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EL MILENIO DE LOS PUEBLOS:
THE LEGACY OF JUAN AND EVA PERON¥*

By Juan E. Corradi

If millenarianism is the announcement of the
end of an era, the prediction of catastrophe,
the promise of a reckoning, and the arrival
of redemption—all these articulated by pro-
phetic leaders that appear in times of trial
and exception—then much in the legacy of
Peronism is indeed millenarian.'

The physical presence of Juan and Eva
Perén dominated Argentine politics and revo-
lutionized Argentine society from 1943
through the 1950s. Their physical absence (she
was dead in 1952 and he went into eighteen
years of exile in 1955) continued to dominate
Argentine politics through the mid 1970s. For
three decades, Perén was the actual arbiter—
the magister ludi—of any and all political ar-
rangements. For more than four decades, the
society built by Peronism, although non-via-
ble, refused to die. What the great Argentine
historian Tulio Halperin Donghi called “the
long agony” of Peronist Argentina® lasted un-
til the hyperinflation of 1989. Paradoxically,
the electoral return of Peronism to power that
year, gave that society its final coup de gréce.

True, one will look in vain for any signs
of fanaticism or chilliastic frenzy in a military
leader whose main concern was order and

obedience. Perén’s ideas were in fact, as an-
other great Argentine historian—José Luis
Romero—put it, “an ideology of high com-
mand (estado mayor).” Perén did not see him-
self as a Messiah, but rather as a clever poli-
tician who always managed to place himself
above politics. He made his own Napoleon
Bonaparte’s dictum, “Principles are fine;
they don’t commit you to anything.”

Perén presided over the second largest
wave of democratization in modern Argen-
tina. He did not, however, make democracy
the source of his legitimization as a ruler. His
legitimacy was based on his conviction—
shared by his numerous followers—that he
possessed an innate and ineffable, hence ir-
replaceable, ability to interpret and lead
what he and Eva called “the great mass of
the people.” Democracy was only one
means, among others, to attain power, and
more important, the ex post facto confirmation
of his charismatic superiority.® This concep-
tion of the source and justification of power
had roots in the caudillos and strongmen of
the nineteenth century, and perhaps even
more in remote Spanish origins as well. Its
immediate antecedent was the equally char-

* “E] milenio de los pueblos: The Legacy of Juan and Eva Peron” was presented at the Inter-American
Development Bank on November 15, 1996 as part of the IDB Cultural Center Lecture Series. This lecture
concluded a six-part series on millennial thought and action in Latin America, developed in collaboration

with the Institute for the Advanced Study of Culture.
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ismatic leadership of the first caudillo of de-
mocratization, Hipolito Yrigoyen, who built
a modern and unbeatable political machine,
all while imbued with an extra-democratic
sense of redemptive mission—a self-righ-
teousness that led that caudillo, in his youth,
to promote numerous coups, revolutions,
and conspiracies when they suited his goals.

We touch here upon an important para-
dox of Argentina and Latin American poli-
tics. Democracy may be sponsored, promot-
ed, expanded—all within a non-democratic
culture. The people may be given a voice,
even a strong voice, together with civil, po-
litical, and economic rights, provided that
voice is cleverly orchestrated as a chorus.
This worrisome possibility was not anticipat-
ed by the theorists and critics of democracy
in the nineteenth century. Alexis de Toc-
queville’s foreboding about “the tyranny of
the majority” still envisioned government by
the people and for the people, inspired by
the experience of the early American repub-
lic. The darker insight that modern democ-
racy may become a technique of mass ma-
nipulation (in Jorge Luis Borges’ words, “an
abuse of statistics”) was only available at the
beginning of the twentieth century, to the
lucid mind of the German sociologist Max
Weber, who spoke clearly about the dangers
of a “plebiscitarian Fithrer democracy.” In
the twentieth century, the tyranny of the
majority would become the mobilization of
the majority in the service of tyranny. Plebi-
scitarian leader democracies are not based
on parties, but on movements. Because in
those systems democracy is not the source or
principle of legitimization, there is no capac-
ity to confer respect to one’s opponents.

