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1989 marks the 200th anniversary of the French Revolution and the 30th year
of the Cuban Revolution; it is also 10 years since the Sandinista Popular
Revolution. The coincidence of these three anniversaries is a propitious
opportunity to reflect on the perspectives and significance of a social revo-
lution today in Latin America and the Caribbean. Furthermore, this multiple
commemoration occurs in the moment of glasnost and perestroika, of an
advancing process of 'rectification of errors and negative tendencies in the
Cuban Revolution, and of a return to market mechanisms in China. The
implication in every case has been a profound self-criticism - albeit with
different consequences — concerning the waysin which the construction of
those different versions of socialism has been carried through.

In the socia revolutions of the Third World, three basic issues are fused:
democracy, national self-determination and development. The way in which
each issueisposed, and their reciprocal articulation, isdetermined in thefinal
analysis by what classes and social groups give impetusand leadership to the
revolutionl. In thisessay, | shall consider the question of democracy from the
perspective of social revolution, paying particular attention to aspectsof the
relationship between institutionalised political systems and the revolutionary
struggle asit has arisen in Latin America. But is there any point in discus-
sing social revolution in Latin America and the Caribbean, when it would
seem self-evident that social revolution is not on the political agendain the
great majority of societiesin the region, and when the revolution in Central
Americaisfacing such enormousdifficultiesinitsattemptsto transform socio-
economic structures in Nicaragua, or to achieve power in El Salvador and
Guatemala? Although the question will be answered directly at the end of this
essay, itishoped that thefollowingdiscussion will lay the basisfor a response.

What is generally meant by revolution is above al the violent overthrow of
theinstitutional political order and the rapid transformation of socio-political
structures.2 Since the Cuban Revolution, that rupture has tended to be asso-
ciated in Latin America with the successful outcome of a process of guemlla
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struggle, the constitution of popular politico-military organisations and their
victory over the coercive mechanisms of the state. It isobviousthat, in these
terms, the Latin American scene today i sdesolate compared with a coupl e of
decades ago. With the outstanding exceptionsof El Salvador and Guatemal a,
and to a lesser extent Colombia, there is a general absence of armed revolu-
tionary organisations. Eveninthethreecasescited, therevolutionary struggle
isrelatively stagnant. 1n Guatemala and El Salvador, the movement has had
to face the strategies of institutional democratisation promoted by the U.S.
government in alliance with sectors of the local ruling groups; in Colombia,
the guerrillas have been contained within reduced territories; and none of
these movements has escaped the deterioration that is the inevitable cost of
any struggle that continues over a period of decades. The cycle that opened
in the 1950s with the Cuban Revolution seems now to be reaching its close,
asthe 1980sdraw to an end, with the revolutionsin Central America.

To reduce the extremely complex problem of the viability of revolution-
ary alternatives for social transformation to the question of the existence
or otherwise of politico-military organisations would be much closer to the
crudest voluntarist explanations offered by the proponentsof guerrillapolitics
(foquismo), than to an objective analysis of the question. The small number
of revolutionary successesin Latin America and the Caribbean have to do
not only with the existence of politico-military organisations, but with their
articulation with the mass mobilisations of popular classes. The triumph of
the Cuban Revolutionwas not just a military victory over an army trained by
the United States; themilitary victory was built on the political capacity of the
26th July Movement guerrillasto articulate the 'mountain’ (lasierra) and the
‘plain’ (el Ilano), the guerrilla struggle and the struggle of workers, students
and urban masses.3 It is well established how decisive was the role played
by the mass insurrections in Nicaraguain 1978 and 1979 in the final victory
of the Sandinista struggle, asis the combination within them of elements of
spontaneity and organisation. In thefinal analysis, it wasthe insurrectionary
urban masses who advanced against the Somozaregime with guerrillasupport,
and not vice versa4 The conditions for these mobilisations were many and
varied, and owed as much to internal and international political factors as
to economic causes. Without the masses, the guerrilla struggle can become
endemic, isolated from the people; without a vanguard, the protests of the
masses can prove fruitless, and be either integrated into the dominant system
or simply repressed.5

Above al, social revolutions have to do with the transformation of the
socio-economic structuresand the political system of a country. Inthissense,
revolutions are broad and deep processes of political and socio-economic
transformation, affecting directly the economic and social structures: the
transformation of the relations of power between the classes; the devel-
opment of socialised forms of property, of access to resources and of the
administration of the means of production; the consolidation of sovereignty
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and national self-determination; the development of political and social insti-
tutions with extensive and effective participation by the classes and groups
that are subordinated under capitalism; the elimination of forms of racial and
gender discrimination; and the development of values, attitudesand forms of
individual and collective behaviour based on solidarity and cooperation.

