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There is surprisingly little comparative academic work on federalism in Latin
America. There is even less work of this type with a strong historical dimension. It is
intriguing that, as the author of this book points out, most Latin American countries
are more centralised in fiscal terms today than they were a century ago. This is
particularly true of Mexico and Argentina, although less so of Brazil, which remains
significantly decentralised. Diaz Cayeros argues that these various transformations
occurred as the result of political bargaining between the central government and
local politicians. It is optimal for state governments to surrender their tax-raising
authority to the central administration if they can be guaranteed, in return, an ad-
equate guarantee of financial transfers from centrally collected taxes. However, there
is a commitment problem here, in that central government may not want or be able
to offer sufficient guarantees that this will happen. So how can this problem be
resolved? Essentially, the answer has to do with the way in which political coalitions
are built up and sustained (or otherwise).

While the theme of the work is clear, the detail given to the various topics chosen
for discussion varies. The book is rather loosely constructed, to the point that
it gives the impression of being almost a set of inter-linked essays featuring
some sophisticated quantitative analysis and connected by a broad public choice
methodology. The first part of the book is a detailed study of the evolution of
taxation policy in Mexico from the end of the Revolution to the 1990s. Diaz Cayeros
presents the interesting argument that Mexican state governors retained significant
power for quite a number of years after the official party was set up, and even after
the Calles-Cárdenas confrontation. This is largely because many state governors
had access to independent sources of political power within their own states which
they could use either to support central authority or else to undermine it and
make government more difficult. Centralisation was really a post-World War II
phenomenon, and it was completed only in the late 1970s when the boom in oil
exports finally shifted the balance of fiscal advantage in the direction of central
government.

The material on Mexico is full and very interesting. The author is able to use
his rather narrow area of enquiry to create genuinely new insights into central
government-state relations in the post-revolutionary period. The most significant
claim is probably that taxing power in Mexico was more decentralised for longer
than alternative criteria for discussing the distribution of power between centre and
state (such as the removal of state governors by incumbent presidents) would have
led one to suppose. However, the main focus of the work is authoritarian Mexico.
A reader interested in learning much more about the politics of taxation in
democratic Mexico will be disappointed. There is very little on the post-1997 period.

The second part of the work features chapters on Venezuela, Argentina and
Brazil. Argentina underwent a significant degree of fiscal centralisation in the
twentieth century, while Brazil remained fairly decentralised, and Venezuela has
always been rather centralised and did not change much. The author looks at specific
historical experiences, viewing that of Peronism as largely responsible for the pattern
of centralisation in Argentina. Conversely, the establishment of the Brazilian
federation after 1889 established a decentralised political system with much power
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remaining in the hands of state governors. Venezuela underwent little change since
the flow of oil revenue to central government enhanced its autonomy.

The rather narrow research question in combination with the breadth of the field
being investigated in the second part of the work (three countries over an entire
century) means that some of the discussion is inevitably rather perfunctory. The
most interesting questions are often too broad to be captured by such a framework.
Admittedly, the author is careful to point out that the location of political authority
to tax is a different question from the level of taxation and the size of the state, but
the two issues are to some considerable extent intertwined in practice. The nature of
this intertwining surely requires some discussion. However, Diaz Cayeros does not
have much to say about tax versus spend or tax versus borrowing conflicts. Yet
these conflicts are surely crucial to our understanding of why taxes are collected in
any particular way. For example, the Mexican state collects rather little non-oil
taxation (even though tax collection is centralised), and since 1982 has preferred to
respond to debt problems by reducing the size of the public sector rather than
enhancing the level of taxation. Was the need to deal with a bloated state sector in
the context of a debt crisis really not a significant factor in Mexico’s continuing fiscal
centralisation? Similarly, Peronist centralisation was surely motivated in part by
Perón’s wish to exert tighter control over his political enemies among the land-
owning elite. It does not seem entirely satisfactory to argue that the location of tax
collecting authority is independent of broader issues about the size of the state and
the nature of the political culture of the country concerned.

Yet, despite its rather narrow conceptual framework, this work is a major con-
tribution to our understanding of how federalism has developed in the largest Latin
American countries over the past century.
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Thomas Wright notes that on 5 December 2002 the mothers of the disappeared in
Argentina held a symbolic ceremony in the Plaza de Mayo transferring their human
rights mission to the generation of their grandchildren. With many of the mothers
now elderly, and unable to keep up their work much longer, they took off ‘ the diaper-
inspired scarves that they had worn for twenty-five years ’ (p. 166) and placed them
around the necks of the children of Argentina’s disappeared, members of HIJOS.
The mothers hoped that the struggle for truth and justice would continue with this
next generation.

It has been over two decades since the Latin American countries began to return
to civilian rule, and yet national reconciliation has yet to occur fully in most
countries. New information periodically surfaces about the fate of the disappeared,
mass graves continue to be exhumed, judiciaries struggle with trials, punishments
and requests for extraditions, and civil society continues to debate the legacies of the
military regimes. In his book Thomas Wright helps us to understand the ways in
which justice and impunity have clashed head on in the crisis over human rights in
Latin America. In so doing, Wright takes the reader through the complexities of
policy making in a new democracy polarised by past injustices.
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