95 Fiores, Matias (2003)

The Argentine Experime(lt:
Credibility and Democracy il the
Southern Cone

The Argentine Experiment:
Credibility and Democracy in the Southern Cone

by
Matias Flores

History 194H
Professor David Rock
Professor Erika Rappaport
June 3, 2003



Introduction
Argentina’s return to democracy in 1983 signified the beginning of a new era in
South American politics. Chile, Brazil and Uruguay, Argentina’s most influential
neighbors continued under the rule of the Armed Forces. The shift in Argentina was

heavily felt in these countries at both the civilian and military levels. Social demands for

democracy in Argentina were reciprocated particularly in Uruguay and Brazil, both of

which would undergo similar transitions within the next couple of years. This turn of

events provoked an increasing level of interest from outside powers, as democracy was

the new trend in the Southern Cone. This study intends to explore the expectations for the

new civilian administration in Argentina as it was reported by important news agencies in

countries with influential ties to Argentina. Through a close analysis of The Wall Street

Journal, The Economist, and the Spanish daily El Pais, this research looks at democratic

development from abroad. The United States, Britain and Spain were key nations whose

symbolic support was essential for any type of government in Argentina.

Candidates from the two main parties, the Unién Civica Radical (UCR) and the

Partido Justicialista (PJ )!, both campaigned with a dominant nationalist tone. This

translated, in economic terms, to a moratorium on the foreign debt and a re-enlargement

of the central government. The political success of any candidate in 1983 depended on

delivering on such promises. But democracy was interpreted differently in Argentina and

abroad. In the pages of The Wall Street Journal and The Economist, the issue of the

foreign debt shadowed any other subjects. Reading these publications in latter months of

1983, one gets the impression that democracy ends with an election. A candidate’s

mingo Peron in the 1940s.

I partido Justicialista is the formal name of the party founded by Juan Do
the terms Partido Justicialista

Therefore, the party is also referred to as the Peronist Party. In this paper,
(PJ) and Peronist Party will be used interchangeably.
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promises become irrelevant if they contradicted the international status quo. The
international debt crisis in the early eighties coincided with transition to democracy in
various Latin America countries. Any credible leader had the responsibility to inquire
into the nature of his country’s debt generated under military leaders. But the debt was a
very sensitive subject as creditors risked losing billions of dollars should borrowing
nations decide on unilateral moratoriums.
Historical Background

Argentines have a difficult time explaining Peronism to themselves. It is no
wonder then, that foreigners have an even more difficult time understanding a political
phenomenon very particular to Argentina. A popular saying amongst Argentines when
asked about the roots of Peronism says that the party’s founder used to fake with the left
and swing with the right. This hints to the fact that General Juan Domingo Perén rose to
power by giving the labor sector a voice, but fashioned his movement following
Mussolini’s fascist doctrines. A funny anecdote told by an Argentine exiled to Spain
following the 1976 military coup alludes to the problems foreigners and Argentines alike
encounter in trying to understand the movement. This man’s friend, also an exiled
Argentine, refused to marry a beautiful Spanish women, settling down with an
unattractive Argentine girl living in Spain. When he confronted his friend about this
decision, the friend stated that one day the Spanish girl would ask him what this Peronism
thing was all about, and he would have to spend the rest of his life explaining it to her. By
marrying the Argentine, he avoided the problem altogether.2 Peronism has caused a great
deal of debate and confusion, leading many foreigners to develop a negative view of

Peronist politics. It has resulted in a historical mistrust and outright disdain towards the



PJ that repeatedly comes up in the pages of the newspapers and magazine used in the
project.