A revolutionary transformation is also, therefore, a much longer process
than it is generally thought to be. The image of a revolution as an instanta-
neous break with everything that has gone before and a rapid construction
of the new isinfantile. The establishment of new economic structures, of a
new political system, and of new attitudes, values and forms of behaviour, is
along process. Theviolence, the accelerated transformation, are at any event
aspects of the 'destructive’ political dimension of revolutions, of the transfer
of political power from oneclasstoanother, or from oneclassto organisations
that assume the representation of other previously subordinated classes, a
transfer that is carried out by non-institutional means. The old material
regime - the politica and economic institutions etc — is quickly destroyed,;
but the construction of the new, and particularly thetransformation of mental
structures, isalong and complex process.6

Nevertheless thisdistinction between the meansand the content cannot be
taken too far. The possibility of carrying through socio-economic changes
that produce a society whose class configuration is different from that which
has hitherto existed in peripheral capitalism, has been associated historically
with the collapse of the prevailing political order — even if, aswe shall discuss
below, thishasbasically been theresult of attempts to oppose the advance of
the popular movement. Both revol utionsas such and some populist processes
which modified the power relations of their respective societies, have either
rested on or had as their context a break with the previously existing insti-
tutional order. Even the Cardenas period in Mexico (1934 - 1940) — which
altered the relations of power in the countryside, (aswell as the relationship
to North American interestsin the country) through afar-reaching agrarian
reform and the nationalisation of the oil and railway industries- occurred in
thecontext of apolitical system whichhad not yet achieved stableinstitutional
form, and which in any event was part of an agrarian revolution that shook
Mexican society toits very foundations.

11

The Latin American political scene today offers no perspectives for revolu-
tionary changein the sense of abreak in the class palitico-institutional order,
even though the factors that traditionally create the substantive or objective
conditions for the unfolding of revolutionary processes are present: namely,
growing poverty, a general deterioration in the standard of living, alack of
socio-economic perspectives, insufficient access to basic resources for large
sections of the Latin American population, both rural and urban. But a
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revolution requires something more than socio-economic detonators, and
this 'something else' is fundamentally related to the political configuration
of asociety, and to a shared perception among broad sectors of the domi-
nated groups and classes of the impossibility of successfully articulating their
demands within the prevailing institutional order. It is obvious that as long
as the economically and socially dominated groups do not feel themselves
to be politically oppressed, the possibilities of a revolutionary break remain
remote. Consciousness of political oppression is undoubtedly related to the
existence of popular organisations (political parties, trade unions, peasant
organizations, student movement etc); but it also has to do with the capacity
of theexisting political institutionsto channel effectively the discontent of the
people.

These two factors are not independent of one another. Experience shows
that thecall for arevolutionary alternative will not arise aslong asthe masses
are integrated in one way or another into the existing political system, and
thus as long as there exists a possibility of a positive institutional response
on the part of the political system to the demands and dissatisfactions of the
people. Thus the factor that ultimately explainswhy there are revolutionary
processes under way in Nicaragua, Guatemala, and El Salvador (each with
their own particular characteristics), but not in Honduras or Costa Rica, is
not fundamentally economic (for the five societies of Central America are
substantially alike in their socio-economic structures) but political. In Nica-
ragua, Guatemala and El Salvador, the capitalist modernisation that created
the socio-economic conditions for the development of revolutionary alter-
natives occurred under intensely repressive and dictatorial political systems
which had closed off any possibility of institutional articulation of popular
demands, and thus removed any possibility of legitimation.7 In Honduras,
and above al in Costa Rica, the political institutions demonstrated a greater
receptivity and provided more space for the popular organisations- by giving
legal recognition to peasant organisations and a measure of agrarian reform
in Honduras, for example, or through broad institutional democratisation
and the abolition of the army in 1951, in Costa Rica - and a more positive
response to the demands of those social groups and classes most affected by
agro-exporting capitalist modernisation.8

The option of revolution by violent means has aways been a popular
response to the violation of the law by the dominant classes. In contrast to
what is suggested in the discourse of the ruling classes and the repressive
apparatus — which has certainly found acceptance among some sectors of
the population - there is no preference in principle for a violent revolution-
ary alternative. Traditionally, the popular revolutionary organisations have
approached the question of the use of violence in terms of the collective
exercise of legitimate self-defence in the' face of ruling classes who violate
their own legality or systematically turn to the repression of protest and
of popular demands for better living conditions, effective democracy, and
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national independence. Thisis the consistent position expressed in Marxist
and Leninist thinking,® and in revolutionary practice, up to the present.