A democracy subordinated to charisma is
subject to the instability of charisma as a

form of authority. There are several reasons
for the instability of charismatic authority,
especially when compared to other (tradi-
tional or legal) forms of authority. First, cha-
risma cannot be institutionalized very well,
that is, it cannot be replicated, bestowed, or
inherited with any degree of confidence or
reliability. Second, charisma de-legitimizes
other forms of authority. It appears as a
break with tradition, since it condemns old
practices to the dustbin of history, and it cor-
rodes legal-rational authority of the modern
democratic type by refusing to see in it any-
thing more than a tool of seduction and an
instrument of confirmation of its own supe-
riority. Third, charismatic movements are
all-inclusive, and as a result leave no legiti-
mate role for opponents. Fourth and finally,
charismatic leaders treat conflict as a danger,
and confuse conflict with violence. Hence,
charismatic leaders easily enter a cycle of
provocation and retribution. When conflict
is perceived as a threat, violence ensues. It
confirms an old sociological theorem:
“When men define things as real, they be-
come real in their consequences.” Instead of
embracing and institutionalizing conflict,
charismatic regimes tend to deny it, and of-
ten turn it into a clandestine form of vio-
lence. Contlict becomes a dirty secret and a
dirty war between shadowy factions.*

Of course, Perén did not invent charis-
matic domination. Neither was Peronism
the first political movement to introduce it to
Argentina. Perdn rather continued and mag-
nified a long series of charismatic move-
ments, and it left as its sequel, a host of ever
wilder charismatic experiments, the parox-
ysm of which was reached in the *70s and
’80s, with terrorism, the dirty war, and state
terror. The specificity of Peronism lies in
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pant, and the party of democratic principle
was democratically, but unceremoniously,
booted out in favor of what seemed, initial-
ly, a re-edition of old Peronist populism.

What was the aftermath of the fitful re-
public inherited from Peronism? Hyperinfla-
tion was more than Alfonsin’s nemesis, it was
also the death pang of the entire old order.
What followed is well known. Much to ev-
eryone’s surprise, the Peronist President,
Carlos Sadl Menem, jettisoned the old trap-
pings of demagogic, state-directed econom-~
ics in favor of monetary stability, wholesale
privatization, lower tariffs, and integration
into the global economy. He tinkered with
various economic teams until he found Fi-
nance Minister Domingo Cavallo, the man
for the job.

The story of Argentina’s economic reviv-
al, the reelection of her President, and the
country’s more recent difficulties are fresh in
our memory. So are some of the human costs,
which Argentina shares with other Latin
American countries: unemployment, dispari-
ties in income and chances, and poverty.’

The picturesque style of the administra-
tion, and the degraded quality of Argentine
democracy under today’s Peronists also re-
ceived coverage in the world press. Less well
understood however are the social, psycho-
logical, and political dynamics that under-
gird Argentina’s transformation in this post-
millennial millennium.

The first point is simple, and by no means
limited to Argentina. Responsible economic
reforms deliver political rewards. From this
perspective, capitalism and democracy seem
to march hand in hand. The killing of the
dragon of inflation, the combination of sta-
bility with growth, gave Menem the oppor-
tunity to be reelected for a shorter second

