a plan. Ultimately, the 

demobilization of Fujimori supporters came by the populist leader’s actions and not from 

those taken by opposition members. 
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CHAPTER VI: ARGENTINA – 
CARLOS MENEM 

 

 

Background 

 

Chapter six is the second case study from Argentina. In a country with a tradition 

of populist politics, it is unsurprising that another populist came to power in the late 

1980s. After a brutal military regime and economic crisis, the path was cleared for 

populist leader Carlos Menem to be elected in 1989.  Both the political environment in 

which Menem was elected and the opposition was created have their roots in the crisis of 

the previous decade.  

Raul Alfonsín, a leader from the liberal Radical Civic Union (UCR) party, had 

distinguished himself during the military regimes as an outspoken critic of the 

government and a human rights activist who sought justice for political prisoners. 

Alfonsín, who took office on December 10, 1984 for a six-year term, inherited a nation 

that was socially, politically, and economically injured.  After the military regime, 

Alfonsín was faced with trials of the members from the previous military regime and an 

economy with a 400 percent inflation rate. Additionally, Argentina experienced massive 

capital flight which accounted for almost two-thirds of the increase in the external debt 

(Brown 2003). 
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Alfonsín’s attempts at economic reform were failures. The main reason they 

failed was due to both his political and economic miscalculations. His congressional 

support ranged from weak in 1983 to barely existing after the 1987 elections. His 

political party never held the majority of the provincial governorships. By the end of 

1987, the situation worsened dramatically. The UCR had lost its congressional majority, 

the annual inflation rate had reached 174.8 percent, and workers’ salaries had dropped by 

nearly 10 percent. By April 1988 the economic team had suspended payments on 

Argentina’s foreign debt and was under pressure from the IMF to lower inflation. The 

administration’s next attempt at reform was a plan knows as Plan Primavera (Spring 

Plan).  It included an overhaul of the tax system, but ultimately, the plan failed (Brown 

2003). 

The situation of the decade can be summarized in the following statistic: GDP 

decreased by 9.4 percent between 1980 and 1990; gross national income declined by 12.6 

percent, investment as a share of GDP reached an all time low. The economic crisis was 

mirrored in the worsening social conditions, including a sharp decrease in real wages and 

income accompanied by an increase in the proportion of households living below the 

poverty line, which reached nearly 30 percent in the greater Buenos Aires area. The 

number of households living under the poverty line was three percent in 1974, but by 

1988 the number reached 25 percent (Conniff 1999). 

Eventually, as the administration gave in to increased pressure from the 

opposition, especially from labor unions, to resist payments on the external debt and to 

address economic concerns at home, the economy further deteoriated and the 

international financial community refused to increase lending to the nation. Given the 
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severity of the crisis that enveloped Argentina, and the rest of Latin America at the time, 

coupled with the president’s inability to garner support from any of the different 

segments of society, Alfonsín became an ineffective, lame duck president.  During 1989 

the cost of living rose 5,000 percent (Conniff 1999). Food riots and waves of fear swept 

over urban areas, and Alfonsín felt obliged to turn over power to Menem before the end 

of his term.  

 

The Rise of Menemismo 

 

Carlos Menem was elected to the presidency in 1989 and would ultimately serve 

two terms. The political climate and the state of the opposition varied significantly during 

these two terms.  Like the other populist leaders examined thus far, Menem used the 

crisis in his country to build up the power of the executive and bypass the usual means of 

operating such as the congress. The first term in office can be characterized by the large 

reforms Menem made, both in political and economic strategy. 

Amid the unprecedented economic crisis, Menem came into office on the ticket of 

the Partido Justicialista (PJ), the traditional Peronist party, campaigning with strategies 

such as salazario which promised an increase in wages.  Once in office, however, 

Menem’s actions went against the normal political strategies of the Peronist party. As 

soon as he took office, Menem began to implement neoliberal reforms in an effort to curb 

the enormous hyperinflation. He appointed businessmen to the top economic positions in 

his administration rather than fellow politicians from his party. Since Menem could use 

the Peronist Party and its affiliated labor union for his own purposes, he did not bypass 
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intermediary organizations in the same way as Fujimori did. But in typical populist 

fashion, Menem dominated his party and the Peronist unions and weakened their 

organizational strength. For instance, he engineered a division in the labor movement in 

order to undermine a challenge to his policies (Conniff 1999). Additionally, Menem 

insisted upon, and received, extraordinary powers from Congress to deal with the 

emergency.  

First, the “Law of Economic Emergency” allowed the president to dismiss 

government employees, cancel government contracts, and end subsidies by issuing an 

executive order. Second, the “Law of State Reform” enabled the president to issue 

executive orders to privatize state companies and abolish sub-cabinet agencies. Third, the 

“Law of Reform of the Supreme Court” increased the number of justices from five to 

nine and gave the president the power to name the additional four. That gave Menem a 

majority on the court and freed him from any concern that his acts might be declared 

unconstitutional (Lewis 2006). In fact, the court ruled in the chief executive’s favor in 

every controversial decision and even made encroachments on the authority of circuit 

judges and lower courts via the original path of per saltum, a procedure whereby cases 

likely to be decided unfavorably for the president were remanded to the country’s highest 

court (Romero 2002). The court serves as a powerful example of Menem’s increasing 

disregard for democratic norms. Perhaps because he saw how the judiciary was 

sometimes able to frustrate the policy aims of his predecessor, he took quick action to 

corral the independence of the courts and make them more receptive to his concerns. The 

publication of this move brought little resistance from the public as they were content to 
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give Menem any weapon he deemed necessary to fight the exorbitant inflation (Larkins 

1998).  

 Beyond the formal grants of power, Menem claimed others, which were not 

challenged by the opposition or even the congressional majority that he held. In the name 

of fighting inflation with balanced budgets, he asserted his right to exercise a line-item 

veto. Moreover, he claimed, and often exercised, the “right” to issue decrees “of 

necessity and urgency” to deal with any resistance to his reforms (Lewis 2006). By the 

end of his time in office, Menem issued more executive decrees than all of his 

predecessors combined. Menem’s style of governing was soon given the nickname 

decisionismo as he ignored other political actors (Conniff 1999). 

 During Menem’s first few years in office, while he was ruling with numerous 

decrees, the opposition did not object forcefully. The reasons for this are twofold. One, 

with the economic crisis facing the country, much of the opposition supported Menem. 

Much like the effect war has on the support of the executive, the economic crisis 

appeared to have the same result on the opposition’s support for Menem. Furthermore, 

the economic plan that Menem began continued many of the strategies the Radical party 

had endorsed beforehand. Menem’s turn against what the Peronist party was known for, 

specifically state intervention in economic matters, may have angered his own party 

members, but it gained support, at least in the beginning, from many UCR members 

(Romero 2002).  

