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A MICRO-POLITICAL EXPLANATION OF
THE 1979 NICARAGUAN REVOLUTION*

Alfred G. Cuzdn, University of West Florida
Richard |. Heggen, University of New Mexico

Introduction

This paper presents a tentative explanation of the 1979 Nicaraguan revo-
lution using a “‘micro-political” model of political proflt', governmental
efficiency, and political stability applied to data on the history of Sor.n'o-
za’s fall. The revolution is explained as the outcome of a loss of stability
by a government that attempted to control a greater share of the re-
sources of the nation than its capabilities to persuade and coerce the
population would allow. The initial results of the' model, though pre-
Jiminary, permit us to raise some important questions about the future
of Nicaragua’s political economy. o
We realize, of course, that a simple micro-economic application
(hence the term “‘micro-political”) to a phenomenon as complex as a
revolution cannot provide an all-encompassing explanation of what
happened in Nicaragua in 1979. Our model does not rule out alternat%ve
insights into the recent political history of the country. Rather, we Wlsh
to provide a theoretical framework that explains several quantmable
attributes of Nicaragua’s political economy in a parsimonious fashion. It
should be noted that the indices used to measure the variables of the
model are rather crude. We urge fellow scholars to refine them or devise
better ones, and hope that this paper will stimulate the communitx of
Latin Americanists to subject the theory to systematic scientific scrutiny

in the years ahead.

*An earlier version of this paper was presented before the 1980 meeting of the Rockg
Mountain Council on Latin American Studies, Santa Fe, New Mexico, 5 April, 19? .
Cuzéan thanks James L. Busey, James Buchanan, William Glade, _and Gordon Tullock for
their criticisms and encouragement while these ideas were being d.eveloped. He also
expresses appreciation to his students in political economy at New Mexico State Umversﬁ};
who listened and argued sympathetically as the model was presented to them in lecturel
and individua! discussions. Finally, he gratefully acknowledges the intellectual and mora
support provided him by Paul Sagal and Cal and Janet Clark.
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The Theory!

Government is an organization that, under certain constitutional condi-
tions, seeks to control resources for the general welfare. It can also be a
political “firm” through which the rulers of society attempt to maximize
the real income obtained from the legal use of power; this income may
take the form of salaries, kickbacks, bribes, “perks,” servants, access to
valuable information, status and prestige, publicity and fame, and the
making of contacts and friends. Holding public office presents oppor-
tunities to realize ideological goals and to derive personal satisfaction
from doing what is perceived to be in the “public interest,” and most
political leaders pursue a combination of idealistic and material, com-
munity and personal goals. However, the motives of some public offi-
cials are not altruistic at all but rather are concerned solely with the
material welfare of their persons. Spencer had few illusions on this
point:

[t is a tolerably well-ascertained fact that men are still selfish. And that beings
answering to this epithet will employ the power placed in their hands for their
own advantage is self-evident. Directly or indirectly, either by hook or by crook,
if not openly, then in secret, their private ends will be served. Granting the

proposition that men are selfish, we cannot avoid the corollary, that those who
possess authority will, if permitted, use it for selfish purposes.?

The paradigm of ““public choice’” consistently applies this maxim in the
study of political actions and their consequences.?

The amount of political control over a nation’s resources exercised
by its rulers—i.e., the relative scope of the state” in society—is depen-
dent on two factors. Plato discovered them long ago. In The Laws he
wrote: “. . . Legislators never appear to have considered that they have
two instruments which they might use in legislation—persuasion and
force; for in dealing with the rude and uneducated multitude, they use
the one only as far as they can; they do not mingle persuasion with
coercion, but employ force pure and simple. . . "4 All governments must
exercise a minimum of both persuasion and coercion in order to survive.
Even the most despotic states are headed by individuals who depend for
their survival on the voluntary cooperation of some key figures in the
military and the secret police. As Hume puts it: “The soldan of Egypt or
the emperor of Rome might drive his harmless subjects like brute beasts
against their sentiments and inclination. But he must, at least, have led
his mamalukes or praetorian bands like men, by opinion.”’s

The ability of the rulers to persuade the populations under their
control is a function of the legitimacy of their government. Behaviorally,
legitimacy is manifest in the willingness of the citizens to subject them-
selves to the authority of their leaders. If the vast majority of the public,
especially the most politically active of them, surrender their income
and wealth to the government without protest or even enthusiastically,
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the legitimacy of the rulers is secure. Under such confi%tiolnsf,fthfsetvxt/??
control the government will Flevote most of thf&lr pol}h?a te cc)tr snas ’ szd
ing to persuade the population to comply Wlth the}r mls fucel ns and
commands. Such a choice vlvogld be ecgnomxcally rational since,
i uasion is relatively inexpensive.

e I:)Ifrrcicesses and outcor}rlles afIf)ect legitimacy. A pgop?e’s respect for
the authority of government depends on (1) the constitutional rules and
Jegal procedures by which the rulers control and alloc'a‘te resources un-
der the scope of the state and (2) the outcom.e of political decmgns (})ln
the economic welfare of society.® The more arbitrary and self-serving the
ules under which public policy is made and enforced,.and the less
beneficial government actions on the economy are percelveq to be by
the citizenry, the lower the legitimacy of the government and 1t§ r'ulers.