presidential term, under a constitution that
was amended to partially suit his whim. The
point is true but superficial. In the light of
what I have explained about Peronism be-
fore, the underlying reality is not so simple.
Since the restoration of democracy in the
’80s, economic reforms have been forced on
Argentina by the severity of crises—above
all by the generally recognized need to put
an end to runaway inflation. But whereas the
consolidation of democracy implied the in-
creased participation of citizens, the eco-
nomic emergencies required the concentra-
tion of power so that authorities could act
swiftly. Under such circumstances, any free-
ly elected administration must navigate in a
narrow channel flanked by democratic com-
mitment on one side and authoritarian
temptation on the other. When the admin-
istration is Peronist, the old charismatic re-
flexes of Caesarism come into play again.
When Menem was first elected, the dem-
ocratic process put once more at the center
of public life a peculiar political culture that
is, in my opinion, ill suited—as I proposed
in the first part of this lecture—to respect the
self-limitations of a pluralist system. Men-
em’s exercise of power, while sometimes jus-
tified by economic emergencies, has not
been exemplary in terms of republican vir-
tue. It is however in line with the Peronist
tradition of “leadership”—personal, charis-
matic, and hierarchical. And that tradition
is a version of a wider culture of leadership
in Latin America. Such Fihrerprinzip perme-
ates Peronist behavior at all levels of poli-
tics—from labor unions, local and provincial
government, and congress, all the way to the
presidency. There has been in fact a trade off
between the liberal-democratic and the Per-
onist components of the political culture.

(5
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correct terms, a war of all interest-groups
against each other. In such a Hobbesian
realm, irrationality, charismatic pretensions,
and new millenarian fantasies were ram-
pant. The whole was a cacophony of voices
that often became hallucinatory. And, as in
all Hobbesian situations, the Argentinean
combination of stuck society and wild poli-
tics gave birth in the end to a strong demand
for order and quiet.

In this perspective, from 1946 through
1989, Argentina can be said to have suffered
from a surfeit of millenarian adventures.
Politics became a pseudo-sacred domain of
violence, passion, redemption. Only a Levi-
athan rising from the sea could shake this
frenzied society into submission, and thus
satiate its ever less secret desire for peace and
normality, even for humdrum mediocrity.

The Argentine experience in that long pe-
riod belies the conventional interpretations of
charisma and millenarianism that one finds in
the social sciences. The available scholarship
on millenarianism and charisma suffers, I
find, from a romantic bias. No one is perhaps
more responsible for this than Max Weber
himself, for whom charismatic leadership
held the promise of delivery from the tedi-
um of bureaucracy, from social routines that
had become for him all too predictable.
Weber never considered the reverse situa-
tion, in which too many charismatic experi-
ences leave people so alienated and exhaust-
ed that even the banality of ordinary life
appears as a panacea. Such people want de-
livery from the exceptional, the magical, the
enchanted, the sublime, and the uncanny.
They want to be saved from salvation, and
from saviors of any stripe.

The profound quest for normalcy made
Argentines bear the burden of a military re-

gime (the one installed in 1976) in the hope
that it would prove to be the long awaited
Leviathan. But, as we know, and as I have
analyzed elsewhere, they got Behemoth in-
stead. They got one more dose of perverse
chaos—not a strong and stern state but a
form of state terror that ran out of control and
was more frequently than not used to mask
the most banal and petty, i.e., common, crim-
inal behavior. The Leviathan would arrive
ten years later, in the wave of hyperinflation.
Onlythen, the old Argentina finally gave up.
The strange coincidence of the Argentine hy-
perinflation with the end of the Cold War
made 1989 the watershed year of the twenti-
eth century, also for this remote country.
With the end of the Cold War, political
democracy and free market economics be-
came the only game in town. In South
America, Argentina pioneered the exit from
authoritarianism to free elections in 1983. A
two-party system emerged, under which the
Radicals held power for six years, followed
by the Peronists in 1989. The historic task of
restoring long tattered democratic principles
fell on the Radicals. On the Peronists fell the
equally daunting challenge of economic re-
newal. That the civic-minded Radicals
would embody democratic aspirations after
the disasters of the ’70s and early *80s was
not surprising. Nor was it a surprise that,
once in power, they suffered the sedition of
displaced authoritarians. They compro-
mised, the fledgling democracy survived. But
the Radicals—like so many before them—
also inherited the unwieldy society and econ-
omy bequeathed by Peronism. Like many
before them, they could neither dismantle it
nor manage it. As in a badly restored Victo-
rian house, the makeshifts collapsed. The
economy unraveled, hyperinflation ran ram-
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pant, and the party of democratic principle
was democratically, but unceremoniously,
booted out in favor of what seemed, initial-
ly, a re-edition of old Peronist populism.