In the second half of the twentieth century, no other institution played a bigger
role in shaping Argentine political development than the Peronist Party. This movement
was born in the mid-forties with the rise to power of Juan Domingo Per6n. In 1943, Perén
belonged to a group of junior military officers known as the GOU, or United Officers
Group, which headed a coup bringing a nationalist brand of military leaders into power.
Opposed to American encroachment on domestic affairs, particulgrly with Argentina’s
refusal to end diplomatic relations with the Axis, he endorsed economic independence
through industrialization. Following the coup, Perén rose through the ranks as Minister of
War, vice-president, and his most influential position prior to the presidency in the
Secretariat of Labor and Social Welfare.? This position provided the Per6n with the
unquestioned support of a growing and disenfranchised sector: labor. The Secretariat
allowed Perén to conduct policies regarding the demands of the traditionally ineffective
labor unions.* As his popularity climbed by agreeing to settlements in favor of workers,
he aimed to alienate those unions who did not cooperated personally with him by simply
not recognizing them. Rapidly, Perén managed to bring unions under state control, as

long he represented the state. From its birth in mid-forties, Peronist unionism was

extremely hierarchical and undemocratic.

2 Ana Baron, Mario del Caril and Albino Gomez, Porque se fueron: Testimonios de argentinos en el

exterior (Buenos Aires: Emece Editores, S.A., 1995), 41-42.
3 David Rock, 1516-1987: From Spanish Colonization to Alfonsin, 2™ ed. (Los Angeles and Berkeley:

University of California Press, 1987), 252-254.

4
Ibid, 254.
3 Hugo Gambini, Historia del Peronismo: El poder total ( 1943-1951) (Buenos Aires: Editorial Planeta

Argentina, 1999), 81-88.



After close to a decade in power, in 1955 a new military coup forced the General
into exile in Madrid under the protection of Francisco Franco. For eighteen years, until
his return to the presidency in 1974, Perén continued as the unquestioned leader of the
Peronist movement from his house in the Spanish capital. While military leaders
proclaimed the movement illegal, prohibiting its participation in the 1958 and 1963
elections, labor remained intimately accountable to the exiled General. To outsiders,
particularly Americans and British diplomats, Perén was a dangerous Latin American
leader. He was responsible for nationalizing most of the country’s important industries,’
and preached a foreign policy of non-compliance with the superpowers.

Another point of mistrust from the international community was Per6n’s ability to
assume power under democratic means, but undermine constitutionality once in power.
This included favorable changes to the constitution to run consecutive terms and
undermine the influence of the Supreme Court as an independent body to counter-balance
his power’. Workers without political alliances were bullied into joining Peronist unions,
the press was censored and universities were indoctrinated. During Peron’s third term in
office, after returning from exile in 1973, was characterized by political and social
instability. The country almost reached a state of civil war with right-wing and left-wing
Peronist factions fighting one another. After Perén passed away in 1974, escalation of
violence prompted a new military coup. Although this last military dictatorship would
reach world-wide attention for human rights abuses, the country was in such a state of

civil disorder in March of 1976 that various sectors of society welcomed the new regime.

6 Carla Davidovich, “The Selling of Argentina: Is the Path to the First World Privatized?” Law and Policy
in International Business, Fall 1996, 151-152. His nationalization program expanded State control to
telephone, gas and railroad services.

7 Gambini, 92-96.
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Argentina’s second political force, aside from the military, was the Uni6n Civica
Radical, popularly known as the Radical Party. As the oldest political party in the nation,
dating back to the 1890s, the UCR built a reputation for advocating stronger adherence to
democratic institutions. Primarily a middle-class party, with somewhat of populist
undertone, the Radicals were eclipsed from the political spotlight with rise of Pern in
1940s.% Before 1983, the Radicals Arturo Frondizi in the late-fifties and Arturo Mlia in the
mid-sixties, served small presidential terms before the military removed them from
office. These men won elections because while the military permitted elections to take
place, the Peronist remained illegal, preventing them from participating in elections.

The UCR built a reputation of inaptitude in Argentina as well. After a military
coup removed their legendary leader, Hipélito Yrigoyen from office in 1930, they had
become a third rate political force always lagging behind both the Armed Forces and
Peronism. Ratl Alfonin was a fresh new face to a party which continually failed to
inspire the Argentine electorate. In the late seventies and early eighties, as the military
continued its firm grip on political affairs, Alfon_sin began to advocate for change. He
denounced human rights violations in times when most influential politicians were in
exile, imprisoned or dead.? Peronists and Radicals ran very similar campaigns, but
Alfonsin was more convincing in matters relating to union democratization and
prosecution of military personnel for crimes committed against society. Prior to the
election, he disclosed secret pact between Lorenzo Miguel, leader of the political wing of
the unions, and a high military officer. Known as the pacto militar-sindical, the pact

guaranteed mutual reassurance between the labor hierarchy and the soon to be deposed

