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Guatemala’s Party Universe: A Case Study in Underinstitutionalization Omar Sánchez ABSTRACT The article examines the degree of institutionalization of the Guatemalan party universe across four areas: the pattern of interparty competition; the rootedness of parties in society; the legitimacy accorded to parties and democratic institutions; and the nature of internal party organization. Guatemala displays an extremely inchoate party structure across all these variables. There is no stability in the identity of the main parties in the polity. After more than two decades of electoral democracy, no single party has been able to avert a drift into electoral irrelevance or outright disappearance. With respect to the basic facets of internal party organization, Guatemalan parties exhibit a feebleness so pronounced that their very status as parties is questionable. In general, Guatemalan “parties” only fulfill Sartori’s minimalist definition as organizations that field candidates for public office, but offer nothing more substantive.



T



he obstacles to building a well-functioning liberal democracy in Guatemala are many and often acknowledged: the legacy of an overbearing military stemming from the “counterinsurgency state,” an inordinate degree of income inequality and poverty, and a large indigenous population that is fundamentally absent from political life, among others (Jonas 1991; Poitevin 1999). But the legacy of the country’s wretched past also includes another crucial element that often goes unmentioned: the peculiar nature of its party universe and its parties. This essay qualitatively assesses the degree of institutionalization of the Guatemalan party system. The variables used for this task are those conceptualized by Mainwaring and Scully (1995) in their pioneering work: the pattern of interparty competition, the rootedness of parties in society, the legitimacy accorded to parties and democratic institutions, and the nature of internal party organization. While these components of institutionalization can surely be correlated with one another, empirically speaking, party systems do not necessarily exhibit uniformity across these variables; that is, they may be hybrid and underinstitutionalized in some respects while adequately institutionalized in others. This article will show that the Guatemalan party universe is exceptionally inchoate across all the aforementioned four elements. Comparative studies of Latin American party systems have usually ignored Guatemala, not least because of the marginal role that parties in this © 2008 University of Miami
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country play in the political process. This study seeks to fill this gap and provide a case study of underinstitutionalization virtually without parallel in the region.



PARTY SYSTEM INSTITUTIONALIZATION: THE CONSEQUENCES FOR DEMOCRACY Generally speaking, the level of institutionalization of a party system is positively associated with the quality of democratic governance— although party systems can be overinstitutionalized, to the detriment of democracy (Schedler 1995). Reasonably institutionalized party structures perform a number of essential democratic functions that underinstitutionalized ones perform poorly or not at all. Democratic accountability is enhanced when party systems are reasonably institutionalized. Vertical accountability, which flows from representatives to voters, is greater when politicians have a bigger incentive to protect the party label; that is, with established party platforms, commitments, principles, and ideas. In such settings, party politicians are not autonomous agents; they are held in check by their party comrades, party history, and party symbols. Because parties have betterdefined profiles, citizens can more clearly discern and evaluate their performance against party platforms. When parties are fluid, short-lived, and diffuse in profile, they are more difficult to appraise. While accountability can ensue through individual politicians or through parties, it is more difficult via individual politicians because their positions are less visible and they are less likely to have an established track record in politics that citizens can refer to (King 2002). In less institutionalized settings, frequent party births and deaths, mergers and schisms make it very difficult for citizens to identify party positions clearly and thereby to make informed judgments about them. A second dimension of accountability, the horizontal kind, is also enhanced in reasonably institutionalized party systems by producing stronger and more coherent legislatures in their opposition to governing parties and executives. Situations of “delegative democracy” (O’Donnell 1994), in which checks and balances on the executive are greatly weakened, are associated with underinstitutionalized party systems, even though O’Donnell did not frame his famous argument in terms of party systems. The quality of representation is much weaker in democracies with underinstitutionalized party systems. Political representation in these settings relies on personalized and individualistic forms of representation, rather than programmatic or ideological linkage (Janda 1993; Mainwaring and Torcal 2006). Nonideological personalism, common in countries where party roots in society are weak or nonexistent, is a highly
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deficient means of representation. Indeed, it has been posited that representation is meaningless when there are no programmatic or ideological links between representatives and voters (Luna and Zechmeister 2005). Such linkages rest on the personal connections of groups and individuals and tend to favor elites, because they have better political connections and more avenues of influence than poor people (Kitschelt 2000). Politicians at the helm of personal electoral vehicles, or “taxi parties,” seek political support on the basis of charisma and patronage rather than genuine representation. Weakly institutionalized party systems give more space for populist and antiparty politicians to come to power, as the examples of Peru (Alberto Fujimori), Venezuela (Hugo Chávez), Ecuador (Lucio Gutiérrez), and Bolivia (Evo Morales) demonstrate. Political outsiders with dubious democratic credentials and values have room to thrive in environments with low levels of institutionalization. On reaching high office, some have used their prerogatives to accumulate more power in their own hands and to render democratic institutions toothless, paving the way for competitive authoritarian regimes (Levitsky and Way 2002). Such processes and outcomes in highly institutionalized party systems (such as those in Chile, Costa Rica, and Uruguay, for example) are much more difficult to envision. Some scholars also have pointed to party system institutionalization not only as relevant to the quality of democracy but also as a critical ingredient of democratic consolidation (Diamond 1989; Dix 1992). The Guatemalan case does not conform to some important conventional tenets of party system institutionalization theory. For one thing, it does not sit with the conventional proposition—famously advanced by Converse (1969)—that partisan attachment becomes stronger through time and that party system institutionalization increases with the age of a democracy as parties win over clientele groups. Indeed, recent empirical research on the developing and postcommunist world (Mainwaring and Zoco 2007; Beilasiak 2002; Rose and Munro 2003) is debunking this longheld theoretical claim. Examining the dynamics of Guatemala’s party universe is important not least because the country’s chaotic (non)system of representation may well foretell the future of polities undergoing rapid party system decay, such as Ecuador, Bolivia, and others. The Guatemalan case also deviates from the standard view that in Latin America’s post-1978 democratic era, parties have increasingly become central actors in the political process (Hartlyn and Valenzuela 1990; Domínguez and Lowenthal 1996). As Randall and Svasand (2002, 5) put it, “there is a general perception that the contribution of parties gets increasingly important as the process [of democratic governance] evolves.” The advent of democracy and competitive party politics, however, does not necessarily turn parties into autonomous, powerful insti-
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tutions in the “who gets what” of political life. While not wholly irrelevant, Guatemalan parties continue to be epiphenomena (or instruments) of other actors more central in shaping political outcomes (organized business, the military, criminal organizations, “parallel powers,” individual leaders, and so on). For this reason, Guatemala holds important lessons about what politics can look like “when parties fail,” to use Lawson and Merkl’s (1988) expression.



