Ideology and Insurrection:
Bringing the Actor Back In

YvON GRENIER*

Abstract. This article is the product of a research on tdeas,
tdeologies and political change, with a special focus on El

Salvador.” 1t attempts to summarise some of my ideas on
ideologzes and political change in general —with a special attention
to the so-called revolntionary ideologies— hoping that will have
relevance to simiilar issies in other Latin American countries or to
Zglobal trends.

Two broad propositions are presented here:

1) Ideology is a powerful “canser” of political change. 1t ir neither
the mirvor of its immediate social and economic environment, nor a
purely national product.

2) Revolutionary ideologies play a fundamental role at all stages of
so-called “‘revolutions™, but even more so at the stage of emergence
of tnsurrectionary forces, and especially in contemporary developing
conntries.

I. Politics and Economics

An important segment of political sociology 1s still the
hostage of nmeteenth century sociology, according to
which politics is essentially a glass house mirroring the
social and economic environment. In either Durkheim
or Marx, nothing of real magnitude can possibly origi-
nate from the “superstructure” of politics. Real changes
come from bellow and must have deep historical-
structural roots.

Of course, there is a lot to be said about the linkages
between socio-economic and political variables. Never-
theless, this shouldn’t prevent students of political
change (especially violent change) from looking at the
crucial contribution of political will and ideology, if only
because the grand socio-economic causes of revolution
(social injustice and skewed distribution of income) have
been a permanent fixture of most regions of the world
—particulally Latin  America— whereas full-fledged
revolutions themselves have been quite rare.

What appears to be particulatly noticeable in Latin
American countries is not the distribution of income
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per se, which is deplorable but not excep-
tional, but the overall poverty and more
significantly, the actual poverty of the

lower strata. One can find m this table
more than enough reasons to revolt, but no
clear variable which, by itself, could help in
understanding why insurgency emerged
virtually everywhere in Latin America dur-
ing the 60’s (South America) and the 70’s
(Central America), and not, or not as much,
in other countries with similar characteris-
tics.2

“Revolutions” are all unique, but they all
involve revolutionaries, an old regime,
violence, and the clash of ideologies. The
idea that insurgents and their ideoclogy, or
the “agency”, matter as much as structural
factors, 15 far from new. In fact, it is hard

to find a genuinely new idea about revolu- é
tion since Tocqueville. But it had better 5
days. And in Latin American studies, ex-
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1. This research has yielded many publications; most recently,

Grenier (1996).

2. The timing of the Chiapas and Guerrero's insurgencies is cer-
tainly unique: the post-Cold War 1990s. The ideological orenta-
tion is arguably different from the dominant Leninist discourse
of the previcus three decades —though the overall ‘mind-set is
probably not so different— But the nature of the political mobi-
lization is arguably similar: one more time, a mostly middle-to-
upper class, urban-born, university-educated counter-clite im-
provises itself as the vanguard of the people. Needless to say,
the grievances (exploitation, corruption, lack of democracy) are

still legitimate and need urgent remedy.
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11/ INCOMEIDISTRIBUTION IN/ARIO
SEHOLD INGOME BY PER

Lowest Second Third Fourth Highest Highesl

20% Quintile Quintile Quintile 20% 10%
Argentina (1970) 4.4 97 141 215 503 352
Brazil (1972) 2.2 50 9.4 17.0 66.6 50.6
Chile (1968) 4.4 9.0 138 214 514 3438
Costa Rica (1971) 33 8.7 133 199 548 385
El Salvador (1976-77) 55 10.0 148 224 473 295
Mexico (1977) 28 70 120 204 577 406
Panama (1973) 2.0 82 11.0 20.0 61.8 44.2
Peru (1972) 1.9 5.1 1.0 21.0 61.0 429
Venezuela (1970) 3.0 7.3 12.8 228 54.0 35.7
Uniled States (1980) 5.3 119 17.9 250 39.9 233
Canada {1978) 39 104 b o 255 425 -
Source: Wilkie, J. (ed.); for Canada, Ross, D. (1980; 12).

planations of political change and violence have tradi-
tionally been deterministic, economicist, and rudimentary.

