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Introduction to the Updated Edition

It is a cliché, but it is worth repeating: The world looks vastly different in 1999 from the way it looked in 1985, when Underdevelopment Is a State of Mind—The Latin American Case was first published. And so does Latin America.

The Soviet Union still existed in 1985, although Mikhail Gorbachev’s rise to power in that year would soon lead to both the end of the Cold War and the disintegration of the USSR. Economic distress associated with the oil-price shocks and the debt burden brought Latin America to a crossroads that would lead to the supplanting of military governments by elected officials in all countries—including Pinochet’s Chile and Sandinista Nicaragua—except Cuba. That same crossroads led to the displacement of inward-looking, protectionist, and often statist economic policies by outward-looking free market policies. And the same crossroads substantially spelled the end of the mistrustful and conflictive United States versus Latin America “dumbbell” relationship that had dominated the Hemispheric dialogue during the sixties, seventies, and a good part of the eighties.

Those decades were the heyday of dependency theory—the near-dogma that the Third World, Latin America in particular, was exploited by First World imperialism, above all Yankee imperialism, through the world market and the multinational corporations headquartered in the First World. Not only did this “explain” the relative poverty of the Third World. It also “explained” authoritarianism in Third World politics: The dictators were allegedly installed and supported by the imperialists in collusion with their Latin American “bourgeois lackeys.” The imperialists were also engaged in a campaign to perpetuate the privilege of their bourgeois lackeys and thwart the aspirations of the masses for social justice. The Sandinista anthem captured the emotional intensity of the dependency “victims”:


¡Lucharemos contra el Yanqui, enemigo de la humanidad!
(We will fight against the Yankee, enemy of humanity!)



A decade after Underdevelopment Is a State of Mind was published, Mexico, among the most stridently dependencista and anti-Yanqui countries in the region, would be locked in an embrace with the United States and Canada through the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). And the president of Brazil would be Fernando Henrique Cardoso, formerly a guru of dependency and now a leader of the new democracy-capitalism-globalization wave that has washed over Latin America. As a researcher at the United Nation’s (U.N.) Economic Commission for Latin America, the fount of dependency theory, Cardoso had collaborated with the Argentine Enzo Faletto to write Dependency and Development in Latin America,1 a book that reverberated through the universities of Latin America, the United States, Canada, western Europe, and even South Korea.2 For many years, dependency theory was the dominant interpretation of Latin America’s condition in the Latin American Studies Association, the organization of U.S. Latin Americanist scholars, and contrary views were often treated with intolerance.

But today, dependency theory is dead. South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore embraced the world market and foreign capital and, far from being “exploited,” vaulted from the Third World to the First World in three decades, and there they remain, even after the Asian Crisis, from which they have recovered far more rapidly than most observers expected. Authoritarianism, poverty, and injustice were, after all, chronic in Latin America long before the United States became involved in the region. Social injustice in Latin America, as measured by inequitable income distribution, is among the most extreme in the world to this day.3

Largely unnoticed in U.S. academic circles, an inward-looking theory that focuses on cultural values and attitudes, consistent with the thesis of Underdevelopment Is a State of Mind, may gradually be filling the explanatory vacuum left by dependency’s collapse. Recently, Latin America has taken the lead in articulating the theory and contriving initiatives to convert the theory into actions designed not only to accelerate economic growth but to fortify democratic institutions and promote social justice. But culture theory also has advocates in Africa and Asia.

Of course, many analysts who have studied the East Asian economic miracles over the past three decades have concluded that “Confucian” values like emphasis on the future, work, education, merit, and frugality have played a crucial role. (These Protestant Ethic-like values are rooted not only in Confucianism but also ancestor worship and Taoism.) But just as the success of the East Asians in the world market—so inconsistent with dependency theory—was largely ignored by Latin American intellectuals and politicians until recent years, so was the cultural explanation for those miracles. Latin America has now, for the most part, accepted the economic policy lessons of East Asia, and it is confronting the question, “If dependency and imperialism are not responsible for our economic underdevelopment, our authoritarian political traditions, and our extreme social injustice, what is?”

That question was powerfully posed by the Venezuelan writer, Carlos Rangel, in a book published in the mid-1970s in Spanish and French with the title From the Noble Savage to the Noble Revolutionary, and subsequently in English as The Latin Americans—Their Love-Hate Relationship with the United States. Rangel was not the first Latin American to conclude that traditional Ibero-American values and attitudes, and the institutions that reflected and reinforced them, were the principal cause of Latin America’s “failure,” a word he contrasted with the “success” of the United States and Canada. Similar conclusions were recorded by Bolivar aide Francisco Miranda in the last years of the eighteenth century, by Bolivar himself three decades later, by the eminent Argentines Juan Bautista Alberdi and Domingo Faustino Sarmiento and the Chilean Francisco Bilbao in the second half of the nineteenth century, and by the Nicaraguan intellectual Salvador Mendieta early in this century.

