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THE SOCIAL ORIGINS OF 
INSTITUTIONAL WEAKNESS  

AND CHANGE
 Preferences, Power, and Police Reform  

in Latin America
By YANILDA GONZÁLEZ

abstract
Despite historic increases in crime and violence, Latin America’s police forces are charac-
terized by long periods of institutional weakness punctuated by rare, sweeping reforms. To 
understand these patterns of institutional continuity and change, the author applies the 
concept of structural power, demonstrating how police leverage their control of coercion 
to constrain the policy options available to politicians. Within this constrained policy 
space, politicians choosing between continuity and reform assess societal preferences for 
police reform and patterns of political competition. Under fragmented societal prefer-
ences, irrespective of political competition, reform brings little electoral gain and risks 
alienating a powerful bureaucracy. Preference fragmentation thus favors the persistence of 
institutional weakness. When societal preferences converge and a robust political opposi-
tion threatens incumbents, politicians face an electoral counterweight to the structural 
power of police, making reform likely. Using evidence from periods of continuity and 
reform in Argentina, Brazil, and Colombia, the author traces both outcomes to shifts in 
societal preferences and political opposition. Despite the imperative to address citizens’ 
demands by building state capacity in security provision, these cases show that police 
reform is often rendered electorally disadvantageous.

IN November 1982, just before the first democratic elections were to 
be held in Brazil’s São Paulo State after two decades of dictatorship, 

then-Governor José Maria Marin denounced rampant killings by the 
state’s Military Police and promised imminent reform: “Even if I am 
forced to take drastic measures . . . I will go to the final consequences 
to contain police violence.”1 Today, though police killings far outnum-
ber those that alarmed Marin in 1982, reform to curb police violence 
remains elusive. After Argentina’s democratic transition, profound 
institutional deficiencies within the Policía Bonaerense, the police in 
Buenos Aires Province, persisted unabated for years. Nicknamed the 

1 “Marin promete fim da violência da polícia,” O Estado de São Paulo, November 2, 1982.
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2 See Carlos Dutil and Ricardo Ragendorfer, “Maldita policía,” Noticias, August 10, 1996. 
3 Mann 1984, 189; Soifer 2015, 9; Taylor 2011, 16.
4 The region’s average of 23.4 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants is nearly four times the global 

average. See UN Office on Drugs and Crime, Global Study on Homicide 2013: Trends/Contexts/Data. At 
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/statistics/GSH2013/2014_GLOBAL_HOM 
ICIDE_BOOK_web.pdf.

5 Zechmeister 2016. 
6 Ungar 2001; Macaulay 2012.
7 Lindblom 1977.

maldita policía (damned police), the Bonaerense systematically engaged 
in corruption, extrajudicial violence, and criminal activity.2 They even-
tually underwent comprehensive reform, while the police in São Paulo 
State have not. What explains these divergent outcomes?

Coercion is central to definitions of the state and state capacity, and 
is defined as a state’s ability to control and enforce laws throughout its 
territory.3 But the state capacity literature rarely considers the entity ex-
ercising the state’s coercive authority. This oversight is particularly puz-
zling for Latin America, the world’s most violent region,4 where security 
is among citizens’ most pressing demands.5 Despite the imperative to 
build state capacity in security provision, Latin America’s coercive insti-
tutions exhibit profound weakness, characterized by poor training, low 
specialization, ineffectiveness, extralegal violence, and widespread cor-
ruption.6 Per definitions of state capacity as the state’s ability to imple-
ment its own policies, institutional weakness describes the low capacity 
of police bureaucracies and the civilian entities overseeing them to co-
ordinate members to do what they’re supposed to do or to restrain them 
from doing what they’re not supposed to do (defecting). 

Despite profound deficiencies, the region’s police have successfully 
blocked structural reform altogether, as in São Paulo, or thwarted re-
form for years, as in Buenos Aires. To explain these patterns of institu-
tional continuity and change, I apply the concept of structural power7 
and demonstrate how police leverage control of coercion to constrain 
available policy options. Within this constrained policy space, politi-
cians choosing between continuity and reform assess societal prefer-
ences and political competition. When preferences regarding reform 
are fragmented, police reform may be electorally disadvantageous. Re-
form becomes more likely when preferences converge and politicians 
face robust political opposition, constituting an electoral counterweight 
to the structural power of police. I test this argument through compar-
ative analysis of periods of continuity and reform in Argentina, Brazil, 
and Colombia. 

This article builds on theories of institutional persistence and change, 
elucidating an institution that remains opaque in political science. It 
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8 Gabaldón and Antillano 2007, 9. 
9 Ungar 2001, 107. 
10 Barreneche 2007, 226.
11 Hunter 1997; Pion-Berlin 1997; Diamint 1999.
12 However, new police forces emerged following civil wars in Guatemala and El Salvador; Call 

2003.
13 North 1990.
14 Mahoney 2000, 507.
15 Mahoney and Thelen 2009, 4.
16 Greif and Laitin 2004.
17 Weyland 2008, 283.

theorizes about the agency and structural power of a bureaucracy that 
leverages its control of coercion to act as a veto player, setting the bounds 
of policy options that are available to politicians choosing between con-
tinuity and reform. It also contributes to scholarship on state-society 
interactions and policy change by disaggregating state and societal ac-
tors. It adds nuance to theories of how societal pressures and political 
competition drive policy change by identifying conditions under which 
these factors can instead favor the persistence of institutional weakness.

Structural Power and the Problem of Police Reform

Latin American police institutions face a legacy of stalled reform, where 
reform is defined as the enactment of a written policy intended to per-
manently change internal structures, rules, or practices within an en-
tire organization. In Venezuela, police avoided reform for “almost 100 
years,”8 despite grave institutional deficiencies.9 Buenos Aires’s 1998 
police reform was only the second reform in a century,10 and police re-
form in São Paulo continues to remain unlikely. Crucial military reform 
following democratic transitions in Argentina and Brazil11 conspicu-
ously excluded police.12 In Colombia, meanwhile, an ambitious agenda 
in the early 1990s to transform nearly all areas of the state did not in-
clude police reform. 

This remarkable persistence is consistent with the institutions liter-
ature, which predicts continuity due to self-reinforcing mechanisms13 
and historical sequences that “set into motion institutional patterns that 
have deterministic processes.”14 Although path dependence suggests 
stability, certain institutional features “permit or invite specific kinds of 
change strategies and change agents”15 that yield gradual, endogenous 
change.16 Indeed, such theories predict police forces that endure fifty 
years without considerable reform and that are instead subject to grad-
ual change.

But Kurt Weyland observes that institutional change is often dra-
matic and discontinuous,17 which accurately describes the remarkable 
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persistence and rare reform among Latin America’s police. Citing pros-
pect theory, Weyland predicts “reform deficit,” or policy inaction de-
spite deteriorating conditions, as risk aversion in the domain of gains or 
mixed domains, and predicts drastic policy change as risk seeking in the 
domain of losses, or crisis.18 Scholars of policing also cite crisis to ex-
plain reforms in Latin America, England, and the United States.19 But 
as the case studies I present show, crisis is often poorly defined concep-
tually, difficult to identify empirically, and likely to overpredict reform.

Since institutional change theories often don’t explain persistence 
and pathways to reform of police institutions, we must consider how this 
scholarship may be complemented by the policing literature, which ex-
amines police along key political variables that are central to the broader 
political science literature. Policing scholars highlight electoral pres-
sures as drivers of reform following widespread public concern over in-
security20 and civil society mobilization.21 But they also cite institutional 
features, including federalism22 and political competition,23 to explain 
the demise of reforms. This presents a discrepancy with institutional 
change theories that argue that political competition drives bureau-
cratic reforms24 and that federalism favors reform by promoting local 
innovation.25 

In practice, we observe less police reform than both literatures pre-
dict, which underscores why police constitute a hard case for reform, 
both empirically and conceptually. The case studies presented below 
document empirical regularities that are indicative of politicians’ reluc-
tance to pursue police reform. When facing a salient issue regarding a 
profoundly deficient bureaucracy, politicians avoided police with surgi-
cal precision. Instead they enacted new security plans, reformed courts, 
or banned torture.26 Moreover, police opposition derailed initial reform 
proposals while leaders successfully enacted other complex and politi-
cally costly institutional reforms. Analyzing police reform can thus in-
form institutional change theories by considering police bureaucracies’ 
ability to block reforms and by elucidating other policy areas where re-
form is particularly challenging.

18 Weyland 2008, 287.
19 Ungar 2001, 3; Savage 2007; Sherman 1978.
20 Bailey and Dammert 2005.
21 Fuentes 2005.
22 Eaton 2008.
23 Hinton 2006; Davis 2006.
24 Geddes 1994; Grzymala-Busse 2007.
25 Oates 1999; Heilmann 2008; Falleti 2009.
26 Ungar 2001; Fuentes 2005; Hinton 2006. 
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Underlying the difficulty of instituting police reform is the police’s 
structural power. I argue that police leverage control of coercion to con-
strain available policy options and in so doing raise the threshold for 
reform. This constrained policy space is essential for understanding re-
form deficit and rare, dramatic reform of police forces, and why schol-
ars of institutional change and police reform often offer conflicting 
predictions. 

Charles Tilly famously argues that European state formation was a  
function of capital and coercion.27 Foreshadowing Tilly, Charles E. Lind- 
blom argues that business, which controls capital, occupies a “privi-
leged position” as “functionaries performing functions that government 
officials regard as indispensable.”28 Accordingly, Lindblom warns that 
“Depression, inflation, or other economic distress can bring down a gov-
ernment.”29 The same holds for police, which control coercion. Police 
action or inaction is consequential for state building and governance. 
Police serve leaders’ ability to consolidate power30 and to pursue politi-
cal interests by selectively providing protection or waiving unfavorable 
enforcement for constituents,31 punishing opponents,32 and generating 
revenue.33 But police also threaten leaders by withdrawing the provision 
of order and security, which they have done in New York,34 Baltimore,35 
São Paulo,36 and Buenos Aires Province, for example.37 Echoing Lind-
blom, a former Buenos Aires security secretary outlined the risk: “Any 
governor or president knows that insecurity events can corrode [their] 
administration.”38 

Constituting both an asset and a formidable threat, police induce 
politicians to engage in accommodation—a mutually beneficial rela-
tionship wherein politicians grant police autonomy in exchange for co-
operation in pursuing political interests. Although all bureaucracies 

27 Tilly 1993.
28 Lindblom 1977, 175.
29 Lindblom 1977, 172–73.
30 Bayley 1975; Camacho 1994; Greitens 2016; Hassan 2017.
31 Wilkinson 2004; Holland 2015.
32 Saín 2006.
33 Sances and You 2017.
34 “In Police Rift, Mayor de Blasio’s Missteps Included Thinking It Would Pass,” New York Times, 

January 11, 2015. At https://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/12/nyregion/in-police-rift-mayor-de-blasios 
-missteps-included-thinking-it-would-pass.html.