Practically al the Latin American political organisations that at one
moment or another have opted for the revolutionary road, have done
S0 in response to dictatorial regimes, to violations of the legality of the
regime itself, to the absence of institutional alternatives through which to
press for social and political transformations. In Mexico, Emiliano Zapata
rose up in arms after years of fruitless efforts to obtain by peaceful means
the return of illegally appropriated communal lands.?® The FSLN emerged
and developed in response to the absence of institutional means of removing
the Somoza family from power and improving the conditions of life of the
popular classes. Theformation and growth of the revol utionary organisations
of El Salvador were responses to the fraudulent elections or their cancella-
tion whereby the army and the dominant groups opposed any advance by
the democratic opposition. In Guatemala the revolutionary struggle began
early in the 1960s as a means of confronting the counterrevolutionary state
established in the country after the U.S. government-sponsored invasion
that overthrew the popularly elected government of President Arbenz.1!
The electoral proscription of Peronism from 1955 onwards, and the military
coups of 1955, 1963 and 1966, were the framework for the emergence of the
guerrilla organizations in Argentina. The same coincidence of a reactionary
coupd'etat, theclosureof theinstitutional political system and the emergence
of guerrilla organisations can be seen in Brazil after 1964. In Grenada the
New Jewel Movement directed its struggle against the dictatorship of Eric
Gairy and therepression of al legal instruments of change. Butin every case
the success of revolutionary initiatives has depended fundamentally on the
emergence of conditionsthat allowed these organisationsto insert themselves
in the masses, giveexpression to their conflictswith the system of domination
and advance together with them.

The armed insurrection launched in April 1952 by the Nationalist Revo-
lutionary Movement (MNR) in Bolivia followed the same lines. After the
bloody overthrow of the nationalist government of Colonel Villarroel in
1946, the MNR was systematically persecuted by subseguent governments,
each of them expressing the interests of the tin mining oligarchy known as
the rosca. The great majority of the leaders of the MNR and their middle
political and trade union cadres were forced into exile, and their press was
banned. Although the MNR presented candidates in elections, and despite
the considerable support they enjoyed, they were prevented from taking up
their posts, which often meant that they were driven into exile. The trade
union movement was brutally repressed and its |eaders deported. The Presi-
dential elections of 1951 were won by the MNR candidate. The government
and the armed forces refused to recognise the result and formed a military
junta, which then assumed control of government. In these conditions, the
MNR called for an armed insurrection and, with the decisive support of the
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mining proletariat, overthrew the military junta and took power.12

Much the same can be said of the Cuban Revolution; the assault on the
Moncada barracks, the subsequent formation of the 26th of July Movement
and the development of the guerrilla struggle were al in their origins
responses to Fulgencio Batista's military coup of March 10th 1952, and
the closure that this implied of any type of political struggle within the
framework of legal institutions. Those institutions were, of course, very
limited in their application. Between 1946 and 1952, during the govern-
ments of Grau San Martin and Prio Socarras, the struggles for working class
demands were severely repressed, and the main leader of the sugar cane
workers union was brutally murdered. The student movement, which had
along democratic tradition, maintained its existence through tolerance and
repression. Corruption and graft wererifeat all levelsof the state apparatus;
the subordination to United States economic interests — above all, in sugar
—wasamost total. Nonetheless this corrupt and limited system still made it
possible for the Authentic Revolutionary Party (known as the Ortodoxos)
to win the elections, given that it represented the most progressive forces
in Cuban society: the working class, the democratic petit bourgeoisie, the
non-sugar industrial bourgeoisie. Batista's coup d'etat took placein order to
prevent the electoral victory of apolitical party that wascertainly progressive,
but which was not a revolutionary party.12

11|

There are powerful reasonsfor thisrecurrent articulation of political democ-
racy, the rupture of legality by the ruling classes, and revolutionary struggle.
Obviously, different groups and social classes see democracy from different
points of view and with different horizons. Initially, the popular classes and
their political expressions accept the democratic institutions as a framework
and a means for carrying through their programmes for political and socio-
economic transformation; in principle there is no contradiction between a
democratic institutional order and structural transformations. The contra-
diction between them is the result of resistance on the part of the ruling
groups and classes, and of imperialism, to accepting the consequences of an
established democracy when thisimpliessignificant alterationsin the relations
of power. Democracy ceasestowork assoon asthe dominant classessee that
its continuing existence can lead to a questioning of the reproduction of their
own domination. As they did in the old film ‘Rollerball’, the ruling classes
establish therulesof thegame, and reserve theright to changethem whenever
things begin to go wrong.