FOUR CRITERIA OF PARTY SYSTEM INSTITUTIONALIZATION IN GUATEMALA This section will seek to place Guatemalan party system instability in a broader context, discuss the parties that have been (transiently) important in the political system, and explore the reasons for Guatemala’s remarkably high instability in interparty competition.



Stability of Interparty Competition The degree to which the pattern of party competition manifests regularity constitutes a first indicator of institutionalization. It is commonly measured via the Pederson index of electoral volatility, understood as the change in the vote shares obtained by individual parties across consecutive elections. Guatemala’s average level of vote volatility is staggering, standing at 43.2 percent for parliamentary elections during the 1985–2003 period and 53.4 for presidential elections from 1985 to 1999 (ASIES 2002). To place these numbers in context, rates of electoral volatility in Western Europe hover around 5 to 10 percent (Bartolini and Mair 1990) in most countries, while the Latin American average stands at 21.5 percent (Achard 2004, 33). Guatemala’s electoral volatility is by far the highest level in Central America and one of the very highest in the entire Latin American subcontinent, with only three unstable Andean nations (Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia) approaching such damaging levels of instability in interparty competition (Mainwaring and Scully 1995; IADB 2002, chap. 6; Jones 2005). It is ominous that there is no discernible trend toward lower levels of electoral volatility through time. In the recent 2003 elections, four newly created parties captured an enormous 42 percent of the vote and overall volatility reached 61 percent (ASIES 2002). While it is common in political systems with proportional representation electoral formulas for small parties to have an ephemeral life in the legislature, what is remarkable about the Guatemalan case is the fleeting relevance of large political groupings (see table 1). Indeed, it is difficult to find other examples of countries partaking in the global third wave of
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Table 1. Voting and Seat Shares of Top Seven Parties in Presidential and Parliamentary Elections, 1985–2003 (percent) Political Party



Presidential Vote



Parliamentary Seats



General Elections 1985 ChristianDemocracy UCN PDCN-PR MLN-PID CAN PSD PNR



38.6 20.2 13.8 12.6 6.3 3.4 3.2



51.0 22.0 11.0 12.0 1.0 2.0 1.0



General Elections 1990 UCN MAS ChristianDemocracy PAN MLN/FAN PSD/AP5 PR



25.7 24.1 17.4 17.2 4.8 3.6 2.2



35.3 15.5 23.3 10.3 3.4 0.9 0.9



General Elections 1995 PAN FRG UCN-DCG-PSD FDNG PLP UD DIA



36.5 22.0 12.9 7.7 5.6 3.6 2.6



53.8 26.3 2.5 7.5 0 2.5 0



General Elections 1999 FRG PAN ANN (DIA-URNG) PLP ARDE FDNG LOV/UD



47.7 30.2 12.3 3.1 2.1 1.3 1.2



55.6 32.7 8.0 0.9 0 0 0



General Elections 2003 GANA (PP-MR-PSN) UNE FRG PAN PU URNG DIA



34.3 26.3 19.3 8.3 3.0 2.6 2.2



31.0 19.0 25.9 10.8 4.4 1.3 0.6 continued on next page
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Table 1. (continued) Political Party General Elections 2007 UNE PP GANA FRG CASA UCN EG



Presidential Vote



Parliamentary Seats



28.2 23.5 17.1 7.4 7.3 3.1 3.0



30.3 23.4 18.9 9.4 5.0 2.5 2.5



Note: For full party names, see list of abbreviations. Source: Nohlen 2005.



democratization in which the political parties that dominated the first postauthoritarian election became marginal only two elections later.1 Perhaps the most revealing feature of Guatemalan democracy for the past two decades has been the systematic failure of governing parties to win re-election, what may be called the golden rule of Guatemalan politics. The Christian Democratic government of Vinicio Cerezo (1985–90), the PAN government of Alvaro Arzú (1996–99), and the FRG government of Alfonso Portillo (2000–2003) all failed miserably in the attempt to get their respective parties re-elected. The GANA government (2003–2007) has not eluded the fate of its predecessors. In the 2007 election, its vote dropped to 17.1 percent, missing the second round— an entirely predictable outcome.2 Table 2 measures the relative capacity of the largest Guatemalan parties to maintain their electoral clout through time during the post-1985 democratic period. It shows that the largest parties in a given election rather systematically become marginal political forces in the space of two electoral periods. In that brief timespan, they have been replaced as the key electoral forces by party newcomers as voters constantly search for new electoral options. As the table illustrates, it is common for the plurality party to lose more than half of its voting share when it seeks re-election, and two-thirds or more of its electoral power within two electoral periods. Iterated, massive vote shifts of this scale are an unmistakable sign of failed partisan representation. Without exception, all major Guatemalan parties have failed to establish and project themselves as important political actors into the future. All of those parties that were electorally prominent at one point (Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca, Unión de Centro Nacional, Partido de Avanzada Nacional, Frente Republicano Guatemalteco, and GANA) have disappeared or faded into irrelevance (i.e., have become marginal
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Table 2. Vote Share of Largest Parties (Combined) in Successive Presidential Elections, 1985–2003 (as percentage of original combined voting totals)



1985 top1 top2 top3 top4 1990 top1 top2 top3 top4



1990



1995



1999



2003



45.3 73.4 65.5 61.5



33.4 21.9 22.6 17.8



0 (DNP) 1.8 2.3 2.0



4.0 2.6 2.0 1.7



50.1 25.9 19.1 58.6



4.2 2.2 1.6 50.5



0 (DNP) 0 (DNP) 2.2 1.7



82.7 132.8 110.7 101.3



22.6 47.0 40.6 36.6



1995 top1 top2 top3 top4 1999 top1 top2 top3 top4



40.4 35.3 33.2 32.8



Key: Top 1 = winner’s share as percentage of its previous total; top 2, 3, 4 = share of the two/three/four largest parties combined as percentage of their original combined total. DNP = Did not participate. Source: Author’s calculations based on data from the Guatemalan Electoral Tribunal, 



parties). While predictions that Guatemala is heading toward a lower level of volatility and a more stable party system have not been uncommon, successive elections have always proved these forecasts wrong.