8 Jimmy Burns, The Land that Lost its Heroes: The Falklands, the Post-War, and Alfonsin (London:

Bloomsbury Publishing, 1987), 117.
% Burns, 121.
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military authorities. Working together in keeping Alfonsin out of office, Peronist leaders
would maintain tight control over organized labor. Moreover, since the military helped
procure a hypothetical Peronist victory, they would avoid prosecution for their crimes. In
the eyes of voters, Alfonsin represented a moral candidate ready to take on the military

and labor establishments.

1983: A Year of Change

In 1983 Argentines rushed to the voting posts in record numbers for the first
elections after eight years of military repression. The country was in a collective state of
confusion resulting from a humiliating military defeat against Britain over the Falkland
Islands, the barbarism conducted against the citizenry by the military authorities and an
economy in shambles. Searching for a national identity defined by a wave of nationalism
coupled with demands for democracy, Argentines elected Raul Ricardo Alfonsin of the
Unién Civica Radical. Alfonsin rejected the liberal economic experiment conducted by
the technocrats working with the military juntas and promised to re-nationalize the
economy. He received 52% of the popular vote, an absolute majority in the first round,
sending a clear message to the opposition and the international financial community
(IFC). Pivotal to UCR success, Alfonsin’s platform called for an invesﬁgation into
foreign debt accumulated during the military dictatorship lasting from 1976 to 1983.
Equally important was the promise to democratize the powerful unions. Union
leadership, since the mid-forties, had always been highly vertical and the mobilization
arm of the Partido Justicialista. These two walls of opposition, in the face of Peronist

unions and the IFC remained as obstacles to the development of a respectable democratic

tradition.



For the development of a strong, representative democracy, elected governments
must provide citizens with economic stability.'® This assessment was predicated on a
developing democracy having the preconditions to mount economic growth, much like
West Germany following World War II. Democratic prospects in Argentina, however,
were not economically supported by outside powers, as the Argentina of the 1980s did
not have the geopolitical importance as West Germany during the Cold War. Therefore,
Alfonsin proclaimed that economic development in Argentina would result from the
reinstitution of democracy."' Despite his promises, Alfonsin faced the harsh realities of a
$50 foreign debt'? accounting for 80% of the gross domestic product the day he assumed
the presidency on 10 December 1983."* When he left office in 1989, Alfonsin had
legitimized the debt to foreigners as well as his party’s intelligentsia. Continuous
economic shortfalls caused a shift in the administration’s economic policy, relying more
on debt stabilization throughout its tenure. By the end of the eighties, leading Radicals
advocated strict fiscal and monetary measures in accordance with the IMF and opposed
to the party’s ideology of 1983. The need for international currency and support
constantly forced the administration to structure the economy more or less along the
mandates set by the International Monetary Fund.

The issue of the foreign debt quickly acquired a strong political connotation. The
Peronist unions, which in the first years of the administration headed the opposition,

capitalized on Alfonsin’s apparent capitulation to the IMF. The unions were represented

10 geymour M. Lipset, EIl hombre politico (Buenos Aires: EUDEBA, 1963), 384.

! Edgardo Catterberg, Los argentinos frente a la politica: Cultura politica y opinidn piiblica en la
transicién argentina a la democracia (Buenos Aires: Editorial Planeta Argentina, 1989), 111.

12 The actual value of Argentina’s foreign debt when Alfonsin took power is not clear. The value given by
various sources range from $39 billion to $50 billion. The Economist, The Wall Street Journal, and E! Pais
regularly cite a $50 billion debt, and that is the figure used throughout this work.