From the point of view of those people who in the end join the revolution-
ary struggle, especially in the mass insurrectionary phase, there are equally
important considerations to be borne in mind concerning the seriousness of
thisoption, itsdifficultiesand theenormousburdenit placesupon the popular
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classes. For a distant observer, or from a romantic or even a naive point of
view, revolutions can be beautiful moments in the history of a society; for
their collective protagonists, however, they are usualy a tremendously dif-
ficult, painful and costly experience. A revolution is something that people
enter into when they see no other meansof improving their livesor of defend-
ing thelittle which hasasyet not beenillegally taken from them. Fidel Castro
recently put it very clearly:

That's why it ismy conviction, and | believeit should be the convictiondf every real revolution-
ary, that violenceisthe last resort, when no other roadisopen, when thereisno other meansof
effectingchange. And | hopethat the men who havethe responsibility inour hemispherewill be
ableto take the stepsand carry through the measuresthat will resolvethese problems, that will
makeit possibleto avoid the traumaof agreat social explosion; if they don't, then the ruling
classesof today will play the same role that wasplayedin their timeshy the last kingand queen
of Franceor the last czarsd the old Russian empire. . . . And hopefully the political leaders
are aware, uid are wiseenough first to resolve the objective problemsfaced by the economy
of our countries, and secondly to carry through measuresthat achieve justice, equality, the
redistributionof wealth, that is, thesocial changesthat areinescapably necessaryif socia justice
isto be achieved, without the terrible traumatic experiencesthat the classic revolutionsof the
past or indeed all revolutionshave been.14

The option of revolutionary struggle, as far as the popular classes are
concerned, is a matter of life or death. This is not literature. Almost all
the accounts of those who participated in the Sandinista insurrection, for
example, show that the decision to join the insurrectionary struggle against
the Somoza dictatorship was taken only when there was no alternative, other
than to resign oneself to being a victim of certain repression. People go out
to fight, or to work with those are fighting, because they face repression in
any case; and thisfeeling that it isa matter of life or death tendsto become
stronger and more decisive the more limited has been the level of previous
participation in politics.15 Thiscontributes to giving massrevol utionary strug-
gle the defensive character that has been identified by Barrington Moorein
his study of the reasons why people rebel or fail to rebel against injustice.16
But it isalso testimony to a belief in the real politica possibility of changing
things, over and above the collective and personal cost.

v

The fact that violence appears in revolutionary thought and revolutionary
practiceonly asa last resort helps to explain the connectionsinitially existing
in many cases, between revolutionary organisations and previously existing
legal 'reformist’ social and politica organisations. The revolutionary alter-
native usually emerges out of organisations that have operated legally until
that moment, either because they have become the targets of repression, or
have been forced underground, or as is more often the case, when internal
factions or tendencies turn to direct action in the face of what they see as a
compromise on the part of the official leadership of the party; at any event
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whenever legal, institutional political struggleis judged to have becomeinef-
fective. That wasthe case of the FSLN in Nicaraguain itsrelations with some
elements of the Socialist Party; of the MIR in Venezuelain relation to the
Accién Democratica party; of the Colombian M-19 with respect to ANAPO;
of the Montoneros in Argentina with regard to Peronism; of the BPR (the
Popular Revolutionary Bloc) of El Salvador in relation tothe Christian agrar-
ian cooperative movement. The same can be said of many of the best known
revolutionary leaders, whose first weapons were forged in the very bosom of
institutional political democracy: Fidel Castro in the Ortodoxo Party, Carlos
Fonseca and Tomas Borge in Nicaraguan Socialist Party. That is, there is
a line of both continuity and rupture between revolutionary organisations
and their leaderships, and the previoudly existing political culture. In the
peripheral capitalist societies of Latin America you are not born to revolu-
tionary positionsin political life— you arrive at them.

Thisalso hasimportant practical implications asfar as the effectiveness of
the palitical struggleis concerned. The transition from the initial pursuit of
reform by legal means to the revolutionary alternative implies that, when
the moment comes for the latter, there is already a body of experience of
mass political work, of organisation, and that there is contact and mutual
recognition between the vanguard and the real or potential socia base. This
wasextremely clear in the Bolivian Revolution of 1952, which had a decisive
basis in the mobilisation of the working class movement, a maobilisation
made possible by a history of close relations between the MNR and the
mining proletariat. In Cuba, Fidel Castro was already a figure of national
significance when he disembarked from the Granma in December 1956; his
active participation in the student movement and later in the left wing of the
Ortodoxo Party facilitated his contacts with sectors of the bourgeois opposi-
tion and with theworkers and peasant movements, which provided a broader
base of support for the guerrillas.1? The same wastrue of the Montonerosin
Argentinain the early seventies, and of M-19in Colombia.