One way to reintroduce the idea of “agency” into the
discusston is to break down the enchanted concept of
revolution, in order to clearly distinguish different se-
quences of the revolutionary process.

The period of emergence of an insurgency is, in our
view, specific. Far from being as directly connected as
possible to those structural factors that sﬁpposedly
“caused” the Revolution, the emergence of insurgency
seems to respond to both smaller and bigger sets of in-
centives. Swaller: the immediate environment, or incen-
tive structure, of insurgents. Bjgger: the dominant and
general passions of the time, in Latin America and beyond.

The peasants, the poor, the lower strata may have
key role to play for a truly “national revolt” to succeed,
and for an agenda of radical change to be successfully
implemented. (I have serious doubt about that, but this
15 not my concern here). Yet, they have very litte to do
with the political process by which dissident members of
the “ruling class”, defined broadly (in Latin America,
mostly middle-class young people and university actors;
during the European “Great Revolutions”, defectors
from the first, second or third estates), shift their atti-

3. In Latin America, these ingredients have mixed with others, in-
hierited from two matrixes: the Iberian Peninsula of the Counter-
Reformation and the pre-Colombian civilizations.

4. The Marquis de Condorcet, enthralled by the French Revolu-
tion, articulates this iden better when he envisions . “... l'espéce

humaine, affranchie de toutes ses chaines, soustraite i l'empire

du hasard, comme i celui des ennemis de ses progres, et
marchant d'un pas ferme et siie dans Ia route de la vérit¢, de Ta

vertu et du bonheur”. Quoted by Furel and Ozouf (1988: 243),

Closer to onr case study, Carlos Fuentes (1992: 106)once cited 4

indigenous poet who offered this intelligence: “Los que tienen ¢l

poder de contar los dias, tienen el poder de iablare a los dioses”.
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fudes vis-a-vis the government from one of demand for
reform to one of confronfation and call for liberation
(Wickham-Crowley, 1992; Grenier, 1994; Doyle, 1978).

In sum, insurgency, and political change in general, are
a complex and always unique phenomenon —there is no
historical law of revolt or political change— Insurgency
is made by insurgents, whose political motivations are
shaped by such a wide array of factors thar it is neces-
sarily vain to reduce insurgency only, or even primarily,
fo redundant conditions of injustice. Injustice enters into
the equation, but so does ideology, and of course the
proper conditions favorable to ideology’s mobilizational
capacity. From the domestic structural conditions of re-
volt, the case 1s made here thar our attention must be
largely shifted to the conditions allowing for the emer-
gence of both the insurgents and the ideas instrumental
in organizing their political action. These conditions are
to be found in the relatively autonomous and genera-
tional realm of ideologies and in the distinct social envi-
ronment of deologues.

II. The Relative Autonomy of Ideologies

Appreciating the self-determination of political actors
entails our paying attention to the role of ideologies in
political action, because ideology 1s the organizing prin-
ciple of modern political action. The famous slogan of
the French Revolution —dberté, égalité, fraternité (on la
mort!)— highlights the essential ingredients that enter inro
all modem political recipes: liberalism, socialism, and na-
tionalism (fascism being when nationalism turns mnto vine-
gar, ravaging all other ingredients beyond recognition).”
Very much like the worlds of mythology and religion, the
world of ideology is an orderly word whose time-span tran-
scends the short, haphazard and a prion absurd life of the
individual. Powerful in a charismatic periods of history,
such as self-proclaimed “Revolutions”, ideclogy is never-
theless a poor substitute to religion and mythology in routi-
nized liberal society, where immortality is confiscated by
disenchanting mnstitutions. Being bom with the advent of
reason as the new supreme being, ideology 15 also genuine
parasite of science, usurping its procedure (explanation, in-
volving cursory verification of some of its assumptions)
without the rules of the procedure (comprehensive exper-
mentation and falsification) (see Boudon, 1986: 45).
Revolutions are always conceived as the absolute tri-
umph of an ideology over reality, a last redemptive fresta
where 1deologues become One with the masses and their
own heavenly creature. 1t supposes the illusion of a fempy
2éro, 4 utopia of new beginning, at once outside the
realm of history and pregnant of a New One (during the
French Revolution, Micheler offered, & tempr n'exzitart

