
centralization of power. Even though liberal Benito Juárez came from Oaxaca and
had regional caciques propel him into office, his administration promised develop-
ment by centralized agencies for agricultural reforms, promoting the railways and
improving international commerce. 

While these complaints are relevant, this book provides a great use of mixed
methods, employing historical datasets, which often are presented as simple OLS
regressions or modest causalities, combined with selective cases to demonstrate
assertions. This gives interesting insights on how quantitative comparative work
affects long-term and case selection.

Overall, Solfer’s work presents an easily read version of state formation by pre-
senting a “new” alternative explanation for history scholars to engage with: urban
primacy. He also demonstrates possible flaws quantitative scholars can create by
trying to claim too much with datasets. While this work adds to the academic
debates about decentralization versus centralization, without accounting for issues
of federalism in state formation, Soifer limits possible solutions to this vacillation.

Heidi Smith
Universidad Iberoamericana
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Working on Latin America in Australia is a lonely business. The challenges start at
the top of the governmental structure, most recently in the form of Foreign Minister
Julie Bishop’s categorical statement, “We are an Indo-Pacific nation; our interests
are firmly in our region” (2017). Indeed, in 2012 and 2013 there was an internal
effort at the Australian government’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade to
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develop and implement an integrated strategy for Latin America, an initiative that
was bluntly rebuffed with a quip about Australia being focused on Asia and a
reminder that most of the policymakers in Canberra had made their careers focusing
on China and were not going to look beyond it. 

This has predictable knock on effects in the academy, where few scholars are
working on Latin America and, outside of a sparse, lucky handful (including this
reviewer), those who do study the region face tremendous difficulty getting Aus-
tralian Research Council funding. Even in institutions with major centers and con-
centrations of Latin American expertise, support approaching even a shadow of that
given to the study of China and Indonesia remains rare and episodic. Yet despite
these obstacles, there is a small and quietly growing community of Latin American-
ists, some of whom are global leaders in their discipline, including two contributors
to this edited volume. 

Of course, civil society and business are wisely off doing their own thing rather
than waiting for government or the academy to come to their aid. Indeed, one of
the perennial ironies is the stark contrast between the federal government’s disinter-
est and the vibrancy of Latin cultural scenes in Australia’s major cities, or business
interest in investing in markets across the Pacific. This leaves Canberra constantly
playing a game of catch-up while state government policymakers are often already
working closely with local firms to support new entrants into Latin American coun-
tries. In fact, this has been precisely this reviewer’s observation over the last five
years, when events held in Melbourne, capital of the state of Victoria, have been
oversubscribed while seminars and conferences in Canberra during the center-right
coalition government have become notable for the lack of national-level policy
engagement, let alone participation. 

It is therefore hardly surprising that the interesting volume under review here
is largely a product of Melbourne-based scholars and practitioners, edited by Eliza-
beth Kath at the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology University (RMIT),
itself an institution that has seen its linkages to Latin America grow rapidly over the
last decade.

The book is branded in the title as a survey of Australian-Latin American rela-
tions, but perhaps a more accurate characterization can be found in the subtitle,
New Links in a Changing Global Landscape. While it gives attention to changes in
the nature of transpacific relations, the story of this book is more one of the evolving
place and profile of Latin America and things Latin American in Australia over the
last 35 years. In many ways, this is a far more interesting field of study than a repeat
of the latest survey of the state of formal affairs on a political and economic level
(Carr and Minns 2014).

For the political anthropologist interested in understanding how diaspora com-
munities grow, penetrate, and ultimately influence the foreign policy of a given gov-
ernment, this book is of particular interest. Those more interested in the future of
Australian-Latin American relations will benefit from this book for the same reasons,
because it charts out how matters related to the eastern side of the South Pacific have
permeated the Australian popular, political, and corporate consciousness, which, in
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turn, points to how domestic political levers may be pressured in the future to
broaden Australia’s policy orientation beyond China and the United States.

Attention in the first several chapters is squarely focused on cultural and demo-
graphic change. After setting out the general state of play in the first chapter, Kath
joins with a team of co-authors to chart the two big waves of Latin American immi-
gration to Australia. Whereas the first major wave was heavily grounded in flight
from oppression to an environment with little in the way of welcoming diaspora
communities, the second wave, from the 1990s, stems partly from the search for
better opportunities, but also from the serendipity that has come with a global rise
in international travel. This has also brought a rising sense of confidence and pres-
ence as the numbers with Latin heritage in Australia have grown, and as migrants
have arrived in a process of conscious choice and less due to a desperate need to
search out security.

These changing motivations in migration and the greater ease with which
migrants adapt to Australia are the subject of the next chapter, by M. Laura Vázquez
Maggio. True to the Australian government’s marketing material, Vázquez
Maggio’s extensive interviews point to a significant number of migrants’ choosing
to arrive for security reasons and a search for the good life.

Travel and the influx of Latin Americans to Australia have helped shape the
country’s cultural life. Barry Carr, one of the world’s leading scholars of Mexican
history, teams up with John Sinclair to chart the rise of Mexican food in Australia,
with a particular focus on the Melbourne area. The interesting point they make is
that many of the taquería chains that have sprouted across the island over the last
half-dozen years were started by traveling Australians, not Mexican migrants. This
has created an important beachhead for the normalization of things Latin American
in the wider Australian cultural context. Indeed, this phenomenon is not limited to
Mexican food in Victoria, but can also be found with the appearance of Brazilian
churascarias in Sydney’s Darling Harbour or the opening of the excellent South
American–inspired Frank Bar and Grill on the waterfront in Hobart, Tasmania. 