What was the aftermath of the fitful re-
public inherited from Peronism? Hyperinfla-
tion was more than Alfonsin’s nemesis, it was
also the death pang of the entire old order.
What followed is well known. Much to ev-
eryone’s surprise, the Peronist President,
Carlos Saul Menem, jettisoned the old trap-
pings of demagogic, state-directed econom-
ics in favor of monetary stability, wholesale
privatization, lower tariffs, and integration
into the global economy. He tinkered with
various economic teams until he found Fi-
nance Minister Domingo Cavallo, the man
for the job.

The story of Argentina’s economic reviv-
al, the reelection of her President, and the
country’s more recent difficulties are fresh in
our memory. So are some of the human costs,
which Argentina shares with other Latin
American countries: unemployment, dispari-
ties in income and chances, and poverty.’

The picturesque style of the administra-
tion, and the degraded quality of Argentine
democracy under today’s Peronists also re-
ceived coverage in the world press. Less well
understood however are the social, psycho-
logical, and political dynamics that under-
gird Argentina’s transformation in this post-
millennial millennium.

The first point is simple, and by no means
limited to Argentina. Responsible economic
reforms deliver political rewards. From this
perspective, capitalism and democracy seem
to march hand in hand. The killing of the
dragon of inflation, the combination of sta-
bility with growth, gave Menem the oppor-
tunity to be reelected for a shorter second

presidential term, under a constitution that
was amended to partially suit his whim. The
point is true but superficial. In the light of
what I have explained about Peronism be-
fore, the underlying reality is not so simple.
Since the restoration of democracy in the
’80s, economic reforms have been forced on
Argentina by the severity of crises—above
all by the generally recognized need to put
an end to runaway inflation. But whereas the
consolidation of democracy implied the in-
creased participation of citizens, the eco-
nomic emergencies required the concentra-
tion of power so that authorities could act
swiftly. Under such circumstances, any free-
ly elected administration must navigate in a
narrow channel flanked by democratic com-
mitment on one side and authoritarian
temptation on the other. When the admin-
istration is Peronist, the old charismatic re-
flexes of Caesarism come into play again.
When Menem was first elected, the dem-
ocratic process put once more at the center
of public life a peculiar political culture that
is, in my opinion, ill suited—as I proposed
in the first part of this lecture—to respect the
self-limitations of a pluralist system. Men-
em’s exercise of power, while sometimes jus-
tified by economic emergencies, has not
been exemplary in terms of republican vir-
tue. It is however in line with the Peronist
tradition of “leadership”—personal, charis-
matic, and hierarchical. And that tradition
is a version of a wider culture of leadership
in Latin America. Such Fihrerprinzip perme-
ates Peronist behavior at all levels of poli-
tics—f{rom labor unions, local and provincial
government, and congress, all the way to the
presidency. There has been in fact a trade off
between the liberal-democratic and the Per-
onist components of the political culture.
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When it was the opposition party, Peronism
learned to adapt to the rules of the pluralis-
tic game. Since Peronism returned to power
and brought back a measure of economic
confidence, democracy has lost much of the
moral high ground and republican pride
that millions of Argentines occupied and dis-
played a decade ago.

While the Peronists have had no scruples
to dismantle the society once built by Juan
and Eva Perén, they have not shed the po-
litical habits introduced by Perén and mas-
terfully exposed in the general’s book Conduc-
cion politica® When we keep in mind this
distinction, then the expression “free market
Peronism” is no longer an oxymoron.

You may recall how, a few months into his
first administration, Menem forced a dramat-
ic rupture with the old Argentine convention-
al wisdom in public policy—the welfare pro-
grams, the state intervention, and the tariff
protections that Juan Perén once sponsored.
After decades of isolation, Argentina joined
the free world—not as a bastion of dour anti-
communism as it once pretended to be, but
as an open, if disarticulated, society.

