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The unstable alloy 
Origin and consolidation of a transformist State: Ecuador, 1920-1960.  
 
Pablo Ospina Peralta 
 
Summary 
 
In comparative perspective, the history of Ecuador has been characterized by a 
‘peaceful’ political life – alien to civil wars, political murders, and deaths of 
protesters in its streets. Despite similarities in its socioeconomic conditions and 
trajectory with Colombia, for example, the differences in its political history are 
intriguing. What is it that sets Ecuador apart from its neighbours, that can 
explain more than half a century of such contrasting political history? In the 
North [there were] decades of civil war, blood, and fratricidal confrontations; in 
the South violence was abated, static and structural, [and there were] practically 
no civil wars.   
 
This research proposes that the main reason why the country managed to avoid 
open political violence during the second half of the 20th century is that a 
transformist State was constructed during the first decades of that century. The 
functioning of this State implies constant efforts of co-optation by opposing 
leaders, partial transactions between opposing groups, clientelist subordination 
of entire social sectors, and the permanent negotiation of a part of the demands 
presented by mobilized groups. These early transaction mechanisms work both 
between the dominant groups themselves and between dominant and subaltern 
groups. As such, political violence only appears where these generally informal 
mechanisms of negotiation and legitimation of the social order fail. 
 
With this research question and hypothesis, the thesis has two purposes. First, to 
design an explanatory model of the conditions that made the transformist solution 
possible in Ecuador. Second, to characterize the ‘transformist’ workings of the 
Ecuadorian State, gathering evidence that it was shaped halfway the 20th century.  
 
The proposed explanatory model suggests that three structural characteristics of 
its most relevant social actors were decisive. Their interaction favoured the 
predomination of intermittent and alternating negotiations instead of war and 
repression. The first characteristic is that the country’s dominant oligarchies 
were not very modern. They were slowly and unequally transfigured by capital, 
and profoundly cut across by regional fragmentation. This fragmentation meant 
that they were weakened and then reconfigured by capitalist development in a 
successive rather than simultaneous way. Between 1920 and 1945, the oligarchy 
on the coast (costeña) disintegrated, while the oligarchy in the mountains 
(serrana) strengthened. Contrarily, between 1945 and 1960, the costeña 
oligarchy recomposed itself while the serrana oligarchy weakened. This time lag 
facilitated negotiation and allowed for them to have their turns at the 
maintenance of social and political order, without ever losing control over the 
State completely. Towards 1960, at the end of the transition, the new costeña 
bourgeoisie was much more powerful, more vertically integrated and more 
unified with the serrana oligarchy. The latter was less integrated and powerful, 



but it had not divided into factions with divergent interests. The uncoupled 
chronology of these oligarchies’ crises and re-compositions predisposed them to 
come to transactions between one another. 
 
The second characteristic is that among the subaltern classes, who were at the 
margins of these important regional and temporal nuances, moderation and 
dependency on the dominant oligarchies predominated. The indigenous serrana 
majorities, on their way to become minorities, were literally dissolved within the 
traditional hacienda system. Even if they rebelled locally and developed 
strategies of everyday resistance against domination, they were never able to 
challenge the political order or moral economy of the landowners (hacendados) 
seriously. The costeño peasants, who were much more surly and rebellious, were 
more threatening and constituted a more urgent preoccupation. In the North and 
South of the Sierra, artisans, urban workers, functionaries, small merchants, and 
intellectuals – even though they were divided and some sectors radicalized – 
maintained an important adhesion to the Church and the Conservative Party, 
which was not coincidentally nicknamed ‘the Party of Order’. 
 
A gapped sequence of loss of loyalty among the regional subaltern classes 
answered to the regionally fragmented and temporally uncoupled history of the 
dominant classes. On the coast, the authority of superiors was openly challenged 
between 1920 and 1945. Loyalty was partially restored between 1945 and 1960, 
mostly among wage labourers. During this second period settlers, tenants, 
sharecroppers, and costeño independent farmers, who had occupied the 
abandoned lands after the cacao export debacle of the twenties, maintained their 
social autonomy. In the forties, the competition over land with new, capitalist 
businessmen lead to an upsurge in conflict in this area. The exact opposite 
occurred between 1920 and 1945 in the Sierra. The subaltern classes abided the 
authority of the dominant in essence, questioning it only slowly between 1945 
and 1960. Without detriment to the resistance and conflicts that marked rural 
life in the region between 1920 and 1940, these affected the State much more 
than they affected the system of haciendas and their owners. The questioning of 
the manorial system of authority of the serrano haciendas was slow, molecular, 
and took on a conservative form: it demanded the preservation of traditional 
hacienda obligations, the fulfilment of paternal duties, and the return of the ‘good 
patron’. Despite this conservative trajectory, its destructive effects on the 
hacienda as a political-territorial system were definitive: the whole system gave 
in to the agrarian reform of 1964.  
 
The electoral behaviour of the politically active minority citizenry, composed of 
middle class social sectors, expressed this regionally and temporally 
differentiated decay of subaltern loyalty. While the Liberal Party lived through 
repeated fractioning early on, the Conservative Party maintained its unity and 
capacity to attract the majority of the serrano electorate until halfway the 
century. The mechanisms of influence on the vote, based on religious nomination 
and the influence of the Church, only lost terrain slowly – as the Sierra lost 
population to the coast, and as the electorate’s economic considerations became 
more determinant of their vote.  The weakening of the ‘party of order’ was only 
gradual, while space lost by the liberals was more rapidly occupied by aggressive 



personalist movements, like Gaitanism in Colombia or Peronism in Argentina. 
Among the oligarchic intellectuals was Velasco Ibarra, president of Ecuador on 
five occasions between 1934 and 1972, who best understood the need to invent 
new forms of electoral attraction. The slow threshing of the conservatives 
provided time to design these, to try them out, and to turn them into dominant 
forms [of electoral attraction] throughout the forties and fifties.   
 