Reasons for Guatemala’s Colossal Volatility What explains the country’s remarkably high degree of volatility? A rigorous, quantitative answer to this question is beyond the scope of this article; however, the main causal factors are not difficult to identify. Using sophisticated regression analysis, Roberts (forthcoming, chap. 4) has distilled the political, economic, or institutional factors that explain variation in party system stability in Latin America. The analysis demonstrates that institutional instability, incomplete democracy (i.e., quality as
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measured by political and civil rights), ineffectual regime performance, level of development, and prolonged economic crisis have the greatest effect on electoral volatility, while standard institutional variables (district magnitudes, proportionality of electoral formula, majority runoff elections) have no statistically significant effects. Following the implications of Roberts’s study, Guatemala’s low income per capita, scant previous experience with democratic governance, extremely deficient democracy (as measured by Freedom House’s combined rankings of political and civil liberties), and markedly ineffectual political and economic performance can be identified as key reasons for its sky-high volatility. Overall volatility can also be influenced by changes in the supply side of the electoral marketplace, which measures the degree of discontinuity in the partisan options placed before voters. Supply-side volatility can stem from party creation, schisms, splinters, defections, and mergers within and among parties. These elite practices have been distressingly common in Guatemala’s “casino politics,” to a degree matched by few—if any—other countries in the region. As a result, there have been iterated systemic changes in the country’s party structure. The authoritarian character of internal party life (leaving little room for dissent) and the markedly nonideological nature of most Guatemalan parties (which means that ideational considerations are not a barrier for switching party affiliation) surely do nothing to hinder party splits and defections. More important, the political price to pay for defecting from a given party label is low or nonexistent, and the prospect of attaining representation is relatively high. Whenever factionalism arises within Guatemalan parties—which invariably reflects personality-driven struggles for power, rather than ideological or programmatic differences—the faction that loses the party reins usually defects altogether and creates a new organization. Playing a hand in the political casino (comprar ficha, or buying chips, is the local expression referring to party creation) makes rational sense to many political entrepreneurs, as the massive proliferation of party vehicles contesting every electoral cycle indicates. The legal requirements to form a party in Guatemala are exceedingly low.3 The supply of parties thus changes substantially at each electoral cycle, forcing voters to alter their behavior, a condition Rose and Munro (2003, chap. 5) have called structural disequilibrium (as opposed to dynamic disequilibrium, in which fluctuations in popular demand generate important vote shifts but the supply of parties is relatively stable). In short, Guatemala’s electoral market is characterized by a permanent disequilibrium between the supply of parties and the demand of voters. Another important demand factor promoting instability in voting patterns is Guatemala’s large indigenous population (on the order of 60 percent of the total), which is not effectively included in the political
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system via ethnic or mainstream parties. This variable has been revealed as an independent cause of party system fluidity in Latin America, as Madrid (2004) has demonstrated. Some of these causal variables are present to varying degrees in other Latin American high-volatility countries. But two additional factors with a bearing on volatility combine to reinforce Guatemala’s uniqueness: the conditions of origin surrounding the birth of democracy and state capacity. What is perhaps particularly unique about the Guatemalan case is the nearly complete absence of societal roots for the parties contesting the first postauthoritarian elections, alongside the profound alienation from politics exhibited by large portions of the population—itself a legacy of 35 long years of harsh repression of organized political activity by brutal military governments. A recent study (Mainwaring and Zoco 2007) confirms the importance of path dependency and historical sequences for volatility, showing that the critical determinant of party system stability is not the age of a democracy (i.e., time), but the moment “when democracy was born.” Parties born in the post-1978 third wave cannot realistically hope to reproduce the critical role in forging identities and creating citizens that parties played early in the twentieth century (Lipset and Rokkan 1967). Not all party systems are created equal, however. It is difficult to find more inauspicious circumstances for party system stability and institutionalization than those prevailing in Guatemala circa 1984–85. Indeed, no other Latin American founding election took place in such a constraining context. The weakness of the Guatemalan state further aids party system instability. This is confirmed, among other sources, by Foreign Policy magazine’s Failed State Index rankings (2006), which use 12 social, economic, and political measures of state vulnerability. Only 3 Latin American countries are ranked behind Guatemala (Haiti, Colombia, and the Dominican Republic). Examining the Andean region, Mainwaring (2006) has shown that poor state performance is an essential variable affecting confidence in parties, and thus state capacity stands at “the core of the crisis of representation.” Even compared to the generally weak states in Latin America, Guatemala’s central state institutions—the government, the judiciary, the police, and the armed forces—have been conspicuously deficient (when not altogether absent), utterly unable to uphold citizens’ legal rights, to provide health and education, or to protect citizens from organized violence, to name a few major functions (Seligson 2005, 215–27). Because of pervasive, severe state weakness, every new Guatemalan executive is virtually predestined to massive failures of performance at all levels, fostering very rapid citizen disappointment with new governments and systematic (100 percent) turnover in power. In the process, citizen disaffection toward political parties has become chronic, as the incapacity to deliver better societal outcomes affects the reputation of all parties—and indeed,
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all democratic institutions. “Endemic discontent,” arising from a permanent mismatch between public demands and available state capability and resources, is common in Latin America, as Molina (2001) has documented. But in few countries is it more pronounced than in Guatemala.