plus, le temps avait pén) * n this line of thought, a fotali-
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tarian ideology is perhaps more straightforward and
transparent than its diluted counterparts because it calls
for a tabla rasa, followed by what Octavio 'az called a
“mandarory communion”, or a police-manufactured so-
cial fusion of the masses (Paz, 1993: 37). It is both reac-
tionary and progressive, a path to both the lost village
and the new Jerusalem. Not surprisingly, “revolutionary
regimes” of the totalitarian variety always strive to pre-
serve the original illusion by freezing time, through in-
stitutionalization of revolutionary myths, central plan-
ning, and expurgation of those “worms” who recoil
from the vanguard-led social fusion.

The relative autonomy of ideologies in general means
that no ideology 1s the mere translation of its material
cnvironment. For one, ideology is necessarily built, as
Carl Schmitt explained, around the structuring pattern of
“friends and foes”. For the ideologue, it is therefore im-
perative to select and discard information according to
political expediency. 1deology is a political strategy. The
ideology’s criterion of validity is not truthfulness; rather
it 15 to be convincing enough to win political battles
(Geertz, 1964: 47-76).

Even if ideologues were not interested in scoring po-
litical points, no discourse can be total, embracing the
whole human experience. Pointing out this characteristic
15 fundamental since ideology tends to be presented as
all-encompassing. The more an ideology is constructed
for universal application and a wide array of human ac-
tivity, ordering the world according to one transcenden-
al principle, the more it has to be cut from the funda-
mental uncertainty and indetermination of the human
experience. In Octavio Paz’s terms: “Todo lngnaje, sin ex-
cluir al de la libertad, termina por convertirse en una circel.’
Stretched to its limits, which means in total awe before
its own circular logic, ideology is impermeable to
counter-argument (“you cannot reason a person out of
something he has not been reasoned into” Swift).6 Reas-
suring like a religion, empowering like a unique key to
heaven, wrapped in the mantle of science, an ideology
nceds nothing but a suitable historical moment to in-
toxicate the many, from the hyperactive students and
other dissident elements of the ruling class, to hard
working men and women. The extent to which individu-
als can convince themselves of almost anything is
seemingly unlimited (Cioran, gp a2.: 179).

Intellectuals, who are the main producers and trans-
mitters of ideologies, conjure up the image of Italo
Calvino’s I/ Barone Rampante. Permanently perched at the
peaks of the tallest trees and looking down unto the chao-
tic world, intellectuals entertain themselves in the illu-
sion of their exclusive grasping of the whole picture of
history. ‘The ostentation of owning exclusive access to
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the laws underpinning the human experience gencrates
an aristocratic contempt for the daily ritual of conflict
and accommodation of down-to-carth individuals (see
Debray, 1996). One invariably finds, sifting through the
initiation to ideology —in a political organization or in
the classroom— the seeds of an intoxicating disdain for
ordinary people, their choices and values. And this, even
when the ideologue’s aristocratic haughtiness is hidden
behind populist slogans (the People, the Masses, the
Proletariat, the Nation), for these slogans are nothing
but abstract fig leaves cherished by the ideologue pre-
cisely because they are his own holy creation.
Intcllectuals might master an extraordinary quantum
of information while being powerfully wrong on the es-
sentials, in contrast to “average” individuals who, on the
whole, oftset their general ignorance of details by a solid
and prudent common sense on fundamental issues con-
cerning their own lives. As the great moralist George
Onwell remarked, ordinary citizens are both too ignorant

and too healthy to imagine totalitarian ideologies.”