13 william C. Smith, “Democracy, Distributional Conflicts and Macroeconomic Policy in Argentina, 1983-
89, Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs (Summer 1995),7.



by an old and backward leadership. Alfons{n’s early attempt to democratize the unions
failed in the Peronist-controlled Senate in March of 1984, shortly before the government
struck a vague, but austerity-based deal with the IMF. The bill was intended to grant
government intervention to assure fair election of new union leadership. The Peronist
movement perpetually intervened as an interest group more than a respectable opposition.
During his years in office, as Alfonsn lost prestige within the population and foreign
speculators, the UCR’s preeminence of the eighties disappeared in the nineties. In 1989,
the government returned to the PJ under the leadership of Carlos Saul Menem, who ruled
virtually unopposed for a decade.
The Sources

In the late twentieth century, democracy resurfaced throughout Latin America as a
beacon of hope. Alfonsin’s inauguration ceremony was attended by an impressive list of
foreign executives and delegations. This diverse group included socialist leaders from
Italy, Portugal and Spain, along with right-wing dignitaries from Chile, Brazil and
Uruguay. Capturing the mood, United States’ vice-president George Bush exclaimed that
“there’s a something in the air, something vibrant, strong.. .maybe I'm just fired up by the
majesty of the moment, this election..., signals a new era for Argentina” as 100,000
people chanted “Alfonsin, Alfonsn’n.”14 The day following the election, an editorial in The
Times of London praised Alfonsin for understanding the “Churchillian adage, ‘trust the
pn‘::ople.”’15 A member of the Argentine Communist Party echoed this statement when he
declared that these elections were a slap in the face to those who thought the people did

not know how to vote.'® To emphasize the high expectations produced by the transition,

14 The New York Times, 11 December 1983, 1.
15 The Times of London, 1 November 1983, 15.
16 1 4 Opini6n, (Los Angeles), 1 November 1983, 7.



the Spanish newspaper El Pais pronounced Buenos Aires the freest city in the world."” A
variety of foreign spectators expressed their optimism though the international press
helping to mold an international perspective on democratic development in Argentina.

| Initially, the sources used to analyze democratic development in Argentina in this
study, enthusiastically endorsed Alfonsin’s victory. England’s The Economist, however,
was the most articulate in fdcusing on points of concerns, particularly with regards to
Alfonsin’s threat to declare a moratorium on the debt. Along the same lines, The Wall
Street Journal called for a quick IMF deal with the new administration while Alfonsin
remained popular. Finally, the Spanish E! Pais, gave unequivocal support to the new
administration paying little attention to the issue of the foreign debt. To the Spanish
publication, the strong and chaotic Peronist unions embodied the greatest threat to the
new administration and democracy. To the Journal and Economist, unions and Peronism
were viewed as enemies to the international financial community, and therefore received
the toughest criticism as well. |

Then and now, these are important newspapers and magazine that help shape an

international perspective on democratic development in Argentina. The Falklands War
brought Argentina into national attention in Britain. In April of 1982, the dictator
Leopoldo Galteiri ordered the invasion of the British controlled islands claiming its
sovereignty. After initial losses, the British forces were able to implement a successful
counterattack expelling Argentine military units and enforcing a humiliating surrender for
the authoritarian leaders. As the military’s prestige plummeted following the war,
Argentine public opinion remained loyal to its claim over Falklands sovereignty. This

phenomenon was agitated by declarations coming from military personnel claiming that

17 £] Pais, (Madrid, Spain), 21 October 1983, 4.



Argentina would simply make it too expensive for England to maintain security for the
islands. Britain had a vested interest in Argentina’s return to democratic institutions
primarily based on its animosity towards the military. Therefore, any measures to keep
the Armed Forces away from power were popular to the British ruling elite and showed
routinely through the pages of The Economist. Appeasing the fallen Generals and
continuing their economic policies summarizes the magazines suggestions for the infant
democracy.

As the unquestioned hemispheric leaders, United States’ officials watched
attentively the developments in Argentina. The Falklands fiasco caused strains between
President Reagan and Prime Minister Thatcher because of American hesitation to join the
British. As anti-American sentiments were running high throughout Latin America, the
US considered Argentina a crucial ally. With billions of dollars invested by American
banks during the military years, Alfonsin’s determination to concentrate on moral issues
translated to a temporary or even permanent moratorium of the debt. The Wall Street
Journal showed a keen understanding of the situation. In order to guarantee payments,
avoiding not only a default by Argentina, but a possible domino effect throughout Latin
America, the Journal was less critical of Alfonsin’s promises to the Argentine people.
Instead, its articles on Argentina were sprinkled with a more pragmatic view of the

possible ramifications of a popular democracy in direct opposition to American economic

policy. However, American financial interests remained as the source of the Journal’s

concerns.