35 “With Killings Rising in Baltimore, Mayor ‘Examining’ Decrease in Arrests,” Baltimore Sun, 
May 27, 2015.

36 Wanderley Preite Sobrinho and Ricardo Galhardo, “Prefeitura de São Paulo tenta despolitizar 
violência na Virada Cultural,” IG São Paulo, May 20, 2013. At http://ultimosegundo.ig.com.br/bra 
sil/sp/2013-05-20/prefeitura-de-sao-paulo-tenta-despolitizar-violencia-na-virada-cultural.html, 
accessed July 30, 2018. 

37 Saín 2015, 94.
38 Author interview with Alberto Piotti, Buenos Aires, Argentina, November 2, 2011. 
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pursue autonomy,39 police can credibly threaten to withdraw cooper-
ation due to hierarchical, often-militarized structures that facilitate 
coordination. Indeed, scholars note that police routinely resist interfer-
ence by hesitating to adopt new tasks,40 rejecting external accountabil-
ity mechanisms,41 and weakening reforms once enacted.42 

To understand the agency of police and the nature of accommoda-
tion, consider Brian Taylor’s distinction between tasks that are routine 
(formal/legal) and exceptional (informal, possibly extralegal).43 These 
may operate as separate dimensions, wherein police possess institutional 
weakness in routine tasks but capacity in exceptional tasks, as Taylor’s 
analysis shows. Police may also exchange cooperation in one dimension 
for autonomy in another. For example, Buenos Aires police cultivated 
autonomy in routine security provision in exchange for cooperation in 
an illicit political financing network. Colombia’s police evaded political 
intervention, despite widespread malfeasance, in exchange for coopera-
tion in the government’s war against drug cartels. Police act as political 
instruments functional to politicians in some dimensions, and as politi-
cal actors pursuing their own prerogatives in others.

As with the business sector, structural power is granted by the “priv-
ileged position” of police, which creates “reciprocal dependence”44 and 
raises the threshold for reform. As the case studies demonstrate, police 
have three faces through which they exercise power45 as conceptualized 
by Steven Lukes, to constrain policy options available to executives. First, 
police forces get their policy priorities implemented (decision-making); 
second, they keep reform proposals off the agenda (nondecision-mak-
ing), and, third, they shape how politicians and citizens understand secu-
rity issues (ideology shaping). To explain how politicians choose between 
continuity and reform within this constrained policy space, it’s impor-
tant to understand how politicians assess the electoral costs of both pol-
icy options. 

Societal Preferences as Drivers of Continuity and Reform

When politicians face bureaucracies they formally control but which 
can withdraw cooperation, they navigate a constrained policy space. Be- 

39 Lipsky 2010.
40 Wilson 1989, 107.
41 Alpert and Dunham 2004, 9. 
42 Goldstein 1977; Ungar 2001.
43 Taylor 2011, 16.
44 Culpepper 2015.
45 Lukes 1974; Gaventa 1980.
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cause the structural power of police raises the threshold for reform, 
executives choose between the status quo and reform by determin-
ing whether policing poses an electoral threat: a coherent societal de-
mand for police reform alongside robust political opposition (see Figure 
1). When societal preferences over police reform are fragmented, ir-
respective of political competition, reform brings little electoral gain 
and risks alienating a powerful bureaucracy. Fragmentation leads ex-
ecutives to choose continuity, favoring the persistence of institutional 
weakness. Conversely, preference convergence and robust political op-
position provide an electoral counterweight to the police’s structural 
power, making reform likely.

This theory follows extensive scholarship on state-society relations 
and policy change. From Jonathan Fox’s “sandwich strategies” in agri-
cultural policy in Mexico46 to health policy in Brazil47 and labor pol-
icy in Argentina,48 scholars demonstrate convincingly that state-society 
interactions can promote policy change. Candelaria Garay also shows 
how informal sector workers’ mobilization and partisan competition 
for their votes promote social policy expansion.49 Beyond constituting 
isolated instances of “societal accountability,”50 state-society interac-
tions—from informal state-social movement partnerships to formal in-
corporation into bureaucracies51—produce lasting institutional change. 

My theory expands upon this literature, disaggregating state and so- 
cietal actors. It elucidates how executives and a powerful bureaucracy 
reconcile divergent interests through accommodation, constraining the 
policy options available to politicians to address citizen demands. It 
also highlights societal preference fragmentation, showing that societal 
pressure doesn’t always move toward policy change that bolsters state 
capacity, as in the aforementioned studies. Societal mobilization some-
times works in the opposite direction, reinforcing institutional weak-
ness among police.

How Fragmentation Promotes Institutional Persistence

Scholars have characterized Latin Americans’ conflicting demands over 
policing as “schizophrenic”52 or “paradox[ical].”53 But such conflicting 

46 Fox 1993, 220.
47 Rich 2013.
48 Amengual 2014.
49 Garay 2016.
50 Peruzzotti and Smulovitz 2006.
51 Falleti 2009.
52 Ungar 2001.
53 Caldeira 2002.
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demands constitute fragmentation, wherein attitudes and preferences 
regarding police and security are divided among considerable segments 
of society, typically along existing cleavages, with no clear majority po-
sition. For instance, when a 2013 poll asked Venezuelans about recent 
police reforms, 45 percent viewed them positively and 43 percent neg-
atively, a division that reflected support for or opposition to Chavismo, 
the governing ideology of former President Hugo Chávez.54 

Far from constituting a public good, policing is subject to distribu-
tive contestation and selective provision by politicians for electoral gain. 
An event I observed in São Paulo illustrates how societal contestation 
and electoral interests can shape the distribution of protection and re-
pression.55 A community leader in a low-income region complained to 
police that police cars were stationed along a major road rather than 
within the community or its commercial areas. The police commander 
responded that the governor had requested this placement after receiv-
ing complaints from residents of a neighboring wealthy municipality 
that they’d been robbed when driving through this community. The 
distribution of protection by the local police thus favored the wealthy 
municipality outside their jurisdiction—and where the governor had 
won some 60 percent of the vote56—over the low-income residents in 
their own jurisdiction, a stronghold of the leftist Workers Party. 

Scholarship on policing and criminal justice across the Americas dem- 

54 Rebecca Hanson and David Smilde, “Police Reform on a Political Tightrope: Citizen Security 
and Public Perceptions,” Venezuelan Politics and Human Rights blog, November 21, 2013. At http://
venezuelablog.tumblr.com/post/67701053085/police-reform-on-a-political-tightrope-citizen/, ac-
cessed July 30, 2018.

55 Date and exact location withheld to preserve the anonymity of the local police commander.
56 Electoral data from Superior Electoral Tribunal 2010 Electoral Statistics (www.tse.jus.br).
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onstrates that the distribution of protection and repression reproduces 
societal inequalities. Scholars find disparities along race, class, and ge-
ography in police stops,57 protest repression,58 arrests,59 extrajudicial 
killings,60 and the quality of police services.61 Scholars of the United 
States also find that these disparities shape attitudes toward the po-
lice.62 Like the policy feedback effects scholars identify for other bu-
reaucracies,63 citizens’ different experiences likely produce divergent 
views and preferences of police. 		

Politicians deciding between continuity and reform assess societal 
preferences to determine whether there’s a broad demand for police re-
form. But ordinary citizens don’t generally hold articulable preferences 
for or against such reform. Still, although they may lack clear prefer-
ences on specific security policies, citizens do express identifiable views 
about policing that offer signals to politicians. When hundreds of resi-
dents of a wealthy São Paulo neighborhood call to praise an operation 
where police kill ten alleged burglars,64 and hundreds of homeless citi-
zens protest after police kill a homeless man,65 politicians draw infer-
ences about societal preferences over police use of lethal force. 

I use several proxies for preferences over police reform that corre-
spond to how ordinary citizens experience policing and the informa-
tion cues that citizens regularly convey to government officials: trust in 
police, assessment of police performance, and views about police dis-
cretion and authority. These are basic elements of policing that citizens 
can reasonably be expected to have direct experience of and articulable 
opinions on, and that serve as proxies for specific policy preferences. 
Politicians learn about these views from surveys, citizen contacts, me-
dia, protests, and other sources.66 Citizens also form organizations and 
networks,67 often along class, race, and other cleavages,68 that convey 
specific demands to politicians about policing. 

Politicians use this information to assess the degree of preference  

57 Barros 2008; Najdowski, Bottoms, and Goff 2015.
58 Davenport, Soule, and Armstrong 2011.
59 Sinhoretto, Silvestre, and Schlitter 2014.
60 Brinks 2008.
61 Pinheiro, Izumino, and Fernandes 1991.
62 Weitzer and Tuch 2005; Skogan 2006.
63 Soss 1999.
64 Author interview with anonymous official, police ombudsman’s office, São Paulo, Brazil, Sep-

tember 15, 2017.
65 Author interview with anonymous leader of organization for the rights of the population expe-

riencing homelessness, São Paulo, Brazil, September 16, 2017. 
66 Davis 2006, 75; Eaton 2008, 6. 
67 Fuentes 2005.
68 Fortner 2015; Moncada 2016.
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fragmentation, a key explanatory variable. I operationalize fragmen-
tation as whether there’s a clear majority view on the proxies defined 
above or whether views are divided among substantial segments of the 
population and whether such divisions reflect social cleavages (such 
as race, class, and geography). Under high fragmentation politicians 
receive information cues (from surveys, media, protests, or meetings 
with organizations) suggesting that opinions on trust, police perfor-
mance, and police discretion and authority are divided among con-
siderable segments of the population—typically along relevant social 
cleavages—such that there is no clear majority opinion (see Figure 2 
(a)). Fragmentation entails divergence on any dimension, even if the 
other dimensions reflect consensus. While it makes intuitive sense 
that these dimensions should vary together, they’re often contradic-
tory. Thus, scholars interrogate the paradox of broad distrust in police 
alongside considerable support for greater police authority to kill,69 and 
public officials, such as former Buenos Aires Security Minister León 
Arslanián, grapple with similar “erratic demands” (see below). These 
contradictions convey fragmentation and have important policy im-
plications. Meanwhile, under low fragmentation (convergence), politi-
cians observe shared discontent along all dimensions across race, class, 
and geographic cleavages. 

