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 In a globalized world with few limits on the movement of people, goods, services, and ideas, many states find themselves more vulnerable than ever before at the same time that, in the absence of immediate external and/or internal security threats, military expenditures have become increasingly difficult to justify in a post-Cold War environment. With scarce resources and technology that has empowered individuals to challenge the security and stability of whole societies, governability has become a major issue for hemispheric states.


A crucial challenge for the state is the effective control of national territory. Large cities and abandoned frontiers have become a “wild west” where the law of the land is no longer enforceable and security is privatized and Balkanized. Criminal and lawless elements, from smugglers to terrorists, have entered the vacuum left by the absence of enforceable state power in urban areas such as the Rio-Sao Paulo corridor, Mexico City, Bogotá, and Buenos Aires. Meanwhile, national borders between Paraguay, Argentina, and Brazil have become increasingly permeable as have, in a region of dense jungles and difficult geography, those of many other states.


National security complements regional security, which in turn contributes to both regional and international stability. Security, increasingly, will be characterized by its relative absence; national and international insecurity will increase. Yet security is not a choice for, though peace is possible, it is in many places not probable. The paradox for contemporary Latin America is that precisely when the state requires more resources in order to provide even basic security, the resources available are being eroded through growing populations, faltering economies, and the dynamics of globalization. Moreover, with the exception of combating narcotics trafficking, the US has mostly forgotten Latin America. 


The challenge, then, is to build frameworks for regional cooperation that will limit the growing threats of ungovernable cities and wild borders. The place to begin is the penetration of criminal networks to reduce the flow of resources, financial and material, that finance illegal activities. The principal tool is intelligence, backed by highly mobile tactical units that bring police and military forces together in joint operations. The building blocks of the state, especially those related to the administration of justice, will have to be redefined, perhaps reinvented in order to provide a realistic and effective response to criminality.


Some of the problems that face the region are the product of incomplete, or uneven, political, economic, and social development. And, though there are no sharply drawn tribal, racial, or religious divisions in the hemisphere, there is tremendous inequality and an evident lack of social justice. The accepted political framework for the region is electoral democracy, and indeed the formal rules of the game are agreed to by most citizens, with the glaring exception of Colombia. There are still instances of fraud and intimidation in the voting processes of some countries, such as Haiti, but elections are regularly held and outcomes largely abided by. Nevertheless, this picture does not account for the turbulence and instability that is present throughout the hemisphere, particularly in terms of crises of governability and dramatic increases in the rates of all forms of crime. To understand some of the dimensions of these challenges, we begin with a reconsideration of the importance of change management as a political necessity to guarantee a minimum of personal security and political stability.
Change and Development

Change is an alteration in an existing state or condition. Development is a particular form or type of change. It is purposeful change that moves toward the attainment of a specific goal. Political development, as we will consider it here, refers to a government’s ability to respond to the demands and needs of its people at increasing levels of complexity. An effective political system has the capacity to both identify and satisfy popular demands regardless of at what level of complexity these may be. For example, it can provide for its citizens needs not only in the arena of defense and physical security but, if its citizens demand, also in areas such as social welfare, employment, personal gratification, etc. A political system that is developed, without necessarily equating such a system with the Western democracies that are also at times labeled the global North, probably must possess at least a minimum of the following characteristics:
1. institutional effectiveness, that is ability to carry out and implement decisions for the national good, thereby enabling it to respond to popular demands and needs, and

2. some level of popular participation and influence over the political system, without which the populace is likely to be unable to convey its needs and demands to the ruling elite and to somehow ensure that the latter are responsive to them.

While popular influence does not have to take the form of regular elections, although clearly this is one of the best means of ensuring that governments remain responsive to popular demands, the developed political system must possess some means of keeping in touch with and responsive to citizen concerns. 