The third characteristic of the key actors in the transition, is that the army was 
not firmly controlled by the dominant oligarchies. The liberal costeña oligarchy 
that had formed and monopolized the army at the beginning of the 20th century 
disintegrated with the cacao crisis, leaving it orphaned and purposeless. The 
conservative serrana oligarchy, rigidly excluded from officialdom, had [already] 
abandoned any serious attempt to create an alternative army. The military did 
not act homogeneously. They were fragmented into various political tendencies 
and lived through severe internal conflicts. But the officials who, in the end, 
controlled the lion’s share of the institution opted to pact with the conservative 
oligarchies-in-transformation. The pact, [however], did not imply a blank cheque. 
The politically autonomous army demonstrated to be unwilling to obey 
whichever order, or to accept whichever government.  
 
Between 1925 and 1945 it became clear that the conservative catholic oligarchy 
could not access government, in spite of its evident economic importance and its 
towering leadership over the subaltern in the most populous region of the 
country. The liberal army did not allow for this to happen during the troubled 
thirties, when successive coups prevented the consummation of conservative 
electoral victories. Yet, at the same time, no one in the army seriously considered 
expropriating the serrano landowners or disassembling with a single blow the 
bonded regime upon which its social power rested. With this situation one of the 
most important contingencies for the formation of the transformist Ecuadorian 
State appeared. In July 1941. The quick defeat of Ecuador in its border war 
against Peru took the country by surprise, confronting it with shame and 
improvisation. The military disaster did not discredit the conservative serrana 
oligarchy, but rather what was left of the liberal costeña oligarchy-in-
transformation who were in charge of the government at the time of the defeat. 
The scene was set for a transaction that various leaders had been looking and 
asking for, but that only became a reality, an accelerated one, after this national 
trauma occurred.  
 
The 1941 military defeat pushed most liberal officials to establish an agreement 
with the conservative party, also because the subversive and radical threat was 
less pressing. When the conservatives started to lose their influence, Velasco 
Ibarra returned to raise his banners in defence of social order with more popular 
appeal than any of his rivals, left or right. As of 1946 the compromise between 
the army and the conservative oligarchies became a stability pact, taking away 
the social foundations for [any] radicalized nationalist movements. The 
‘marriage of compromise’ that formalized with the approval of the 1946 
Constitution, guaranteed military autonomy, ensured free suffrage, and 
preserved the core of the secular State. Nevertheless, it disfigured it too, by 
granting public financial support to religious education and accepting the 



freedom of electoral participation of the Catholic Church. In all, the political 
autonomy of the military prevented the repressive force of the State from being 
used ad libitum by the oligarchies, be it for the massacre of rebels, be it for the 
co-optation of rival oligarchies in the neighbouring region.  
 
The second purpose of this thesis is to analyse the specific forms of state 
negotiation and its results in Ecuador. In other words, the institutional workings 
of ‘transformism.’ The imprint of the balance of social power, as described above, 
is perfectly perceptible in the Ecuadorian State’s organizational apparatus. [At 
the time,] even the amplest social services did not reach more than 15% of the 
population. The geographical presence of the State depended on semi-private 
intermediaries that acted on its behalf. State intervention was episodic, yet at the 
same time the way in which functionaries intervened in communal life and 
conflicts reaffirmed the habitus of the familiar and paternal protection of the 
hacendados. This meant that the impersonal appliances of bureaucracy were 
weak and that formal rules of negotiation failed. The civil service responded 
instead to fragmented and changing political loyalties, with which they 
intervened in negotiations in contradictory ways. It was as if the State took on an 
uneven shape due to the pressures it was under: informal and flexible, it changed 
its mind and its influences by way of [the loyalties of] bureaucrats and friends of 
all political colours.   
 
The deactivation [process] of the open rural conflicts that extended throughout 
the Sierra in the twenties and thirties, opens a window to examine the nature of 
these transformists negotiations by way of the interventions of the ministry of 
social security and work. In its interventions, it encouraged local organization 
but discouraged regional or supra-local association. It ensured paternal 
supervision and vertical intervention in the communitarian organizations, while 
it also partially helped these in their conflicts with functionaries and gamonales 
(local powerful people), carefully avoiding any dangerous overflows or radical 
[political] cravings. It mediated in intra- and intercommunal conflicts and 
defined the condition of commoner and leader, replacing the hacendados in these 
tasks, whose modes of acting it imitated. The additional result of all this was to, 
aslant, promote the slow dissolution of landowner power without affecting 
directly the foundations of their power, their monopoly over the land, or their 
control over labour revenues. It was not just a way of conserving an old order, 
but a conservative and marshy construction of a new order. 
 
The type of State that resulted from this was weak but effective. Its programs 
were episodic and intermittent, but its negotiations were accommodated to 
subaltern expectations. Concessions were limited and the fragmentation that it 
produced facilitated oligarchic domination, even if this domination was unstable 
and uncoherent. The State was incapable of leading a powerful rush to ‘progress’, 
yet it was skilful in evading overt challenges and avoiding political violence in 
the midst of weakened or lost hegemonies. The transformist  State had its merits 
as a tool for domination – negotiated, peaceful and fragile – but domination 
nonetheless; oligarchic at first, and bourgeois in the end.   
 


