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BUREAUCRATIC AUTHORITARIANISM. The concept of
bureaucratic authoritarianism arose from the shrdy of major
episodes of authoritarian rule in South America between the
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1960s and the 1980s: Brazil from 1954 to 1985, Argentina from
1966 to 1973 and later hom 1976 to 1983, Chile from 1973 to
1990, and Uruguay from 1973 to 1985. This body of analysis
is closely identified with the writings of Guillermo O'Donnell.

Bureaucratic authoritarianisrn is a lype of *military rule of-
ten interpreted as novel in relation to the earlier history of
Latin America. It was generally led by the military as an in-
stitution, in contrast to the personalistic mle of individual
officers. Rotation in the presidency among military leaders
was a corrunon/ though not universal, trait. This form of mle
has been interpreted as distinctively bureaucratic because na-
tional leadership was dominated by individuals who had
risen to prominence not tfuough political careers but through
bureaucratic careers in large public and private organizations,
including intemational agencies and kansnational corpora-
tions. Decision-making styles among these leaders were com-
monly technocratic.

This bureaucratic, technocratic orientation was generally
accompanied by intense repression, which in most of the
cases reached levels unprecedented in the region. Repression
was unleashed agairut the llabor movement, political parties
associated with labor, and other social sectors whose prior
mobilization had seemed to'threaten the existing political and
economic system.

The phenomenon of bureaucratic authoritarianism com-
manded wide analytic interest, in part because its emergence
seemed to conhadict the hypothesis that socioeconomic
*modemization might be supportive of *democracy. ln terms
of per capita indicators, Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay were
among the most modemized counkies in Latin America. Bra-
zil was less modemrzed on a per capita basis, yet in absolute
terms it had a large modern sector and its economic difficul-
ties prior to the 1964 coup were in important respects those
of an industrial economy. The appearance in these counkies
of an authoritarianism of unprecedented harshness thus chal-
lenged this earlier hypothesis.

Analysts explained this outcome by suggesting that the
process of modernization had two consequences which col-
lided: it intensified certain types of economic problems, and
it augmented the capacily of the popular classes to resist an
important spectrum of proposed solutions to these problems.
It was argued that this collision increased pressures to inau-
gurate bureaucratic authoritarianism, as a means both of pur-
suing these proposed solutions and conkolling resistance to
them.

The rise of authoritarianism must be seen against the back-
drop of abiding dilemmas in Latin American development:
serious inequalities, which goverunents periodically sought
to remedy tfuough redistributive policies; inefficient indus-
trial skuctures, sheltered from international competition by a
high level of state protection which was strongly supported
by a larger framework of economic *nationalism; and the con-
tradictory role of labor movements that favored redishibution
and protection. Latin America was able to confront govem-
ments when they abandoned such policies, and yet were often
unable to enter coalitions that provided a stable basis for pur-
suing these policies.

The cases of bureaucratic authoritarianism shared a com-
mon approach to addressing these dilemmas. This approach
included: (1) postponing redistribution, or even reversing it,
in order to foster economic growth; (2) seeking to create a
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causes of which remarn a matter of scholarly debate, Second
damaging tensions emerged within bureaucratic-
authoritarian rule, for instance, between the internationali-
zation promoted by the economic model and the nationalism
of the military and of other sectors capable of mounting se-
rious opposition. Third, severe economic problems, experi-
enced throughout the region as part of the *international debt
crisis, helped discredit authoritarianism. Finally, domestic and
intemahonal protest against *human righb abuses, and some-
what iater, the demonstration effect of a worldwide process
of democratization, further debilitated authoritarian rule.

What was the impact of this authoritarian experience? The
economic record is diverse. Notwithstanding or,tgoing eco-
nomrc difficulties, Brazil unquestionably saw a dramatic ad-
vance toward a modem industrial economv. Lr Chile a far
more open economy was created, a hansfoimation which a
subsequent democratically elected Eoverrunent sought to
build upon, not reverse. Argentina, by contrast, produced
dramahc failures. The post-1966 government achieved initial
economic success and then collapsed in an explosion of social
protest, The post-1976 government imposed far more draco-
nian economic measures and repression, yet it was unable to
overcome a myriad of economic difficulties and left a deeply
troubled economy. Uruguay experienced a revival of eco-
nomrc growth in the 1970s, reversing two decades of stag-
nafion. These gains eroded in the early 1980s, however, owing
to the combined effects of internal poliry failure and the
larger debt crisis.

Although the political record is iikewise diverse, in two im-
portant respects the political legacies are convergent. Among
substantial sectors of the population, the experience of preau-
thoritarian polarization and crisis, followed by the trauma of
authoritarian rule, led to a greater appreciation of electoral
democracy. in addition, the experience of this cycle of au-
thoritarianism-along with the debt crisis, other economic
difficulties, and later collapse of socialism in Eastern Europe
and the Soviet Union-lowered developmental expectations
and eroded the credibilify of socialist and progress,ive political
alternatives in these four countries. Consequently, in the aF
termath of bureaucratic authoritarianism, there was evidence
of greater support for democracy and a reduced likelihood of
any immediate renewal of polarization.

(See also ArrrnoRrra,RrANrsM; Drvrt-orr"rrrsr AND
UNprnoevrlopirtrxr.)

Cuillermo O'Donnell, Moderniution and Buruucratic-Authoritarianism:
Siudies in South American Polit ics, Polit ics of Modernization Series No.
9, lnshfute of [nternational Studies, University of Califomia, Berkeley
(Berkeley, Ca\t., 1973; the 1998 edition includes a new preface). David
Collier, ed.,The Nr.a Authoritnrianism in L,atin America (Princeton, N.J.,
1979). Karen L. Remmer and Gilbert W. Merkx, "Bureaucratic-
Authoritarianism Revisited," with a reply by O'Donnell , Latin America
Ruurch Rniew 17, no. 2 (1982): 3_50. Guillermo O'Donnell , Bureau-
cralic Authoritnrianism: Argentina 1966-1973, in Comparative Perspective
(Berkeley, Calif., and Los Angeles, 1988). Ruth Berins Collier and Da-
vid Collier, Shaping the Political Arena: Critical lunctures, the Iabor Move-
menl, and Regime Dynamics in Latin Americs (Princeton, N.J., 1991), Guil-
lermo O'Donnell, Counterpoints: Selected Esxys on Authoritarianism and
Democratizntion (Nofre Dame, Ind., 1999).

Devrp CorLrsn




