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Intriguingly, the ‘third wave of democratization’ and its democratic spring did not, 

however, signal the termination of hegemonic political parties that sustained autocratic 

rulers. 



 Page 6 of 48  

analysis of the demise of the Colorado Party. Consequently, it aims to understand how 

do these 
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31% of the labour force was involved in agriculture (second to Honduras in Latin 

America) and 63% of the non-agricultural labour continued in the informal sector (only 

Bolivia is higher in this percentage). Strikingly, only 6.7% of non-agricultural labour 

was employed in enterprises and just 4.4% of the informal labour had social security, 

one of the lowest percentages in all Latin America. This indicates that the Colorado 

Party still plays a key role in providing access to the labour market and state services, 

which has averted the “political emergence of independent collective actors capable of 

challenging the ruling party” (Abente 2009:145). Thus, this paper agrees with Abente’s 
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prolonged years of authoritarian rule. Albeit, how can we explain the Paraguayan 

transition with cultural factors that show no variation?  

 

 

Figure -2 Data from Latinobarometro (Source: Rivarola 2009:105)  

 

If the prerequisites scholarship does not play a central role in explaining the change 

in transition outcome in Paraguay (loss of presidential elections by the hegemonic-

party), then other recent literature focused on transition factors may prove more 

relevant. Although the prerequisites literature might set the foundations for democracy, 

they fall short in explaining the involvement of relevant actors in an effective transition 

process (Whyte 2009). Whyte (2009) reminds us that a determining factor in explaining 

democratization is the role played by elites and mass publics, as they are the ones who 

initiate and sustain the transition. While we understand structural factors and their 

analysis are relevant to comprehend why regimes might be threatened, however, it also 
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cooperation among elites is critical for democratization, as they served to bridge 

ruptures and prevent extremist politics. Conversely, Roeder (2001) argued that elite 

fragmentation in mature authoritarian systems is the necessary push that leads to 

democratization, as it avoids the process being controlled by a single cohesive group. 

More importantly, Anderson (2001) highlighted that elite fragmentation within the 

system produces a rundown in their cohesive party identity and can no longer repress 

the opinion of mass publics, thus there is an increase in public contestation which in 

turn  increases democratization. Accordingly, the literature on elite fragmentation in 

mature authoritarian systems, like longstanding hegemonic political parties, provides a 

strong basis to underpin the fall of Colorado Party in 2008. 

In the deviant and understudied case of the Colorado Party in Paraguay, it proves 

fruitful to look for an undiscovered causal path or variable. The emphasis on 

authoritarian elite fragmentation and splits appear to be a significant factor in 

democratic transition in this case, particularly  since the initiation of Paraguay’s 

transition in 1989 was the product of elite divisions in the regime breakdown. 

Consequently, Paraguay’s initial  liberalization was elite led and highly controlled by the 

Colorado Party (Powers 1992; USAID 2009:2). Hence, focusing on elite divisions and 

defections in the transition process proves central to our study. Pivotal to our analysis, 

is O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986) seminal work, as they highlight the importance of 

elite defection and consider them vital in most transitions. They explain that in cases of 

elite fragmentation in transitions, there is usually a rift between ‘hard-liners’ and ‘soft-

liners’ that arise between the authoritarian regime elites. Usually, there is a struggle 

between defenders of the status quo (hard-liners) and those turned reformers (soft-

liners) because soft-liners develop an “increasing awareness that the regime they 

helped to implant, and in which they usually occupy important positions, will have to 

make use… of some degree or some form of electoral legitimation” (O’Donnell and 

Schmitter 1986:16). This is a key insight to analyse the elite defection in the crumbling 

of General Stroessner’s ‘military -civilian’ authoritarian regime in 1989 and subsequent 

process of political liberalization. Thus, the split between hardliners and soft-liners led 

to the consolidation of power by soft-liners who opened up the prospect for a pact 

guaranteeing the opening of the regime. Therefore, the focus on increasing internal 

fragmentation and defections of the hegemonic party’s elite is the critical variable in our 

analysis to explain the outcome in 2008.  
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3-METHODOLOGY           