The Depth of Party Roots in Society The linkages between parties and citizens and organized interests can be another important measure of institutionalization. The depth of ties between parties and society should be reflected in the stability of voting patterns. Even by Latin American standards, Guatemalan governments have historically served narrow elite interests (Schirmer 1998; Lujan Muñoz 1998). The advent of competitive party politics has done little to change that state of affairs. Guatemalan parties have utterly failed in their representative function, particularly in their ability to bring the interests and demands of subaltern classes to the forefront of public policy and give them voice in the policymaking process. A 2003 poll by Vox Latina (Prensa Libre 2003) asked Guatemalans which group would best represent them in a dialogue with the government. Only 4 percent of respondents chose political parties (the least preferred option), reinforcing other indicators that confirmed parties’ nonrepresentative character. An important measure of partisan dealignment (detachment of citizens from parties) is given by the evolution of abstention rates. Participation rates in Guatemalan elections are historically very low (Borneo and Torres-Rivas 2000). Comparatively speaking, they are among the lowest in Latin America. Averaged over the period 1985–99, turnout as a percentage of registered voters averaged a low 56.6 percent, while as a percentage of the voting-age population it was 41.1 percent (IADB 2002, 52). Abstentionism increased after the foundational 1984 Constituent Assembly elections and reached a staggering 78 percent in the 1994 parliamentary elections. The 1999 referendum on constitutional reforms, which would have enshrined the most important elements of the 1996 Peace Accords in the constitution, had an extremely low participation rate of around 20 percent. In terms of other forms of political participation, such as following political news, partaking in public protests, and contacting parliamentary deputies, Guatemala has been ranked as the second-lowest country in the hemisphere (IADB 2000). While electoral volatility can be used as an indirect measure of the extent of parties’ roots in society, volatility has a retrospective character, and may not be a good predictor of how parties are likely to evolve in the future. A more direct indicator of the depth of parties’ societal rootedness is party identification (i.e., the share of citizens who identify with a particular party). In a 2003 Latinobarómetro poll, Guatemala displayed
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one of the four lowest levels of party identification in Latin America. The percentage of citizens who showed some form of partisan identification, broadly conceived, was only 34 percent. In addition, the Project of Latin American Elites found Guatemala to be the country where the highest percentage of legislators (45 percent) agreed that “parties are distant from society” (PELA 2005). Let us now delve into the uneasy relationship between parties and organized business. The Guatemalan private sector has a long tradition of antipartism (Sieder et al. 2002). Its representative umbrella business association, the Committee of Agricultural, Commercial, Industrial, and Financial Associations (CACIF), has long exercised political power directly. The private sector has not deemed it necessary to create a “business party” to represent its interests in the political arena (akin to the ARENA in El Salvador), preferring instead to maintain its direct channels of influence in regard to the state. To be sure, the absence of a business party has not prevented Guatemalan organized business from “ruling without governing.” Indeed, it is difficult to name another business association in Latin America with as much influential veto power over public policy as the CACIF (NIMD 2005). To understand the private sector’s role in the political system, it is must be noted that the Guatemalan oligarchy remains possibly the most reactionary business sector in the entire hemisphere. Its espousal of democratic governance in the mid-1980s was more tactical than substantive, reflecting domestic calculations, time-specific outside pressures, and worldwide structural changes (McCleary 1999; Beard 2004). Historically, Guatemalan big business has considered political parties (and political organizations more broadly) as potentially threatening to its hegemonic position (Sánchez 2006). A profound antiparty attitude, furthermore, is hardly exclusive to the business oligarchy. The relationship between parties and social organizations is also distant and dysfunctional for democracy. Civil society in Guatemala has undeniably gained some strength since 1985, particularly during the postconflict period after 1996 (Sandoval 1999; Olascoaga 2000; Fonseca 2004). All social organizations, their different purposes or goals notwithstanding, view political parties with instinctive, profound distrust. They do not see parties as a desirable or effective vehicle through which to channel interests. Simply put, organized groups of Guatemalans with specific demands or grievances circumvent parties. As Gálvez Borrell (1995, 127) writes, parties “do not count with significant levels of legitimacy or credibility, foreclosing potential pillars of support for governability.” The confrontation surrounding the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA), for example, unambiguously underscored the societal isolation of political parties: all were in favor of the agreement (with the exception of marginal left-of-center groups),
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while all sectors of civil society were vehemently opposed to it (with the exception of organized business). There is perhaps no greater manifestation of the nonrepresentative character of the party system than that none of the major parties has proven responsive to the particular interests, demands, and grievances of the Mayan population (Sieder 1998, part 3; Bastos and Camus 2003). On that basis, it is not far-fetched to assert that 60 percent of the country’s population has been effectively disenfranchised by the party system so far. The degree to which the Mayan problématique is absent from political discussion is astonishing. If no part of organized society is effectively represented by political parties, whom do Guatemalan parties represent? A good general answer to this question is simply that they represent, on the one hand, their creators, and on the other, their financiers. The pursuit of power, or a parcel thereof (along with the private benefits that accompany public office), is the sole leitmotif of the overwhelming number of Guatemalan political entrepreneurs, though admittedly not all.4 At the center of the system of party creation lies private capital (and increasingly, drug money), which finances candidates in search of political favors or the furthering of corporatist pet projects. The rising electoral fortunes of the UNE benefited from the support of one the biggest power brokers (Juan Gutiérrez) from the country’s biggest business conglomerate, Multiinversiones. Meanwhile, the owner of the same conglomerate, Dionisio Gutiérrez, placed his money and political chips with Otto Pérez Molina’s Partido Patriota, part of the victorious GANA coalition. As Ricardo Stein put it, “Guatemala’s large capitalists never bet on a losing horse: they finance all of the parties with an option of winning” (Stein 2005). The rise of the FRG as a viable political option has been interpreted by local analysts as the search by nouveau capitalists, many involved in illicit businesses, for a new political expression. To the extent that parties fit the foregoing description, their claim to societal representation is nill. A few parties step beyond the above characterization and have some tenuous links with society. The Christian Democrats had historically close ties with social movements, but those links were severed during the harsh military state repression of the 1970s and 1980s. The PAN has had informal links with parts of the private sector, but labeling it the party of business or the party of the oligarchy, as is commonly done, is plainly a mischaracterization. The PAN is fairly diversified in make-up and, when in power, it enacted some policies inimical to business interests (Sánchez 2006). The FRG has had an ongoing relationship with evangelical churches, an outgrowth of Efraín Ríos Montt’s personal faith, and it has links with the former SelfDefense Patrols (PACs), the authors of much of the military’s dirty work. For its part, the now-reconverted (formerly guerrilla) UNRG has a legacy
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of ties to many social sectors, including the Mayan population, but these links weakened fatally as a consequence of systematic state repression.