5. “All language, even the language of liberty, ends up converting
itself in a prison” (Paz, 1994: 138).

6. Quoted in Revel, 1988: 347. In a remarkable essay on reaction-
ary historian Joseph de Maistre, E. M. Cioran captures in an ele-
gantly crafted paragraph (so much so that I dare not translating
it) the extravagance not ouly of the ideological discourse, but of
any discourse on the human experience: “Le téte-d-téte avec
lidée incite 4 déraisonner, oblitére le jugement, et produit
I'llusion de la toute-puissance. En vérité, étre aux prises avec
une idée rend insensé, enléve 4 l'esprit son équilibre et i l'orgueil
son calme. Nos déreglements et nos aberrations ¢émancent du
combat que nous menons contre des irréalités, contre des
abstractions, de notre volonté de l'emporter sur ce qui n'est pas;
de 13 le coté impur, tyrannique, divagant, des ouvrages
philosophiques, comme d'ailleurs de tout ouvrage. Le penseur
en train de noircir une page sans destinatire se croit, se seat
l'arbitre du monde... Chaque doctrine conticnt en germe des
possibilités infinics de désastre: 'esprit n'étant construetif que
par inadvertance, la rencoutre de 'hommne et de l'idée comporte
presque toujours une suite {uneste... Pour émettre la moindre
opinion sur quoi que ce soit, un acte de bravoure et unc certaine
capacit¢ d'irréflexion sont nécessaires, ainsi qu'une propension 3
se laisser emporter par des raisons extra-rationnelles.” (Cioran,
1986: 15, 51, 65).

7. Thomas Jefferson similarly concluded: “State a moral case to a
ploughman and a professor. The former will decide it as well
and often better than the latter because he has not been led

astray by artificial rules.” Quoted in Dahl, 1989: 59-60.
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1. Ideology without Borders

It is a mistake to always analyze ideologics by rummag-
ing the compost where they bloomed. Ideologies are
connected “vertically”, so to speak, ro the social base
where they are reproduced, but also, perhaps even more
importantly, “horizontally” —to a period of history or a
generation—8The American and the French Revolutions
were part of an Atlantic revolution of universal propor-
tion. Hegel was moved to tears when he witnessed Na-
polcon’s tour in Tena: the Emperor was more than a
general from Corsica, or Francee’s new autocrar: he em-
bodied 2 new BEuropean product: Reason. (Incidentally,
the passions unleashed by the Revolution, many of

8. Karl-Werner Brand ks about the Zeiigeist, a “social mood”,
or “cultural climate” corresponding 1o different “periods” of
history, and about the cyclical reappearance of movements em-
bracing vatious critiques of modemization. As regard the verti-
cal connection, here are some of the factors conditioning the
intellectuals’ orientation, according to Karl Mannheim: “the so-
cial backgrouud of the individual; the particular phase of his ca-
reer curve —whether he is on the npgrade, at a plateau, or on the
downgrade; whether he moves up individually or as a member
of u group; whether he is blocked in his advancement or thrown
back ou his inidal sitiation; the phase of a social movemeut in
which he participates— the initial, middle, or the terminal shape,
the position of his generation in reaction to the otlier geners-
tons; his social habitat; and, finally, the ype of aggregation in
which he performs” Brand, 1990: 23-42; Mannheim, 1956: 158).

9. In Marx's England proper revolt was animated by reactionary
longing for a return to the past and came primarily from dying
traditional handicrafts, not the factories (see Calhoun, 1982).

10. On the subte interdependency of this import/export process,
see Badie, 1992; as well as Morse, 1996: 3-132. For an analysis
of the impact of foreign ideas in the intellectual development off
Central America, see Pérez, 1993: 147-162; Castaiieda, Utapia
Unarmed, 180.