Menem’s economic about-face then, and
his union about-face now, is unorthodox for
a Peronist, but it is not unprecedented in our
days. We could name similar about-faces
throughout the world, from Madrid to Paris
to Washington, and we could even name
some significant ones in the political biogra-
phy of Perén as well. With the end of the
Cold War and unfettered globalization, the
“spirit of the times” is stronger than ideolo-
gy in central and peripheral countries alike.
No political leader today writes her or his
own economic script. The forces of free
trade, the Internet, the almost simultaneous
movement of ideas, funds, and information,

have made politicians’ promises seem emp-
ty or irrelevant. The nature, source, and di-
rection of leadership are therefore in crisis
the world over. Substance is replaced by
style, and polls and market studies “show the
way” to those who should have the vision.

But the policy innovations introduced by
Menem had only minor effects on the polit-
ical behavior of hard-core supporters. Over
the past ten years Peronist voters have re-
mained remarkably steady—36 to 38% of
the total. Until recently, they were loyal to
Menem. Changes in support came from
non-Peronist voters, who alternately lend or
withdraw their allegiance to the governing
Peronist party. The lesson is clear: despite
novel policies and alliances, many Peronists
continue to consider someone like President
Menem one of their own. This means that
the political identity of Peronism is not based
on programs and measures, Or on conven-
tional pork, but on the intangibles of collec-
tive memory, leadership style, and popular
culture. The marriage of deep loyalty and
pragmatism, of charisma and expediency,
was a feature of the Peronist movement from
the beginning. Perén acknowledged it, ex-
tolled it, and wrote about it at some length.
The legacy lives on. The question that re-
mains is: can this legacy provide something
beyond political support to this or that ad-
ministration—something like an adequate
response to the social challenges of globaliza-
tion, a new path to development after struc-
tural adjustments?

The reforms implemented in Argentina
over the past seven years have three distinct
dimensions—macro-economic success, so-
cial adjustment pain, and fiscal anxiety.
First, there was the glitter of stability, low in-
flation; and high growth. Between 1991 and
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1994 the country attained stunning cumula-
tive rates of growth. Yet parallel to this suc-
cess story was another sad life of hardship
and pain, which is most visible in the interi-
or. The local adjustments to the touted struc-
tural policies opened vistas of unemploy-
ment, insolvency, destitution, and sharp
regional inequality. Many an old structure
that depended for survival on a closed econ-
omy, high inflation, state subsidies, and
avoidance of taxation collapsed, leaving
quite a few victims in the rubble and strew-
ing the provincial landscape with ghost
towns. And then there is a third, more ab-
stract life in Argentina: the world of nation-
al accounts—a world in which financial
commitments grow but revenues fail to keep
up. This abstract world of fiscal issues can
also be one of clenched teeth and white
knuckles. After the first wave of privatiza-
tions and stock market boom, things become
more difficult. To balance the budget, the
central government would have to become
leaner and say no to such constituencies as
pensioners, provincial governments, and
state employees, including the pared-down
military. Macro-economic success, adjust-
ment pain, and fiscal anxiety are then the
three contradictory experiences of the recent
reforms. The room left for experiment is
small, and Argentines face the following
questions: Can Argentina move forward past
this contradictory situation? If not, will the
ghosts of the past stalk the country once
again? The elements of an answer will have
to be provided, of course, by Argentines
themselves, but we can nonetheless gather
some of them here.