The Legitimacy Accorded to Parties and Elections A third way to gauge party system institutionalization, following the scheme set out by Mainwaring and Scully (1995, 14), is the degree to which “citizens and organized interests perceive that parties and elections are the means of determining who governs, and [the degree to which] the electoral process and parties are accorded legitimacy.” Kuenzi and Lambright (2001) operationalize this criterion (something Mainwaring and Scully make no attempt to do) by means of three indicators: whether elections are deemed free and fair; whether losers accept electoral results; and whether the opposition boycotts elections. We can apply these indicators to the Guatemalan case and then proceed to assess how much key organized interests (particularly business and the military) and citizens grant legitimacy to parties and elections. Certainly, fairness and freedom were subverted in the general elections of 1985 and 1990 (Trudeau 1993). The all-powerful counterinsurgency army made it impossible for left-wing political groups to participate, which constrained electoral freedom. This severely limited representativeness in a wider sense: no opponents of the establishment were able to participate, as left-wing candidates were vetted by the military (Rosada-Granados 1986), a form of electoral “apartheid.” Fairness was also seriously compromised in both contests: the presidential campaigns were marred by a repressive and coercive climate that precluded unfettered debate or free political participation and was marked by extrajudicial executions and disappearances. This was well documented by the U.S.-funded National Democratic Institute for International Affairs, among others (NDI 1991). The only redeeming feature of these elections is that they were deemed procedurally correct and not fraudulent. Since the December 1995 general elections, electoral processes have improved substantially. While Guatemala remains very far from the ideal of a liberal democracy—characterized by constitutional government, the rule of law, and the protection of individual rights—perhaps the country’s greatest achievement in recent years has been the consolidation of procedural, electoral democracy. In the postconflict era, Guatemala has conducted elections that foreign observers and prominent international watchdog organizations have judged to be reasonably free and fair. In this respect, it has joined most of its Latin American neighbors. The smooth functioning of democracy further requires the routinization of the “losers’ consent” at each electoral cycle (Anderson 2005). In Guatemala, losers of elections have, since 1985, consistently accepted the validity of official results, something that cannot be said of the polit-
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ical class in other countries of the region. Prominent electoral losers, such as Cerezo, Portillo, Arzú, Berger, or Colom, have not questioned official final vote counts or the integrity or transparency of the Tribunal Supremo Electoral, the country’s highest electoral authority. To be sure, Ríos Montt’s infamous “Black Thursday” plot constitutes a prominent case where the electoral process itself was not respected.5 An earlier, more flagrant case of complete disregard for elections as the route to power was, of course, Jorge Serrano’s autogolpe of 1993. It was one of the very few coup attempts in Latin America during the 1990s and the only one in the Central American isthmus. The failed coup would have probably succeeded in the absence of strong international pressure to return to democratic governance (Torres-Rivas 1996). The self-coup initially counted on the support of the military (Schirmer 1997). Moreover, the president of the Supreme Court and some parliamentary deputies revealed themselves as opportunistic coup participants. Perhaps more relevant, however, is that ultimately the military as an institution stood against Serrano, and many party and civil society leaders joined forces with the media and organized business to resist the coup. The Serrano episode notwithstanding, electoral democracy has since become secure. The victory in the 1999 elections of Portillo, a populist and former leftist who campaigned on a vociferous antibusiness platform, constituted a real test of the respect key players granted elections. In the event, no military faction or business association protested the results, a sign that this important procedural aspect of democracy had become reasonably consolidated. Another positive development in the post-1985 era is that parties have not resorted to electoral boycotts as a way to delegitimate elections. Admittedly, opposition boycotts have little practical value in a country where incumbency has systematically proven to be a predictor of electoral doom and opposition parties stand to gain significant parcels of power at the voting booth. Let us now turn to assessing the legitimacy that the two most powerful organized interests in society (business and the military) accord parties and elections. It must be remembered that the conversion of the business aristocracy and the military to democratic rule was functional and instrumental rather than substantive (i.e., it was not the result of a process of political learning and internal soul-searching). The private sector’s tactics in the defense of its short-run material interests have included many actions that question its adherence to party democracy: threatening a tax revolt or investment strikes in response to new tax bills discussed in Congress, financing disinformation campaigns, and systematically discrediting particular politicians or parties through its control of the mass media. These are all democratically disloyal attempts (often successful) at subverting a party-centered democratic process.
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From the viewpoint of the business oligarchy, a scenario in which parties become more legitimate, more autonomous, and more powerful as agents of change could well weaken its preeminent position of power in society. In the post-1985 period, the business oligarchy has shrewdly cast its interests in the language of democracy. Yet in the same breath, it is publicly vituperative in its criticism of the parties, systematically equating politicians with thieves, felons, and self-serving lawbreakers. This loathing and vilification of everything political is not merely functional (i.e., a tactical stance to defend business interests); it is substantive and historically rooted. The military, for its part, has yet to come under civilian control. Few Guatemalan generals have come to terms with the idea that in a democracy, elected governments, parties, and other democratic institutions are the ultimate power brokers. While its role and clout have been reduced in the postconflict era, the Guatemalan army retains substantial institutional autonomy and effectively remains a “state within a state” (Ruhl 2005). President Cerezo was able to dodge the attempted coups of 1988 and 1989 only by accepting the demos-constraining conditions set out by the military leadership. During the FRG government (2000–2003), characterized by rampant corruption and a virulently adversarial relationship with the private sector, rumors of an impending military coup floated in the air at various junctures. While the possibility of a future attempt to break openly with constitutional rule has been much reduced, in contrast to many Latin American countries, it cannot be practically discounted. Moreover, many highranking members of the military are part and parcel of the so-called poderes paralelos, or hidden powers, a clandestine, interconnected set of groups and individuals who oversee and benefit from a variety of illegal activities, including smuggling, money laundering, and drug trafficking (Amnesty International 2002; WOLA 2003). Predictably, they also penetrate party politics to ensure immunity and protect their illegal cash cows. Involvement in these everyday activities inexorably negates the legitimacy and subverts the development of party democracy. What can be said about the legitimacy citizens grant to parties and elections? Polls show parties to be the most denigrated of institutions in most countries in Latin America. Guatemala does not escape this tendency: the country’s level of citizen trust in parties (16 percent on average during the period 1996–2005) is, by a significant margin, the lowest in Central America (Latinobarómetro, various years). Political parties have legitimacy in the minimal sense when they are widely considered a necessary institution of democratic politics, even if they are viewed unfavorably. It is not at all clear that this minimal sense of legitimacy is present in Guatemala, where a large contingent of antiparty voters is available for political mobilization. Guatemalans
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view parties as corrupt, opportunistic, demagogic, and unnecessary. In the only year the Latinobarómetro poll asked the question (1997), only 30.5 percent of Guatemalans thought parties were central to the political process, well below the Latin American average of 40.1. Although post-1985 elections have been free from fraud or manipulation, polls reveal that Guatemalans (wrongly) harbor doubts about the probity and transparency of elections (Alerta Legislativa 1999), a reflection of extremely fractured state-society relations. Elections, moreover, have regularly punished incumbents but have not brought about any perceptible changes in the allocation of power. Because they have largely been emptied of more substantive consequences (in particular, giving voice and power to new constituencies), it is not surprising that elections have not helped to legitimate democratic rule in the eyes of Guatemalans.