In the Americas there is broad agreement on the importance of regularly scheduled elections to assure the legitimacy of government. Unfortunately, the legitimacy that comes from these processes, in most cases, does not extend very far. With notable exceptions, for example, Chile, governments are unable to guarantee personal or social security and are not able to help people meet the most basic of needs. The resulting gap between the promises of democracy and the realities of inequality, contributes to the extremely high levels of crime, both white collar and violent experienced by countries as diverse as Brazil, Colombia, El Salvador, and Jamaica. While less noticeable, high levels of violent crime are certainly evident in areas of most major cities in the United States, including the capital. Canada has so far escaped much of this bloodshed, but is not immune to drug trafficking and associated crimes such as money laundering.
Traditional Society and Modern Political System

Students of politics generally accept the overwhelming anthropological evidence that the earliest political systems were based on family groups. The head of the family was, ipso facto, the political leader. As families merged into clans, groups of related families, the head of the most powerful family in the clan, usually the largest, became the head of the clan. The members of the clan were bound together by the ties of common blood. As clans merged together into tribes, tribal chiefs, likewise, were selected from the most powerful families of the most powerful clans and ruled in consultation with clan and family leaders. The tribe, thus, represented the totality of the social and political unit, the highest source of loyalty and identification for the individual. The emergence of the state fundamentally changed the concept of politics as understood in earlier political systems. Whereas the tribe was restricted to those who shared a common lineage or ties of blood, the state expanded political loyalties to encompass the concept of nation or territory as opposed to family.

In the Americas the tribal divisions still seen in other parts of the Global South were mostly eliminated through the miscegenation of the conquering Spanish and Portuguese with the native peoples. Thus, the blood feuds characteristic of tribalism were largely absent in Hispanic America. Nevertheless, violence was characteristic of the process of conquest and continued to play a dominant role in many societies well into the Twentieth Century, as evidenced by the bloody civil wars of Guatemala, El Salvador, and Colombia. Of great importance, however, is the need to recognize that these conflicts, while they did incorporate racial elements, were mostly fought over access to direct political power in light of extreme economic and social inequality. To some extent the conflicts were ideologized by the Cold War, but acquired unique identities that incorporated the revolutionary fervor of mid-century, but were not necessarily or always driven by the global Cold War. A different form of violence extended from the past of the wars of independence to haunt most of continental Hispanic America in the form of military rule, be it personalist or bureaucratic. While greatly divergent in nature, these governments did tend to be highly repressive and in some instances waged all-out war against their own peoples.

Politics and Economic Development


We have chosen to focus on the term developing countries, emphasizing the common goal of these countries, namely the attainment of economic development. It is also common to use the label Global South, emphasizing the relative poverty of most of the countries found in this area. Thus, in examining the political realties in the Global South, we must consider specifically the inter-relations between politics and economics and the role of the political system or the state in determining, either furthering or inhibiting, economic development. The relationship between economics and politics is dialectical, that is the ability of the state to further socio-economic development will enhance its legitimacy and hence contribute to political stability, yet the very process of economic development often results in political instability, as economic change results in social change and mobilization and, as state structures in developing countries often lack the institutionalization and popular legitimacy to deal with social demands. That is, they are weak, thus contributing to persistent problems of political violence and instability, which further impedes the ability of the state to devote energy and resources to economic development, the absence of which further reduces its legitimacy. Thus, we often have in a vicious cycle between the need for social and political stability to promote economic development, yet the very promotion of this development “unleashes” forces that the state is ill equipped to deal with, thus contributing to social and political instability.

It is in this intersection that we can find some of the most dramatic challenges to the modern state in terms of balancing coercion and freedom, order and liberty. During the Cold War the emphasis was on preventing the violent overthrow of governments by insurgent armies identified, or self-identified as communist. The end of the East-West confrontation took the steam of most of these challenges to the state, but the general insecurity of citizen and society did not diminish, in some instances it actually increased. The full emergence of globalization and the erosion of economic boundaries, especially through the revolution of instant communication, opened enormous opportunities for bypassing the legal strictures of the modern state, especially in the form of narcotics trafficking and associated criminal activities. The immense wealth that can be generated through these activities has fueled the Colombian civil war, while also contributing to spiraling levels of violence in cities that have grown beyond the ability of local or national states to provide security or services.