In Spain, socialist leaders relished at the thought a of a strong, democratic ally in

Latin America. Following Francisco Franco’s death after close to four decades of

authoritarian rule, the Spanish underwent a peaceful transition to democracy. El Pais was
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born in the transition period and identified strongly with the socialist government. Aside
from a strong endorsement for Alfonin’s policies, the pages were qu11 of quotes by
Argentines who viewed Spain as a moral guide. For example, president Felipe Gonzalez
was repbrted as the most popular foreign leader in attendance at the inauguration
ceremonies and the Spanish ambassador was the first foreigner to meet with Alfonsin.
This newspaper viewed the emergence of a democratic administration in Argentina as
Spain’s gateway to a more active political and economic involvement in the Southern
Cone.

The Economist, The Wall Street Journal, and El Pais were all important
publications in countries with strong and influential ties to Argentina. The support for
democracy was unequivocal in the initial phases. One can hardly imagine a responsible
editor writing favorably on the Armed Forces tenure. By 1989, however, the three
publications adapted to the new realitic§ in Argentina. As it became clear that Peronism
would come out victorious, they shifted slowly towards endorsing its new leader: Carlos
Saul Menem. Menem appealed to Argentines with a message very similar to that of
Alfonsin, but in interviews with the foreign press he dictated a completely different
agenda. Much of the verbal assault that characterized newspapers and magazine when
referring to Menem the Peronist candidate disappeared when the subject turned to
Menem the president. He employed many of the same political maneuvers of his
predecessors but this time in favor of economic reform. Adapting the constitution to his
liking, and ruling by decree, Menem monopolized power. The Radicals were left too
weak to provide a formidable oppositioh, and Menem alienated unions and fellow
Peronist who objected to his economic agenda. To the developed countries Argentina

became an investor’s paradise and Menem an example of visionary leadership.

11
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Historiography

This historiographical survey is divided into two sections. First, various scholars
present the devastating effects of the Argentine foreign debt in developing a prosperous
economy. The purpose of summarizing scholarly work on the foreign debt is to provide
contrast with assertions made by the newspapers and magazine researched for this
project. This is not a historiography from which to expand on, but rather a backbone to
serve the purpose of this thesis. Alfonsin’s inability to provide economic recovery
undermined his credibility, signaling to weak domestic democratig institutions in the face
of the international financial community. Secondly, the topic turns to the Peronist
opposition following its first electoral defeat. The writers discussed point out to
advantages and disadvantages of a Peronist Party in opposition, which settle on the idea
of its normalization from a chaotic and undemocratic movement, into a respectable
institution in post-authoritarian Argentina.
Foreign Debt

Following the military dictatorship, democracy presented a natural step towards
moral readjustment and economic prosperity. For newly elected president Alfonsin,

democracy represented an all-purpose tool needed to acquire material and political

» 18 a5 if by

interests. He enthusiastically proclaimed that “with democracy, the people eat,
providing the masses with the right to suffrage and rule of law, the country’s economic
problems would disappear. In her study concerning Argentines’ expectations of

democracy, Nancy Powers encountered a general consensus in which people primarily

preferred democracy in that it was “not military.”"? In the early nineties when the

1% Nancy P. Powers, Grassrools Expectations of Democracy and Economy: Argentina in Comparative
Perspective (University of Pittsburgh Press, 2001), 1.
* Ibid., 183.
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interviews were conducted, people still remembered the atrocities of a military regime
that discredited itself by the inhumane realities of its policies. Consequently, one writer
was able to construct an argument in stating that the 1983 UCR campaign was successful
in riding the wave of anti-military public opinion without presenting a comprehensive
plan for the nation.”’ Powers and others argued that the 1983 election was first and
foremost a rejection to years of authoritarian rule.