The similar analyses of Spaniards José Ortega y Gasset, Fernando Díaz Plaja, Miguel de Unamuno, and Salvador de Madariaga, while principally focused on Spain’s slow (until recent decades) modernization, also have clear relevance for Latin America.

Rangel’s book, with a foreword by Jean François Revel that underscores Latin America’s avoidance of self-criticism, earned him the enmity of most Latin American intellectuals and was, for the most part, ignored by Latin American specialists in North America and Europe. But the book has proven to be seminal.

In 1979, Nobelist Octavio Paz explained the contrast between the two Americas this way: “One, English speaking, is the daughter of the tradition that has founded the modern world: the Reformation, with its social and political consequences, democracy and capitalism. The other, Spanish and Portuguese speaking, is the daughter of the universal Catholic monarchy and the Counter Reformation.”4 One finds strong echoes of Rangel in Claudio Véliz’s 1994 book, The New World of the Gothic Fox,5 which contrasts the Anglo-Protestant and Ibero-Catholic legacies in the New World. Véliz defines the new current with the words of the celebrated Peruvian writer Mario Vargas Llosa, who asserts that the economic, educational, and judicial reforms necessary to Latin America’s modernization cannot be effected


unless they are preceded or accompanied by a reform of our customs and ideas, of the whole complex system of habits, knowledge, images, and forms that we understand by “culture.” The culture within which we live and act today in Latin America is neither liberal nor is it altogether democratic. We have democratic governments, but our institutions, our reflexes and our mentality are very far from being democratic. They remain populist and oligarchic, or absolutist, collectivist or dogmatic, flawed by social and racial prejudices, immensely intolerant with respect to political adversaries, and devoted to the worst monopoly of all, that of the truth.6



The recent runaway bestseller in Latin America, The Perfect Latin American Idiot’s Guide,7 is dedicated to Rangel and Revel by its co-authors, Colombian Plinio Apuleyo Mendoza, Vargas Llosa’s son Álvaro, and Cuban exile Carlos Alberto Montaner. Their sequel, Manufacturers of Misery,8 has also had considerable impact. Montaner’s 1997 book, Let’s Not Lose the Twenty-First Century, Too9 has also attracted attention. Prominent Argentine intellectual and media celebrity Mariano Grondona’s 1999 book, The Cultural Conditions of Economic Development, analyzes and contrasts development-prone (e.g., the United States and Canada) and development-resistant (e.g., Latin America) cultures.10

The impact of these books and Montaner’s weekly columns (he is the most widely-read columnist in the Spanish language) has been profound in Latin America. But in the United States, Canada, and Western Europe, except perhaps for Spain, they have gone largely unnoticed. A generation of Latin Americanists nurtured on dependency theory, or the less extreme view that the solution of Latin America’s problems depends on a United States that is more magnanimous in its dealings with Latin America, finds the cultural explanation indigestible.

An English edition of The Perfect Latin American Idiot’s Guide will be published shortly by Madison Books. It will be interesting to see how much attention it attracts.

I am particularly conscious of the seminal nature of Rangel’s book because had I not read it, I doubt that I would have written Underdevelopment Is a State of Mind. During my thirteen years working in Latin America as a USAID official, I had become vaguely conscious of patterns of thought and behavior that seemed somehow related to the problems I was trying to help solve. But it was not until I read Rangel’s book in the late 1970s, while I was working in Haiti, that my ideas started to crystallize into the framework that guided the writing of Underdevelopment Is a State of Mind and its successors. I might add that I owe Rangel another debt: at a time when I despaired of finding a publisher for it, his highly encouraging reaction to the manuscript of Underdevelopment Is a State of Mind kept me going. Like The Perfect Latin American Idiot’s Guide, my latest book, The Pan-American Dream, a Spanish edition of which was published this year, is dedicated to Rangel.11 The connection between the Mendoza-Montaner-Vargas Llosa books and mine is underscored by Mario Vargas Llosa in his foreword to The Perfect Latin American Idiot’s Guide, in which he says:


. . . in their analysis of Latin America’s intellectual idiocy, Mendoza, Montaner, and Vargas Llosa seem to have arrived at the same conclusion as the American author Lawrence E. Harrison, who . . . asserted some years ago that underdevelopment is a state of mind.12