Requirements for State Effectiveness in Economic Development

In order for effective economic development to take place in Latin America, the state must be able to do several things effectively and simultaneously. First, it must control the population and resources of the state; that is, prevent strikes, riots, insurrections, and other forms of chronic civil disorder which often contribute to a wholesale flight of foreign as well as domestic capital and investment, stagnates and disrupts production and educational programs, diverts government resources into security rather than development projects, and generally reduces the economic efficiency of the overall system. Second, it must mobilize the human and material resources of the state in support of the goals of economic and social development and modernization. Mobilization has two dimensions, a behavioral or motivational one, that is the state must be able to motivate the population to “pull together” and make sacrifices for the common good of the economic development of the country—as opposed to say for the individual or parochial good of one region, or social class—and an organizational one, that is even if the people have “pulled together,” the political system must be able to provide the physical and administrative links that channel this human resource into the development process. It must develop economic, social, and political infrastructure in the form not only of transportation and communications networks but also efficient bureaucracies and administrative agencies capable of directing and leading human efforts in the development project. The state must be able to set priorities, delegate responsibilities, train individuals for specific technical and managerial tasks, and a myriad of other dynamics characteristic of the complex nature of a modern state.


The state must both motivate its citizens and establish the organizations capable of channeling popular efforts in the development project. Thus, when you go to work, your employer must both motivate you to be a productive, efficient employee who puts the welfare of the firm or company above, say, your desire to achieve personal gratification by absconding with funds and, once you have been motivated, must provide an organizational or administrative system such that your efforts fit in well and contribute to the efficiency of the firm or company as a whole. That is, s/he must provide you with a clear definition of the responsibilities of your job/position, a hierarchical reporting structure in which you receive and obey orders from superiors, an office and physical infrastructure adequate for you to perform your tasks, a salary that keeps you sufficiently satisfied and motivated to do your job, etc.

The state must also accommodate the social conflict and stress that inevitably accompanies the process of rapid change, including economic development, without losing its capacity to rule the population. It is here that the relation between economic development and social and political stress becomes most clear. Programs of mass education designed to upgrade the skills of a population for the purpose of making them able to contribute to the development of the country also raise popular expectations and spark mass demands for a better quality of life before the state has achieved the capacity to satisfy such demands. Likewise, rapid industrialization triggers mass internal migration and urbanization far before the state has attained the capacity to employ and provide social services to these people and, at the same time, robs the countryside of its most productive workers. Un- or underemployed urban migrants, who moved to the city in the hopes of better lives, find their expectations dashed and thereby may become politically volatile in the very place of the country, namely the city that in the Americas is the seat of all power and authority. Thus, because the existing political system has let them down, they may be ripe for mobilization by political leaders or groups who want to radically transform the state, contributing to the political instability of the regime.


The region’s political systems have often proven unable to incorporate the demands and sentiments of new social and economic classes produced by the development process into the political system. As these new groups have not been incorporated into the political system, they have no stake in it and thus seek to satisfy their demands by changing or overthrowing, rather than working within, that system. Serious political instability thus has often been a key characteristic of countries which have pursued rapid economic development programs. However, economic development is paralleled by massive social change, especially by class differentiation leading to the emergence of a wealthy, privileged segment of political and economic elites, on the one hand, and one the other, a growing marginalized and partly urbanized traditional sector. Meanwhile, the political institutions of the state, highly personalized in the hands of a few families or political parties with little or no popular support, are dominated by a small clique of individuals with few ties to the population and dependent on military repression. The state therefore fails to achieve political legitimacy in the eyes of the population that could ensure that social and political demands are sought and satisfied within the existing legal and institutional framework of the state. Thus, the lack of political institutionalization and legitimacy means that popular demands have to be satisfied not by replacing only the people occupying the institutions, as happens in most democratic systems, but rather by replacing the very institutions themselves, which were seen as totally illegitimate—i.e., political change takes violent forms.