 

Tracing the variable of elite fragmentation and splits within the Colorado Party will 

help us elucidate the pact that led to a sequence of institutional changes. Drawing 

together the literature on the importance of elite fragmentation and defection, this 

study will use as well Linberg’s (2009:339) framework, which includes O’Donnell and 

Schmitter’s findings on the importance of elite splits and defections, which occurred 

before “the holding of ‘founding’ elections and introduction of democracy
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helps us underscore the sequence of particular events, specifically conjunctures, that 

must be captured to explain our outcome.  
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4-CASE STUDY ANALYSIS        
 

4.1- Historical Context. Paraguay an Politics Pre- 1989  

 

�x 
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seccionales controlled “the upward and downward flow of communications and 

administered local patronage” (Abente 1995:307). Overall, the seccionales accomplished 

two missions; they co-opted members for recruitment and repressed by acting as 

permanent political police (Abente 1995). Additionally and relevant to our analysis, the 

‘coloradization’ of the state drove all ministries and public organizations to the private 

hands of the Colorado Party’s elites. Hence, from 1955 onwards, all officers of the 

military, public employees, teachers, doctors and judges were obliged to join the party 

and contribute to party (Alvarez 1960). Consequently, the party dominated state sector 

became a source of electoral support, patronage network and clientelism that expanded 

to become the largest national employer by 1989 (Arditi 1992:165) . 

 
�x Maintaining ‘Electoral R ituals’  
 

During his prolonged dictatorship, Stroessner maintained manipulated electoral 

rituals, emptying them of any democratic content. Every four years elections were 

called under a ‘state of siege’ with fictitious electoral registries and where potential 

rivals were repressed and censored. A state of siege was continuously maintained until 

1988 with an electoral Junta that periodically unqualified opposition parties that could 

pose competition for the Colorado Party lists. Most times results were even announced 

beforehand (Rivarola 2009:16). From 1963 on, second-class parties were allowed to 

participate in this limited scenario. The electoral system was designed in a way the 

winning party took 66% of government seats and the other 33% was divided between 

the opposition (Rivarola 2009; Morinigo et al 1988:260). Although figures of electoral 

data throughout Stroessner’s regime should be taken critically, they do reflect a striking 

detail revealed by Rivarola (2009), where even though ‘not voting’ was sanctioned, 

abstentions and blank voting reached historic levels, clearly reflecting the incredulity of 

those elections (see ANEX-1). 

 

4.2-Pre-transition  Factionalism and  In tra -Party Fr agmentation . 

 

�x From ‘Granite Unity” to Division  in Party Elites  

 General Stroessner’s regime began to decline in the 1980s. From 1959 to 1984 

the regime strengthened its control over the country and very little political change 
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took place in the inner circles of the party. Stroessner, never an innovator, kept in line a 

very traditional policy  with very few changes. Most decisions were taken “behind closed 

doors at party headquarters and the public would be informed of the always unanimous 

decisions adopted by the party” (Abente 1995:309). From the inner circles of the Junta, 

Stroessner would always decide party elections beforehand and the voting procedure 

would simply ratify what had already been decided (Abente 1995; Arditi 1992; 

Riquelme 1992). From 1960 to 1987, “a single united slate of candidates for the junta 

was proclaimed and unanimously approved” (Abente 1995:309). 

 However, in the early 1980s the first signs of dissent began to show and this 

picture slowly began to change. In 1980 and 1981, for the first time, in numerous 

seccionales elections, more than one list competed. This was previously unheard of and 

caused uneasiness among inner party circles. The response was major patronage efforts 

to try to unify the competing factions before the staged elections. At this moment, for 

the first time, the “possibility open competition had been incorporated into the party” 

(Abente 1995:310), thus we can recognize that certain party elites would factionalize 

and seek more open institutions that allowed them to compete. As the 1984 party 

convention approached, the sense of uneasiness and nervousness within the party elites 

increased, especially among a faction that will later become known as “tradicionalistas”. 

