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Precursors and premonitions

The cult of the caudillo was a republican cult, created in war and revolution.  In 1835 a group of military malcontents in Venezuela denounced Jose Antonio Paez, formerly president and now presidential protector: “Venezuela can never enjoy peace as long as General Paez is there, for if he is in power he converts the country into his own plaything, and if he is put out of power he makes the government his tool and constantly conspires to return.  The result is that there is no possibility of a stable and secure system.”  A partisan document, written by rebels recently crushed by Paez.  But it was the work of experts and identified some of the essential marks of the caudillo.  He exercised a power which was independent of any office and free of any constraint; and in seeking to perpetuate himself he tended to destabilize government.  The definition was not complete in itself or valid for all time, but it called attention to political trends and contemporary perceptions.

The term “caudillo” hardly entered the political consciousness of colonial Spanish America.  In the beginning it conveyed little more than its basic meaning, a leader; royal officials sometimes used the word to describe a rebel leader, but not a political type.  The word acquired more general currency in the war of independence, when it gained a military dimension without however signifying a special title or function.  Gradually it became more sharply defined, with a sense more specific that “leader”, less exact than “president”.  The term lay midway between a description of leadership and a reference to office, and its meaning was understood by contemporaries.  A caudillo could rule with or without an office of state;  he could exercise power with or without a constitution; his authority and legitimacy were personal and did not depend on formal institutions.  Spanish Americans recognized a caudillo when they saw one and they believed that his actions were peculiar to his type, not simply those of a president or general in disguise.

The caudillo had three basic qualifications: an economic base, a social constituency, and a political project.  He first emerged as a local hero, the strong man of his region, whose authority derived from ownership of land, access to men and resources, and achievements that impressed for their value or their valor.  A caudillo would ride our from his hacienda at the head of an armed band, his followers bound to him by personal ties of dominance and submission and by a common desire to obtain power and wealth by force of arms.  His progress then depended on the strength of the state.  In societies where succession to office was not yet formalized, caudillism filled the gap; political competition was expressed in armed conflict and the successful competitor ruled by violence, not by right of inheritance or election.  Such rule would be subject to further competition and could rarely guarantee its own permanence; caudillo politics--survival of the strongest--supplanted peaceful negotiation.  Caudillos were thus likely to emerge when the state was in disarray, the political process disrupted, and society in turmoil; personalism and violence took the place of law and institutions, and the rule of the powerful was preferred to representative government.  While military men could become caudillos, and caudillos could receive military titles, the two things were not synonymous.  Military intervention in politics, favored treatment in the budget, and domination of the state by the army could exist under various forms of government and were not the preserve of caudillism.

Driven by natural qualities of leadership, supported by an extended family, and progressing by personal influence and timely intimidation, the caudillo then established the clientela, which would take him to power and keep them there.  The core of the clientela was an armed band and beyond that a network of dependents and supporters active in various roles and in different degrees.  The whole team was held together by the bond of patron and client, the essential mechanism of the caudillo system. The patron-client relationship may be defined as an informal and personal exchange of resources, economic or political, between parties of unequal status.  Each party sought to advance his  interests by offering assets which he controlled--offices, land, favors-- in exchange for those beyond his control--manpower, arms, supplies.  Personal loyalty and, where it existed, spiritual kinship helped to seal the  bond, which was a purely informal understanding, not a contract in law and indeed often an invitation to break the law.  Yet an element of permanent  obligation was built into the arrangement, and it was not easily revoked, even when it clashed with other loyalties.  These relations established a vertical linkage and served to undermine horizontal group or class affiliations, especially those of clients.  Patron-client relations were also based on manifest inequalities of wealth and power: the patrons usually monopolized certain assets that were of vital importance to the clients.  For all its imbalance, the system had a coherence of its own.  Individual alliances grew into a pyramid as patrons in turn became clients to more powerful men in order to gain access to resources they did not directly control, until they all became subject to the superpatron.  

