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military and business interests. Despite the fraud, Siles offi­
cially obtained 24.6 percent of the vote, registering particular 
strength in the altiplano, especially in La Paz and the mining 
zones. This was largely an expression of the strong hostility 
towards the dictatorship felt in those areas and a consequence of 
effective organizing by the UDP coalition, both in the urban areas 
and among the surrounding aymara-speaking peasant population. 
Nevertheless, for such a public display of dissent to be recognized 
also required some lack of vigilance or even some connivance from 
the higher reaches of the administration. The human rights move­
ment and international observers certainly played an important 
part in drawing attention to the scale of officially tolerated 
fraud. But it should be recalled that President Banzer remained 
directly responsible for the conduct of the electoral campaign and 
may have had his own reasons for undercutting Pereda's victory. 
His political interests would not necessarily be ill-served by a 
strong showing from the anti-militarist opposition. The Siles 
coalition could hardly rest content with a "constitutional" Pereda 
government based on military and conservative support. Consequently 
a strong showing by Siles would keep the Pereda government weak, 
and dependent upon the most highly organized nucleus of conservative 
leadership, which was still centered on President Banzer's military 
and financial associates. 

It would, be misleading to overstate the orderly and 
rational basis of the behavior of Bolivian powerholders at this 
juncture. Disunity and distrust characterized the ruling group as 
their initial calculations fell apart and centrally-held power 
devolved onto a range of semi-independent local factions. In this 
complex process one aspect was the most strategic. A majority of 
the electorate were still rural cultivators, most of whom had bene­
fitted from the agrarian reform of the 1950s. Both Paz Estenssoro 
and Siles Suazo could claim credit for the land distribution of 
that period. But since the death of General Barrientos in 1968 
there was no military candidate who could appeal to the peasantry 
as a benefactor. A younger generation of better educated peasant 
organizers had emerged since then, and had found that the complex 
post-reform needs of the rural sector were not being well-attended 
by a military establishment accustomed to manipulating docile 
peasant leaders and contemptuous of an indigenous population known 
mainly for the conscripts it provided. Once independent labor 
unions had been reestablished in the cities, the example of autono­
mous organizations overthrowing government-protected pseudo-leaders 
soon spread to the countryside, and the twenty-year-old rift be­
tween worker and peasant organizations began to close. Thus, in 
1978 military control over the rural vote was far more tenuous 
than it had been in the previous electoral contest of 1966. So 
the electoral campaign caused a crisis for the military-peasant 
pact, already partially discredited by a previous history of mis­
use. The crisis was first felt at the garrison level, where local 
commanders customarily maintained a clientele of dependent peasant 
leaders. Any garrison commander must fear that the regime would 
measure his loyalty by the electoral returns secured in his region. 



14 

But as the election campaign gathered momentlllll, the task of deli­
vering an acceptable result became increasingly onerous. In a 
region like Tarija, where Paz Estenssoro had a traditional ascen­
dancy, the solution might be for the garrison commander to renego­
tiate his relationship with relatively manageable local peasant 
organizations. In parts of the northern altiplano where rural 
activists were most assertive, and Siles did best, the mechanisms 
of the military-peasant pact quite simply failed to operate. But 
in much of the eastern lowlands, where conservative and landlord 
influence remained entrenched, blatant fraud and intimidation 
became the norm. With such a diversity of strategies employed at 
the local level, the typical officer was forced into decisions for 
which there was no institutional consensus. In short, the election 
campaign undermined military discipline, disintegrated the military­
peasant pact, and created a climate of uncertainty in which radical 
mobilization might be rewarded by political success. What began 
as a "controlled" liberalization slipped out of control, as long­
repressed social demands surfaced, and the authoritarian regime 
split into warring factions. 

As the results were announced, denunciations of fraud came 
pouring in. Here, international pressures may have played their 
most important part. The electoral process had been launched to 
promote national unity against Chile, and to head off complaints 
by the hlllllan rights lobby. Instead it had aggravated internal 
disunity and confirmed some of the worst fears of the regime's 
international critics. Generals Banzer and Pereda each sought to 
shift blame for this disaster onto the other. Pereda called for an 
annulment of his own election, hoping to try again with less tainted 
results.3 Banzer declared that when his term ended on August 6 
power would devolve on the armed forces, given the absence of a 
clean electoral mandate. On July 21, with support from Banzer's 
traditional stronghold of Santa Cruz, Pereda seized power, promising 
new elections within six months. 

