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This book is an interpretive examination, from a transnational and 
comparative perspective, of Latin American dictatorships during the 
so-called fascist era. Its aim is to understand how and why the Latin 
American authoritarian regimes fit into the authoritarian wave of the 
1930s and in the dynamic of the global spread of corporatist models 
during the inter-war period. This book is the result of a wider research 
project and is a kind of detour from the “Corporatism and Author-
itarianism in Modern Politics” project that has already produced a 
number of publications in English and Portuguese.1

The first rule we give to young scholars when writing a book pro-
posal or submitting an article for publication is that they should avoid 
the word ‘gap’. As one anonymous reviewer once wrote about the au-
thor of a chapter in a book of mine: we do not write books or articles 
to fill gaps, after all, he wrote, ‘we are not dentists. We do not fill gaps’. 
But quite frankly there was a gap to fill in this case, since there are few 
comparative studies of inter-war authoritarianism in Latin America. 
I hope this contribution will inspire more comparative and transna-
tional research.

Note
	 1	 A. C. Pinto and F. P. Martinho, eds., A Onda Corporativa: Corporativismo 

e Ditaduras na Europa e na America Latina, Rio de Janeiro, Editora da 
Fundação Getúlio Vargas, 2016, A. C. Pinto, ed., Corporatism and Fascism: 
The Corporatist Wave in Europe, London, Routledge, 2017; A.  C.  Pinto 
and F. Finchelstein, eds., Authoritarianism and Corporatism in Europe and 
Latin America: Crossing Borders, London, Routledge, 2019.
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When I began writing this book, I remembered what Seymour Martin 
Lipset believed to be ‘Linz’s dilemma’ (my own expression) when he 
noted this expert on authoritarianism and democratization adapted with 
difficulty to the academic outlets: writing too much for articles, and too 
little for books. In fact, the work produced by Juan Linz (1926–2013), a 
great political scientist whose work has been a big influence on me, was 
always halfway between articles and monographs. In my case, I had to 
severely cut my chapter, ‘Authoritarianism and corporatism in Latin 
America: The first wave’, in Authoritarianism and Corporatism in Europe 
and Latin America, which I co-edited with Federico Finchelstein and 
which gave rise to this volume. Nowadays, academic publications are 
much more flexible than they were in Linz’s day.

This book began taking shape thank to the excellent bibliographic 
resources at the New York University library. There is a lot of Spanish 
and Portuguese language sources and bibliographies to consult, and my 
time there as a Remarque Fellow in 2017 was crucial to the development, 
as were the various short research missions in Brazil, particularly to the 
Getúlio Vargas Foundation in Rio de Janeiro, in Mexico City to take 
part in a seminar organized by Clara Lida and Ernesto Bohoslavsky at 
the Colégio de México, and to Buenos Aires at the invitation of Ernesto 
Bohoslavsky, to take part in a panel at CLACSO in 2018.

Parts of this research have been presented at some seminars and confer-
ences. The first was the ‘Crossing Borders: Intellectuals of the Right and 
Politics in Europe and Latin America – Transnational Perspectives’ con-
ference, and the second the ‘Corporatism and “Organic” Representation 
between Authoritarianism and Democracy’ workshop I co-organized 
at Lisbon University’s Social Science Institute in November 2016 and 
January 2018 and in two seminars at the Getúlio Vargas Foundation 
School of Social Science in Rio de Janeiro, 26–27 June 2017, at the ‘New 
Perspectives on Corporatism: Latin America and Iberian Corporatist 
Experiences’ conference, and on 22–24 October 2018 at the NETCOR 
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In 1952, President Laureano Gómez tried (and failed) to reorganize 
political representation in Colombia along authoritarian corporatist 
lines, with this attempt perhaps being the end of the first wave of cor-
poratism associated with the era of fascism. A Catholic corporatist 
with Francoist sympathies and authoritarian tendencies, and leader 
of the Colombian Conservative Party, Gómez hoped to bring about 
constitutional reform that would have transformed him into the pres-
ident of a new authoritarian, paternalist, and more confessional state 
with an executive that was increasingly independent of the legislature 
and with a corporatist Senate.1 This failed experiment marked the end 
of a time of authoritarian institutional reform inspired by corporat-
ism, which was one of the most powerful authoritarian models of so-
cial and political representation to emerge during the first half of the 
twentieth century.2