Facing fragmentation, politicians are unlikely to see police reform as  
electorally advantageous. Per Juan Pablo Luna’s work on political par-
ties’ “segmented representation,” a unified programmatic policy ap-
proach is untenable for winning elections in high-inequality settings, 
where class preferences likely conflict.70 Instead, parties adopt a “seg-
mented” strategy, pursuing programmatic appeals with middle-class 
constituents and clientelistic linkages in low-income constituencies, 
with policy “significantly biased” toward the former. Policing creates 
similar incentives. Executives perceiving fragmented preferences over 
policing are unlikely to pursue reform if discontent is concentrated in 
low-income sectors, reproducing a pattern of inequality shown in Dan-
iel Brinks’s work on judicial responses to police killings.71 

Since police violence and ineffectiveness disproportionately affect 
the poor and the working class, how might the argument apply to left-
ist parties? In contrast to Garay’s findings regarding social policy, I ar-
gue that leftist politicians representing poor and working-class voters 
are unlikely to push for police reform under fragmentation. Although 

69 Caldeira 2002.
70 Luna 2014, 21.
71 Brinks 2008.
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left parties with low-income constituencies can afford to enact social 
policies despite antagonizing business groups, they can seldom afford 
to alienate the police, which can withdraw service and put order and 
governance at risk—along with incumbents’ electoral fortunes. Though 
executives in my case studies span from center-left to center-right (see 
Appendix 5 in the supplementary material),72 other scholars show that 
leftist executives in Mexico City73 and Bahia, Brazil,74 pursued accom-
modation rather than police reform. Thus, even politicians whose core 
constituencies suffer the brunt of police violence and malfeasance are 
susceptible to the constraints posed by the structural power of police 
and are unlikely to enact police reform under fragmentation. Such lead-
ers may instead satisfy constituents through less divisive measures that 
entail fewer electoral risks. Irrespective of ideology, fragmentation fa-
vors continuity—and thereby the persistence of institutional weakness.

How Preference Convergence Shifts Incentives  
Toward Reform	

Politicians’ electoral calculations change when societal preferences shift 
from fragmentation toward convergence. While issue preferences may 
shift gradually, scandals are a useful tool for identifying convergence 
and assessing its short-term impact on politicians’ strategies. Scan-
dals—high-profile acts of police deviance that generate broad societal 

72 González 2018.
73 Müller 2017.
74 Durazo Hermann 2017.
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outrage—mobilize groups that are typically critical of police and move 
previously supportive or neutral societal sectors (typically the middle 
class) into the ranks of critics. Figure 2 summarizes the hypothesized 
shift in the distribution of preferences from status quo to scandal. A 
helpful heuristic is to consider where the median voter might lie under 
the status quo and under a scandal (convergence). Under the status quo 
condition of fragmentation, the median voter usually lies in the neutral 
or supporter category, leading politicians to infer that most voters don’t 
prefer police reform. But under convergence, the median voter is in the 
critics’ camp, such that leaders infer that a majority now demands po-
lice reform. 

Convergence needn’t entail agreement across all societal groups, nor 
does it require that newly critical sectors share the exact views of typi-
cal police critics regarding inequality in policing. Instead, scandals act 
as focal points for groups that were previously neutral or supportive 
of police to mobilize alongside critics in demanding a government re-
sponse to police deviance—whether for solidaristic motives or the self- 
interested realization that they, too, may become victims. 

Scandals focus societal and political attention on points of consen-
sus about policing, incorporating broad sectors alongside typical police 
critics. Modes of expression that previously conveyed fragmentation—
citizen contacts, media statements, surveys, protests, civil society or-
ganizations—transmit shared societal discontent to elected leaders. 
But politicians know that scandals fade and convergence is temporary. 
Without a political opposition that poses an electoral threat, politicians 
may prefer to address discontent with a symbolic response like firing a 
high-ranking official.

Reform becomes likely when preferences converge and incumbents 
face a robust opposition that “comprise[s] a daunting threat of replace-
ment.”75 A broadly shared criticism of police provides leverage for a 
strong opposition party to threaten the incumbent’s electoral success. 
The larger the majority is that expresses pro-reform preferences, the 
greater the likelihood that a strong opposition party can mobilize vot-
ers against the incumbent in the next elections. Five indicators measure 
opposition strength (the ability to pose an electoral threat): party vote 
shares, holding executive office at other levels of government, opposi-
tion to executive’s legislative agenda,76 incumbent approval ratings,77 

75 Grzymala-Busse 2007.
76 In Latin America, legislative proposals typically originate with executives, reducing legislatures to 

a reactive role, either amending, approving, or rejecting bills; Cox and Morgenstern 2001. 
77 Scholars have shown the importance of presidents’ approval ratings for passing their legislative 

agendas; Rivers and Rose 1985; Canes-Wrone 2005.
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and proximity to elections. These characteristics indicate whether an 
opposition party has the capacity and incentive to marshal institutional 
resources (hearings, investigations, or legislation) and to strategically 
mobilize media and public attention around the scandal78 against the 
incumbent. 

Thus, although police induce executives to pursue accommodation, 
convergence and a robust opposition provide an electoral counterweight 
to the police’s structural power, shifting politicians’ strategy toward re-
form. An exception to this argument may be found in far-right politi-
cians, such as Rodrigo Duterte of the Philippines, who explicitly favor 
unrestrained police power; such politicians aren’t likely to deviate from 
such policy, irrespective of preferences and competition. 
	 Emphasizing that reform becomes likely under the joint occurrence 
of these factors helps to reconcile the discrepancy between the litera-
tures on policing and institutional change, and the tendency of the for-
mer to overpredict reform. Political competition and federalism serve as 
obstacles to reform, but not when societal preferences converge. Soci-
etal pressure and mobilization may drive reform, but may result in con-
tinuity without preference convergence or robust opposition.

Explaining Institutional Persistence and Reform in  
Latin America

I test the theory with evidence from police in Buenos Aires Prov-
ince (Argentina), São Paulo State (Brazil), and Colombia. Selecting 
two subnational cases within federal countries and one unitary country 
achieves congruence between the bureaucracy and the governing juris-
diction. Given the research question, the appropriate unit of analysis is 
the “locus of choice”79—the political-administrative level where politi-
cians make decisions about police reform. We can assess the general-
izability of the argument under different institutional configurations, 
testing whether structural differences between unitary and federal sys-
tems drive variation in the enactment of reform. Federalism may never-
theless hinder implementation of police reform once enacted.80

Case selection followed a most-similar and most-different systems 
design (see Table 1) along structural conditions relevant for reform 
outcomes. Despite their structural similarities—federalism, authoritar-
ian past, military strength, and low-medium levels of violence—São 
Paulo State and Buenos Aires Province differ on outcomes.81 Though 

78 Sherman 1978.
79 Arjona, forthcoming.
80 Eaton 2008.
81 Each is also its country’s most prosperous, populous, and politically powerful subnational unit.
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Colombia is a unitary country with a history of formal democracy, a 
powerful military, and a decades-long armed conflict, its police reform 
resembles that of Buenos Aires. This case selection helps rule out these 
conditions as alternative explanations.

My argument focuses on the dynamic processes that shape politicians’ 
choices between continuity and reform. To test different components of 
the argument, the case studies highlight variation in explanatory vari-
ables and outcomes (see Table 2). Because São Paulo has lacked struc-
tural police reform, the case study shows how fragmentation and weak 
political opposition favor institutional continuity. Because Buenos Ai-
res and Colombia adopted ambitious reforms, the cases highlight how a 
shift in opposition strength under preference convergence and a change 
in preferences from fragmentation to convergence in the context of a 
relatively robust opposition, respectively, altered politicians’ policy 
choices. Through process tracing, I show how police leverage struc-
tural power to constrain available policy options, and how, within this 
constrained policy space, politicians’ choices between continuity and 
reform are a function of preferences and political opposition strength. 

This analysis draws on two years of fieldwork in Argentina, Bra-
zil, and Colombia, including interviews, ethnography, and archival 
research. It’s based on processes that occurred during the 1980s and 
1990s, which poses important limitations on available data, particu-
larly regarding preferences. I triangulate across multiple data sources, 
including public opinion data, media archives, and interviews with of-
ficials and societal activists, to assess societal attitudes and demand- 
making and to determine how these shaped politicians’ choices. 

The Persistence of the “Police That Kill” in  
São Paulo State

São Paulo’s police have shown considerable persistence since Brazil’s 
democratic transition, sustaining rampant lethal violence with little 

Table 1
Case Selection: Most-Similar and Most-Different Design

	 São Paulo State	 Buenos Aires Province	 Colombia

Recent dictatorship	 yes	 yes	 no
Structure	 federal	 federal	 unitary
Military strength	 weak	 weak	 strong
Violence	 medium	 low	 high
Reform	 no	 yes	 yes
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civilian intervention.82 From 1983, when police committed 10 percent 
of the state’s homicides,83 to 2015, when this proportion rose to 20 
percent (see Appendix 1 in the supplementary material),84 police have 
remained a key source of violence. But the police have successfully con-
strained policy responses to pervasive police killings. There’s been lit-
tle electoral counterweight to their structural power, I argue, due to 
the enduring fragmentation of societal preferences and weak partisan 
competition.

