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region to where it is today in the fully-updated new edition of Daniel Hellinger’s Comparative 
Politics of Latin America. Th is text off ers a unique balance of comparative politics theory and 
interdisciplinary country-specifi c context, of a thematic organization and in-depth country 
case studies, of culture and economics, of scholarship and pedagogy. No other textbook draws 
on such a diverse range of scholarly literature to help students understand the ins and outs of 
politics in Latin America today.

Insightful historical background in early chapters provides students with a way to think 
about how the past infl uences the present. However, while history plays a part in this text, 
comparative politics is the primary focus, explaining through fully integrated, detailed case 
studies and carefully paced analysis such concepts as democratic breakdown and transition, 
formal and informal institutions, the rule of law, and the impact of globalization. Coun-
try-specifi c narratives integrate concepts and theories from comparative politics, leading to 
a richer understanding of both.

Several important features of the second edition ensure student success:

• Dramatically reorganized text now with 16 chapters 
• Focus Questions at the start of every chapter 
• “For Review” boxes interspersed in every chapter to ensure comprehension 
• New “Punto de Vista” boxes in every chapter, showcasing competing perspectives on 

democratization and development throughout the region 
• Country locator maps spread throughout the book to help students orient themselves 

in the region 
• “Democracy Snapshot” graphics show support for democracy in each Latin American 

country 
• Bolded key terms focus attention on important concepts and a glossary at the end of 

the book provides a useful reference 
• Discussion Questions and Further Resources at the end of each chapter 
• Integrated Case Studies on most countries in the region 
• A companion website (www.routledge.com/cw/hellinger) with discussion questions 

and other useful study aids. 
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Venezuela.

http://www.routledge.com/cw/hellinger


This page intentionally left blank



Comparative Politics 
of Latin America
Democracy at Last?

Second edition

Daniel C. Hellinger



Commissioning Editor: Michael Kerns
Textbook Development Manager: Rebecca Pearce
Production Editor: Alf Symons
Cover Design: John Maloney
Companion Website Manager: Natalya Dyer
Typesetter: Apex Covantage, LLC
Second edition published 2015
by Routledge
711 Th ird Avenue, New York, NY 10017
and by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon, OX14 4RN
Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business
© 2015 Taylor & Francis
Th e right of Daniel C. Hellinger to be identifi ed as author of this work has been asserted by him in 
accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilized in any form 
or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereaft er invented, including 
photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission 
in writing from the publishers.
Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are 
used only for identifi cation and explanation without intent to infringe.
First edition published by Routledge 2011
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Hellinger, Daniel.
 Comparative politics of Latin America : democracy at last? / 
 Daniel C. Hellinger.
  pages cm
 Includes bibliographical references and index.
 1. Latin America—Politics and government. 2. Comparative government—
Latin America. I. Title. 
 JL960.H45 2014
 320.3098—dc23
 2014020620
ISBN: 978-0-415-82761-4 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-0-203-52244-8 (ebk)
Typeset in Minion Pro
by Apex Covantage, LLC



Dedication

To my good friends Steven Ellner, María Pilar García Guadilla, 
Raúl Rodríguez, Bernard Mommer, Bernardo Álvarez, Angelo Rivero Santos, 

and Eduardo Cavieres.



This page intentionally left blank



Contents

List of Punto de Vista Feature Boxes xiv

Preface xvi

Acknowledgments xix

Introduction Latin American Studies and the Comparative 
Study of Democracy 1
What Is Democracy? 4

What Do Latin Americans Tell Pollsters about Democracy? 5

What Defi nes Latin America as a Geographic Area? 9

Why Is a Comparative Approach Needed to Understand Latin 
American Politics? 10

Preview of the Chapters 12

Land and People 14

An Invitation 17

PART I COMPARATIVE POLITICS, DEMOCRATIC THEORY, 
AND LATIN AMERICAN AREA STUDIES 21

CHAPTER 1 Conceptions of Democracy 22
Liberal Democracy in the Real World of Latin America 24

Liberalism, Pluralism, and Polyarchy 25
Latin America and the “Third Wave” of Liberal Democracy 28

How Comparativists Apply Polyarchy to the Study of Latin America 32

Political Culture in Latin America 34
Strong Presidents, Personalism, and “Illiberal Democracy” 35
Clientelism and Corruption 38

Other Kinds of Democracy 40
Democracy without People? 44

Not Taking Democracy for Granted 47



viii  Contents

CHAPTER 2 The Few and the Many: Inequality in Latin American Politics 49
Inequality, Poverty, and Democracy 50

Equality, Poverty, and Attitudes about Democracy 51
Race and Ethnic Inequality 54
Women, Gender, and Exclusion 59

Corporatism: A Latin American Way of Politics? 62

Liberation Theology—Religion Addresses Inequality 68

Class, Culture, and Politics 73

PART II HISTORY: COLONIAL LEGACIES, MASS POLITICS, 
AND DEMOCRACY 75

CHAPTER 3 Democratic and Autocratic Threads before Columbus 
and in Colonial Latin America 76
The Pre-Colombian Legacy 77

The Colonial Era 83
Why Did the Conquistadors Succeed? Why Does It 
Matter Today? 86
Afro-Latin America: Roots and Slavery 89

Ethnic Identity, National Identity, and the Legacy of Colonialism 91
Colonial Legacy: Indigenous Politics 91
Colonial Legacy: Afro-Descendent Politics 95

Persistence of Colonial Economic Dependency 100

CHAPTER 4 Political without Economic Independence 104
The Path to Independence in Spanish America 104