This internal elite faction wanted to go back to party’s republican founding ideology and 

thus hoped to move away from a hard-line authoritarianism (Abente 2009; Benitez-

Rickman 1989). Accordingly, we characterize this group as the soft-liner type that 

O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986) described during moments of transition from 

authoritarian rule. At the same time, the other faction was more a hardliner type, 

known as the ‘militantes’. This faction responded to the “spiritual leadership” of 

Stroessner and wanted to secure the presidential succession of Stroessner’s son, 

Coronel Gustavo Stroessener (Lezcano 1990:26). This was the first sign of a split at 

leadership level that began to affect the grassroots of the party. Previous to this event, 

“the ritual request by seccionales for the re-election of junta members had always been 

preprogramed by the entire leadership and devoutly followed by the rank and file” 

(Abente 1995:310). The seed of discord had been planted, thus showing vulnerability in 

the party’s cohesive dominance.  

By 1987, the conflicts and divisions present three years earlier resurfaced during 

the convention. The camps further fractionalized with the militants dividing over 
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Stroessner’s successor, his son or another military elite or a civilian leader. The 

traditionalists also fragmented into three factions: the “ethical group” that focused on 

corruption inside the party and wanted to raise the ethical standards; the “Movement 

for Colorado Integration” that intended to reorganize the party and wanted to make it a 

more competitive and open system; and the “National and Popular Movement” that 

wanted to bridge the gap between the militant and traditionalist Colorado elites 

(Abente 2009:199). At this stage we can clearly observe hard-liner -soft-liner dynamics 

materialize, as the struggle rises between status quo defenders and those turned 

reformers4. The following months witnessed increasing tensions between elites. The 

militantes organized campaign rallies splurging resources on vote buying, intimidation 

and fraud. Since the government sided with the militantes, the public employers aligned 

with the tradicionalistas were outright fired. After the party convention, Stroessner 

unleashed a one of the most terrible purges whereby seventeen of the thirty-five 

members of his Junta were expelled (Abente 1995:311).  

However, the tradicionalistas remained an active dissident group as they read 

statements in public acts to “erode the legitimacy of the militante-controlled group” 

(Abente 1995:311). Consequently, a month before the coup, the tradicionalistas 

cooperated and fully supported the military officers that plotted the overthrow of 

Stroessner (the leader of the coup was closely aligned with the tradicionalistas faction). 

During that same month, tradicionalistas elites issued stronger statements, thus gearing 

up their image and presenting the debate about legitimate representation in the party 

(Abente 1995, Arditi 1990). 

 

�x Institutiona l Elements –Lack of Succession Mechanisms- 

According to most scholars who study Paraguay, the fall of Stroessner was not 

due to pressures from the civil society or political opposition, nor even international 

pressures, although they might have played secondary role in undermining the regime 

(Powers 1992). Structural factors by themselves would not be enough to explain his fall 

without  taking into account the determining role played by internal party factionalism 

and fragmentation. The party’s fragmentation and internal divisions climaxed in a 

                                                        
4 The empirics reflect the point made earlier of an “increasing awareness that the regime they helped to 
implant, and in which they usually occupy important positions, will have to make use… of some degree or 
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the milita nte sector”. Consequently, Rizova (2007b:5) affirms that since most of these 
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elites for institutional elements that deal with the succession problem. Rodriguez and 

the political elites around him proposed a new electoral law that would deal with 

factionalized disparate groups of elites. The use of primary elections would have been 

particularly appealing in a context of virulent disputes and low levels of mutual trust by 

(Hirano, et al 2009), but would later have deep effects on how the party elites 

fragmented. 