In the ensuing two-year interregnum rival civilian factions 
all intensified their bids for military support, successive generals 
attempted to exercise the reins of power, and fresh elections were 
alternately approved and then postponed. An intricate sequence of 
developments occurred, worthy of reconstruction, but beyond the 
scope of this analysis. A series of simplifying assertions must 
substitute for a full account. The military found themselves 
unable to resolve their internal problems by once again suppressing 
civilian political life. Civilian political groups were unable to 
construct a united front against the military, at least in part 
because they lacked an electoral verdict which measured the true 
weight of each party against its rivals. A series of precarious 
interim governments faced a cascade of social demands that had been 
pent up during the dictatorship. These were not only economic 
demands from the independent peasant, worker, and student organiza­
tions, but also political demands for freedom, justice, and the 
investigation of past crimes and abuses, pressed by the Church and 
human rights movement. Conventional businessmen found this absence 
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of governmental authority inimical to any orderly economic manage­
ment. The narcotics mafia, already well-entrenched during the 
Banzer government, stepped up its political and criminal activities, 
and added to its para-military capabilities. Outsiders reacted to 
the turmoil in Bolivia's internal affairs by increased meddling. 
The result of these competing tendencies was eventually to create 
the possibility of an "unmanaged" and genuine electoral transition 
to constitutional government, but only in a climate of great con­
fusion, high tension, and severe risk. 

Relatively unmanaged elections were held in July 1979, but 
they produced inconclusive and disputed results. In the presiden­
tial contest, Siles officially led Paz, but only by 1,500 votes, 
with Banzer running a respectable third (Siles 528,700; Paz 527,200; 
Banzer 218,600). This time the socialist candidate, Marcelo Quiroga, 
who had gathered support by denouncing the Banzer regime's crimes, 
jumped to fourth place with over 100,000 votes and five deputies, 
a significant force to the left of Siles. (In 1968 Quiroga had 
made similar charges in Congress against the recently deceased 
president, General Barrientos.) According to the 1967 Constitution, 
since no one candidate had over 50 percent of the popular vote the 
issue must pass to the newly-elected congress. But there Paz had 
64 votes to only 46 for Siles, with 73 required for ratification 
as president. Each of the two front-runners denounced the electoral 
fraud practised by his rival, but Siles probably had more grounds 
for complaint.4 In any event, Congress failed to elect either, and 
after nine days of humiliating deadlock, the two leading candidates 
had to compromise, throwing their joint support behind the president 
of the senate, who was elected on an interim basis for one year. 

The failure of Bolivia's second presidential election to pro­
duce a broad-based civilian coalition, or an indisputable victory 
for one party, left the process of democratization in dire jeopardy. 
The socialist candidate, Marcelo Quiroga, announced ten days after 
the election that the armed forces had presented a 16-point set of 
demands to the various civilian candidates. These alleged demands 
included inclusion of the high command in all cabinet discussions 
and decisions; preservation of the purchasing power of all mili­
tary salaries, with pay raises for the officer corps; and a guaran­
tee of adequate resources for COFADENA, the military institution 
that operated various strategic public enterprises. Although the 
military denied making these demands, Quiroga's sources of infor­
mation generally proved well-informed, and his party proceeded to 
use its reputation in Congress to introduce a series of well­
documented indictments against the Banzer administration, charging 
corruption, human rights violations, and even treason (the latter 
concerning the negotiations with Chile). On September 3, 1979, the 
army high command responded with the following warning: 

Instead of promoting a united effort to settle dif­
ferences which are an obstacle to the consolidation 
of democracy, some elements have decided to promote 
actions intended to involve the armed forces •••• (They 
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are following) a path which is dangerous for the 
institutionalization o.f the .country, even inciting a 
confrontation between the branches of government •••• 
Let no one be deceived, because the consequences of 
a policy of provocation will be entirely shouldered 
by those who intend to plunge the country into an 
unbearable situation. 

Two months later the army briefly and bloodily seized power 
and closed Congress, but in the face of determined popular resis­
tance it backed off after 16 days, allowing democratization to 
proceed. 