In fact this line of connection with previous political struggles goes far
beyond itsimmediate precedents. All Latin American revolutionary organi-
sations With roots in the masses, assume themselves to be and present them-
selves to othersas the contemporary expression of a popular secular struggle
againstimperialism, political oppression and social exploitation. In thissense,
thedevelopment of arevolutionary organisation can also be seen asareading
of national history whose key is the popular struggles against external domi-
nation of the nation, and at the same time, against internal domination by
ruling groups allied to colonialism and imperialism. The clearest example is
undoubtedly the Cuban Revolution, with its explicit connection between the
struggle against the Batista dictatorship in thefirst place, and | ater against the
Cuban bourgeoisie and North American imperialism in order to build social-
ism, and the independence struggle and political thought of Jose Marti. The
samecan besaid of theSandinista National Liberation Frontin Nicaragua, the
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Tupamarosin Uruguay, the Montonerosof Argentinaand the Cinchoneros of
Honduras, the 'Farabundo Marti’ National Liberation Front in El Salvador
and the 'Manuel Rodriguez' Patriotic Front in Chile, and so on.

Each of these casesrepresentsan attempt (with differing degrees of success)
tolink present to past struggles, to rediscover ahistorical dimensiondenied in
the official history of the ruling classesand of external domination, a dimen-
sion in which contemporary revolutionary ruptures are set in the framework
of apopular anti-imperialist continuity whichlinks national sovereignty to the
effective conquest of popular self-determination. In Latin America, and in
factin thewholedf theThird World, the national (ultimately anti-imperialist)
dimension of the revolutionary struggle emerges out of the respective history
of each country insofar as that history is subjected to a class reading and
interpretation. Democracy and national liberation are linked in a popular
political perspective directed towards far-reaching social transformations.

v

All the social revolutions of the 20th century in Latin America and the Car-
ibbean - irrespective of their later development - had as their detonator the
issue of democracy: Mexico, Bolivia, Grenada, Nicaragua. In Mexico, it was
the slogan 'effective suffrage and no re-election’ that set in motion the revo-
Iution against the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz; the other cases have already
been referred to earlier. But in all these instancesthe question of democracy
took on implications that carried it beyond the merely institutional sphere,
posing the question of changesin the relations of power between classes,
in their access to economic resources; of the nature of the state; of modi-
fications in the structure of the relations of production; of an extension of
the levels, instances and range of popular participation; of changesin the
external articulation of the economy; of the reformulation of international
relations. In the final analysisit is precisely this broadening of the content
and extent of democracy in these processes (though they differ widely from
oneto another), that makes them true social revolutions.

Theexperience of the Cuban Revolutionisa particularly illustrativeexam-
ple of the way in which the revolutionary process can transform the issue
of democracy and national liberation into the context of the transition to
socialism. In fact the advance of Cuba towards socialism began in the 1959
— 61 period, in the framework of a remarkably consistent democratic and
anti-imperiaist strugglewith an increasing popular content (both in terms of
the participation of people and of the content of policies), conducted in the
face of an increasingly compromised Cuban bourgeoisie and a permanently
aggressive United States government.18 The phase of the construction of
socialism came as the culmination of a-struggle that began by fighting a
dictatorship, but which did not limit its objectives to the restoration of a
lost institutional order; for it identified the bases of that dictatorship in
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Cubas capitalist socio-economic structure and its subordination to North
American imperialism. Faced with a bourgeoisie that saw the overthrow o
the dictatorship as opening a space for a more democratic capitalism, the
Cuban Revol ution made democratisationone df thefoundationsof socialism.

The processesdf democratisationunfold unevenly in socia revolutions; in
the socio-economicarena such processes- for exampl e, the nationalisation of
the fundamental means of production, socia participation, improvementsin
theliving conditions of the popular classes, broadening of socia servicesetc.
- areset in motion sooner than the correspondingchangesin the institutional
arena, where what is involved is a political (in the conventional sense) and
electoral process. Asyet, Latin American revolutionary thought has not con-
fronted the problem of how tointegrateinstitutional political democracy with
the problematics of socio-economictransformation and non-€lectoral forms
o popular participation.