The new intellectual current

The Perfect Latin American Idiot’s Guide is an indictment of the Latin American intellectual mainstream in the twentieth century. Mendoza, Montaner, and Vargas Llosa, who were all in that mainstream in their earlier years, note a quite different mainstream in the nineteenth century going back through Sarmiento, Alberdi, and Bilbao to Bolivar, who wrote in 1815:


As long as our compatriots fail to acquire the talents and political virtues that distinguish our brothers to the North, political systems based on popular participation, far from helping us, will bring our ruin. Unfortunately, those qualities in the necessary degree are beyond us. We are dominated by the vices of Spain—violence, overweening ambition, vindictiveness, and greed.13



But in 1900, the Uruguayan José Enrique Rodó published Ariel, “the most read and most influential political treatise of the first half of the twentieth century.”14 Ariel propounded the superiority of the humanist Latin culture over the pragmatic positivism of Anglo-Saxon culture and established the intellectual platform for the socialist, anti-Yanqui dependency literature of the second half of the century. In 1971, another Uruguayan, Eduardo Galeano, published “the Bible of the idiot,” The Open Veins of Latin America, the sixty-seventh edition of which appeared in 1994. His message to millions of Latin Americans was clear:


Latin America is the region of open veins. From . . . [Columbus’s] discovery up to today, our wealth has ended up in the coffers of Europe, subsequently in the coffers of the United States . . . The international division of labor consists of some countries specializing in winning and some countries specializing in losing.15



The response of the authors of The Perfect Latin American Idiot’s Guide to this argument captures the essence of their book:


In reality—except for cultural factors—nothing prevented Mexico from doing what Japan did when it almost totally displaced the United States’s production of television sets.16



After exploring the irrationality and “victim” psychology of dependency theory, Mendoza, Montaner, and Vargas Llosa review (1) the economic, political, and human costs of the socialist predilection of Latin American intellectuals; (2) the utopianism and authoritarianism of Latin American revolutionaries and of Liberation Theology; and (3) the irrationality and heavy costs of nationalism and anti-Yanquismo. They also devote a chapter (“The Idiot Has Friends”) to European and North American intellectuals and journals that provided ideological and financial support to their Latin American colleagues.

The final chapter of the Manual identifies ten books that profoundly influenced the intellectual current of Latin America in the past half-century. The authors include Galeano; Fidel Castro; the West Indian Frantz Fanon, the foreword of whose The Damned of the Earth was written by Jean Paul Sartre; Che Guevara; the French leftist Régis Débray; the Chilean Marxist Marta Harnecker; Herbert Marcuse; the Chileans Ariel Dorfman and Armand Mattelart, who converted Donald Duck into a Trojan Horse of capitalism; the apostle of Liberation Theology, Gustavo Gutiérrez; and the authors of the enormously popular Dependency and Development in Latin America, the Argentine Enzo Faletto and the Brazilian Fernando Henrique Cardoso, whose transformation from socialist dependencista to democratic-capitalist has already been noted. Mendoza, Montaner, and Vargas Llosa suggest that “if Faletto and Cardoso were writing today, they would probably have concluded that culture, consistent with [Max] Weber’s beliefs, was at the root of Latin America’s problems . . .”

Manufacturers of Misery, the sequel to the Manual, translates the cultural thesis into concrete terms by relating it to the typical behavior of seven key Latin American groups—politicians, the military, business, the church, labor, intellectuals, and the “violent” left:

• Politicians seek office principally for self-enrichment.

• The military see themselves as above the law and use the military institution and its related industries for self-enrichment.

• Business people seek the protection and favoritism of the government, often through bribery; do not respect contracts; and ignore their responsibilities to the broader society.

• The church propounds the view that the profit motive and ambition are sinful, that wealth is offensive to God, and that poverty is preferable to the inequalities promoted by the free market.

• Labor sees itself as locked in a permanent zero-sum (if I win, you lose) class struggle with “capital,” a struggle in which productivity is irrelevant.

• Intellectuals blame “neo-liberal economics” and blame the First World “imperialists,” above all the United States, for Latin America’s poverty; seek utopian solutions; and justify and encourage revolutionary violence.

• The violent left finds it reasonable to resort to terrorism, guerrilla warfare, and urban violence against the “bourgeois state” in order to install “a just regime,” even if that regime be a dictatorship.