Brazil’s Divergent Path to Independence 108
Failed States, New Nations 110

Rebuilding Nations and States, Modernization 113
Conservatives, Liberals, and Modernization 114
Commodity Booms and Busts—New Exports, New Elites 117
Mexico: From Failed State to Modernizing Dictatorship 118
Independence or Neocolonialism—or Both? 120
Stirrings of Change at the Dawn of a New Century 123

Independence—Did It Make a Difference? 124

CHAPTER 5 Populism, Development, and Democracy in 
the Twentieth Century 127
What Is Populism? 128



Contents  ix

Latin America’s Masses Enter Politics 129
The Political Logic of Import Substitution Industrialization (ISI) 130

Case Studies of Populism and ISI 132
Brazil: Getúlio Vargas and the Estado Nôvo 133
Argentina: Juan and Eva Perón 137
Chile: From the Radical Party to Salvador Allende 142
Mexico: Populism after Revolution 145

Assessing Populism and ISI—Lessons for Today 146
Peasant Politics and the Crisis of Populism 148
Did ISI Reduce Dependency? 149
Did Populism Advance or Retard Democracy? 151
Recent Populism in Venezuela, Peru, and Ecuador 152

History and Politics: Some Final Thoughts 153

CHAPTER 6 Development and Dependency: Theory and 
Practice in Latin America 155
Contending Approaches to Development 156

Modernization Theory 157
Dependency Theory and Latin America’s Structuralists 160

Institutionalism—Putting Politics into Economic Development Theory 165

Marxism and Development Theory 168

Peripheral Vision: Latin America in the World System 169

State and Market in Latin America Today 172
New Economic Policies after ISI 172
The “Lost Decade” of the 1980s and the Debt Crisis 174

Adjusting to the Global Market: Three Variations 182
The Chilean Neoliberal “Success Story” 182
Brazil: The Business-Friendly State 184
Cuba: Escaping the Debt Crisis and Not Escaping 
Debt or Crisis 186

Did Latin Americans Democratically Choose Neoliberalism? 187

PART III REGIME TRANSITIONS IN LATIN AMERICA 191

CHAPTER 7 Democratic Breakdown and Military Rule 192
Political Instability and Decay 192

What Caused Democracy in the Populist Era to Decay? 193
Social and Political Polarization 195
Population Explosion of the Cities 197
The Breakdown of Populist Democracy 200



x  Contents

Cuba and Cold War Politics—An External Element in Breakdown 202

Case Studies of Democratic Breakdown 203
Breakdown in Brazil: Setting the Trend 204
Breakdown in Argentina: The Dirty War 205
Breakdown in Chile: The Allende Tragedy and Pinochet 207

Shall We Coup? Why and When Does the Military Intervene? 212
Internal Factors 212
Contextual Factors 213
Politics in the Ranks 214
Bureaucratic Authoritarianism 215
Populism in Uniform 219

What Is the Role of Latin America’s Military Today? 220

CHAPTER 8 Transitions and “Pacted” Democracies in Brazil 
and the Southern Cone 226
Types of Transition, Democracy, and “Regime Change” 226

The Pluralist Approach to Democratic Transitions 228
Negotiating Democratic Transitions: Compromise and Risk 229

Cases of Transition in the Southern Cone and Brazil 231
Chile’s Controlled Transition 231
Argentina’s Transition and National Humiliation 238
Brazil’s Gradual Transition 244

Forbidden to Forget 249

CHAPTER 9 Transitions from Party-Dominant Regimes: Mexico 
and Venezuela 253
The Mexican Revolution 255

Origins: Modernization for the Few 256
The Revolutionary Civil War 258
From Revolution to ISI and Populism 259
Mexico’s Drift toward Authoritarianism, Transition to 
Multiparty Politics 263

Venezuela’s Transition from Pacted Democracy to Radical Populism 268
Collapse of the Punto Fijo System 272
The Chávez Era 273

Conclusions Drawn from Six Cases of Transition 278

CHAPTER 10 Democracy in Times of Revolution 282
The Cuban Revolution 283

Origins: Nationalism and Neocolonialism 283



Contents  xi

The Rise of Fidel Castro and the Revolution of 1959 286
Consolidation of the Cuban Revolution 289
Taking Stock of Cuba’s Revolution 291
Human Rights, One-Party Rule, and Cuba’s Uncertain Future 294

Insurgencies: The Social Question and Revolution in Central America 297
The Nicaraguan Revolution 299
El Salvador’s Near Revolution 302
Genocide and Revolution in Guatemala 306

Violence, Civil Society, and Revolution 308
Sendero Luminoso in Peru 309
Insurgency in Colombia 310

Revolution’s Uneasy Relationship to Democracy 313

PART IV CIVIL SOCIETY, INSTITUTIONS, HUMAN RIGHTS, 
AND RULE OF LAW 317

CHAPTER 11 Social Class and Social Movements in Latin America 318
The Social Class System 319

Business Interests: Merchants, Bankers, Landowners, 
and Industrialists 324

Drug Lords—A New Business Sector 326

Labor Unions 327

Social Movements 332
Worker Resistance Movements in Argentina 335
The Urban Poor and Neighborhood Movements 336
Peasants, Rural Movements, and Landlords 340
The Human Rights Movement 345
Women’s Movements 346

Racial and Ethnic Movements 347
Afro-Descendant Movements in Brazil and the Caribbean 347
Indigenous Movements 348

Uncivil and Civil Society 352

CHAPTER 12 Parties, Media, and the Left-Right Dimension 
in Latin America 355
Party Systems 356