The prototype was the landlord-peasant relationship.  The landlord wanted labor and with it obedience, loyalty, and deference.  The peasant sought a minimum of social and physical security: land, credit, subsistence, and protection.  How could these needs be satisfied on a stable basis?  The preferred means was a relationship of dominance and dependence, of patron and peon, as on a hacienda.  Dependence could take various forms: peons could be wage laborers, seasonal laborers, forced laborers, or laborers who owed service in return for land or grazing rights, when they were variously called aparceros, colonos, conuqueros, medieros, and  yanaconas.  A landlord with a clientela had a basic qualification for the caudillo system and could move on to political action. either as a contender for power or as a client for a supercaudillo.  Caudillo competition and rule thus drew peasants into political struggles as fighters or producers, often against their will.  As caudillos usually sided with local hacendados against the claims of their workers, they might have to use force on peasants or else mobilize them by promises and incorporate them into a system of mass clientage.

Leader and landlord, godfather and patron, the caudillo could now make a bid for political power.  First, he built a local or regional power base; then as his domain grew from local to national dimensions he might win supreme authority in the state and rule his country from the presidential palace, though even then his power remained personal, not institutional.  The local and national caudillo differed from each other in degree of power rather than role or character.  Some historians, it is true, distinguish between caudillo types and call the local caudillo a cacique.  “Cacique” was an Arawak word meaning “chief”; the Spaniards introduced it to Mexico and Peru and used it to designate a hereditary Indian chief incorporated into the Spanish system of authority.  In republican Mexico, without losing its colonial meaning, the term was applied to local jefes and became part of received usage.  According to this formulas caudillos have an urban mentality, a national vision and policy; they strive for social change, defend a programme and a constitution, and represent a transitional stage towards constitutional government.  Caciques, on the other hand, have a rural mentality and regional objectives; they defend the status quo, lead peasant protests, and retain traditional forms of domination.  The distinctions are not entirely consistent with history or logic, and in themselves hardly justify a difference in nomenclature between a national and local caudillo.  True, the emergence of a national state in Mexico was seriously retarded by a series of provincial power bases, where landowners dominated political life, monopolized economic wealth, and controlled the population, supported to a greater or lesser degree by military and clerical allies.  Regional power was expressed by the regional caudillo, or cacique, who assembled and managed a coalition of local forces to consolidate his position against the central government.  In a sense the cacique was a regional caudillo.  But other countries had similar, if not identical, regional structures to those of Mexico without finding it necessary to invoke the concept of caciquisimo.  Whether the historian uses the term caudillo or cacique to describe the regional leader is a matter of common usage rather than a semantical imperative.

The caudillo, it could be said, to possess dictatorial powers.  The concept of dictatorship had a long history,  It was known to the ancient Greeks as an elective form of tyranny, and to the Romans as a variation of republican government, whereby the ruler was allowed an extraordinary power though one limited in time.  Dictatorship approached its modern form in the French Revolution, when its ideological base and mass support marked it out from the traditions of absolute monarchy, and when theoreticians came to regard it as a positive ideal rather than a necessary evil.  Revolutionary dictatorship aimed to establish democracy by means of a strong and irresistible enlightened vanguard, which would express what the people ought to think and give them what they ought to have.  Edmund Burke regarded this a pure despotism, exercised by a minority who had betrayed their trust in order to obtain power, and enforced by military violence.  For John Stuart Mill “the assumption of absolute power in the form of a temporary dictatorship” was something that might be tolerated in exceptional circumstances, but normally dictatorship, like the patronage politics which it practiced, was the opposite of freedom and representation.