 

4.3-The Hegemonic Party in  a ‘Pacted’ Transition .  

 

�x Explaining 
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tr ansition era, is a direct result of “the electoral institutions the outgoing political 

behemoth –the Colorado Party– help set in place”. In her extensive studies of former 

hegemonic political parties, Rizova (2007b) notices that initially there is not necessarily 

a tendency towards centralization, especially not directly after democratization. She 

claims this might well be a result of “the external shock that occurs with the transition 

from a non-competitive to a fully competitive environment political environment that is 

so great that it initially pushes political parties to decentralize in the short run” (Rizova 

2007b:3). Hence, hegemonic political parties cannot survive under democracy (open 

competitive environment) if they fail to make changes in their internal organization to 

solve the collective action dilemmas between their factions and develop a competitive 

edge. Under authoritarianism , other parties were allowed to compete, but the results 

were always 
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those who could increase their influence supported it. The factions that anticipated 

their influence would be decreased included those that were in control of the party 

under Stroessner and opposed the direct vote because they saw it as a tactic where the 
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elite constituted themselves. First, the 1990 electoral code outlawed the mandatory 

payroll deductions and obligatory party subscriptions. Under Stroessner, every public 

employee had to join the party to survive; this marked a new openness that made party 

membership unnecessary as a survival strategy. Arditi (1992) mentions this diminished 

party membership to about 500,000. Moreover, authority inside the party was diffused 

and this progressed even more with every election (Rizova 2006). Internal movements 

inside the party became strictly associated with factionalist leaders and according to 

Rizova (2006:284) the leader’s influence was “proportional to the amount of economic 

power they can wield during election time”. Hence, primary outcomes were in a sense 

determined by the amount of money candidates could spend on campaigns. Rizova 

(2006:284) claims that the introduction of direct vote increased the role of the 

candidate’s financial power in determining primary outcomes of the Colorado party, 

which also raised the levels of corruption and increased personalism. This in turn 

promoted the influence of personal reputations as opposed to party reputation. Hence, 

internal fragmentation increased as material rewards were trapped under leaders 

instead of party coffers and as faction leaders are not tied ideologically, they have lesser 

incentives to be loyal (Rizova 2006). After more than three decades of internal cohesion, 

by 2007, the party factions amounted to about twenty (see ANNEX-2), formed around 

the personality of their leaders (Rizova 2006:272). 

 

 

Figure  1 (Source: OEA 2007:13; Rizova 2007:13)  
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themselves from the party (Morinigo 2009). The intensified elite tensions and 

attempted coup prompted for further democratic gains by those factions dissatisfied 

with the party and key opposition parties who were seeking further political 

liberalization. This resulted in the Governability Pact, which would seek further reforms 

in the electoral institutions and obtain the institutionalization of the armed forces and 

their effective subordination to civilian control. This would essentially take the military 

out of political life, thus stripping the hegemonic party of a key power base (Crosby et al 

2004; USAID 2009). 

 

�x Furthering Institutional Reforms 1996 -98 

As we have analysed, in the facet of institutional development intra-party 

factionalism and fragmentation has played a key role. The crisis and internal divisions 

over the party-military alliance impel the next set of institutionalized reforms to further 

liberalize the transition. New reforms would seek to develop more accountability 

mechanisms in the electoral institutions. In 1996, the reforms set up a new Electoral 

Justice, where Wasmosy through several political pacts after the crisis, sought out to 

integrate a multiparty representation in the Electoral Tribunal of the Electoral Justice 

thus making its representation more democratic. They also created a new permanent 

Civic Registry for voters (Rivarola 2009:23). This would relatively better the efficiency 

and transparency of the electoral processes, especially through iterated elections. The 

municipal elections in 1996 were later defined as the first elections to comply with all 

the requisites to be considered democratic, with a relative impartial electoral justice 

and cleaner electoral registries (Rivarola 2009:23). Additionally, the new electoral code 

(Ley-N.834/96) would also make to relatively easy for new parties to form, thus 

lowering the barriers to entry and in turn the costs to exit the party (Rizova 2006:287). 