Nevertheless, for so long as Congress was functioning, the 
Socialist Party proceeded with its documented denunciations, and 
the other parties were unable to restrain this initiative (which 
had considerable popular support) ahead of the next round of 
elections. It was in such a climate that, in July 1980, a third 
and final attempt was made to complete the formal democratization 
process. At least there was general agreement on the procedures 
for holding genuine presidential and legislative elections. How­
ever, following the open election of June 29, 1980 the experiment 
definitively collapsed. 

Within the military leadership there were those who favored a 
Peruvian-style return to barracks. As usual their most persuasive 
argument was that this would restore the prestige and unity of the 
armed forces, which would, of course, retain the possibility of 
returning to power in the event of civilian mismanagement. This 
argument only prevailed, however, for rather short periods of time 
when the evidence of military unpopularity and disunity was at its 
most unmistakable. As the July 1980 election drew closer, counter­
arguments became more persuasive. According to one senior officer, 
"Bringing off a successful coup in Bolivia presupposes bringing 
one off in the army first. Garcia Meza and Arce G6mez utilized 
the campaign the left-wing parties were waging against the armed 
forces at that time (accusations levelled against General Banzer, 
slashing the defense budget) to reverse the majority trend in the 
high command which favored respecting the democratic process. 
They pointed out that the military institution could not tolerate 
such attacks on its prestige any longer and cleverly played on the 
fears that troop strength and salaries might be cut. 11 5 

Here we have a recurring problem of political strategy for 
aspiring democratizers. On the one hand they must demonstrate that 
democracy offers the opportunity to correct past abuses and ensure 
against their repetition. Too much restraint on this score will 
demoralize their followers and be viewed by the authoritarian right 
as evidence of weakness. On the other hand any reference to mili­
tary excesses may trigger an institutional backlash that jeopar­
dizes the whole process of transition. There is probably no safe 
and reliable strategy that escapes this dilemma. In Bolivia there 
was quite pervasive criminality in the officer corps, so that the 
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temptation to denounce military excesses was hard to resist, espe­
cially in a closely-fought election. My own guess is that however 
skillfully the civilian democratizers had handled military suscepti­
bilities, they faced an unavoidable risk of failure, since the mili­
tary and economic factions involved in the narcotics traffic would 
be under no illusion that their privileges could survive a democratic 
government, no matter how tactfully the civilians behaved. 

There can be no precise reconstruction of the rival political 
strategies that led up to the coup ot July 1/, 1980, for too many 
disparate forces competed for allegiance, too many incompatible 
perceptions were in play, and the scene kept shifting too quickly 
to permit the operation of stable and well-informed calculations. 
As in other episodes of attempted democratization under study, the 
margin of unpredictability can for a brief period become extremely 
wide, with unsettling effects on the outlook of all participants 
in the political process. There were ample reasons for such uncer­
tainty in Bolivia. In November 1979 there had been a coup to thwart 
the electoral process that with the evident support of some 50 con­
gressmen lasted 16 days, and cost over 200 lives, before it was 
overcome. The following month another fragile civilian government, 
under pressure from the TI1F to confront a rapidly deteriorating 
economy, discovered that the result of raising gasoline prices was 
an impressive nationwide movement of peasant protest which blocked 
roads across the country until farm prices were raised. Through­
out the ensuing seven months of electoral campaigning there were 
repeated incidents of threats and violence, expressing the military' s 
discontent with the democratization process. The murder by para­
military forces of a leading Jesuit advocate of the human rights 
cause brought out a 70,000-strong funeral procession, but not long 
thereafter a plane carrying UDP leaders crashed in circumstances 
that pointed to sabotage. Siles was deterred by violence from ever 
setting foot in the lowland city of Santa Cruz, despite its impor­
tance for the election campaign. On the other side, the civilian 
political groupings were too uncertain of their relative strength 
in relation to each other, and too riven by historical rivalries 
and memories of betrayal, to construct a firm "democratizing alli­
ance" among themselves. Although they shared a common awareness 
of the dangers from the right they differed profoundly in their 
reactions to that threat, and differed also in the behavior they 
anticipated from each other, given a common danger. In brief out­
line, Victor Paz responded to the threat by strengthening his ties 
with the "less extreme" right; Hernan Siles redoubled his efforts 
to secure international protection and support (especially from 
the Carter administration); Juan Lechin concentrated on reviving 
the labor movement, in the process flirting with some unsavory 
right-wing associations; and Marcelo Quiroga Santa Cruz (socialist 
party candidate of the "next generation") focused on the past mis­
deeds of the military. While difficult inter-personal relations 
undoubtedly contributed to their differences (Victor Paz, Hernan 
Siles, and Juan Lechin had for almost 40 years campaigned together 
and maneuvered against each other in the merry-go-round of Bolivian 
populist politics), the obstacles to more effective collaboration 
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lay deeper. There were profound underlying disagreements about what 
kind of democracy was possible or desirable in Bolivian conditions, 
which may be summed up as disagreements over what should be the 
correct relationship between the machinery of the state and ~he mass 
organizations. The electoral process was only seen as one step 
towards resolving these long-standing issues of political contro­
versy. It might temporarily determine who became president, and 
under what formal or implicit understandings, but that was only a 
proximate, rather than the ultimate, objective of civilian political 
action. The deeper issue remaining to be resolved was what parts 
of the legacy of the 1952 revolution could be revitalised or adapted 
to provide mass support and direction for future popularly-based 
governments. Both the character and the durability of any "democra­
tization" process would depend upon how that question was answered. 