This analysis should not to suggest that economic development and industrialization always leads to political instability; however, it does suggest that we have to be sensitive to the relationship between these two and especially the extent to which political systems are able to cope with economic and social dislocations in ways that do not lead to the total collapse of the political system. And, it is here that the greatest threat to individuals and societies lies, and that is the failure and collapse of the state and with it the legal framework that can resolve disputes in non-violent terms and with a degree of justice. The reality of a situation such as that of Somalia, where there is no central state and society hovers between chaos and anarchy may be somewhat extreme to envision in the Americas, but certainly there are increasing signs that the state has ceased to function at minimal levels in areas increasingly know as being lawless. These areas can be broad regional swathes such as the Tri-Border Region of Argentina, Brazil, and Paraguay or areas of Sao Paulo, Bogotá, or San Salvador. And while the metaphor of a cancer has been ill-applied in the case of communism, without a doubt the political vacuum associated with these areas is attractive and becomes subject to internal dynamics that make it increasingly more difficult to re-impose law and order, especially if it existed only marginally in the first place.
Attitudes of Political Leadership/Elite Characteristics

Most decisions regarding economic development in the region, especially given the importance of the public sector as a promoter of economic growth, are made by political leaders. Within the Americas, we can distinguish several different approaches to economic development. Elites in the area generally have greater influence on the economic development process both because of the large public sector but also because, relative to their counterparts in the Global North, they are less likely to be restrained by parliaments and other formal political institutions. Thus, their attitudes and values toward economic development are critical to determining a country’s development policies. Especially during the 1960s and 1970s dominant elites in were characterized by state encouragement of economic growth, with benefits largely concentrated in upper economic classes and resultant socio-political frustrations being kept in check by repression of some form. The demise of the statist model of development with the end of the Cold War put to rest these efforts. Instead the economies of the region were dramatically reshaped to limit state-ownership of economic factors to a minimum. While the extent of privatization does differ, the effect has been uniformly rejected by the poor who feel even more marginalized by the globalization of their economies than they already were. With the decline of state employment and no alternatives available in the private sector, unemployment and underemployment soared and illegal activities, especially those involving the trafficking of drugs mushroomed.

Even if elites were well-intentioned, unless the states they preside over possess the institutional capacity to institute their policies, and above all to mobilize people toward this end, they will ultimately be ineffective. In general, institutional capacities in the region are much less developed, or effective, than their western counterparts. Thus, elites generally have fewer resources or assets at their disposal in attempting to mobilize people and resources in the development effort. Some institutions are of particular importance in determining a regime’s capabilities in this regard. The first is the bureaucracy, which plans budgets, collects taxes, operates schools, construction projects, public enterprises, and so on. The more efficient a state’s bureaucracy, the more efficiently it can apply its human and material resources in the development effort. The role of most regional bureaucracies is minimally effective relative to those of the Global North. The second is the political party/mass organization that links the masses to the ruling elite, proving a base of support for the elite, a channel of communication that helps the elite keep in touch with popular demands and sentiments, socialize supporters into the values of the regime, and generally stimulate mass participation in politics. Most party systems in the region have experienced crises that have weakened traditional actors and introduced new ones that are significantly weaker political party structures in developed countries. Finally, there is the military. Development requires political stability which, in turn, requires that the civilian political leadership can at least exercise enough control over the country’s military to prevent the latter from destabilizing and persistently interfering in the politics, and hence economic development, of the country. Such control has eluded many leaders until fairly recently. Few of the region’s countries, in sum, have developed the institutional infrastructure—in the form of an effective bureaucracy capable of implementing leader development programs, political parties or other mass organizations capable of linking elites and masses and mobilizing the latter in support of the development effort, or ensuring adequate control of the military to prevent the latter from chronically destabilizing the civilian political realm--required to sustain effective economic development and to cope with the social and political stresses it gives rise to.