Overview: Three Decades of Continuity 
Democratization in São Paulo coincided with rising crime. Homicides 
tripled between 1981 and 2000, rising to forty-three per one hundred 
thousand inhabitants in the state85�and to sixty-seven per one hundred 
thousand in the capital.86 Violence and growing discontent with se-
curity provision topped the public agenda.87 But police responded to 
the growing violence by committing widespread extrajudicial killings,88 
some through police-linked death squads.89 These practices remain un-
changed since the authoritarian regime,90 when the police were central to 
the military’s repressive apparatus.91 Though significant military reforms 
were adopted after the transition,92 the police were left untouched. 

Table 2 
Overview of Cases

	 Preferences	 Opposition	 Outcome

São Paulo (1983–84)	 fragmentation	 robust	 continuity
São Paulo (1997)	 fragmentation to	 weak	 marginal reform 
	   convergence
Buenos Aires (1997–98)	 convergence	 weak to robust	 symbolic response  
	   (scandal)		    to reform
Colombia (1992–93)	 fragmentation to	 robust	 continuity to  
	   convergence 		    reform

82 The title of this section references Barcellos 1992. 
83 Caldeira 2002, 245. 
84 González 2018.
85 Data are from the web site for Fundação seade (Sistema Estadual de Análise de Dados, or State 

System for the Analysis of Data). At www.seade.gov.br.
86 Cárdia and Schiffer 2002.
87 Caldeira 2000; Adorno 2013. 
88 Ouvidoria da Polícia do Estado de São Paulo 2000, 17; Chevigny 1997, 166.
89 Adorno and Cárdia 1998; Chevigny 1997, 157; Merlino 2012.
90 Barcellos 1992.
91 Decree-Law 667–1969.
92 Hunter 1997.
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Structural reform has been constrained by police-politician accom-
modation, as São Paulo’s politicians deploy police coercion selectively 
for political gain. A police captain in a downtown district, for instance, 
noted that the mayor and governor often call commanders to recom-
mend how forcefully police should treat different protest groups. They 
urge lax enforcement with sympathetic groups, such as a gay pride rally, 
because if the police were to act aggressively, “it’s over for São Paulo, 
it’s over for Brazil because it’s something the whole world would be 
watching.”93 In exchange for cooperation, politicians grant considerable 
autonomy to the police, as suggested by a former commander of the 
Military Police. “I had a lot of freedom to command,” he said. “There 
was no interference from the secretary nor from the governor in my 
command.” But, he continued, the governor still expected the police to 
serve his interests. “I always felt pressure, from the beginning. The gov-
ernor always holds us to account (cobra), ‘See what you can do.’ . . . He 
would talk about Morumbi [a wealthy neighborhood] and I’d say, ‘We 
already made this many arrests,’ or this and that. I always worked to face 
these pressures head on.”94 But São Paulo’s police also engaged in stra-
tegic defection to create political problems. For instance, when officers 
purposely relaxed patrols during a high-profile festival in 2013, a spike 
in violence occurred.95 This ability to confer or withdraw cooperation 
allows police to thwart interference with internal matters. 

Alongside constraints posed by the police’s structural power, the 
fragmentation of societal preferences means politicians may see little 
electoral gain in reform. In a highly unequal country where race and 
class determine relationships with state institutions,96 policing is no ex-
ception. Interviewees routinely described the population most subject 
to police repression as “the three Ps”: preto, pobre, e periférico (black, 
poor, and from the city’s periphery). For decades, studies have shown 
that black Paulistas from low-income urban peripheries have dispro-
portionately been victims of extrajudicial killings,97 with security pro-
vision defined by a lack of preventive policing, unresponsiveness to 
citizens’ calls,98 and reliance on repression.99 These differentiated expe-
riences with police, in turn, shape attitudes and preferences. As a police 

93 Author interview with anonymous Military Police captain; date and location withheld to main-
tain anonymity.

94 Author interview with Coronel Álvaro Camilo, former commander of the Military Police of São 
Paulo State, São Paulo, Brazil, May 28, 2012.

95 See fn. 36.
96 Telles 2004; Fischer 2008.
97 Ouvidoria da Polícia do Estado de São Paulo 2000, 20; Sinhoretto, Silvestre, and Schlitter 2014.
98 Chevigny, Chevigny, and Karp 1987. 
99 Pinheiro, Izumino, and Fernandes 1991, 102.
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ombudsman official told me, most complaints come from “the three 
Ps; we don’t receive complaints from Jardins” (a wealthy, mostly white 
area).100 This fragmentation impedes reform, as shown by the experi-
ence of São Paulo Governor Franco Montoro. 

The Failure of Early Reform Attempts (1983–84)
Montoro, São Paulo’s first democratically elected governor after two 
decades of dictatorship, won the 1982 elections by pledging a “Return 
to the Rule of Law.” Montoro had a formal police reform proposal,101 
and he began by expelling corrupt officers, installing pro-human-rights 
officials in the Secretariat for Public Security, and removing the elite 
and highly deadly rota (Rondas Ostensivas Tobias de Aguiar) unit 
from patrols. Montoro’s initial intervention generated police resistance, 
including inaction during riots in commercial areas.102 Even though 
Montoro had won a majority of votes with his reformist agenda a year 
earlier, police resistance contributed to fragmentation in citizens’ views 
of his reformist measures, reflecting the “third face” of power.103 Given 
rising crime and social unrest, Montoro’s attempts at police reform di-
vided public opinion. A 1983 survey asked citizens to evaluate his se-
curity policy: 41 percent said it was “average,” while 39 percent called 
it “bad.”104 Business groups mobilized in opposition to Montoro’s pol-
icies.105 Montoro’s officials described daily visits from citizens de-
manding the rota return to the streets.106 One such official, Montoro’s 
Secretary of Government Luiz Carlos Bresser-Pereira said, “I remem-
ber a meeting where a community leader from a low-income neigh-
borhood…[said] he was worried about the safety of his kids when they 
came home at night, and the only guarantee he had was the police.”107

Less prominent residents of the city’s periphery conveyed different 
demands. Black activist groups like the Unified Black Movement—
founded after police tortured and killed a black man in 1978—de-
nounced the continued violence in the city’s periférias, where rota 
“killed many black people, [accusing them] of being involved in crime, 
[but] it was just for being black, for being in a certain place. . . . The 

100 Author interview with anonymous official, police ombudsman’s office, São Paulo, Brazil, Sep-
tember 15, 2017.

101 Mingardi 1992, 77–79.
102 Galdeano Cruz 2009, 32.
103 Lukes 1974.
104 Caldeira 2000, 170.
105 Mingardi 1992, 115.
106 Caldeira 2000, 171.
107 Author interview with Luiz Carlos Bresser-Pereira, São Paulo, Brazil, June 19, 2012.
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genocidal project that existed under the military dictatorship contin-
ued into democracy.”108 As black social movements protested racism 
that was “becoming increasingly explicit in acts of police violence,”109 
Montoro responded in 1984 by creating a Council for the Participation 
and Development of the Black Community, but he did not renew prior 
police reform efforts. Facing fragmentation and conflicting demands, 
Montoro pursued a segmented strategy.

Montoro also faced political pressures from above and below.110 Mil-
itary rule persisted at the national level, and Montoro feared that signs 
of disorder in the state would trigger federal intervention.111 In the 
state capital, meanwhile, an opposition-party mayoral candidate ac-
tively campaigned against Montoro’s security policy,112 and eventually 
defeated the candidate from Montoro’s party, the pmdb (Party of the 
Brazilian Democratic Movement). 

With conflicting societal demands, police resistance, and threats to 
his hold on power, Montoro abandoned his reform plan and pursued 
accommodation. Michel Temer, who became Montoro’s third secretary 
of security, reversed the approach of his predecessors. Temer described 
his mandate as managing the police without ruffling feathers: “I was 
able to really unify the two police forces.113 I achieved a good rapport 
with them. . . . I preached a lot about democracy, but democracy with-
out radicalism, without any of that which would touch the police.”114 
A former security official agreed, saying Temer “didn’t mess with any-
thing. For better or for worse, he accommodated [the police], and that’s 
when the reform started to regress.”115 

The rest of Montoro’s term brought important policies to promote 
societal participation in security, which I analyze elsewhere.116 But fol-
lowing this early failure to enact police reform, neither Montoro nor his 
successors would again attempt to enact internal, structural, permanent 
reform of the state’s police institutions. 

108 Author interview with Milton Barbosa, founder, Movimento Negro Unificado, São Paulo, Bra-
zil, September 5, 2017.

109 Lucas Rodrigues 2010, 11.
110 During this period there was an anomalous threat to Montoro’s term as governor: the excep-

tional overlap of dictatorship and democracy across Brazil’s levels of government.
111 Montoro 2000, 174.
112 Mingardi 1992, 187.
113 Brazil’s constitution distinguishes between the Military Police, charged with the prevention and 

repression of crime, and the Civil Police, charged with investigating crimes. 
114 Author interview with Michel Temer, Brasilia, Brazil, September 24, 2012.
115 Author interview with anonymous municipal and federal security official, São Paulo, Brazil, 

June 6, 2012.
116 González, forthcoming.
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Convergence without Competition: A Lost Opportunity for 
Reform (1997)	

Although Montoro reversed his reformist attempts partly due to prefer-
ence fragmentation, convergence alone hasn’t been sufficient to produce 
reform. One remarkable instance of convergence occurred in March 
1997, when television viewers saw footage of Military Police officers 
engaging in extortion, torture, and an execution in Favela Naval, a low-
income community in the São Paulo city of Diadema. Police abuses in 
Favela Naval caused widespread outrage, even though the victims be-
longed to those typically criminalized populations—the three Ps. The 
event generated large protests by Favela Naval residents117 and repudi-
ation by the General Community Council of the Military Police, the 
police commander’s civilian advisory board, which includes business 
leaders.118 Following the broadcast, nearly two-thirds of survey respon-
dents demanded the resignation of the secretary of security and the po-
lice commander.119 Convergence is best illustrated by Figure 3, which 
shows the results of a survey question about police violence that was 
first asked in 1995, and then two years later, days after the revealing 
broadcast.120 In the 1995 survey, 44 percent of respondents said the 
Military Police were “more violent than they should be,” 35 percent be-
lieved police used “appropriate levels of violence,” and 19 percent said 
the police were “less violent than they should be.” After the Favela Na-
val footage aired in 1997, the fragmentation indicated in the previous 
survey gave way to convergence. In the second survey, the proportion 
of respondents who viewed the police as too violent rose to 73 percent. 
Many citizens who were previously indifferent to or supportive of po-
lice violence joined the critics. 