Consequently, the increasing factionalism within the Colorado Party is a sign of 

the rising strong competition. According to Morinigo (2009), the institutional 

engineering of the primaries modified the internal logic of the party. Thus, with direct 

vote and a proportional system, the party lost its internal homogeneity and fragmented 

atomized internal movements each with their own leader and party program. Hence, 

nurtured by inter nal party elections, the fragmented factions had negative effects on the 

Colorado Party’s historical cohesion as it created deep polariza
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reconfigured with Raul Cubas, who was Oviedo’s vice-president during the primaries 

and Argaña as vice-president. The opposition presented a united front called 

Democratic Alliance (Liberals-PEN); however, on election day, even without Oviedo 

officially running, the combined votes of the Colorado, which included both the 

strongest factions of Arganistas and Oviedistas, was plenty enough to give Cubas a 54% 

victory at the polls (Abente 2009:147). 

As soon as Cubas assumed power, he decided to pardon Oviedo and set him free. 

This decision created immediately a new confrontation against the Argañistas faction 

that threatened the incumbent president with impeachment. Likewise, stemming from 

this conflict, the Argañistas faction in Congress withdrew their support to Cubas and 

sought to officially caucus with the Democratic Alliance. This left Cubas without any 

legislative majority and the escalated crisis resulted in the assassination of Vice-

President Argañ
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would throw his support to the opposition candidate, Fernando Lugo10, who had been 

acquiring popularity, sought to break the possibility of a united front in the opposition 

(Abente 2009). In this quest, Duarte orchestrated an annulment of the legal ruling that 

sent Oviedo to jail and set him free with the hopes of preventing a Lugo-Oviedo 

coalition. Oviedo’s Party, UNACE had a considerable political standing in the last 
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the vote (Abente 2009:151). A striking figure, is that UNACE, with Lino at last on the 

top, almost doubled his votes from 2003 to 2008, he went from 13% to 22% (see ANEX-

4). His electoral base was basically composed of Colorado defections and Castiglionistas. 

Consequently, the last rift and fragmentation of the Colorado party predominantly 

favoured Oviedo (Rivarola 2009; Abente 2009). Finally, the increasing elite 

fragmentation and divisions brought down the dominant Colorado Party, particularly as 

the sequence of liberalizing electoral reforms that had reconfigured the Electoral Justice 

had made it hard for the dominant-party not to accept the results. Thus, this outcome 

marked a turning point in Paraguay’s democratic transition as it ended sixty-one years 

of direct Colorado Party rule (USAID 2009). 
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political system to fall might also have relevant comparable implications in 

understanding transition processes of other hegemonic systems in less developed 

countries in regions like North Africa or the Middle East. Thus, in efforts to extend the 

findings and insights of this study, the study of elite fragmentation in hegemonic 

systems of less developed countries may prove a useful future research agenda. 
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Comunión 
Colorada 
*Fuerza Colorada 
de Central  

*Movimiento 
Coordinadora 
Colorada 

Total:  2 Total: 6  Total: 8  Total: 7  Total: 17  Total: 18  
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�x Annex-4 

Table 9 Presidential Elections 2003 -2008. Source: (Abente 2009:149)  

Party  Candidate  Votes Percentages 

 2003  2008  2003  2008  2003  2008  

ANR Duarte  Ovelar  547.232 573.562 37,1 30,6 

UNACE Sánchez Oviedo 208.391 410.637 13,5 21,9 

Total  ANR/ UNACE (split) 755.62

 

984.199  50,6 52,5 

PLRA Franco Lugo 370.349 766.502 24,0 40,9 

PPQ Fadul Fadul 328.916 44.060 21,3 2,4 

Total Opposition  

    

699.26

 

810.562  45,3 43,3 
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