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L atin America today presents an extraordinary paradox. From one perspective, the

continent can look back with great pride on more than two decades of democratic

governments. From another, the region faces a growing social crisis. Deep inequalities

remain entrenched, serious levels of poverty prevail, economic growth has been insufficient,

and dissatisfaction with those democracies—manifest in many places by widespread popular

unrest—has been growing, often with deeply destabilizing consequences.

The Report represents an unprecedented effort to understand and overcome this

paradox. By combining quantitative indicators and detailed interviews with in-depth

surveys and an on-going dialogue with a cross-section of prominent leaders and opinion-

formers across the region, the Report provides a comprehensive analysis of the state of

democracy in Latin America. In addition, it seeks to move beyond a simple diagnosis of

existing challenges and proposes new approaches to tackling many of the festering

problems that now put at risk many of the region’s successes of the past 25 years.

While the Report is the product of an independent team of experts and therefore not a

formal statement of UNDP or United Nations policy, as an outline of the central obstacles

facing, and the opportunities for, democracy in the region, we believe that it helps to frame

an agenda for Latin American countries and UNDP and its development partners in the

months and years to come. UNDP is very pleased to have sponsored it.

At the heart of the challenge lies the fact that while democracy has spread widely across

Latin America, its roots remain shallow. Thus, the Report warns that the proportion of Latin

Americans who would be willing to sacrifice a democratic government in exchange for real

social and economic progress now exceeds 50 percent.

There are several reasons for this trend.

The most important is that democracy is, for the first time in Latin American history,

the incumbent form of government. Incumbents get blamed when things go wrong, with

jobs, income and many basic services failing to meet steadily growing public expectations.

Exacerbating matters, many of the other underpinnings of democratic governance—a

free press, strong human rights protections, an independent and vigorous judiciary—still

need to be significantly strengthened. This is all the more critical considering that many

traditionally disenfranchised groups are denied access to power through more formal
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channels, leading them increasingly to express their frustrations through alternative,

sometimes violent, routes.

Beneath this surface turmoil, there are some encouraging signs. First is that regardless

of the crisis, the countries in the region have not sought a return to authoritarianism but

broadly sustained their democratic institutions. Second, citizens are also starting to draw

a distinction between democracy as a system of government and the performance of those

governing in particular. Many are simply “dissatisfied democrats”—a phenomenon well

known in many longer-established democracies—which partly explains why opposition

movements today are tending not towards military solutions but populist “outsiders”

promising a new broom and fresh approach.

At the same time, people do increasingly differentiate between organs of government in

apportioning blame. While legislatures and political parties enjoy the support of less than

a quarter of the population, the Judiciary, Executive and Security Services tend to do

somewhat better.

Nevertheless, if democracy is to survive and flourish, Latin America needs to work

much harder at ensuring democratic institutions, from legislatures through to local

authorities, are transparent and accountable and have the skills and capacity to carry out

critical work. That means making sure power at all levels of government is structured and

distributed in a way that gives real voice and space to poor people and creates mechanisms

whereby the powerful—whether political leaders, corporations or other actors—are held

accountable for their actions.

There are no short cuts—entrenching democracy is a process, not an event.

But making public institutions work more effectively is only part of the story. The other

part is to be able to prove to constituents that democratic governments are working on the

kind of issues that matter most to them, are capable of addressing them, and are being held

to account when they fail to do so.

In practice that means building a legislative institutions and a judiciary that protect

human rights and give scope for the cut and thrust of vigorous—but peaceful—political

debate; a police force that provides safe streets and safe borders; decentralized power so

that local people can monitor and mobilize to ensure schools with well trained teachers

and hospitals with proper drugs and equipment; and a thriving civil society and a free

press that participate fully in entrenching democracy and that are in the vanguard of

attacks on corruption and mismanagement by government and business alike.

The United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)—ranging from halving

extreme poverty and hunger to putting all boys and girls in school all by the year 2015—

provide a vehicle that can help address these issues at national and regional level. Because

in a very real sense they are the first global manifesto for ordinary men and women and

children all over the world: a set of concrete, measurable, pocket-book issues that everyone

can understand and applaud.

As important, as part of a global compact between rich and poor countries, whereby the

developed world is committed to provide support to developing nations that make good

faith reforms, the MDGs offer a real opportunity for harnessing the external support in
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terms of trade access, debt relief and increased assistance that so many Latin American

countries desperately need to bolster their own efforts.

If Latin America—and the world—can seize this opportunity then there is every chance

of building a new virtuous circle where renewed economic growth boosts the MDGs,

which in turn helps build and sustain more effective democracies better able to accelerate

equitable, social and economic progress. But to make such a vision a reality, all Latin

Americans, and especially the regions’ leaders first have to confront these critical issues of

democratic governance head on and make sure that development and democracy are no

longer seen as alternatives but two sides of the same coin.

Mark Malloch Brown
Administrator of the United Nations Development Programme
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T here was a time not long ago when many people believed that politics had died, and that

the impersonal market and technocratic know-how would lead us to development. But

the market requires the juridical security that institutions provide. And technology does not

answer general questions concerning why or for whom, but rather serves as a vehicle to

attaining development.

That is why, in recent years, economists and development agencies have been taking a

second look at institutions. In other words, they have rediscovered politics (although they

prefer not to say so).

It is in the context of this rediscovery that the Report seeks to promote the reinvention of

politics as an aid to development in Latin America.

Indeed, at the request of governments, UNDP has been devoting increasing attention to

the challenge of deepening democracy in Latin America and the Caribbean. In fact, most of

its national cooperation programs are aimed at promoting this objective through the

modernization of various branches of State, political reform, local governance and effective

integration into the ‘global village’. In no fewer than 17 countries, UNDP has participated in

dialogues designed to build consensus between authorities, political forces, civil society

members and non-traditional actors. Given that UNDP is a knowledge-based organization,

a number of regional and national projects have been or are concerned with the evaluation

of alternatives and the dissemination of good practices on democratic governance.

Against this backdrop, the Executive Board of UNDP approved the Second Regional

Cooperation Framework for the period 2001–2005, which includes “preparation of a

report on the state of democracy in Latin America [which] will be the result of the joint

efforts of the academics and political and social agents of the region.”1 This document,

which I am honored to introduce, is the final product of that effort. Its production

involved over 100 analysts, 32 presidents or former presidents, more than 200 political

and social leaders and nearly 19,000 citizens surveyed in 18 different countries.
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In its most elementary sense, democracy is none other than ‘government of the people’.

The Report seeks to take this old idea seriously, and apply it to the present and future of the

Americas:

■ Government of the people means that decisions that affect everyone should be taken

by everyone. In Latin America, therefore, we must welcome the emergence of

governments elected by popular vote and the advances achieved in political

representation and participation over the past several decades. But the challenge of

how to expand politics remains. That is, how to submit for debate and resolution all

of those issues that affect the collective interest. In turn, this necessitates greater

diversity in terms of options and the granting of more power to the State so that it can

fulfill the mandate given to it by its citizens.

■ Government of the people thus means a State of citizens in the full sense of the term.

A system of electing authorities but also a form of organization that guarantees the

rights of all: civil rights (guarantees against oppression); political rights (part of the

public or collective decision-making process); and social rights (the right to live in

safety and security).

The seminal idea of the Report is to integrate the different dimensions of citizenship in

the building of democracy through the expansion of politics.

Is it necessary to point out that ‘politics’ is not only (or always) what politicians do, but

what citizens and their organizations do when they become involved in public affairs? And

is it necessary to add that, viewed in this light, democracy is a form of human development?

If human development, as UNDP reports have argued time and again, is “a process of

enlarging people’s choices to lead lives they value,”2 then I would say that democracy is

human development in the public sphere. It is the expansion of the collective options that

impact on the quality of our lives. Hence the statement by Amartya Sen that “human

development is the process of expansion of the real freedoms enjoyed by a people”3 may

indeed serve as a definition of democracy.

The debate is open. How does one preserve and improve the democratic system that our

countries now operate under? How does one expand social citizenship and reduce the

poverty and inequality that remain our great weakness and a serious threat to the democratic

system? How does one expand politics or reclaim the public domain for debate and popular

participation? How does one return economics to politics and, without populism, place the

market in the service of citizens? How does one ensure that the State promotes the

democratization of society? How does one guarantee that the State is able to prevail over

other centers of power? And finally, how does one make certain that the global village is

governed and that this government also represents all Latin Americans?

The Report does not seek to provide answers to these questions, but rather it helps to
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elucidate them. Moreover, the Report is merely a pre-text, both in the sense of a preliminary

document that needs improvement and in the sense that it offers an excuse or an

opportunity to pursue a dialogue that has already begun.

This dialogue is the raison d’être of the Project for Democratic Development in Latin

America (PRODDAL), which is being implemented by UNDP with the generous support of

the European Union and of national governments, institutions and individuals, all of whom

I cannot list here but whom I certainly wish to thank.

In addition to the Report, other outputs that we hope will stimulate and enrich a much

needed debate (which I would call a ‘debate on the democratization of our democracies’) are:

a book in which 26 outstanding intellectuals offer their thoughts; a statistical compendium

containing a comprehensive survey of citizens; and academic essays that explore the

foundations of our understanding of democracy.

Latin America is multiple yet one. Consequently the political debate must be based on the

particular realities and dreams of each country. That is why UNDP has planned meetings in

each of them. We also wish to pursue this dialogue through a series of regional events, through

the network of governance stakeholders that supports PRODDAL and, of course, through

interactive ‘e-communication’. Welcome to the debate!

Elena Martínez
Assistant Administrator and Regional Director for Latin America 

and the Caribbean of UNDP
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Liberty, Democracy and Politics

The Report on Democracy in Latin America offers a number of responses to questions

that Latin American societies have about their democracies. We have conducted this

exploration bearing in mind the needs of our women and men, which are not adequately

addressed in the political debate.

Our hope is that the Report will encourage debate in society, and that it will help people

to understand better their particular democracy and the need to improve it.

There is no unease about the concept of democracy, but there is disquiet within

democracies. Overcoming this requires that we use the most valuable instrument that

democracy affords us: freedom. Freedom to discuss the things that cause anxiety, which

some would rather conceal. Freedom to say that the Emperor has no clothes and to try and

understand why. Freedom to know why a system that is virtually synonymous with equality

exists alongside the highest level of inequality in the world. Freedom to know if what we are

discussing is what we need to be discussing or whether it is what others have forced upon us.

And freedom to know our priorities and the matters that are urgent.

Indeed, while recognizing its limitations, the Report is an exercise in freedom, which in

politics basically means exercising the right to know and to decide what we wish to do with

our societies. In part, the crisis of political representation can be better addressed if we are

aware of what to ask for, that is, what to demand of our representatives.

A text in itself will not achieve this objective. It is also essential to actively promote debate

and to incorporate into the daily decision-making process of social organizations the issues

highlighted here—and others that we may have omitted—in order to stimulate a new type

of discussion.

To this end, the Report contains critical analysis of the state of our democracies from the

standpoint of democracy. Inevitably, this has led us to point out its shortcomings and

weaknesses.

But there is a danger in exploring what is lacking, while forgetting what we have. The

deficits and pitfalls that threaten our democracies should not make us forget that we have

left behind us the long legacy of authoritarianism—the fears of assassination, forced
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disappearances, and torture and the deafening silence of the absence of freedom. A history

in which a few appropriated for themselves the right to interpret and determine the destiny

of all.

While we have many problems, some of them very serious, we must nevertheless hold on

to the memory of this past and never lose sight of it, so that our children will know that

freedom did not emerge spontaneously, that the right to protest, speak, think and decide

with the dignity of free men and women was achieved in a long and bitter struggle. We need

to be critical of our democracy because these memories require that we preserve and

improve it.

Democracy is built through politics. Yet politics also has major weaknesses, which have

led to increased rejection of politicians in our societies. The Report does not shy away from

highlighting the seriousness of the crisis that surrounds politics and politicians. But it is

these politicians that have led the struggle, paying for their defects or failures with their

prestige and honor. They do not have the purity of those who risk only expressing an

opinion. Many have the courage to enter an arena in which, more often than not, what they

confront are not grand ideas but passion and misfortune. Some become fearful and abandon

the fight, while others commit errors and, in one way or another, pay for them. But a

majority did something more than simply offer an opinion on how things should be done.

Although they committed themselves and lost, many returned to try again, some

successfully.

This is not a sentimental defense of politicians but a simple observation that the building

of democracy is no easy task. It requires men and women who are prepared to take part in a

struggle in turbulent territory where interests and passions all play themselves out.

Democracy is exercised through politics, the only activity that can bring people together

in the challenging but rewarding process of struggling with the human condition to build a

society based on greater dignity.

As Max Weber observes: “politics is a long and hard struggle against tenacious resistance

for which both passion and moderation are needed. It is absolutely true, and history attests

to this, that in this world the possible is never achieved if the impossible is not attempted

again and again. But in order to do this one must not only be a leader but also a hero in the

simplest sense of the word. Even those who are neither one nor the other need to first

develop the strength of mind that would enable them to survive the destruction of all hope,

if they wish to be able to achieve even what is possible today. Only a person who is confident

that he would not give up when, in his view, the world seems too stupid or too abject for

what he offers; only a person who when faced with all of this is capable of responding with

a ‘nevertheless’, only a man built in this way has a ‘vocation for politics’.”1

Lastly, a warning about the limitations of this work. The Report on Democracy in Latin

America offers an analysis of the situation in the region, provides a wealth of data and

suggests an agenda for tackling the principal challenges. It is only a partial effort, however.
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Democracy is a phenomenon central to which are its human and cultural dimensions. The

history we have inherited, the social impulses driven by our hopes and frustrations, and the

passions that revolve around power relations often contain indications or explanations that

are not fully reflected in data and analysis. We remark on this absence to show that we are

aware of it and to underscore our reluctance to pigeonhole and to reduce to figures the

immense complexity of human experiences. We have focused only on one segment, albeit an

important and necessary one, of the vast experiment that is democracy.

Dante Caputo
Director of the Report
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Introduction

Democracy in Latin America: Towards a Citi-
zens’ Democracy is an element of the strategy of
the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) to promote democratic governance and
human development. Put together by the Project
on Democratic Development in Latin America
(PRODDAL), the Report represents an initial in-
put into a longer-term process of analysis and so-
cial dialogue. Its purpose is to evaluate the state
of democracy in Latin America, considered not
only as an electoral regime, but also as a democ-
racy of citizens. On the basis of this approach,
achievements, limitations, and challenges are
identified, and an agenda of reforms is suggested
to encourage the deepening of democracy in
Latin America.

Even though 140 countries in the world to-
day live under democratic regimes—a fact that
is seen as a great achievement—only in 82 of
them is there full democracy.1 Moreover, many
democratically elected governments tend to
maintain their authority through undemocrat-
ic means, such as by amending their national
Constitutions to favor themselves, intervening
in electoral processes and/or undermining the
independence of the legislative and judicial
branches of State. Hence, democracy cannot be
reduced to the mere holding of elections; it re-
quires efficient, transparent and equitable pub-

lic institutions, as well as a culture that accepts
the legitimacy of political opposition and recog-
nizes and promotes the rights of all citizens.

At the same time, in many cases, the increas-
ing frustration with the lack of opportunities,
combined with high levels of inequality, pov-
erty and social exclusion, has resulted in ins-
tability, a loss of confidence in the political sys-
tem, radical action and crises of governance, all
of which threaten the stability of the democratic
system itself.

As the Human Development Report 2002 ar-
gues, democracy is not only valuable in its own
right, but it is also tied to human development.
For UNDP, democratic governance is a key con-
dition for human development, since it is through
politics, and not just economics, that it is pos-
sible to create more equitable conditions and to
expand people’s options. Insofar as democracy
allows for dialogue among the various social
groups, and as public institutions are strength-
ened and become more efficient, it will be possi-
ble to achieve the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs), particularly those concerned
with poverty reduction. In this sense, democracy
provides the right framework for creating oppor-
tunities for political and social participation, es-
pecially for the most disadvantaged: the poor and
ethnic and cultural minorities.

This Report is structured around the respons-
es to three questions:
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■ What is the state of democracy in Latin
America? 

■ What are the perceptions of and how
strong is the support of leaders and citizens
for democracy?

■ What are the principal issues for a debate
geared towards the deepening of a citizens’
democracy?

It consists of three sections, wherein are
found the attempts to answer these questions.
The first section develops the conceptual frame-
work employed in the study and puts in context
the development of democracy in a region with
high levels of poverty and inequality. The second
section analyzes the data obtained using the vari-
ous empirical instruments: indicators and indi-
ces of political, civil and social citizenship; an
opinion survey to which 19, 508 citizens from
the 18 countries responded; and a round of con-
sultations with 231 leaders on the challenges to
democracy in Latin America. The third section
seeks to broaden the public agenda on the devel-
opment of democracy, which is focused on the
crisis of politics, State and economic reforms,
and the impact of globalization on the region.

Democracy and the Idea of Democracy
in Latin America

The 18 Latin American countries considered
in this Report today fulfill the basic requirements
of a democratic regime; of these, only three lived
under a democratic regime 25 years ago. At the
same time as the people of Latin America consol-
idate their political rights, however, they confront
high levels of poverty and the highest levels of

inequality in the world. Consequently, the argu-
ment is being made that there are severe tensions
between the deepening of democracy and of the
economy, as well as between the pursuit of equal-
ity and the reduction of poverty.

The Report sees as positive the main achieve-
ments of democracy as a political system in
Latin America and identifies inequality and pov-
erty as its main weaknesses. It also stresses the
urgent need for policies that promote demo-
cratic power, whose goal is to make citizens full
participants.