This book revisits the study of authoritarian alternatives to liberal 
democracy in 1930s Latin America from the perspective of the dif-
fusion of corporatism in the world of inter-war dictatorships and au-
thoritarian elites. What drove the horizontal spread of corporatism 
in Latin America? What processes of transnational diffusion were 
set in motion and from where to where? How did social and political 
corporatism become a central set of new institutions created by dic-
tatorships in the 1930s? At what type of critical junctures were they 
adopted? The book tackles these issues by adopting a transnational 
and comparative research design. We will operationalize the concepts 
of social and political corporatism and their particular application to 
the study of inter-war authoritarian regimes, and the carefully con-
structed balance between the theoretical-transnational and the case-
study sections of the book will, we hope, contribute to the theoretical 
parameters of the study of both authoritarianism and corporatism. 
Our focus on political institutions associated with political and social 
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2  Introduction

corporatism captures a rich array of entanglements between author-
itarian political actors, and we will also emphasize the impact of po-
litical learning and diffusion from seemingly successful institutional 
innovations and precedents elsewhere.3 Powerful processes of institu-
tional transfers were a hallmark of inter-war dictatorships, and we ar-
gue corporatism was at the forefront of this process of cross-national 
diffusion of authoritarian institutions in Latin America, both as a new 
form of organized interest co-optation by the state and of an author-
itarian (and new) type of political representation that was an alter-
native to liberal democracy. To what extent and how Latin America 
participates in the corporatist wave is the subject of this book.

Transnational entanglements between dictatorships and corporatist 
ideologies generated a rich field of circulation of ideas and practices 
that shaped the experience of inter-war dictatorships far more than 
has previously been assumed.4 With this book, we wish to move the 
research on inter-war dictatorships in Latin America to a relational 
and institutionalist perspective that scrutinizes processes of ideolog-
ical, political, and institutional diffusion over the time and space of 
inter-war world.5 In order to capture this dynamic process, the book 
has the following sequence.

In Chapter 1, I frame the concepts of social and political corporat-
ism, defining the two faces of the relation between corporatism and 
dictatorship used in this book. During the 1930s, social corporatism 
became synonymous with the forced unification of organized inter-
ests into single units of employers and employees that were closely 
controlled by the state and which eliminated their independence: es-
pecially that of trade unions. Social corporatism offered autocrats a 
formalized system of interest representation to manage labour rela-
tions, legitimizing the repression of free labour unionism. However, 
during this period political corporatism was also (and in some cases 
mainly) used to refer to the comprehensive organization of political 
society beyond state-social groups relations seeking to replace lib-
eral democracy with an anti-individualist system of representation. 
Much of the appeal of corporatism in the inter-war years was related 
with this doing ‘away with the instability and conflict of representa-
tive democracy’.6 It is from this perspective, we revisit the processes 
of the institutional crafting of social and political corporatism, ex-
ploring two axes: transnational diffusion of corporatism in Latin 
America, travelling models and debates and national experiences of 
institutionalization.

In Chapter 2, I deal with the main transnational agents of diffu-
sion of corporatism in Latin America, giving particularly salience 
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to the Catholic Church, and the main intellectual-politicians that 
introduced and developed corporatist proposals. The concept of the 
intellectual-politician will be used here to define those intellectuals 
who were participating in the institutional crafting of these regimes 
as formal or informal members of the decision-making elite (i.e. as 
advisers, deputies, cabinet members or party leaders). They pro-
vided space for interaction among politicians and the transnational 
intellectual arena, cementing ideological and political relations and 
models. As in Europe, and with the obvious exception of the para-
digmatic case of Mexico under Cárdenas, the most important models 
were Italian Fascism, the Primo de Rivera dictatorship in Spain, and 
Salazar’s New State in Portugal.

In the third part of the book, I analyse the institutionalization of 
Latin American authoritarian regimes during the 1930s and the intro-
duction of corporatist institutions. Particular attention will be given to 
the ‘critical junctures’ of the consolidation (and failure of) of these re-
gimes and the external models of institution building through a ‘thick 
description’ of nine Latin American regimes. The book as a whole, 
therefore, analyses corporatism as an ideology and, especially, as a 
practice of power that was widely shared, reformulated, and applied 
to Latin America during the so-called ‘reverse’ authoritarian wave of 
the inter-war period.7
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