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INSURRECTIONARY CIVIC STRIKES IN LATIN AMERICA: 1931–1961


by Patricia Parkman


Introduction

One of the characteristic features of the Latin American political land-scape is a phenomenon best described as a civic strike: the collective suspension of normal activities by people of diverse social groups united by a common political objective. Latin Americans themselves have most often used the term "general strike" (huelga general, or grève général in Haiti) to describe such actions, but this term, obviously borrowed from the labor movement, obscures the distinctive crossclass character of the civic strike. Civic strikes may be acts of protest, such as the shutdown of Managua, Nicaragua following the assassination of newspaper publisher Joaquín Chamorro in 1978, or they may serve as support for military movements against established governments, as in Venezuela in 1958 and Cuba in 1959. This paper considers the use of the civic strike as a nonmilitary insurrection by citizens who had no armed forces at their disposal.

From 1931 to 1961 eleven Latin American presidents left office in the wake of civic strikes: Carlos Ibáñez del Campo of Chile (1931), Gerardo Machado of Cuba (1933), Maximiliano Hernández Martínez of El Salvador (1944), Jorge Ubico of Guatemala (1944), Elie Lescot of Haiti (1946), Arnulfo Arias of Panama (1951), Paul Magloire, Joseph Nemours Pierre-Louis, and Frank Sylvain of Haiti (1956 and 1957), Gustavo Rojas Pinilla of Colombia (1957), and Joaquín Balaguer of the Dominican Republic (1962). In addition, at least four (an exhaustive search of available sources might reveal more) faced unsuccessful

attempts to force them out by the same means: Juan de Dios Martínez Mera of Ecuador (1933), Carlos Mendieta of Cuba (1935), Tiburcio Carías Andino of Honduras (1944), and Anastasio Somoza García of Nicaragua (1944). A chronological summary of these events appears at the end of this essay.3

In the pages that follow, I will consider the context in which these civic strikes occurred and compare the social composition of the opposition movements, the leadership of and participation in the strikes themselves, and the use or non-use of violence by the insurgents. Finally, I will consider what factors accounted for the success or failure of these insurrectionary civic strikes.



The Latin American Context

These movements belonged to a regional tradition of popular uprisings dating back to the tumultos (riots) of colonial times. Commenting on the paradoxical prevalence of both authoritarian rulers and revolts against established governments in Latin America, Richard Morse observed that while

Latin-American peoples still appear willing to alienate, rather than delegate, power to their chosen or accepted leaders, . . . the people retain also a keen sense of equity, of natural justice, and their sensitivity to abuses of alienated power. It may be that the classic image of the Latin-American "revolution" is the barracks coup by an insurgent caudillo against an incumbent whose authority lacks legitimacy. But the more significant if more infrequent uprising is that having a broad popular base and no clearly elaborated program beyond reclamation of sovereignty that has been tyrannically abused. . . .

. . . A "legitimate" revolution in Latin America needs no sharp-edged ideology; it need not polarize the classes; it need not produce an immediate and effective redistribution of wealth and goods. . . .

On the other hand, a legitimate revolution probably necessitates generalized violence and popular participation, even though under improvised leadership and with unprogrammed goals. It needs to be informed by a deep even though unarticulated sense of moral urgency. It needs to be an indigenous movement, unencumbered by foreign support. It needs charismatic leadership of a special psycho-cultural appeal.4

In general, the revolts listed above conformed to Morse's description of "legitimate' revolution[s]," but they differed in two important respects. None depended upon a charismatic leader. In every case, leadership was diffused among a number of persons, many of whom cannot even be identified by name. Moreover, while violent incidents occurred in the course of most of these uprisings, "generalized violence" occurred in fewer than half and was alien to their essential character. Rather, the rapid buildup of popular pressure for the removal of the president took the form of walkouts and shutdowns (usually accompanied by demonstrations and/or petitions) designed to dramatize public disapproval and threaten the regime's capacity to function. That the protagonists understood their key weapon as "going on strike" is clear from the use of the term "strike" (grève, paro, or huelga) in many of their statements, and in contemporary local accounts of the actions.

The appearance of this particular type of insurrection in Latin America reflected forces which made themselves felt at different dates and in varying degrees in each country. Throughout the nineteenth century large landowners backed by armies recruited from among their rural dependents effectively dominated the political process.5 In the twentieth century, however, armies became professionalized, central governments exercised increasingly effective control over their territory, and cities—especially capital cities—grew. The urban groups which John J. Johnson classified as "middle sectors"—businessmen, professionals, bureaucrats, and technicians—assumed an expanding role in national politics.6 The growing number of high school and university students, exposed to new intellectual currents and unencumbered by adult responsibilities, became conspicuous and influential agitators for change. The civic strike as insurrection belonged to a group of political phenomena which, Kalman Silvert wrote, characterized a stage of national development in which these groups were "growing and seeking an adjustment." While they suf-

fered from an obvious disadvantage in armed conflict with the new professional armies in possession of sophisticated weaponry, the civic strike offered an effective way of manifesting the power they did have.