Powers discovered that Argentines viewed democracy as advantageous because it
provided a due process in which civil liberties were respected. In accordance with
Western society, democracy provided the population of sovereign countries with political
autonomy. Freedom of expression, the right to vote, abiding by constitutional law, and to
a lesser extent, social welfare for lower economic sectors of society, were the most
widely shared expectations of a democracy.”' The election of Alfonsin consolidated the
transition to democracy. People elected their representatives and the new government
attempted to alleviate the poor. Powérs’ analysis excluded the pervasive effects of the
debt crisis placed on the democratic elected government. How did spectators come to
view the representative government as they looked beyond the process and began to

demand outcomes?

The contradictions with regards to the foreign debt of $50 billion and its relation
to the development of an effective democracy are one of the foci of this study. The debt
escalated during military rule. Disdain for the military was related to disdain for the debt.
Ironically, Powers came to the conclusion that “despite the illegitimate way in which

much of the foreign debt was accumulated by the previous government, the majority of

2 Jorge E. Spilimbergo, El fraude Alfonsinista: Historia critica del radicalismo 1880/1988, 4" ed.
(Argentina: Ediciones Jose Hernandez, 1989), 151.
2! powers, 182-4,



those who discussed the debit justified its payment as the moral or practical choice.”™

Considering the political burdens encountered by Alfonsin’s administration thanks to the
foreign debt, it is tough to comprehend this conclusion by an Argentine public that
repudiated all that was military. Powers pays little attention to the issue of the foreign
debt, spending just a couple of paragraphs on the subject, concentrating instead on the
military’s role in Argentine politics after democracy was restored.

Towards the early 1970s, private banks in Europe and the United States found
themselves with extra cash coming from members of the Organization of Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC). Known as petrodollars, this excess resulted from a
worldwide hike in oil prices, prompting OPEC nations to invest surplus revenue in
Western banks. Loaning became very competitive as banks conducted their lending in the
private sector.? For countries to receive large loans like Argentina had in the late
seventies, foreign creditors made sure that Third World countries were capable of
conducting certain internal reforms. In this aspect, Aldo Vacs built a persuasive argument
in relating the increase of the debt in Argentina to the political control exerted by the
military government. The liberal economic minister of the first military junta, José
Martinez de Hoz exemplified the special relationship between the IFC and the Argentine

military government:

a ‘stable government, with authority, with resolution and
firmness to enforce its decision, led by a ruler who shows an
image of equilibrium, common Sense.. .and the moral
authority needed to carry out a program of reorganization in
all aspects...they [IFCs] realize that the government is
implementing the economic program with total conviction---

2
Ibid., 173.
2 Aldo C. Vacs, The Politics of the Foreign Debt: Argentina, Brazil and International Debt Crisis

(University Microfilm International, 1986), 62-63.
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perfectly knowing that an economic program w1thout political

backing does not have any chance of success.’

The type of reform mentioned above referred to neo-liberal economic measures, which
were implemented by Martinez de Hoz. Nonetheless, his statement shows a government
with the authority to control the population and carry out any measures necessary to
enforce reforms. The passage by Martinez de Hoz subtlety showed that international
investors related political and economic stability to the military’s repressive power.

The strong and unchallenged political control of the military juntas prompted a
rapid increase of loans flowing into Argentina. David Rockefeller, chairman of the board
of the Chase Manhattan Bank, was impressed with the political stability of the country
less than two years after the 1976 coup. He advised the board at Chase as well as other
American banks to invest in Argentina.25 Without a plan by the government to control
inflation or improve infrastructure, the foreign banks continued to pour in money into
Argentina. Confidence in the Argentine Armed Forces led to a $50 billion debt by 1983
without anything to show for it. Only higher inflation, increased unemployment and a
responsibility to pay it back. For the 1983-86 period alone, Argentina owed $15 billion
in interest from “a debt that was not justifiable from any point of view.”” Vacs’
conclusion was widely shared by the voting population as well as leading political

campaigners. Alfonsin promised to distinguish between the legitimate and illegitimate

debt, and warned the international financial community that social relief would take

precedence over obligations to foreign banks. The debt certainly placed tremendous

pressure on a new government with legitimate reasons to investigate its origin and even a

moral justification to ignore its payments.

% 1hid., 279-80.
2 Ibid., 280.