What should we understand by ‘full civic
participation’? As the reader will have already
deduced, this notion encompasses substantially
more than a political regime and its institu-
tional rules. Full civic participation means that
today’s citizens must enjoy easy access to their
civil, social, economic and cultural rights and
that all of these rights together constitute an in-
divisible and interconnected whole.

While the study takes into account and high-
lights as important elements for analysis the
marked differences between the countries of the
region, it also notes that, with respect to ques-
tions of democracy, there are common regional
problems and that differences exist with regard
to national responses to them.

Based on its theoretical underpinnings, this
Report argues that:

■ democracy implies a certain way of think-
ing about the human being and the de-
velopment of citizenship;

■ democracy is a form of organization of
power that implies the existence of a State
and its proper functioning;

■ democracy requires full civic participa-
tion, that is, complete recognition of po-
litical, civil and social citizenship;

■ democracy in the region has a particular
historical development that must be un-
derstood and judged in terms of its spe-
cific characteristics; and

■ although the electoral system is a key ele-
ment of a democratic regime, democracy
cannot be reduced to the mere holding of
elections.
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main achievements of democracy
as a political system in Latin
America and identifies inequality
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Balance Sheet on Integral Citizenship

Progress towards full political citizenship was
gauged using the Index of Electoral Democracy
(IED), which, even though it measures only one
aspect of the political system, corresponds to the
minimum dimension or condition that would
allow us to speak of democracy. The data show
that electoral democracies do exist in the region
today. More specifically, they reveal that:

■ the universal right to vote is recognized in
all countries;

■ despite some problems, national elections
held between 1990 and 20022 were gener-
ally ‘clean’;

■ during the same period, even though ten
out of 70 national elections witnessed the
imposition of significant restrictions on
electoral freedom, the general trend was
positive; and 

■ progress was made in the sense that elec-
tions offer a means of access to public office.
The transfer of presidential power became
commonplace, although in some cases
this occurred against a backdrop of a se-
vere constitutional crisis.

The data also show, however, that participa-
tion in elections is uneven, that in some countries
levels of participation are very low and that new
entrants to the electoral contest confront barri-
ers to entry. One important achievement has
been the opening of political spaces for women 
through reserved seats or political party quotas.
The representation of indigenous peoples and
Afro-descendants in parliament, though, is gen-
erally still very limited. Political parties as agents
of representation are also experiencing a severe
crisis, which is manifested by people’s increasing
loss of confidence in them. They are considered
to be aloof and an alien and self-interested sec-
tor that offers no possibility of a shared future.

As for mechanisms of political control in addi-
tion to elections, in a number of countries, the

executive branch continues to interfere openly in
the affairs of the Supreme Court, although some
progress has been made towards constitutional re-
forms aimed at professionalizing and strengthening
the independence of the judiciary. Specialized
oversight bodies have also been created in recent
years, including agencies to monitor the use of
public funds, public prosecutors and ombuds-
men. However, the lack of resources available to,
and, in some cases, the limited autonomy from
the executive branch reduce the effectiveness of
these entities. Lastly, an important achievement
has been the decline in the political influence of
the armed forces in nearly all countries.

Thus, although progress has been made in
terms of the holding of elections and institution-
building, serious deficiencies remain with regard
to the control that citizens are able to exercise
over the actions of the State. Political parties are
deeply distrusted as representatives of the peo-
ple (which is a key challenge to the deepening of
democracy). As a result, representation of broad
sectors of the population is generally low and
participation in elections is uneven.

With respect to civic citizenship, important
gains have been made vis-à-vis legislation, but
the limited capacity of States to guarantee in
practice the rights enshrined in these laws re-
mains a matter of concern.

Most of the countries of the region have ra-
tified the main international treaties and enact-
ed domestic legislation concerned with equality
under the law and protection against discrimina-
tion, as well as with women’s rights. Progress has
also been made in the protection of labor rights
and the rights of children. Despite delays to the
ratification of the Convention on Indigenous
Peoples (1991), the rights of indigenous peoples
have been recognized in a number of national
Constitutions.

The same cannot be said of international
treaties that provide protection, in particular, for
the rights to life, humane treatment and security.
The anticipated reduction in this type of human
rights violation did not occur as expected, al-
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though such abuses are no longer committed as
a matter of State policy, but rather by parastatal
or criminal entities that the State has been una-
ble to control.

Despite the progress made in the legislative
realm, the right to non-discrimination is still not
adequately guaranteed: marked inequalities per-
sist in the treatment of persons belonging to dif-
ferent population groups, laws to protect chil-
dren in the workplace are frequently ignored and
social security protection for workers has been
reduced. One advance in the field of labor, how-
ever, is the trend towards greater equality be-
tween men and women.

The lack of financial and human resources
has weakened the administration of justice sys-
tems. Prison populations are thus a matter of
concern, since the rights of prisoners are fre-
quently violated, evidenced by the fact that 
more than 50 percent of all prisoners are being
held under pre-trial detention conditions.

As for the right to freedom of the press, the Re-
port notes that there are still significant short-
comings in Latin America. Progress in the area
of the right to information has been more encour-
aging, since access to public sources of data is
now legally recognized in most countries.

In short, although the human rights situation
has improved in comparison to the undemo-
cratic period, international agreements in the
civil rights sphere have been ratified, and nation-al
laws have been promulgated, the data reveal that
areas of weakness remain, a fact that should 
serve as a warning sign. Progress in terms of re-
spect for the right to life, humane treatment,
security and non-discrimination has been un-
even and, in some respects, inadequate.

Trends in the field of social citizenship also 
give cause for deep concern and pose the most
serious challenge to Latin American democra-
cies. This is because the groups most frequently
excluded from fully exercising social citizenship
are the same ones whose participation in other
areas of citizenship is limited.

The main problems in this area are poverty
and inequality, which prevent individuals from
expressing themselves on issues of public con-
cern (as citizens with full and equal rights) and
undermine their social inclusion. Statistics show
that the level of inequality in all of the countries
of the region is higher than the global average.
In 15 of the 18 countries studied, more than 25
percent of the population lives below the poverty
line, and in seven of these countries more than
50 percent of the population lives below the 
poverty line, even though 12 countries recorded
a reduction in poverty and 15 achieved some de-
gree of per capita economic growth between
1991 and 2002.

Some progress has been achieved, though, in
the areas of health (infant malnutrition declined
in 13 of the 18 countries; infant mortality also
fell while life expectancy rose) and education
(the rate of illiteracy decreased in all countries
and school attendance figures increased, al-
though the quality of education remained gen-
erally low).

A key issue is unemployment, since work is
one of the principal mechanisms for ensuring
social inclusion and the very exercise of citizen-
ship, which has an economic component. The 
rise in the level of unemployment during the
1990s is, therefore, one of the major weaknesses
of democracy in Latin America. What is more,
during the same period, the social protection net
for workers narrowed and informal employment
increased, but this was generally of low quality,
of limited social value and insufficient to bring
about a level of social integration that would
guarantee a minimum level of well-being.

In sum, the deepening of democracy re-
quires a significant expansion of social citizen-
ship, particularly with respect to efforts to com-
bat poverty and inequality and to create high-
quality employment opportunities. Only by
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reducing inequality can poverty be truly re-
duced and the possibilities for economic growth
expanded.

Perceptions and Support 
of Leaders and Citizens

Despite the advances made, albeit under very
precarious conditions, it must be recognized
that, in terms of progress towards democracy
and economic and social development, the re-
gion is in a period of change that, in many in-
stances, takes the form of a widespread crisis. It
is therefore entering a period of transformation
both in the content of democracy and in its links
to the economy and to the social process in a
global context, which is also characterized by
change, by the concentration of wealth and by
the increasing internationalization of politics.

The reality is that politics, as noted in various
parts of the Report, has major limitations and is
in crisis. It lacks the capacity to address the prob-
lems to which citizens demand solutions. Ac-
cording to the Report, politics tends to lose its 
effectiveness due to the diminution of the inter-
nal sovereignty of the State, on account of:

■ the imbalance in the relationship be-
tween politics and the market;

■ the presence of an international order
that limits the capacity of States to act
with a reasonable degree of autonomy;
and

■ the increasing complexity of societies
that cannot be managed using current
systems of representation.

In this regard, in their analyses of democ-
racy, the Latin American leaders consulted agree
on a number of issues. On the one hand, they
welcome the democratization that has taken
place over the past decade and the fact that, at
least on a formal level, the countries of the re-
gion satisfy the minimum requirements of de-
mocracy. They also recognize that popular par-
ticipation and checks and balances on the
exercise of power have increased, while threats

to democracy as a system and the classic risk of
military insubordination have diminished.

On the other hand, they point to problems
with political parties and de facto centers of
power. With regard to the former, one of the
principal difficulties noted is that political par-
ties are failing to channel the demands of citi-
zens effectively. The relationship between polit-
ical parties and civil society organizations,
moreover, is usually conflictual. For the leaders
consulted, the solutions to these problems are to
be found in politics, through the strengthening
of political parties. As for the de facto power
centers, especially the economic and financial
sectors and the communications media, these
are perceived as inhibiting the capacity of gov-
ernments to meet the demands of citizens. The
tensions with other de facto power centers have
their roots in, for example, the loss of govern-
ment autonomy vis-à-vis the United States and
multilateral financial organizations and the 
threat posed by drug trafficking.

For its part, the public opinion survey 
carried out for this Report reveals tensions be-
tween economic development and democracy.
The data obtained show that:

■ the preference of citizens for democracy
is relatively low;

■ a large proportion of Latin Americans
rank development above democracy and
would withdraw their support for a dem-
ocratic government if it proved incapable
of resolving their economic problems;

■ ‘non-democrats’ generally belong to less
well-educated groups, whose socializa-
tion mainly took place during periods of
authoritarianism and who have low ex-
pectations of social mobility and a deep
distrust of democratic institutions and
politicians; and

■ although ‘democrats’ are to be found
among the various social groups, citizens
tend to support democracy more in
countries with lower levels of inequality.
However, they do not express themselves
through political organizations.
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Utilizing data from the survey, an Index of
Support for Democracy (ISD) was constructed
that offers a condensed view of support for, and
the possible vulnerabilities facing, the democ-
racies of Latin America.

In conclusion, the empirical data, the results
of the opinion survey and the views of the polit-
ical leaders all point to the need to recognize
that the region is in a period of transformation
and crisis and to appreciate the value of the true
meaning of politics, namely, its capacity to cre-
ate options for the promotion of new and 
viable collective projects. At the heart of this is
the empowerment of citizens.

Elements of an Agenda

The Report argues that the starting point for
the strengthening of democracy is to give new
value to the content and relevance of politics. It
contends that the solutions to the problems and
challenges of democracy have to be sought wit-
hin, not outside of, democratic institutions, and
finds that a constructive role must be restored
to politics, as the instrument that organizes the
decisions of society.

In this sense, it maintains the line of argu-
ment that UNDP has consistently put forward.
As UNDP Administrator Mark Malloch Brown
states in the foreword to the Human Develop-
ment Report 2002: “This Report … is first and
foremost about the idea that politics is as im-
portant to successful development as econom-
ics. Sustained poverty reduction requires 
equitable growth—but it also requires that poor
people have political power. And the best way to
achieve that in a manner consistent with human
development objectives is by building strong
and deep forms of democratic governance at all
levels of society.”3

The re-evaluation of politics requires that
policies be adopted that promote legitimate in-
stitutions, that an active civil society be devel-
oped and, above all, that a wide-ranging debate

take place on the State, the economy and glob-
alization.

The agenda proposed in the Report calls for in-
creased participation by citizens. In order to 
make this sustainable it is essential to advance a 
type of politics that provides options, harnesses in-
tentions and permits democratic empowerment.

While institutional reforms must continue,
these initiatives require a common thread with
respect to the promotion of citizen participation.
Only this kind of participation can enhance the
legitimacy and effectiveness of such reforms. In
this regard, a key institutional element is elec-
toral reform, to ensure a better balance between
governance and representation.

While party systems are undergoing major
changes, they nevertheless tend to be instru-
mental only in terms of gaining access to gov-
ernment. However, they need to be strength-
ened in order to enhance their effectiveness
and levels of transparency and accountability.
The Report concludes that this is the best way
of reaffirming the indispensable role of politi-
cal parties as representatives of society. To this
end, political parties need to have a better 
understanding of the changes taking place in
contemporary society, formulate new projects
for society and promote public debate.

An important relationship exists between 
citizenship and civil society organizations, which
play a major part in the strengthening of democ-
racy, in the oversight of government stewardship
and in the development of pluralism. It is essen-
tial to promote strategies for strengthening civil
society and its relationship with the State and po-
litical parties. The Report argues for alternative
forms of representation that complement and
strengthen traditional forms of representation
without replacing them.

A key proposal is to build a new legitimacy for
the State, since there cannot be sustainable de-
mocracy when a State does not have the capa-
bility to promote and guarantee citizenship. For
weak and ineffective States, hopes are limited to
the preservation of electoral democracy. A citi-

30 Democracy in Latin America

3 UNDP, Human Development Report 2002, op. cit, p. v.



zens’ democracy requires a State capable of
guaranteeing the universality of rights.

The Report, therefore, calls for a debate on the
need for a State that can determine the general
direction of society, settle conflicts in accor-
dance with democratic rules, effectively guaran-
tee the functioning of the legal system, maintain
legal security, regulate the markets, establish 
macroeconomic balances, strengthen social secu-
rity systems based on the principle of univer-
sality and uphold the primacy of democracy as
the organizing principle of society. According to
the Report, State reform should be aimed at an-
swering the following question: what type of
Nation is a given society aspiring to build? The
Report thus proposes a citizen-centered State.

Another key issue for debate concerns the
possibilities for developing an economy in part-
nership with democracy—in other words, an
economy that promotes diversity in order to
strengthen the options of citizens. From this
perspective, the debate on the diversity of forms
of market economy organization must be in-
cluded in the agenda of public discussion. No
discussion on the future of democracy can ig-
nore economic options. The economy is critical,
because the development of social citizenship 
depends on it.

The study asserts that the State and the mark-
et can be combined in various ways to create a
range of models that can be adapted to promote
human development. The type of economy must
be at the center of the public debate, as opposed
to being only the focus of technical discussion. In
short, the Report suggests that progress towards
democracy and the establishment of clear and le-
gitimate macroeconomic norms must be seen as
mutually reinforcing.

The Report proposes a broadening of the
debate on globalization. It notes that it is dan-
gerous to adopt a sort of fatalistic approach to
this phenomenon. On the contrary, it is neces-
sary to examine its real impact on the internal
sovereignty of States and to develop better strate-

gies for strengthening the position of the 
countries of Latin America within the ‘global
village’. Politics is precisely the force that can
create autonomous space.

Methodology and Structure 
of the Report

In preparing this Report, PRODDAL bene-
fited from the support of the Latin American
and Caribbean Division of UNDP and from the
collaboration of distinguished intellectuals and
academics, as well as of former Presidents and
many other distinguished figures from the 
region.

The study covered 18 countries (Argentina,
Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Do-
minican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guate-
mala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama,
Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela).4 Ex-
tensive consultations were held on the concep-
tual framework, which oriented the search for
empirical data, involving:

■ the carrying out of a regional opinion
survey (in collaboration with Latinoba-
rómetro);

■ the elaboration of indicators on the state
of democracy; and

■ the holding of interviews with Latin
American leaders and intellectuals.
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The Report begins with a conceptual and his-
torical analysis of the democracies in Latin Amer-
ica, based on a broad review of numerous natio-
nal studies. Discussion workshops were convened
on the various components of the project and
views and papers were solicited from academics
and political figures on numerous aspects of the
development of democracy in the region.

The study does not attempt to critique gov-
ernments or countries. Nor does it attempt to
develop some sort of national ranking of democ-
racies. Its purpose is to identify the major chal-
lenges to democracy and to promote a broad
debate on them.

It also recognizes the difficulty of addressing
the dilemmas of democracy, since these are in-
fluenced by multiple factors (political, economic
and social, national and international), some of
which were either not addressed or were ad-
dressed in a very cursory manner.

In addition to the Report, various supplemen-
tary items have been prepared for wide dissemi-
nation, including:

■ a book containing articles written by
outstanding political and academic fig-
ures, who have contributed their ideas
and positions to the debate on the devel-
opment of democracy in Latin America;

■ a statistical compendium containing in-
formation, until now dispersed, on de-
mocracy and full citizen participation in
Latin American countries, together with
the indices developed for this Report and
the results of the regional opinion survey;

■ the materials used to develop the con-
ceptual framework for the project and its
definition of democracy, along with the
critical opinions of distinguished ana-
lysts; and 

■ the results of the round of consultations
with Latin American leaders.

In conclusion, the Report shows that the
gains made in consolidating democracy in Lat-
in America, while highly laudable, are not suf-
ficient. It is necessary to strengthen democratic
governance—understood as the institutional
strengthening of the system—and, above all, the
political culture, which requires the creation of
spaces to ensure equitable participation, primar-
ily for the most disadvantaged groups in Latin
American societies. This will require not only
political will, but also that leaders are commit-
ted to their countries and the region, and that
citizens are determined to confront the prob-
lems and challenges outlined in this Report for
a better democracy.
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T his section sets out the main argument of the Report. It highlights the fact that democracy
has taken root in Latin American societies where there are high levels of poverty and

inequality. A cursory glance at these democracies shows that many basic civil rights are not
safeguarded, and that levels of poverty and inequality are among the worst in the world.