Types of Parties in Latin America 358
Dinosaurs: Traditional and Populist Parties 358
Personalist Parties 360



xii  Contents

Parties Appealing to Social Movements 361
Why Do Movement Parties Often Disappoint Movements? 366

Right and Left Today in Latin America 367
The Right: Old and New 368
The Left: Old and New 372

The Media versus the Left in Latin America 376

Zapatistas and the Question of Power 380

Shall We Party? 383

CHAPTER 13 Constitutions, Institutions, and the Electoral Arena 385
Promoting Democratic Institutions 386

Presidentialism and “Impeachment of the Street” 389

Fair Elections and Democratic Legitimacy 395

Democratic Governance 400
New Institutionalism and Constitutional Design 403

Parties, Legislatures, Executives, and Reform 405

Inside Political Parties 409
Argentina 410
Chile 411
Brazil 413

Institutions and Innovation 416

Conclusion: Institutions Matter 419

CHAPTER 14 Human Rights, Corruption, and the Rule of Law 421
What Is “Rule of Law?” Is It Necessary for Democracy? 421

Crime and Justice 425

Corruption 430

Human Rights and State Violence 434
The Legacy of Military Rule 434
Drug Wars and the “War on Terrorism” 436
Rating Human Rights Records 441

Progress on Law and Rights? 446

PART V LATIN AMERICA IN THE WORLD 449

CHAPTER 15 Democracy in Times of Globalization 450
Economic Globalization and Latin America 452

Manufacturing, Maquilas, and the Global Assembly Line 454



Contents  xiii

Fertile Profi ts: Agribusiness 457
Mining, Oil, and Neo-Extractivism 459
Tourism 463

Trade Agreements and Regional Economic Blocs 465
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) 466
The Trans-Pacifi c Partnership 470
Alternative Economic Integration Schemes 471

The Globalization of Resistance to Globalism 474
Latin America Meets the World: Separately or United? 478

Transnational Issues and Global Citizenship 482
Climate Change 482
Disease and Health 484
Migration 486

Democracy without Sovereign Nation-States? 488

CHAPTER 16 No One’s “Backyard” Anymore 491
U.S. Intervention in the “Backyard” 492

Intervention in the Cold War: Covert Operations and 
Democratic Breakdowns 497

The United States and Democracy Promotion in the Western 
Hemisphere 507

How the United States Promotes Democratization 508
Democracy Promotion and the 2002 Coup in Venezuela 512

A Revolution in Hemispheric Diplomacy? 513
The Organization of American States (OAS) 516
New Latin American IGOs: Partners or Rivals to the OAS? 518

The Foreign Policy of Latin American States: Issues and Examples 522
Brazil 523
Venezuela 524
Bolivia 525
Mexico 525

Backyard, Front Porch, or Neighbors? 526

Afterword Tentative Answers to Frequently Asked Questions 
about Democracy in Latin America 529
Thoughts on the Democratic Condition in Latin America 530

Glossary 532

References 544

Credits 561

Index 565



List of Punto de Vista 
Feature Boxes

Chapter 1
Fidel Castro on Democracy (Cuba) 43

Chapter 2
Corporatism—The Popes on Capitalism 66
Liberation Theology and the Latin American Church 71

Chapter 3
Can “Plurinationalism” Work? (Bolivia) 94
Does Brazil Need Affirmative Action? (Brazil) 98

Chapter 4
Paraguay’s Unsuccessful Break with the Pattern (Paraguay) 115

Chapter 5
What Kind of Ideology Was Perón’s Justicialismo? (Argentina) 140

Chapter 6
Can Capitalism Be Fixed by More Capitalism? (Peru) 167

Chapter 7
Costa Rica—The Exception That Proves the Rule? (Costa Rica) 221

Chapter 8
Human Rights and Amnesty (Uruguay) 250

Chapter 9
A Coup for or against Democracy? (Venezuela) 274

Chapter 10
The Struggle for the Legacy of José Martí (Cuba) 293

Chapter 11
Does Economic Inequality Weaken Support for Democracy? 325
Is the MST’s Call for Sustainable Agriculture Economically Realistic? (Brazil) 343

Chapter 12
Ecuador’s Controversial Proposed Media Law (Ecuador) 378
Zapatistas against Revolutionary Vanguards (Mexico) 382



List of Punto de Vista Feature Boxes  xv

Chapter 13
Impeachment or Coup? Paraguay 2012 (Paraguay) 388
Honduras’s Unamendable Constitution (Honduras) 391

Chapter 14
Rule of Law and Fighting Violent Crime in Mexico (Mexico) 439
Reform or Attack on the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights? 443

Chapter 15
Are Latin Americans Global or Dependent? 480

Chapter 16
Where Does Democracy Rank in U.S. Foreign Policy Priorities? 509



Preface

Perhaps the world’s most exciting and controversial experiments in democracy are underway 
in Latin America. Neither liberal nor Marxist orthodoxy has much appeal to most people 
in the region today, and perhaps that explains why Latin America has been a hothouse for 
democratic experimentation. As I explore these transitions to democracy throughout the 
text, the question is less about whether or not democracy is the best form of government 
and more about what form of democracy makes the most sense for today’s world. I believe 
that the answer is not wildly diff erent for Latin America than for other parts of the world, 
including the United States. In my personal view, democracy must not only embrace choice, 
equality before the law, and civil liberties; it must also be participatory, be socially and eco-
nomically inclusive, and extend deeply into social and economic structures. It cannot be 
limited to aff airs of government.