Governor Mário Covas responded to the scandal with symbolic ac-
tions, apologizing to “the people of São Paulo” and dismissing two high-
ranking officials.121 Covas also promoted marginal reform—legislation 
to bolster a police ombudsman’s office (Ouvidoria) that he had created 
by executive order in 1995. The Ouvidoria, intended to receive citizen 
complaints about police, left internal police structures intact and lacked 
formal authority to oversee police or punish malfeasance.122 Benedito 
Mariano, who served as police ombudsman between 1995 and 2000, 

117 “Manifestantes protestam contra PMs e cercam delegacia,” Folha de São Paulo, April 2, 1997.
118 “Conselho da PM de SP repudia ação violenta de policiais,” Folha de São Paulo, April 1, 1997.
119 Rifiotis 1999, 41.
120 The survey was conducted in 1995 and 1997 by the Brazilian survey firm Datafolha. 
121 “Violéncia em diadema afasta comandantes da PM,” Folha de São Paulo, April 1, 1997.
122 Law 826/97. 
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said he proposed structural reforms after the Favela Naval incident, but 
“the [Covas] administration didn’t want to move forward with those 
proposals. The one that had the most resistance from the police was the 
new disciplinary code [I proposed], because that messed with the inter-
nal culture of the Military Police. . . . The secretary [of security] made 
the mistake of sending the proposal to the Military Police commander, 
and of course when you send it to the police for their opinion, they’re 
going to want to maintain the status quo.”123 The police thus kept struc-
tural reforms off the agenda. 

In contrast to the ambitious reforms in Buenos Aires that began in 
late 1997 (described below), the response to Favela Naval ultimately 
“maintained the status quo.” I argue that the divergent policy choices in 
Buenos Aires Province and São Paulo State in 1997 can be accounted 
for by looking to the strength of the political opposition faced by the 
respective governors. While Buenos Aires Governor Eduardo Duhalde 

123 Author interview with Benedito Mariano, former ombudsman, São Paulo, Brazil, September 
14, 2017.
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Figure 3  
Shifts in Societal Opinion toward Police in São Paulo (1995 and 1997)

Source: Datafolha 1995; Datafolha 1997
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faced stronger opposition following legislative elections in 1997, Co-
vas and his party, the psdb (Brazilian Social Democratic Party), faced 
no such electoral threat (see Appendix 2 in the supplementary mate-
rial).124 Reflecting Brazil’s famously fragmented political party system, 
more than a dozen parties were represented in the state legislature dur-
ing the Covas administration, with the largest opposition party—the 
pmdb—receiving 24 percent of the vote in the 1994 elections. Covas, 
meanwhile, defeated his opponent by more than 10 percentage points 
in a runoff election that same year; the challenger’s political party, the 
pdt (Democratic Workers Party) won only 3 percent of the votes for the 
state legislature.125 The psdb governs São Paulo to this day. While states 
such as Minas Gerais and Rio de Janeiro have seen a turnover of politi-
cal parties in the governorship since democratization, São Paulo’s gov-
ernors have represented a single party since 1995 and, for twelve years 
before that, the party that it broke from (the pmdb). 

These instances elucidate how police leverage their structural power 
to constrain policy options, and how politicians’ choices between conti-
nuity and reform are shaped by societal preferences and political com-
petition. The urgency of the problem of police violence in São Paulo 
highlighted by Governor Marin in 1982, and the structural conditions 
resulting from such violence, remain largely unchanged in the three 
decades since democratization. The political choices of consecutive 
governors are also unchanged, as noted by Mariano, the first police om-
budsman of that state, in an interview: “This is a debate that even the 
progressive [political] parties have to undertake. In the period since the 
transition [to democracy], considering all state governors, we haven’t 
had great advances in terms of structural reforms. Not from any admin-
istration. In some ways it continues to be a big taboo.” 

Continuity and Change in the  
“Damned Police” of Buenos Aires

In contrast to São Paulo State, a contemporaneous convergence of pref-
erences in Buenos Aires Province, along with a midterm election that 
strengthened the opposition, shifted politicians’ strategies in favor of re-
form. But that reform followed fifteen years of institutional stasis after 
Argentina’s transition to democracy in 1983, during which many condi-
tions in Buenos Aires Province resembled those in São Paulo. Although 
Argentina’s military underwent significant reforms after the transition,126 

124 González 2018.
125 Electoral results from Fundação seade. 
126 Pion-Berlin 1997.
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police structures remained largely intact. Police were governed by pol-
icies enacted under dictatorship127 with few reform attempts, despite 
constituting a key component of the military regime’s repressive appa-
ratus.128 Meanwhile, as crime in the province tripled,129 police proved 
largely incapable of preventing it.

Instead, the Bonaerense were routinely complicit in crimes they were 
supposed to prevent. Through the practice of recaudación (collection), 
a remnant of the clandestine repressive practices of the authoritarian 
period,130 police collected fees from both licit and illicit economic ac-
tivities.131 According to one former security official, police command-
ers ran their jurisdictions as “their own hunting preserve, their own 
fiefdom” for rent-seeking purposes.132 Officers also perpetrated high 
levels of institutional violence, with approximately one hundred extra-
judicial killings per year, and countless cases of torture.133 Unsurpris-
ingly, a 1997 survey found that 92 percent of respondents distrusted 
the police.134

Much has been written about cycles of police reform in Buenos Ai-
res Province,135 but these works offer few explanations for patterns of 
continuity and change. To explain both the prolonged reform deficit 
and the dramatic reform in 1998, it’s important to understand how the 
police’s structural power constrained policy options and created a set of 
entrenched interests that blocked reform. We must also grasp how, af-
ter fifteen years of continuity, shifts in preferences and political compe-
tition changed politicians’ calculations toward reform. 

Structural Power, Fragmentation, and Continuity

The Bonaerense case exemplifies the police’s structural power and pol-
iticians’ incentives to pursue accommodation. Provincial and local pol-
iticians—mostly, though not exclusively, from the dominant Partido 
Justicialista (pj, Peronist Party)—pursued mutually beneficial relation-
ships with the police. Many scholars and analysts suspect politician 

127 Decree-Law 9.550/80. 
128 Saín 2015, 70–87.
129 Saín 2015, 116.
130 Saín 2015, 82.
131 Dewey 2012. 
132 Author interview with Luis Lugones, chief of the civilian intervention of the Buenos Aires Pro-

vincial Police, La Plata, Argentina, September 15, 2011.
133 See cels 1998; cels 1999.
134 Survey conducted in March 1997 in Greater Buenos Aires by Estudio Graciela Romer y Aso-

ciados. Survey data accessed via the Latin American Databank, Roper Center for Public Opinion 
Research Archives at the University of Connecticut. 

135 Saín 2002; Ungar 2001; Eaton 2008.
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complicity in recaudación, presuming politicians use the funds to fi-
nance electoral campaigns and offer political protection to police in 
exchange.136 Various secretaries of security during the 1980s and ’90s 
reported interference by mayors when those secretaries attempted to 
curtail corruption. As one secretary of security under Governor Edu-
ardo Duhalde, Eduardo De Lázzari, describes:

The mayors create alliances with certain commanders of their respective police 
districts. If I tried to touch a police officer who was shielded by some mayor, 
that mayor would come to me in a fury, with the demand that I not remove this 
chief to put in that other chief. . . . It is extremely clear that there was a political 
motive in relation to the police [chief ] in their zone. It’s not casual, it’s not free; 
it’s not because they like [the commander’s] face. It’s because they form a series 
of relationships between the mayor and the local police for mutual benefit.137 

Peronist Governor Duhalde also engaged police in a mutually ben-
eficial exchange of autonomy for cooperation. Journalists documented 
how the Bonaerense spied on Duhalde’s political opponents during the 
mid-1990s,138 including Ramón “Palito” Ortega, Duhalde’s presump-
tive rival for the Peronist candidacy in the upcoming presidential elec-
tion. Perhaps because of such cooperation, Duhalde viewed police chief 
Pedro Klodczyk as a “true guarantee” and prohibited his secretary of 
security from removing Klodczyk in 1994, despite acknowledging the 
Bonaerense’s crisis.139 Thus, the provincial police leveraged political re-
lationships to thwart external interference.

Given its political value, the police force enjoyed extraordinary au-
tonomy, largely free from interference by civilian officials. Eduardo Pet-
tigiani, Duhalde’s first secretary of security, recalled that in 1992, the 
undersecretariat of security within the Ministry of Government “had 
been virtually deactivated, it had been directed de facto by officers from 
the police force.”140 Police autogobierno (self-governance), as one former 
security official called it, endured throughout Duhalde’s term.141

Duhalde pursued a concerted strategy of accommodation with po-
lice, favoring institutional continuity. He also faced little electoral pres-
sure for police reform throughout most of his administration, due to 
societal preference fragmentation. These preferences manifested as di- 

136 Eaton 2008, 19.
137 Author interview with former Security Secretary Eduardo De Lázzari, La Plata, Argentina, 

October 19, 2011.
138 “Secretos compartidos,” Página/12, May 10, 1998.
139 “Piotti aceptó el timón de la seguridad bonaerense,” Clarín, February 18, 1994; “Piotti promete 

remover la cúpula de la policía,” Clarín, February 19, 1994.
140 Author interview (written) with Eduardo Pettigiani; response received December 5, 2011.
141 Saín 2015, 22.
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vided attitudes and contradictory demands. A 1993 survey, for instance, 
showed that similar proportions of respondents expressed a positive (35 
percent), neutral (29 percent), and negative (33 percent) perception of 
the provincial police.142 But even when public opinion polls showed 
growing consensus of distrust, considerable fragmentation persisted, re-
flecting what former Minister of Security Arslanián called “erratic de-
mands” not only for “authority and freedom of action” for police to fight 
crime, but also for greater oversight of a “corrupt, punitive, and terrible 
police.”143 Indeed, despite the 92 percent distrust reported in the 1997 
survey noted above, 45 percent of survey respondents supported in-
creasing the police’s authority to fight crime.144 

Societal preference fragmentation reflected the divergent experi-
ences of different societal groups with police. A human rights lawyer 
noted that two-thirds of victims of gatillo fácil (trigger-happy) police 
killings in her ngo’s database were male, young, and poor.145 Similarly, 
72 percent of victims were poor or working class and 15 percent lived in 
a shantytown, compared to 3 percent from the general population of the 
Buenos Aires metropolitan area. Moreover, 60 percent of victims had 
completed only primary education and 33 percent were unemployed.146 
Amid preoccupation with rising crime, societal demands encompassed 
sustained mobilization in low-income communities protesting police 
killings and misconduct147 as well as calls for greater authority, includ-
ing support for extralegal measures, for police to combat crime.148 

With conflicting societal demands and discontent concentrated 
among the poorest sectors, politicians from both the ruling Peronist 
party and the opposition saw little electoral gain in police reform and 
little counterweight to the strong incentives to pursue accommodation. 