Thisfailurehhasto do with the contradiction, specific to the capitalist state,
between the abstract principledf political citizenship and theformal equality
o dl individuas, on the one hand, and the reality of socio-economic- and
hence political — inequality between socia classeson the other. On the one
hand, the subordination of the popular classes is first socio-economic, and
then political. Democracy isreducedin the practice and ideol ogical discourse
o theruling classes, to the institutional and electoral sphere; and in the last
analysis even this aready restricted democracy is obstructed by the ruling
classeswhenever,in spitedf everything, it threatensto alow agreater partici-
pation and presenced the popular classesin the political system. The result
in these conditions- conditionswhich the revolutionary movement does not
choose - is an attitude of scorn or indifference towards the institutional and
electoral aspects of democracy, whenever the popular classes conquer state
power by revolutionary means and are able to set in motion the process of
socio-economictransformationand national liberation.

Insofar as political democracy in the past has been limited to the par-
ticipation o the ruling classes now removed from power and hardest hit
by economic transformation, concern for the issue is doubly discredited.
Democracy becomes a closed question within the popular revolutionary
camp, especidly as the previous ruling classes progressively move on to the
terrain of counterrevolution whereimperialismisincreasingly the dominant
force. Finally, the counterrevol utionary war, from which no socia revolution
has so far been able to free itself, places still more obstacles in the way of
any early development of democracy in itsinstitutional and electoral aspects.
Wars are dways the least propitious environment for the full exercise of
democratic institutions, and this is doubly true when we are dealing with
societies that have no effective democratic traditions, that are economically
weak, and that are obliged to concentrateall their resourceson astrugglefor
surviva in theface o the greatest economicand military power the world has
known.
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The degree of emphasis placed directly on the political and socio-economic
dimension, or on traditional electoral considerations, also hasto do with the
particular socia profile of each revolutionary process. Generally, it isthe petit
bourgeoisieand thosefractionsof the bourgeoisie whoinonesenseor another
throw in their lot with the Latin American revolutionary movements, who
put the greatest emphasis on the question of democracy understood in the
electoral sense. There is alogic to that. The contradictions on the basis of
which these sectors join some revolutionary processes are fundamentally pol-
itical or ideological, rather than economicin the strict sense. Socio-economic
transformations and new formsof social and labour participation etc are less
important to them thanthe continuingexistenceof representative institutions.

TheSandinista Revolution offers aninteresting case of an attempt to articu-
late from the first moments of revolutionary transformation the principle of
electoral representation and party-political pluralism, with the principle of
broad and direct popular participation, and therecognitionin the workings of
democracy at both levelsof the problematicsof ethnic minorities. The process
isstill inits earliest stages, and is unfolding amid tensions and limitations of
every kind; it would be premature to make any definitive judgment on it.19

Vi

Today in Latin America the relationship between political democracy and
socia revolutionsislinked to the extent and content of the so-called demo-
cratic transition in theregion, i.e. those non-revolutionary processes whereby
some military dictatorshipsin South America have given ground on the ques-
tion of political regimes based on the principle of universal suffrage.

From the perspective of the necessity of introducing profound political
and socio-economic changes in order to improve the material and cultural
conditions of life of the majority of the population of Latin America, these
processes of democratic transition exhibit a number of common featuresover
and above their particular characteristics. Briefly, thefollowing are the prin-
cipal elements:

1) These processes are restricted to the institutional political sphere in its
strictest sense. They do not project into the economic sphere, nor,do they
provide a framework for any substantial changesin the level of access of
subordinate groups to socio-economic resources — by income redistribution,
creating employment, improving living conditions etc.

2)In general, the areas in which the power bases of the dominant groups
are concentrated, and the apparatuses of the state to which these groups
traditionally turn to defend their own interests, are left untouched. There
is no restructuring of the military, for example, nor is there any discussion
about the need to establish a new matrix of relations between society and the
armed forcesin ademocratic regime. Limits are placed on the identification
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and punishment of military personnel involved in brutal and mass forms of
repressions; those responsible are pardoned etc.

3)The economic policies developed in respect to some strategic questions —
the external debt for example - show clear elements of continuity with the
previous military regimes.

4)In general they are the product of negotiations between dictatorial regimes
and political organisationswhich become possible when, for variousreasons -
military defeats, international pressures, internal divisions, economic crises -
thedirect control of the state exercised by the armed forces threatensto |ead
them into a blind alley and a consequent internal deterioration.