 The second reason behind the lackluster opposition during the first administration 

had to do with the political maneuvering on Menem’s part. The UCD leader, Alvaro 

Alsogaray, as one of the economic advisors and the inclusion of his daughter, Maria Julia 
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Alsogaray, as the privatization supervisor of the state telephone company, are only a 

couple of examples where Menem was able to co-opt, or at least negotiate a temporary 

alliance with people who would otherwise be strong political opponents. Although 

elected with a party, Menem went out of his way to make it clear that he would not be 

constrained by any party mechanisms. In this sense, he is much like the other populists 

that emerged in the late 20th century. He attempted to act independently, using the 

economic crisis and his popularity to gain legitimacy and support from the other political 

actors (Conniff 1999). 

 In his quest to consolidate power, it is unsurprising that Menem attempted to 

amend the constitution to allow for his reelection. The only president to have done this 

successfully was his populist predecessor Juan Perón.  It was not as easy for Menem as it 

was for Perón, but he was successful. He encountered reserve from his own party from 

those who had hoped to be his successor. The main problem, however, was the resistance 

from congress (Lewis 2006). The constitution reform had to be sanctioned by a two-

thirds vote by both houses. Immediately following the 1993 congressional election, 

Menem managed to obtain the senate’s approval and convoked a nonbinding plebiscite 

with the intention of pressuring the UCR congressmen, because the Peronists and their 

allies were far from obtaining the needed two-thirds majority. He threatened to have 

passed a law that would reinterpret the constitutional provision on reelection and get 

around the restriction, a law that would then be upheld by the heavily stacked Supreme 

Court. Such an action would clearly delegitimize and weaken what remained of the 

opposition (Romero 2003). 
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 The UCR was on the defensive, without a clear strategy, and divided. The 

provincial Radical governors such as Eduardo Angeloz in Córdoba or Horacio 

Massaccesi in Rio Negro, who depended on the support of the national treasury, were 

disposed to compromise and look for common ground, whereas Alfonsín, who was still 

the national leader of the UCR, was emphatically opposed.  In this context, Menem and 

Alfonsín met in secret and agreed to the conditions to facilitate a constitutional reform. 

Menem conceded to a few reforms that would benefit the UCR, including one that should 

have curbed the president’s use of executive orders. With much difficulty, Alfonsín went 

back to his party and convinced them that they should support the constitutional reform. 

He argued about the risk of a defeat in the plebiscite, about the possibility of divisions in 

the party and defections, and above all about the risks of a reform carried forward by the 

president without the support of the political parties (Romero 2002). In sum, the 

opposition resigned itself to the inevitable and realized the dangers of resistance at any 

cost and the benefits that could be obtained from an agreement to modernize the 

country’s political institutions.  

 Menem won his bid for reelection in 1995, but his next term did not go nearly as 

smoothly as his first did.  During his first term, Menem had successfully attacked the 

hyperinflation problem although unemployment skyrocketed. In his second term, 

however, the economic crisis worsened and the corruption and scandals that had been 

overlooked during the first term, seemed to multiply and expand. In 1995, the first 

scandal to have an effect on the Menem administration was a situation with Domingo 

Cavallo, the minister of the economy. Many of the privatizations Cavallo was carrying 

out resulted in harsh confrontations including one with Alfredo Yabran, the postal tycoon 
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involved in highly lucrative but suspicious business undertakings.  Cavallo accused 

Yabran of tax evasion and of having seedy connections. He also accused two ministers 

close to the president of protecting Yabran and influencing judges in his favor (Romero 

2002). Without paying much attention to the consequences of bringing up the corruption 

charges, Cavallo introduced into public debate the issue of government corruption that 

had grown at an exponential pace. It is in this new political environment that the political 

opposition began to grow and organize itself. 

 

Menemismo and the Opposition 

 

 Peronism dominated Argentine politics between 1946 and 1976, with the Radical 

Party historically maintaining an average of approximately 25 percent of the vote. These 

two major centrist forces have traditionally faced opposition from numerous smaller 

parties on both the national and regional levels. The minor parties have played a less 

significant role in presidential elections – the PJ and UCR together won 91.8 percent of 

the vote in 1983 and 84.2 percent in 1989 – but figure prominently in local and 

congressional elections (Manzetti 1993). In 1989, Menem ran for president as part of a 

coalition called the “Frente Justicialista de Unidad Popular – FREJUPO, which consisted 

of a mixture of Peronist factions and other center-left groups.  

While other parties waned in the president’s shadow, one important political force 

emerged from the Justicialist Party itself. In response to the newly-elected president’s 

decision to grant amnesty to military officers accused of human rights violations, and 

unhappy with the economic measures imposed during the first months of his 
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administration, eight Renewalist Peronist congressmen broke with the party and formed 

the “Group of Eight.” Other politicians, union members and human rights activists joined 

their ranks. During the following years the group continued to grow and join forces with 

the “Frente Grande,” a coalition of leftist parties. In 1993, the Frente Grande presented 

candidates for congressional elections, with Carlos “Chacho” Alvarez and Graciela 

Fernandez Mejide leading its list. The alliance won 14.8 percent of the vote, earning two 

congressional seats (Marcus-Delgado 1999). 

In 1994, the Frente Grande participated in the elections for the constitutional 

convention, winning a majority in Buenos Aires for the first time with 37.4 percent of the 

votes – 12 percent nationwide. The movement won a total of 32 representatives to the 

national convention, firmly establishing the group as a viable political force. At that time 

its leaders decided to constitute the movement as a political party. An important addition 

to the group was José Bordon, who left the PJ and formed his own party: Política Abíerta 

para la Integridad Social (PAIS). Bordon, unable to muster enough support to become a 

viable candidate for the presidency in 1995, decided to join the burgeoning anti-

Menemista alliance.  In December 1994, PAIS, Social Unity, and the Christian 

Democrats joined the Frente Grande to create FREPASO. The Front for a Country in 

Solidarity (FREPASO) formed to be a coalition to oppose Menem.  Its founding members 

were progressive Peronists who opposed Menem’s policies and objected to his hijacking 

of the party (Marcus-Delgado 1999). 

In the absence of a viable left-wing alterative to the president, FREPASO 

presented itself as a left-of-center option that appealed to urban intellectuals and middle 

to upper-middle class voters disenchanted with the Menem administration’s style of 
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reform. Since its formation, FREPASO continued to expand its ranks, especially in the 

capital. In February 1995, after holding open primary elections – in a nation where such 

contests are generally restricted to party members – FREPASO nominated José Bordon 

as its presidential candidate for the May election. Bordon won 29 percent of the vote, 

displacing the Radical party for the first time in its history to a third place ranking. UCR 

candidate, Rio Negro governor Horacio Massaccessi, earned a meager 17 percent of the 

vote. Although it lost the national election, FREPASO firmly established itself as a 

weighty and active opposition force. Along with the UCR, FREPASO organized a large 

protest against the government’s economic policies; it was a collective blackout and pot 

banging (cacerolazo) lasting five minutes (Marcus-Delgado 1999). In 1997, allying itself 

with the Radical Party, FREPASO won a majority in the congressional elections (see 

Table 6.1). 