11. Some economists are attempting 10 cram the fascinating phe-
nomenon of fad —so central in our mass consumption societies—
info scientitfic economics. For instance, “fads are due to
“informational cascades”, reckon Sushil Bikhchandani, David
Hirshleifer and Ivo Welch, three economists from the Univer-
sity of California ar Los Angeles. First, they recognize that peo-
ple often have only limited knowledge; some things arc un-
known, or cost too much to find out. But everyone kuows
something. So, by watching what others do, each consumer can
tap their information and so improve his own decision-making”.
See “Yes, Ten Million People Can Be Wrong”, in The Fconomist,

19 February (1994), 81.
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which having little to do with reason, captured Germans’
minds at least as much as the droyens frangais, and long
after they ceased to have much impact in the hexagon)
(Cfr. Sollers, 1991: 22).

Communism, according to Marx himself, was the in-
tellecrual product of the time: an explosive mixrure of
English political economy, German  philosophy, and
French political radicalism. This  bouquet  bloomed
where the ideological conditions, not the material ones,
were ripe: in France and Germany more than in England
or the United States.? And then again, it was first fleshed
out in countrics such as Russia and Mongolia, not in
France and Germany. In the post-war period, the meel-
lecrual influence of ideas’ producers such as Sartre,
Wright Mills, Marcuse, or even Franz Fanon s more
easily confined according ro historical rather than geo-
graphic bounds.

Needless to say, the whole history of Latin American
political culture is one of the importation of, and ac-
commodation to, foreign ideas, starting with the imposi-
tion of a pre-Renaissance, Mediterranean ethos, and
following with the more complex process of im-
port/export of the post-independence period.!? Positiv-
1sm, romanticism, liberalism and socialism are Furopean
transplants, but perhaps more accurately, Western wdeas
shared by generations ot Western-educated individuals.
Why does an ideology, or even a philosophical current,
emerge or die in one place at a certain time of history?!!
Jean-Frangois Revel cluims thar “utopras die the same
way they are born: without real causes” (Revel, 1992
170). But nor all ideologies promote outright utopias.
Moreover, the socio-cconomic, as well as political, con-
ditions in one nation or onc region certainly contain
some of the “causes” needed in the explanation. De-
pendency theory or theology of liberation are nerther
Latin American inventions nor pure infellectual imports
from Belgium or Germany. They are, in 2 way, both: that
is, the product of the conjugation, mostly in the Amen-
can continent, of a number or ideas avalable virrually

everywhere during a certain period of time.

2. Ideology in Time of Crisis

Finally, it is possible to identify several conditions likely
to increase the influence of both ideas and ideologues in
a given political situation. Arguably, the situations ame-
nable to converting ideologues info movers and shakers
are of deep collective trauma, such as external or internal
war, collapse of political institutions, crisis of collective
identity, nationalistic upsurge, generational clash, and so
on. In short, this process of conversion occurs during

what Max Weber called a charismatic period.
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This phenomenon has been observed by many great
sociologists, most of whom, at one point or another
during their careers, pondered on the nature and role of
the mrellectual. For instance, Lewis Coser argues that ...

In periods marked by relatively stable soctal structu-

res and routinized politics, the affairs of state prove

recalcitrant ro mrellectuals” attempts to gain politi-
cal ascendance. But revolutionary periods may af-
ford them the chance to gam state power. In ordinary
periods, individual intellecruals may upon occasion be
co-opted nto seats of power, but only in revolutionary
fumes will groups of intellectuals be in a position to
conquer the state. Ir 15 then that revolutionary intel-
lectuals wrest power and rule society, even if only
for a short but pregnant moment i history. We can
witness this process mn many of the new nations of

the contemporary world (Coser, 1965: 137).

In periods when neither traditions nor the ascendancy
of nstirutions offer guidance to the people, manufactur-
ers of deas, especially political ideas, can have an inor-
dinate influence upon the course of events. Mario Var-
gas Llosa once said that Literature does not “reflect” na-
tions; 1r invents them. The same could certainly be said

about ideas —especially bad ones, as Revel would add. 12
III. Sequences, Internal War, and Ideologies

The enchanted concept of revolution routinely encom-
passes three different sequences of events: 1) the emer-
gence of an nsurgency; 2) the epicenter of the revolu-
tion, 2 e. when the old regime is being overthrown and
replaced by the new revolutionary regime; and finally 3)
the ensuing period of implementation of radical changes
by the new government.