16

The foreign debt was a formidable obstacle in the path towards developing an
economic plan that would stimulate growth. As Alfonsin predicted, democracy was a
prerequisite for economic success in the country. Many writers interpreted the magnitude
of the external debt as the greatest threat to the UCR in 1983. To one historian, “much of
the difficulty of reviving the economy stemmed from the sword of Dasmocles hung over
Argentina by its enormous debt burdens.”?’ Since Alfonsin directly related economic
progress to a democratic leadership, he assumed his electoral mandate provided him the
ultimate weapon to undertake measures in the interest of the Argentine population.23
Before Alfonsin completed a year in office, his economic minister struck a deal with the
IMF on IMF terms, as inflation continued to rise. Voters as well as outside spectators
understood that it would take more than the election of a representative government to
bring economic prosperity to Argentina. The administration’s capitulation effectively
demonstrated that Alfonsin lacked the autonomy in certain aspects of the country’s
economy. The threat of a formal moratorium and actual investigation into the debt were
less appealing than assuming responsibility for its payment.29 Within a year, the foreign

debt showed that Alfonsin was limited in his power and that democracy alone would not

lead to an economic recovery.

Non-Military, Authoritarian Opposition
After the 1983 election, some scholars found the electoral results were a source of

inspiration. Most promising was the idea of a bipartisan political arena with a weakened

military. After losing a war, deteriorating the economy and eight years of state sponsored

terrorism, the Armed Forces retrieved to the barracks. Time and again, the population

% Ibid., 347.
% Daniel Poneman,
2 Smith, 2.

Argentina: Democracy on Trial (New York: Paragon House, 1987), 55.
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would ensure that 24 March 1976 would never happen again. The idea of an established
two-party system proved too tempting to ignore. Bipartisanism tended to reinforce
democracy. In Argentina, this was particularly encouraging because while Alfonsin
received 52% of the vote, Italo Argentino Luder of the PJ, came in second place with
40%.2 With irrelevant third parties, the lack of party proliferation left the UCR with just
one formidable opposition. The PJ would not serve as a loyal opposition, but more like a
saboteur willing to compromise Alfonsin’s policies to gain political capital.

Alfonsin promised to democratize the powerful Peronist unions during his
campaign with the hope of bringing legitimacy and democratic credence to these
important institutions. On 15 March 1984, the administration experienced its first setback
when the Senate voted down a union reform bill. Although Peronist leaders denounced
Marxist infiltration and accused the administration of official sabotage to rally support,
their true motive relied in maintaining a firm control within the union bureaucracy.’” As
the only centralized body representing workers, the General Confederation of Labor,
which had been divided during the dictatorship, reunited to combat the government’s
efforts. Finally, leading members of orthodox Peronism prevailed over the more

democratic wing of the party, led by men Jike Italo Luder, from normalizing the PJ into a

2 poneman, 56
30 March 26, 1976 was the day that the military junta, led by the Army General Videla, Admiral Emilio

Massera and Air Force Brigadier Orlando Agosti, took control of the government initiating systematic
repression against leftist subversives which quickly expanded to the genenral population. Beginning in
1985, right-wing and left-wing militants conducted acts of terrorism against the government and society.
Argentines responded fiercely against these uprisings through massive and popular demonstrations. See
Rock, 367-389, and Gabriel Fernandez, La claudicacidn de Alfonsin: Derechos humanos — Militares -
Economia - Sindicatos 1983-1987 (Buenos Aires: Ediciones Dialectica, 1987), 25-65.

3! Arend Lijphart, Democracies: Pattern of Majoritarian and Consensus Government in 21 Countries (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), 108.

% Poneman, 51.
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democratic institution.”® Therefore, while Alfonsin’s administration apparently enjoyed
the characteristics of other Western governments with legitimate oppositions, the PJ in
1983 was not ready to assume its role as a credible and united opposition.* With time,
the international press in particular, came to criticize Alfonsin’s administration for not
working in cooperation with the Peronists.