Scandal, Shared Outrage, and Avoiding Reform  
( January–October 1997)

Conditions changed in 1997 when police officers killed photojournalist 
José Luis Cabezas and legislative elections strengthened the opposition. 
A careful analysis of events throughout 1997 illustrates how the joint 
occurrence of convergence (scandal) and a robust political opposition 

142 Survey results cited in Fuentes 2005, 105.
143 Author interview with León Carlos Arslanián, Buenos Aires, Argentina, September 9, 2011.
144 Fraga 1998, 59.
145 Author interview with anonymous human rights lawyer, correpi, Buenos Aires, Argentina, 

October 11, 2011. 
146 Brinks 2008, 114.
147 Verdú 2009.
148 Cerruti 2013.
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can drive reform. Regarding the Cabezas murder, on January 26, 1997, 
the newspaper Clarín’s front page declared, “A crime like this has no 
precedent since the restoration of democracy.” Protests erupted “with a 
broad adherence of different groups representative of the society,”149 in-
cluding students, religious leaders, major labor unions, the Federation 
of Chambers of Commerce, and human rights organizations formed 
during the dictatorship (such as Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo; Serpaj; 
Madres de Plaza de Mayo; and the Centro de Estudios Legales y Soci-
ales (cels).150 Notably, the Cabezas case was among the first instances 
in which traditional human rights groups opposing repression of mid-
dle-class victims under dictatorship mobilized explicitly against police 
violence in a democracy alongside correpi (Coordinator Against Po-
lice and Institutional Repression), a group that focuses on police vio-
lence targeting low-income victims.151 Thousands marched demanding 
“Justice for José Luis.”152 The crime produced “a change in societal 
perception . . . of police repression,”153 with most observers immedi-
ately blaming the police.154 Activists protested on the twenty-fifth of 
each month, and flyers bearing Cabezas’s photo and the phrase, “No se 
olviden de Cabezas” (Don’t forget Cabezas) were ubiquitous among di-
verse sectors of society.155 Cabezas’s murder produced sustained mo-
bilization. Indeed, for years after the murder, journalist Santo Biasatti 
ended his nightly broadcast with the phrase.”156

Duhalde responded to this widespread discontent with short-term 
measures, including public statements, purges of allegedly corrupt of-
ficers, and a vow to support the investigation. Meanwhile, Peronists in 
the provincial legislature created a bicameral commission to oversee the 
investigation.157 

But despite the scandal’s ongoing salience, broader reform remained 
off the agenda. By October 1997, the eve of legislative elections, nine 
months had passed since Cabezas’s murder. Yet a range of evidence sug-
gests that during this period, Duhalde had no intention to enact police 
reform. De Lázzari, then-secretary of security and a reformist, said that 
although the Cabezas murder “unleashed a storm,” his office continued 

149 cels 1998, 30.
150 “Con todo el calor de un mediodía porteño,” Página/12, January 29, 1997.
151 Verdú 2009, 81.
152 “La marcha por la justicia se desencontró con Menem,” Página/12, January 30, 1997.
153 Verdú 2009, 81–82.
154 cels 1998, 20.
155 “No se olviden de Cabezas,” Clarín, February 2, 1997.
156 Author interview with journalist Carlos Rodríguez, Buenos Aires, Argentina, September 16, 

2011.
157 “La politización tan temida,” Página/12, January 30, 1997.
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its strategy of investigating corruption and institutional purges.158 De-
spite his timid response to the Cabezas case, Duhalde removed de Láz-
zari in May 1997 in response to police pressure,159 replacing him with 
Carlos Brown, a long-time Peronist operative. Meanwhile, the national 
and provincial Peronist Party denied the existence of broader structural 
problems within the police. Carlos Corach, national minister of the in-
terior, declared that Cabezas’s murder “was not a security problem . . . it 
was an isolated case. It cannot be used to draw conclusions about the 
system of security.”160 

By October 1997, the Cabezas case still hadn’t led the governor or 
his party to address the grave deficiencies of the police, even though 
Duhalde had announced a year earlier that a “profound reform”161 was 
forthcoming. Cabezas’s murder could have been an opportunity for 
Duhalde to assuage widespread outrage by enacting this previously an-
nounced reform plan, but he did not take it.162 One month before the 
elections, opposition members of the legislative commission investigat-
ing the Cabezas case stated in an internal report that they saw “no ma-
jor changes in the police institution.”163

Despite prolonged societal mobilization, the victim’s social status, 
the availability of a reform proposal Duhalde had previously touted 
in the media, and the provincial police’s dire institutional deficiencies, 
Duhalde and his party didn’t pursue police reform in the months fol-
lowing Cabezas’s murder.

A Strengthened Opposition and the Onset of Reform  
(October–December 1997)

Duhalde’s strategy changed after legislative elections in October 1997 
strengthened the opposition. Duhalde likely expected his party to win, 
since news analyses declared the provincial legislative elections a toss-
up164 and internal polling by the governor’s party predicted a victory.165 
But at the national level, two smaller opposition parties—ucr (Radical 
Civic Union) and frepaso (Front for a Solidaristic Country)—formed 
a progressive coalition, the Alianza, which defeated the Peronists in the 
1997 elections in the national congress, in eight provinces, and in the 

158 Author interview with Eduardo De Lázzari, La Plata, Argentina, October 19, 2011. 
159 Saín 2015, 143.
160 Author interview with Carlos Corach, Buenos Aires, Argentina, October 27, 2011.
161 Saín 2015, 131.
162 Saín 2015, 141.
163 A copy of the internal report, “Evaluación de la Comisión Bicameral de Control y Seguimiento 

de las Investigaciones del Asesinato de José Luis Cabezas,” was furnished by one of its authors in 2011. 
164 Página/12, front page, October 24, 1997.
165 “Buenos Aires le dio a la Alianza dimensión nacional,” Clarín, October 27, 1997.
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national capital. The Alianza also won a majority of legislative seats in 
Buenos Aires Province, handing the pj its first defeat in a decade (see Ap-
pendix 3 in the supplementary material).166 Journalists declared, “The 
provincial pj had its worst electoral performance since 1987” and that 
the outcome “hurt the presidential ambitions of Eduardo Duhalde,” a 
damaging assessment as the presidential campaign drew nigh.167

Facing a newly robust political opposition and eyeing the presidency 
in 1999, Duhalde moved toward comprehensive police reform a month 
after the elections. He declared a “state of emergency” within the po-
lice,168 facilitating a civilian intervention of the police and the early re-
tirement of all police commanders. He solicited reform proposals and 
worked with legislators to pass comprehensive reform legislation in a 
matter of months.169 The reform enacted in Buenos Aires Province was 
highly ambitious, targeting the police’s political and economic power 
structure. It created a Ministry of Security to establish civilian oversight 
and eliminated the position of the chief of police. The law included mea-
sures for demilitarization and professionalization, as well as for admin-
istrative and territorial decentralization. It also improved recruitment 
standards and training, created new systems of internal accounta- 
bility, and introduced societal oversight through local security forums.

The provincial police had little choice but to cooperate. Although 
some officers, particularly high-ranking officials forced into retirement, 
engaged in intimidation and fear tactics, Luis Lugones, the official lead-
ing the civilian intervention, recalled that “those officers who remained 
in activity—insofar as a political decision had been made and . . . the con-
sensus by which these measures had been taken—felt trapped,” and ad-
hered to the reform. Indeed, during an interview in a noisy café, a retired 
comisario (commissioner) of the provincial police leaned over and whis-
pered to me what his commander had whispered to him at the start of the 
reform: “Tenemos que dejar de recaudar” (We have to stop collecting).170

Violence, Institutional Crisis, and Reform in Colombia

The Colombian case represents a hard test for my argument, as it ex-
hibits conditions that seemingly preclude police reform. But despite 

166 Each of the two parties that comprised the Alianza held less than 25 percent of the legislative 
seats in the province during most of the preceding decade. See González 2018.

167 “Buenos Aires le dio a la Alianza dimensión nacional,” Clarín, October 27, 1997.
168 Law 11.880/97. 
169 Law 12.154; and Law 12.155/98. 
170 Author interview with anonymous comisario (ret.), Police of Buenos Aires Province, date and 

location withheld.
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decades-long armed conflict, the world’s highest homicide rates, and 
weak state capacity, Colombia’s police underwent comprehensive re-
form in 1993. Police reform went from dead on arrival to unanimous 
legislative passage following shifts in political opposition strength and 
a scandal. 