I suspect that attentive teachers and students will recognize that this agenda for democ-
racy puts me somewhere on the left  of the political spectrum, but I hope they will feel this 
text has not failed to fairly represent arguments drawn both from the liberal tradition of 
democracy and from the orthodox pluralist views that dominate the fi eld of comparative 
politics. I would like comparative political scientists whose work refl ects diff erent views on 
democracy to feel that this book is passionate and intellectually honest, not polemical or 
deliberately selective in its treatment of the issues.

My goal in writing this text was to provide students with a method for exploring the 
politics of Latin America through a specifi c lens, with which they are free to agree or dis-
agree. Ideally, each student will reach his or her own conclusions about what “democracy” 
means and what forms of government appear best suited to the countries explored in the 
text. Because Latin America contains a large number of diverse countries, each with its own 
challenges to address, I believe a thematic framework is the best method to help students 
organize the massive amount of information typically provided in courses of this nature. As 
someone who has been teaching the course for many, many years, I am fully aware of the 
challenges students face with grasping and organizing its content, and with this book I hope 
to provide them with a better tool for learning about—and thinking about—politics in Latin 
America.

As Latin America continues to expand its presence in the global economy and leaders 
from regimes of old begin to fade away, it is an exciting and important time to be studying 
Latin American politics. Arguably, the worldwide human rights movement began in Latin 
America during its last transition from military rule to electoral democracy. In Latin Amer-
ica today, social movements are re-conceptualizing the state, civil society, and the market. 
Social movements throughout the region are attempting to tame both the centralized power 
of states and the tyranny of market forces.
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Brazilians started experimenting 25 years ago with participatory budgeting, a prac-
tice now spreading to other parts of the globe. Indigenous Andeans have gone farther than 
anyone else in promoting responsible stewardship of the earth on a world stage, insisting 
that we can have the buen vivir without the materialism and consumption of unbridled cap-
italism. Venezuelans have provided the world with its fi rst constitution written in gender-
neutral language. Th ough deeply divided about what democracy should look like, they 
have taken the lead in insisting that democracy cannot exist without social and economic 
inclusion. Cubans now wrestle with how to open their economy and politics without los-
ing the values of solidarity, facing the challenge of a transition from the old Leninist model 
of the state.

 Changes from the First to Second Edition

I have thoroughly updated and revised the text from the fi rst edition. A few changes are 
especially worth highlighting:

• Reorganized chapter structure from 19 down to 16 chapters so that the text fi ts more 
easily with the traditional semester-long course.

• An all-new fi nal chapter (chapter 16) where instead of covering the consequences of 
U.S. hegemony (chapter 19 in the previous edition), I discuss the consequences of 
weakening U.S. hegemony and new diplomatic initiatives by Latin Americans.

• Topical updates, including the Pink Tide, social movements’ uneasy relationship 
with left ist parties, the expansion of the middle class, new hemispheric diplomatic 
organizations and initiatives for economic integration, post-Chávez Venezuela, post-
Lula Brazil, the student movement in Chile, the revival of Mexico’s PRI, the economic 
reforms launched by Raúl Castro, the impact of Chinese markets and investments and 
many other contemporary developments.

New Learning Aids in this Edition

In response to feedback from instructors, some new pedagogy has also been introduced, and 
existing pedagogy has been improved to help students better engage with the text.

Th umbnail “locator” maps are strategically placed throughout the text to help geo-
graphically challenged students develop familiarity with the location of countries. “Democ-
racy Snapshots” of the 2013 Latinobarómeter poll results on attitudes toward democracy 
for various Latin American countries are also included where each country is discussed 
in depth. Th ese “snapshots” provide instructors with an interesting talking point in class 
as the fi gures reveal a wide (and oft en surprising) gap between the degrees of support for 
democracy, from the highest (Venezuela) to the lowest (Mexico), in the region. Last, one 
of the most exciting new features to this edition is the “Punto de Vista” debate box. Th ese 
boxes appear in nearly every chapter and ask students to debate issues facing citizens in 
Latin American countries, including affi  rmative action programs in Brazil, Ecuador’s reg-
ulation of the media, Uruguay’s amnesty for human rights abuses, and the U.S.-promoted 
drug war in the region.
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Improved Learning Aids from the Last Edition

Changes to existing pedagogy in the new edition include the following:

• Revision of the introductory Focus Questions to make sure they correspond more 
closely to the chapter organization.

• For Review questions that appear throughout the text so that students can quickly 
check their comprehension. (Instructors might also utilize the For Review questions 
to get a pulse on their class’s comprehension of the reading through classroom 
discussions, homework assignments, or quizzes.)

• Discussion Questions at the end of the chapter that encourage students to think 
critically about what they’ve read.

• Expansion of the glossary and number of key terms.
• Expansion of the Resources for Further Study, including more suggestions for readings 

(fi ction and nonfi ction), websites, fi lms, and videos.