The Report begins by outlining the development of democracy in the region and its principal
shortcomings and comparing the reforms that have been implemented with political and
economic realities. A number of questions arise from this: how much poverty and inequality can
democracies tolerate? How do these variables affect social cohesion in the countries concerned?
How relevant is democracy for Latin Americans? Opinion polls show that 54.7 percent of Latin
Americans would accept an authoritarian government if it could solve their economic problems
(see the second section of the Report, “How Latin Americans see their democracy”). The main
reasons underlying this worrisome statistic are to be found in the contrasts highlighted here. 

This section also briefly explains the theoretical bases of the Report. The practical conse-
quences of the theoretical framework adopted here are important because they provide
systematic and rigorous support for the descriptions, analysis and proposals. 

The challenges to democracy in Latin America are specific to the region. Meeting them requires
fresh understanding and an open dialogue, to which it is hoped this Report will contribute. This
means defining with precision its theoretical bases: the concepts of democracy, citizenship and
individuals in a democracy, the State and the political regime. The four central arguments are set
out below. 

a. Democracy is based on a certain concept of the human being and implies the develop-
ment of citizenship. 

b. Democracy is a means of organizing power in society, requiring the existence and
healthy functioning of a State.

c. The electoral regime is a basic and fundamental element of democracy, but democracy
involves more than the mere holding of elections.

d. The experience of democracy in Latin America is of a particular and historically specific
nature, which must be recognized and valued, and measured and developed as such. 
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Democracy is a vast human experience. It is
linked to the historical search for freedom, jus-
tice and material and spiritual progress. Thus it
is an experience that never ends.

This is a Report on the unfinished task of
democracy, and on the challenges that it faces.
Additionally, it seeks to determine what will be
the goals for the next stage, the development of
which will test the sustainability and durability
of democracy.

The search for liberty, justice and progress
is a central theme of all human social history,
although the form, pace and outcome have var-
ied. Latin Americans have been part of this
search, with sometimes greater, sometimes less-
er awareness of our objectives, at times taking
steps forward or back. Even in the most ad-
verse circumstances, and despite long periods
of disregard, the struggle has been renewed time
and time again. It will continue to renew itself,
whether to pass from slavery to the condition
of free persons, or to expand the scope of free-
dom on a daily basis.

But, as the most diverse aspects and areas of
our lives show, we also possess another instinct,
and one that is as important as those mentioned
above: to dominate others and to accumulate
power that will permit that control.

To a great extent, our life in society is built on
the relationship among these central impulses.
We know that where there is no freedom, justice

or progress, a struggle to win them will be born,
and that, within that struggle, differing interests,
visions and methods will be in contention.

Our search for freedom, justice and prog-
ress, and the power struggle that develops when
someone tries to impose his/her interests and
opinions, have given rise to different ways of
organizing humankind. Democracy is one such
system.

Democracy has become synonymous with
freedom and justice. It is both an end and a means
to that end. In essence, it is made up of a series of
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■ The Challenge: from a Democracy of 
Voters to a Democracy of Citizens1

We must consider what has not been achieved,
the ruptures, tensions, limits and denials, which
indirectly form part of the experience of
democracy. Thus democracy poses a question that
remains permanently open: it seems that it has
never been possible to provide a completely
satisfactory answer. Democracy presents itself as
a system of government that is always
characterized by the lack of fulfillment and
completion.

Pierre Rosanvallon, text prepared for PRODDAL,
2002.

Democracy: a Continuous 
Search

BOX 1

1 This publication is an English translation of the revised second edition of the Spanish version of the Report “La
democracia en América Latina” published in December 2004 (www.democracia.undp.org).



processes designed to grant access to, and to per-
mit the exercise of, power, but it is also, for men
and women, the outcome of those processes.

Seen in this light, democracy is more than
simply a method for deciding who is to rule. It
is also a way of building, guaranteeing and
broadening freedom, justice and progress, and
of organizing the stresses and clashes that en-
sue from the struggle for power.

Beyond the differences expressed at the theo-
retical level about the scope of the idea of democ-
racy, history shows that endeavors aimed at ex-
tending the frontiers of civic freedom and
reaching higher levels of justice and progress
have always been at the heart of the social and
political struggles linked, in one way or another,
to that idea. During periods of advance and re-
treat, of movement or inactivity, history shows
that, where there was no freedom, it was fought
for, where there was no justice, there was a
struggle to acquire it, and where there was no
progress, men and women searched to achieve
it. Notwithstanding the lulls and relapses, the re-
cognition of equality and the search to achieve
it in society—in terms of freedom, justice and
progress—constitute the historic driving force
that is fundamentally linked to the idea of de-
mocracy.

This form of organization has come and
gone over time. It first emerged in Greece some
2,500 years ago, only to disappear later. “Like
fire, painting or the written word, democracy
seems to have been invented more than once
and in more than one place.”2

Latin America has achieved electoral democ-
racy and the basic freedoms that are part of it.
Now there is a need to progress to a citizens’ de-
mocracy. The first stage granted us the free-
doms and the right to make our own decisions.
In many countries of Latin America, it meant
the difference between life and death. The sec-
ond stage, far from complete, is what gives ef-
fect to the totality of our rights. It allows us to
progress from voters to citizens. It uses politi-
cal freedoms as a lever with which to construct
civil and social citizenship.

For men and women, democracy generates
expectations and hopes and leads to disap-
pointments because of the way in which it con-
tributes to the organization of their lives in so-
ciety, safeguards their rights and allows them to
enhance their quality of life. Democracy deals
with life: it is much more than simply a system
of government. It is more than merely a means
of electing and of being elected. Its principal fig-
ure is the citizen rather than the voter.

Over the course of 200 years of independ-
ent existence, democracy in Latin America
has emerged and ended on dozens of occa-
sions. Even as it was being enshrined in Con-
stitutions, it was being destroyed in practice.
War, tyranny and short periods of stability are
associated with much of this history of inde-
pendence, during which even flagrant viola-
tions of democracy were committed in its name.
In a global context, Latin America may well be
the region that has most often proclaimed the
defense of democracy over the past two cen-
turies, although it has sometimes suspended it
with the intention of reinstating it later.

After so often seeing our desire to take part
in the building of democracy denied or snat-
ched away, Latin Americans are now, finally,
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Democracy, first and foremost, and above all, is an
ideal. [...] Without an idealistic leaning a
democracy is not born and, if born, will weaken
rapidly. More than any other political system
democracy swims against the current, against the
laws of inertia that govern human groups.
Despotisms, autocratic regimes and dictatorships
are easy; they befall us of their own accord;
democracies are difficult, they need to be nurtured
and believed in.

Giovanni Sartori, 1991, p. 118.

Democracy: an Ideal

BOX 2

2 Robert Dahl, 1999, p. 15.



taking responsibility for addressing its challen-
ges and ensuring its development.

After two decades of differing forms of tran-
sition, democratic systems of government now
extend broadly across Latin America. Some 25
years ago, of the 18 countries included in this
Report, only three (Colombia, Costa Rica and
Venezuela) were democracies. A quarter of a
century later, all countries satisfy the basic cri-
teria of a democratic regime, in political and
electoral terms.

The freedoms we now possess are of inesti-
mable value; this is a victory achieved through
the effort and suffering of millions of people.
We have witnessed the deepest and broadest ad-
vance of democracy since the independence of
our Nations. But, as we shall see in this Report,
what has been won is by no means secure.

Neither the preservation nor the expansion
of democracy happens of its own accord. They
are constructions based on free will, conceived
as plans, shaped by leadership and invested
with the power derived from popular support.
Both require political parties that offer genuine
choices, a State with the power to implement
these choices, and a society capable of partic-
ipating in a constructive project that goes
beyond partisan claims. Policies that fail to
address core problems remove meaning from
the choices open to citizens; a State without
power transforms an electoral mandate into a
mere list of wishes without consequences; and
a society without active participation leads,
sooner or later, to the establishment of a danger-
ous autonomous power structure, which will
cease to meet the needs of its citizens.

While we seem to be moving away from the
threat of military coups, there are other dan-
gers. Democracy appears to be losing its vital-
ity; although democracy is the preferred sys-
tem, people question its capacity to improve
living conditions; public regard for political
parties is at an all-time low;3 the State is viewed
simultaneously with both optimism and dis-
trust and, in some respects, the democratic im-

petus that characterized the final decades of the
twentieth century is weakening. People are pro-
testing in the streets, but without a single pur-
pose to unify their claims and demands.

How serious are these new fragilities? If de-
mocracy becomes irrelevant to Latin Ameri-
cans, if it is divorced from their needs, will it be
able to resist the new dangers, enemies and
frustrations?

To analyze, as we propose, the development
of democracy in Latin America we must turn
our attention to the effectiveness of the rights
that Latin Americans enjoy and the extent to
which the hopes that they place in their repre-
sentatives are satisfied. We must also investi-
gate the sustainability of democracy—that is,
its capacity to endure and improve—which
hails from the legitimacy that it derives from
citizens. Such analysis leads us, finally, to iden-
tify the traps and challenges confronting democ-
racy.

How do we resolve the tensions between the
expansion of democracy and the economy, be-
tween freedom and the search for equality, be-
tween growth and poverty, between public de-
mands freely expressed and economic reforms
requiring sacrifices and adjustments? What are
the keys to explaining the crisis of representa-
tion, society’s lack of confidence in politics?
Why has the hope generated by democracy not
evolved into advances in civil and social rights
commensurate with the expectations that it
raised? Why does the State lack the power that
it needs? Why has the right to elect those who
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Democracy is a vast human
experience. It is linked to the
historical search for freedom,

justice and material and spiritual
progress. Thus it is an experience

that never ends. 

3 According to the Latinobarómetro 2002 opinion poll, only 14 percent of Latin Americans trust political parties.



govern not led, in many cases, to greater free-
dom, justice and development?

These are dilemmas with complex solutions,
as our own recent history shows. And they can-
not be resolved if they are not the focus of pub-
lic debate and of the choices offered by politi-
cal parties. Unfortunately, there is more than
one example to suggest that some types of de-
bate are forbidden in Latin America. Some is-
sues are considered unsuitable or, worse still,
cannot be talked about. Politicians and those
who set the agenda for public debate cannot
continue indefinitely to ignore the clamor of
hundreds of millions of people, unless they are
prepared to pay the price and watch democracy
in Latin America languish.

This Report deals with these issues, identify-
ing them not through a mere intuitive exercise,
but rather through theoretical analysis, em-
pirical observation and the thoughts of intel-
lectuals and politicians.

Grappling with these dilemmas requires that
as much information as possible be available to
shed light on the criteria used to formulate po-
licies. The lack of information and debate is a
serious shortcoming, because democracy—
which is based on reflection and discussion
among citizens and their leaders—is the only
form of political organization that has the ca-
pacity to be self-correcting. This is the main ad-
vantage that makes democracy a just and effec-
tive system. The freedom that guarantees
democracy is, at the same time, its principal
means of self-improvement. But freedom, or, in
other words, the ability to choose, requires that
there is a choice to be made. In Latin America,
political reflection and debate need to be re-
newed and reinvigorated because they have lost

vitality and content. This is happening at just
the time when democracy has become most wide-
spread and when globalization has made it in-
creasingly urgent that, as societies and as Na-
tions, we know what we want.

Our democracies need to rediscover their
initial impetus without delay. Their deficiencies
are not failures, they are challenges. The goals
we have not yet achieved must now inform the
policies that will make it possible to encourage
the second stage of the democracy project in
Latin America.

This is the main thread that should guide
the reader through the rest of the Report: the
search for the crucial topics that will test our
ability to advance from an electoral democracy
to a democracy based on citizenship. In the
process, Latin America’s capacity to transform
democracy into a self-stabilizing, self-renewing
and self-expanding system will be tested.

Our purpose is to show that, once the chal-
lenge is accepted—namely, moving from a de-
mocracy of electors to one of citizens—serious
conceptual reflection will be essential. This will
generate the ideas that frame our observation
of reality and collection of information which,
in turn, will form the empirical basis of this Re-
port. From the sum of these two components
will emerge the nucleus of issues that consti-
tute the challenges presented in the extended
agenda for the development of democracy in
Latin America.

The Report marks the beginning of a task,
of a debate that UNDP is seeking to foster
among Latin Americans. This effort is just
removing the first veil, so that the social and
political actors who must re-launch and
regenerate our democracies can begin to come
up with alternative and specific policies.

These reflections, observations and
outcomes are derived from an initial per-
ception: the peculiar nature of democracy in
Latin America. The list of challenges is new,
because we are dealing with a region where
democracy coexists with poverty and inequal-
ity. This triangle—electoral democracy, pover-
ty and inequality—marks the start of our
exploration.
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In Latin America, political
reflection and debate need to be
renewed and reinvigorated
because they have lost vitality
and content. 



Democracy, Poverty and Inequality:
a Latin American Triangle

To understand what is required to deepen
democracy in Latin America, and to compre-
hend its weaknesses, it is vital that one appre-
ciate the special characteristics of democracy in
the region.

Rules and institutions in Latin America are
similar to those in countries where democracy
is more mature, but its societies are fundamen-
tally different.

The building and broadening of civil rights
are tasks that are unfolding against a new back-
drop in Latin America. In the past 20 years a
number of major changes have taken place. For
the first time in history, an entire developing re-
gion with profoundly unequal societies is, in its
entirety, organized politically under democrat-
ic governments. Thus a new and unprecedent-
ed situation has emerged in Latin America:4 the
coexistence of democracy, poverty and in-
equality.

The first point of the triangle is the spread of
electoral democracy in the region. All of the
countries of Latin America fulfill the basic re-
quirements of a democratic regime. Only the
countries that belong to the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) share that characteristic.

The second point of the triangle is poverty. In
2002 some 218 million people in the region
(42.8 percent of the total population) received
a level of income that was below the poverty 
line. Of course, the situation varies from coun-
try to country. In spite of these differences,
compared with other large democratic regions
of the world, Latin America is unique, in that
political freedom exists alongside extreme,
widespread material deprivation. Democracy
and wealth, and democracy and poverty, are
two combinations that give rise to different
needs, problems and risks.

The third point of the triangle is inequality.
Latin American societies are the most unequal
in the world. This inequality has persisted 
throughout the past three decades.

These three factors coexist for the first time
and the stability of democracy is threatened
because it has to live alongside both poverty
and inequality. The risks arising from this
triangle are more complex than the traditional
ones associated with a military coup d’etat—
which, moreover, have not disappeared alto-
gether.

Despite its unique situation, Latin America
is usually placed in the same historical context
as the developed democracies. But this over-
looks the fact that democratic stability and ex-
pansion in Latin America differ both in terms
of their content and the difficulties that they
face because of their specificity. These are une-
qual and poor democracies, whose men and
women must secure their civil and social rights
while they consolidate their political rights.

Limited understanding of these special cir-
cumstances can result in two serious conse-
quences for democracy. The first concerns lack
of awareness of the fact that democracy must
be economically viable. That is, to ignore the
need to construct solid foundations for an econ-
omy so that it can combat poverty and ine-
quality. For example, many Latin American cit-
izens believe that the attainment of higher 
levels of development in their countries is such
an important goal that they would be prepared
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4 We do not mean that the combination of democracy, poverty and inequality does not exist in other countries or re-
gions of the world. What we are emphasizing is that democracy in Latin America coexists with a high level of pover-
ty and the highest level of inequality.

For the first time in history, an
entire developing region with

profoundly unequal societies is, in
its entirety, organized politically

under democratic governments. 



to support an authoritarian regime if it met
their demands for social welfare. The second
concerns failure to consider the political via-
bility of economic programs. One cannot over-
look the fact that these programs are intro-
duced in societies where citizens’ demands and
views on policies are freely expressed.

In fact, it is not unusual to make the mis-
take of thinking of economic reform as if democ-
racy did not exist: as if the difficult and pain-
ful processes of structural adjustment were of
no account in the decisions taken by the major-
ity (which must endure the conditions of pov-
erty and great inequality) when it comes to 
voting, or supporting or rejecting a govern-
ment; or as if an economic plan could be im-
plemented without the backing of the people,
or, even worse, in spite of their hostility.

Thinking about democracy in Latin Ameri-
ca independent of the economy, or vice versa,
appears to be an ingenuous mistake. But this
does not make it any the less recurring or wor-
risome for the fate of both democracy and the
economies of the countries of the region.

Hence, the debate about democratic stabil-
ity cannot ignore poverty and inequality. Fur-
thermore, policies designed to stimulate growth

should not ignore the fact that citizens exer-
cise their right to accept or reject these policies.
This is the reason why there is a desperate need
to resolve the tensions between economics and
democracy. The starting point for doing so is
not to think about economics as if there were
no poor democracies, nor to tackle problems
concerning democratic stability independ-
ent of the need to resolve issues concerning
growth. Any debate that ignores such funda-
mental facts will most likely end up making re-
commendations that are impractical.

It has been argued, therefore, that democ-
racy in Latin America may not be viable until
the problems of poverty are resolved and an ac-
ceptable minimum level of equality is attained.
On more than one occasion, authoritarian re-
gimes have taken power promising to restore
democracy: “We are taking over the govern-
ment in order to create the conditions in which
democracy can be securely instated in the fu-
ture.” Supposedly, it was necessary to reach a cer-
tain wealth threshold before democracy could
exist. Contrary to this view, this Report main-
tains that only with more and better democracy
can Latin American societies achieve greater
equality and development. This is because only
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DEMOCRACY, POVERTY AND INEQUALITY

Latin America 62.7 0.552 (3) 42.8 (6) 3792 1(9)

Europe 73.6 0.290 (4) 15.0 (7) 22600 (10)

USA 43.3 0.344 (5) 11.7 (8) 36100 1(9)

Notes:
(1) Those voting as a percentage of the population with a right to vote, 1990–2002. See Table 7.
(2) Gini coefficient. The higher the value of the Gini coefficient, the greater the degree of inequality.
(3) Simple average for the 1990s. Perry et al., 2004, p. 57.
(4) Eurostat, PCM–BDU, December 2002.
(5) OECD 2003, Social Indicators and Tables.
(6) Poverty data for 1998–2002. Average weighted by population, ECLAC, 2004.
(7) Eurostat PCM-BDU, December 2002.
(8) United States Census Bureau, 2001, Poverty in the United States, 2002.
(9) Produced for this Report based on data from ECLAC, 2004 (in constant US dollars).
(10) Western Europe (EU-15) and USA, GDP per capita, 2002. Source: OECD (in US dollars at current exchange rate).
Given the multiplicity of sources and the diverse methodologies used, we suggest that the data in this table be considered only as indicative.