In Spanish America dictatorship became a familiar term to observers of independence and a form of government practiced by more than one of the liberators.  For Bolivar, the supreme constitutionalist, dictatorship was a desperate cure for desperate ills, not an option allowed by his political thought.  On various occasions in Venezuela, Peru, and Colombia he became “dictator and supreme chief of the republic,” the possessor of extraordinary powers, justified in his own mind by the need to save the revolution and by the support he received from popular opinion.  This was a pragmatic view of dictatorship, one which saw the dictator as a protector of the people from anarchy and oppression.  Hispanic tradition was familiar with the concept of a “protector” of special groups in society.  The Spanish crown had early sought to counteract the human calamity of colonization by establishing the office of protector de indios, and subsequently experimented with other forms of special jurisdiction for Indians, notably the General Indian Court.  The Enlightenment and its early liberal disciples in Spanish America were hostile to the concept of special protection for vulnerable groups and sought to integrate all in a national society.  But dictators were aware of the political advantage of appealing to popular masses.  So the dictator became a protector-protector of laws, protector of groups, protector of pueblos-and rulers like Juan Manuel de Rosas and Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna became skillful manipulators, adept at giving people an illusion of protection and participation while confining them to the status quo.  The dictator as protector was not an objective usage but one which served the purpose of propaganda.  And it did not deceive everyone.  In Argentina contemporary critics of Rosas, such as Domingo Faustino Sarmiento and Juan Bautista Alberdi, called him a dictator in a pejorative sense, meaning a ruler with absolute power unrestrained by a constitution and responsible to no one.  W.H. Hudson spoke of “the Caudillos and Dictators...who have climbed into power in this continent of republics and revolutions.”
In certain circumstances, and in a nineteenth-century context, the terms “caudillo” and “dictator” are interchangeable and mean an absolute ruler exercising power.  In other cases the terms are different, though the difference is one of degree rather than kind, with a suggestion that the dictator’s power is slightly more institutionalized than that of the caudillo.  In yet other contexts the terms convey a significant contrast of image and are not synonymous.  First, in most of Spanish America the term “caudillo” could be applied to a regional as well as a national leader, whereas the dictator was unmistakably  national in his domain.  Second, “caudillo” carries an indication of the leader’s route to the top, from a local to a central power base.  The term “dictator” is not a career description but simply a designation of power and its plenitude in the national state.  Finally there is a chronological progression from caudillo to dictator.  The caudillo held sway in an economic, social, and political framework whose structures were simple, not to say primitive, in form.  The dictator presided over a more developed economy, a more complex alliance of interest groups, and a government which possessed greater resources.  Caudillism was the first stage of dictatorship, and the dividing line was about 1870.  The division was not absolute.  The term “dictator” was used before this date, usually by bureaucrats and theorists rather than in general speech, and it conveyed a similar pejorative sense.  The designation “caudillo” lasted beyond its normal limits, because remnants of caudillism survived into otherwise modernized or modernizing societies.  There were no unchanging rules.  These usages arise from the perceptions and language of contemporaries and from the habits of later historians, and may be said to have been prescribed by practice.

As the caudillo emerged from local life into national history, changed the poncho for the uniform and the ranch for the palace, he could be seen to be autonomous and absolute.  Autonomous in that he owed obedience to no one beyond him.  Absolute in that he shared his power with no other person or institution.  Ideally he was also permanent, seeking power for life, with the right to nominate his successor.  The claim was normally challenged and fighting broke out.  Born of a weak state, the caudillo further destabilized the state when he made his bid for power, or rebelled against those who possessed power, or provoked rivals when he obtained power.  By definition a caudillo was incompatible with the existence of an imperial state headed by a monarch, ruled by the monarch’s laws, and administered by the monarch’s officials.  So the caudillo was not to be found in colonial Spanish America.  Nevertheless, even before 1810, there were premonitions and precursors.

Discussion Questions:  Please answer the following questions in you NOTEBOOKS!

1. What were the essential marks of the caudillo?

2. Describe the three basic qualifications of the caudillo.

3. How did the hacienda help propagate the caudillo?

4. What was the difference between a caudillo and a cacique?

5. Compare and contrast the terms dictator and caudillo with respect to 19th century Spanish America.