While the cases considered here ranged from one end of Latin America to the other, in Haiti as well as in Spanish-speaking republics, the countries in which they occurred shared certain characteristics. With the exception of Colombia and Chile, they numbered among the smaller Latin American republics in area, and, except for Colombia, all had populations of less than ten million in 1960. In most of these countries (the exceptions being Chile, El Salvador, Colombia, and Panama) urban groups not identified with the established oligarchies were just beginning to play a role in national politics at the time of the insurrection. Indeed, in three cases—Cuba in 1933, Guatemala in 1944, and Haiti in 1946—the insurrection itself marked the emergence of middle-sector constituencies as major participants in the political process.

Within the thirty-year period in which these cases occurred three waves of insurrectionary civic strikes are apparent: one in the era of the great depression, from 1931 to 1935, a second beginning near the end of World War II in 1944, and a third from 1956 to 1961. A number of Latin American governments were toppled by other means as well during each of these periods, which suggests that the civic strikes reflected, at least in part, conditions that affected the region as a whole.

Most occurred during periods of economic hardship, though the nature of the difficulties that beset the countries in question varied, and in most cases it is impossible to assess the extent to which economic discontent motivated the uprisings. An acute fiscal crisis brought on by the combination of sharply declining export earnings with enormous debts accumulated during the preceding boom period clearly precipitated the chain of events that led to the strike against President Ibáñez of Chile. The governments of Haiti in 1956–57 and Colombia in 1957 faced similar crises. Some commentators on the uprisings in Ecuador in 1933, Guatemala and Honduras in 1944, and Haiti in 1946 thought sharply rising living costs contributed to dissatisfaction with the governments in those countries, though other issues loomed much larger.8

Some of these insurrections were clearly linked together in chain reactions. The ouster of Machado led to years of conflict in Cuba, a

conflict which found expression in the 1935 civic strike. Similarly the downfall of Magloire of Haiti initiated a power struggle that led to civic strikes against two succeeding presidents.

In some cases a "demonstration effect" crossed national boundaries. The United States ambassador to Ecuador in 1933 noted that "the advocates of a general strike have not failed to call attention to the example set by the people of Habana." The civic strike against Martínez in El Salvador inspired attempts to unseat the governments of the other three Central American dictatorships.

Of the fifteen presidents who became targets of insurrectionary strikes, ten—Ibáñez, Machado, Martínez, Ubico, Carías, Somoza, Lescot, Arias, Magloire, and Rojas Pinilla—ruled as dictators, or had seized dictatorial power when the insurrection broke out. A pattern of repression characterized all of these regimes, though the severity of repression varied significantly. Recurring elements in the pattern included spy systems or secret police, prohibition of labor unions and/or strikes, and prolonged rule under state of siege or martial law provisions. Most of these governments paralyzed opposition political parties through cooptation, intimidation, or outright suppression, and all of them imprisoned or exiled political opponents and silenced unwelcome press and/or radio comment.10

Nine of these dictators threatened to become permanently entrenched in the classic Latin American pattern known as continuismo. Subservient legislatures had passed constitutional amendments to extend the legal terms of Machado, Martínez, Ubico, Carías, Somoza, Lescot, and Rojas Pinilla. Since Arnulfo Arias and his brother Harmodio had monopolized the presidency of Panama for ten years (1931–1941), the former's grab for power in 1951 aroused fears of a new era of prolonged Arias rule.11 Magloire's opponents, too, suspected that he intended to remain in office indefinitely.12

Moreover, resentment of dictatorial rule and fear of its perpetuation motivated opposition to three of the five remaining presidents. The 1935 civic strike in Cuba was directed not at the civilian government (President Mendieta's name was never mentioned), but at the de facto military dictatorship of armed forces chief Fulgencio Batista, for which the civilian government was viewed as a facade. Opponents of Balaguer, the titular president who continued in office after the assasination of Dominican strongman Rafael Trujillo, attacked him as a holdover from the Trujillo regime. Similarly, Haitian opponents of

Pierre-Louis perceived him as lax about rooting out the delinquencies of the Magloire administration and feared he might be paving the way for Magloire's return or for the imposition of a presidential candidate associated with the deposed government.13



The Social Composition of the Opposition Movements

Although several of the civic strikes apparently mushroomed spontaneously in response to unforeseen events, all except the insurrections against Pierre-Louis and Sylvain followed months or years of resistance to the regime in power. Opposition to these governments united quite diverse groups, as Frederick Pike's description of the alliance against Ibáñez of Chile illustrates:

Communist and other leftist elements wished to oust Ibáñez because of the repressive measures he had used against them.... the establishment of some sort of socialist dictatorship as well as the enactment of stringent curbs on foreign capital would have been to their general liking. Various elements in the Liberal Party opposed Ibáñez because of his interference with free enterprise capitalism and, in their opinion, excessive attention to the lower classes. . . . [they] wished to lure additional foreign capital by offering the most generous terms conceivable. . . . Many of the Democrats and a few Radicals . . . wanted to be rid of the dictator because they felt he had not done enough for the lower classes. [Many Conservatives] had concluded that the dictator would have to be overthrown before the union between Church and State could be reestablished, and the influence of social levelers crushed. The incipient Nazi movement wished the removal of Ibáñez on the grounds that he had betrayed the true principles of fascism.