TABLE 1

Region Electoral Participation (1) Inequality  (2) Poverty  GDP per capita  



in a democracy can those who do not enjoy a
minimum level of well-being and suffer the in-
justices of inequality make claims and choices,
and mobilize themselves in defense of their
rights. For this to happen, it is essential to open
up unexplored avenues and to start new de-
bates in Latin America because—we repeat—
the great challenge is to combat poverty and
inequality with the instruments of democracy
in order to create the social cohesion and stabil-
ity which are the essential requirements for
economic growth.

Political and economic reforms have al-
ready been undertaken in Latin America. Al-
though they have led to some important devel-
opments, especially in deepening electoral 
democracy, there remains stark contrast be-
tween the reforms advanced over the past two
decades and the current situation, which con-
tinues to exhibit major failings with regard to
various aspects of citizenship, particularly so-
cial citizenship.

These were years of not only political trans-
formation. Economics also changed profoundly,
particularly in the 1990s—opening up, reform
and deregulation occurred as part of a process
that is known generically as structural adjust-
ment. So, with a few exceptions, “the new surge
of democratization in the region that began in
the mid-1980s took as its own agenda economic
reforms directed to expanding the sphere in
which the markets held sway.”5

As a result of these changes, Latin Ameri-
can countries have become developing soci-
eties, where social demands are freely
expressed and the economy is organized around
the markets. In this way, social demands ex-
pressed in the context of political freedom
(democracy) and economic freedom (the
markets) form another unique triangle, one
which should be virtuous, but which, in light
of the past 20 years, raises complex difficulties
that require a fresh intellectual approach. The
combination of political and economic free-
dom against a backdrop of poverty and ine-

quality may not lead to stronger democracy or
economic development.

The following pages offer a snapshot of the
contrast between reforms and realities on the
ground. They also provide a first look at Latin
America’s democratic deficit, underlining why
frustrations exist and why it is urgent to build
a citizens’ democracy.

Balance Sheet of Reforms and Realities

Seven basic indicators were used to prepare
this balance sheet: structural economic re-
forms; democratic reforms; evolution of gross
domestic product (GDP) per capita; poverty;
indigence; income concentration; and the em-
ployment situation.

Before presenting the table that summarizes
these basic indicators (Table 2), some clarifica-
tion is necessary. In the first place, the Report
does not contend that a causal relationship
necessarily exists among the variables. How-
ever, it does assert that Latin American citizens
have experienced the effects of these variables
more or less simultaneously.

Second, in a democracy citizens have expec-
tations about how the economy should perform.
These expectations have their roots in the egali-
tarian ideology that underlies democracy, and the
discourse of national politicians, the media, in-
ternational organizations and so forth. Dur-
ing the 1990s an economic model that prom-
ised development was placed center stage, and
many now feel defrauded by it.

Third, the perception among a large num-
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Only with more and better
democracy can Latin American

societies achieve greater equality
and development.

5 José A. Ocampo, text prepared for PRODDAL, 2003.
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REFORMS AND REALITIES

Southern Cone Sub-Region (Argentina, Chile, Paraguay, Uruguay)

1981-90 0.66 0.44 -0.8% 25.6 7.1 0.502 8.8
1991-97 0.82 0.88 1.3% 21.2 5.7 0.527 8.7
1998-02 0.84 0.91 1.0% 32.3 12.9 0.558 12.1

Brazil

1981-90 0.52 0.70 1.7% 48.0 23.4 0.603 5.2
1991-97 0.75 1.00 0.4% 40.6 17.1 0.638 5.3
1998-02 0.79 1.00 1.1% 37.5 13.1 0.640 7.1

Andean Sub-Region (Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Venezuela)

1981-90 0.53 0.83 -0.6% 52.3 22.1 0.497 8.8
1991-97 0.76 0.86 0.9% 50.4 18.1 0.544 8.3
1998-02 0.82 0.83 0.1% 52.7 25.0 0.545 12.0

Mexico

1981-90 0.61 0.31 1.7% 47.8 18.8 0.521 4.2
1991-97 0.78 0.70 0.4% 48.6 19.1 0.539 4.0
1998-02 0.81 1.00 2.2% 42.5 15.4 0.528 2.6

Central America Sub-Region (Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama)

1981-90 0.55 0.59 4.1% 55.3 35.6 0.532 9.1
1991-97 0.80 0.89 -3.5% 52.0 27.8 0.524 9.1
1998-02 0.85 0.97 2.8% 54.0 29.7 0.546 8.8

Latin America

1981-90 0.58 0.64 0.7% 46.0 20.4 0.551 8.4
1991-97 0.79 0.87 0.6% 42.8 18.3 0.574 8.8
1998-02 0.83 0.92 1.2% 42.8 17.7 0.577 10.4

Notes:
(1) Simple average.
(2) Weighted by population.
(3) From period to period.
The Economic Reform Index is made up of five components: international trade policies; tax policies; financial policies; privatizations; and capital 
accounts.The index ranges between zero, indicating lack of market-oriented reforms, and one, indicating the application of highly market-oriented reforms.
The Index of Electoral Democracy ranges between zero, indicating a lack of electoral democracy, and one, indicating that the requirements of electoral
democracy have been met.
The annualized rate of growth of GDP per capita was calculated in the following way: a) actual GDP values (in 1995 US dollars) were added up for the
years in the period under analysis and this total was divided by the number of years in the period; b) this was then divided by the average population
over the period; and c) GDP per capita for this period was divided by that of the previous period, and then the geometric root was calculated according
to the number of years in the period in question.The figures for real GDP growth per capita for this period are calculated in 1995 US dollars. The figures
for poverty and indigence and the Gini coefficients are averages of the data for the years available.
In the columns on poverty and indigence the data points selected are those that take in the largest geographical coverage presented in the ECLAC data-
base. In this sense, and for certain countries, series with a different geographical coverage were used based on the criterion to employ the figure with
the greatest geographical coverage.This implies that the data on poverty and indigence may be under-estimated, and that, for the countries concerned,
the variation in a given series may not necessarily reflect changes in the levels of poverty and indigence.The updating of this table took advantage of the
new data provided by ECLAC and the newest population data from Latin American and Caribbean Demographic Centre (CELADE). Drawing on decen-
nial censuses conducted recently, CELADE re-estimated the population data for the 1990s.This affected all of the series weighted by population and the
per capita data. This exercise added several million people to the official population statistics.
Sources: data for the Economic Reform Index were taken from Samuel A. Morley, Roberto Machado and Stefano Pettinato, 1999, and Eduardo Lora, 2001;
information was provided by Manuel Marfán, Director of the Economic Development Division of ECLAC, 4 February 2003.
The methodology and data for the Electoral Democracy Index are presented in the Technical Note at the end of this Report and in the Statistical Com-
pendium.The other data came from many publications produced by the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, except for the data
on the Gini coefficient prior to 1990, the source of which is Klaus Deininger and Lyn Squire, 1998.

Economic Reform
Index  (1)

Index of   
Electoral
Democracy (1)

Growth of Real
GDP per capita,
Annualized  % (3) 

Poverty  
% (2)  

Indigence 
% (2)  

Gini 
Coefficient (2)

Urban
Unemployment
(1)

TABLE 2



ber of citizens is that the policies put in place
‘produced’ insufficient levels of growth, increas-
ing poverty and inequality and worsening
unemployment (with its consequent impact
on inequality and expected future retirement
income).

1. The Economic Reform Index (ERI) points to
a steady advance in these reforms. Measured
between zero and one, the ERI rose from
0.58 in the 1980s to 0.83 on average between
1998 and 2002. This index consists of five
sub-indices: international trade policies; tax
policies; financial policies; privatizations;
and capital accounts—all related to the so-
called Washington Consensus.

2. Latin America today recognizes universal voting
rights, without restrictions of any significance.
This is a notable achievement and is of para-
mount importance. The Electoral Democra-
cy Index (EDI), prepared by the Project on
Democratic Development in Latin America
(PRODDAL), shows that, in electoral terms,
democracy improved at a steady rate through-
out the period under consideration. The 
processes of democratization and market re-
form, albeit different, moved steadily forward,
resulting in high expectations that contrasted
markedly with actual events.

3. Average GDP per capita in the region has not
varied significantly over the past 20 years.
In 1980, when the ERI was 0.55, GDP per
capita stood at $3,734 in constant 1995 US
dollars. In 2000, after 20 years of imple-
menting reforms, the ERI was 0.83 and
GDP per capita was $3,920, an almost neg-
ligible increase.

4. Poverty levels have been reduced slightly in rel-
ative terms. In 1990 the percentage of the
poor6 weighted by the size of each popula-
tion was 46 percent for the 18 countries;
between 1998 and 2002 the proportion fell
to 42.8 percent. This step forward was essen-
tially due to the relative improvement of
Brazil, Chile and Mexico. In absolute terms,
though, the number of people living below
the poverty line increased. In 1990 some 191
million Latin Americans were poor. By
2002, this number had risen to 218 million,
out of a total population of 508 million. In
addition, even in relative terms, poverty 
throughout this period increased in the
Southern Cone (from 25.6 percent to 32.3
percent) and in the Andean sub-region
(from 52.3 percent to 52.7 percent).

5. Levels of inequality have not been reduced. In
1990 the Gini coefficient7 (regional average
weighted by population) was 0.554. In 2002 it
stood at 0.576. The world average in the 1990s
was 0.381, while for developed countries it
was 0.337. High inequality is also demon-
strated by the relationship between higher
and lower income levels. In 1990 the richest
ten percent of Latin Americans had 25.4 times
the income of the poorest ten percent. In 2002
the correlation was 40 times.8 Also in 2002
the richest 20 percent of Latin Americans re-
ceived 54.2 percent of total income and the
poorest 20 percent received only 4.7 percent.
The region has the most unequal level of in-
come distribution in the world.

6. The labor situation has worsened throughout
almost the entire region over the past 15
years. Unemployment and the size of the
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6 Measuring poverty using the ‘Poverty Line’ (PL) produced by the Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean (ECLAC) involves looking at income per household and establishing the household’s capacity to acquire
a selection of food and non-food essentials through purchases of goods and services.
7 This measure is derived from a graphic representation of income distribution known as the Lorenz Curve. A Gini
coefficient of zero represents perfect equality of distribution, while one symbolizes absolute inequality. A Gini
coefficient of 0.25–0.35 can, therefore, be considered a ‘reasonable’ distribution; a Gini coefficient of 0.55 signifies ex-
treme inequality.
8 The data are not exactly the same as that in the table because the measurements were taken at different times.



underground economy have increased sig-
nificantly. Social protection for workers has
also declined (healthcare, pensions and
union membership). This is linked to a de-
terioration in income distribution and a 
rise in poverty levels, resulting in a situation
that will have very negative effects in the
medium and long terms.

This initial snapshot points to the im-
mense and complex task facing Latin America.
Twenty-five years ago the region faced a chal-
lenge that was both difficult and simple. To
confront it required imagination and boldness,
but there was no doubt as to its nature: to de-
feat dictatorships, end wars, and achieve democ-
racy and peace. No one questioned what the
agenda for democracy was.

Today, renewing the content of democracy
and giving impetus to a new phase is a much
larger and more uncertain goal. In concrete
terms, what does striving for a democracy of
citizenship really mean? What are the core issues?
What conditions do we need to address them?
Who are the new opponents to a deeper democ-
racy? The choices are not as clear-cut as those
of the 1970s: democracy or dictatorship; free-
dom or oppression; and life or death.

The challenge of awakening the imagination,
stimulating  the use of knowledge and mobilizing
politics is a difficult, arduous and uncertain task,as
the contrasts identified above make clear. The first
requirement is to become aware of just how essen-
tial it is to confront that challenge. This involves
getting to grips with the historical legacy of eco-
nomic and technological backwardness, social
fragmentation and with a disadvantageous posi-
tion in the international system.

The following pages begin to explore these is-
sues, as well as a number of subjects, such as: the
nature of the challenges facing the development
of democracy, the central importance of citizens’
rights, the very idea of democracy and the role of
the State, which are at the heart of our analysis.

This is not a theoretical exposition in the
strict sense, but rather an attempt to point out
some basic landmarks of the theoretical foun-
dations of our work.

We enter into this domain not because the
purpose of the Report is to conduct an academic
inquiry into democracy but because the practical
consequences of the different conceptions are
highly relevant at the stage of drawing up policies
and strategies for sustainable democracy. These
differences concern the conditions for deepening
democracy, the risks of it disappearing, the way in
which certain public policies are formulated and
perceived, the socio-cultural and gender differ-
ences, the concept of the State and all its transfor-
mations or the role of politics and political or-
ganizations. Also, depending on what views of
democracy we take, there will be sharp differ-
ences with respect to what we expect from another
form of social organization: the economy.

In other words, if democracy were nothing
more than a system of government, we might
find ourselves confronting an extremely para-
doxical state of affairs: a society that is poor in
terms of economic and social rights, as well as
basic civil rights, but which is considered fully
democratic.

Another important consequence stemming
from an understanding of democracy as only a
system of government is a segmentary view of
public policies. Thus some policies would be
designed to ensure proper conditions for the
functioning of a democratic regime, others
would be designed to help the economy per-
form adequately and still more would be de-
signed to bring about appropriate reforms in,
for example, the organization of the State.

Looking through so fragmented a lens, one
might believe that it is possible to strengthen
democracy simply by improving the way in
which the regime operates; there might be no
awareness of the impact on democracy of
State reforms or of structural economic re-
forms, for instance.

Nor, from this standpoint, would it be ob-
vious how policies to reform the State or the
economy will ultimately be judged by the ma-
jorities that will measure results by whether
their own lives have improved or the distribu-
tion of wealth has become fairer. In other
words, the citizen’s verdict is a substantial fac-
tor in whether reform policies will prove viable.
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International Organizations and 
the Fostering of Democracy

The Report is inspired by the letter and the
spirit of different United Nations (UN) docu-
ments:

■ The Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, approved by the UN in 1948, sets
out a broad notion of citizenship, en-
compassing civil, political and social
rights.

■ The Vienna Declaration and Action Pro-
gramme of 1993 establishes that “the in-
ternational community should support
the strengthening and promoting of de-
mocracy, development and respect for
human rights and fundamental free-
doms in the entire world.”

■ The United Nations Commission for
Human Rights called for the promotion
of democratic rights in Resolution
1999/57.

■ In its Millennium Declaration of 2000,
the UN General Assembly established
that “we will spare no effort to promote
democracy and strengthen the rule of
law, as well as respect for all interna-
tionally recognized human rights and
fundamental freedoms, including the
right to development.”

The UN, through all of its agencies and pro-
grams, promotes respect for human rights and
the holding of free and fair elections. In the 
Millennium Declaration, the UN and other 
international organizations that focus on coop-
eration and financial assistance reinforced their
call to encourage democracy, strengthen the 
rule of law and to strive for sustainable de-
velopment. The governance programs of the
United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) encourage, for example, democratic
dialogue, State reform initiatives and economic
development. For UNDP, democracy and hu-
man development share a common vision and
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Despite the establishment of a democratic regime, the
nature and functions of the State did not change
because of internal and external factors that obstruct
the achievement of citizens’ rights. As a result, the
expectations created with respect to that regime have
been frustrated because the performance of political
organisms and public institutions have not matched
up to the expectations of the majority of the people,
who are historically subjected to ‘poverty’ and
‘exclusion’—technocratic names that hide the social
relationships that give rise to these situations. This is
even more the case today, because, in the new
international climate, the system of government and
the State reinforce these conditions, running counter
to democratic and liberal rhetoric and the promises of
political leaders.
For these reasons, the disrepute of the existent
democratic system gives rise to ‘informal’, if not
illegal, arrangements established by broad sections
of society, particularly the poor and those excluded
from the socially diffused core of beliefs and from
political action, in order to meet their individual and

collective aspirations, which the State is unable to
control due to a lack of material resources and public
support. 
The fragmentation of social interests and political
representation that follows in the wake of this
behavior worsens the problems concerning collective
action, while, at the same time, the spread of ‘free-
riders,’ who irresponsibly offer to resolve social
demands through opportunistic short-term proposals,
results in uncertainty and general unrest.
At this juncture, we should not be surprised to hear
voices predicting dramatic dénouements; however, in
spite of such dark omens, we see people who
stubbornly persist in defending the validity of the
democratic system, arguing that it provides the only
possible framework within which to nationalize and
democratize the State and society. As a Peruvian union
leader said recently: “Democracy does not guarantee
social justice, but it is the only arena where we can
fight to achieve it.”

Julio Cotler, text prepared for PRODDAL, 2002. 

Democracy and the Promise of Citizens’ Rights

BOX 3



purpose: human development is a process for
strengthening our capacities as human beings,
providing each person with better opportuni-
ties to live a decent and worthwhile life. This, in
turn, requires a political system to ensure it:
namely, democracy.