 In addition to the disaffected former Peronists who formed the earlier “Group of 

Eight,” other factions within the Justicialist Party posed formidable opposition to Menem 

throughout his administration. Eduardo Duhalde, vice president from 1989 to 1991 and 

subsequent governor of the powerful Buenos Aires province (home to over one-third of 

the nation’s population), emerged as a sharp critic of the administration’s economic 

policies. In 1995, with the presidential elections of that year having ended, Duhalde 

announced his candidacy for the next elections and began to campaign. He started to 

campaign and mold himself as the next Peronist president claiming that he would return 

the Peronist party back to its roots and fix the problems that Menem had created and was 

exacerbating. To neutralize Duhalde, Menem encouraged a rival from within his party, 

Palito Ortega. Meanwhile, Menem informally launched his own candidacy with millions 
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of t-shirts, balloons, and posters that stated “Menem 99.” In typical populist fashion, 

Menem was not ready to concede his power (Romero 2002). 

An interesting situation debilitated the Unión del Centro Democrático (Union of 

the Democratic Center, UCD), the political group that had become the third strongest 

force in Argentine politics since its foundation by Alvaro Alsogaray in 1982. The UCD 

represented the most politically conservative sectors of the population. Menem not only 

garnered the support of the group’s constituents, he also co-opted its most important 

leaders into his government. Alsogaray himself was appointed as special adviser to 

Menem and charged with renegotiating the nation’s external debt. The combination of 

strategies led to the virtual destruction of the political party, which dropped from its 1989 

peak of eleven house of deputy seats to only two by 1995 (Marcus-Delgado 1999).  

During Menem’s second administration when the opposition was fighting back, the UCD 

remained irrelevant.  

For its part, the Radical party fell into deep crisis after its electoral defeat in 1989. 

Its internal dissention was mirrored by its successive losses at the polls in 1991, 1993, 

and 1995. In addition to the damage suffered as a consequence of Alfonsín’s political and 

economic failures, the UCR found it difficult to oppose an economic program that held 

much in common with the one they themselves had proposed. The party fell to an historic 

low when it came in third place in the presidential elections, behind the newly formed 

FREPASO. Only with the 1997 alliance was the UCR able to make itself stronger 

(Levitsky and Wolfson 2004). The results of the legislative elections since 1989 are 

shown in the table below. 



 

Table 6.1 

Source: (Levitsky and Wolfson 2004) 
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The results of the elections clearly demonstrate the growth of the opposition as well as 

the necessity of the alliance between FREPASO and UCR. The growth of the new 

political party, FREPASO in partnership with the established UCR proved to be a 

worthwhile opponent to Menemismo. With approximately 45 percent of the vote, the 

Alliance of FREPASO and UCR (Alianza) was able to present a small challenge to 

Menem’s use of executive orders. Yet, even with better showings in the elections, the 

opposition was unsuccessful in curbing many of the reforms that Menem had 

implemented (Marcus-Delgado 1999). As Menem pursued his goal of a third term and 

destroying Duhalde’s political career, he ignored the growing opposition. His 

characterization as a man concerned merely with power grew. From the early days of 

decisionismo to his attempt to run for a third term, Menem ignored the political 

institutions of his country, both state and nonstate actors. Ultimately, with the severity of 

the economic crisis and his goal of power blinding him, Menem was forced to concede 

that he would not win a third term. Furthermore, in his quest to delegitimize Duhalde, 

Menem left his party in a terrible position to win the next presidential elections.   
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The Failure of the Opposition? 

  

 Carlos Menem swept into office five months earlier than planned, and Argentina 

for the following decade was dominated by his personalistic style of governing. The 

disastrous Alfonsín administration left the Radical party lacking credibility and support, 

while the economic crisis gave Menem power to act with little regard for democratic 

norms. The opposition during the first term was nearly nonexistent. Many of those in 

opposition were content to let Menem attempt to rectify the economic crisis while others 

were co-opted into the Menem administration. 

 As Menem ignored congress through executive decrees and stacked the courts 

with people who would be loyal to him, the opposition remained silent. From the 

evidence above, however, it is clear that Menem had the ear of the people. The opposition 

was unable to find an audience, and more importantly, they had no alternative to the 

crisis to present. Unlike the leaders in previous case studies, Menem did not attempt as 

many social programs as many  would expect from a populist leader. Instead, he used the 

fear of the hyperinflation and the economic crisis to mobilize support for him and his 

policies. Proof of his fervid support can be found in his successful implementation of 

neoliberal reforms. These policies often have negative effects to the lower classes of 

society, but the public was fearful enough and Menem was charismatic enough to 

mobilize the masses to support his policies. In other case studies, the populist leader often 

portrayed the opposition as an enemy, something from which the citizens needed 

protection. In Argentina, however, this rhetoric was confined to occasional references to 
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the failure of the Alfonsín administration and the previous corruption. More effectively, 

the enemy in this case study was the grave economic situation. As the economic situation 

was strikingly horrendous, the opposition was unable to openly disagree with the 

administration’s mandate. Furthermore, the opposition was unable to find the space in the 

political arena to win support from menemistas or to give concrete causes for the citizens 

to stop supporting Menem. The defense of democratic institutions was not a high enough 

priority for the citizenry as the economy worsened. 

 The election in 1995 changed the situation entirely. Menem was able to ride his 

popularity to a second term, but his narrow-sighted quest for the consolidation of his 

power hurt him. After four years of obscurity, the opposition began anew with FREPASO 

and the unlikely UCR alliance.  While the opposition took positive actions in trying to 

mobilize support for the new alliance, it was still relatively unsuccessful as it failed to 

achieve any of its policy goals or prevent Menem from using the executive decrees. 

Menem’s quest for a third term as president was brought to a halt not because of the 

actions of the opposition, but rather by a combination of his administration’s corruption 

and its failure to rectify the rapidly deteriorating economic situation. The support he had 

mobilized in the face of a new crisis in the late 1980s evaporated quickly ten years later 

as the country was left in a situation worse than it had been before Menem took office. 

After he was forced to concede that he did not have the support from the public to run for 

a third term, Menem’s time in office came to an end at the close of his second term.
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CHAPTER VII: VENEZUELA – 
HUGO CHAVEZ 

 

 

Background 

 

Understanding the history of Venezuela and the collapse of its two-party system is 

critical to understanding the political situation since the late 1990s. It is the failure of the 

party system, many scholars have argued, that made it possible for Hugo Chávez to win 

his first election in 1998. The ramifications of this historic collapse continue to shape the 

current situation between Chávez and the opposition.  