The picture that emerges is a disturbing one where the foundations of modernity and prosperity, while better articulated then in other areas of the Global South, are tenuous and can be undermined with relative ease. The greatest weakness of the regional state is its lack of legitimacy, lacking as it does the resources to provide basic security and meeting vital needs. Even if blessed with competent leaders and effective institutions, few of the region’s states can develop if they lack the material resources, both in the form of possession of sufficient revenue of income from natural resources, industrial or agricultural production, and human skills and know-how with which to do so. The societies of the region are generally handicapped both in regard to the former and the latter, especially given the prevalence of social science over technical education and the continuing “brain drain” to the North. This human resource deficiency has become critical in the struggle to build some degree to self-sufficiency in the professions and the accompanying services these people provide for economic growth and general development. 

Mass or Popular Attitudes


Even states blessed with all of the above often encounter difficulties mobilizing or inducing their populations to effectively participate in and contribute to the development effort, both in terms of labor and resources, for example the payment of taxes. A key reason for this difficulty lies in that populations continue to be in a transitional phase. The colonial era and the spread of industrialization, a cash economy, mass communication, and education during the independence period, though much longer in the hemisphere than elsewhere in the developing world, means that “traditional” social and economic structures and values and attitudes, such as attachment to the extended family as the principal social unit and to community as the focus of political loyalty, agricultural seasons and patterns of orienting life, the primacy of religious beliefs in every-day life, have disintegrated and weaken. However, this disintegration of the traditional social structure has not been effectively reintegrated into a new, cohesive structure. In many countries, this sense of confusion and blending of tradition and modernity persists. Thus, the individual is in a “transitional” phase, perhaps not identifying him/herself as such, but nevertheless from the historical perspective of the outsider, this individual has begun to question his/her traditional beliefs and ways, now is in a state of “anomie” or disorientation, belonging neither totally to his/her former/old community yet not having found his/her place in a new one and probably not being entirely comfortable with, or having the resources to become a part of, the “modern” secular Western society that is promoted to him/her by the political and economic elites and mass communications of his/her society. Such a transitional individual has left the stability and security of his/her old community and way of life behind, yet still possesses strong ties to family and community, yet has not found satisfaction in a new fulfilling life.


The rural to urban migrant who leaves the only life he/she has ever known in the countryside community behind and moves to the city in the hope of a better life is devoid of many former support networks in the form of family and community taking care of its own, yet simultaneously finds that the city has little to offer but unemployment and poverty yet now without the supports and stability of the old life. Such an individual will experience frustration, confusion, and generally disappointment or even hostility toward the wealthy and powerful of the city, of whose existence s/he had some knowledge before, but against whose wealth s/he now measures his/her own situation. This breach has been identified with the Theory of Relative Deprivation and the greater susceptibility for popular mobilization, especially violent, that individuals are subject to once they actually experience the vast difference between themselves and the privileged. Such feelings are hardly conducive to making such an individual, which constitutes a large and growing proportion of the population, into an effective contributor to the country’s economic development effort.


Even if employed in a factory or government bureaucracy, this individual continues to be torn between what s/he sees his/her superiors have and which s/he aspires to but will never have the money to possess. Such an individual will be unlikely to place the interests of the company or country above his/her own and will, in all likelihood, be inclined to, if the opportunity presents itself, use his/her position to further the interests of his/her family members or friends. Thus, while the individual has physically left traditional society behind, s/he has still not been incorporated into the wider nation-state and it is not his/her overarching focus of loyalty and s/he is not likely to be willing to make sacrifices for it. Thus, the “civic” culture and sense of responsibility is not well developed, something evidences in the profound problems countries experience in inducing their citizens to pay taxes, with estimates of less than 50% of taxes paid in parts of the region. 