Let us be clear that these limited democracies represent objectively a
step forward from the dictatorial regimes out of which they emerged. Any-
one travelling from Chile or Paraguay to Argentina or from Haiti to the
Dominican Republic, can seeit clearly, particularly asfar asimprovementsin
the human rights situation (always the most traumaticissuein a dictatorship)
are concerned. But what we want to emphasise here is the ambiguous char-
acter of these processes, and their instrumentalisation by the ruling groups
and their political and military representatives. The turn to democracy is a
means of reducing the levels of open or latent socia conflict, not proof of a
desire to encourage popular participation or set in motion a process of socia
transformation. In the case of Central America, itispart of the U.S. govern-
ment's regional policy, whose aim is to destabilise the Sandinista Revolution
and isolate it internationally. Once again different social groups and classes,
and different political projects, see democracy in a very different light.

On the other hand, it seems clear that the popular movement is not in
any position to impose more advanced alternatives. It serves little purpose
to generalise in these matters, but it is certainly undeniable that one of the
featuresof South American military dictatorships has been their intense, pro-
longed and general repression of social protest and popular opposition. The
fact that they were not ableto totally eliminate that opposition does not mean
that the repression did not have a powerful impact on the capacity for action
and organisation of the popular classes and the democratic forces. There is
obviously a sharp difference in the capacity for popular mass mobilisation
before and after the imposition of dictatorships, and the levels of organisa-
tion are equally severely reduced, as many leaders and cadresfall victim to
repression or are forced into exile. There can be little doubt, therefore, that
these processes of transition to democracy represent less than the popular
movement might have demanded under other circumstances; but under these
conditions it would not be realistic to expect very much more.

It is equally true that what the armed forces and the ruling groups see
as a means of preventing more serious palitecal breakdown, the popular
movement may see as an opportunity for rebuilding the movement. Thereis
thus an obvious tension between the content and achievements of atransition
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to democracy seen as a means df restraining the popular movement from
developing higher levels of organisation and autonomy, and the content and
achievementsthat the popular classesexpect fromiit. Ingeneral itisthe politi-
cal organisations and intellectual representatives of the urban middle classes
who find themselves most trapped by these tensions - and in some societies
in the region that embracesa significant proportion of the total population.

Much of the recent literature concerning the transition to democracy has
expressed the discomfort of these middle classesin the face of the express
intention of the workers movement, the radicalised petit bourgeois groups,
some political organisations, and others, to approach democratisation as an
opportunity to consolidate a popular movement oriented towards achieving
social and economic transformations in a number of areas: income redistri-
bution, reduction of the political power of the armed forces and of some
sectors of the ruling groups, national self-determination. From their point of
view, popular demands and the mass mobilisations in support of them, the
criticism of previous dictatorships - for example, in the demand that those
responsible for torture, disappearances, and general violations of human
rights should be punished - the demand for a nationalist response to the
foreign debt, the demand that part of the profits appropriated by the tradi-
tional ruling classes be redirected towards the kinds of investment required
by lessexclusiveformsof development etc, are so many threatsto the process
of democratisation, insofar as they provoke the hardliners within the armed
forcesor induce reprisalsfrom the affected groups or institutions.20 In other
words, thefear isthat the effective and pluralist exercise of democracy might
lead to the weakening of democracy itself, rather than to its consolidation,
precisely because it might reduce the power base of those very groups that
have traditionally conspired against democracy. In thefinal analysis, such a
view restson animplicit or explicit assumption that it will still be these groups
that will oversee the exercise of democracy, and set its limits.

The transition to democracy inevitably becomes an arenaof politica ten-
sions, and ultimately of class conflict, between the extension of the process
that the popular organisations seek to achieve, and the limitations that the
traditional power groups try to set upon it. It is undeniable that the Latin
American revolutionary movements have had difficultiesin adapting to these
processes of democratisation, for reasons which we can only briefly touch
on here. First, the prevailing view of the question of democracy places the
initial emphasis on socio-economic transformations, as was discussed earli-
er. Secondly, the replacement of dictatorial regimes by forms of restricted
democracy that are a product both of popular pressures and also of the
needs of the ruling groups, the armed forces and in certain cases of the
United States government, substantially changes the political spacein which
the revolutionary struggle had been unfolding until then. The revolutionary
organisations often find themselves pushed to one side, asthe population are
offered obviously less extreme institutional alternatives. Many sectors which
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had thrown in their lot with the revolutionary struggle begin to demobilise,
toreducetheir levelsof commitment, to accept other formsof confrontation,
and even to desist from confrontation with a regime that now seems to be
more open. The result is a real possibility that the vanguard will become
alienated from its mass support.