During the first part of the twentieth century, authoritarian regimes dominated 

Venezuelan government. The overthrow of the last dictator, Marcos Pérez Jiménez, led to 

the election of Rómulo Betancourt and democracy in 1958 (Kolb 1978). From 1958 to 

1998 Venezuela held elections every five years, and its two largest political parties, 

Acción Democrática (AD) and the Partido Social Cristiano de Venezuela (COPEI), 

alternated in the presidency multiple times. Even with the change in power between the 

two parties, the arrangement made among them to cooperate with each other only, to the 

exclusion of all others, led some observers to refer to Venezuela as a partidocracia, or in 

English, a partyocracy rather than a democracy.  The arrangement made between the two 

political parties is represented in the Pact of Punto Fijo.  The pact was intended to last 
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only through the first  post- Pérez Jiménez government as a means of aiding Venezuela’s 

transition to democracy (Coppedge 1994). During that time period, Venezuela faced 

many challenges to its new political system, including being surrounded by other Latin 

American governments of both the extreme right and left. Puntofijismo, the term used to 

describe the arrangement, arrived as an answer to these challenges but lasted much longer 

than anticipated.  

For more than forty years AD and COPEI, the moderate left and right, competed 

for electoral control. Various other groups, mainly from the left, pursued power through 

guerrilla movements or organized political parties but consistently met failure. AD and 

COPEI governed through compromise and the sharing of political power, to the exclusion 

of all other political parties. In addition to Coppedge’s term partyocracy, other scholars 

referred to Venezuela as a ‘subsidized democracy’ (Sylvia and Danopoulos 2003). 

Despite the drawbacks of this arrangement, “the system provided for stability and 

peaceful alteration of power and for a relatively free press” (Sylvia and Danopoulos 

2003, 65). 

Another important factor to consider when understanding the political history of 

Venezuela is the abundance of oil in the country. In the early 1970s Venezuela was the 

number four oil exporter in the world and the third leading source of U.S. oil imports. 

Venezuelan leaders enjoyed economic wealth in the 1970s while other Latin American 

regimes collapsed under the weight of foreign debt and devastating social problems. The 

overt dependency on oil exports, however, tied Venezuela to the ups and downs of the 

international economy.  
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While in the 1970s Venezuela experienced wealth and prosperity as oil prices 

soared, the 1980s proved to be disastrous for the country as oil plummeted. The economic 

prosperity officially ended in 1983 when the Venezuelan currency, the Bolívar, collapsed 

along with world oil prices. As in many other Latin American countries, much of the 

country’s rural poor moved into the cities in search of employment. Once they reached 

the cities, however, there were few available jobs and they were forced to settle on the 

outskirts of cities often forming “squatter slums” and “exacerbating the problems of 

electrical shortages, waste disposal, the distribution of potable water and growing crime 

rates” (Sylvia and Danopoulos 2003, 65). These new problems appeared to be ignored by 

the traditional center parties who were either unwilling or unable to deal successfully 

with the new situation in Venezuela. Throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s, 

participation in elections declined as the masses felt alienated from the political process 

(Sylvia and Danopoulos 2003).  

The devastating economic situation led to the unrest of the majority of the 

population; the effects of which were reflected in the political process. In 1989, 

Venezuelans, nostalgic for better times, re-elected Carlos Andrés Pérez, who had been 

president during the 1970s. Most Venezuelans hoped Pérez would bring back the 

economic prosperity that characterized his presidency of the 1970s. The economic 

problems facing Pérez were enormous. As an illustration of the economic troubles, the 

price of oil fell from $33  a barrel in 1985 to $13 a barrel in 1988. Shortly after taking 

office, Pérez, with encouragement from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 

implemented a neoliberal macroeconomic program as an effort to stimulate the country’s 

economy. Although inflation dropped and the GNP increased, real income for the 
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majority of the population decreased, unemployment went up; thus the income 

distribution inequality increased (Tanaka 2006). 

The economic problems Pérez faced and the reforms he implemented to address 

them led to additional problems within his party, AD, and angered Venezuelan citizens. 

The outrage towards the new policies Pérez implemented led to widespread protests in 

February 1989, especially in Caracas. Neoliberal economic policies in Venezuela, and the 

rest of Latin America, are commonly considered to worsen the conditions of the poor. 

Furthermore, Latin Americans have an understandably pressimistic view of the IMF as 

many countries had negative experiences with previous bailout conditions and previous 

loans from international banks with high interest rates. Eventually, rioting began in the 

slums bordering Caracas; the riots became known as the Caracazo. The rioting spread 

quickly and the military was called out to stop the violence. Many of the military 

members called upon claimed to resent being asked to use military force against civilians. 

These angered military members, including Lt. Colonel Hugo Chávez, were plotting to 

overthrow the perceived corrupt government and the Caracazo served to reinforce their 

anger and accelerated their timetable for a coup (Sylvia and Danopoulos 2003). 

In addition to the problems the current regime faced from the general population, 

Pérez faced internal party opposition. AD’s traditional political identity was a party with 

a statist economic policy, and Pérez’s change to embrace neoliberal reforms led to 

tension within AD. Furthermore, the popular resentment Pérez faced personally from the 

citizenry crossed into overall party resentment which led to the increasing isolation of the 

government. The best example of this isolation can be seen as the Confederation of 

Venezuelan Workers (CTV), the main labor confederation, distanced themselves and 
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called for a work stoppage to protest the government’s economic policies. This event 

marked the first time CTV had ever taken action against an AD government (Tanaka 

2006).  

The pinnacle of unrest during this time period culminated in two failed coup 

attempts in 1992, one of which was led by future president Hugo Chávez. Strangely 

enough, and adding to the future demise of the party system, “eminent politicians” 

including former COPEI president Rafael Caldera “far from condemning the participants 

and defending the constitutional order, declared support for the insurrectionist” (Tanaka 

2006, 59). The support for the coup attempts can be traced to the severe economic 

situation and the existing discontent and conflict within and between Venezuela’s 

political parties. The interparty and intraparty discord is as much a key to the fall of Pérez 

as the economic performance. 

The next presidential election in 1993 did not foretell the ultimate collapse of the 

two-party system in Venezuela. The scandal connected with the dismissal of Pérez made 

AD weak (both internally and externally), but the party’s candidate still came in second 

behind former COPEI leader, Rafael Caldera. From the perspective of the 1993 election, 

the Venezuelan political system appeared to remain as it had been in the past. The 

previous AD president was considered a universal failure, so the citizenry elected a 

famous ex-COPEI leader and former president in Rafael Caldera.  

The election of Caldera, the leader of a diverse coalition of traditional political 

figures and former leftists, had initially increased the expectation of meaningful change. 

Caldera, however, wound up repeating at least one of the behaviors of his predecessor 

making Venezuela the “only country in Latin America in which two presidents in the 



1990s won elections on anti-neoliberal platforms only to end up embracing neoliberal 

strategies” (Ellner and Salas 2007, xiv). In the end, although he did not run as a COPEI 

member, Caldera’s presidency functioned to further expose the inflexibility of the 

political system and the fixed nature of the traditional parties that held power since 1958.  