At the same time, it is important to draw at-
tention to the role played by various regional
organizations and the initiatives that they 
have launched that prioritize the defense and

strengthening of democracy. Countries in the
region have made a notable commitment to de-
mocracy through the Organization of Ameri-
can States (OAS). The OAS took a crucial step
at its 1991 meeting in Santiago, Chile, when its
member States adopted mechanisms for react-
ing to situations in which democracy might be
threatened. Another key move by the OAS was
the approval of the Inter-American Demo-
cratic Charter in 2001. Coordination by Latin
American leaders of efforts to support democ-
racy, especially through international organiza-
tions, is undoubtedly a fundamental aim in
strengthening democracies throughout Latin
America.

The work carried out by the Rio Group, the
Ibero-American Summits of Heads of State and
Government and the OAS through the Unit for
the Promotion of Democracy should also be sin-
gled out. More specifically, it gives impetus to the
task of defining a regional political agenda that
highlights the importance of politics and politi-
cal parties, civil society organizations and civic
participation in the various processes of public
life, democratic culture, institutions that guaran-
tee transparency and efficient government,
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The United Nations Commission on Human Rights
affirms that the rights of democratic governance
include, inter alia, the following:

a. The rights to freedom of opinion and expression, of
thought, conscience and religion, and a peaceful
association and of peaceful association and
assembly;

b. The right to freedom to seek, receive and impart
information and ideas through any media;

c. The rule of law, including legal protection of
citizens’ rights, interests and personal security, and
fairness in the administration of justice and
independence of the judiciary;

d. The right of universal and equal suffrage, as well as
free voting procedures and periodic and free
elections;

e. The right of political participation, including equal
opportunity for all citizens to became candidates;

f. Transparent and accountable government
institutions;

g. The right of citizens to choose their governmental
system through constitutional or other democratic
means;

h. The right to equal access to public service in one’s
own country.

ONU, Commission of Human Rights, 1999  

Democratic Rights

BOX 5

In its Charter, the United Nations reaffirms its
belief in the fundamental rights of man, in the
dignity and worth of a human being and in equal
rights for men and women. The United Nations
has also resolved to promote social progress and
to improve living standards as part of a broader
concept of freedom.

United Nations,1948.

Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights

BOX 4



democratic governance, the rule of law, the 
reduction of poverty, and the impact of the new
economic order on economic development.

We must emphasize that these initiatives are
not limited to promoting electoral democracy
alone. On the contrary, regional and interna-
tional organizations include among their goals
both the consolidation of the rule of law and
economic development. Increasingly, the inter-
national community is moving towards adopt-

ing the broader vision of democracy that this
Report proposes, and towards the idea that, in
order to prevent reversals in the democratic
process, it is necessary to view the democratic
system as an integral part of the framework of
political, civil and social citizenship. The great
challenge is to consolidate this emerging con-
sensus and to turn it into support for reforms
that will strengthen the democracies of Latin
America.
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But true democratization means more than 
elections. [...] Granting all people formal political
equality does not create an equal desire or capacity
to participate in political processes - or an equal
capacity to influence outcomes. Imbalances in
resources and political power often subvert the
principle of one person, one voice, and the purpose
of democratic institutions.

PNUD, 2002c, pp. 4 and 14.

It is by now almost a truism that elections are not
isolated events but part of a holistic process.

Kofi Annan, UN Secretary General, 2003.

Free and fair elections are necessary, but they are not
sufficient. We are seriously selling democracy short
when we celebrate elections as proof of a democracy
being in place.

Mark Malloch Brown, UNDP Administrator, 2002.

Democracy means more than Holding Elections

BOX 6





The more democracy, the better: this is the 
premise behind our exploration of the develop-
ment of democracy in Latin America. But, in
any case, in dubio pro democratia (‘in doubt mo-
re democracy’).

Although this criterion is widely held to be
valid, it does not provide answers to the theo-
retical and political discussion that has been 
taking place regarding two points: how much
democracy, and where? 

To what spheres of life should democratic
decision-making mechanisms and the rights of
citizenship be extended? What costs, in terms of
other social objectives, are we willing to pay to
advance the process of democratization? Should
democratic mechanisms and the rights of citi-
zenship apply to, for example, the internal func-
tioning of political parties and trade unions, but
not to businesses, universities, international or-
ganizations and families? Is it possible for rea-
sonably consistent and widely accepted criteria
to exist on where and where not to extend the
mechanisms and rights of democracy? And,
perhaps even more enigmatically, who should
answer this type of question, and how? 

Convinced democrats from various schools
and traditions will continue to debate where,
how, when and by whom the limits of democ-
racy should be set. In politics, especially demo-
cratic politics, a central question concerns the
limits of politics itself, and, as a consequence,
the limits of the State.10 What social evils may
be prevented? Which of them should be 
resolved through politics and by the State?
What events are inevitable or should be left to
market forces or to the goodwill of some social
actors? 

These questions should only be examined in
the context of the specific circumstances of each
country. However, in view of the focus of this
Report, we cannot ignore how the realm of
politics, democracy and the State has been nar-
rowed in the recent history of Latin America.

A significant proportion of contemporary theory on de-
mocracy limits itself to characterizing democracy as a
political regime. This limitation reflects, and reinforces,
a general conception of what politics is about, specifi-
cally democratic politics. Such a view prohibits democ-
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■ An Exploration of the Development 
of Democracy9

9 This section is based mainly on the documents prepared by Guillermo O’Donnell for PRODDAL: Notes on the State
of Democracy in Latin America, 2002c; and ‘The Role of the State in Contemporary Latin America: Ten Theses for Dis-
cussion’, 2002. The latter is also of fundamental importance in the Third Section of the Report, most especially in the
part dealing with democracy and the State.
10 S. N. Eisenstadt (2000, p. 14) makes the significant observation that one of the “central aspects of the modern po-
litical process ... [is] a continuing struggle over the definition of the realm of the political. Indeed, it is only with the
coming of modernity that drawing the boundaries of the political becomes one of the major foci of open political
contestation and struggle.” Also see Eisenstadt, 1999.



racy—and politics in general—from taking an active
stance on social injustice connected to the widespread
lack of social and civil rights, as well as to the anemic
condition of the State, which, as a result, loses credi-
bility with the fluctuating majorities within society.

This reduction in the creative capacity of
democracy is the result, among other things,
of a conceptual failing: of judging democracy
as if it was merely electoral democracy.

When citizenship is viewed as the touch-
stone of democracy, there is a change on how
it is evaluated. In effect, a different way of
thinking and acting manifests itself when
democracy is measured by its capacity to guar-
antee and expand the role of citizens in the
civil, social and political spheres.

The notion of citizenship implies that each
person is a member of the community with
full rights. It embraces different spheres, each
with its own rights and obligations. The broad-
ening of citizenship is one condition for the
success of a society and for strengthening its
capacity to fulfill people’s expectations. This is
the framework that we should employ to judge
the quality of democracy.

Thus, the measure of the development of a
democracy is its capacity to enforce the rights
of its citizens and to make them the subjects
of the decisions that affect them.

To sum up, when this Report talks about
the extent of the development of democracy
—its achievements and deficits— one is ques-
tioning the means of gaining access to public
office, the system of social organization that is
generated by democracy—the State, the polit-
ical parties, the power structure—as well as
the quality of the civil, social and political citi-
zenship enjoyed by the men and women who
make up the Nation.

An Unfinished Debate

For almost two decades, and particularly in
the 1990s, public policies and agendas in Latin
America have concentrated on how to strength-
en democracy, the crisis of politics, reform of
the State, structural economic reform and the
impact of globalization on the region. However,
although substantive aspects of these issues 
have been dealt with, the debate has side-stepped
other elements, which, in light of the analysis
presented in this Report, should be the central
focus of the discussion.

Democracy has been seen in terms of what
is essentially its electoral dimension. Politics was
observed from the angle of the crisis epitomized
by its parties, clientelistic structures, corruption
or possible alternative electoral regimes. The
problems of the State were centered on the is-
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There is nothing mysterious about the foundations of a
healthy and strong democracy. The basic things
expected by our people of their political and economic
systems are simple. 
They are:

■ Equality of opportunity for youth and for others.
■ Jobs for those who can work.
■ Security for those who need it.
■ The ending of special privilege for the few.
■ The preservation of civil liberties for all.

■ The enjoyment of the fruits of scientific progress in
a wider and constantly rising standard of living.

These are the simple and basic things that must never be
lost sight of in the turmoil and unbelievable complexity of
our modern world. The inner and abiding strength of our
economic and political systems is dependent upon the
degree to which they fulfill these expectations.

Franklin D. Roosevelt, Four Freedoms Speech, 
January 1941.

The Foundations of Democracy

BOX 7



sue of balanced budgets, modernizing bureau-
cracy and reducing government interference in
the economy. Economic debate was limited al-
most exclusively to the question of attaining
equilibria and implementing the structural re-
forms that were supposedly necessary to achieve
them. Lastly, globalization was seen as either the
origin of inevitable evils or the source of im-
mense benefaction, to such an extent that even
the notion of the continuity of Nation States 
came to be questioned in a world marching to-
wards ‘the global village’.

As already noted, these debates were una-
voidable at the time that they took place. Now,
they are not far-reaching enough. Development
of democracy means much more than how to
perfect the electoral system.

The crisis of politics is evident not only with
respect to the low credibility and prestige of po-
litical parties but also to the inefficacy of govern-
ments in dealing with key issues that are evi-
dently deficits of citizenship: in particular, issues
concerning civil and social rights. Both dimen-
sions of the political crisis—institutional and
content related—are vital, for it is politics that

should frame options, represent citizens and 
forge links between the State and society in order
to generate democratic power.

Many areas where there are crucial deficien-
cies are connected to the role of the State—by
which we mean the State’s capacity to fulfill func-
tions and to meet objectives regardless of the 
size of its bureaucracy or the way in which it is or-
ganized. In recent times, discussion on the State
has been limited to issues related to bureaucratic
capacity and the structure of its expenditures and
revenues—that is, the fiscal deficit. Not up for de-
bate, it seems, was the existence of States with in-
complete and ineffectual legal systems, States that
are unable to establish a monopoly over the use
of force, and States that lack the necessary power
to implement the electoral mandate—in general
States with serious problems in fulfilling their
crucial role of building up democracy.11
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PERCEPTIONS ON WHY PEOPLE IN GOVERNMENT DO NOT KEEP

THEIR ELECTORAL PROMISES, LATIN AMERICA, 2002 

Keeping of Promises People  (%)

People in government keep their electoral promises 2.3

They do not keep their promises because they are not aware of how complicated the problems are 10.1

They do not keep their promises because more urgent problems manifest themselves 9.6

They do not keep their promises because the system prevents them from doing so 11.5

They do not keep their promises because they choose to lie, in order to win the elections 64.7

None of the above 1.7

Note: n = 19.279.
Source: question P25U from the UNDP Proprietary Section of the opinion survey conducted by Latinobarómetro in 2002.

TABLE 3

Development of democracy
means much more than how to

perfect the electoral system. 

11 According to George Soros (2001): “Capitalism creates wealth but cannot be relied upon to assure freedom, democ-
racy and the rule of law. Business is motivated by profit; it is not designed to safeguard universal principles. Even the
preservation of the market itself requires more than self-interest: market participants compete to win, and if they
could, would eliminate competition.”



The economic question is made up of many
different options that the ‘one-answer-fits-all’
(la pensée unique) line of thought ignores. In
the current debate, the relationship between the
economy and democracy is appraised from the
point of view of the impact of the latter on the
former. Viewed in this way, democracy comes
second analytically to the objective of econom-
ic growth. We must reverse these terms and ask
ourselves what sort of economy we need to
strengthen democracy. Then we will be able to
discuss the role of the economy in the develop-
ment of democracy, based on its impact on so-
cial rights, as well as the capacity of democracy
to influence economic organization and to fa-
cilitate the diversity of options that the market
economy offers.

Finally, although its consequences must not
be overlooked, globalization should not lead us
to draw fatalistic conclusions. Scope for demo-
cratic participation and decision-making is,
first and foremost, to be found at the national

level. Even if globalization imposes severe re-
strictions on States’ capacity for action, rather
than yielding to a feeling of impotence, we
should focus the debate on how to create new
spaces for national autonomy through regional
cooperation and integration.

In order to examine the conditions needed for
the development of democracy, we propose,
therefore, widening the agenda that has domi-
nated in recent years. It goes without saying that it
is not the intent of this Report to propose na-
tional policies; each country has its own time-
frame and its own set of conditions. But these
specifics affect the type of solution to be applied in
each case, not the importance of the problems to
be solved. The different possible responses to these
problems do not alter the common denominator
among the topics that we are setting out, the most
important of which is the need to establish a new
democratic reform agenda for Latin America.

What are we talking about when we use the
word democracy? What is the conceptual frame-
work for our notion of development of democ-
racy? What sort of democracy do Latin Amer-
icans enjoy? And, finally, what do we need to
put on our agenda for debate in order to de-
velop our democracies and to expand our citi-
zenship? 

Theoretical Groundings

We will use this section to present some of
the concepts, arguments and questions for de-
bate that constitutes the theoretical basis of the
Report.12 Our starting point is to define the
various meanings of democracy, which also al-
lows us to transform and enrich it.

Given the complexity of the questions at
hand, when we observe new realities that can-
not be dealt with intuitively we become aware
of our theoretical weaknesses. We are by no
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12 All of the statistical data and public opinion surveys presented in this Report were developed within a conceptual
framework. Without that framework we could not have identified the indicators that are relevant to assessing the de-
velopment of democracy. The indicators and surveys used in this Report are the product of a specific concept of
democracy. This theory justifies and explains the method employed to develop them.

Citizenship is a state of inclusion within a
‘community of citizens’. But the latter cannot be
defined simply by the right to vote and the
guarantee that a certain number of individual
freedoms will be protected. Citizenship is also
defined by the existence of a common world. In
other words, it must have a societal dimension.
Alexis de Tocqueville was the first to point out
that democracy is characterized by a form of
society and not just by a collection of institutions
and political principles.

Pierre Rosanvallon, text prepared for PRODDAL,
2002.

Citizenship and the Community 
of Citizens

BOX 8



means saying that practicing politics should
be the corollary of an appropriate theory; we
are just insisting on the need for serious and
sound knowledge and debate so that the prac-
tice of politics might successfully guide the fu-
ture of our countries. Theory does not mean
withdrawing from the practical world; it is a
way of understanding where we are and where
we are heading, and what needs changing
most urgently.

Political theory and its subset, democratic
theory, have made considerable contributions
to the analysis of our reality. The world of
politics, however, probably provides the most
eloquent example of the distance that can ex-
ist between theory and practice. On the one
hand, ideas about the complex political de-
velopment of societies are discussed frequent-
ly. On the other hand, the practice of politics
gives the impression that they belong to a dif-
ferent universe.

The manner in which theoretical analysis is
often undervalued—which looks like eager-
ness to throw oneself immediately into the
practicalities—may actually be a way of avoid-
ing comparing decisions with their underlying
reasons or even a way of covering up the true
motives of those who hold public or private
power. The belittling of theory is usually a
means of paving the way towards magical
thinking—ideas that seem so attractive they
do not need to be explained.

This Report will base its descriptions, analy-
sis and proposals on systematic and rigorous
reasoning. The intention is not to embrace the
whole debate on democracy, but rather to es-
tablish the foundations for the statements and
proposals that the Report contains.

The Idea of Democracy 
This Report is founded on a basic and gen-

eral idea of democracy, without presenting a cir-
cumscribed and closed definition, but rather 
trying to see in the different areas of social life
what it is within them that affects and is affect-
ed by democracy. In this sense, democracy is an
outcome of the history of societies and not only
of itself.

Democracy springs from an intense and
audacious social and historical experiment
that evolves on a daily basis as a result of the
achievements and frustrations, actions and
omissions and the duties and aspirations of, as
well as exchanges between, its protagonists: cit-
izens, social groups and communities that fight
for their rights and strive ceaselessly to build a
common life.

Democracy implies a way of envisaging the
human being and guaranteeing individual
rights. Consequently, it contains a set of prin-
ciples, rules and institutions that organize so-
cial relations, procedures for electing govern-
ments and mechanisms for controlling them.
It is also the way society conceives of its State
and intends to make it work.

But that is not all. Democracy is also a way of
conceiving of and preserving collective memory
and of welcoming and celebrating the different
identities of local and regional communities.

Democracy is each one of these definitions
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We should remember that after its promising
beginnings democratization did not evolve
along an upward path right up until our times.
There were rises and falls, resistance
movements, rebellions, civil wars, revolutions.
For several centuries […] some of the earlier
advances were reversed. Looking back over the
rise and fall of democracy, it is clear that we
cannot expect social forces to ensure that
democracy continues to progress steadily. […]
Democracy, it seems, is a little uncertain. But its
potential depends also on what we do
ourselves. Also, although we cannot count on
benign inclinations to promote it, we are not
mere victims of blind forces over which we have
no control. With sufficient understanding of
what democracy requires and the will to fulfill
its requirements, we can act in such a way as to
satisfy democratic ideas and practice and, still
more, to progress in both.

Robert Dahl, 1999, pp. 32–33.

Democracy: a Work 
Permanently in Progress

BOX 9



and tasks, just as it is present in the variety of
ways that they are embodied in rules and insti-
tutions.

We maintain that democracy is more than a
set of conditions for electing and being elected,
which we call electoral democracy. It is also, as we
have pointed out, a way of organizing society
with the object of assuring and expanding the
rights of its people. This we define as a citizen-
ship democracy.

These two dimensions of democracy are 
closely connected, and the degree of develop-

ment of both has a significant effect on the 
quality and sustainability of a democracy.

The distinction between an electoral democ-
racy and a citizenship democracy centers
around four basic arguments, which guide this
Report:

1. The philosophical and normative founda-
tion of democracy is to be found in the con-
cept of the human being as an individual
with innate rights. According to this idea,
the human being emerges clearly as an au-
tonomous, rational and responsible person.
This concept underlies all notions of citi-
zenship, including political citizenship.