Inthethird place, experience showsthat it isimpossible for the revol ution-
ary organisations to totally reimplant themselves under legal conditions, not
because the organisations themselves resist the change, but because of the
resistance that comes from those groups and sectors that had perceived the
transition to democracy as a means of demobilising the popular movement.
The negotiations between the Colombian revolutionary organisations and
the then President Romulo Betancur produced an extremely enlightening
outcome; the Colombian revolutionary movement lost moredf itsleadersand
middle cadre asaresult of the repressive measurestaken against it, onceit had
accepted reintegration intothelegal political system, thanit hadin morethan
a decade d armed struggle. The basic principle of every modern state is the
monopoly over the meansof |egitimate coercion — asingle army; for the revo-
lutionary organisations, therefore, their reentry into thelegal system implies
by definition that they must disarm. The Latin American experience has been
that sooner or later the coercive state apparatuses try, and generally succeed
in making that monopoly effective at the expense of a disarmed enemy.

It isclear that these transitions to democracy enjoy greater support among
the middle classes and the modernising segments of the bourgeoisie than
among the working classes, the peasantry or the impoverished petit bour-
geoisie; that they have more credibility among socia scientists influenced
by the work of their colleagues in the United States than among the Latin
American popular masses. Over and above the theoretical discussions about
their extent and their limitations, their merits or disadvantages, some results
of these processescan already beseenin South America after several years of
operation. Itisthe government of President Alfonsinin Argentinathat offers
perhaps the most pathetic testimony in this sense; an external debt almost
50% higher than it was at the beginning of his six-year Presidency, despite
the fact that throughout this period the debt has been systematically repaid;
successive concessions to the armed forces whose effect wasto severely limit
any real possibility of punishing those responsiblefor the massiveviolations of
human rights, the murder, torture, abduction and rape of tensof thousands of
people; themost regressivedistribution of incomethe country hasseeninfour
decades. The transition to democracy in Argentina has not to date produced
any improvement in the living conditions of workers, any reduction in the
external debt, or any justice. Thesituation in Brazil does not look very much
more promising.

The failure of these restricted democracies to resolve the most pressing
problems of their societies, and the declining living standards of the Latin
American popular masses, seems in some societies — Mexico, Argentina,
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Brazil, Peru, Venezuela — to be creating the conditions for an advance,
within the existing institutional framework, of political projects with broad
mass appeal, and ranging from populist to social democratic in character,
which set out to reach government by electoral means. While they are the
product of specific local conditions in each case, these proposals do share
certain common features; an appeal to broad sectors of the popular and
middle classeson the basisdf the articulation of demandsfor broad democra-
tisation, economic development, social justice, an opening up of the internal
market, greater autonomy in the development of international relations and
substantial changesin the waysof responding to the foreign debt.

To what extent it is possible to use the democratic spaces that have begun
toopenin Latin America to create the conditionsfor an advancein asocialist
direction, is a matter that depends on a number of factors specific to each
country — and which in many of the options which are now emerging are
not even posed as a possibility. The tragic experience of the Popular Unity
government of President Allende in Chile, and the current tribulations of the
APRA government of Alan Garcia in Peru, offer little room for optimism
about the possibilities of institutional strategies for socio-economic and pol-
itical transformation leading in asocialist direction, or indeed for an extension
of democracy. At the sametime thereal configuration of the Latin American
political map, and theimpact that the strategiesfor restricted democratisation
have had in any event on broad sectors of the population, have removed from
the agenda the more radical strategies for political action.

This should not be seen as a pessimistic conclusion. All rhetoric aside,
it must be acknowledged that revolutions are rare events in history. Their
development, especially their degree of mass involvement, responds to an
extremely complex set of causes in which accidental factors can act as deto-
nators. There is nothing in the structure of a society that makes a revolution
inevitable; but neither is there anything in the armoury of the ruling classes
which ensures that revolutions will always by definition be defeated.

After two hundred years, many of the propositions of the French Revolu-
tion remain a dead letter in Latin America. In one way or another, a large
part of the Declaration of the Rights of Man, not to speak of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, form part of the present list of
demands put forward today by the popular and working classesof region. In
fact, thereverseisthe case; the dependent insertion of Latin Americaintothe
international capitalist market, and the close alliance between thelocal ruling
classes and first English and German and later U.S. imperialism, have meant
that the progressive demands of the 18th century have become so many
slogans justifying the pillaging of natural resources, the degradation of the
standards of living of vast masses of the population, growing indebtedness,
and the establishment of repressive political regimes. Free trade and un-
free people: capitalism brought freedom of commerce but not fraternity or

equality.
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Toreturn to the initial question: yes, there isstill agreat deal of pointin
discussing social revolution in Latin America.

10.
11

13.

14.
15.

Trandlated by Mike Gonzalez
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