LOSE-UP

Raul Alfonsin

When Raul Alfonsn was
asked what he hoped to
achieve as President of
Argentina, hereplied that his
ﬁroudeﬂ day would be when

e handed over the presiden-

cy to another elected civi-
Ilan It will be no mean
achievement, if he does it,
and it is as wdl to bear in
mind that it has never yet
been donein Argentina.

Yet, there is now a stirring
of doubt about when exactly
Alfonsn will hand over and
what sort of democracy it
will bewhen hedoes.

Up to now, he has appeared
asakind of uncle-hero. Born
in the unpromising sur-
roundings of Chascomus, son
of a shopk and Iifelogg
supporter of the Radi
Party, Alfondn seemed one
of the men in Argentine
politics least likely to be
president. He was elected a
congressman in 1958, but
never made it to any position
of importance in the two
Radical administrations
which followed. In 1972 he
founded a dissident minority
faction within the crumbling
Radical Party, dedicated to

‘The tragedy is that Alfonsin
has fallen off the tightrope,
although the crowd has not
yet noticed'

modernising the party and
rejecting the political style
of the Radica caudillo,
Ricardo Balbin. He was
pushed out for his imperti-
nence and not re-elected in
1973. During the turbulent
1970s he was palitically in
the cold, but established a
reputation as a man whose
principles led him to acts
which the prudent cons-
dered foolhardy in the ex-
treme.

It was in this period that his
credentials as a defender of
human rights were estab-
lished. He was the promise
that there were honest men
in Argentina, who could res-
tore the moral health of the
nation.

With expectations this high,
disappointment was perhaps

inevitable. But as an Argen-
tine writer remarked recent-
ly in Alfonsin's defence, he
can only govern the country
he has, not the country we
would wish himto have.

The plague of civil politics
in Argentina has been the
caudillo, the demagogue at
the head of a party which
behaves like a movement, a
loose coalition of frequently
conflicting interest groups.
The leader maintains his
power through negotiation
within the party, but also by
direct apﬂ to the people
over the heads of his party
and his government. Alfon-
sin, in his long years in the
wilderness, planned to build
a modd of Western social
democracy in Argenting, to
break away from the idea
that civilian democracy can
only work if there is aleader
who carriesall beforehim.

But here comes the para
dox. In order to consolidate
the system, in order to trans-
form the nation into a mod-
ern  democracy, Alfonsin
now argues, he needs
another term and a bigger
majority. And in order to do
that, he has to rewrite the
constitution to enable Alfon-
snto stay in power.

The paradox was evident
from the beginning. The
Argentine electorate chose
Alfonsn in far larger num-
bers than they chose the
Radicals. In opinion polls
since, Alfonsn's personal
popularity consistently
scores h|gher than the gov-
ernment's or the party's. In
every crisis of his govern-
ment, Alfonsin has resorted
to adirect appeal for support
to the people, most dramati-
cdly and, finaly, most
dubioudly, on Easter Sunday
following a rebellion by
military officers.

It is a measure, and not a
very consoling one, of Alfor-
sin's political skills with the
cowd that he emerged
triumphant from his Easter
Sunday rally. He managed to
convince the crowd that they
and he together had saved
demaocracy from the milit-
ary. The truth is rather less
straightforward, but does
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illustratethe degreetowhich
Alfondn is becoming trap-
ped by the power of his own
Image

The fact is that from the
beginning, Alfonsn wanted
to apply to the armed forces
the formula which the gov-
ernment is now struggling to
adopt: to make the nation
appreciate the enormity of
what had taken place in the
dirty war, but to limit re-
tribution to the leadership of
the armed forcesand to afew
notorioustorturers. Thebulk
of the participants would be
absolved on the principle,
rejected at Nuremberg, that
th were only obeying
orders. Argentina in 1983
was not Germany in 1945.
Therewere no Allied powers
with the power to create the
stateintheimagethey chose.
If Alfonsn had ever serious-
ly considered abolishing the
Argentine armed forces and
starting again, he had re-
jected the idea before he
came to power in favour of
trying to persuade the armed
forcesto make their own sf
criticism and forge a new
relationship with civil au-
thority. The logic of his
position was to amnesty the
middle ranking officers at
the beginning, but his own
public image - that of the
man who would bri ngtj ustice
- and the traumatic effect of
Nunca Mas, thereport onthe
disappeared that Alfonsn
himsdf had commissioned,
had rai sed the expectation of
vengeance to such a pitch
that an amnesty was politi-
caly impossible.

Thetragedy isthat Alfonsin
has falen off the tightrope,
athough the crowd has not
yet noticed. Far from ex-
amining its collective consci-
ence, the Argentine forces
have hardened their belief
that they acted correctly,
even honourably, in the dirty
war. In April they tested
their power to impose this
view on the government and
they won. Nerves were so
shaken by the events of
Easter week that it will
probably be possible, though
messy, to produce the
that the government has
qfletly promising the
armed orces from the begin-
ning, but it isa serious defeat
both for the hope that Argen-

Alfonsin: Uncle-hero

tina's military is capable of
self-reform and the hope that
a civilian government has
the authority to impose such
a reform upon them. It is
also, sadly, thefirst timethat
Alfondn has traded fasdy
on his image: it was not the
enthusiasm of the crowd and
the cour@e of the president
which defused the military
rebellion. It was a backstage
deal which was done even
before the presidential heli-
copter took off for the Campo
deMayo.

Alfonsn must govern the
country he has. Now he is
seeking a government of
national consensus, appeal-
ing for mass support to
create the country he wants.
His opposition accuses him
of demagoguery while unre-
constructed sectors of his
own party dream of it - a
third great historical move-
ment with Alfonsn at its
head. They may be an embar-
rassment to Alfonsn now,
but the question is how far is
it possible to sustain Radical
power through the charisma
of the leader, without the
| eadership becoming the end
initsef. It would beasad end
for a politica reformer to
become the demagogue in
spite of himself. o

Isabel Hilton

MARXISM TODAY JUNE 1987

Aelled