The drive to produce a constitutionally elected government was 
touch-and-go to the very end. Just as the military contained an 
uncertain current of pro-democratic opinion, the civilians included 
various groups that might compensate for a poor electoral showing 
by defecting from the "pro-democratic" alliance (as some close 
associates of Paz Estenssoro had done in November 1979). In his 
efforts to avert a pre-electoral coup, U.S. Ambassador Weissman 
unavoidably became a figure for controversy.6 The fragility of the 
democratizing effort is best illustrated by the contrast between 
the three successive electoral tests that were held. The 1978 
results appeared to favor the right, those of 1979 gave considerable 
strength to the center, whereas the results of 1980 gave a clear 
margin (thou~h not quite an absolute majority) to the two candidates 
of the left. My own guess would be that on a true count the 1978 
and 1979 results would have resembled those of 1980 (i.e., those in 
control of the count inflated the strength of first one anti-Siles 
candidate, and then another), but the conflicting sides will never 
reach agreement on this point. Their disagreements over the elec­
toral results reflected more than just a series of differences 
over empirical questions. The rival candidates also had different 
perceptions of the distribution of real power in the society, and 
differing conceptions of what type of more or less democratic poli­
tical arrangements might be viable. It is doubtful whether a dif­
ferent set of constitutional or electoral provisions would have 
softened these differences, although the question is worth debating. 
It seems that the minimum conditions for a stable democratizing 
alliance were absent (disagreement over the character of the desired 
democracy, disagreement over the means to promote democratization, 
and disagreement over both the strength and the reliability of the 
constitutional elements that would compose the alliance) with the 
result that every constituent part of the alliance had grounds for 
discontent with the rest, and the process of democratization itself 
was characterized by costly delays and unseemly recriminations, 
providing just the discredit for which the enemies of the process 
must have hoped. Although Siles finally emerged with a clear lead 
in the third election, he did not obtain an overwhelming victory, 
and even some of his supporters concede that their enthusiasm had 
been sapped by the length of the struggle. 
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Once the June 29 elections had taken place, most observers 
supposed that the moment of greatest danger had passed. Provided 
this third electoral test produced a relatively clearcut verdict, 
there should be, it was thought, clear sailing to the inauguration 
of a constitutional president on August 6, 1980. In reality, 
however, the post-electoral period was the most dangerous of all. 
The results of the popular vote were sufficiently clearcut to dispel 
any illusions either within Bolivia or in neighboring countries 
about the likely outcome of a successful democratization. As 
General Garcia Meza, the army commander, told Brazilian reporters 
on July 3, "In Bolivia there is an extremism disguised as 
democracy ••• (the Armed Forces) have always shared that desire of 
the people (for democratization). What we disagree with at this 
time, as the neighboring countries also disagree, is that an extreme 
leftist government should assume power, something that could 
influence other nations, especially in South America, including 
Brazil. 11 8 Since Siles had not received 50 percent of the popular 
vote, and had only 57 supporters in the newly-elected congress (out 
of 157), it was still possible to imagine some maneuver that would 
deprive him of victory. However on July 9, Paz Estenssoro finally 
ended his conflict with Siles, as he had long been urged to do, 
telling a Lima newspaper it would be "negative for the country's 
democratization process" to prevent Siles from taking office, or to 
force him into a constraining political pact.9 Thus, after almost 
nine years of estrangement from the Siles wing of the MNR, Paz 
parted ways from Banzer (who had, after all, played his part in 
blocking Paz from the presidency the year before) and moved towards 
reconciliation with the left. As he may well have feared, in the 
eyes of the right this move clarified the necessity for a coup. 