... in all political parties there were opportunists who wanted to oust Ibáñez simply so that they might themselves reacquire power, as well as sincere defenders of democratic processes who hoped for the restoration of personal liberties and administrative integrity.14

All fifteen of these presidents alienated at least some elements of the upper class by excluding them from the privileges of public office and/or adopting policies that threatened their interests. In four countries—Ecuador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Colombia—opposition leadership came primarily from traditional political parties directed by members of the local oligarchies. In Colombia, Tad Szulc observed, "the resistance to Rojas Pinilla was plotted in Bogota's exclusive Jockey Club, in the board rooms of big corporations, in the banks, and in the offices of stockbrokers." Panama and the Dominican Republic lacked the permanent political parties of these countries, but the Panamanian oligarchy, as represented by the Congress and the Supreme Court, came into conflict with the president first and finally took the legal steps to remove him from office, while the anti-Balaguer Unión Cívica Nacional of the Dominican Republic was "basically oriented toward the upper class" and conservative in its ideas. In Haiti, Senator Louis Dejoie, the presidential candidate who represented Haiti's mulatto elite, played a major role in mobilizing opposition to Magloire, Pierre-Louis, and Sylvain.

Elsewhere such elements played lesser roles in predominantly middle-sector opposition movements. Supporters of Chilean ex-President Arturo Alessandri, whose Radical party constituted a classic middle-sector alliance, conspired against Ibáñez for several years before his downfall. The leading figure in the non-partisan Unión Civilista (Civil Union) which organized the civic strike was a well-known physician active in the Radical party, and most of its members "came from the professional classes—physicians, lawyers, accountants, engineers, and architects." In Cuba young professionals organized the ABC terrorist society, the most influential of the numerous anti-Machado organizations, and in 1935 joined the new middle-sector Auténtico (Authentic Revolutionary) party in opposition to Mendieta. Salvadoran professionals and the press formed the hard core of opposition to Martínez. Guatemalan lawyers were the first to challenge the Ubico government openly, a month before the civic strike, and professionals formed the nucleus of an incipient political party organized in the same period, which played a leading role in bringing down Ubico. The Dominican Unión Cívica Nacional, its alleged ties to the oligarchy notwithstanding, also exhibited some of the characteristics of a middle-sector alliance. By the time of the strike it "enjoyed the support of . . . more than 30 professional, student,

labor, and commercial organizations" with business and professional groups predominating.22

The Haitian revolution of 1946 is universally recognized as a revolt against the domination of the mulatto elite; what organized opposition to Lescot existed before the outburst of that year came principally from a new black middle class.23 François Duvalier's Parti du Peuple Haïtien (Haitian People's Party) and its sometime allysometime rival, the smaller Mouvement Ouvrier et Paysan (Worker and Peasant Movement) of Daniel Fignole, both of which drew their support from urban black constituencies, led the opposition to Magloire in alliance with Dejoie. They enjoyed the collaboration of the journalists' and the lawyers' associations and the Port-au-Prince business community.24 Duvalier and Dejoie were the leading opponents of Pierre-Louis, while Fignole joined Dejoie and other rivals of Duvalier in the attack on Sylvain.25

Students and youth played a key role in almost all of the antidictator alliances. Haitian students produced the journals Zinglins, which challenged the Lescot regime as early as May 1945, and La Ruche (The Hive), whose articles precipitated the final crisis of that government. In Cuba the Directorio Estudiantil Universitario (University Student Directorate) was among the first groups to oppose Machado. Although the government closed the university in October 1930, the DEU remained a major element in the resistance. Students dominated the reformist government of Ramón Grau San Martín, which ruled briefly after the fall of Machado, and opposed Mendieta from the time he took office as Grau's successor in January 1934. In Chile, El Salvador, and Colombia the governments of Ibáñez, Martínez, and Rojas Pinilla had to contend with challenges from students long before the insurrections against them erupted, while in Guatemala an escalating student campaign for reform of the National University precipitated the insurrection. Student groups participated in the Dominican Unión Cívica Nacional, as did the Fourteenth of June Movement (Catorcitas), a group of students and young professional people originally organized to fight Trujillo. Young people comprised a significant element in the following of Duvalier, and youth groups, the Congrés de la Jeunesse of Haiti and the Frente Patriótica de la Juventud of Panama, figured in the opposition to Magloire and Arias.28

In the majority of cases the opposition included some elements of

organized labor. Unions figured prominently in the resistance to Machado, Mera, and Mendieta. They supported the movements against Rojas Pinilla, Balaguer, and probably also Magloire, Pierre Louis, and Sylvain, since both Duvalier and Fignole counted labor organizations among their constituents.29 The role of unions in Panama is unclear, but "union members" reportedly shifted from support of Arias to opposition during the 1951 crisis.30 Although official persecution and internal feuding nearly destroyed the independent Chilean unions during the Ibáñez period, some "labor leaders" reportedly participated in the Unión Civilista.31 Similarly, in El Salvador, where the Martínez regime had suppressed unions, the opposition included people involved in the legal workers' mutual aid societies and in clandestine labor organizing.32



Civic Strike Leadership and Participation

An examination of the origin and development of the civic strikes themselves brings several significant characteristics of these movements into focus. The uprising usually began outside of established opposition organizations. Students and women frequently played leading roles. Participation in the strikes came predominantly from merchants, members of the professions, and "white-collar" employees rather than from members of "working-class" occupations.