In Latin America, those who control the government trad}tlopally
have sought to acquire legitimacy by adoptiqg democratic cons.tltutloné.
As Needler puts it: “One of the most interesting features of Lat{n Ameri-
can politics is the extent to which legitimacy derives from elecnons.t. =
The principal source of legitimacy for Latin American governments is
constitutional legitimacy, enjoyed by governments th.at originate in
popular elections.”” Societies where the people have a history of dgmo—
cratic practices or even aspirations have little Folerance for arbitrary
measures that restrict political freedom. If a ruling group attempts to
monopolize power dictatorially, the result is a loss of legitimacy for.the
regime; hence, Latin American dictators are generally regarded as ille-
gitimate regardless of their professed ideologys N |

Another way of acquiring legitimacy 1s by providing the lega
conditions under which an economy may grow and prosper. Hu.me C'E’IHS
this source of legitimacy the “‘opinion of interest.”” He explains: "By
opinion of interest, I chiefly understand the sense of the ger.leral advan-
tage reaped from government, together with.the persuasion that the
particular government which is established is equglly gdyantageox.lls
with any other that could easily be settled. When this opinion prevaiis
among the generality of a state or among those who ’1:\ave the force in
their hands, it gives great security to any government. 8 '

Coercion is the force, threatened or applied, which the r}llers
employ on the population under their control. This involve:'s imprison-
ing, exiling, and/or executing opponents and rebels..lt also.mcludes tbe
confiscation of property for political reasons, since thls.deprlves enemies
of the regime of the material means to fight or resist it. Ix?.order to
exercise force, a government must have the loyalty of ’fhe 'm'lhtary, the
police, the prison system, and similar organizations of. individuals wil-
ling and able to use the instruments of coercion on its behalf. If th?
authority of a government is rejected by the people, those who control it
would waste scarce resources in trying to persuade them to obey. In-
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stead, they would resort to coercion, even on a mass scale, as long as it
was economical for them to do so, i.e., as long as the benefits from
power exceed the costs of coercing the citizenry.®

The ruling elite of a country will accumulate power—or expand
the scope of the state—until the benefits from greater control are offset
by the costs of additional effort spent on persuading and coercing the
population. Control of the government yields valuable resources which
are partly used to expand the scope of the state which yields additional
resources which can be plowed back into expansion of the government
and so on until the rulers attain what Wittfogel calls their “rationality
optimum.”’1® When it is no longer profitable to expand the scope of the
state, the total benefits from the exercise of political power are maximized.

The Model

The greater the persuasive ability of public officials, the lower the level
of coercion they need to exercise in order to control a given amount of
resources, i.e., a constant level of scope.!! This relationship is illustrated
in figure 1. The S, curve represents a constant level of scope under the
jurisdiction of the state. This amount of resources may be controlled
with an infinite number of combinations of persuasion and coercion,
provided the rulers stay within the boundaries marked off by P, and C,,.
These represent the minimum of persuasion and coercion which any
government controlling that much scope must maintain in order to sur-
vive.

In order to control greater scope, a government must acquire
greater coercive capabilities, become more persuasive, or both; figure 2
illustrates this point. Expanding scope from S, to S, while persuasion
efforts remain at P, requires that the amount of resources allocated to
coercion be raised from C, to C,. If coercion is held at C;, S, can be
managed only if the amount of persuasion is expanded to P,. The identi-
cal result can be achieved by moderate increases in both factors, to C,,
P,. Note that, if a government finds itself at C,, P, on S,, a loss of either
factor must be offset by a corresponding increase in the other, or by a
contraction in scope.

Political stability can be viewed as coincident points of persua-
sion, coercion, and scope. In figure 3, the line AB, which connects the
two axes, represents the relative costs of persuasion and coercion to the
government. We call this line the “political constraint.” If the rulers of
this government devoted all their resources to trying to persuade the
population, their efforts would amount to OB. Conversely, if all their
resources were devoted to attempting to coerce the citizenry, their total
effort would be OA. Since the two factors have to be “‘mingled,” the
optimal combination for the rulers is the one that yields the greatest
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FIGURE 1 Persuasion, Coercion, and Scope

scope. This is found where the political constraint line is tangent to the S
curve which is furthest from the origin. In figure 3, M is that point, since
any other combination of persuasion and coercion would place the rulers
on alower S curve, i.e., would yield them less control. At M the govern-
ment is in equilibrium; it controls the maximum amount of resources
which its capabilities permit. It would be extremely difficult if not impos-
sible for rivals of the regime to dislodge it from power. The government
is stable.

However, if the rulers attempted to control more scope than their
capabilities allow, they would be in disequilibrium. For example, sup-
pose that in figure 3 the government tried to hold on to N on S,, even
though the maximum its resources allow is M on S,. They would now be
in an unstable position. Lacking the means to implement its decisions,
the government would be vulnerable to challenges or open defiance,
unable to enforce its commands. So it would have to contract scope; but
the process of ““decompression’’12 could be viewed as weakness by its
opponents, further eroding its position. Failure to reduce scope, given
no increase in the ability of the government to persuade or coerce the
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FIGURE 2 Means to a Change in Scope

population, places the government in an unstable position, attempting
to govern more than it has the ability to control. A government might
survive this situation for a short time. The rulers may gamble that its
legitimacy might grow, increasing its persuasive abilities, or that the
means for additional coercion could be developed, perhaps with the
assistance of a foreign power. This is analogous to a business firm which
absorbs a loss for a short while in order to retool for future production
without losing its market position. But firms and governments which
overextend themselves do so at a risk. A firm without capital cannot
withstand market perturbations. Similarly, a government becomes vul-
nerable if it tries to administer more scope than its capability for persua-
sion and coercion allow. Without the ability to control the populace
through public appeals or measured shows of force, no government can
survive political challenges.
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