The military had learned from their previous unsuccessful 
efforts to thwart the democratization process, particularly the 
short-lived dictatorship of November 1979. This time great vio­
lence would be needed to break the expectations established by 
the election, and to overcome an aroused resistance. Having left 
it so late to intervene, and having allowed the victims the moral 
support of an election victory, they had to proceed with un­
restrained ferocity. What gave the impetus for this assault was 
not so much fear for the survival of their institution (which if 
anything is more threatened by the proliferation of para-military 
forces than by the left), nor any deep ideological commitment. 
Rather it was a condition that sets the Bolivian example apart from 
most of the examples of authoritarianism under study: the prospect 
of large-scale illicit enrichment for the officer corps, through a 
more unfettered development of the narcotics trade. 

Concluding Reflections 

The issues I have indicated as impediments to a stable "demo­
cratizing alliance" in Bolivia were also present to varying degrees 
in several other Latin American countries, although not perhaps in 
quite the same acute form. Formal democracy may not be an entirely 
convincing end-in-itself for popular movements whose followers have 
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urgent material needs to satisfy, and whose leaders have learned 
that political power can be used to redistribute income and reshape 
the processes of production. This is especially true in countries 
where mass politics is linked in the historical memory to the idea 
of socioeconomic transformation, and where the collapse of mass 
politics led both to a reconcentration of income and wealth and to 
a closure of political avenues of expression. In such circumstances, 
it is hardly surprising if subsequent generations of popular leader­
ship come under pressure to view democratic procedures from an 
instrumental rather than a fundamentalist standpoint. For popular 
movements of this kind, democratically-elected government is clearly 
preferable to conservative authoritarianism, but important groups 
within such movements inevitably demand that social redistribution 
accompany formal democracy. And in due course, if it is necessary 
to preserve the new pattern of distribution by sacrificing some of 
the formal liberties which accompanied democratization, Latin 
American history suggests that some popular movements (not just 
their "totalitarian" leaders) may perhaps reluctantly make that 
sacrifice to "save the revolution." We can see this as a major 
issue for Nicaraguan democracy, and it remains an unresolved issue 
for the Chilean left, and presumably for the various fragments of 
Peronism. In Bolivia the dominant interests threatened by the demo­
cratic transition did their best to create alarm about the scale of 
this threat, trying to show that they were not opposed to a respon­
sible democracy, whereas their supposedly democratic opponents were 
totalitarians in disguise. This campaign had some effect, in part 
because, as just explained, it contained an inescapable grain of 
truth, although the front-running candidate, Hernan Siles, could 
lay a more plausible claim than any rival Bolivian politician to 
being a true democrat. He had already served as president from 
1956-60, showing an unusually scrupulous regard for constitutional 
propriety, but inevitably in the 1978-80 period his critics des­
cribed him as a dupe of the totalitarian left. (When interpreting 
these charges, it is as well to recall that General Banzer has 
bluntly described the Socialist International of Brandt and Gonzalez 
as a form of international "extremism.") Conscious that the autho­
ritarian right was eager to appropriate the mantle of "democracy" 
for itself, the political leaders of the center and the left tried 
to avoid open disagreements among themselves about their respective 
views of democracy. But these political leaders were deeply divided 
over the issues raised by socioeconomic redistribution, and they 
had learned from past experience that their political rivals might 
adopt a purely instrumental approach to the value of formal demo­
cracy. Quiet awareness of these underlying truths did prevent 
Bolivia's civilian politicians from uniting around a more solid 
and effective "democratizing pact." Generalizing from this example, 
while it is always justified to enquire into the scope for promoting 
democracy through the conscious strategies chosen by political 
elites, it would be rash to underestimate the structural and histo­
rical constraints on such initiatives that now exist in various 
Latin American countries. 