Throughout the 1990s both AD and COPEI continued the decline that had started 

in the 1980s. As seen in Roberts’ table below, the election of 1993 showed a severe drop 

in percentage votes for both AD and COPEI. The 1998 election results reflect the fact 

that Chávez, and the coalition front he created, Polo Patriótico, won 56.2 percent of the 

 

Table 7.1 

Source: ( Roberts 2003) 

 

vote showing that the 1998 election marked the end for the two traditional parties. AD 

and COPEI struggled even to field candidates to run against Chávez. Ultimately, COPEI 

did not offer a presidential candidate. The party first supported Irene Saéz5 and then 
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5 She served as mayor of Chacao, one of the five municipalities that make up Caracas, and later as governor 
of Nueva Esparta. She is also a previous Miss Universe. 
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decided to back another independent, Henrique Salas Römer.6 COPEI contributed barely 

2.15 percent to the overall forty percent earned by Römer. In Congress, COPEI also 

suffered. It won less than half the votes it had in 1993. Its counterpart AD performed 

better in the congressional race, earning the same votes it had in 1993. AD faced larger 

problems, however, in the presidential race. Claudio Fermín, who had been mayor of 

Caracas and was the apparent logical choice for the next AD candidate, wound up leaving 

the AD party and leaving behind even more internal conflict. Without Fermín, AD 

selected Luis Alfaro Ucero7 for their next presidential candidate. Ucero gathered so little 

support that AD ultimately withdrew his candidacy and backed Römer, contributing 9.05 

percent to his total votes earned (Tanaka 2006). For the first time, both AD and COPEI 

backed the same candidate. 

 Supporting Römer was a last minute attempt by AD and COPEI to rally against 

the election of an outsider to the presidency. They were unsuccessful, however, as the 

majority of the country looked to the newcomer as a way of starting new and addressing 

the severe problems Venezuela faced over the last fifteen years. Both of the traditional 

parties had failed to improve the situation in the country and had lost their credibility 

through their failure, corruption, and inability to overcome their internal problems. These 

issues within and between the two traditional political parties of Venezuela foreshadowed 

some of the problems that would continue to plague the opposition through the 21st 

century. 

 
 

6 He was the Yale-educated governor of Carabobo. This state is considered the country’s main industrial 
center. 
7 A long time AD member who had previously been governor of Monagas in the late 1960s. 
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The Chávez Era and the Opposition 

 

 The presidential election of 1998 sealed the fate for the archaic two-party system 

in Venezuela. With 56.8 percent of the vote, Hugo Chávez was elected president on a 

populist platform that promised to reduce poverty and inequality in the nation. As 

pledged, his presidency brought many changes to the political scene in Venezuela. The 

first change he made was to rewrite the Venezuelan constitution. Over the next ten years 

Chávez would attempt to change many other aspects of the Venezuelan system. Most of 

the time, he was successful. To understand the relationship between the opposition and 

Chávez, and more importantly, to see where the opposition succeeded or failed, it is 

necessary to highlight some of the most important events of Chávez’s presidency thus far.  

As Chávez offered a new constitution or rewrote laws, the important question to 

ask is where and what was the opposition doing during these times? As Venezuela is a 

democracy (though it is disputed by some), the changes Chávez brought about had to 

have consent from the population. The success that Chávez met with over the last ten 

years of convincing his supporters to agree with his decisions begs the question of how 

the opposition planned to defeat Chávez.  Because of Chávez’s strong ability to persuade 

his supporters, the opposition needed to figure out how it could compete with the populist 

leader and convince his supporters otherwise. By analyzing some of the major events in 

Venezuela over the last ten years, such as the coup in 2002, the recall vote in 2004, and 

the referendum in 2007, a clearer picture of how the opposition has interacted with the 

current regime in Venezuela will appear.  
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When Chávez took office in 1999, he decreed in his inaugural speech the holding 

of a popular referendum that would open the way for elections for a constituent assembly. 

The constitutional proposal was approved in a referendum held in April. Then, in 

elections based on a first-past-the-post system in July, the governmental alliance, those 

who supported Chávez, won 125 seats in the constituent assembly compared to the six 

seats won by the opposition. With this clear majority, the assembly was able to draft a 

new constitution in three months. In December of the same year, a national referendum 

was held that approved the country’s new constitution (López Maya 2003). 

The first year in office was obviously a busy one for Chávez. Rewriting the 

constitution for the country happened quickly because Chávez felt that support for the 

new constitution could be lost as time went on. Furthermore, the opposition was clearly 

weak. In the 1998 election, Chávez crushed his opponents and left the opposition reeling 

from its defeat. Without much time to recover the constitutional assembly was convened. 

The opposition was unable to organize itself to vie for any real number of seats in the 

assembly thereby making it easier for Chávez and his supporters to pass the new 

constitution. In a clear foreshadowing of events over the next ten years, the public was 

introduced to the voice of their new leader and because of the internal problems of the 

opposition the public was not given a reason to vote against the new constitution. 

Over the next two years Chávez and his coalition of supporters enjoyed enormous 

success. Besides obtaining the approval for the new constitution, the coalition also won 

control of a majority of the seats in Congress and many governorships, mayorships, and 

state/city councils in two ‘mega-elections’ held in July and December of 2000. By the 

end of the year, the national government was firmly under the control of Chávez, and the 



traditional parties of AD and COPEI were reduced to electoral insignificance, filled with 

internal squabbling, and bankrupt (Hawkins 2003). 

In the 21st century the polarization that existed between the chavistas (supporters 

of Chávez) and the opposition increased. As scholars such as Ellner and Weyland have 

noted, the middle class in Venezuela grew increasingly alienated from Venezuelan 

politics as the lower class majority was being embraced by Chávez.  Not until 2001 did 

the political wave of popularity Chávez had been riding seem to slow down. The typical 

decline of popularity after a president’s first year in office finally appeared to catch up 

with Chávez (Roberts 2003). 

As seen in the figure below, the next two years saw a steady decline in the 

approval ratings of Chávez. Most of 2002 saw Chávez’s approval rating hovering around 

40 percent. From the third quarter of 2000 to the first quarter of 2002 Chávez’s approval 

rating fell from approximately 70 percent to below 40 percent. During these two years the 

media coverage  

 

Figure 7.1 

Source:  (Hawkins 2003) 
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of Chávez was nearly all negative. Without favorable press coverage, Chávez 

increasingly used his weekly television and radio programs to communicate with the 

public, and he often made long speeches that the private networks and radio stations were 

required to broadcast. The relationship between the opposition, who controlled much of 

the media, and Chávez further deteriorated to name-calling. The speeches by Chávez 

condemned all business, media, foreign countries, and occasionally individuals who 

opposed him. At one point he even warned that the citizens may be called upon to 

“defend the revolution” (Hawkins 2003, 1143). Chávez was effectively rallying his 

supporters against ‘the enemy’. This term often referred to the United States, but in this 

case, it referred to his opposition. The only movements made by the opposition were to 

attack increasingly Chávez’s presidency as anti-democratic and dictatorial.  Three years 

after the election of Chávez, the opposition was still without power in the government, 

fragmented, and disorganized. The occasions where the opposition appeared to have the 

slightest amount of organization were the periodic protests that they organized against 

Chávez and his policies. 

 Chávez attempted many changes in his first few years in office, but the one 

reform that cost him the most was his attempt to restructure the national oil company. 