Existing opposition organizations started only four of the fifteen civic strikes considered here: the three in Haiti in 1956 and 1957, and in the Dominican Republic. In eight cases—Chile, Cuba in 1935, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Haiti in 1946, and Colombia—the action began with student demonstrations and/or student strikes. Other elements of the population then joined in, either spontaneously or as a result of organizing by students and adult opposition groups, notably the Unión Civilista of Chile and the incipient Social Democratic party of Guatemala. Although the origin of the civic strike in Panama is obscure, students reportedly joined housewives and union members in organizing the demonstrations with which it began.33 The insurrection against Machado started with labor strikes, and in Ecuador, Quito unions set up the committee that called the general strike against President Mera.

Processions organized by women marked the insurrections in

Ecuador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Colombia, and the Dominican Republic. A march by women and children probably also took place in El Salvador before the students declared themselves on strike, and women played key roles in organizing the strikes in El Salvador and Guatemala.34 In Honduras, where opposition mobilization began with a women's march for the release of political prisoners two months before the student strike, women joined students in the first openly anti-Carías demonstration.35

Participation in the strikes reflected the character of the cities in which they took place, essentially centers of government, commerce, and services rather than of industry. In most cases shopkeepers closed their doors, although some may have done so more out of fear of street violence than in support of the strikes. While the walkout in Honduras did not go beyond the medical and engineering students, opposition organizers directed their strike appeals primarily to shop owners, and the authorities in both Honduras and Nicaragua went to some lengths to keep commercial establishments open. In El Salvador, Colombia, and the Dominican Republic business owners financed the movement both by paying their own employees for the enforced vacations and by contributing to the expenses of the movement.

Professional people—in particular, lawyers, physicians, dentists, pharmacists, engineers, and architects—constituted the next most prominent category of participants. Members of at least some of these groups joined in most of the civic strikes; they started the strike against Magloire and took the lead, after the students, in the civic strikes against Ibáñez, Martínez, Somoza García, Ubico, and Rojas Pinilla.

Several groups of white-collar workers played conspicuous enough parts to merit specific mention in accounts of various civic strikes. These included school teachers and employees of banks and other commercial establishments, newspapers, and telephone companies. Walkouts by civil servants crippled government functions in Cuba in 1935, El Salvador, three of the four Haitian cases, and the Dominican Republic.

Blue-collar workers most frequently mentioned as participants in the strikes included bus and/or streetcar operators, railroad workers, and dock workers. The accounts examined contain only scattered references to the participation of people in other service occupations, such as delivery truck drivers, hotel and restaurant employees, butchers, bakers, and barbers, though in fact they may have joined a number of the general shutdowns. Manufacturing industries appear to have been seriously affected by strikes only in Cuba, Guatemala, the Dominican Republic, and possibly Colombia, and in the two latter countries work stoppages probably resulted from the decisions of management rather than workers.

In general, working-class participation in the civic strikes lagged behind that of middle-sector groups. None at all materialized in Chile, Honduras, or Nicaragua. Only in Cuba did the national labor federation actually call a general strike, and even there evidence as to the role of the Cuban Confederation of Labor (CNOC) in 1935 is unclear. Although some important labor organizations supported the strike, the CNOC leadership appears to have been divided, and very late in issuing a strike order, if it ever did at all. In Ecuador, the Quito union representatives who organized the civic strike tried in vain to enlist the support of unions in other cities and were unable to keep the strike going for the three days originally planned in Quito.

Pro-labor gestures on the part of the Ibañez regime may account for the slow working-class response to the Chilean civic strike. Somoza had courted Nicaragua's infant labor movement, which actually mobilized it in favor of the government when opponents tried to organize a civic strike. The low level of working-class involvement in civic strikes also reflected the weakness of labor organizations and factional fights within them, as well as high unemployment and low wages, which made employees reluctant to lose time from work, and disinterest in issues that had no visible connection with the needs of people struggling for the bare necessities of life. Juan Bosch recalled that his Dominican Revolutionary Party, which appealed primarily to the urban and rural poor, opposed the civic strike of 1961 because the Unión Cívica Nacional's focus on personalities obscured the need for social and economic reform and "the people, the mass, had no stake in these maneuvers."42

Indeed, the absence of economic and social demands constituted another notable characteristic of these insurrections. Leaflets, petitions, and speeches concentrated on political grievances against the government—demanding freedom for political prisoners, the return of constitutional freedoms, and/or free elections—and sounded traditional liberal themes. Demonstrators shouted "We want liberty!" in Chile and "Long live freedom! Down with the Tyrant!" in Haiti.