During the 1980s and early 1990s, the Colombian National Police 
underwent dramatic institutional decay, accelerated by a prolonged war 
against drug cartels. The police endured extraordinary violence, with 
nearly three thousand officers killed between 1982 and 1992,171 and 
extensive infiltration by cartels. Frequent mass expulsions for corrup-
tion and drug trafficking implicated officers across all units, territorial 
regions, and ranks.172 The National Police were also ineffective against 
rising crime: homicide rates skyrocketed from thirty-six per one hun-
dred thousand inhabitants in 1987 to 127 in 1994.173 The force grew 
from forty-six thousand to seventy-six thousand officers between 1982 
and 1992 in response to rising drug violence, but such growth was 
achieved through lower recruitment standards, reduced training peri-
ods,174 and diminished internal oversight.175

The police also committed extensive extrajudicial violence. Citizens 
told a presidential commission that officers “ignore the rights of citi-
zens,” “act with unnecessary violence,” and engage in “abuse and sys-
tematic trampling [of rights].”176 The attorney general’s office told the 
commission that human rights violations doubled between 1990 and 
1991, and that police committed most of the violations reported in 
1992. Police committed countless extrajudicial killings of marginalized 
citizens—including people who were suspected of crimes, engaged in 
prostitution, or experiencing homelessness177—with an estimated nine-
teen hundred “social cleansing murders” between 1988 and 1992.178 
Not surprisingly, a 1992 survey showed that only 23 percent of respon-
dents trusted the police.179 

The case of the Colombian police underscores the shortcomings of 
crisis as an explanation for reform. By 1990, the National Police was a 

171 Goldsmith 2000, 172.
172 El Tiempo newspaper (Bogotá, Colombia): “Expulsan a 29 hombres de la policía,” August 13, 

1992; “Expulsan a 55 policías,” September 19, 1990;  “En Cali destituyen a catorce policías,” September 
7, 1990; “Director del dijin acusa a coronel R.,” August 12, 1990.

173 Franco Agudelo 1997, 95.
174 Presidencia de la República 1994, 132.
175 Leal Buitrago 1994, 199.
176 Presidencia de la República 1994, 142.
177 Llorente 2005, 191.
178 Amnesty International 1994b, 23.
179 Lemoine Amaya 1993.
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decade into a crisis that only deepened in the following years, yet re-
form remained off the agenda.

The National Police crisis was intertwined with a broader crisis of le-
gitimacy permeating the Colombian state throughout the 1980s, driven 
by dramatic rates of violence resulting from the decades-long guer-
rilla war and the war on drug cartels. Former President César Gaviria, 
elected in 1990, argued that “all that violence delegitimized the politi-
cal system. . . . That’s why there was so much desire and will to trans-
form it.”180 The crisis of legitimacy facilitated Gaviria’s transformative 
policy agenda—his revolcón institucional (institutional shakeup)—and a 
new constitution drafted in 1991. The constitution created new insti-
tutions, including the Constitutional Court and the Attorney General’s 
Office (Fiscalía General), and deepened other institutional changes, in-
cluding decentralization and congressional reforms. Gaviria’s shakeup 
included such highly contested measures as central bank independence, 
which according to Gaviria “was quite costly politically.” He also en-
acted controversial drug-war policies, including mandating domestic 
prosecution of high-level drug traffickers rather than extradition to the 
United States,181 and secret court procedures in drug cases.182 Gaviria’s 
transformative agenda was bold in both content and strategy. Per Ga-
viria, most reforms were pushed through Congress during his first six 
months in office, a deliberate strategy to “promote all of these reforms 
at the same time, rather than one by one.”

Fragmentation, Strengthened Opposition, and  
Thwarted Reform

For all its changes, Gaviria’s institutional overhaul excluded compre-
hensive reform of the beleaguered National Police. Reforming the 
police was likely complicated by its structural power and politicians’ in-
centives to pursue accommodation. Police control of coercion—and the 
drug war—granted the force a prominent patron, the United States. By 
1995, the police had received hundreds of millions of dollars; by 1999, 
the amount had increased to $2.6 billion under Plan Colombia.183 A 
former presidential security and defense adviser recalled, “The police 
began to be subsidized by the US. The US distanced itself from the 
Colombian military, to the point that when I was advisor in the 1990s, 

180 Author interview with President César Gaviria, Bogotá, Colombia, July 11, 2013.
181 Decree 303/1991. 
182 Decree 2790/1990. 
183 Government Accountability Office. “Drug Control: Narcotics Threat From Colombia Contin-

ues to Grow.” June 1999. At http://www.gao.gov/archive/1999/ns99136.pdf, accessed July 30, 2018.
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the problem of the internal armed conflict did not exist for the em-
bassy . . . it was only drug trafficking.”184 The National Police linked the 
government to a powerful ally and financial backer.

Police control over a key policy and its relationship to the US gave 
the force considerable leverage to protect institutional prerogatives. The 
result was accommodation, wherein the National Police enjoyed con-
siderable autonomy and deference from civilian officials, despite its pro-
found deficiencies.185 According to a leading security expert, Gaviria’s 
administration minimized the problem, claiming it was limited to a few 
“rotten apples.”186 Indeed, although the inefficiency, violence, and cor-
ruption of the National Police were widely recognized, Gaviria called 
the force “a source of pride for the country.”187 Despite his commitment 
to transforming national policy through an institutional shakeup, Ga-
viria appeared unwilling to acknowledge the institutional deficiencies 
of the police.

Colombian politicians perhaps saw police reform as electorally dis-
advantageous due to citizens’ fragmented preferences and conflicting 
demands. As in Buenos Aires, widespread distrust of police coincided 
with divergent experiences and preferences regarding policing. Na-
tional survey data aren’t widely available for the 1980s and early 1990s, 
but a survey conducted in Medellín in 1992 reveals considerable class 
divisions in attitudes toward police. Citizens at the lowest socioeco-
nomic strata were far less likely to say that the police inspire protection 
and respect than were those in the middle- and high-income catego-
ries. They were also more likely to express distrust and fear of the po-
lice, and to perceive that the police do not act lawfully.188 Colombian 
society, after decades of war with guerrilla groups and drug cartels, held 
divided attitudes and preferences, despite generalized low trust in the 
police. María Victoria Llorente, a Ministry of Defense official at the 
time, described the “different visions” found in society, reflecting the 
Medellín survey findings: some citizens held “very romantic visions of 
the corner policeman, the friendly policeman, and [others said] ‘Well, 
in a society coopted by drug trafficking, I don’t want the friendly po-
liceman.’”189 Government officials thus perceived conflicting societal 
demands, rather than a coherent demand for reform. 

184 Author interview with former Presidential Advisor for Security and Defense Armando Borrero, 
Bogotá, Colombia, September 6, 2012.

185 Presidencia de la República 1994.
186 Camacho 1994, 28.
187 “La policía es un orgullo del país, dice Gaviria,” El Tiempo, November 6, 1991.
188 Restrepo Riaza et al. 1994, 53–56. 
189 Author interview with María Victoria Llorente, Bogotá, Colombia, September 19, 2012.
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Without such coherent pressure, there was little counterweight to 
the police’s structural power, an important obstacle to reform. The fate 
of a 1992 reform bill is illustrative. In September of that year, the ad-
ministration introduced a legislative proposal to reform the National 
Police’s Organic Law, codifying changes required by the Constitu-
tion.190 The bill died in committee. Then-Senator Jose Blackburn, who 
sponsored a successful police reform bill the following year, said in an 
interview that he had no recollection of this initial bill.191 

The reform bill’s failure demonstrates how police constrain policy 
options and shape the agenda. Then-Defense Minister Rafael Pardo 
Rueda said the reluctance to approve the bill was “due to the Colombian 
police itself. The [National] Police would say that it was taking correc-
tive measures, and the Congress wouldn’t challenge the opinions of the 
institutions of the Public Force [National Police and military], so there 
wasn’t an environment that would justify the bill. So the reform [bill] 
that was making its way [through Congress] very slowly was a reform 
[bill] to avoid having to reform” (una reforma para no reformar).192 But it 
also seems that the president and defense minister didn’t put their po-
litical weight behind this bill. The failure of the 1992 police reform bill 
stands in sharp contrast to Gaviria’s institutional shakeup, and the con-
siderable pressure he exerted on legislators to ensure the passage of his 
initiatives.193 

The bill also failed despite a strengthened opposition that could 
have used police deficiencies to attack Gaviria. The size of the Con-
servative Party in Congress was modest—23 percent of deputies and 
25 percent of senators.194 But Gaviria also faced new opposition on the 
left from the M-19 Democratic Alliance, a demobilized former guer-
rilla group that won 27 percent of votes for the 1991 constitutional as-
sembly (compared to the Liberal Party’s 28 percent), increased its vote 
share from the preceding presidential elections, and, following the 1991 
elections, came to occupy nearly 10 percent of congressional seats for 
the first time. As Gaviria noted in an interview, the M-19 represented 
“an opposition that expressed itself but did not impede the legislative  
process.”

The balance of power between government and opposition shifted 

190 Gaceta del Congreso 51, September 4, 1992. 
191 Author interview with José Blackburn, Bogotá, Colombia, July 15, 2013.
192 Author interview with Rafael Pardo Rueda, Bogotá, Colombia, October 12, 2012.
193 Ungar Bleier 1995, 109. 
194 Gaviria’s Liberal Party held 57 percent of Senate seats and 53 percent in the Chamber of Rep-

resentatives. Data from the Political Database of the Americas. See Appendix 4 in the supplementary 
material for all data on opposition strength; González 2018. 
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further in mid-1992 following various setbacks for the president, in-
cluding high inflation, electricity rationing, and drug kingpin Pablo 
Escobar’s escape from jail. Whereas Gaviria enjoyed a 70 percent ap-
proval rating in 1990,195 a 1992 survey reported his approval rating 
had dropped to 29 percent.196 Gaviria faced little legislative opposi-
tion before 1992, but Escobar’s escape led to months of congressional 
hearings—shown on live television—challenging top administration 
officials. Meanwhile, “in the halls of Congress, the resignation of the 
President was openly discussed as a possibility.”197 Escobar’s escape thus 
led the opposition to challenge the president to an extent not seen since 
before the National Front, the decades-long power-sharing pact be-
tween the Liberal and Conservative parties.