After Chávez fired the top managers of PDVSA during one of his television programs the 

galvanized opposition mobilized demonstrations in favor of the PDVSA leadership and 

against the government. The demonstrations culminated on April 11, 2002 with a coup 

attempt against Chávez. The demonstrators on that day started to move to the nearby 

presidential palace where Chávez’s armed security guards tried to block them while a 

group of masked sharpshooters began firing on the crowd. About twenty people were 
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killed in the confused exchange of gunfire. Chávez’s top officers resisted his orders to 

call out additional troops and demanded his resignation which he, supposedly, gave them. 

His resignation was announced to the country and Pedro Carmona, an opposition leader 

of Fedecámaras8, one of the most important business organizations in Venezuela, was 

sworn in with a promise to conduct elections within a year and a promise not to be a 

candidate in that election. Carmona’s first actions were to dissolve the legislature, fire the 

Supreme Court, and nullify 48 laws with which he, “and presumably the business 

association he headed (Fedecámaras), disagreed” (Sylvia and Danopoulos 2003, 73).   

Carmona’s actions were irrelevant; however, since less than 48 hours after being 

ousted, Chávez was restored to power. His supporters, mainly the numerous lower class 

of Venezuela, began rioting in nearly every city in the country. In addition, many military 

officers refused to support the coup, either out of loyalty to Chávez or loyalty to 

defending the Venezuelan constitution.  The restoration of Chávez to power only added 

to the societal polarization in Venezuela. The opposition continued to protest and call for 

the resignation of Chávez as chavistas and antichavistas clashed daily (Sylvia and 

Danopoulos 2003). 

The failure of the coup attempt in 2002 has often been attributed to the will of the 

people. In fact, although Chavistas were aware of the opposition and its growing 

numbers, they argued that it was merely “a few, isolated areas in the wealthiest 

neighborhoods in the eastern part of [Caracas]” (Hawkins 2003). The pro-Chávez 

publications often wrote that the coup failed because of the massive protests that emerged 
 

8 Fedecámaras is the Venezuelan Association of Chambers of Commerce. During the Pact of Punto Fijo 
era, Fedecámaras had been in constant consultation with both AD and COPEI. This connection continued 
with the remains of both parties. 
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after Chávez was overthrown. According to Hawkins, however, another explanation for 

the failure of the coup must be factored in. The failure of the coup was more complex 

than originally realized. He argues that in large measure the coup failed because the 

officers in control were unable to agree on who should be in charge and because younger 

officers and key military loyal to the president were not controlled. His evidence that this 

theory explains better the failure of the coup is to point out the demonstrations in support 

of Chávez were made up of relatively small numbers until Chávez was already back in 

power (Hawkins 2003). Steve Ellner further argues that it was the differences in political 

and economic goals among the anti-Chavista leadership that can explain the divisions 

that led to Chávez’s return to power (Ellner 2008). 

The situation among the opposition did not fare much better than the situation 

between the chavistas and the antichavistas. The only uniting force between the various 

factions within the opposition, including new political parties that came and went yearly, 

was the shared hatred of Chávez. Many members of the opposition were former members 

of the now defunct AD and COPEI parties who were having problems working on the 

same side.  

The polarization intensified further at the end of 2002 when a group of military 

officers resigned and set up their headquarters in the main plaza of the eastern part of 

Caracas. The plaza served as the focal point for the mobilization of the opposition, 

including Fedecámaras, the Venezuelan Workers Confederation (CTV), and most 

opposition political parties. By December of 2002, in a year that was already filled with 

much conflict, a two month long national strike began. The opposition, coalesced under 

an umbrella called the Democratic Coordinator, organized the two month strike with the 
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goal of having Chávez resign or by calling a national referendum on his presidency. 

Seemingly roused “by recent events such as the military intervention in the Metropolitan 

police, organizers openly called for the convocation of a national referendum on 

Chávez’s continuation in office” (Hawkins 2003, 1144). Although the strike was intended 

to have a short duration, it lasted two months causing severe damage to the Venezuelan 

economy, and ultimately it failed in its goals. 

Not to be deterred for too long, the opposition, still working as the united 

Democratic Coordinator coalition, decided to pursue the route available to them through 

the Venezuelan constitution. In December of 2003 the opposition had gathered more than 

enough signatures, 3.4 million, to organize a recall vote on Chávez’s presidency. The 

atmosphere leading up to the recall vote was filled with tension, as both sides predicted a 

win. Chávez’s popularity had appeared to be waning, but according to an El Universal 

article, on August 16, 2004, 58.32 percent of Venezuelans said ‘no’ to recalling president 

Chávez whereas only 41.74 percent said ‘yes’. Immediately following the devastating 

loss the opposition demanded the results be overturned amid allegations of fraud. The 

vote was overseen, however, by the Organization of American States and the Carter 

Center in Atlanta, both of which endorsed Chávez’s victory. 

The years 2005 and 2006 continued to be unsuccessful for the opposition as they 

were unable to gain any power in the political system either by election or by the 

overthrow of Chávez. In a questionable move, the 2005 National Assembly election was 

boycotted by many members of the opposition leaving the chamber under the continued 

control of the chavistas. One year later, the 2006 presidential election was also met with 
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failure as Chávez beat his opponent, Manuel Rosales,9 by winning approximately 62 

percent of the vote. Between 2005 and 2007 Chávez was able to make many changes to 

laws without facing any opposition from within the system. The last meaningful vote 

where the opposition was able to finally claim victory was on a national referendum held 

in December of 2007. Venezuelans were asked to vote on a number of reforms to the 

constitution including a controversial provision that would allow a president to stand for 

reelection indefinitely. According to the BBC, the results were 51% against the reforms 

and 49% in favor. The failure of the reforms, however, can be attributed less to the 

actions of the opposition than to the hesitance of the chavistas. The number of voters that 

voted against the reforms was nearly identical to the numbers the opposition had posted 

in previous elections (CNE).  The difference could be seen in the number of chavistas 

who chose to abstain from the vote. Many chavistas did not vote against the reforms, 

which could have indicated support for the opposition’s position; instead they stayed 

home. 

 

Why Has The Opposition Failed? 

 

The failure of the referendum in December of 2007 illustrates clearly the 

relationship between the opposition and Hugo Chávez over the past decade. Beginning 

with the collapse of the two-party system the old, elite politicians struggled to recompose 

themselves as a charismatic Chávez swept into power with large support from the lower 

 

9 Manuel Rosales served as Mayor of  Maracaibo (1996–2000) and Governor of Zulia for two terms (2000– 
  2004); (2004–2008). Zulia is the Venezuelan state where the oil industry is centered. 
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classes. While Chávez took advantage of mobilizing sectors of Venezuelan society that 

had been ignored for nearly twenty years, the opposition was having a hard time gaining 

any representation in the new system. 