To be sure, Latin American culture—its values and attitudes—are changing, as the transition to democratic politics and market economics of the past fifteen years suggests. Although the Manufacturers of Misery litany would have been overwhelmingly accurate twenty years ago, and although it is still clearly relevant today, there are increasing numbers of exceptions to the generalization, Fernando Henrique Cardoso most prominent among them. That is true for a number of reasons: the failure of the Cuban and Sandinista revolutionary experiments; the debacle of the Argentine adventure in the Falklands; the end of the Cold War; sustained (until the past two years) high levels of growth in Asia that were nurtured by the world market; and, indeed, the impact of the new intellectual current itself. Another force for cultural change may be the surge in Evangelical/Pentecostal Protestantism—Protestants now account for more than 30 percent of the population in Guatemala and about 20 percent in Brazil, Chile, and Nicaragua. And there is an increasing number of home-grown initiatives designed to promote progressive values and attitudes.

Changing the traditional culture

Octavio Mavila was, for three decades, the Honda distributor in Peru. A self-made man well into his seventies who was, in his youth, a South American motorcycle champion, Mavila has visited Japan numerous times over the years because of the Honda connection. About ten years ago, he came to the conclusion that the only really significant difference between Japan and Peru was that Japanese children learned progressive values while Peruvian children did not. In 1990, he established the Institute of Human Development (the Spanish acronym is INDEHU) in Lima to promote “the Ten Commandments of Development”: order, cleanliness, punctuality, responsibility, achievement, honesty, respect for the rights of others, respect for the law, work ethic, and frugality. In the past decade, more than two million Peruvian students have participated in courses sponsored by INDEHU, which has mobilized virtually all of its resources within Peru.

I might add that Mavila was a guest in the residence of the Japanese ambassador to Peru when it was assaulted by left-wing terrorists. As a hostage, Mavila offered incessant sermons on the Ten Commandments of Development—and was among the first released.

The Ten Commandments of Development are being preached outside of Peru, as well. Humberto Belli, Nicaragua’s minister of education in two administrations, viewed the Ten Commandments as central to his program of educational reform. Ramón de la Peña, rector of the Monterrey campus of Mexico’s prestigious Monterrey Institute of Technology and Higher Studies (the Spanish acronym is ITESM), has promoted use of the Ten Commandments throughout the far-flung ITESM system.

The effectiveness of this evangelizing approach to cultural change needs to be evaluated. As Luis Ugalde, rector of the Catholic University Andrés Bello of Caracas, Venezuela, has observed, if children learn a progressive ethic in school and find it irrelevant to their lives outside of school, the impact may be scant. That is why Ugalde, a Jesuit who is convinced that culture counts, is calling for anti-corruption, pro-merit campaigns in government, business, and the professions.

Corruption is in significant part a cultural phenomenon, linked, I believe, to factors like limited radius of identification and trust, which translates into a limited sense of community and an elastic ethical code. Weber said, “The God of Calvinism demanded of his believers not single good works, but a life of good works combined into a unified system. There was no place for the very human Catholic cycle of sin, repentance, atonement, release, followed by renewed sin.”17 With respect to corruption, the findings of Transparency International tend to bear him out. In its 1998 Corruption Perceptions Index, eight of the ten least corrupt countries are Protestant. One of the other two (Switzerland) is part Protestant, part Catholic, and the last (Singapore) is Confucian. Five of the ten most corrupt are Catholic, all in Latin America. Of the remaining five most corrupt, three are African, one is Islamic (Indonesia), and the other is Russia.

Corruption has become a high-profile issue in Latin America. On March 3, 1998, the Organization of American States adopted the Inter-American Convention against Corruption, a fourteen-page document that had been ratified by thirteen countries by the end of the year. Few expect that the Convention alone is going to dramatically reduce the incidence of corruption—among the ratifiers are four of the five Latin American countries that appear among Transparency International’s ten most corrupt countries: Paraguay, Honduras, Venezuela, and Ecuador (the fifth is Colombia, which has not yet ratified the document). But it is clear that corruption is receiving far more attention than it once did, as is further attested by the growing attention to it by the World Bank and other development assistance institutions.

The gender issue has also come to the fore, challenging the traditional culture of machismo. Latin American women are increasingly aware of the gender democratization that has occurred, particularly in First World countries, in recent decades, and they are increasingly organizing and taking initiatives to rectify the sexism that has traditionally kept them in second-class status. In several countries, laws concerning parental and property rights and divorce have been liberalized in favor of women,18 and nine countries have established obligatory quotas for women candidates in elections.19 While these electoral laws are not uniformly effective, they are a reminder that the gender revolution, and all that it implies with respect to transformation of traditional values, is reaching Latin America.

Organizations promoting progressive cultural change have emerged spontaneously in Latin America in recent years. Some examples:

• ENLACE (the Spanish acronym for Encounter in the Community—the Spanish word “enlace” means “interlinking” or “connection”), a women’s organization in Mexico with broad membership but few financial resources that has focused on curriculum changes in the public education system, ENLACE, whose president is educator and columnist Paz Gutiérrez Cortina, promotes parent, teacher, and student involvement in curricula that emphasize values and character, family stability, upward mobility, and the importance of education.