Companion Website

Routledge hosts a companion website that includes a number of useful resources for both 
students and instructors. Students looking for extra study aids will fi nd chapter summaries, 
country profi les from Europa World, and web links to online resources. We are fortunate to 
be able to partner with Europa because they have a wealth of information available on the 
countries of Latin America. Th e inclusion of select Europa World content enables teachers 
to combine the thematic approach of this book with assignments to help provide students 
with a coherent narrative of the history, the social and economic features, and the recent 
development of individual nations in the region. It is also a good resource for students to 
have on hand if they are not familiar with the region or if they are researching a country-
specifi c topic for the course. To help instructors with classroom preparation, the companion 
website includes PowerPoint lecture slides, suggestions for exam questions, suggestions for 
classroom activities, and more. Th e accompanying website has been thoroughly updated and 
revised by my colleague, Dr. Philip Meeks, professor at Creighton University. Phil brings a 
substantial and distinguished résumé in Latin American politics to this task. Th e companion 
website can be found at www.routledge.com/cw/hellinger.

http://www.routledge.com/cw/hellinger
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 Focus Questions 

f  Why should we focus on democracy as the theme for an introduction to Latin 
America, a region long associated with political instability, military coups, and 
dictatorships? 

f  What do opinion polls tell us about support for democracy in Latin America today? 

f  Why does the study of Latin America fall into the fi eld called “comparative 
 politics”? 

 AS THE FIRST decade of the twenty-fi rst century drew to a close, most of the political 
scientists, journalists, and policy makers following Latin American aff airs seemed 
optimistic that the countries of the region were fi nally, aft er nearly 200 years of 

political independence, on track to enter a new era of stability, economic development, and 
democracy. Th e military were staying in the barracks, the students were studying, rebels 
were laying down their arms and founding political parties, poverty rates were falling, and 
the United States was no longer supporting dictatorships. Of course, just about everyone 
tempered this optimism with recognition of risks and concerns, but few doubted that pro-
gress had been made, and few doubted that the model of democracy preferred by Latin 
Americans was liberal, representative democracy. 

 Among the positive signs, they could point to the rising percentage of Latin Amer-
icans expressing confi dence in democracy in surveys. Latinobarómetro, an annual poll of 
more than 20,000 Latin Americans in 18 countries, found in 2011 that 58 percent agreed 
that “democracy is preferable to any other form of government” (see  Figure 0.1 ). Although 
almost everyone recognized some serious shortcomings, it seemed that regular elections 
where incumbents face loyal opposition and where governments accept basic human rights 
had become permanent features of the region’s politics. Democracy had come to Latin 
America—at last and for good. 

 Th e two principle threats to liberal democratic rule seemed to have receded. Between 
1968 and 1990, almost all Latin American countries experience a prolonged period of harsh 
military rule. Two that escaped this fate (Mexico and Cuba) were dominated by a single 
political party. Central America was wracked by three civil wars involving left ist insur-
gencies against brutal military regimes. Two others, Venezuela and Costa Rica, remained 
liberal democracies, but they did not entirely escape social and economic forces eroding 

 Introduction 
 Latin American Studies and the Comparative 
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2  Introduction

confi dence in their political systems. Th e fi erce dictatorships of the period produced several 
eff ects that were felt even in those countries not under the rule of generals and admirals: 
the reputation of militaries was severely tarnished, and in the struggle to send the soldier 
back to the barracks, a strong, internationally supported human rights movement devel-
oped throughout the hemisphere. On the left , with only a few exceptions, few parties or 
movements seemed ready anymore to pursue revolution through armed struggle or guer-
rilla warfare. 

 Jorge Castañeda, a prominent Mexican intellectual who had once identifi ed with the 
revolutionary movements, authored a widely read book,  Utopia Unarmed  (1993), proclaim-
ing that Latin American left ists were no longer inspired by Fidel Castro’s revolutionary 
experiment in Cuba. Th ey had now, he thought, turned primarily to elections and other 
peaceful strategies to seek power—and mainly for reform, not revolution. Encouraging this 
development was the emergence of new social movements in the form of worker democracy 
organizations, neighborhood groups, women’s organizations, indigenous peoples, and envi-
ronmental groups, among others. 

 Nearly 20 years aft er Castañeda’s book appeared, Michael Shift er (2011) of the 
Washington-based Inter-American Dialogue argued along similar lines that overall Latin 
America had experienced a “surge” in the pragmatic center, with both left ist and right-wing 
politicians moving toward more moderate positions. However, Shift er was less optimistic 
about the direction of Latin America’s left . Castañeda (2006) had already expressed his mis-
givings. Both now began to warn that a new threat to democracy had emerged in the form 
of left ,  populist  leaders. Until his death in 2013, the main target of criticism was Venezue-
la’s president Hugo Chávez. Shift er warned that Chávez (and now Nicolás Maduro, his suc-
cessor), along with Bolivia’s Evo Morales, Ecuador’s Rafael Correa, and Nicaragua’s Daniel 
Ortega, represented the tendency toward “autocratic concentration of vast power into the 
hands of a single person,” even though that person was elected. 

 Shift er, Castañeda, and other analysts express a viewpoint common among those who 
make or infl uence U.S. foreign policy, seeing these presidents as the radical, undemocratic 
part of a political tendency called the “ Pink Tide .” “Pink” here serves partly as a way to 
suggest that the left ist leaders and parties are diverse, ranging from moderate social demo-
crats such as Chile’s Michelle Bachelet to more militant leaders such as Venezuela’s Chávez. 
But even the fi rmest supporters of Chávez, who called themselves  rojo rojito  (loosely, “red 
through and through”), do not think of themselves as “reds” in the sense of being committed 
to communism as it was associated with the Russian Revolution and the Soviet Union in 
the twentieth century. All of these left ist presidents, though friendly to Cuba, have said that 
they do not want to replicate the Cuban example. More specifi cally, they refer to the Soviet 
single-party state model as “twentieth-century socialism,” and they express their preference, 
without much detail, for a new model of “twenty-fi rst-century socialism.” And all of them 
have been elected. But this does not mean in the eyes of critics that all of them are democrats. 
Chávez, Argentina’s Cristina Kirchner, Ecuador’s Rafael Correa, and some others are seen 
by some commentators as authoritarian populists, in contrast to other Pink Tide presidents, 
such as the former and still infl uential president of Brazil, Inácio Lula da Silva (Lula) and 
Bachelet. 