Previous studies have investigated the current regime in Venezuela and have 

argued that Chávez is the reason the opposition has faltered. From the evidence in this 

paper, however, it is clear that analyzing the actions taken (or not taken) by the 

opposition can better explain the reasons behind its failure. During the 1998 election, the 

opposition parties had a hard time selecting candidates to run against Chávez and the last 

minute support of Römer was a desperate attempt to rally together the opposition. This 

move seen in 1998 was repeated many times in the future as the opposition failed to 

organize itself sufficiently to run viable campaigns in future elections. Another example 

of the disorganization of the opposition can be seen in the coup attempt of 2002; scholars 

have argued that the coup failed due to the internal squabbling of who was to assume 

power once Chávez was ousted from power. Although the opposition may have agreed to 

overthrow Chávez, it appears they were unable to agree on what to do afterwards.  

The disorganization of the opposition can be traced to who comprises it. The 

opposition was formed of many different factions which led to internal problems equal to 

the external problems it was facing. When the Democratic Coordinator umbrella coalition 

was formed, it contained groups from many sides of the political spectrum. It combined 

moderate groups with those from the far left. These differences often led to conflict. The 

opposition in Venezuela had only one unifying theme and that was a desire to overthrow 

Chávez from power. After each setback the opposition faced, it was often left splintered 

and unable to function adequately for a long period of time. 
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Another angle through which it is beneficial to view the opposition is by looking 

closer at the populist leader they were trying to overthrow. The political definition of 

populism refers to a top-down mobilization of the masses, which Chávez was able to do 

with enormous success. Sectors of society that were often ignored and left out of the 

political process suddenly became the largest voices. As the political situation in 

Venezuela changed, the opposition, comprised of many former AD and COPEI members, 

did not adapt to the changing political atmosphere. Throughout the years, the opposition 

focused only on taking away the credibility of the Chávez government. Rather than 

propose its own plan of action or try to lure away the sectors of society to which Chávez 

was appealing, the opposition focused only on ousting Chávez. After ten years of 

reaching little success, the tactics of the opposition have not significantly changed. With 

new sectors of society mobilized into participating in the political system, the old 

methods of governing or gaining power in the political system were ineffective. AD and 

COPEI collapsed for many reasons, one of which was because they continually ignored 

the suffering, poor majority of Venezuela. The opposition, rather than having learned 

from the mistakes of its predecessors, has clearly repeated them.  

The December 2007 referendum was viewed by many members of the opposition 

as a success. When one views the situation by understanding the president to be a 

populist, it is clearer to see that the opposition did not win, but rather Chávez lost. Since 

the number of voters who turned out to support the opposition was nearly identical to the 

numbers posted in the past, the difference had to be in the number of chavistas who came 

to support the president. Many chavistas were not convinced that the controversial 

reforms that were included were positive changes for the country. In essence, the 
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opposition did not mobilize support for its positions; rather, by including the 

controversial reforms, Chávez demobilized his support. 

The last ten years in Venezuela can be characterized by the populist government 

which has governed it. The two-party system that had ruled Venezuelan politics since it 

became a democracy collapsed allowing a relatively unknown outsider to take control of 

the political situation. Backed by large popular support, Chávez was able to make 

changes to the government including basic structural changes while facing minimal 

opposition from within the system. Previous studies have focused on the actions of 

Chávez that may have hindered the opposition, and while this study does not aim to 

discredit those arguments, it does provide further information to show that the failure of 

the opposition has much to do with the opposition itself rather than Chávez. The actions 

of Chávez may have hindered the opposition, but fault can be found with the opposition’s 

inability to organize and become a viable alternative for the Venezuelan people.
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CHAPTER VIII: CONCLUSION 

 

 

The case studies of this thesis have examined the oppositions to various populist 

leaders throughout South America.  The goal was to understand when and under what 

circumstances an opposition to a populist leader affects political change. From the 

evidence presented in the five case studies, it is apparent that the opposition did not 

succeed in affecting political change. The pertinent question that must be answered now, 

is why has the opposition failed? Populism in this thesis refers to the political strategy 

which is a “top-down political mobilization of mass constituencies by personalistic 

leaders” who claim to fight on behalf of the masses against a supposed enemy (Roberts 

2007, 5). As the definition of populism refers to the connection between the populist 

leader and his supporters, it is necessary to analyze the reasons for the opposition’s 

failure with this sentiment in mind.  Simply stated, the reasons for the opposition’s failure 

in each case study can be attributed to the nature of populism. The conditions in which a 

populist leader arises and the strong relationship between the populist leader and his 

supporters contribute to the explanations of the opposition’s failure. 

To claim the failure of the opposition in each of these case studies, when in four 

out of five of the examples the populist leader’s time in office eventually ended, is not a 

contradiction.  At the onset of this study, the hypothesis that stemmed from the nature of 
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populism, that the populist leader himself would need to demobilize his support base 

because the opposition would be unable to do so, appears to have credibility. Excepting 

Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, who remains in power, the previous four populist leaders lost 

their ability to mobilize support due to their own actions. The longevity of a populist 

leader is controlled, for the most party, by the populist leader. In Argentina, Juan Perón’s 

decision to alienate the Catholic Church led to his ultimate loss of power. The political 

parties in Brazil during Vargas’s administration were also unable to manufacture the fall 

of Vargas. Rather it was Vargas’ actions that mobilized the military to overthrow him in 

1945.  After returning to power in 1951, it was Vargas’s corruption that led to his 

downfall in 1953. Many decades later two populist leaders made the same mistakes. 

Fujimori’s blatant corruption led to his failure, and while Menem finished his time in 

office, his quest for power came to an end due in large part to his participation and high 

tolerance of corruption. 

Finally, in Venezuela, Hugo Chávez is still currently in power and has recently 

succeeded in having the constitution amended to allow for indefinite reelection. The 

future of this government and the future of democracy in this country remain in doubt. 

Chávez has remained powerful appealing to segments of society that were previously 

neglected by the two dominant political parties. Meanwhile, the political opposition in 

Venezuela has not yet changed its strategy or improved its position in over ten years of a 

chavista government. 

In each of the case studies, a populist leader comes into power only after the 

country faces a crisis, whether it was political or economic, that made the country more 

receptable to such a leader. In the more recent cases of populism, the evidence suggests 
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that the beginnings of a populist government can dictate the condition of the opposition 

throughout the populist leader’s tenure. For example, Peru and Venezuela each faced the 

total collapse of their party systems. In Argentina, before Menem, the country’s largest 

dilemma stemmed from economic concerns. While it is clear that economics played a 

major role in the failure of the party systems in Peru and Venezuela, the difference 

between these two case studies and the experience of Argentina before Menem is seen as 

Argentina did not face such a collapse.  

As the oppositions in these three countries were examined, it is clear that the 

experiences of the oppositions during Fujimori and Chávez have been similar whereas the 

opposition during Menem’s administration did not act in the same way. The 

fragmentation of the parties, the lack of a coherent strategy, and the inability of the 

opposition to organize itself and mobilize for action against the populist leader, all have 

their roots in the political crises of the past in Peru and Venezuela. The opposition during 

Menem’s administration was not successful, but it was not plagued by the infighting and 

fragmentation as were the oppositions during Fujimori and Chávez’s administrations. 