Peronism, since the time of Perén in the forties and fifties, behaved more like a
movement than a political party. To some analysts, the 1983 defeat signified a crucial
moment in the history of Peronism, allowing it to become a normal political party. In
those years, the party was divided into two factions: the orthodox and the Renovadores.
The orthodox were characterized by their reluctance to democratize the party and
unwillingness to even recognize any opposition as legitimate. The Renovadores, on the
other hand, promoted the normalization of Peronism into 2 responsible and democratic

party and considered cooperation with the UCR a step in the right direction. This wing of

the party, the Renovadores, was in direct opposition with those Peronist influential within

the unions.>® Therefore, Alfonsin had no true leaders from the PJ in Congress to ally with

on issues such as union reform and economic policies. No one faction or leader within the

PJ had enough political power and support to act in the name of the entire party. In

reality, while Peronism was undertaking tough internal reforms to adapt to the new

political realities, the Alfonsin administration lacked a cohesive opposition to formulate

policies. However, Alfonsin’s victory would receive credit for the eventual

“normalization” of the party.

33 Marcelo L. Acuiia, Alfonsin y el poder econdmico: El fracaso de la concertacion y los pactos

corporativos entre 1983 y 1 989 (Buenos Aires: Ediciones Corregidor, 1995), 82.

¥ Poneman, 15.
35 Acufia, 88.
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Party politics in Argentina was a new concept to most Argentines in and out of
politics in the 1980s. Since 1955, subsequent military authorities allowed Peronism only
three years of legal participation. Whenever the PJ operated within the boundaries of
legality, it was victorious. After 1983, Argentines not only had a legal PJ, but PJ in
opposition. Two years after the presidential elections, the 1985 Congressional elections
ended the strong grip held by the orthodox sector, turning the party control over to the
Renovadores.36 Two years later, this process was apparently finalized when Antonio
Caficro, the most popular of the Renovadores, won the governor’s seat for the province
of Buenos Aires. To Liliana De Riz, this signified that the electorate as well as the party
were showing signs of political maturation.” Old habits die slowly, and in the case of
Peronism, eliminating the orthodox advantages meant the end of the party’s populist
appeal.

Some of the conclusions derived from this short historiographical survey either
validate or refute conclusions derived by the newspapers and magazine studied for this
project. While daily articles cannot compare to the research conducted by these scholars,
popular publications like El Pais, The Economist and The Wall Street Journal, reached a
wider a readership and were much more influential in shaping international opinion. This
study shows how the international media interpreted the return to democracy in
Argentina. The conclusions can lead to a better understanding of why, throughout the
nineties, Argentina was exemplified as an economic success with strong democratic
settings. The Peronist president, Carlos Menem, rose to the office masquerading as a

Renovador, but appealing to the masses through strong orthodox style thetoric. The

3 L iliana De Riz, Alfonsin’s Argentina: Renewal of Parties and Congress ( 83-89) (Buenos Aires: CEDES,

1991), 23.
¥ De Riz, 20-21.
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intermational press initially interpreted Menem as yet another political phenomenon that
unsettled the international financial community and retarded the democratic
developments of not only Argentina, but the entire region as well. Few months after
assuming office, he would reject most campaign promises, monopolize control, open the
most important markets to foreign conglomerates and become the South American
darling of the international financial community.

Foreign Debt as a Threat

When Ratil Alfonsin became the democratically elected leader on 10 December
1983, a new economic phenomenon was affecting all nations in the region. The debt
crisis affected almost every country in Latin America. As the third largest debtor in the
region behind Brazil and Mexico, and sixth in the world, Argentina was a country of
particular interest to lending nations. As the authentic representative of the Argentine
population, Alfonsin promised to investigate the root cause of a 500% increase in the
debt, from less than $10 billion in 1976 to close to $50 billion in 1983. These “silly
campaign promises”® posed a serious problem for the international financial community.
All seemed fine with the Radical candidate before the election in that he was not a
Peronist. Now in office, The Economist indicated that the president ought to dissociate
from his initial promises concerning economic policy. The fear of a domino effect
spreading to countries like Brazil, Mexico and the rest of the continent precipitated
outsiders to rethink the meaning of democratic development in the Southern Cone.

Two dominant theories with respect to the phenomenon of the debt crisis became
very popular in the early eighties. The North, composed of advanced and industrial

countries, tended to blame borrowing nations for mismanaging millions of dollars in
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