The inittal Argentine “miracle” was an
amalgam of good performance statistics,
with only an occasional glance at the collat-

eral damage. The miracle, if there was one,
was In the unique combination of modern
economic policies with populist politics, effi-
clency with caudillismo. Like other Latin
American leaders, at the end of his first term,
Menem was not sure whether his reforms
were irreversible or not. Between that uncer-
tainty and great ambition he, like others in
similar predicaments, wanted reelection very
badly. That required a change in the Con-
stitution, which was achieved in a rather tor-
tuous series of deals with the opposition.
That caused more confusion in an already
confused society. Does this type of leadership
consolidate democracy, or has democracy
been customized for a leader? The ambigu-
ity, which is familiar in Peronist Argentina,
goes nevertheless well beyond its borders. It
goes to the core of reforms in most of Latin
America. Are recent macro-structural re-
forms primarily an insurance policy for pol-
iticians, or do they signal a serious commit-
ment to a new social and economic order?

Reforms are sometimes invoked as a pre-
text for curtailing rather than strengthening
democracy. Two overlapping imperatives
hang over Argentina, and over many other
countries of the region as well. The first is to
make sure that reforms are sufficientdy immune
from the pressures of a premature distribution
of dividends, and that democratic alternation
of governments does not set the reform clock
back. The second is to trust the political craft-
manship to responsible statesmen, and not
leave it to the whimnsical ways of caudillos with-
in strange political structures—half populist
movements, half modern parties.

Thirteen years of democracy in Argenti-
na have not yet produced a mature political
system. The three presidential elections that
have taken place during this period did put
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in power the two major parties. This may
have impressed outsiders as the country’s fi-
nal arrival at modern, bipartisan democra-
cy. But such is not the case. On every occa-
sion the election was treated more as the
triumph of a leader and a movement than as
the victory of a party and a program. On
every occasion the victor, once in office, en-
tertained fantasies of remaining there indef-
initely, and succumbed to the temptation to
occupy the entire political space.

The most important political fact in Ar-
gentina is that Peronism has consistently
won in national elections—in 1987, 1989,
1991, 1994, and 1995. Today, Peronism is
the dominant force in a competitive system
of several parties. Nevertheless, since in the
past Peronism was something more—a he-
gemonic political movement—it still tends to
behave in government as if it were an entire
political system unto itself. As long as the
other parties or coalitions are weak and frac-
tious, this belief is reinforced. But this also
means that political conflict, far from ceas-
ing, migrates to explode within Peronism it-
self. The struggles over the control of the
Peronist movement and party apparatus be-
come crucial for the political future of the
country. This situation raises deep concern,
because of Peronism’s poor record in peace-
fully solving its internal disputes.

As for the opposition parties and coali-
tions, Radicales, Frontists, and anti-Menem
Peronists have challenged the present gov-
ernment policies. None of them have pro-
duced credible alternatives. Yet in the stri-
dency of opposition, all have, at one point or
another, revived the themes of oid-time
Peronism.

Today, the Peronist administration leads
a nation that is growing weary of the human

costs of adjustment. It is a government rid-
dled with corruption, and not especially
motivated to clean house. And it represents
a party in turmoil over the president’s suc-
cession, and prone to reactivate its ever la-
tent irrationality.

Juan and Eva Perén once built a system
of social support. Peronism has destroyed it.
The movement that took the Peréns to the
heights of power and filled the squares and
the streets of Buenos Aires with frenzied
masses of hopeful nurses, mechanics, and
meat workers? is but a distant echo in an era
of fragmentation and mediated communica-
tion. Peronism survives as a flexible myth'®
and a somewhat confused popular culture,
in which the smile of Juan Peron has been
cosmeticized as the grin—also heavily made
up—of Menem, and the face of Eva is now
Madonna’s.

The legacy of Juan and Eva Perén per-
sists today not in society, since the institu-
tional edifice they once erected has fallen
down, but in the bad habits of politics, even
under a democratic regime. Another, more
positive part of their legacy, awaits vindica-
tion. This is the legacy of social justice. Per-
onism could revive itself and mature into a
modern party if it sponsored not just a mod-
ern economy, but also a just society—the
only condition that would make economic
development sustainable. A new commit-
ment to social inclusion would mark the
shedding of the last remnants of the old mil-
lenarianism and the assumption of the re-
sponsibilities of the real millennium that is
upon us.
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