2. Democracy is a means of organizing society,
which guarantees that people can exercise
their rights and work to expand their citi-
zenship. It establishes rules for political re-
lations, and for the organization and exer-
cise of power, which are consistent with
the aforementioned concept of the human
being.

3. Free, competitive and institutionalized elec-
tions, and the rules and procedures for form-
ing and running a government—which to-
gether we will call electoral democracy—are
essential components of democracy and com-
prise its most basic sphere. But democracy is
not limited to this realm either in terms of its
reach or range of action.

4. The development of democracy in Latin
America constitutes a unique historical ex-
perience, characterized by specifics that are
closely linked to the processes involved in
building Nations and societies, along with
establishing all of their diverse cultural
identities.

Social Deficits as Democratic Deficits 
An important point to note in understand-

ing democracy and its development in this way
is that social inadequacies are seen as deficien-
cies in democracy. In this sense, poverty and
inequality are not only ‘social problems’, but al-
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The exercise of democracy is an affirmation of
the sovereignty of a nation: it requires a
democratic framework to give back the pristine
political sense to the weakened notion of
sovereignty: No nation is sovereign in the
international arena if it is not sovereign in the
domestic arena, namely, if it does not respect the
cultural and political rights of its population,
conceived not as ‘simple numbers’ but as
‘complex qualities’, not in the quantity of
inhabitants but rather in the quality of citizens. 

Carlos Fuentes, 1998, p. 9.

Democracy and Sovereignty

BOX 11

No theory of democracy that failed to give the
egalitarian idea a central place could possibly
yield a faithful representation of the
extraordinary grip of democracy in the modern
political imagination […] We must keep in mind
that historically a main goal of democratic
movements has been to seek redress in the
political sphere for the effects of inequalities in
the economy and society.

Charles R. Beitz, 1989, pp. xi and xvi. (Translated
from the Spanish version of the text.)

Democracy and Equality

BOX 10



so democratic deficits. To solve these problems
means, therefore, that we have to deal with one
of the main issues of democratic sustainability.
In our analysis, this is where we criticize the
dangerous schism between ‘economic policy’,
‘social policy’ and the strengthening of democ-
racy, which are often treated as separate com-
ponents. The main corollary here is that the
economic and social agenda cannot be divorced
from the democratic agenda.

Democracy is based on mechanisms and
institutions that have a certain vision of the
human condition and its development: all hu-
man beings are born free and equal in dignity
and rights and endowed with reason and
conscience.13 

The principles arising from this are project-
ed throughout society. In schools, in the fam-
ily, in the economy and in general, all methods
of organizing society that go beyond strictly
defined democratic institutions are touched by
these inherent principles. The development of
democracy depends on the intensity with which
these principles manage to permeate different
areas of life. That is why democracy is not 
limited to its institutional dimension; it is also
a civilizing promise that establishes the expec-
tation of increasing freedom, equality, justice
and progress.

The Scope of Democracy in the Report
Viewed from this perspective, democracy

presupposes a set of essential characteristics that
defines its necessary conditions. These charac-
teristics rarely exist in full but are generally
combined to different degrees. It should be 
noted that analyzing the extent to which each of
these elements has been achieved is unavoida-
ble when evaluating how far a democracy has
developed.14 One of the core principles of de-
mocracy is that popular sovereignty should be
freely delegated to a government, so that the
choice of the majority may be satisfied. For this

process to be effective, the set of conditions de-
scribed below must prevail.

1. A necessary condition for democracy is the
existence of a political system that manifests
itself in a State and a Nation, which delimit
a people, a territory and the power that is
exercised within it. This system includes a
set of institutions and procedures that de-
fines the rules governing and the ways of
accessing the principal State offices, the
exercise of State power and the process of
public decision-making.
In contemporary political science there is
consensus on the conditions that need to ex-
ist for a State government to be considered
democratic:15

■ Elected public authorities.
■ Free and fair elections.
■ Universal suffrage.
■ The right to contest for public office.
■ Freedom of expression.
■ Access to pluralist information.
■ Freedom of association.
■ Respect for mandates, honoring periods

and terms that are established under the
Constitution.

■ A territory that clearly defines the voting
demos (people).

■ The widely held assumption that the elec-
toral process and associated liberties will
continue to exist for the foreseeable future.

2. Democracy implies substantial access to the
power of the State, that is, there should not
be any other organization on the territory
(formal or otherwise) with power that is
the same as, or greater than, that of the
State. This defines internal sovereignty, an
attribute that implies the following: a mo-
nopoly over the effective and legitimate use
of force; the capacity to impart justice in an
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14 The following characteristics were discussed at length with an extensive group of academics.
15 According to contributions made by Robert Dahl and Guillermo O’Donnell.



effective and definitive way; the ability to
set standards for the behavior of individuals
and organizations; and the capacity to pro-
cure the necessary means—economic and
organizational—to fulfill its aims and to
carry out policy decisions. In a democracy,
the State’s sovereign authority is derived
from the renewed legitimacy accorded to it
by members of society.
Access by the State to effective power also
requires a certain type of relationship with
other sovereign States, so that the objec-
tives established by society (exercising its
right to freedom of choice) are not sub-
stantially altered by the impositions of
other powers beyond the frontiers of the
Nation, unless they are a consequence of
the free delegation of sovereignty to multi-
lateral institution.

3. Democracy also implies the enforcement of
the rule of law. This presupposes the inde-
pendence of the branches of government
and a legal system that is democratic in 
three regards: it protects political freedoms
and safeguards political democracy; it pro-
tects people’s civil rights; and it establishes
networks of responsibility and accountabil-
ity, so that the legality of the actions of pub-
lic officers, even at the highest level, are 
subject to appropriate controls. It also pre-
supposes that any action by the State and its

branches is in line with norms that emanate
from democratically designated powers.

4. Democracy presupposes a certain form of or-
ganizing power within society. In a democracy,
power relations—between the State and citi-
zens, among the citizens themselves, and
among the State, social organizations and 
citizens—must be managed within a frame-
work of political, civil and social rights in
such a way that State conduct (even in-
volving the use of force) cannot harm these
rights. The essence of democracy is that 
power—public or private—be organized in
such a way that not only does it not infringe
on rights, but also that it is an essential instru-
ment for increasing them. Any determination
about the relationship between power and
rights should be objective—that is, made by
the majority of the members of society.

5. Democracy requires that the options presented
to citizens deal with substantive issues. The 
rules and regulations for competing in an elec-
tion try to ensure freedom of choice among
candidates and government programs. These
rules and regulations determine the range of
options from among which the citizen may
choose. This electoral topic list or public agen-
da goes beyond the specific regime but is fun-
damental for democracy—it is an integral part
of its organization.
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Polyarchy stems from the Greek words meaning ‘many’
and ‘government’, thus distinguishing the
‘government of the many’ from the government of
one, or monarchy, or from the government of the few,
aristocracy or oligarchy. […] A polyarchic democracy is
a political system endowed with the democratic
institutions [that have been described]. Polyarchic
democracy differs, then, from representative
democracy with limited suffrage, such as that existing
in the 19th century. It is also different from the older
democracies and republics, which not only had limited

suffrage but also lacked many of the other key
characteristics of polyarchic democracies, such as
political parties, the right to form political
organizations to influence or oppose existing
governments, organized special interest groups, etc. It
is also different from the specific democratic practices
of units small enough to permit the establishment of a
direct assembly of its members and its direct decision
(or recommendation) about policies or laws. 

Robert Dahl, 1987, p. 105. 

A Definition of Polyarchy

BOX 12



Assuming the absence of limitations on the
freedom to elect, we wish to determine what the
effective range of options is and how it is arrived
at. This is what the public agenda is about. It is
nothing less than a list of problems that society
should resolve and the methods that it should
employ to do so. For the citizen, the agenda iden-
tifies desirable goals for a government and speci-
fies how they should be achieved.

But on what basis is an election held? Does
it include all of the real options necessary to 
safeguard and expand citizenship at any given
moment? Or is it that those options, subject to
electoral necessity, constitute just a fraction of
what is needed to advance citizenship and ex-
clude other essential needs? 

If the latter is the case, we could have flaw-
less rules of competition and optimum condi-
tions for the election, but electoral issues that
are biased or limited in terms of content. Under
these circumstances, it is possible that the main
issues might be left out of the election and that
marginal matters might be at the center of the
debate. The regime would have a tendency,
then, to lack purpose, to withdraw from broad-
ening citizenship, to become irrelevant.

The public agenda, therefore, understood as
the effective range of options available to the 
citizenry in accordance with the points men-
tioned above, constitutes a central aspect of
democratic organization. The agenda consists
of the most important issues on which public
debate is centered, the definition of problems
and the policy options on which citizens may
express their views.

The agenda should detail the main chal-
lenges to individual interests, as well as to those
of organizations and of society as a whole. The
agenda defines the range of options including
certain issues and excluding others.

But this agenda is not put together in an
ideal world, independent of power politics.
Should economic policy be an electoral issue?
Or tax reform? Are the options for fighting

poverty and inequality clear? And if these top-
ics are not on the electoral agenda, how can
democracy relate to the real need to broaden
social citizenship? 

This question—precisely what should be
debated within a society and within a re-
gion—is one of the central concerns of this
Report. Promoting a debate on our agenda in
order to find out whether it is relevant to our
problems, or whether there are issues that have
been left off, watered down, ignored, or sim-
ply proscribed, is the first step towards uti-
lizing our capability to dodge the obstacles
and to develop our democracy. Discussing the
limits of public debate, ways to start it and
how to recover what has been ignored and un-
derestimated, is an essential precondition for
the democratic reforms that Latin America
needs. The relevance or irrelevance of the 
content of the public agenda is vital to our 
democratic future.

Democracy, the Political Regime 
and the State 

In a democratic system, access to the main
positions in government (except those in the
judiciary, the armed forces and, perhaps, the
Central Bank) is achieved through clean insti-
tutionalized elections. By clean, we mean that
the election is competitive, free, equal, deci-
sive and inclusive and that there is complete
respect for political freedoms.16 These free-
doms are essential not only during an election
but also in the period in-between. Otherwise
the government in power could easily manip-
ulate or cancel future elections. Individuals
who enjoy these freedoms are registered and
protected with respect to the exercise of their
right to participate. This means that all citizens
have the right to participate in the State and in
government, not only through elections, but
also by making decisions, individually or col-
lectively, which are binding throughout the
land. Likewise, inclusiveness means that all
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16 According to Robert Dahl (1989 and 1999), the most important political freedoms pertain to expression, associa-
tion and access to information that contains different opinions. For a detailed list see Larry Diamond, 1999.



adults who satisfy the criteria of citizenship have
the right to participate in the said elections.17

Moreover, elections under a democratic re-
gime are institutionalized: most people take it
for granted that clean elections will continue to
be held in the future on dates pre-established 
by law.

There are four central aspects of democracy:
1) institutionalized and clean elections; 2) in-
clusiveness; 3) a legal system that recognizes and
supports rights and political freedoms; and 4) a
legal system that prescribes that no person or
institution has the power to eliminate or sus-
pend the implementation of the law, or to evade
its effects. We see, then, that, while the first two
aspects concern the regime, the latter two per-
tain to the State. The State is not an element that
is alien or extrinsic to democracy; rather, it is
one of its intrinsic components. This is why,
according to the conceptual framework proposed
in this Report, it is important to look into how
democratic the State is, not just the regime.

The relationship between a democratic sys-
tem of government and the State is based on the
existence of a legal system that is characterized by
two features: first, it recognizes and upholds the
rights and freedoms implied by the democratic
regime; second, all institutions and State office-
holders are bound by that legal system. Seen in
this way, the State is organized in line with the 
following principles: the separation of powers;
interdependence and control of the branches of
government; the existence of an independent 
judiciary; the preeminence of civil power over
military power; and the accountability of govern-
ment to citizens.

One crucial aspect of the legal system is how
effective it is—the degree to which the State real-
ly does organize relations within society. In a de-
mocratic legal system, no State institution or of-
ficer may evade legal responsibility for any action
taken. As for territory, the legal system is sup-
posed to work homogenously throughout the
space that is under the authority of the State.
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In a democracy, rulers are supposed to be subjected to
three kinds of accountability.18 One, vertical electoral
accountability, results from fair and institutionalized
elections, through which citizens may change the
party and officers in government. Another type of
vertical accountability, of a societal kind, is activated
by groups and even individuals with the goal of
mobilizing the legal system in order to place demands
on the State and the government—aimed at
preventing, redressing and/or punishing presumably
illegal actions (or inaction) by public officials. Still a
third kind of accountability, horizontal, results when
some properly authorized State institutions act to
prevent, redress and/or punish those presumably
illegal actions (or inaction). 

Notice, however, that there is an important difference
among these types of accountability. The vertical
electoral one must exist as a result of the very definition
of a democratic regime; by contrast, the degree and
effectiveness of societal and horizontal accountability
vary depending on the case and the time. These
variations are relevant in assessing the quality of
democracy; for example, the lack of a vigorous and self-
assertive society, or the unfeasibility or unwillingness of
certain State institutions to demonstrate their authority
over other State institutions (especially elected officials),
are indications of a democracy that is of low quality.

Guillermo O’Donnell, text prepared for PRODDAL,
2002c.

Democracy and the Responsibility of Rulers

BOX 13

17 It is only recently that urban workers, peasants, women and other minorities and sectors that were discriminated
against have earned the right to inclusion.
18 This footnote applies only to the Spanish and Portuguese editions.



Likewise, the judicial system is supposed to treat
similar cases in the same way, regardless of class,
sex, ethnic origin or any other citizen attribute.
In all of these dimensions, the legal system pre-
supposes a State that is effective,19 where quality
depends not only on appropriate legislation but
also on a network of State institutions that op-
erates in such a way as to ensure the effective 
rule of a democratic legal system.

The effectiveness of the legal system depends on the
combination of a set of rules and a network of institu-
tions that should operate in a democracy according 
to purposes and outcomes consistent with a demo-
cratic state of law.

The Citizen: Source of, and Justification for,
the Authority of the Democratic State

In a democracy, the legal system, starting
with its supreme constitutional rules, estab-
lishes that, when its citizens vote in clean insti-
tutionalized elections, they themselves are the
source of the authority that the State and gov-
ernment exercises over them. Citizens are not
merely the bearers of rights and obligations;
they are also the source of, and the justification
for, the mandate and authority that the State
and the government invoke when taking deci-
sions that are collectively binding.

This is another of democracy’s specific char-
acteristics: all other political systems base the
right to govern on foundations other than the
popular sovereignty that is expressed in clean
and institutionalized elections.

From what has been said, it follows that an

individual is not and never should be treated as
a subordinate subject, begging for the goodwill
of government and State. This individual—bear-
er of a set of civil, social and political rights—
has a legally upheld claim to be treated with all
due consideration and respect.20 Likewise, that
treatment must be based on the implementa-
tion of pre-existing laws and regulations that
are clear and discernible to all citizens,21 and
ratified in accordance with democratic proce-
dures. The extent to which State institutions 
recognize these rights determines whether they
are considered more or less democratic, or to
be acting in accordance with the obligations
imposed on them by the citizenry.

In fact, this aspect of direct everyday relations
between citizens and the State is one of the most
problematic areas concerning democracy in our
region. With regard to matters relating to clean
elections and the normal exercise of political
rights, citizens are placed on the level of generic
equals. When it comes to citizens dealing with
State bureaucracies, however, extreme de facto
inequality characterizes the relationship. Citizens
tend to face bureaucracies that function in accor-
dance with formal and informal rules—that are
neither transparent nor easily understandable—
and that take decisions (or cease to take them)
that have significant consequences for the citi-
zenry. This is a problem throughout the world,
but it is a particularly serious one in societies that
are riddled with inequality and poverty. These
evils both reflect and exacerbate social authori-
tarianis,22 and have repercussions in terms of the
disrespectful way that State bureaucracies often
treat their citizens and the even worse treatment
that they dole out to immigrants and foreigners.
Although this is usually ignored, it is another cru-
cial aspect of democracy: the degree to which
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19 Guillermo O’Donnell, 2000 and 2002a.
20 In agreement with this point, R. Dworkin (1986) states that: “a particular demand of political morality […] re-
quires governments to speak with one voice, to act in a principled and coherent manner toward all its citizens, [and]
to extend to everyone the substantive standards of justice or fairness it uses for some.”
21 Even in situations where this inequality is at its worst possible level (as in prison), the moral obligation to respect the
agent remains. Nowadays, this is also a legal obligation, although it is often ignored.
22 Aristotle (1968, p. 181) was aware of this when he said: “Those who enjoy too many advantages—strength, wealth,
connections, and so forth—are both unwilling to obey [the law] and ignorant [about] how to obey.”



State institutions actually respect the rights of all
the inhabitants of a country, whether they are 
citizens or not.

The Citizen: the Subject of Democracy 
Democracy recognizes each individual as a

legal and moral person who has rights and is re-
sponsible for exercising those rights and meeting
related obligations. In this sense, the individual is
seen as a human being who has the capacity to
choose between different options, taking respon-
sibility for the consequences of his/her choices,
namely, as a responsible, reasonable, autono-
mous person.23 This concept of the human being
is not only philosophical and moral, but also 
legal: the individual is considered to be the bear-

er of subjective rights that are enforced and en-
sured by the legal system.

The potential inherent to this concept of the
individual, whose rights are not derived from
the position that he/she occupies in the social
hierarchy, but, rather, from his/her capacity to
commit himself/herself voluntarily and respon-
sibly to fulfilling the obligations that he/she
freely assumes—with the corollary right to de-
mand that the obligations contracted be met—,
has led to momentous consequences for strug-
gles to expand citizenship.

