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Why did some Latin American labor-based parties adapt successfully

to the contemporary challenges of neoliberalism and working-class de-

cline while others did not? Drawing on a detailed study of Argentine

Peronism, as well as a broader comparative analysis, this book devel-

ops an organizational approach to party change. Levitsky’s book breaks

new ground in its focus on informal and weakly institutionalized party

structures. It argues that loosely structured party organizations, such

as those found in many populist labor-based parties, are often better

equipped to adapt to rapid environmental change than are more bu-

reaucratic labor-based parties. The argument is illustrated in the case

of the Peronist party, a mass labor-based party with a highly fluid in-

ternal structure. The book shows how this weakly routinized structure

allowed party reformers to undertake a set of far-reaching coalitional

and programmatic changes that enabled Peronism to survive, and even

thrive, in the neoliberal era.

Steven Levitsky is Assistant Professor of Government and Social Studies

at Harvard University. He was a Visiting Fellow at the Kellogg Institute

for International Studies in the fall of 1999. He has published articles on

political parties and democracy in such journals as Comparative Politics,

World Politics, Studies in Comparative International Development, Party

Politics, Journal of Democracy, and the Journal of Latin American Studies.

www.cambridge.org/9780521816779
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-0-521-81677-9 — Transforming Labor-Based Parties in Latin America
Steven Levitsky 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Transforming Labor-Based Parties
in Latin America

Argentine Peronism in Comparative Perspective

STEVEN LEVITSKY

Harvard University

www.cambridge.org/9780521816779
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-0-521-81677-9 — Transforming Labor-Based Parties in Latin America
Steven Levitsky 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge cb2 8ea, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, ny 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi – 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05–06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment, 

a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of 

education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org 

Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521816779

© Steven Levitsky 2003

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions 

of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take  

place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

First published 2003

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data

Levitsky, Steven.

Transforming labor-based parties in Latin America: Argentine Peronism in comparative

perspective / Steven Levitsky.

 p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

isbn 0-521-81677-7 (hb.) – isbn 0-521-01697-5 (pb.)

1. Movimiento Nacional Justicialista (Argentina) 2. Peronism – Argentina.

3. Political parties – Argentina. 4. Political parties – Latin America. i. Title.

jl2098.m685 l48 2003

324.282´083–dc21   2002067726

isbn   978-0-521-81677-9   Hardback 

isbn   978-0-521-01697-1   Paperback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence 

or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this  

publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will  

remain, accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9780521816779
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-0-521-81677-9 — Transforming Labor-Based Parties in Latin America
Steven Levitsky 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

To My Parents,

Carol Levitsky and David Levitsky

And to Liz

www.cambridge.org/9780521816779
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-0-521-81677-9 — Transforming Labor-Based Parties in Latin America
Steven Levitsky 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Contents

Figure and Tables page viii

Acknowledgments xi

1 Labor-Based Party Adaptation in the Neoliberal Era:
Rethinking the Role of Party Organization 1

2 Origins and Evolution of a Mass Populist Party 35

3 An “Organized Disorganization”: The Peronist Party
Structure in the 1990s 58

4 Populism in Crisis: Environmental Change and Party Failure,
1983–1985 91

5 From Labor Politics to Machine Politics: The Transformation
of the Peronist Party–Union Linkage 107

6 Menemism and Neoliberalism: Programmatic Adaptation in
the 1990s 144

7 A View from Below: Party Activists and the Transformation
of Base-Level Peronism 186

8 The Paradox of Menemism: Party Adaptation and Regime
Stability in the 1990s 217

9 Crisis, Party Adaptation, and Democracy: Argentina in
Comparative Perspective 231

References 251

Index 271

vii

www.cambridge.org/9780521816779
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-0-521-81677-9 — Transforming Labor-Based Parties in Latin America
Steven Levitsky 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Figure and Tables

figure

1.1 A Typology of Parties Based on the Dimensions of
Routinization and Mass Organization page 23

tables

3.1 The PJ’s Membership-to-Voter Ratio in Comparative
Perspective 61

3.2 Social Linkages of Surveyed Base Units in the Federal
Capital and Greater Buenos Aires 64

3.3 The Organizational Form of Surveyed Base Units 69

4.1 Changes in the Sectoral Composition of the Argentine
Labor Movement 97

5.1 Presidential and Legislative Electoral Results, 1983–9 120

5.2 The Erosion of Union Representation in the PJ National
Council, 1983–95 134

5.3 PJ Trade Unionists Elected to the Chamber of
Deputies in the Five Largest Industrialized Districts,
1983–2001 134

5.4 The Erosion of Peronist Union Representation in the
Chamber of Deputies, 1983–2001 135

5.5 Local Union Participation in the PJ in the 1990s 138

5.6 National Union Participation in the PJ in the 1990s 139

5.7 National Party and Union Leaders’ Views of the Menem
Economic Program 142

5.8 Local Party and Union Leaders’ Views of the Menem
Economic Program 142

6.1 National Party Leaders’ Views of the Menem
Economic Program 151

viii

www.cambridge.org/9780521816779
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-0-521-81677-9 — Transforming Labor-Based Parties in Latin America
Steven Levitsky 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Figure and Tables ix