 But there is signifi cant dissent about this perspective among those who study Latin 
America. Steve Ellner (2012), an American historian who has lived in Venezuela for over 
40 years, argues that this is a simplistic division. What separates the more radical leaders 
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from the moderates has been advancement of reform of Latin America’s highly unequal eco-
nomic order and experimentation with new participatory institutions. For Ellner, this is not 
a return to stale populism or an authoritarian tendency but a commitment to construction of 
a more profound form of democracy better suited to Latin America’s needs. 

 Argentine political scientist Atilio Borón (2005) objects that the United States should 
not be preaching about democracy to Latin America, given its own problems conducting 
clean elections, as the 2000 presidential election showed. Unlike Venezuela, he points out, 
the United States does not permit its people the right to vote by referendum on important 
national issues or to recall a president through a popular vote. As for human rights, the United 
States repeatedly violated the human rights of prisoners held at its base in Guantánamo Bay. 
Borón also argues that the kind of  liberal democracy  (discussed in  chapter 1 ) promoted by 
the United States seeks to instruct Latin Americans to “accept meekly our ineluctable neoco-
lonial destiny under the dominion of the American Rome.” 

 By 2010, there were already doubts about just how broadly and deeply democracy had 
been consolidated throughout the region. New social movements were raising questions 
about the appropriateness of liberal democratic institutions for dealing with economic ine-
quality and persistent social problems. More ominously, between 2009 and 2014, some storm 
clouds began to gather over a few countries. Sabers were rattling in places like Honduras 
and Ecuador; mass protests in Chile challenged what seemed to be a model of success for 
combining a market economy with electoral democracy; Venezuela’s future lay in doubt as 
the country relapsed into polarized confl ict aft er the death of President Hugo Chávez; Brazil, 
the region’s great economic “success story,” experienced mass protest over lavish spending to 
host soccer’s World Cup and the Olympic Games; Mexico’s government seemed to be losing 
control of swaths of territory to drug gangs or vigilantes fi ghting them. 

 In this introduction to the politics of Latin America, we take a closer look at the 
strengths and weaknesses of democracy in Latin America in what is undoubtedly—given 
the end of the  Cold War  (1948–1991), the rising concern with terrorism, and unprecedented 
globalization—a new era. To accomplish this task, we need to study the history and culture 
of the region and to draw upon the many diff erent academic disciplines that contribute to the 
study of Latin America as a unique area of the world. Some questions we will want to address 
include the following: 

 • Did the shift  to more market-friendly economic policies and free trade in the fi nal 
20 years of the last century encourage or discourage democracy? 

 • Have popular demands for more infl uence of common people, economic justice, 
and defense of human rights strained or enriched the practice of democracy and its 
institutions? 

 • Has the left  given up armed insurgency and the right given up coup-making, both 
committed now to contesting politics through constitutional processes? 

 • Has globalization weakened or strengthened democratic institutions? 

 To address these questions we will draw in depth upon  comparative politics , that fi eld 
within political science that provides tools and theories relevant to our quest to evaluate the 
democratic condition in the region. But if we are to address whether or not democracy has 
arrived there “at last,” we need to think about what democracy means to us and also what it 
means to Latin Americans. 
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  What Is Democracy? 

 So where do I come down in this debate? I prefer to let my answer unfold as we go through 
the chapters, and I hope to off er you a fair summary of the contrasting views. However, it is 
customary in such introductions for the author to reveal his own values so that the reader 
may be aware of biases that infl uence the book. Just about every political scientist will profess 
his or her allegiance to democracy, but that usually takes the form of expressing a commit-
ment to democratic values and institutions, such as regularly scheduled elections, respect for 
minority and individual rights, and some system of checks and balances. 

 Although I too believe in these democratic principles, such statements are not very 
enlightening about what other kinds of opinions about democracy the author holds. Is a 
capitalist economic system a prerequisite for democracy? Should “economic freedom,” usu-
ally meaning a less regulated market and inviolable property rights, be included? Or, on the 
contrary, does democracy seem to be compatible with other kinds of economic systems? If 
people have the right to participate but do not, can the political system still be regarded as 
democratic? 

 Th e question “what is democracy?” is deceptively simple. In chapter 1 we explore some 
of the diff erent answers that have been given as far back as the ancient Greeks, as well as 
today. Here I off er my preferred defi nition:  Democracy is a system whereby ordinary people in 
a society have the ability to participate as equals in the major decisions that shape the future of 
their nation and communities.  

 A  necessary  condition for democracy is that people have the ability to hold govern-
ment accountable for its policies through periodic elections and that there exist protections 
of civil liberties (i.e., freedom of speech and association) that guarantee the ability of loyal 
opposition to contest incumbents. However, this is not a  suffi  cient  condition for democracy 
because extreme inequalities in wealth and income translate into great diff erences in real 
power in a society. Such inequalities limit the ability of people to participate as equals in 
shaping the future of their societies. Besides class diff erences, so also do diff erences arising 
from racial, ethnic, religious, and gender prejudices hinder democracy, even if discrimi-
nation is illegal. Real equality in a democracy involves more than just legal, civic equality. 
Many of the fundamental decisions about the future of a society take place beyond the 
reach of government, most importantly under the powerful infl uence of enormous global 
corporations. 