By citizenship we understand a sort of basic
equality to be associated with the concept of be-
longing to a community, which, in modern terms,
is the equivalent of the rights and obligations that
all individuals have just by belonging to a national
State.24 We wish to underline various attributes of
citizenship when it is defined in this way:

a. its expansive character, based on the concept,
morally and legally defended, of the human
being as a responsible, reasonable and auto-
nomous person;

b. its legal condition, the status that is accorded
to the individual as the bearer of rights that
are legally enforced and supported;

c. the social or interpersonal sense that tends
to emerge as a result of awareness of social
belonging;25

d. its egalitarian character, based on universal
recognition of the rights and duties of all
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Citizens are not merely the
bearers of rights and obligations;
they are also the source of, and
the justification for, the mandate
and authority that the State and
the Citizens are not merely the
bearers of rights and obligations;
they are also the source of, and
the justification for, the mandate
and authority that the State and
the government invoke when
taking decisions that are
collectively bindings. 

23 According to the concept developed by Guillermo O’Donnell (2002c), democracy considers the human being to
be an agent. “An agent is a being endowed with practical reason: she uses her cognitive and motivational capabilities
to make choices that are reasonable in terms of her situation and of her goals, concerning which, barring conclusive
proof to the contrary, she is deemed to be the best judge. This capacity makes the agent a moral one, in the sense that
normally she will feel, and will be construed by relevant others as, responsible for her choices and for at least the di-
rect consequences that ensue from these choices.”
24 T.H. Marshall (1965) points out that: “modern citizenship is, by definition, national.” (Translated from the Spanish
version of the text.)
25 This aspect of citizenship refers to a concept of politics as common space, where we recognize each other as mem-
bers of a political community aimed at building and achieving a public good in an interrelated manner. This concept
has been developed extensively within the tradition of civic republicanism, which is based on Greek and Roman
thought, and which has assumed a new meaning in contemporary debates between liberals and communitarians.



of the members of a democratically organ-
ized society;

e. its sense of inclusiveness, linked to the attrib-
ute of nationality implied by people’s be-
longing to national States; and

f. its dynamic character, contingent and open-
ended, which is both the product of, and the
precondition for, the battles throughout his-
tory to enrich or diminish the content of de-
mocracy, and to increase or decrease the
number of rights and obligations that are 
currently recognized.

We can identify three sets of citizens’ rights26

that govern three different aspects of society:
civil; political; and social.27

Well before the universal expansion of po-
litical citizenship, many attempts were made—
based on different religious, ethical, legal and

philosophical doctrines—to arrive at a legal
and moral vision of the individual as the bear-
er of subjective rights.28 This concept of the
human being was projected into the political
sphere by the theoreticians of liberalism,29 and,
subsequently, it was incorporated into the two
greatest modern Constitutions: those of the
United States and France.
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26 This statement by no means implies that we are unaware of the current debates that propose to add ‘generations’ of
rights others than those mentioned here. Among them we feel that it is particularly important to add an area specifical-
ly to draw attention to cultural rights—given the situation in Latin America, especially concerning indigenous peoples.
However, in order to simplify this initial inquiry into an extremely complex topic, we have chosen to retain the tradi-
tional classification of rights. This does not prevent us from analyzing the subject of indigenous peoples elsewhere in
this Report, nor, indeed, from revising the classification used here in future versions of the Report.
27 “I shall begin by proposing a division of citizenship into three parts. […] I shall call these three parts or elements
civil, political and social. The civil element is composed of those rights relating to individual freedom: freedom of
person, of expression, of thought and religion, the right to own property and conclude valid contracts, and the right
to justice. This last right is of a different nature from the rest because it deals with the right to defend and uphold the
set of rights of a person in conditions of equality with others, by means of the due legal procedures. By the political
element I mean the right to participate in the exercise of political power as a member of a body invested with politi-
cal authority or as an elector of its members. The corresponding institutions are the Parliament and units of local
government. The social element includes the whole spectrum, from the right to security and a minimum of economic
welfare to the right to share to the full in the social heritage and to live the life of a civilized being according to the
standard prevailing in the society. The institutions directly linked are, in this case, the system of education and the so-
cial services.” T.H. Marshall, 1965, pp. 22–23. (Translated from the Spanish version of the text.)
28 “The institutionalized (i.e., legally enacted and backed, and widely taken for granted) recognition of an agent car-
rier of subjective rights took a long and convoluted process that goes back to some of the sophists, the stoics and 
Cicero, runs through Roman law and medieval legists, was refined by natural law theorists, and was finally appro-
priated and, as it were, politicized, in spite of their differences in other respects, by the great early liberal thinkers—
especially Hobbes, Locke and Kant—as well as non-liberals such as Espinoza and Rousseau.” Guillermo O’Donnell,
2000.
29 Pierre Rosanvallon (1992, p. 111) notes that, before the coming of liberalism, “this vision of the autonomy of the
will certainly had already seemed to be juridically formulated in civil law.” This, in turn, was part of changes in the
same concept of morality; like J.B. Schneewind (1998, p. 27), he notes: “During the 17th and 18th centuries the es-
tablished concepts of morality as obedience began to be strongly opposed by emerging concepts of morality as self-
regulation […] centered on the belief that all normal individuals are equally capable of living together in a self-regu-
lated morality.” (Translated from the Spanish version of the text.) 

As we have said, the democracy
of citizenship is more

comprehensive than the political
system and the mere exercise of
political rights. Democracy must

be extended into the realm of
civil and social rights. 



Citizenship consists of more than Political
Rights, and so does Democracy

As we have said, the democracy of citizen-
ship is more comprehensive than the political
system and the mere exercise of political rights.
Democracy must be extended into the realm of
civil and social rights. This is a key point of our
analysis, and from it stems the justification for
thinking that democracy covers a wider, more
complex field. As we have noted earlier, the
practical consequences of sustaining this argu-
ment are considerable.

If the inherent rights of the human being are
based on his/her capacity qua moral being, why,
then, limit these rights to certain spheres of social
and political life? If responsible autonomy means
the right to choose, what are the real options or
possibilities that would be reasonably consistent
with the status that democracy assigns to the in-
dividual? In other words, what are the real condi-
tions for the exercise of these rights?

These questions point to one of the central
contentions of the analysis proposed in this Re-
port: raising the matter of capabilities in the po-
litical sphere implies going beyond attributing
to everyone the rights of political citizenship,
and leads us to pose the question concerning the
conditions under which those rights may or
may not be exercised effectively.

Although, of course, under different historical

circumstances, in all countries, the answers to
such questions presented themselves in the nu-
merous battles for the progressive expansion of
political, civil and social rights,30 highlighting
among these the right to vote until finally it 
achieved its current level of inclusiveness. This is
a history made up of many conflicts that even-
tually made it possible for marginal sectors of so-
ciety to be included in democracy—that is, for
them finally to obtain full political citizenship.31

In advanced countries these processes initially
brought about an expansion of rights in the civil
sphere, in the sense of widening the coverage of
existing rights and granting new ones. The latter
were not yet rights that pertained specifically to
participation in an inclusive democracy, but,
rather, civil rights connected to private social and
economic activities.32 With regard to these rights,
it has been recognized in various ways that exer-
cising them implies a choice, and that this choice
implies the freedom to choose from among the
different alternatives that each person has reason
to value. This presupposes that a criterion of fair-
ness prevails: there must be a minimum level 
of equality among members of society, so that 
everyone is presented with a reasonable range of
options in order to exercise their capacity to
choose and their autonomy.

In advanced countries, this criterion of
fairness was also very important in the emer-
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30 The process associated with the progressive expansion of rights, which in advanced countries saw the extension of
civil citizenship prior to the expansion of political citizenship, provided a historical backdrop to the central idea of
political liberalism: the government and the State must be limited and constitutionally regulated, since both exist for,
and to serve individuals who have subjective rights that are enforced and supported by the same legal system that the
government and State must comply with and from which they derive their authority.
31 Political citizens are those who, within the territory of a State that a democratic government encompasses, meet the
criteria necessary to be considered a member of the Nation. Likewise, as a direct consequence of the democratic regime,
political citizens possess two types of rights. The first type is freedoms like freedom of association, freedom of expression,
freedom of movement and freedom to access pluralistic information sources, which, although in the final analysis are
not definable ex ante, as a group permit the holding of elections that are clean, institutionalized and—currently—in-
clusive. The second type is of a participative nature: to elect or perhaps be elected; or named to hold State office. Po-
litical citizens, thus understood, constitute the individual side of a democratic regime, and none of them can exist with-
out the others.
32 As T.H. Marshall (1965, p. 18) comments: “The story of civil rights in their formative period is one of the gradual
addition of new rights to a status that already existed and was held to appertain to all adult members of the commu-
nity.” These civil rights are, according to his classic definition of civil citizenship, “The rights necessary for individual
freedom—liberty of person, freedom of speech, thought and faith, the right to own property and to conclude valid
contracts, and [the] right to justice.”



gence of social rights.33 Again, in the wake of
what were often arduous struggles, different
sectors that had been politically excluded 
ended up accepting political democracy and
the benefits of the welfare State. These visions
of fairness were incorporated into the legal
systems, with steps forward and backward in
terms of the respective power relations,
through social legislation. Social rights, but-
tressed by corresponding legislation, joined
forces with civil law to make it manifest that
society, and especially the State, should not
remain indifferent, at least not in situations
where severe constraints are placed on human
capabilities.

In sum, in advanced countries, the issue
regarding the levels of development that allow
people to exercise their individual freedom
was challenged within the sphere of social and
civil rights. The concept behind these legal
constructions is that of equity in terms of hu-
man capabilities, which considers individuals
to be free beings capable of choosing respon-
sibly in the absence of coercion. This vision
was inscribed on the moral conscience of hu-
mankind by the French Declaration of the
Rights of Man and of the Citize.34 It is worth
pointing out that most of these rights were not
simply granted, but were won, as a result of nu-
merous struggles led by social groups that
were oppressed, exploited and discriminated
against.

In advanced countries the institutions and
practices that we recognize today as democratic
came into being in such complex ways, although
they be matter-of-factly summarized here. Only
three countries in Latin America (Chile, Costa
Rica and Uruguay) have followed a similar route;
in the rest—and even taking into account the 

significant particularities of each one—we find a
situation that is very different from that described
above. We have made enormous progress in the
field of political rights but there is still much to
be done in order to achieve for all of us a satisfac-
tory broadening of civil and social rights. This
reality underlines even more the huge impor-
tance of democracy and its political rights in Latin
America: they are, and must be, the main source
of leverage in struggles to achieve the other
rights, which, in practice, are still very limited and
unevenly distributed. These statements will be
echoed in the empirical sections of the Report.

State and Citizenship
The State is a contemporary historical phe-

nomenon, in which the struggles for power and
rights converge. Its inception was marked by the
expropriation, by the rulers of a nascent power
center, of the means of coercion, administration
and legality which until then had been controlled
by other actors. The emergence of the State took
place at the same time as the expansion of capi-
talism, which saw another expropriation, that of
the means of production by direct producers. The
emergence of the State also occurred at the same
time as the political construction of the Nation, a
privileged point of reference for State decisions.
All States maintain that their authority emanates
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33 Again according to T.H. Marshall (1965, p. 72), social rights range “from the right to a modicum of economic wel-
fare and security to the right to share to the full in the social heritage and to live the life of a civilized being according
to the standard prevailing in the society.” For a useful and detailed discussion by Marshall about these rights, see José
Nun, 2001.
34 We could add, for example: the Prologue and First Amendment of the Constitution of the United States; the United
Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights; the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights; the Interna-
tional Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; the Vienna Declaration of Human Rights and  many other in-
ternational and regional treaties and protocols, all of which have been ratified by a significant number of countries.

Democracy and its political
rights have enormous importance
for Latin America: they are, they

must be, the main source of
leverage in struggles to achieve

the other rights.



from being States-for-the-Nation (or, in some 
cases, States-for-the-people), whose mission is to
promote the common good, or the general in-
terest, of a Nation that is viewed as homogenous,
to which both governed and governing sup-
posedly owe their primary allegiance.

By State we understand a set of institutions
and social relationships that covers the territory
defined by it. The State normally rules supreme
in respect to controlling the means of coercion
within that territory. According to this definition,
the State may be seen as: a) a focus of collective

identity for the inhabitants of a territory—on
which is based its credibility; b) a legal system that
aspires to achieve a considerable degree of effec-
tiveness in regulating social relations; and c) a 
set of bureaucracies whose function is sup-
posedly to achieve efficacy in the carrying out of
formally assigned tasks. The extent to which 
these dimensions have real validity in each case
is contingent on history and is certainly prob-
lematic (see Guillermo O’Donnell 2002b).

Therefore, the State is:

a. an environment where the collective identity
of all or almost all of the inhabitants of the
territory is concentrated and recognized; it
invites general recognition, the use of ‘we’,
the members of the Nation;

b. a legal system, a network of judicial rules that
aims to regulate numerous social relation-
ships;35 and

c. a set of bureaucratic entities, an administrative
network with responsibilities that are formally
designed to achieve and protect some aspect
of the common good. Together, State bureau-
cracies and their legality aim to generate the
great public good of order and predictability
for the social relationships in which their in-
habitants are involved. In this way, the State al-
so seeks to guarantee the historical continuity
of the respective territorial unit, which is usu-
ally conceived of as a Nation.

These facets of the State are tendencies that
no-one has managed to put completely into
practice. As for the State as a focus of collec-
tive identity, its goal of becoming a true State-
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The liberal State is not only the historical but
also the juridical presupposition behind the
democratic State. The liberal State and the
democratic State are interdependent in two
ways: 1) in the thread that runs from liberalism
to democracy, in the sense that certain freedoms
are necessary for the correct exercise of
democratic power; 2) in the thread running the
opposite way, from democracy to liberalism, in
the sense that democratic power is
indispensable to ensure the existence and
endurance of the fundamental freedoms. In
other words: it is improbable that a State that is
not liberal could ensure the correct functioning
of democracy and, in addition, it is unlikely that
a State that is not democratic could ensure
fundamental freedoms. The historical proof of
this interdependence lies in the fact that when
the liberal State and the democratic State fall,
they fall together. 

Norberto Bobbio, 1992, pp. 15–16. 

The Liberal State and the
Democratic State

BOX 14

35 Even under a democratic system of government, the legality of the State is based on a complex mixture of equali-
ty and inequality. On the one hand, this legality ensures the enforcement of the universal rights of political and civil
citizenship. On the other hand, it allows two types of inequality to exist. First, that which results from the hierarchi-
cal organization, legally regulated, of the bureaucratic institutions of the State—just as the legal system also provides
backing and grants authorization to other private institutions that are also hierarchically organized. Second, the in-
equality that results from the fact that the same legality shapes the capitalist form of existence of society. This au-
thorizes and supports a social order that entails in different ways the social domination of those who control the means
of production, as well as (and this is increasingly important in the contemporary world) the flows of financial capi-
tal. This leads us to consider the crucial role played by the State, in its various facets, in perpetuating or correcting these
inequalities at the same time as it promotes some fundamental democratic equalities.



for-the-Nation may be considered scarcely
plausible for many people. As for the legal sys-
tem, it may have failings per se and may also
not effectively encompass different social re-
lationships or even cover vast areas of the
country. And as far as the State as a set of bu-
reaucracies, its performance may fall serious-
ly short of fulfilling the responsibilities that
were formally assigned to it.

Whatever the successes and failures in these
three dimensions, we must underline that 
political democracy emerged and has contin-
ued to exist with, and operate within the frame-
work of, the national State. It was as a result of
this intersection that “democracy came into
being with a sense of nationality. The two are
fundamentally interconnected and neither can
be properly understood outside this connec-
tion.”36 This emphasizes the importance that
the State and the Nation have had, and continue
to have, vis-à-vis the existence and functioning
of democracy.37

A Diminished Statehood and 
Democratic Fragility

As we have seen, for the first time in two 
centuries of independence, practically all of the
countries of Latin America satisfy the mini-
mum definition of democracy. They share two
characteristics. First, they hold reasonably
clean, institutionalized, inclusive elections, and
they enforce the participative rights related to
those elections. Second, they make sure that
certain fundamental political freedoms—espe-
cially those concerning opinion, expression, as-
sociation, movement and access to reasonably
pluralist information sources—prevail, and af-
firm the supremacy of constitutional powers
over de facto powers.

There are variations, however, in the degree
to which the aforementioned characteristics are
effectively applied, just as there are significant
differences in the extent to which the State and
its legal system cover the entire territory of the
countries concerned. In this context, society’s
verdict on the institutional effectiveness and the
level of development of our democracies is ex-
tremely critical. In general, public opinion indi-
cates that institutions and leaders are not ac-
complishing all that they should be. One reason
is that democratically elected governments fre-
quently appear to be incapable of responding to,
or unwilling to deal with, basic development is-
sues, or those concerning inequality and insecu-
rity, for instance. We believe that underlying this
perception is another fact that has been over-
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The State—as an institution in which is
recognized the involuntary collective identity,
based on a specific territory, sustained in the last
instance by its ability to coerce, highly
bureaucratized and densely legalized—is the
historical and social fundament of democracy.
From its earliest beginnings, contemporary
political democracy implies a dual-faced
citizenship: as proper to democracy, a citizenry
who are (potentially) active and participative,
and a second group of, as it were, adscriptive
members, whose citizenship reflects only the fact
that they belong to a Nation. 

Guillermo O’Donnell, text prepared for
PRODDAL, 2002c.