The insurrectionary movements of 1944 in Central America and of 1946 in Haiti echoed World War II democratic propaganda, appealing to the authority of the Atlantic Charter and Franklin Roosevelt's "four freedoms." But every insurrection focused primarily on the one objective which united all segments of the opposition: the removal of the president.



The Use or Non-use of Violence by Insurgents

The extent and character of violence used by the insurgents varied considerably, and the interpretation of reports of violence and casualty figures is complicated by the fact that in some cases—Cuba in 1933, Haiti in 1946, Colombia, and (according to some accounts) Chile—serious outbursts of mob violence occurred immediately after the removal of the dictator.

Cuban opponents of both Machado and Mendieta employed terrorist tactics, but while the ABC society's two-year campaign of "running gun battles. . . , bombing, and political assassination" no doubt contributed to the collapse of the Machado government's authority, these activities played no role in the August 1933 insurrection. The ABC society suspended them in July 1933 at the onset of the United States ambassador's effort to mediate between Machado and the opposition. Other organizations were not parties to the ceasefire, and the strike was accompanied by attacks on vehicles, policemen, and strike-breakers. Supporters of the strike threatened shopkeepers and at least one group of workers. On the other hand, Alberto Lamar Schweyer's pro-Machado account of the 1933 strike emphasized that violent incidents were very few, and the United States ambassador also reported "general tranquillity" during the strike.

In 1935, the student committee that initiated and led the civic strike against the Mendieta regime evidently saw it as part of a strategy that also included violent tactics. The committee may have envisioned a full-scale armed insurrection; certainly some of its allies did. Arms were stockpiled (and discovered) in the university. The strike was marked by the explosion of innumerable bombs, attacks on policemen, at least two murders of security officers, and the use of threats to make workers and drivers of vehicles comply with the strike call.48 However, the insurgents of 1935 did not actually mount major

military operations, probably because they were not sufficiently united or prepared, and in spite of the violence noted above, one reporter concluded that the "movement... throughout was substantially one of passive resistance." 49

In Chile, the students who began the insurrection against Ibáñez staged a symbolic armed confrontation with the police by defending the university building they occupied until they ran out of ammunition. In the words of H. Ochoa Mena, a participant in the subsequent strike, the siege of the university was "ridiculous" as a military action. It was a dangerous piece of theater which captured the imagination of the inhabitants of Santiago precisely because it brought such unequal forces into play, and thereby served to raise the flag of revolt.

A few snipers fired on policemen from buildings in Santiago. The bank clerks (whose call to nonviolent resistance is quoted below [p. 15]) and the secondary school teachers armed themselves against the police, though they seem to have envisioned only defensive action.51

In addition to these obviously mixed tactics, rioting serious enough to cause a number of injuries and deaths occurred in at least four cases: Chile, Haiti in 1946, Panama, and Colombia. However, the fact that civilians sustained most of the casualties indicates that few had firearms, and the outbursts reflected no strategy or intent.52 Ochoa Mena's analysis of the streetfighting in Santiago probably explains most of the violence in other cases as well:

These street riots always started the same way. The people circulated around the troops. Spirits heated up and turned aggressive on both sides. The troops at every moment felt encouraged and ready to attack. Because of the fact that they had arms they felt protected and the task appeared easy. The civilians also showed themselves anxious and inclined to commotion and attack. Any incident, someone being arrested, a shout, an insulting word, lit the fire and the clash resulted.53

News reports of "violence" and high casualty figures do not of themselves constitute proof of any physical aggression at all by the insurgents, however, for in some cases evidence indicates that security forces attacked nonviolent demonstrators and even innocent bystanders. Such unprovoked assaults on civilians probably accounted for all

of the casualties in Honduras and the Dominican Republic; most, if not all, in Guatemala, and many in the reported "riots" mentioned earlier. In most of the insurrections, acts of violence by the insurgents were limited to isolated incidents unrepresentative of the spirit and intent of the movement as a whole.

Some insurgent leaders explicitly disavowed violence, and a few took more concrete action to prevent it. When the Haitian government forbade political meetings on the pretext of a wave of bombings in early December 1956, a group of dissident political candidates issued a statement dissociating themselves from "the acts of terrorism which are darkening the political atmosphere," and affirming their desire "to pursue our struggle for the triumph of Democracy within the framework of the Constitution and the laws." In Colombia the opposition clandestine radio broadcast the appeal of the heads of the Conservative and Liberal parties, Guillermo León Valencia and Alberto Lleras Camargo:

We ask that the movement maintain itself in peace as a legitimate resistance... without offering a target for bullets. Even the murders which are being committed must not make us lose our heads. We reject the violence which is used on us and we do not want any of our people to use it. The effectiveness of the action of the Colombian people against a government which oppresses it by force lies solely in its moral resistance.55

Leaders of the opposition to Machado and Balaguer broadcast appeals to their supporters to stay off the streets during the civic strikes, and Dominican Unión Cívica Nacional representatives repeatedly intervened to calm angry crowds, as did student organizers in El Salvador. Immediately after Ubico resigned, Guatemalan students distributed leaflets "urging the public to continue 'its dignified and peaceful attitude and to avoid any incivil or hostile act that might prejudice the happy accomplishment of our objects. . . . ""56"