21 

Bolivia's economic and social structure seems to resemble that 
of neighboring Peru and Ecuador, both of which achieved successful 
transitions to "democracy" at the end of the 1970s. However, 
Bolivian political traditions were far more radical, as indicated 
above in the discussion of the 1952 revolution. 

It is debatable whether the Ecuadorean/ Peruvian form of demo­
cracy could have generated a significant degree of support and 
enthusiasm in Bolivia. Indeed, Cotler and others have argued that 
even in Peru, "formal democracy" elicits little positive allegiance, 
existing more because of a temporary bankruptcy of the alternatives 
than because of its inherent local appeal. Although it had once 
had far milder connotations, "democracy" after 1952 meant for 
Bolivians the kind of social redistribution associated with the 
names of Siles, Lechin, and Paz Estenssoro. For Peruvians it still 
meant the more modest activities of a Belaunde Terry. The Bolivian 
version of "democracy" necessarily excited more hope, and also 
aroused far more fear, particularly among the military, the bankers, 
and the major private exporting groups. These privileged groups 
contained elements that were exceptionally hostile to any form of 
democratic control because of their links to the the military­
controlled narcotics smuggling industry that had flourished under 
the shelter of the Banzer dictatorship . In addition, the inter­
national setting for a Bolivian attempt at democracy was distinctly 
adverse. (Note the contrast with 1945, when the international 
conjuncture was very different.) Argentina, in particular, and 
the Southern Cone dictatorships, in general, perceived a threat 
that might have internal ramifications, if the civilian form of 
government established in the Andean Pact region were to spread any 
further south. From this standpoint, any rebuff to the political 
ambitions of the Bolivian armed forces, however well merited, might 
set an unacceptable example. It would not be necessary for Siles 
to act recklessly in order to incur the enmity of southern govern­
ments. Indeed, no matter how much restraint his administration 
might show, its mere existence would be regarded by neighboring 
governments as intolerable. Thus, the election apparently gave 
rise to some degree of precautionary intervention by elements of 
the Argentine military. 

The legacy of Bolivia's failed transition to democracy will 
not be an asset in any future attempt of the same kind. In the 
same way that a failed attempt at economic stabilization increases 
the difficulty of making any future stabilization policy effective, 
a failed democratization teaches lessons that may be harmful to 
future endeavors. For example, it teaches privileged minorities 
that they need not run the risks of a political transition; that a 
viable alternative exists if they resort to redoubled ruthlessness. 
It teaches the victims of deprivation to insist on immediate satis­
faction of their needs, before the tortuous and uncertain process 
of democratic construction collapses around them. It teaches 
revolutionary minorities not to disarm and place their trust in a 
civilian political compact. For the democratic politicians them­
selves, perhaps the lessons are not so clear. To some extent the 
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experience of failure, and the high costs it entails, may teach 
them to make greater efforts of adaptation, and to construct more 
ambitious and broad-visioned arrangements to safeguard political 
freedom. That would be the most hopeful interpretation, and some 
supporting examples can be found (Venezuelan and Colombian politi­
cians after the debacles of 1948). 

However, even for the civilian politicians who have managed 
to survive the dispersal and attrition that have followed the July 
1980 coup, the lessons are at least partly discouraging and dis­
orienting. For example, after the assassination of Marcelo Quiroga 
Santa Cruz (which followed immediately on Garcia Meza's coup), how 
many future unarmed democratic politicians will dare to speak out 
in parliament denouncing the crimes of authoritarian rulers? And 
what kind of democracy is possible if civilian leaders dare not, 
for fear of their lives and their few precarious freedoms, question 
the arbitrary power of the security forces? 