The nternal war covers the first, the second period,
and part of the third period (until the new government
reinstalls what Tilly called the “unique sovereignty” over
the national territory).

Ideology arguably plays an important role at all stages
of the process. The key impact of ideologies during the
last stage 15 the least contentious (Goldstone, 1991).
Even a structuralist like Theda Skocpol, who provoca-
tively asserted in her famous State and Social Repolutions
that “revolutions are not made; they come” (Skocpol,
1980: 17), subsequently admitted that ideologies “do in-
dependently affect the scope of transformations that
revolutionary politicians attempt to institute when they
rise fo state power amidst ongoing social revolutions”
(Skocpol, 1985: 95).13 Some authors confemplate the
possibility that ideology does affect the chances of
building a strong opposition coalition, as well as the ca-

pacity of the regime to maintain itself in power. 14

Mur. 4 NoucAo ThEs, Hovicoappe 1997

BRINGING THE AcToRrR Back IN

-

; ﬁsf- N\

& o =N
SRR e mplu. :

Bd v concentro. fanig
tipo de rigidas esp#l
~imiento. JEANEEn
o oo
G

° N Dnae .

In recent years, Forrest D. Colburn (1994) is probably
the author who has made the * trongest case in favor of
rehabditating “revolutionary politics” and ideologies as
ndependent variables in the studies of “revolution in the
poor countries”. He claims that “perhaps the two most
remarkable characteristics of contemporary revolutions
are, first, the extent to which they have shared a com-
mon intellectual culture, and, second, just how ambi-
tious that intellectual culture has been, especially given
the material poverty of the respective polities” (zbid.: 15).
This ties in with previously adduced comments by
Frangots Furet, Martin Malia and Jean-Frangois Revel,
all hinting at the crucial role played by ideas, and by
what uret calls “political will”, in shaping politics dur-
ing periods of rapid political change.

This being said, this article wants to focus here on the
first period: the emergence of insurgency. It explores
the extent fo which ideclogies constitute an important
variable for the understanding of the emergence of in-

12, For comparadve peispective on the role of intellectuals in the
emergence of ethnic tensions in Yugoslavia, see Slapsak, 1993,

13. Skocpol uttered those un-structuralist words in response to in-
sightful criticisins formulated by William H. Sewell (1979), who
reproached her some of her comments on ideology —for in-
stance, when she contends that “It cannot be argued that the
cognitive content of ideclogies in any seuse provides a predic-
tive key to... the outcomes of the Revolution”. (See Sewell,
1985; 57-85, and Skocpol, 1982: 265-303).

4. On El Salvador, sce for instance Foran, “A Theory of Third
World Social Revolutions: Iran, Nicaragna and El Salvador
Compared”. Paper presented at the meetings of the International
Sociological Association, quoted in Foran, 1993: 14; Daudelin

and Grenier, 1992: 713-34, and Dandelin and Grenier, 1994; 79-100.
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rernal war. Ideologies carry more weight during this pe-
riod than during the ensuing ones. Full-fledged national
revolt and the implementation of radical changes con-
stitutes complex, multifaceted, multi-dimensional socie-
al phenomena, involving a variety of actors and con-
straints. The emergence of an insurgency, on the other
hand, is a phenomenon whose social scope is relatively
limited, where the main actors involved form a relative-
ly homogeneous group of people. Social conditions of
action (constraining and enabling) are likely to affect the
probability of sceing an insurgency maturing into a full-
fledged national revolt and, eventually, capturing state
power. But these conditions play a relatively limited role
during the phase of ecmergence of an insurgency per sc.
Conversely, ideologies are likely to be predominant in a
relatively less constraining environment. And as we
stated in the previous section, the more an ideology is
constructed to embrace universal application and a wide
array of human activity, ordering the world according to
one transcendental principle, the more it allows itself
to be cut from the fundamental uncertainty and inde-
termination of the human experience. This explains why
in El Sulvador, for instance, the insurgents’ ideology was
more radical during the period of emergence than at any
time afterward, not less as the dominant paradigm
(radicalism crops up as a last resort when patience
wears out) suggests.