6.2 Local Party Leaders’ Views of the Menem
Economic Program 152

6.3 Party Members’ Views of the Menem Economic
Program (1992) 153

6.4 Party Members’ Views of the Menem Economic Program,
by Income Level (1996) 154

6.5 Argentine Electoral Results, 1991–9 182

7.1 Social Welfare Activities of Surveyed Base Units 188

7.2 Activists’ Views of the Menem Economic Program 192

7.3 Activists’ Views of Government Policies toward Business,
Unions, and Workers 192

7.4 Peronist Punteros and Activists, by Year of Entry into
Party Politics 193

7.5 Activists’ Views of the Menem Program, by Year of Entry
into the Party 194

7.6 Patronage Distribution in PJ Base Units 195

7.7 Activist Responses to the Question: “What Level of Party
Activity Is Most Important to You”? 201

7.8 Comparing Neoliberal and Opposition Activists’ Views of
What Level of Party Activity Is Most Important 201

7.9 Comparing Three Types of Base Units 206

7.10 The Increasing Role of Selective Material Benefits in
Fostering PJ Activist Participation 209

7.11 The Volatility of the Peronist Vote in the Federal Capital,
1989–99 213

9.1 Electoral Performance of Six Latin American Labor-Based
Parties in the 1980s and 1990s 244

www.cambridge.org/9780521816779
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-0-521-81677-9 — Transforming Labor-Based Parties in Latin America
Steven Levitsky 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Acknowledgments

As I write these pages, Argentina is in the midst of one of the most profound
political-economic crises in its history. Millions of Argentines have reached
a level of poverty and desperation that few had thought imaginable. In early
2002, in the aftermath of the massive riots that buried Fernando De la Rua’s
presidency two years before the end of his mandate, Peronism again found
itself in power during a period of crisis and change. This book will argue that
the Peronist party’s combination of organizational strength and flexibility has
enabled it to adapt and survive through many difficult times. Peronism’s ca-
pacity to manage the contemporary crisis remains unclear. In the meantime,
many of the Argentines who gave so generously to me while I was living in
their country are now living in despair. I desperately wish it were otherwise.

In researching and writing this book, I have incurred many debts of grati-
tude. My research benefited from the guidance of many advisors, both formal
and informal. I am deeply grateful to David Collier and Ruth Berins Collier,
my advisors at the University of California at Berkeley. Ruth, who shares
my concern for the fate of working-class parties, was a primary source of
intellectual inspiration for this project. David’s patient, rigorous, and enthu-
siastic teaching had an enormous impact on my intellectual development.
He made me into a professional scholar. Peter Evans offered tough criticism
and sage advice throughout the research and writing process. Christopher
Ansell helped me make sense of the data I brought back from the field. His
conceptual and theoretical insights can be found throughout the book.

The research for this project would not have been possible without the
generous financial support of the National Science Foundation; the Tinker
Foundation; the Center for Latin American Studies at the University of
California, Berkeley; the Fulbright-Hays Doctoral Dissertation Research
Abroad (DDRA) program; and the Social Science Research Council. The
Helen Kellogg Institute for International Studies at the University of Notre
Dame provided both financial assistance and a warm and intellectually stim-
ulating environment in which to write.

xi

www.cambridge.org/9780521816779
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-0-521-81677-9 — Transforming Labor-Based Parties in Latin America
Steven Levitsky 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

xii Acknowledgments

Excerpts from Chapter 1 of this book first appeared in Steven Levitsky,
“Peronism and Institutionalization: The Case, the Concept, and the Case for
Unpacking the Concept,” Party Politics 4, no. 1: 77–92; copyright 1998 by
Sage Publications, Inc., reprinted with permission of Sage Publications, Inc.
Excerpts from Chapter 2, Chapter 3, Chapter 6, and Chapter 7 appeared in
“An ‘Organized Disorganization’: Informal Organization and the Persistence
of Local Party Structures in Argentine Peronism,” Journal of Latin American
Studies 33, no. 1 (February): 29–66; copyright 2001 by Cambridge University
Press; reprinted with permission. Excerpts from Chapter 1, Chapter 5,
Chapter 6, and Chapter 9 appeared in Steven Levitsky, “Organization and
Labor-Based Party Adaptation: The Transformation of Argentine Pero-
nism in Comparative Perspective,” World Politics 54, no. 1 (October 2001):
27–56, copyright 2001 by Johns Hopkins University Press; reprinted with
permission.

I am deeply indebted to a large number of friends and colleagues in the
United States and Argentina. I learned an immense amount from my grad-
uate student colleagues at Berkeley, particularly Zackary Elkins, Kenneth
Greene, Natalia Ferretti, Sarah Kelsey, Marcus Kurtz, James Mahoney, Matt
Marostica, Carol Medlin, Michael Sinatra, Aaron Schnieder, and Richard
Snyder. Sebastian Etchemendy was a consistent source of friendship, chal-
lenging criticism, and lively conversation about Argentine politics. Among
the larger community of scholars, Manuel Alcántara, Katrina Burgess,
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