• A campesino cooperative organization in Barquisimeto, Venezuela, the leaders of which, Gustavo Salas and Teresa Correa, are convinced that real progress in rural Venezuela is impossible without a change in traditional values and attitudes.

• Organizations in Colombia, Costa Rica, and Mexico that are promoting the idea and practice of philanthropy. Philanthropic activity has been notable for its absence in Latin America, reflecting the short radius of identification and trust characteristic of the traditional culture.

• Citizen Power, a group of Argentine professionals, chiefly lawyers, whose principal goals are the promotion of civic responsibility and participation, and the suppression of corruption.

Other professionals are also addressing cultural change. Psychiatrist Luis Diego Herrera in Costa Rica focuses on personality formation and cultural transmission in childhood. Herrera believes that machismo is a cultural phenomenon inculcated mainly through the pampering of male children by their parents. And a network of political scientists and sociologists linked to the World Values Survey is tracking changes in values and attitudes. Among them are Miguel Basáñez, a Mexican who is president of Marketing and Opinion Research International (MORI)-USA, and Marita Carballo, director of the Gallup office in Argentina.

Many of these practitioners and several of the theorists, including Montaner, Grondona, and Ugalde, know one another, chiefly because of two symposia dedicated to the role of values and attitudes in Latin America’s development: the first at the Central American Business Administration Institute in Costa Rica in 1996, the second at the World Bank in Washington in 1998.

A third symposium, entitled “Cultural Values and Human Progress,” took place in April 1999, under the sponsorship of the Academy for International and Area Studies at Harvard University. Although its focus was worldwide, several participants in one or both of the earlier symposia were present: Mariano Grondona, Carlos Alberto Montaner, Daniel Etounga-Manguelle (see below), Francis Fukuyama, Ronald Inglehart, Michael Fairbanks, and Stace Lindsay (see below). The 1999 symposium was chaired by Samuel Huntington, and among its other participants were economists David Landes, Dwight Perkins, Michael Porter, and Jeffrey Sachs; political scientists/sociologists Nathan Glazer, Mala Htun, Seymour Martin Lipset, Orlando Patterson, Lucian Pye, and Tu Weiming; anthropologists Robert Edgerton, Richard Shweder, Rubie Watson, and Thomas Weisner; and journalist Barbara Crossette.

Echoes from Africa, Sicily, and the United States

The only participant in the World Bank symposium from outside the Western Hemisphere was Daniel Etounga-Manguelle, a Camerounian who holds a doctorate in economics and planning from the Sorbonne and who heads a prominent consulting company that operates throughout Africa. In 1990, his book, Does Africa Need a Cultural Adjustment Program? was published in France.20 In it, he attributes Africa’s poverty, authoritarianism, and social injustice principally to traditional cultural values and attitudes. The book, which is reminiscent of Underdevelopment Is a State of Mind, evokes the new current literature in Latin America.

Etounga-Manguelle’s analysis of African culture highlights the following:

• The highly centralized, vertical traditions of authority

• Focus on the past and present, not the future

• Rejection of “the tyranny of time”

• Distaste for work (“The African works to live but doesn’t live to work.”)21

• Suppression of individual initiative, achievement, and saving (the corollary is jealousy of success)

• A belief in sorcery that nurtures irrationality and fatalism

For those, particularly in the international development community, who see “institution building” as the way to solve the problems of the Third World, Etounga-Manguelle offers an insight that evokes Tocqueville: “Culture is the mother; institutions are the children.”22

Etounga-Manguelle concludes that Africa must “change or perish.” A cultural “adjustment” is not enough. What is needed is a cultural revolution that transforms traditional authoritarian child-rearing practices “that produce sheep”; that transforms education through emphasis on the individual, independent judgment, and creativity; that produces free individuals working together for the progress of the community; that produces an elite concerned with the well-being of the society; and that promotes a healthy economy based on the work ethic, the profit motive, and individual initiative.