This issue arises above all in such countries as Bolivia, 
where illicit enrichment has become the mainstay of the authori­
tarian regime. But it is not confined to such cases. Spanish 
democrats have recently been confronted by this painful issue, for 
the failed democratization of their country in the 1930s still 
casts its long shadow over their efforts. In all of the countries 
under study, the same issue is likely to present itself in one 
guise or another. In my opinion it is a defining characteristic 
of authoritarianism that the security forces may commit crimes 
with the promise of impunity. Unless that promise is conclusively 
revoked there can be no true transition to democracy. (By this 
standard we must recognize that some authoritarian tendencies may 
exist even in apparently well-established democracies.) Whether we 
analyze the social meaning of democracy in a particular country, or 
examine more generally the source of its appeal, or the obstacles 
to its attainment, a central question is always how to subject the 
official security forces to democratic control, and to the rule of 
law. Although past success in this regard may feed upon itself, 
the process is always precarious. A history of failure to curb 
security excesses makes the task of democratizing far more costly 
and laborious. 
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3with 75 percent of the vote tabulated by July 19, the official 
totals just before nullification were: Pereda 763,204 (50.1%); 
Siles (UDP) 320,223 (21.8%); Paz Estenssoro (MNR) 164,652 (11.2%); 
Rene Bernal (PDC) 155,165 (10.6%). On this occasion Marcelo 
Quiroga (PS) was credited with under one percent of the vote. 
Paz Estenssoro and Juan Lechin both publicly estimated that 60 
percent of the recorded votes were fraudulent, and most other 
observers gave similar opinions. One indication of the character 
of the fraud comes from comparing the official tally one and two 
days after the election: 

July 10 July 11 
Pereda 153,211 283,824 
Siles 129,063 103,527 
Paz 52,364 82,324 
Bernal 26,148 98,930 

Since Pereda was not likely to obtain an absolute majority in 
Congress (where Siles would be strongly represented) his bid for 
the presidency required an outright majority of the popular vote, 
which may explain the last-minute scramble to inflate his support. 
On July 11, 1978, Siles proclaimed himself president-elect. 

4compare the official results four days after the election, 
with 67 percent of the vote tabulated, with those finally confirmed 
at the end of July: 

Siles 
Paz 
Banzer 

July 5 
469,575 
374,843 
214,657 

July 31 
528, 696 
527,184 
218,587 

Just as in 1978 in order to block Siles the support of Pereda 
and Bernal was inflated, in 1979 the Paz vote may have been arti­
ficially boosted for the same reason. Siles again proclaimed 
himself president-elect on July 16, 1979. The supporters of Paz 
replied that the army was deeply split, and that there would be a 
coup unless the government handed power to them. 

SA senior Bolivian official interviewed by Yves Hardy, Le 
Monde, April 1981. 
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6Argentine journalists held the following interview with General 
Banzer on July 3, 1980, which appeared in Clarin, Buenos Aires, 
July 4, 1980. 

Q: What can you say about the alleged interference by the Depart­
ment of State and the U.S. Ambassador in recent events? 
A: I am really sorry about it. 
Q: Do you disapprove of the State Department's declaration of 
support of the democratic process in Bolivia? 
A: I do not disapprove of the declaration of support, that is 
interest, but I do disapprove of any declaration implying inter­
ference with Bolivian freedom, like saying "we will not permit that." 
Q: By that phrase you mean not permitting a coup? 
A: I mean whatever it refers to ••• ! 
Q: Even in reference to a coup? 
A: Whatever it refers to! Even referring to a coup. 

?official results: 

Siles (UDP) 
Paz (MNR) 
Pereda/ Banzer 
Quiroga (Socialist) 

1978 
484,383 
213,622 
986,140 
under 10,000 

1979 
528,696 
527,184 
218,587 
over 100,000 

1980 
507,173 
263,706 
220,309 
113,959 

80 Estado de Sao Paulo, July 3, 1980. Garcia Meza also referred 
to peasant complaints at the large number of votes received by Siles, 
asserting that the armed forces had the support of the peasantry who 
made up 70 percent of the population. Siles made clear that on 
assuming office he would replace the high command of the armed 
forces. The coup began on July 17, 1980 in the garrison at Trinidad, 
which was then being visited by Garcia Meza. This was the capital 
of the one department carried by Banzer in the 1980 elections. 
Extremely underpopulated and with an economy based on cattle raising, 
this was the one area untouched by land reform or peasant organiza­
tion. A key demand of the Trinidad garrison was "to reaffirm the 
military-peasant pact." 

91a Prensa (Lima), July 9, 1980. 