Moreover, as the quotations from the Guatemalan and Colombian leaders suggest, the instigators of some civic strikes perceived them as the exercise of a kind of power fundamentally different from that of physical force. The use of the term "huelga de brazos caídos," variously

translated as "'arms down," "peaceful demonstration of protest," "peaceful strike of . . . fallen arms," and "passive strike," to describe the strikes in Chile, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Colombia implied a conscious choice of nonviolent action. While the origin of the expression is obscure, and it defies precise definition, the Spanish anarcho-syndicalist, Diego Abad de Santillán, in a theoretical discussion of general strikes, distinguished between those of brazos caídos and those characterized by sabotage and fighting. A leaflet calling on Chilean bank employees to strike drew the distinction explicitly:

WITHOUT ARMS, WITH IDEALS ALONE WE WILL OVERTHROW THE MURDERERS AND THIEVES.

... Yes, comrades, peaceful struggle is necessary since we do not have violent means to overthrow the TYRANT.

WE ARE GOING TO STRIKE. LET US PARALYZE THE NATION. . . .

If you are Patriots and if you are conscious of your civic duties and your responsibility for the future of Chile and of your descendents, grasp the arm of passive resistance. . . . 59



Factors Accounting for Success or Failure

To explain how the civic strikes achieved their objectives we must begin by identifying the actors who were affected: the presidents themselves, the heads of the armed forces and—in two cases—the United States

Five of the eleven presidents who left office in the wake of civic strikes—Ibañez, Martínez, Ubico, Magloire, and Pierre-Louis—chose to resign, although both Ibañez and Martínez may have been influenced by doubts about the reliability of their armed forces.60 Five—Machado, Lescot, Arias, Sylvain, and Rojas Pinilla—were clearly forced out by their military commanders.61 Balaguer finally accepted a compromise agreement on his early departure only after the United States brought strong pressure to bear on both him and the Dominican military. The United States seems also to have given impetus to the

removal of Machado, though its role was less direct than in the Dominican Republic.62 What led these actors to make the crucial decisions?

In explaining the victory of the insurrection against Ibáñez, Ochoa Mena distinguished between two phases of the movement: the action in the streets and the strike. The former, in his opinion, was of "relatively little importance" and "could not by itself have overthrown the Dictatorship," for the government had at its disposal sufficient armed force to crush it. But the strike threatened to deny the regime that which sustained its very existence—the collaboration of citizens in carrying on the life of society. In his words:

The tyranny could only exist because it had the support of the armed forces. But the armed forces are far from representing a considerable social energy within the state. On the contrary, their influence is insignificant in relation to other groups whose energies are capable of maintaining the state by themselves. . . . It happened that the population, or at least an important part of it, withdrew its support from the government. And then the government was undermined at its foundations, it lost all its influence, all its power. . . . What good was brute force to the government? None.63

A more elaborate version of this theory developed by the North American specialist on nonviolent action, Gene Sharp, offers some conceptual tools for analyzing the dynamics of insurrectionary civic strikes in general. Like Ochoa Mena, Sharp maintains that the ability of any government to impose its will depends upon the habitual cooperation of citizens who accept its right to command and provide it with a wide range of services and material resources which it must have in order to function. It may employ sanctions to compel the cooperation of recalcitrant subjects, but the effectiveness of those sanctions depends upon the willingness and ability of some element in the population to carry them out and the unwillingness of the subjects to endure them. Lacking these conditions a regime becomes vulnerable to a mechanism Sharp calls "nonviolent coercion," which

. . . may take place in any of three ways: 1) the defiance may

become too widespread and massive to be controlled by the opponent's repression; 2) the noncooperation and defiance may make it impossible for the social, economic and political system to operate unless the actionist's demands are achieved; 3) even the opponent's ability to apply repression may be undermined and may at times dissolve. . . .



More specifically,

A withdrawal . . . by key personnel, technicians, officers, administrators, etc., of their assistance to the opponent (or their reduced assistance) may have an impact on the opponent's power quite disproportionate to the numbers actually noncooperating.

Refusal of assistance by key subjects may make it difficult for the opponent to develop and carry out policies appropriate to the situation he faces. This may lead to the acceptance of policies which prove to be political mistakes or to an inability to implement chosen policies, or difficulties in doing so. . . .

The opponent's ability to apply sanctions may . . . be influenced by the degree to which his agents of repression—police and troops—are willing to carry out orders. . . . [They may] decline to carry out orders efficiently, or refuse them completely—i.e. mutiny.64

All of these elements of nonviolent coercion appeared in one or another of the successful civic strikes. Several accounts attest to frustration on the part of police and soldiers before massive civilian resistance. On the eve of Ibáñez' resignation, "Infantry and artillery commanders were . . . apathetic and realized the hopelessness of the situation." "Machado once more ordered his soldiers to 'restore public order,'" Ruby Hart Phillips wrote on August 6, 1933, "but the soldiers are perfectly helpless in the present situation." Ubico's government "found itself powerless to cope with the situation." In Colombia, troops were exhausted by dealing with the constant demonstrations, and the

armed forces chiefs decided to oust Rojas Pinilla after the head of the national police "returned from Cali to report the situation there as hopeless." 65

Several of the target governments lost the support of key civilian collaborators. Ibáñez represented the most extreme case, facing the resignation of two entire cabinets in two days, followed by the shutdown of the courts in Santiago and the resignation of local officials in at least one provincial city. Close associates reluctantly concluded that only his departure could resolve the crisis, and in the end Ibáñez "complained that the only influential person on whose support he could count" was the military commander of Santiago. Similarly, the cabinets of Martínez and Lescot resigned, and Lescot found himself unable to form another.