A decade ago, Salvatore Teresi, a founder of the prestigious European Institute of Business Administration (the French acronym is INSEAD), initiated a survey of Sicily’s private and public sectors aimed, in the first instance, at a better understanding of the factors behind the island’s underdevelopment. The results of the survey were strikingly similar to Edward Banfield’s findings in his 1958 study of a southern Italian village, The Moral Basis of a Backward Society: Sicilian culture was dominated by an “exasperating” individualism, mistrust, and suspicion. Evoking Etounga-Manguelle’s analysis of African culture, the Sicilian value system suppressed cooperation, but it did not encourage competition, which was viewed as “aggression.” Collusion, particularly between the public and private sectors, substituted for cooperation and competition, much as it did in the Latin American “mercantilism” described by Hernando de Soto in The Other Path.23

The survey illuminated other cultural factors that have a familiar ring: focus on the present; difficulties with strategic planning; absence of entrepreneurship; and authoritarian, patron-client relationships. The survey’s results, which shook the Sicilian elite, have led to a continuing program aimed at changing values and attitudes as well as strengthening management, planning, coordination, and entrepreneurship. One of the principal goals is the enhancement of Sicily’s competitiveness in world markets, and Michael Porter’s theories on the subject have played a prominent role in the program.

Porter, who teaches at the Harvard Business School, established the Monitor Company, a consulting organization, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1983. Monitor has grown rapidly and has become an influential source of advice on competitiveness, particularly in the Third World. Monitor’s Country Competitiveness Practice was founded by Michael Fairbanks and Stace Lindsay, who are the authors of the 1997 book Plowing the Sea,24 which carries a recommendation by World Bank President James Wolfensohn on its back cover.

Both Fairbanks and Lindsay have practical experience in the Third World, Fairbanks in Africa, Lindsay in Central America and the Caribbean. In their consulting activities, they soon sensed that traditional approaches to competitiveness, with emphasis on market analysis, niche identification, productivity, management, etc., were not enough to assure that Third World companies would compete successfully. They concluded that “invisible” factors rooted in cultural values and attitudes were the chief obstacles, and they developed a consulting approach that addressed “mental models,” which consist of “paradigms of knowledge” and “frames of reference”—“beliefs, inferences, and goals that inform an individual’s perspective.” Their goal is to change traditional mental models that impede the creativity and efficiency necessary for competitiveness and growth.

Fairbanks and Lindsay both participated in the 1998 symposium on cultural values and Latin America’s development at the World Bank as well as the 1999 Harvard Symposium.

Changing mental models is also Lionel Sosa’s goal. His target group is Latin Americans who have migrated to the United States. In his 1998 book, The Americano Dream,25 Sosa catalogues a series of values and attitudes inculcated in Latin America that present obstacles to access to the upward mobility of mainstream America. They will sound familiar.

• Resignation of the poor—“To be poor is to deserve heaven. To be rich is to deserve hell. It is good to suffer in this life because in the next life you will find eternal reward.”26

• Low priority of education—“The girls don’t really need it—they’ll get married anyway. And the boys? It’s better that they go to work—to help the family.”27 I might mention here that the Hispanic high school dropout rate in the United States is about 30 percent, vastly higher than that of white and black Americans.

• Fatalism—“Individual initiative, achievement, self-reliance, ambition, aggressiveness—all these are useless in the face of an attitude that says, ’We must not challenge the will of God’. . . . The virtues so essential to business success in the United States are looked upon as sins by the Latino church.”28 The below-average rate of self-employment by Hispanics comes to mind.

• Mistrust of those outside the family, which contributes to the generally small size of Hispanic businesses.

Sosa goes on to present a program for success based on “the twelve traits of successful Latinos.”29 Their thrust is similar to Octavio Mavila’s Ten Commandments of Development. Both Mavila and Sosa are promoting progressive cultural change.

Nine Countries Fourteen Years Later

Underdevelopment Is a State of Mind attempted to demonstrate the power of culture by comparing pairs of countries or regions that shared similar geographic/climatic conditions and/or natural resource endowment but had evolved very differently: Nicaragua and Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic and Haiti, Barbados and Haiti, Argentina and Australia, and Spanish America and the United States. Another chapter discussed the similarities between Spain and Spanish America. That makes a total of nine countries. Let’s take a look at what has happened in each, particularly with respect to cultural values and attitudes, during the past fourteen years.

Nicaragua

In 1985, Nicaragua was at war with itself and with the United States. The Sandinistas, who had come to power in 1979, pursued polarizing policies much influenced by Cuba and similar to those that contributed to the downfall of Salvador Allende in Chile in 1973. The United States, which made an all-out effort to build a new relationship with Nicaragua—it was the principal source of aid to the Sandinista government in 1979 and 1980—had to face the reality that at the heart of Sandinista dogma was the dependencista/Marxist belief that the United States was the chief cause of Nicaragua’s history of political turmoil and poverty. Thus, the Sandinistas chose to ignore direct warnings, by the Carter administration in its last months, that continued Sandinista assistance to Marxist revolutionaries in El Salvador would lead to a confrontation with the United States.