The all-encompassing and spellbinding notion  of
Revolution blurs the distinct configurations of each
of the three periods, as though they were all
“structurally” the same. An unsuccessful insurgency is
not necessarily identical to a successful one in nature
and origin (John Walton (1984) suggests the opposite). It
is 4 common mistake to assume that all Latin American
revolutions are structurally similar, with the proviso that
some are (unfortunately) defective and do not develop to
their fullest extenr. The fact that one takes up arms in
a country where indicators of relative deprivation
abound is not tantamount to the emergence of a so-
cial revolution.15

For instance, Central American nations such as El Sal-
vador, Nicaragua, Guatemala, or Honduras (democratic
Costa Rica standing, again, as the exception) embody

15. As Forrest D. Colburmn (1994: 15) points out, *’Ihe many con-
temporary revolutions show... that there is little necessary link-
age between structural origins and outcornes™.

16. See Childs, 1995: 604. In his memoirs, Régis Debray (1996 85)
recalls a discussion with Fidel Castro when the lider miximo
made the case that three men can start a war of liberation in

Latin America.
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characteristics that make them auspicious to political ac-
tivism and destabilization by active minorities. They are
city-states, where power is centralized and wealth ex-
tremely concentrated. The “civil society”, outside the
nterlocked clans who monopolize power and wealth, 1s
mostly invertcbrated. In such countries, 4 relarively small
but highly organized (namely, with the proper connec-
tions abroad) and motivated group of armed individuals
(from coup plotters to guerrilluas) can sustain an internal
war for a long period of time, even withour widespread
popular support (see interesting comments by lgnacio
Ellacuria, 1980: 807-24). Arguably, two or three thou-
sand armed activists can survive for a very long period
of time as 4 serious national counter-power in El Salva-
dor, Guatemala, or Nicaragua; it 1s harder to imagine
this scenario in Brazil, Argentina, Chile, Mexico, Vene-
zuela, and so on. Ernesto “Che” Guevara was not all
that wrong when he asserted that “a nucleus of 30 1o 50
men” is “sufficient to initiate an armed fight in any
country of the Americas”, if the verb “to ninate” 15 un-
derstood properly and with some nuances from one re-

gion to another. 16
Conclusion

The purpose of this article is to bring the actor and its
agenda “back in”. Insurgents, like all political actors, are
power-seekers, not solely soctal class spokespersons.
Their political agenda is shaped by a variety of condi-
tioning factors; not just those derived from some com-
pelling socio-cconomic “reality”. This “reality” itslf,
constantly invoked by politicians and scholars alike, is an
intellectual construct, predicated on muleple beliefs and
dispositions whose origins are both narower (the 1m-
mediate environment of ideologues) and wider (idcas
shared by a generation of idcologues ar one time) than
suggested by exponents of the dominant paradigm.
The historical, usually economic conditions of griev-
ances identified by most “structuralist” theornists are
supported by a significant, though not sufficient,
body of evidence. An important source of dissafis-
faction with the dominant paradigm, for instance,
stems from the discovery thar restdual variables re-
lated to the “insurgents” themselves help to explain
not only the short-term causes of the emergence of
Latin American insurgency in the wake of the Cuban
revolution (the so-called “guerrillas™), bur also, con-
ceivably, the immediate causes of their development
and rapid decline in the 70°s (South America) and
80’s (Central America).