Paralleling the importance of food for building the Latin American profile in
Australia is music, which benefits from an astonishingly vibrant and eclectic music
scene, most easily sampled through ABC Radio JJJ. As with food, travel has com-
bined with migration to create a unique antipodean flavor, which is set out by Mara
Favoretto. Focusing on questions of hybridity, Favoretto highlights how many arriv-
ing Latin American musicians had to adapt to local conceptions of what their sound
was about. The result is a blended musical culture that mixes languages, beats, and
styles in a manner that is almost explicitly inclusive and accessible to the rest of the
country. Indeed, music is often the anchor of public functions designed to build
Australian public and policy interest in the Americas.

The final four chapters of the book turn their attention to the business end of
the bilateral relationship. Alexis Esposto and John Fien set the scene in the first of
them by reviewing past economic linkages before setting forth a series of recommen-
dations for the future. While the review is useful, the propositions they present are
in keeping with the wistful “if only the government would” tone that usually dom-
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inates public colloquia or Track II diplomacy functions. What is missing is a sense
of where some real bite and innovation can be put into the process, an idea of how
bilateral links can be driven forward in a trade context that is always going to be lim-
ited by geographic realities. 

Here, the next chapter, by Adrian Hearn, himself an accomplished musician in
addition to being a leading expert on China-Latin America relations, is particularly
instructive. He examines the common experiences of Australia and Brazil with
respect to China. Instead of focusing on notional spaces for increasing bilateral
links, he highlights how each country is grappling with the same challenges in deal-
ing with its major trading partner. Although not necessarily popular with the proud
policymakers in Canberra, this is possibly a more useful avenue to follow by seeing
where mutual learning to address pressing policy challenges might be pursued,
something Hearn is actively doing with his colleagues at the University of Mel-
bourne and various levels of government in Victoria.

Perhaps the most problematic chapters of the book are the final two. Angel
Calderón’s review of Australian-Latin American trade in educational services covers
the basics adequately and does complete the critical task of reminding the reader
that education is one of Australia’s largest export sectors. The problem is that he
does not move past what many in Latin America are increasingly seeing as the preda-
tory character of bilateral educational engagement. Some mention is made of grow-
ing research collaboration, but not nearly enough attention is given to the surge in
Australian university interest in Latin America, which accompanied the launch of
several high-profile postsecondary external scholarship programs in countries like
Colombia, Mexico, Ecuador, Peru, Chile, and, most notably, Brazil, with its Science
Without Borders (SWB) program. To put it bluntly, Australian universities are
heavily dependent on foreign student income and have reached the limits of their
student recruitment possibilities in the Asia-Pacific. These Latin American scholar-
ship programs were seen almost as a lifeline by the major research universities,
including the RMIT, which receives one of the largest shares of the SWB students
in Australia and where Calderón is the principal adviser for planning and research. 

The following chapter, by Victor del Rio, stands more as a case study of how
to drive bilateral research cooperation. While not conceptually problematic, the
chapter overdoes the technical detail at the expense of greater elaboration of the pro-
cedural challenges and their solutions, which would help followers build on the
good example of the synchotron initiative. Del Rio has long been an indefatigable
proponent of greater connections between Australia and Latin America. His narra-
tive is perhaps an ideal conclusion to this volume, because it highlights the extent to
which the expansion of bilateral linkages remains hostage to the availability of indi-
vidual advocates with the energy to push policymakers into action. 

As the book highlights, the structural factors are not in place to make pan-
Pacific engagement an automatically obvious option for Chinacentric Australia.
Moreover, the evidence presented in the book makes it doubtful that this situation
will change anytime soon. That said, Kath’s neatly edited volume also makes clear
that the door is not closed and that there is a substantial, if overshadowed, ferment
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of activity. Nothing is stopping Australians from engaging with and advancing link-
ages with Latin America. Just don’t expect more than passing assistance from gov-
ernment or a wider explosion of societal excitement about opportunities on the east-
ern, as opposed to northwestern, edge of the Pacific.

Sean W. Burges
Australian National University
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Anyone wanting to understand the recent rise and political entrenchment of the
Brazilian right-wing Bancada BBB (Bíblia, Boi e Bala, or Bible, Beef, and Bullet
Caucus) would do well to read (and heed) Benjamin A. Cowan’s book. Indeed, to
read this book is to reckon with the legacies and logics of moral panic that would
later resurface amid the more recent overthrow of President Dilma Rousseff by the
BBB politicians now embroiled in their own criminal corruption scandals. One has
only to recall Dilma, as a presidential candidate, being forced to prove, on national
television, that she could still cook a proper omelet and be president to find eerie
echoes in Cowan’s Cold Warriors and their fearmongering about gender roles, fem-
inism, and the role of women resisters such as Dilma, herself a victim of torture by
the military regime. 

Cowan’s book begins with a scene on a public bus in 1974 in which a judge
and supporter of the dictatorship spots two teenaged students passionately making
out and proclaims that this is “communism today, instigated by materialist subver-
sives, as subversion lies implicitly . . . in that libidinous excess which is the greatest
teacher of communist subversion” (1). From this archival nugget, Cowan unspools,
over the course of 250 pages, a trenchant exploration of morality and authoritarian-
ism, spanning the period from the 1930s to redemocratization in the 1980s and
focusing primarily on the years of the military regime (1964–85).

Cowan’s central purpose is to provide a history of the Cold Warriors and their
relationship to right-wing cultural issues, particularly around gender and sexuality.
Despite their constant cries for modernism and progress, right-wing leaders
embraced antimodern moral panics and counted among their supporters many
people who considered modernity a terrifying threat to the nation. Cowan’s book
centers on this paradoxical alliance and the complexities of the logics that enabled
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