President Carter chose not to invoke sanctions against the Sandinistas, leaving the decision to the incoming Reagan administration, which made a genuine effort to avert the confrontation, including an offer in the summer of 1981 not to intervene in Nicaragua’s internal affairs if the Sandinistas ceased aid to the Salvadoran guerrillas. The Sandinistas turned down the offer, leading to the Reagan administration’s decision to support the Contras (“Contra” is an abbreviation of “contrarevolucionario”)—a paramilitary force whose objective was the overthrow of the Sandinista government. Under Contra military pressure, and faced with political pressure for a democratic solution by Costa Rican President Oscar Arias, among a number of other Latin American leaders, the Sandinistas agreed to elections in 1990. To the surprise of almost all observers, Sandinista leader Daniel Ortega lost to Violeta Chamorro, widow of the martyred Pedro Joaquín Chamorro, publisher of the anti-Somoza newspaper, La Prensa. Oscar Arias won the Nobel Peace Prize.30

Prior to turning over the government to the incoming Chamorro administration, the Sandinistas looted government facilities and transferred ownership of a number of properties to themselves, including homes confiscated from people associated with the Somozas, in what came to be known as “the Piñata” after the candy-filled papier-mâché effigies that blindfolded children break open with sticks at birthday parties.

Violeta Chamorro’s six years in power were dominated by continuing conflicts with the Sandinistas and slow economic recovery from the negative growth of the 1980s, estimated by the World Bank at -2.6 percent annually. Nicaragua, which was listed by the World Bank as a “middle-income” country in 1978, has descended to the ranks of the “low-income” countries, with only Haiti being poorer in the Western Hemisphere. Its extreme poverty was aggravated by the highly destructive winds and rain of Hurricane Mitch in the fall of 1998.

The conservative mayor of Managua, Arnoldo Alemán, defeated Ortega easily in the 1996 elections. Humberto Belli, mentioned earlier in connection with his promotion of the “Ten Commandments of Development,” served as minister of education in both the Chamorro and Alemán governments. Alemán’s first foreign minister was Dr. Emilio Álvarez Montalván, an ophthalmologist, historian, and respected political analyst, who participated in the first symposium on cultural values and Latin America’s development that took place in Costa Rica in 1996. In recent years, Álvarez Montalván has examined Nicaragua’s troubled history—“an oscillation between the extremes of dictatorship and anarchy”31—and has concluded that the country’s failure to find democratic stability, its proneness to violent political confrontation, is rooted in traditional values that can be traced back to the colonial period and are still dominant to this day.

Álvarez Montalván notes several positive Nicaraguan values, some flowing from the emphasis on family, others that include ease and openness of communication across class lines, and a generalized simplicity in lifestyle. But he goes on to identify several other values as being chiefly responsible for Nicaragua’s failure to evolve into a modern democratic-capitalist society. They have a familiar ring:

• Personalism—“the great majority of political transactions are centered on personal benefit rather than on community or institutional objectives.”

• Authoritarianism—a strongly vertical, patron-client tendency in all human relationships, above all in politics.

• Familism—in this sense, the strong and far-reaching family (he notes thirty degrees of family relationships in Nicaragua, each with its own name) circumscribes the radius of identification and trust. What is outside the family is at best inconsequential, at worst an enemy. A tradition of nepotism is one result.

• Patrimonialism—the belief that those who govern have a right to the properties of the state. “This is a legacy from the Spanish colony, where the crown treated . . . America as the exclusive property of Queen Isabel, something like a great personal fiefdom . . .” Álvarez Montalván goes on to name two recent examples: the wealth accumulated by the Somoza Dynasty and the Sandinista piñata.

• Fatalism and a “magical” sense of life—the Nicaraguan sees what happens in Nicaragua as “the product of an irresistible and superhuman force,” one that converts the human being into a passive, defenseless creature overwhelmed by the force of destiny.

• Short-term time focus—“. . . political actions are undertaken to produce immediate effects, without anticipating medium- or long-term effects.”

Nicaragua’s trajectory since 1985 substantially supports Álvarez Montalván’s argument that the old values remain dominant. But the fact remains that political power has passed peacefully in two successive elections, giving Nicaraguans unprecedented experience with the processes of pluralism and the idea of the legitimacy of dissent, which heretofore has usually been viewed by those in power as heresy. And, at least in the person of the former ministers of education and foreign affairs, one finds high-level attention to the need for cultural change.

Costa Rica

When Underdevelopment Is a State of Mind first appeared, Luis Alberto Monge, of the left-of-center National Liberation Party (PLN) was president. In 1986, Oscar Arias, also of the PLN, confounded the traditional alternation in power of Costa Rica’s two principal parties. But since 1990, alternation has continued: Rafael Angel Calderón, son of a prior president and the candidate of the right-of-center Unified Social Christian Party (PUSC), won in that year. The winner in 1994 was the PLN’S José Maria Figueres, also a son of a prior president. Figueres’s successor in 1998 was the PUSC’S Miguel Angel Rodriguez. The elections have turned chiefly on economic issues.