Internal Party Organization Perhaps the most critical measure of party system institutionalization is the strength of party organization. This includes the degree to which parties have a political life independent of their leaders (autonomy), the extent of party discipline exercised by elected representatives, the level and stability of party finances, and the degree to which ideology guides the party and provides it with identity, among other aspects (Ware 1996, chap. 3; Panebianco 1988). Guatemalan parties are unambiguously subordinated to the interests of their founders or leaders. Most parties are so firmly in the grip of their creators that they can scarcely be conceived as viable organizations without them. The empirical record shows that in virtually all cases, the doom of the party leader seals the fate of the party itself. Because there is very little by way of ideology, programmatic agendas, or institutional history holding party cadres together, parties often collapse as soon as their founder exits the political stage. It is easy to document that the Guatemalan Republican Front (FRG) is virtually synonymous with the figure of Ríos Montt. Perhaps this is best exemplified by how Ríos Montt’s actions, from his position as president of Congress, continuously hobbled the FRG presidency of Portillo. Ríos Montt proved to be the real power broker behind the Portillo throne, selecting candidates for some of the key ministries, openly dissenting with executive decisions, and often instructing FRG parliamentarians to vote against executive bills. El General, as Ríos Montt is popularly called, has always “owned” and ruled the FRG as his personal fiefdom, selecting the party candidate for president, placing relatives (including his daughter and wife) in key party posts, and making his own personal religious beliefs those of the party.
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Similarly, the National Unity of Hope (UNE) party, the favorite to win the 2007 presidential election, is little more than an extension of Alvaro Colom. Capitalizing on his good performance in the 1999 election, when he was effectively “hired” to represent the left-wing ANN (DIAURNG) coalition ticket, Colom left the URNG as soon as he acquired national visibility and created a political vehicle over which he could have absolute control. The UNE’s “ideology” reflects Colom’s evolving personal thoughts. The party was formed in a congressional caucus by those who followed Colom away from ANN and politicians left adrift from divisions in other parties, including the PAN, the UNRG, and the now-defunct UCN. Party cohesiveness stems solely from Colom’s consistent lead in public opinion polls since the 2003 elections. These dynamics accrue to virtually all past and currently active parties. The Partido Patriota, the runner-up in the 2007 presidential election, is the personal electoral vehicle of former general Otto Pérez Molina. Only the more institutionalized PAN can be singled out as a partial exception to the trend here described—and even the PAN was significantly overshadowed by the figure of Alvaro Arzú for a long time. Shallow partisan loyalty in Guatemala is not exclusive to citizens. It extends to party cadres, deputies, and elected officials in a clear manifestation of the low intrinsic value given to party labels. The all too prevalent practice of transfugismo (crossing parties) in the Guatemalan Congress is perhaps the phenomenon that best demonstrates the superficiality of partisan allegiance among politicians. While this practice is distressingly common throughout Central America, Guatemala constitutes an extreme case. In the 1986–89 congress, a full 18 percent of parliamentarians switched parties. From 1991 to 1994, transfugismo reached a staggering 31 percent of congress members (partly due to a breakdown in executive-legislative relations during Jorge Serrano’s presidency). In the more recent 1996–99 congress, no less than 12.5 percent of legislators changed parties (ASIES 2002). No large party has been immune from defections. The group of independent Guatemalan congress members always swells along with the life of a legislature. Others choose to join rival parties. The practice shows no sign of abating. Only two years into the current legislative period (2003–07), a staggering 47 congress members had deserted the party labels under which they were elected, about 30 percent of the total (Mack and Arrivillaga 2005). Party crossing is also rampant at the local and provincial levels. After 18 months in office, the current GANA government had augmented the number of mayoralties under its control from 77 to 188, because of defections from opposition parties (Siglo Veintiuno 2005), effectively annulling the results of the 2003 elections. The contextual catalyst of this phenomenon is an environment with a relative nondifferentiation of parties, in which their identities and definitions are shallow or nonexistent. In these settings, “capture” or seduc-
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tion of legislators by parties is common. The implications for democratic governance are unmistakable: when a public representative elected wearing one party label decides to abandon it, that person is unmistakably annulling the sovereignty of voters, artificially altering the relative power balance among parliamentary blocs, and making a mockery of representative democracy. Yet because voters do not attach any value or substantive content to parties, switching political formations or creating new ones is no predictor of electoral doom for candidates to public office. Even prominent members of large parties with presidential ambitions have not judged party labels important to their chances for electoral victory, as the case of Oscar Berger (2003–2007), who defected from the PAN, shows. In this respect, an illustrative anecdote is that five of the last six Guatemalan presidents have belonged to at least two different parties—Vinicio Cerezo is the exception. A vital component of party organization relates to the level and sources of party finances. The integrity of a political system and its autonomy from undesirable influences will be shaped in good measure by the nature of party system financing. All Central American democracies benefit from direct public subsidies for party activities (Carrillo et al. 2003), but Guatemala stands as an outlier in terms of the weight of such subsidies. Direct subsidies cover 58 percent of total spending per electoral cycle by parties in Costa Rica ($11.5 million), about 48 percent in Nicaragua ($10.6 million), and 30 percent in Panama ($6.1 million) (Proyecto Estado de la Región 2003, 265–67). Guatemalan parties barely receive two quetzales per vote in public funding for their activities, which represents an insignificant 5 percent of what they spend per electoral cycle ($11.5 million in the 1995 campaign). While international experience shows that generous public subsidies are no insurance against the dependence of parties on private donors or on illegal sources, the absence of public finance surely accentuates such problems (Casas 2002). Even by Latin American standards, Guatemalan legislation is remarkably weak in the rules that govern the transparency of party finances (Torres-Rivas and Aguilar 1998). There are no restrictions on the receipt of private contributions from national or international sources—the identification of the donor is not even required—nor any limits on the quantity of those donations (Dye 2005). Public disclosure of financing sources is not required, either. Given all these lax conditions, Guatemalan parties are particularly prone to be captured by special interests. Nineth Montenegro of the party Encuentro por Guatemala, one of the most highly regarded parliamentarians in the country, rightly notes, “the private financing of parties has fostered rampant political clientelism, privileges and prebendalism, and it has restricted the functional autonomy of parties” (Alerta Legislativa 2000).
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Particularly worrisome is the evidence of the increasing role of drug money in the electoral process. This is part and parcel of Guatemala’s increased prominence in recent years as a shipping point of cocaine and other drugs from South America intended for the U.S. market; this activity, in the eyes of many analysts, is turning the country into a narcodemocracy. The U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration Agency reports a much higher level of drug trafficking in the country in recent years (New York Times 2003). Inevitably, the corresponding ability of drug barons to buy political influence has also increased. Their financing of candidates for public office includes mayors, deputies for Congress, and even presidential candidates. In a recent speech, Vice President Eduardo Stein did not raise controversy when he stated that “organized crime is threatening governability in Guatemala,” adding that drug traffickers would try to finance municipal candidates’ campaigns during the 2007 general elections “in order to ensure territories and annul antidrug actions” (Prensa Latina 2007). Not surprisingly, charges of illegitimate sources of party finance have rocked the country repeatedly, affecting virtually every party (most recently the UNE). Another important dimension of the strength of party organization and coherence is the extent to which the party label is associated with a set of ideals and programmatic objectives. While it is well known that extreme ideological polarization among relevant parties can pose real dangers for any political system, the absence of ideology poses no less formidable problems. Ideology provides parties and their members with guidance in the formation of programmatic agendas, a sense of common higher purpose and unity, information on other parties’ political orientation, and selection criteria in the recruitment of new cadres. It also gives voters valuable information about parties and candidates without needing to read the fine print (Inglehart and Kingemann 1976). Guatemalan political parties evince a marked absence of ideological commitment, and most are bereft of any ideological orientation. Many party leaders are quite ready to concede this, and some even take pride in such an ideational vacuum. The FRG’s godfather, Ríos Montt, declares that “my ideology is to help Guatemalans” and that he prefers not to be placed on the left or the right (Prensa Libre 2005a). Similarly, the leading politicians in the ruling GANA do not profess any ideological line. Others fancy themselves as innovators, such as the Unión Democrática, whose leader, Rodolfo Paiz, asserts, “our ideology is based on a new form of governance” (Prensa Libre 2005a). In a rather arbitrary move, the executive committee of the PAN, now led by Leonel López Rodas, recently decided to characterize the party as Christian Democratic. A study by FLACSO Guatemala (2006) reveals the different answers provided by party secretaries general, rank-and-file members, and party statutes when defining party ideology; only the ex-guerrilla UNRG showed coherence.
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While more parties profess a specific ideological orientation, these assertions can hardly be taken at face value. The main parties that constitute or have constituted the nominal left, the FDNG, the Alianza Nueva Nación, and the UNRG, have not been reluctant to assert their ideological line. The problem for these parties, however, lies not so much in their ideological emptiness but in their ideological atavism (Urrutia 2003). Whether parties declare any ideological adscription or not, ideology does not endow the party apparatchik with a sense of unity of purpose; it does not inform avowed party platforms; it does not regularly guide political decisions in government or in the opposition; and it is not a tool or a criterion used to recruit new cadres or rank-and-file members. Without exception, all Guatemalan parties have in their top echelons politicians with a history forged in, and views pertaining to, both the left and the right—and everything in between. Although party politics has been dominated by what can be nominally construed as right-wing parties (GANA, PAN, FRG), many leftist politicians can be found in each of these political organizations.