Social mobilization implies a heightened readiness or preparedness on the part of the individual for integration into and participation in the affairs of the nation, including in its political life, as this person becomes aware of the existence of a state, experiences a sense of relative deprivation vis-à-vis those better off in his/her society, of which previously s/he had no knowledge, and begins to ask why the state is not providing better for him/her. The region’s societies possess government institutions that, in terms of their legal and formal structures and functions, parallel those of western democracies. The problem, however, comes with the discrepancy between theory and actual practice and with the fact that the rise of political parties, student organizations, labor unions, and forms of popular movements that have stimulated mass demands on the political system has far outpaced, in most cases, the capacity of the government to meet those demands. The resulting gap between popular expectations and government performance increases and contributes to the potential for political instability. Generally, thus, transitional societies are characterized by a gap between the concept of political development that is the political system’s development of institutions and processes capable of responding to and meeting the needs and demands of the society, and the rate of social mobilization, that is the rate at which people are making such demands on the system. 

The Continuing Fragility of Democracy

Political systems constantly need to renew themselves. If they do not their shortcomings become issues that question its legitimacy and contribute to increase the challenges of governability. Problems of electoral manipulation, that is fair and open elections, and uncertainty that losers will have the opportunity to contest future elections—i.e., that their election lost will not be their last one, that they will be alive to contest future elections, and that if victorious they will be allowed to assume office—all prevent the emergence of an environment in which open democratic practices can be sustained. Democracy generally works best in societies in which the major social and ideological conflicts have been reduced to manageable proportions. If ideological differences are too great to negotiate, the middle ground of agreed rules of the game and a common purpose will disappear. Low levels of education, literacy, and the continuation of patrimonial politics, where citizens vote for whomever “boss” tells them to and do not really understand what they are doing--all inhibit meaningful electoral contests. In the final analysis, the survival of a political system depends on its ability to meet the needs of its citizens. And, the failures far outnumber the successes in this regard throughout the region. 


Assuming that economic performance benefits all people and not just a small elite, regimes that have strong economic records tend to have popular support. Democratic regimes in the region do not, as a rule, have notable economic records. While they have been handicapped by their need to rectify the previous ills of the past, the severe economic and social problems of their countries need to be addressed immediately. Far too often democratic regimes have succumbed to the serious conflicts and divisions that characterize their countries as a whole, thereby lacking the effective capacity for firm and quick decision-making required to extricate their countries from their misery. Thus, their performance has tended to be no better, while not necessarily worse, than that of authoritarian or military regimes. Indeed, their lack of economic competence has in the past often provided a justification for military intervention.   


The region has often been subject to frequent military coups and interventions in politics, which have prevented them from experiencing the prolonged political stability required for effective and sustained economic development. The military in all countries has as its primary mission the external defense of the country. But, in practice, the armed forces have most often intervened internally in defense of the economic and political stability of the state. While the armed forces of the region have accepted their place in society, at the service of the state and not a particular political interest, there are still political and social actors who long for the days when the presence of a uniform in the Presidency provided order and predictability, if not freedom. Since civilian political institutions are weak and do not evoke strong sentiments of loyalty among the population, in the past there has been little mass popular resistance to military coups; indeed, many middle class populations often welcome military intervention as a means of restoring political order and stability in which their financial and commercial ventures fare better. The immediate future is not one where traditional military coups can be expected, but where increasing reliance on the coercive abilities of the armed forces in response to the overwhelming violence of organized crime may invite a greater prominence for the military in the administration of justice. The militarization of society is not an incidental concern when the average citizen prefers safety to freedom, especially the freedom promised to him/her cannot be exercised due to poverty and fear.
Presidential Centralization and Cooptation