The Costa Rican economy has grown slowly. During the 1980s, the World Bank estimates annual growth at 3.0 percent, barely ahead of population growth of 2.8 percent. A significant component of population growth was emigration from Nicaragua. (The number of Nicaraguans in Costa Rica may run as high as 25 percent of the total—nearly one million people.) Costa Rica’s economic prospects in the past few years improved dramatically with Intel’s® investment of $500 million in a chip manufacturing facility. (Interestingly, Intel® selected Costa Rica over Chile, Mexico, and Ireland.) The economic growth rate increased to an average 3.7 percent annually during the period 1990–97 while population growth has declined to 2.1 percent, which means a per-capita GNP growth of 1.6 percent per year. At that rate, per-capita GNP would double in forty-five years.

For comparison purposes, from 1980 to 1997, South Korea’s economy grew at an average annual rate of 8.5 percent, its population at 1.1 percent, yielding an annual average growth in per-capita GNP of 7.4 percent. At that rate, South Korea’s per-capita GNP doubled in less than ten years. In 1978, South Korea’s per-capita GNP was lower than Costa Rica’s. In 1997, the World Bank listed Costa Rica’s per-capita GNP as $2,640. In the same year, South Korea’s was $10,550.

Costa Rica’s democracy, marked by an extraordinary degree of civility, has contributed to a higher degree of social justice than one finds in most other Latin American countries. The independence of the Costa Rican judiciary remains a beacon for the rest of Latin America. But serious social problems persist. The most affluent 10 percent of Costa Ricans account for 35 percent of income, far more equitable than the 48 percent of income Brazil’s top 10 percent receives, but far less equitable than the 25 percent average among the advanced democracies. Costa Rica’s illiteracy rate of 5 percent places it among Latin America’s leaders in literacy along with Uruguay, Chile, and Argentina. But only 43 percent of Costa Rica’s high school-age youngsters actually attended high school in 1995, very little improved over the 39 percent registered in 1980. The figure for Argentina in 1995 was 59 percent, for Chile 55 percent. The average in the advanced democracies is above 90 percent. In South Korea it is 93 percent.

Costa Rica’s social problems are reflected in high crime rates and the high incidence of babies born to unwed mothers. A conclusion that appears in the chapter of Underdevelopment Is a State of Mind that compares Nicaragua and Costa Rica remains valid with the elimination of one word: “. . . the fact remains that most Costa Ricans are substantially better off than they were ten, twenty, or thirty years ago.” “Substantially” may no longer apply.

The Dominican Republic

I concluded the section on the Dominican Republic in Underdevelopment Is a State of Mind with the words, “The past eighteen years [1966–84] leave one hopeful. But the one hundred forty-four years of history between the Dominican Republic’s first independence and the 1965 revolution leave one anxious about this country’s agonizing search for its identity, for unity, for peace, and for progress.” What has happened since does not relieve the anxiety very much.

In 1985, Salvador Jorge Blanco, a young Santiago lawyer who had sided with the “Constitutionalist” cause in the 1965 revolution, was president. I portrayed him in Underdevelopment Is a State of Mind as a New Wave reformer, noting among other virtues that he was promoting a campaign against tax evasion. But Joaquín Balaguer was returned to power in 1986 amid allegations of corruption in Jorge Blanco’s government, some of them directed at the president himself. Balaguer, then in his eighties and virtually blind, was reelected in 1990. He “won” again in 1994, but there were widespread charges of electoral fraud that led to a constitutional amendment that reduced his term to two years. Leonel Fernández, a Dominican who spent much of his life in New York, won the 1996 elections with Balaguer’s support. Two years later, The Economist observed that Fernández was elected “amid high expectations that he would sweep away the country’s tradition of political corruption and institute more modern habits and programmes. But critics say little has changed . . .”32

According to the World Bank’s 1998/99 annual report, the Dominican economy averaged 3 percent growth in the 1980s, but population growth was 2.2 percent, leaving little per-capita gain. Growth has increased to about 5 percent in the 1990s, but it has been the urban middle and upper classes that have chiefly benefited. Unemployment is high, currently about 14 percent.

Social indicators are disturbing. Eighteen percent of the population is illiterate, and only 22 percent of high school-age youngsters are actually in school. The mortality rate for children under five is 47 per thousand. Almost half the population lives on less than two dollars per day. As was the case when I lived there from 1965 to 1968, the electricity supply is erratic.
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