THE ROLE



OF



RECENT HISTORY



The inchoate nature of the political party system in Guatemala can scarcely be understood without reference to the country’s modern history, especially that of the last half-century. During four decades of internal conflict, military governments systematically repressed any form of political expression that could be construed as opposition to the regime; thus the well-earned label estado contrainsurgente (counterinsurgency state) (Jonas 1991; Schirmer 1998). The suffocation of political space and the scope and scale of political violence witnessed in Guatemala are commonly considered to have had no parallel in Latin America: two hundred thousand deaths from the conflict, 93 percent of which the 1999 Historical Clarification Commission attributed to the state (CEH 2006). The legacy from this prolonged period is a persistent culture of fear and a deep-seated distrust of state institutions, as well as an underdeveloped civil society, severely constraining the representative and accountability qualities of the new democracy. Given such a history, it is not surprising that Guatemalans possess a markedly authoritarian political culture by comparison to other Latin American countries (Seligson et al. 2002). The “democratic spring” (1944–54) ushered in by the 1944 revolution provided the impetus for the birth of a veritable party system (moving beyond the existing elite clubs of the landowning oligarchy). The Constitution of 1945 reorganized political participation around parties, but the 1954 coup d’état against Jacobo Arbenz’s government set the conditions for a long authoritarian spell during which all parties linked to the revolutionary process were
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banned and actively repressed. Only a few survived, clandestinely, such as the Partido Guatemalteco del Trabajo. The parties born during military rule (Democracia Cristiana, Partido Revolucionario, Centro Auténtico Nacionalista, Movimiento de Liberación Nacional) all shared an uncompromising anticommunist ideology, and their social links were essentially restricted to the capital city (Rosada-Granados 1986). Understanding the mode in which the transition away from authoritarianism was effected is also highly relevant in accounting for the evolution of national party politics (Azpuru 1999; Jonas 2000). Guatemala’s electoral democracy was born while the civil war was still raging. The first three presidential and parliamentary elections took place amidst armed conflict—with accompanying violations of human rights, highly restricted freedom of speech and of the press, political crimes, repression of a number of social organizations, lack of civilian oversight over the military, and other features inimical to party democracy. These electoral processes were therefore stained by an original sin in the classic sense. The decade during which war and elections cohabited has inexorably affected the nature of the political system that emerged after the 1996 Peace Accords. Furthermore, the transition away from authoritarianism was engineered purely from above, promoted by nondemocratic actors, another factor affecting the course of neodemocracies (Linz and Stepan 1996). The political leadership born at the time of a democratic transition in a war context was very weak—in terms of its legitimacy of origin, political power resources, and links with society—and surely not strong enough to wrestle influence away from Guatemala’s traditional power holders (the military and the agribusiness oligarchy). Electoral democracy was thus born amid very inauspicious conditions. The founding elections for the 1984 Constituent Assembly and the 1985 presidential elections were not fraudulent or irregular, but they were restricted, as leftist parties were barred from competing. The parties that contested those electoral contests were of very recent creation (with the exception of the Christian Democrats) and lacked anything approaching a genuinely social base, as opposed to a purely electoral one.6 Path dependency has afflicted the country’s political evolution since then. Those weak foundational political groupings soon vanished or became politically insignificant, only to be replaced by a myriad of new electoral vehicles that do not represent any appreciable societal interests or constituencies. The transition’s occurrence while internal conflict was raging severely conditioned the political regime, affecting the formal and informal rules of the game. Those who entered party politics post-1984 were perforce complicit or acquiescent toward the “military project,” while those with more democratic inclinations were assassinated, went into exile, or withdrew from public life (Lujan Muñoz 1998). As Mainwaring and Scully (1995, viii) note, “the way parties and
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party systems originate frequently endows them with enduring features.” In the case of Guatemala, the explanatory power of the “founding moment” is very large. Former president and Christian Democracy leader Vinicio Cerezo concedes that Guatemalan parties are extremely thin and feeble from virtually every conceivable angle, and alludes to the heavy legacy of the past. Political parties [in Guatemala] are asked to be expert in democracy, expert in representation, expert in finding funding, expert in electoral processes, expert in governance, and this against the background of 150 years of dictatorship. Where have we [leaders] learned to manage political parties and to be democratic? Nowhere. Here political leaders have been killed, persecuted, jailed, and expelled from the country. . . . We have had three democratic experiments [two failed ones and the current one] . . . so, when did parties learn to be democratic? We are currently learning to be democratic. (Alerta Legislativa 2000b)