Centralized, almost imperial rule has been one of the key characteristics of the Latin American political process. Much of the region’s political history can be studied as an effort to develop a centralized state capable of asserting its authority over distant territories and the diverse groups that make up society. The president continues to be the center of national political life and the focus of all decision-making. It makes little difference whether one speaks of authoritarian right-wing regimes, such as that of Brazil’s from 1964-84, or of revolutionary regime’s like that of Cuba, all power is vested in a strong, personalistic executive to which the legislature, courts, and local governments are completely subordinated. Presidential charisma, strength, and personality, or their lack, are what makes or breaks the system. In 19th century Latin America, the main social groups monopolizing political power were the church, army, and large landowners. Toward the end of the century, new groups, especially an emerging industrial-business upper class, the middle class, and eventually workers and peasants, began to demand admission to the political system. While in countries like the United States and Great Britain the emergence of these new groups tended to give rise to a more pluralistic and democratic polity, in Latin America the entry of these groups into the political system was highly structured and controlled and their influence restricted so as not to upset the existing power structure.


The state subordinated interest groups, organizations, and parties representing these new groups to it, creating its own trade unions, peasant associations, etc. and thereby ensuring that these groups agreed to play by the game. These groups of civil society were often prevented from organizing independently of the government; they were co-opted through the provision of economic and other benefits, such as favors, by the state. The possibility for real class struggle and social upheaval was minimized as new social classes were prevented from exercising their influence independent of the state, which could control and monopolize all political activity and which regulated the entire process by which new groups were admitted into the political system. As a result, the state has become a great national patron, dispensing jobs, money, and favors to all social groups. Conflicts tend to be settled administratively and bureaucratically rather than through the open competition of party politics.


The goal of both leftist and rightist governments has been a technocratic administration that is devoid of party politics and divisive disputes. Thus, political parties have never enjoyed the influence they have in the United States since it is the state system, and who controls it, and not the parties that determine politics, the latter existing only at the sufferance of and dependent on the patronage of the state. Elections in such a system may be important because they serve to ratify the authority of a patron, be he president, labor leader, etc., who is already in power rather than providing the voters with a real choice among candidates. Furthermore, there have been many other legitimate routes to power besides elections, including military coups, strikes, guerilla struggles, etc. The co-optive and accommodative nature of regional politics has tended to rule out radical and revolutionary change. There have been many violent coups and changes of government, yet with the initial exception of Mexico, Cuba, and Nicaragua, these changes have usually implied the substitution of one elite for another and not radical redistribution of power. Thus, actual policies may change little.

The picture that emerges from this review of history and development is less than encouraging. Existing dynamics characteristic of the shortcomings of developmental processes have been exacerbated by the mirage of phenomenal wealth through the trafficking of drugs. The trafficking of drugs is, of course, accompanied by other forms of illegality such as: corruption, lawlessness, arms trafficking, smuggling/contraband, document and currency fraud, money laundering, the manufacture/movement of pirated goods, and related activities. The political conditions are also discouraging: centralized state structures/governments that are unresponsive, a frame of mind based on the colonial dictum: “Obedezco pero no cumplo” (I obey, but I do not comply), inadequate human resources in state, obsolete administrative procedures in state, weak civil society, with episodic activism (e.g., human rights), neo-liberalism, or “the small state,” poor physical infrastructure—including roads, telephone land lines, overlapping technological leaps such as air travel and cell phones, that are difficult to police.

The process we call globalization is a complex one that incorporates the informalization of politics and economics. It also involves a global web of interdependent, decentralized, non-state human activity with politics, economics, culture, etc. simultaneously local and global at the same time. The physical immediacy that allows anyone to be anywhere within 48 hours or less, along with technological immediacy based on the availability of cheap telecommunications, especially the internet work against the centralized state. Non-state actors are more numerous than states. They are also not limited by international law. They are invariably more nimble than rule-bound states and are frequently more powerful than states—both in terms of resources and force. The non-governmental organizations can be divided into those that are legitimate, such as Greenpeace, Human Rights Watch and those that are illegitimate, such as mafias, Chinese Triads. Finally, there are the armed and violent non-governmental actors such as the FARC, which have a national or regional reach and those like al-Qa’ida, which have a regional and global scope.
Security in the A New “Wild West”