By the start of 1993, the opposition was robust along three of the five 
indicators—decreased presidential approval rating, increased opposi-
tion to the incumbent’s legislative agenda, and proximity to the presi-
dential elections the following year—and increasingly robust in vote/
seat shares. The Conservative Party, for example, began the 1993 leg-
islative session by demanding that the country’s inspector general’s of-
fice investigate Gaviria.198 Moreover, for the first time Gaviria’s Liberal 
Party faced a relatively strong performance by a leftist party, which pre-
sented an increasingly formidable opposition to Gaviria’s policies. The 
M-19, for instance, led an effort in the Congress—with the support 
of dissident “independent Liberals” who opposed the president’s eco-
nomic agenda—to declare dozens of Gaviria’s executive orders illegal 
and to demand censure of his minister of labor.199 In addition to this 
increasing opposition from the left and the right, Gaviria had to con-
tend with a growing split within his own party along ideological lines 
in response to his neoliberal economic agenda. A sizable social-demo-
cratic current within the Liberal Party emerged as such a strong critic 
of his administration that observers speculated that the upcoming pres-
idential elections could well have “two opposition candidates,” includ-
ing that of the president’s own Liberal Party.200 

Gaviria was thus flanked by moderately robust opposition on both 
sides of the ideological spectrum and by a schism within his own party. 

195 “Calificación: Apenas Regular,” El Tiempo, August 7, 1992.
196 Lemoine Amaya 1993, 265.
197 Pardo Rueda 1996, 441. 
198 “Conservadores piden a la Procuraduría que investigue al presidente Gaviria,” El Espectador, 

March 3, 1993.
199 “ADM-19 abre oposición con censura a Min-Trabajo,” El Espectador, March 10, 1993.
200 “Foro Liberal con sabor a division,” El Tiempo, March 27, 1993; “Dos candidatos de oposición,” 

El Espectador, March 9, 1993.
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But the opposition didn’t use the crisis facing the National Police to 
challenge him. To Gaviria’s left, the M-19—despite previously engag-
ing in confrontations with police and enduring egregious extrajudicial 
killings201—joined Liberals and Conservatives in rejecting the police 
reforms introduced by the leftist Patriotic Union during the constitu-
ent assembly.202 Meanwhile, Conservatives failed to champion a reform 
bill introduced by a Conservative senator,203 which, per Minister Pardo  
Rueda, was considered far-reaching and “inconvenient for the stability 
of the institution.”204 It’s telling that two dissident Liberal politicians 
announced their intention to run for their party’s nomination for pres-
ident in early 1993, presenting strong critiques of the incumbent—in-
cluding his policies on security and violence—but no calls for police 
reform.205 Overall, neither the incumbent nor the opposition parties 
prioritized police reform prior to 1993.

A Shift in Societal Preferences and Long-Overdue Reform

Months later, politicians’ incentives suddenly changed. On February 
28, 1993, nine-year-old Sandra Catalina Vásquez Guzmán was raped 
and killed in a Bogotá police station. “If a person is not safe inside a 
police station, then where?” asked the child’s mother, Sandra Janeth 
Guzmán.206 Perhaps due to that symbolism, the case is widely con-
sidered the catalyst for long-overdue police reform in Colombia.207 
Even though approximately fifteen hundred children had been mur-
dered the previous year, the murder “infuriated Colombian public opin-
ion . . . [and] prompted a national debate about the role of the police 
and the creation of a commission about its reform.”208 Reacting to 
the case, the prominent journalist Enrique Santos Calderón declared, 
“Sandra Catalina concerns us all. . . . It will be said that in a country 
that has beaten all records on the subject of violence and death, noth-
ing surprises or perturbs. But the case of Sandra Catalina Vásquez is the 
most demoralizing and outrageous thing that could occur in a society 
that still hopes to conserve basic values.”209 Individuals across diverse 

201 “Millonaria condena a la policía,” El Tiempo, February 21, 1992; “Corte reabrió investigación 
a 33 policías por ejecución extrajudicial de milicianos del M-19,” El Espectador, December 12, 2014.
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sectors, including the National Federation of Merchants and the Bo-
gotá Chamber of Commerce, called for police reform.�210 

To discern the effect of the scandal on politicians’ strategies, con-
sider what occurred before and after the case became broadly known. 
On March 1, the day after Sandra Catalina’s death, legislators and Ga-
viria’s administration announced a shared legislative agenda for the re-
mainder of the term; it did not include reforming the National Police.211 
But by late March the president had created two commissions to rec-
ommend police reforms. In August, despite an identical composition 
of the Congress, the bill that had failed in September 1992 was rein-
troduced, amended, and approved “with near unanimous support.”212 

The president felt considerable pressure to respond. Legislators 
called hearings throughout March 1993, questioning the ministers of 
defense and justice about the investigation and keeping it on the pub-
lic agenda.213 During the hearings, legislators from across the political 
spectrum shared the view that “society and the legislative branch can 
no longer tolerate the problems that exist within the police.” One dis-
sident Liberal senator asked why the president’s many executive orders 
to restructure and modernize state institutions neglected the police, “an 
entity so essential for the security of the citizenry, [and] the preven-
tion and repression of crime.”214 Camilo Granada, then-presidential ad-
viser for national security and defense, said that the case “generated an 
enormous debate. . . . It was a scandal. It opened the doors to allow a 
broad reform process and posed a political obligation on the govern-
ment.”215 The government, in contrast to 1992, worked to ensure the 
bill’s passage.216 

Law 62/1993 represented a comprehensive overhaul, including mea-
sures to professionalize and decentralize the police, to improve recruit-
ment and training, and to improve officer welfare. It was the first effort 
in four decades to introduce strong civilian oversight in policing and 
to diminish the force’s profound militarization—inherited from a brief 
period of authoritarian rule in the 1950s that has been cited as a driver 
of police institutional decay and illegitimacy.217 In six months, following 
a shift from fragmentation to convergence, the legislation went from 

210 “fenalco urge reforma a policía,” El Tiempo, March 27, 1993; “Jornada contra la violencia,” El 
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languishing in committee to legislative priority. Notably, the method-
ology of the reform process, a commission representing diverse socio- 
political sectors, sought to minimize future fragmentation. As the then-
director general of the National Police put it, “Our country had never 
convened all sectors of the community to ask them, well, what is it that 
you want from the police?”218 

Conclusion

Long after the third wave of democratization, police institutions 
throughout Latin America still constitute a blind spot for democracy. 
Even while national democratic institutions flourished, the region’s de-
mocracies failed to reform police structures and practices developed 
under dictatorship. As my analysis demonstrates, democratic processes 
sustain this institutional persistence well after military dictatorships 
ended. 

This comparative study has theoretical implications for debates about 
institutional continuity and change. The article provides a framework 
for understanding the remarkable persistence of an institution that is 
central to the state, but which has largely been marginal in the politi-
cal science literature. By demonstrating how police leverage their struc-
tural power to constrain policy agendas, this article elucidates the role 
of coercion, a factor that has been surprisingly understudied in the in-
stitutions literature even though it’s a defining feature of the state. My 
analysis also adds nuance to broader theories of institutional persis-
tence and change. While much of the literature has focused on the role 
of societal actors as drivers of policy and institutional change, particu-
larly in Latin America, my analysis demonstrates that in the absence 
of political competition, societal preferences and mobilization may fa-
vor the persistence of institutional weakness, as occurred in São Paulo 
State. Moreover, in contrast to theories of gradual and endogenous in-
stitutional change, I demonstrate that the joint occurrence of societal 
preference convergence and political competition can lead to ambitious 
structural reforms in the short term, as occurred in Buenos Aires Prov-
ince and Colombia. 

This analysis paves the way for future research to elucidate why Latin 
America’s democratic governments have been deficient in performing 
the state’s defining task. First, although I demonstrate that preference 

218 Author telephone interview with General (ret.) Miguel Antonio Gómez Padilla, October 12, 
2013.
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fragmentation is an obstacle to police reform, the underlying mech-
anism remains underexplored. One of the theory’s underpinnings is 
that preference fragmentation is rooted in societal inequalities, wherein 
characteristics like race, class, and geography shape demand formation 
and political decision-making over the distribution of protection and 
repression. The result is the continuity of institutional weakness, rais-
ing an essential question about democratic responsiveness under high 
inequality. This question has become increasingly important in politi-
cal science,219 and future research must incorporate the police. Brinks’s 
study of judicial responses to police killings in Latin America shows 
how inequality shapes who is subject to state violence and whether state 
actors are held accountable.220 Further research probing the relationship 
between inequality and policing is thus an important undertaking, as 
Latin America is the world’s most violent and unequal region. 

Second, my analysis underscores the role of police as veto players 
who successfully block reform, but additional questions remain. Al-
though I treat police as unitary actors, organizations also exhibit frag-
mentation that shapes their ability to achieve objectives. Future research 
must open the black box of police to better understand the conditions 
under which police bolster—or threaten—state capacity, leaders’ hold 
on power, and basic order. Theoretical insights from the regime transi-
tions literature may be helpful for identifying “hard-liners” and “soft-
liners”221 within the police, and whether reform is similarly facilitated 
by cleavages between the two. 

My theoretical framework about police also provides insights for 
other policy areas in which reform has proven elusive. Teachers’ unions, 
for example, have successfully blocked educational reforms—such 
unions in France once made reform “almost impossible,”222 and those 
in Mexico223 and India224 have also thwarted reform—because politi-
cians depend on them for votes. The leverage of teachers’ unions reflects 
instrumental power that “stems from political resources that make de-
liberate actions to influence policy more effective,”225 rather than from 
structural power, as with police. But it’s worth investigating how teach-
ers’ unions constrain policy agendas, and whether societal preferences 
and political competition similarly shape politicians’ choices.

219 Gilens and Page 2014.
220 Brinks 2008.
221 O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986.
222 Gaziel and Taub 1992, 76.
223 Chambers-Ju and Finger 2016.
224 Clough 2017.
225 Fairfield 2015, 420.
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	 Political scientists must grapple further with the tensions between 
policing and democracy. Throughout Latin America, we’ve observed 
the persistence of coercive institutions that fail to satisfy citizens’ de-
mands for greater protection and that exercise their authority in decid-
edly undemocratic ways—extrajudicial violence, arbitrary enforcement, 
and rampant corruption. Yet these undemocratic outcomes can emerge 
from democratic processes of citizen contestation and political compe-
tition. Thus, while building state capacity in the provision of security 
has been an important challenge for democracy, democracy itself may 
pose an important challenge for reforming coercive institutions.

Supplementary Material

Supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017 
/S004388711800014X.
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