A few reports pointed to the unreliability of "agents of repression" in the face of civic strikes. Salvadoran police who caught strike organizers let them go. Some Haitian soldiers refused to fire on demonstrators in 1946, and Colombian soldiers "unenthusiastically and half-heartedly attempt[ed] to quell disturbances." 67

An examination of three of the unsuccessful civic strikes supports the thesis that victory resulted from a level of citizen defiance which directly or indirectly made it impossible for the president to govern. No general shutdown developed in Honduras, and the limited strikes in Ecuador and Nicaragua could not have had much impact on critical resources which the governments of those countries required to survive. Moreover, demonstrations in these cases were less than massive, and they soon lost momentum.

It is harder to explain the failure of the Cuban civic strike of 1935, which enlisted nationwide participation of many segments of the workforce, paralyzing foreign trade and transportation. At the height of the 1935 strike, according to one account, "Cuba was at a standstill as complete as that in August 1933." Walkouts by civil servants paralyzed ten of its twelve government departments, and eight members of Mendieta's cabinet resigned. United States State Department sources concluded "that the president had lost the support of virtually all elements in Cuba except his own party, and even that was split..." Yet the Mendieta regime survived.

The Cuban government's response to this crisis was unique in the range of repressive tactics it employed. Mass arrests, indefinite detention, murders of opposition activists, the occupation of the university,

and prohibition of public gatherings undoubtedly made it difficult for dissident groups to function and terrorized many disaffected citizens. Troops took over some public services and compelled reluctant employees to work, literally at gunpoint. Striking unions were dissolved, and individual workers were threatened with imprisonment and even death if their actions interrupted certain essential services. Obviously such measures could not restore normal life in Cuba, but they did serve to aggravate weaknesses in the insurrectionary movement, break its morale, and shift the balance of power in favor of the government.

Other governments facing civic strikes tried various of these measures. The Machado government locked in electric and telephone company employees. It also attempted to round up strikers, as did the Salvadoran police. The military took over some public services in Guatemala and the Dominican Republic. Arrests occurred almost everywhere, and demonstrators were attacked with varying degrees of brutality in Chile, Cuba in 1933, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Haiti in 1946, Colombia, and the Dominican Republic. No other government, however, displayed the ruthless efficiency, thoroughness, and determination of the Mendieta/Batista regime.

This suggests that what actually accounted for both the voluntary resignations of some presidents and military intervention against others was a process short of nonviolent coercion which Sharp calls "accommodation," and explains as follows:

In the mechanism of accommodation the opponent resolves to grant the demands of the nonviolent actionists . . . rather than to risk or to experience some other condition or result regarded as still more unsatisfactory. The main reason for this new willingness to yield is the changed social situation produced by the nonviolent action. . . .

In nonviolent coercion the changes are made when the opponent no longer has an effective choice between conceding or refusing to accept the demands. In accommodation, however, although the change is made in response to the altered situation, it is made while the opponent still has an effective choice before him, and before significant nonviolent coercion takes place.70

Precisely how the changed situations created by the civic strikes brought about choices for accommodation is necessarily a matter of speculation, but evidence from various cases points to several factors: the perception that further efforts at repression would involve unacceptable loss of life, the attitude that suppressing the uprising was simply not worth the trouble, the exacerbation of existing disaffection between the president and the military, and calculations by military leaders as to where their interests lay.

According to one account of Ibáñez's resignation, unwillingness to countenance more bloodshed constituted a major factor in his surrender. Raúl Marín Balmaceda quoted Ibáñez as saying on the day of his resignation,

In these moments no way remains for me except to defend myself with fire and blood, but I will leave before I will do that because I do not want people to go on falling in the streets. . . .

... This can't go on: every day a funeral.... What can I have done to deserve so much hatred?

In the face of general revulsion against the execution of participants in an earlier armed uprising, the Martínez government followed a policy of trying to placate its opponents and avoid violence during the civic strike. After police killed one civilian and demonstrators appeared in the streets of San Salvador, Martinez's cabinet resigned, telling the president that it could not support the use of armed force against civilians. Martínez himself rejected the suggestion of the army chief of staff that he order troops to fire on the crowds. He said after his resignation that a movement which included women and "youths who did not completely realize what they were doing" offered no target for a soldier."