The challenges faced by the region’s states and societies do not respond well to traditional state-bound actions. Indeed, some of the serious problems discussed above are the result of the failures of states, or at least significant parts of the state. In discussing power and instruments of foreign policy of states, of the resources that make for national power, economic resources and military force are usually regarded as the most important, with the former providing the basis for the acquisition of the latter. Economic resources enable the development of military capabilities with which states can project their power abroad. At the center of the calculation of the relative power of states thus stands the capacity to destroy—that is to create damage to another state and population—through the use of military force. A fundamental assumption of world politics thus is that to make others behave according to one’s will, the ability inflict punishment is critically important, more so than the ability offer rewards. However, despite this, historically, states with greater military capabilities have not always gotten their way in political conflicts with weaker states. Weaker states have often successfully exercised political influence against their military superiors and resisted pressure from them. In certain situations, especially against politically mobilized populations, military force has proven ineffectual in achieving a state’s objectives. The relevance of conventional and traditional uses of force to fully respond to the challenges of governability and transnational non-governmental actors is questionable at best. The ability to use force is necessary, but the effectiveness that this force will have on social not military dynamics is questionable at best.

In recent years, a state’s ability to exercise influence, especially with regard to certain issues, has been a function of its economic power as much as its military might. The capacity of a state to successfully compete in world markets through the development of new products and to mobilize capital and resources may confer great political clout, as can be witnessed in the case of post-war Japan. The distribution of relative monetary strength and economic resources not only provide the wherewithal for a strong defense but also are among the principal values that a strong defense are designed to protect. The post-WWII superpower status of the U.S. was, to a large extent, based both on its military superiority and on its economic strength and its ability to determine and control the structure of the international economic system. The reality of Latin American states, however, is that their economic base is weak and their military resources are limited, and mostly outdated.
New Security Paradigms

Much thought has been given to the need to develop a new security architecture for the Americas, both because of the end of the Cold War and the decentralization of violence and crime. The ability and willingness of states and governments to effectively intervene in military terms across borders in the region is limited to the United States, and possibly Brazil. The need to strengthen the frameworks for cooperation that transnational crime and terrorism require has to be built on solid national foundations. It remains an open question if such links are possible among states that barely can manage to stay afloat in the sea of disturbances and inadequacies that characterize current regional and hemispheric relations. The inordinate attention that the United States has focused on the Middle East and Afghanistan has undermined the credibility of the current administration’s commitment to promote regional integration and cooperation. Nevertheless, without the active participation of the United States, no genuinely regional security framework can be established or be fully functional. The continuing erosion of legitimacy, the diminishing governability of cities, but also broad swaths of rural areas, the escalation of the extent and intensity of criminal violence—even if some is cloaked in the language of ideology, as is the case in Colombia—contribute to the disintegration of state structures and the ability to channel social activity into productive channels and the necessary improvement of the material conditions of most of the region’s people.


More than providing a recipe or formula to resolve the issue described above, there is a great need to reassess the policies and programs that are in place today and which do not appear to be effective. To promote cooperation and innovation in responding to crime and violence, the profit that pushes this activity has to be reduced, since it cannot be eliminated. Policies that provide incentives to change, and not simply threaten with consequences must be developed. Traditional state behavior based on state lines is not appropriate when no official entity can truly control the flow of money and knowledge. While it is possible to work through multilateral agencies and cooperative frameworks, greater flexibility must be introduced to allow communities to solve problems on the ground and at a local level that may be bi- or multinational. At a minimum people demand and require access to “meaningful power.” What this means is safety on their streets, education, and healthcare. It is not coincidence that the challenges described in this analysis loom largest in the most inequitable societies of the region and appear most manageable where social progress is at least noticeable.
