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State Building in Latin America

State Building in Latin America diverges from existing scholarship
in developing explanations both for why state-building efforts in the
region emerged and for their success or failure. First, Latin American
state leaders chose to attempt concerted state building only where
they saw it as the means to political order and economic develop-
ment. Fragmented regionalism led to the adoption of more laissez-faire
ideas and the rejection of state building. With dominant urban centers,
developmentalist ideas and state-building efforts took hold, but not
all state-building projects succeeded. The second plank of the book’s
argument centers on strategies of bureaucratic appointment to explain
this variation. Filling administrative ranks with local elites caused even
concerted state-building efforts to flounder, while appointing outsiders
to serve as administrators underpinned success. Relying on extensive
archival evidence, the book traces how these factors shaped the differ-
ential development of education, taxation, and conscription in Chile,
Colombia, Mexico, and Peru.

Hillel David Soifer is an assistant professor of political science at
Temple University. His research has been published in journals such
as Comparative Political Studies, Studies in Comparative International
Development, and Latin American Research Review. He was awarded
the 2013 Alexander George Award for Best Article by the Qualitative
and Multi-Method Section of the American Political Science Association,
and has served as the Peggy Rockefeller Visiting Scholar at the David
Rockefeller Center for Latin American Studies at Harvard University.
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Introduction

The Origins of State Capacity in Latin America

States are crucial to nearly every aspect of our lives. The ability of state
institutions to effectively exert authority throughout the national terri-
tory underpins variation in access to economic opportunity, the provision
of public goods, and the protection of legal rights. Yet in Latin America,
variation in state capacity has only recently become an object of serious
scrutiny. Much of our understanding of the state has come from studies
of its origins in Europe, where a vigorous debate among scholars has gen-
erated extensive cumulation of knowledge in both theoretical and empiri-
cal terms.” This school of research has been complemented in recent years
by a growing literature exploring the “failure” of some contemporary
states to fulfill even their basic functions.?

This dual focus on the world’s strongest and weakest states ignores
much of the contemporary variation: no state in Latin America, for
example, could be described as a Hobbesian Leviathan or a Scandinavian
cradle-to-grave provider, nor is any as vestigial as those of Chad or
Somalia. Yet within Latin America, state capacity varies quite widely
across countries. Some countries, like Chile and Uruguay, provide basic
public goods and security to their citizens, and are able to extract rev-
enues and enforce laws. But illiteracy in Bolivia is about five times as
high as in Uruguay. For every child not vaccinated in Chile, about ten go
unvaccinated in Ecuador. While the 2011 census in Uruguay was admin-
istered effectively, the 2005 census in Peru was so flawed it had to be

* Among the many important contributions to this literature, some central works are Tilly
(1975), Tilly (1992), Ertman (1997), Downing (1992), Spruyt (1994), and Gorski (2003).
* Herbst (2000); Bates (2008).