 Many political scientists would regard my view as idealistic or wrongheaded. Most in 
the mainstream of political science focus much more narrowly on what I have just called 
the  necessary  conditions—elections, civil liberties, and opposition. I will not say that most 

For Review

 What were the reasons that observers like Castañeda and Shifter were relatively optimistic about 
democracy? What is the Pink Tide? How do critics, like Castañeda and Shifter, of the Pink Tide’s 
more radical leaders see them differently than do observers like Ellner and Borón? 
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Latin Americans would agree with my conception of democracy, but I do think most are 
dissatisfi ed with these more limited conceptions associated with liberal or representative 
democracy. I hope that this book allows you to think through your own position by exposing 
you to issues of democracy in Latin America. 

 Another way that political scientists diff er from one another on the question “what 
is democracy?” involves the amount of weight we place on each of three characteristics of 
democracy: choice, participation, and equality. Indeed, we all think these are good values, 
but we do not agree on how much the latter two matter, and we do not agree on what each 
of them means. A theme of this text is that liberal democracies, which today are sometimes 
called  polyarchies  (defi ned and explained in  chapter 1 ), generally score well on “choice,” 
meaning that elections and civil rights ensure the ability of citizens to choose who governs 
them. Some theorists of liberal democracy would even go further and argue that societies 
that minimize the state control over the market maximize economic choice, something that the 
organization Freedom House calls “economic freedom” (see www.freedomhouse.org; also 
www.heritage.org/index/ranking, accessed November 4, 2013). 

 “Participation” here refers to more than just rates of turnout in elections. Participation 
can also mean extension of democracy into social and economic life—for example, encour-
aging more forms of direct democracy (referendums, citizen meetings to decide directly on 
public spending, and worker ownership and control over factories and farms). Many liberal 
democrats see such forms of participation as intrusions on property rights or unrealistic 
expectations of citizens, but as we shall see, many Latin American countries are experiment-
ing with participatory democracy. Finally, some theorists of democracy think that civil rights 
and elections laws have little meaning in societies with great social and economic inequality, 
where the ability, for example, to buy expensive media time gives some people more louder 
voices than others. 

 We will draw upon the literature in comparative politics for some defi nitions, theo-
ries, and data, but we also will consider perspectives from within the region and from other 
traditions of democracy. Along the way, then, we will fi nd ourselves examining our own 
values and ideas about democracy. For North Americans, Latin America represents some-
thing of a mirror in which our notions of democracy are refl ected, testing our true degree 
of commitment to it. 

For Review

 How might two or more political scientists vary in how they defi ne “democracy”? 

  What Do Latin Americans Tell Pollsters about Democracy? 

 Let us shift  our attention from what intellectuals think about democracy in Latin America 
to the attitudes of the people in the region. In its 2013 report, Latinobarómetro, an interna-
tional polling organization based in Santiago, Chile, summarized the fi ndings of its annual 

http://www.freedomhouse.org
http://www.heritage.org/index/ranking
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survey of 20,204 people throughout the region as follows: “Th ere are now two Latin Amer-
icas, one which enjoys the benefi ts of economic growth and one which watches while the 
other enjoys. We are seeing more and more protests as an expression of citizens’ awareness 
of the defi ciencies of the economic, political and social system. Th ere is demand for more 
democracy” (1). 

  Figure 0.1  compares levels of support for democracy to levels of satisfaction with 
democracy registered in surveys carried out in 2013 in both Latin America and Europe. You 
can see that satisfaction varies greatly from country to country, but Uruguay is the only coun-
try where satisfaction (the darker of the two bars) really seems to be a consensus, and in only 
four other countries does it hover near 50 percent. On the other hand, perhaps we should 
not be too alarmed because the overall rate of satisfaction in Europe is nearly the same as for 
Latin America (or should we worry more about Europe?). More worrisome is the low score 
for Mexico, which has the largest Spanish-speaking population in the world. Th e level of satis-
faction with democracy in the region’s largest country, Brazil, is merely 25 percent. 

 Although satisfaction scores may be low in most places, the responses of Latin Amer-
icans to another question are a little more encouraging. Seventy-nine percent told Latin-
obarómetro that “democracy may have its problems but is preferable to any other form of 
government. (See the lighter bar in  Figure 0.2. ) As you can see from the darker bar in Fig-
ure 0.2, however, almost half believe that their democracy “has major problems.” 

 Th is raises a question: why would satisfaction be so much lower than support for 
democracy? Of course, we can simply think that people are being inconsistent, but the 

FIGURE 0.1 Support for Democracy and Satisfaction with Democracy
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answer suggested by Latinobarómetro makes more sense. Perhaps people are discontented 
with social and economic conditions and think that the best answer is more democracy. One 
fi nding in the fi gures consistent with this theory is the case of Venezuela, where only 25 per-
cent of respondents expressed satisfaction with democracy, but where support for democ-
racy far exceeds the average for Latin America, topping all the other countries. Th e country 
is highly polarized, and a year aft er this survey was published, violent clashes between pre-
dominantly middle-class citizens and the government broke out, with many of the protestors 
calling for the resignation of President Nicolás Maduro, the successor to the deceased Hugo 
Chávez. Th ere seems to be a signifi cant gap in the country between what the middle class 
expects of democracy and what the poorer classes expect; there also may be a gap between 
how they conceive of democracy. 

 “Why” will have to await further analysis; here we merely note that there is bad and 
good news on each side of the argument about Latin Americans’ views on democracy.         