Future president Paul Magloire, one of the military triumvirate that ousted Lescot (and himself a member of Haiti's rising black elite), told Robert Rotberg that the only alternative would have been "to use... troops against the strikers, and Magloire temperamentally and strategically was opposed to the employment of such tactics on behalf of a regime which had hitherto neglected blacks."73

When Magloire himself faced a civic strike "he was reported to

have been impressed by assertions that his assumption of [dictatorial] powers was so unpopular that if he remained in office violence could break out." But in this case aversion to bloodshed probably merged with the feeling that remaining in office was not worth the trouble. In Rotberg's words, "Magloire . . . confessed to like the good life too much to fight back against difficult odds." Pierre-Louis, who resigned before the civic strike against his rule even began, may have done so out of a similar disinclination to struggle.

Some opposition to Rojas Pinilla had existed in the Colombian military establishment for months before the civilian insurrection. As the strike developed, more officers were alienated by Rojas Pinilla's nationalization of the banks to keep them open, and they worried about the growth of antimilitary public sentiment.75 The civilian action thus served to strengthen the position of those officers who themselves wanted a change of government.

The Haitian military arrested President Sylvain on charges of complicity in a bomb plot, but the timing of its action (as well as the lack of concrete evidence connecting him with the bomb factory it had found) suggest that the Garde d'Haïti intervened in the hope of appeasing contentious political factions. Presumably the chief of staff saw this course as more appropriate and/or easier than trying to repress the opponents of Sylvain. Panamanian police chief Remón, who had been a president-maker for several years and would soon run for the presidency himself, obviously "swung to the popular side" after the general public and the civilian authorities declared themselves against Arias."

The preservation of the Cuban military's privileges dictated timely action against Machado. It faced the possibility that the United States might send troops to Cuba, or, short of this eventuality, that the United States ambassador's mediation effort would result in an agreement inimical to the interests of the armed forces. Moreover, the officers feared that the civilian insurrection might become uncontrollable and lead to more radical changes than the removal of Machado.

The ambassador also worried about the possibly revolutionary consequences of the strike. It pushed him to intervene actively to secure Machado's immediate departure, although his earlier strategy had been to seek a gradual, constitutional way to ease the dictator out.77

Similarly, the insurrection led by the Unión Cívica Nacional in the

Dominican Republic forced the hand of the United States, which for some months after the death of Trujillo favored Belaguer's continuation in office until a new president could be elected. Its overriding concern was to prevent the emergence of a "Castroite movement" by promoting the "gradual liberalization of the Trujillo structure" without moving "so quickly that the United States and the Dominican 'moderates' would lose control." By November 1961 the United States had become involved in negotiations between Balaguer and the opposition to create a new interim government, though it is not altogether clear when the State Department decided that Balaguer would have to go. At any rate, the collapse of the agreement that ended the civic strike in December was the last straw. All the leverage in the hands of the Dominican Republic's giant neighbor—support for ending the sanctions the Organization of American States had imposed on the Trujillo regime, recognition of the interim government, resumption of U.S.-Dominican trade, and the implicit threat of warships lying off the coast of the island—came into play.

Why was this intervention needed to make Balaguer reach an accommodation with opponents who were strong enough to paralyze the country for ten days? Why did no accommodation at all take place in Cuba in 1935?

These cases differed from the others considered here in that the position of the military itself was at issue. What became the movement to oust Mendieta began even before he took office, when maneuvering by armed forces commander Batista forced out provisional president Grau San Martín, and employees of several government departments walked out "in protest against Colonel Batista, whom [sic] they declared had made himself military dictator of the Republic." In 1935 striking students demanded an end to military rule, and the New York Times correspondent in Havana concluded that the fundamental cause of the insurrection "lies in the animosity of the people against the armed forces . . . which are declared to be spending the nation's revenues lavishly." The Dominican armed forces, "necessarily implicated in the past of the Trujillo regime," reportedly "fear[ed] that an opposition government [would] take measures against military leaders," and while the leadership of the Unión Cívica Nacional denied that it had such designs, its president in the course of the strike "asserted that any settlement must not subordinate the civil power to the military." Thus, while in other situations military

commanders preserved, and indeed enhanced, their political power by standing aside or joining the insurrection, they did not have the same option in these cases. From their point of view the issue was "them or us."

In this respect, as in others, insurrectionary civic strikes fit neatly into Charles Anderson's classic model of a peculiarly Latin American political system as he saw it in the mid-1960s. In this system, he wrote,

government is based on a flexible coalition among diverse power contenders which is subject to revision at any time if the terms under which the original government was formed are deemed violated. Revision occurs primarily when an existing holder of an important power capability feels threatened by action of government.

Each contender for a share in governmental decisionmaking seeks recognition of its claim by demonstrating to the others a "power capability" which need not actually be used. Various forms of direct action, whether violent or nonviolent, constitute acceptable ways of doing this, and

when such techniques as manifestation, strike, and even violence are used symbolically, that is, as the demonstration and not the use of a power capability, there would seem to be an a priori case that the appropriate response of government leaders should be conciliation and bargaining.

New contenders enter the game when they "demonstrate possession of a power capability sufficient to pose a threat to the existing contenders," while at the same time convincing the latter that they are

willing to permit existing contenders to continue to exist and operate in the political system. If the first condition is not fulfilled, the powe