Furthermore, the rhetoric employed by the populist leaders was different as Fujimori and 

Chávez were able to blame the established parties and thus, the opposition, for many of 

the problems in their countries. 

The collapse of the established parties in Peru and Venezuela left the opposition 

in a weakened position that was never rectified during the populist leader’s time in office. 

While the Radical party was certainly damaged by the Alfonsín administration, it did not 

suffer a total collapse. Eventually, the UCR was able to recover itself.  Peru has not seen 

a resurgence of its established parties of the 1980s, and Venezuela’s opposition, still in 
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the midst of its populist experience, carries only a pitiable version of the once stable 

parties. 

The experiences of these countries provide questions that should be further 

examined. With the examination of the nature of populism and its effects on the 

opposition, another worthwhile avenue of exploration would have scholars comparing the 

causes that can be attributed to the citizens’ receptiveness to the political strategy of 

populism and the behavior of the opposition that follows. The evidence presented in this 

thesis suggests it is likely the opposition will behave differently depending on the crisis 

that led to the election of a populist leader.  

 In each of the previous case studies, the oppositions in question did not offer the 

country a viable alternative to the populist leader. The reasons for this are twofold. First, 

populist leaders, who often came into power as the democratic institutions were 

weakened or weakening, further exacerbated their condition. Thus, without a functioning 

congress,  the opposition’s attempt to gain access to the political system was blocked. 

Second, the oppositions themselves were often unorganized and without a plan to 

demobilize the populist leader’s support. 

 If the oppositions during these specific governments had presented their citizens a 

viable alternative, would they have been successful against the populist leader? The 

answer to this question remains unknown.  The evidence from the previous chapters 

clearly indicates time periods in which the populist leader lost popularity but was able to 

maintain his power. For example, Fujimori in Peru towards the late 1990s was clearly 

losing support from the population. In this instance, however, the opposition was unable 

to gather itself and present a viable alternative to Peruvians and Fujimori continued to a 
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constitutionally questionable third term in office. The populist oppositions were not in a 

state where they were able to take advantage of a loss in popularity. Furthermore, they 

were unable to manufacture such a loss in popularity because of the strength of the 

relationship between the leader and his supporters. In each of the five cases, the 

opposition was never able to sever the ties between the loyal supporters and the populist 

leader. 

 Previous studies within the field of populism have focused merely on the 

definition of populism and how to identify it. This study contributes to the field of 

populism as it fills a void that exists pertaining to the relationship between populism and 

governance. Its relevance is particularly important as the political strategy of populism 

continues to be employed by politicians throughout the world.  

The focus of this thesis was on the political opposition as manifested in political 

parties. Continuing efforts to understand the relationship between opposition and 

populism would perhaps benefit from adding additional opposition actors. In certain 

cases, such as those of Juan Perón and Getúlio Vargas, the military played a key role in 

the ultimate downfall of these governments. In Peru and Venezuela, arguments can be 

made the media have behaved as independent opposition actors to the populist leaders in 

these countries. The students in Venezuela can also be identified as opposition actors. 

The limits of these studies, however, would be in their general applicability. The unifying 

opposition actors in the case studies presented were the political parties. By focusing on 

an element that exists in each of the cases, it was possible to draw general conclusions 

about the relationship between populism and opposition.  
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Further research is required to understand more about the effects of populism as it 

continues to be a successful political strategy employed by charismatic leaders in many 

countries. As the literature moves past the disagreements on what populism is, scholars 

can explore new areas of how populism affects particular aspects of governance. 

Specifically, as democracy continues to spread and as new democracies attempt to 

consolidate, it is imperative that the relationship between populism and political 

opposition is understood. Without room for a legitimate opposition within the political 

system, the successful consolidation of democracy will remain elusive. Populism is a 

strategy that can be employed in any political system; however its effects on democracy, 

especially new democracies, should be investigated. 

 In each of the case studies presented in this thesis, a populist leader was able to 

obtain power in a new democracy or a nonconsolidated democracy. Once in power, each 

of the populist leaders weakened the democratic institutions within the country. 

Congresses were routinely ignored and judicial branches were either stacked with 

supporters or ignored. Because of the political environment facing the country at the time 

of a populist leader’s election and because of its citizens’ limited experiences with a 

functional democracy, the previous case studies support the conclusion that populism will 

have a detrimental effect on a democracy as citizens regard the defense of democracy as a 

low priority. Further studies can be conducted on ways in which populism can hurt a 

country’s chances at having a successful democracy. Currently, studies highlight the 

authoritarian tendencies of populist leaders, but they do not investigate the legacy 

populism leaves in a new democracy. 
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These five South American populist governments have not, of course, been the 

only cases of populism in the last century. Most observers would probably agree that 

populism, in roughly the sense given here, has also occurred in many other countries. 

This study serves as a starting point for understanding the relationship between populism 

and the political opposition. The method employed can be continued and applied to 

numerous other cases of populism. 

 This thesis focuses on five case studies from South America; however, there have 

been other cases of populism throughout the rest of Latin America as well. Scholars 

(Drake, Weyland, Conniff, Roberts) have written about the populist experiences in 

countries such as Ecuador, Chile, Bolivia, and Mexico. Additionally, although he was in 

power for a short time, the opposition in Brazil during the populist administration of 

Fernando Collor de Mello should be examined. Investigation into the success of the 

oppositions in these governments will add to this study. 

Additionally, while Latin America has many instances of populism, particularly 

because of the continent’s history and issues of income distribution inequality, other 

areas of the world also have had experiences with populist governments. For example, 

Weyland has continued his investigation of populism in countries in Eastern Europe. 

Case studies focusing on the relationship between the populist leader and the opposition 

during administrations of Boris Yeltsin in Russia and Lech Wałęsa in Poland will help 

expand the conclusions drawn from this study and will aid further the search for a pattern 

regarding populism and political opposition. 

The analysis of this study suggests the essence of populism dictates the 

relationship between the opposition, the populist leader, and more importantly, the 
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average citizen. The mobilization of the masses took place by a single, charismatic 

leader. The populist who realizes the power to mobilize such a following appears to be 

the only one with the ability to demobilize that same group. The evidence from the 

populist experiences in Argentina, Brazil, Peru, and Venezuela tends to support this 

conclusion. Does this mean that a populist opposition will never have the ability to 

demobilize a populist leader’s support base? The answer to this question remains unclear; 

however, the evidence from these particular case studies suggests the answer may be yes.  

As promised in the introduction, this thesis does not provide a simple explanation 

for determining when and under what circumstances an opposition to a populist leader 

affects change to the political system. It does, however, provide a useful beginning for 

exploring further the unique effects of populism on a country. In general, populism is a 

complex topic about which scholars rarely agree. The measures of what constitutes a 

populist government and what constitutes a successful opposition can vary. However, as 

Michael Conniff wisely states, just “because the measures are subjective and 

imprecise…does not mean that the exercise is futile” (1999, 203). The era of populism 

has not reached its conclusion, and despite the difficulties, it must be examined further to 

understand better the past and future of politics in the affected countries. 
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