 Th e numbers might indicate broad support for democracy, but they do not address how 
deep support may go. Some political scientists think support is superfi cial and temporary (see 
 chapter 1 ). Th e transitions to civilian rule from military regimes that dominated the region in 
the 1970s were negotiated in a way that limited majority rule; few human rights abusers were 
held accountable for their actions. Some argue that acceptance of democracy is not fi rmly 
rooted in society (i.e., there is little  deepening of democracy ) and that many important issues 
have been walled off  from democratic decision-making (i.e., little  broadening of democracy ). 

  FIGURE 0.2  Churchillian Democracy and Self-Evaluation of Democratization 
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 Th roughout this book we have 
inserted “Democracy Snapshots” for each 
country in Latin America. Th ese snapshots 
give you a quick, thumbnail reference to 
the degree of support and satisfaction with 
democracy for each country in the region, 
taken from Latinobarómetro’s 2013 report .  
For example,  the fi gure on the left   is a large 

version of the snapshot for Colombia. You will see three bars. Th e top one, “Mean Sup-
port,” shows the average percentage of Colombians, for the years 1995 to 2013, who said 
that they agreed with this statement: “Democracy is preferable to any other kind of govern-
ment.” (Th ey could have chosen instead to agree either with “Under some circumstances, 
an authoritarian government can be preferable to a democratic one” or with “For people 
like me, it doesn’t matter whether we have a democratic or non-democratic regime . ”) Th e 
second bar shows the results for the same question, only for 2013. Th is gives you a rough 
measure of whether support has fallen, risen, or stayed the same in recent years. Th e third 
bar, “Satisfaction,” gives the percentage of Colombians who answered in 2013 that they 
were “satisfi ed or somewhat satisfi ed” in response to the following question: “In general, 
are you satisfi ed, somewhat satisfi ed, not very satisfi ed, or not at all satisfi ed with the work-
ing of democracy in Colombia?” 

 As you can see, only about half of Colombians are supportive of democracy without 
reservation. Only about 28 percent are satisfi ed at all with how democracy is working. Th is 
happens to be low, compared to most other countries in the region. We can speculate on 
why, but Colombians are only beginning to emerge from a long civil war in which politics 
has been mixed with drug traffi  cking and serious atrocities. Perhaps personal security takes 
precedence for many people under such circumstances.   

 Political leaders of Latin American countries all say they believe in democracy. Th e 
list includes (now retired) Fidel Castro and Raúl Castro of Cuba, seen by Washington as 
the region’s “only remaining dictatorship.” Castro insists that Cuba’s political system is 
truer to democracy than others in the hemisphere. No Latin American leaders today say 
that they want to adopt Cuba’s system, but several (e.g., in Bolivia, Ecuador, Nicaragua, 
and Venezuela) say they are experimenting with new forms of democracy. Th eir admirers 
see them as a breath of fresh air; critics dismiss their rule as merely a more popular ver-
sion of dictatorship. By the end of this book, you should be better prepared to draw your 
own conclusions. 

For Review

 Looking at Figures 0.1 and 0.2, what does the Latinobarómetro poll indicate regarding popular 
support for democracy in Latin America? For which countries does support seem weakest, and 
for which does it seem strongest? 
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  What Defi nes Latin America as a Geographic Area? 

 So far, we have been considering democracy in Latin America without thinking about 
just what countries should be included in our analysis. Exactly which parts of the West-
ern Hemisphere should be included is not a settled question. There are regions north 
of the Rio Grande River, the modern boundary between the United States and Mexico, 
where the majority language is Spanish, not English. California, Nevada, and the states 
in the southwestern United States were once part of Spain’s empire, and many Hispanic 
families there can trace their roots back well before settlers from the eastern states began 
arriving. 

 South of the Rio Grande, not all Latin Americans regard a language derived from Latin 
(mainly Portuguese or Spanish) as their native tongue. Many—a majority in some regions—
speak an indigenous language. Wherever the European conquerors established plantation 
agriculture (sugar, cotton, cacao, etc.), people are predominantly descendants of enslaved 
Africans. Some countries (Belize, Jamaica, Haiti, the Guyanas, etc.) were colonized by the 
British, Dutch, and French and not by the Iberians. Th e late nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries saw important immigrations to South America from places such as Japan, China, Pales-
tine, Germany, and other parts of the world. Are these people Latin? 

 Th e idea of “Latin America” was conjured up by the government of France, under the 
dictator Louis Napoleon III, around 1865. Napoleon III had designs to incorporate parts of the 
region into a new French empire. Aware of growing British and U.S. infl uence, the emperor 
enlisted French geographers to propagate the idea that these Spanish- and Portuguese-
speaking countries had more in common culturally with his French-speaking country than 
with North America and Britain, the “Anglo” countries. Th e French designation became 
more fi rmly established as universities created area studies programs that baptized the region 
“Latin America.” 

 We will consider Latin America to include those countries that were once colonies 
of Portugal and Spain and where one of the Iberian languages predominates or coexists 
with indigenous languages. We will fi nd it useful at times to refer to countries such as Haiti, 
Belize, the three Guyanas, and Jamaica that share some history and culture. We consider 
Puerto Rico, though ruled by the United States, to be part of Latin America. As a practical 
matter, we will not include areas of the United States with signifi cant Hispanic populations as 
part of Latin America for the simple reason that these regions lie north of the internationally 
recognized border between the United States and Mexico. 

For Review

 How did the name “Latin America” come about? Why is it not clear that the name adequately 
describes what countries do or do not lie within the region? 