CONCLUSIONS The barriers for effective democratic governance posed by inchoate party systems are affecting an increasing number of Latin American countries. But comparatively speaking, the challenges facing the Guatemalan polity are particularly stark. Ominously, there is no evidence that the Guatemalan party universe is slowly becoming more institutionalized through time—whether one looks at volatility levels, links with society, ideological coherence, party discipline, or party organization. Larger parties are unable to establish themselves as relevant forces even for the medium term, rapidly losing electoral support and drifting into political irrelevance or disappearing. The damaging repercussions arising from this dynamic are all too evident. Not least, this chaotic and ever-changing party universe stands as a key contributor to the country’s acute and perpetual crisis of governability. Twenty years after the onset of electoral democracy, Guatemalan parties have yet to acquire centrality in the distribution of power in any meaningful sense. Simply put, they have not emerged as autonomous institutions that wield genuine political clout, enough to be able to effect economic or political change on their own. The center of political gravity and power continues to lie outside of parties. In the final analysis, the advent of party politics post-1985 has not significantly dented the ability of elites to capture the state apparatus. Traditional forms of elite interaction prevail to an extent perhaps not witnessed anywhere else in the region. What lessons may the examination of the Guatemalan case provide for students of party systems in the developing world? A first theoretical implication is that some constellations of parties cannot meaningfully be
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considered party systems. Constellations of parties do not make a system when there is a fundamental lack of continuity in the identity of the main parties of the polity. Distinguishing between inchoate party systems and nonsystems can profitably add to the descriptive and analytical toolbox of comparativists. Additional research has endeavored to conceptualize and develop the notion of a party nonsystem, defined as a party universe characterized by a fundamental absence of intertemporal continuity in its main components (Sánchez forthcoming). Guatemala constitutes a paradigmatic case of this nonsystem genre. Such nonsystems elude standard taxonomies (extreme versus moderate ideological polarization; extreme versus moderate fragmentation) precisely because their only constant is their amorphous, ever-changing nature. A second analytical implication stemming from the Guatemalan case is the paramount importance of the “conditions of origin” surrounding the birth of a party system. Where these conditions are highly inauspicious (civil conflict, restriction of civic rights, limits to free expression and assembly, very limited democratic history), the probability that a very inchoate party universe will follow is greater, and the likelihood of increased institutionalization through time will be low. This case study shows that the logic of path dependency can easily assert itself: “parties” created solely for the purpose of contesting the founding elections fail to develop societal roots and are substituted by similar electoral vehicles at each subsequent election. The study of Guatemala reinforces the view that history and path dependency are critical in shaping party system institutionalization. Students of party systems have yet to analyze this in systematic fashion, however, using comparative frameworks to distill precisely what historical factors (for example, what features of the previous authoritarian regime) are most decisive in shaping future levels of institutionalization.



ABBREVIATIONS ARDE CASA DCG DIA EG FRG GANA



Partido Acción Renovadora Democrática Partido Centro de Acción Social Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca (Guatemalan Christian Democracy) Partido DIA (Desarrollo Integral Auténtico) Encuentro por Guatemala (Encounter for Guatemala) Frente Revolucionario Guatemalteco (Guatemalan Revolutionary Front) Electoral alliance composed of MR Partido Movimiento Reformado PP Partido Patriota PSN Partido Solidaridad Nacional UD Unión Democrática
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La Organización Verde Movimiento de Acción Solidaria (Solidarity Action Movement) Movimiento de Liberación Nacional (National Liberation Movement) Partido de Avanzada Nacional (Party of National Advancement) Partido Democrático de Liberación Nacional Partido Libertador Progresista (Progressive Liberator Party) Partido Unionista Unión de Cambio Nacional (Union of National Change) Unión de Centro Nacional (National Center Union) Unidad Nacional de la Esperanza (Unity of National Hope) Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca



NOTES I would like to thank Edelberto Torres-Rivas for comments on a previous version of this manuscript. 1. In Peru, the Popular Action Party won the founding 1980 elections and became marginal shortly thereafter. El Salvador is another such example. Unlike that of Guatemala, however, El Salvador’s political party system soon crystallized around two main parties, the ex-guerrilla FMLN and the business-centered ARENA. 2. In line with previous administrations, the GANA government was widely unpopular only a few months into its term, which explains why 74.3 percent of the population did not expect it to be re-elected less than two years into its term of office (Prensa Libre 2005b). 3. The military government overreached in its effort to hasten the transition away from authoritarianism circa 1984. In the zealous quest to open the floodgates of participation (but keep the left excluded), the new laws were excessively open and lenient. Only 5,000 affiliates (one per 2,000 people, or onetenth the previous requirement, despite a threefold rise in the country’s population) and political organization in 12 departments (out of 21) and 50 municipalities (out of 331, or only one-third of the total) were required. Those conditions have proven all too easy to fulfill for any political entrepreneur wanting to enter the electoral arena, as the past 20 years of democratic experience attest. Changes to such legislation enacted in May 2004 aiming to reduce nominal party system fragmentation have somewhat increased entry barriers. However, it is very unlikely that this or similar forms of political engineering will have any appreciable effect on volatility, given the powerful and deeply rooted historical, political, and structural factors behind the phenomenon. 4. For example, the recently created party Encuentro por Guatemala, led by Nineth Montenegro, can be considered a meaningful attempt to construct a party with a serious agenda that will build ties with society. Guided by a leftof-center, social-democratic orientation, it incorporates a distinguished contingent of the country’s intellectual class. 5. In defiance of the Supreme Electoral Tribunal ruling confirming that Ríos Montt could not run for presidential office (Article 183 of the constitution precludes former dictators and coup plotters from doing so), the FRG leadership took politics to the streets in what became known as the jueves negro. Thou-



SANCHEZ: GUATEMALA’S PARTIES



147



sands of hooded Ríos Montt supporters rioted for two days in the capital city, causing injuries and substantial material damages. The mayhem, left unrestricted by Portillo’s government, was intended to intimidate the relevant state decisionmaking organs. 6. Of the 17 parties contesting the 1984 elections, only 8 were created before the elections, and 5 of those were less than a year old.
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