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BOOK REVIEW / COMPTE RENDU DE LIVRE

Avoiding governors: federalism, democracy, and poverty alleviation in Brazil and
Argentina, by Tracy Beck Fenwick, Notre Dame, IN, University of Notre Dame Press,
2015, 277 pp., ISBN 9780268028961 (paperback)

This is an important, timely and novel book. It is important because the book provides insights
into what makes effective policies designed to “alleviate poverty and prevent the intergenera-
tional transmission of poverty through investing in human capital” (p. 4). It is timely because
the book focuses on targeted social welfare, specifically “Conditional Cash Transfer programs
(CCTs), which deliver small amounts of cash to households in return for their fulfillment of
conditions linked to human capital investments, into its policy recommendations” (p. 3),
one of the growing interventions policymakers are using for poverty alleviation in developing
countries. It is novel because the book’s main insight comes from studying the role of munici-
palities as key administrative and political units at the subnational level.

The book’s main question is about “how federalism impacts a national government’s ability
to deliver targeted social policy goods” (p. 2). Beck Fenwick’s argument highlights three factors
that affect the ability of municipalities to promote national policy goals: (1) national consti-
tutional recognition of subnational levels of government; (2) rules regulating subnational
finances; and (3) political regime type. Using a paired comparison of two neighbouring feder-
alist countries in South America, Argentina and Brazil, the author explains the divergent “out-
comes from similarly designed CCTs, beginning during the administrations, respectively, of
President Luis Inácio Lula da Silva (2003–2011) and President Néstor Kirchner (2003–
2007)” (p. 4)

Beck Fenwick employs a solid and creative research design that demonstrates the author’s
ability to conduct research in two different countries while understanding their similarities and
differences. Moreover, the case selection enables the author to masterfully illustrate the argu-
ment presented in the book. Any student of comparative politics should use this framework as
an example of well-crafted multi-method research design.

The author’s explanation for the variation in the implementation and effectiveness of CCTs
in Brazil and Argentina hinges on the importance of municipalities in implementing national
policies. “Municipalities as distinct from the states/provinces” (p. 203) provide a novel way for
understanding how federalism works in practice while opening a new research agenda into
subnational politics. “One of the main conceptual goals of this study is to show how the fre-
quent practice of aggregating the subnational level into one unified actor has limited the scope
of our comparative explanations” (p. 15). As the author concludes:

by distinguishing municipalities as a separate actor in a federal political system, a dynamic
intergovernmental relationship is represented: indeed, we observe power struggles between
multiple levels of government and their electorates, not merely a dichotomously framed
game of the national level versus the subnational. As the case studies here demonstrate,
this dynamic has important implications for both social and political outcomes. (p. 226)

Whereas the presentation of the argument and the evidence is impeccable, the last chapter
would have benefited from a comparison of CCTs in other Latin American countries. Discuss-
ing how the argument could enhance our understanding of other cases in the region would
have been very helpful for scholars interested in these programmes in particular, and
poverty alleviation in general. It would have also provided further support for the author’s
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argument by testing the theory beyond the scope of a two-country comparison, and helped
elucidate the extent to which federalism is key in understanding variation in municipalities’
incentives to promote national policy goals. This comparison might have even enabled the
author to broaden the scope of the theory presented in the book.

Avoiding Governors: Federalism, Democracy, and Poverty Alleviation in Brazil and Argen-
tina deserves a close read from several audiences. Comparativists interested in understanding
variation in social policy should definitely read the book, as should those interested in Latin
American politics and the politics of development in poor countries. The book will also be
of interest to policymakers interested in designing and implementing effective poverty allevia-
tion programmes. Beyond its multiple audiences, it is worth noting that the book’s main lesson
is to highlight the ineludible importance of politics in alleviating poverty; in the author’s words,
“institutionalizing an effective national social protection system designed to alleviate poverty
depends less on the technical design and merits of the programs […] and more on the broader
institutional, structural, and political contexts in which the programs operate” (p. 204).
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