In closing, three general comments can be formulared
based on this case study.
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IDEOLOGY AND INSURRECTION: BRINGING THE ACTOR Back IN

First, bringing the actor “back in” to Latin American
studies 15 warranted in order to come to terms with the
polinical actors” fundamental hiberty and responsibiliry.
For all the awesome constraints Latin American coun-
rries are tacing —chiefly, those deriving from depend-
ency, underdevelopment and 4 strong authoritarian leg-
acv—no political outcome South of the Rio Bravo could
be regarded as “inevitable”. In fact, a wider variety of
outcomes s imaginable i Latin America’s “tluid” politi-
cal situations than i established and prosperous democ-
racies, where instirutional rigidity, diffusion of power,
and “‘rent-secking” activities breed incremental changes
or even gridlock. The comparatively low level of politi-
cal instirutionalization n a “neo” or “post” patrimonial
state brings  politics  closer to  the relatively  un-
ditferentiated clire. But then comes what historian Si-
mon Schama, pondering on the French revolution, called
an “explosion of politics”, and the acrual autonomy of
politics (the uncertanty of po-

lincal outcomes) is enhanced,

culrural actors, why would they trigger an internal war in
virtually all Latin American countries, and significant in-
stabilities in France, Italy and Germany, to name but a
few developed nations, but nothing politically significant
in, say, Canada, Costa Rica, or Great Britain? The reason
is thar interconnected factors related to the msurgents’
immediate environment do marter in explaning both the
msurgents’ political mobilization and their impact on
the polity. These factors are the deological dispositions
and distribution of resources (including political resources)
in universities, the relation between university actors and
the state, the size and political influence of the muddle
strata; plus, in our case study, the crists in two key politi-
cal forces: the Catholic Church and the communist
party, both of which find most of their political net-
working opportunities through universities. The broader
structural explanation may be useful to understand why
an nsurgency succeeds, and perhaps more importantly,
what kind of challenges victo-
rious insurgents are likely to

stimulated by the ascendancy

of passions over interests.
Violence 1s arguably not the
opposite of power, as Hannah
Arendt suggested. Tt is rathee
the paroxysm of politics. For
m the realm of violent politics,
“means  become  ends”  and

politics becomes its own envi-

ronment. 17

Second, ratin  American
studies arc just behind the pack
with regards to reassessing the
weight of political ideas in po-

lincal change —see for instance

Ilustracib6n: Nieves Dinae

the recent studies on “revolutions”, cspecially “great”
ones such as the French and the Russian. More gener-
ally, our argument on the role of ideas in political change

13

18 likely to become much more “mainstream™ in the
years to come. For as Ferenc Feher suggests, Western
societies are undergoing a transition toward a “post-
machiavelian™ society; that is, @ society where issues re-
lated to problems of “identiry”, “justice” and the “good
life” are rapidly gaming ground at the expense of nar-
rowly defined 1ssues of interest representation and pro-
cedures. The early twenty-first century may well be like
the late eighteenth: a period of intense production of
ideas that will shape the world for decades and even
centuries to come.

Third, this article has briefly analyzed ideas, but also
ideologues. Indeed, if some general and dominant pas-

sions are shared by a whole generation of counter-
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face once in command of the
state appararus. Nevertheless, it
does not provide an obvious
explanation  about the why,
how, and when specific nsur-
gents decide to make good on
their patria o muerle war cry.
This is not to say that ideas
matter only during the period
of emergence of insurgency.
They also matter during the

second sequence (the epicenter
of the mternal war, or what
Tilly called “multiple sover-
eignty”) since no insurgency in
Latin America or the so-called Third World has ever
conquered power without securing some support from
the national bourgeoisic and the middle strata. And they
do matter in the third and final phase of the internal war
(when comandantes ordene —give orders-), for ideological
dispositions shape political agendas as well as the per-
ception of both opportunity and threat. The case made
here s that ideas do matter more in a period of emer-
gence of insurgency, because the social, economic and
political constraints of the national environment weigh
less in shaping the narure of an incipient insurgency
(organizational  structure and  ideological  dispositions)
than in the following periods of the internal war.

17. The idea that politics can become its own environment was first
formulated by protessor Jacques Zylberberg in a conversation

willi the author.
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