The State: Cornerstone of
Democracy

BOX 15

36 L. Greenfield, 1992, p. 7. (Translated from the Spanish version of the text.)
37 R. Maíz (2002a) and M. Canovan, 1996. J. Gray (2000, p. 123) agrees: “The sovereign nation-state is the great un-
examined assumption of liberal thought … The institution of the nation-state is tacitly assumed by liberal ideals of
citizenship.”

In the past two decades the State
has lost an enormous amount of

power and, in some areas within
our countries, has practically

ceased to exist. 



looked in recent discussions: in the past two 
decades the State has lost an enormous amount
of power and, in some areas within our coun-
tries, has practically ceased to exist.

Economic crises, the impassioned anti-statism
of many economic reform programs, corruption
and widespread clientelism in many countries, are
all factors that have contributed to the creation of
an anemic State. This anemia is also apparent in
the legal system. It is a fact that many of our coun-
tries have a democratic system of government
that coexists with an intermittent and skewed ju-
dicial system. Quite simply, the State’s legal sys-
tem does not extend to immense regions within
our countries—and some parts of the cities;
other power entities, basically variations of Mafia-
like legality structures, are in operation in these
places to all practical purposes.

Likewise, even in regions where the legal sys-
tem does reach, it tends to be applied in a dis-
criminatory manner to various minorities and
even to majorities, such as women, the poor and
certain ethnic groups. This diminished legal sys-
tem generates what has been called low-intensity

citizenship.38 We all have the political rights and
freedoms that are part of a democratic regime;
however, many lack even the most basic social
rights. At the same time, to all extents and pur-
poses, the members of these groups are denied ba-
sic civil rights: they have no protection against po-
lice violence and myriad forms of private violence;
they do not enjoy equal access to the State’s bu-
reaucracies, even the courts; their homes are 
searched arbitrarily; and, in general, they are not
only forced to live in poverty but are also subject
to recurrent humiliations and the fear of violence.39

They are poor both in a material and legal sense.
With such problems in terms of the efficacy of

its institutions, the effectiveness of its legal system,
and, not least, its credibility as a State-for-the-Na-
tion, the current Latin American State, although it
supports democratic government, finds it very
hard to project a vision of the future that the ma-
jority of the people might at least view as attaina-
ble and worth striving for—even though, perhaps,
many existing injustices and inequalities will not
be addressed rapidly. Exceptions to this rule are
few and far between.
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Economic globalization by no means necessarily
translates into a diminution of state power; rather, it is
transforming the conditions under which state power
is exercised. [...] There are many good reasons for
doubting the theoretical and empirical basis of claims
that nation-states are being eclipsed by contemporary
patterns of globalization. […] [Yet it should be
recognized that the] new patterns of regional and

global change are transforming the context of political
action, creating a system of multiple power centers
and overlapping spheres of authority—a post-
Westphalian order.

David Held, 1999, p. 441. (Translated from the Spanish
version of the text.)

The State and Globalization

BOX 16

38 See Guillermo O’Donnell (1993), who depicts a metaphorical map of “blue, green and brown zones,” where the
brown zones signify areas where the State’s legal system is barely effective.
39 Reports from various human rights organizations have repeatedly and extensively documented the permanent
threat of violence under which people live. For Brazil, see, for example, Emilio E. Dellasoppa et al. (1999), who
documented the fact that the number of violent deaths in the poorest part of São Paulo is 16 times higher than that
in the richest part. For data on Argentina, see, for instance, the Center for Legal and Social Studies (CELS), 2001. More
generally, an investigation that analyzes several sets of data on violent crime found a positive, strong and persistent
correlation in all of them between such crime, on the one hand, and poverty and income inequality, on the other (C.C.
Hsieh and M.D. Pugh, 1993).



This type of low-capability State is by no
means a new problem in Latin America. But it has
become a more serious problem in recent years,
however, and, in several instances, this has hap-
pened under democracy. The State’s lack of credi-
bility stems from the operational ineptness of its
institutions and, at times, from the manifest colo-
nization of these institutions by private interests
that can hardly be argued to have the general in-
terest of the people at heart. This lack of credi-
bility becomes even more acute if some of those
interests are in no way nationally owned; rather, if
they are part of foreign entities—public and pri-
vate—and linked to the relatively anonymous 
tendencies of economic globalization.

All of this leads us to believe in the impor-
tance of placing the discussion on the State (in-
cluding why, for what purpose, and with whom to
reform it) in the eminently political strategic realm
of democratic development.

It must be pointed out, however, that there is
no such thing as a neutral State. In all of its three
aspects (sketched out above), the State is an area
of complex condensation and of mediation of so-
cial forces. In fact, the neutralist view is a way of
arguing in favor of a type of State that, by means
of its policies and, of course, its omissions, actively
reproduces inequality and is a serious obstacle to
the expansion of civil and social rights.

Some have tried to explain the weakening of
the State in Latin America as an inevitable conse-
quence of globalization, in light of which the only
desirable and possible reaction is passive adapta-
tion. This is a view that is not only wrong, but al-
so, at times, is based on self-interest. Since the
winds of globalization are indeed strong, countries
need States-for-their-Nations more than ever. This
does not mean that it has to be a large or top-heavy
State. But it must be a strong State, in the sense
that it is capable of dealing with the impacts of
globalization, selectively adapting to the most irre-
sistible challenges and transposing others.

In this sense, if we observe the States of ad-
vanced countries that have institutions and dem-
ocratic practices that are firmly entrenched, we

will see just how actively they try to transform, di-
gest and redirect many of the aspects and conse-
quences of globalization. But a necessary con-
dition for a State to be capable of constructing
democracy and achieving social equality is that it
attains reasonable levels of efficiency, effectiveness
and credibility. In Latin America, such a path is lit-
tered with obstacles, which, although we have re-
ferred to them above, warrant special attention.

The Specific Historical Characteristics of
the Democracies of Latin America

The problems that we have considered so far
are shared by many of the new and not-so-new
democracies in the modern world. What does
democratic theory have to say about this? Unfor-
tunately, not a lot. To a great extent this is because
most of the theories on democracy have been for-
mulated in the context of the historical experi-
ence of European countries and the United States.
These theories take it for granted that, in those
countries, civil rights were in effect to a reasonable
degree and were granted to most members of so-
ciety before political rights became inclusive and
universal.

They also presuppose that the legality of the
State covers the whole territory homogenously, so
that, as a result, not only national governments,
but also sub-national units of government, are de-
mocratic.40 It should be obvious by now that the-
se assumptions coincide with neither the history
of, nor the current situation in, Latin America.

The pattern of the historical evolution of
democracy in Latin America is almost unique.
Hence, a conception of democracy that is lim-
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Since the winds of globalization
are indeed strong, countries need

States-for-their-Nations more 
than ever. 

40 In fact, the United States is a partial, although important, exception to this statement. But this point is beyond the
scope of this Report.



ited to a system of government may be accept-
able if it is assumed that civil and social citizen-
ship present no problems. But when these di-
mensions of citizenship are fragmentary or
distributed unevenly across different social 
sectors or even across the territory of the State,
it is crucial to treat them with the utmost cau-
tion, if we truly want to understand the work-
ings of these democracies and the main chal-
lenges to their development.

“No one ... can fully enjoy any right that he is
supposed to have if he lacks the essentials for a
reasonably healthy and active life.”41 Thus, “it
would be inconsistent to recognize rights referring
to life or physical integrity when the necessary
means for enjoying and exercising those rights are
lacking.”42 These statements refer to circum-
stances that facilitate or hinder the exercise of the
inherent rights of citizens. Where, and based on
what criteria, can we draw a firm clear line above
which the quality of citizenship could be exercised
reasonably fully in terms of rights and capabili-
ties? Which rights and which capabilities are in-
dispensable to the enjoyment of full citizenship? 

These questions have given rise to extensive

debate.43 At this point it is necessary to return
to one aspect of these discussions, namely, po-
litical freedoms. With regard to this topic we can
make two claims: first, that the minimum suffi-
cient set of these rights is impossible to define
theoretically in a general and universal way; and
second, that these freedoms (of speech, associa-
tion, movement and so on) are really segments
of wider and older civil rights.44 We have already
argued that all human beings are entitled to 
these rights, and that citizens’ rights cannot 
easily be achieved in the political sphere if peo-
ple lack ‘basic’ social and civil rights.45

By virtue of simply being citizens, people 
have the right to have their dignity respected,
and they also have the right to be granted the
social conditions necessary to engage freely in
all activities related to their social existence.
Subjecting individuals to physical violence or to
the privation of basic material needs, or sup-
pressing their political rights, are all acts that
contradict their status as citizens, the subject-
actors within a democracy. This view of the min-
imum conditions necessary to empower the cit-
izen to choose between different options, while
assuming responsibility for the consequences of
such choices, is already clear in the origins of the
tradition of human rights and has been made
explicit in recent thinking about human devel-
opment. As Amartya Sen states in the Human
Development Report 2000: “Human rights and
human development share a common vision
and a common purpose—to secure the free-
dom, well-being and dignity of all people
everywhere.”46
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41 H. Shue, 1996, p. 7 (original in italics).
42 R. Vázquez, 2001, p. 102.
43 See H. Shue, 1996, and Martha Nussbaum, 2000b.
44 In European countries and the United States these rights were incorporated as civil rights long before they were
‘promoted’ to the status of political rights. These rights are also exercised in much wider social spheres, beyond the
bounds of the political system.
45 As Jurgen Habermas writes (1999, p. 332):“Without basic rights that guarantee citizens’ private autonomy, there would
also be no means for the legal institutionalization of conditions under which these citizens could make use of their
public autonomy.”The same author (1998, p. 261) affirms that:“Therefore, public and private autonomy are mutually es-
sential in such a way that neither human rights nor popular sovereignty can gain the upper hand over the other.” (Trans-
lated from the Spanish version of the text.)
46 UNDP, 2000c, p. 1.

“Human rights and human
development share a common
vision and a common purpose—to
secure the freedom, well-being
and dignity of all people
everywhere.”



Even though Latin American Constitutions up-
hold the rights to education, healthcare and em-
ployment, other dimensions, such as the satisfac-
tion of basic needs—food and shelter, social
security and a clean environment—are not treated
uniformly, both in real life and in terms of formal
entitlement in different countries. This prioritiza-
tion corresponds exactly to the development ob-
jectives set in the Millennium Declaration adopted
by the United Nations General Assembly in 2000.

Achieving the Millennium Development
Goals in Latin America requires the implemen-
tation of a series of particular public policies,
such as investing in basic infrastructure, in-
creasing agricultural productivity, promoting
small and medium-sized businesses, fostering
industry, investing in healthcare and educa-
tion, and carrying out a public policy of en-
vironmental sustainability. These policies re-
quire a State that is capable of action as regards
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1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

■ Target for 2015: Halve the proportion of people
living on less than a dollar a day and those who
suffer from hunger.

2. Achieve universal primary education

■ Target for 2015: Ensure that all boys and girls
complete primary school.

3. Promote gender equality and empower women

■ Target for 2005 and 2015: Eliminate gender
disparities in primary and secondary
education, preferably by 2005, and to all
levels by 2015.

4. Reduce child mortality

■ Target for 2015: Reduce by two-thirds the
mortality rate among children the under-five.

5. Improve maternal health

■ Target for 2015: Reduce by three-quarters the
ratio of women dying in childbirth.

6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases

■ Target for 2015: Halt and begin to reverse the
spread of HIV/AIDS and the incidence of malaria
and other major diseases.

7. Ensure environmental sustainability

■ Integrate the principles of sustainable
development into country policies and

programmes and reverse the loss of
environmental resources.

■ By 2015, reduce by half the proportion of
people without access to safe drinking 
water.

■ By 2020, achieve significant improvement in
the lives of at least 100 million slum 
dwellers.

8. Develop a Global Partnership for Development

■ Develop further an open trading and 
financial system that includes a commitment
to good governance, development and
poverty reduction—nationally and
internationally.

■ Address the least developed countries’ special
needs, and the special needs of landlocked and
small island developing States.

■ Deal comprehensively with developing
countries’ debt problems.

■ Develop decent and productive work for
youth.

■ In cooperation with pharmaceutical companies,
provide access to affordable essential drugs in
developing countries.

■ In cooperation with the private sector, make
available the benefits of new technologies—
especially information and communications.

UN, 2003b, and UNDP, 2003.

Millennium Development Goals

BOX 17



the need to achieve political consensus, main-
tain democracy and the rule of law, and take
democracy to a deeper level with a view to
creating a society in which all citizens are ful-
ly integrated, and rights and obligations are
not limited to the political and civil spheres,
but also apply in the social arena. These objec-
tives imply that citizens act as individuals, as
political actors who express themselves through
representatives and, under predefined circum-
stances, directly, and as members of society,
acting within their community and as part of
the voluntary associations that constitute the
grassroots of civil society.

This is exactly the same vision that, as we
have seen, underlies our concept of democ-
racy. All of these rights—civil rights and their
connection with human rights, social rights
and their connection with human develop-
ment, political rights and their connection
with democracy—facilitate and promote the
exercise of citizenship. This is so precisely be-
cause each one of them, or any combination
of them, ‘pushes’ for the attainment of the 
other, or at any rate creates favorable conditions
for their realization. Likewise, as we shall see,
the most important criterion for the assigna-
tion of civil, social and political rights has
changed over the years. For example, even in
advanced countries, people lived with tremen-
dous inequalities for many years, justified by
the argument that workers, women and others
were for some reason intrinsically ‘inferior’.
Although many horrors and inequalities still
exist, it is increasingly accepted that we are all
human beings and, in some fundamental 
sense, equal. This is one of humanity’s great
achievements.

How much Citizenship does 
a Democracy need? 

The statements made in the section above
refrain from mentioning several philosophical
and ethical discussions that center on the ques-
tion of the balance between freedom and equal-
ity. These are extremely important issues that go
beyond the scope of this Report.

In advanced countries, these discussions
revolve around which principles of liberty and
equity should regulate the distribution of so-
cial goods once all citizens, or a great majority
of them, have obtained a basic number of
rights and capabilities.47 By contrast, in Latin
America, the main discussion is about those
who do not enjoy those rights or basic condi-
tions. This raises the question of whether 
there are good reasons to assert a universal
right to a basic set of rights and capabilities.
We maintain that these reasons do exist and
that they are based on the vision of citizens
and of individuals in general as autonomous,
reasonable and responsible human beings.
These reasons refer to a primary aspect of fair-
ness: not total equality, but basic equalization.
By this we mean the right of each person to no
less than two things: to be treated with the
fairness and consideration owed to any hu-
man being; and to achieve, if necessary with
the help of the State or social welfare, a basic
minimum set of rights and conditions that 
eliminate at least the deprivations that prevent
citizens from making responsible choices.

We recognize that, at this level, long and
complex discussions will arise. However, we
believe that the following questions are una-
voidable: whether there is a moral obligation
or not, and also whether there are legally en-
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47 Partha Dasgupta (1993, p. 45, footnote) comments correctly: “A great majority of the contemporary ethics theory
assumes at the start of the inquiry that these [basic] needs have been met.” This assumption is explicit in the work of
political philosophy, which arguably has been the most influential over the past few decades, at least in the Anglo-
Saxon world (John Rawls, 1971, pp. 152 and 542–543; his theory of justice is deemed to apply to countries where “only
the less urgent material wants remain to be satisfied;” for an explicit restatement of this assumption see John Rawls,
2001). Although less explicitly, the same presupposition is clearly contained in the work of Jurgen Habermas. The
question that remains outstanding concerns what can be said about countries—even those with democratic govern-
ments—that do not satisfy this premise.



forceable rights that can be appealed to in de-
manding the basic rights and conditions that
make it easier for all citizens to exercise their
citizenship. Whatever the answers to these
questions, it seems undeniable that democracy
provides the best possible context within
which to assess it. In this regard, Amartya Sen
argues that: “political and social [democratic]
participation has intrinsic value for human 
life and welfare, [just as it also has] instrumen-
tal value when people’s chances improve […]
of having their demands for political attention
[including demands about economic needs]
heard.” Sen also sustains48 that democracy has
constructive value, since “even the idea of
‘needs’, including the meaning of ‘economic
needs’, requires public discussion and the in-
terchange of information, visions and analysis
[…] Political rights, including freedom of
speech and discussion, are not only funda-
mental in bringing about social responses to
economic necessities, they are also essential
for conceptualizing these very economic ne-
cessities.”49

Thus the content of rights, their degree of
specification, how far-reaching they are, the
relative priority of some over others, and other

issues of this sort are, and always will be,
debatable. There are too many conflicting pre-
ferences, theories about what is fair or equita-
ble, and social interests and positions for any
of these questions to be resolved clearly and
firmly. This is a fact of living in society, a con-
sequence of the freedom and the diverse life-
styles, points of view and interests that it per-
mits. Democracy and politics should honor
and encourage the disputes and agreements
that this plurality of different voices and in-
terests implies. This is also why democracy is
and admits to being an open space, where
struggles to define and redefine rights and ob-
ligations are constantly being fought.50

What is the solution to these problems, lim-
itations and doubts? Quite simply, more de-
moc-racy. The key issues are: who takes the de-
cision, how and on what do they base it, what
rights are enforced and implemented, and to
what degree and intensity, while other rights
are not incorporated into the legal system or
remain a dead letter. Even when demands and
needs are based on universal characteristics of
the human being, determining which ones
should be converted into rights, to what extent
they should be implemented, and what balance
should be struck with other rights and obliga-
tions, is based on a social construct that
emerges directly from politics, at least from
politics in its highest form.

We believe that it is important to emphasize
the above because, paradoxically, the very coun-
tries that most need to have a broad discussion
on which needs and demands should be trans-
formed into actionable rights are those where it
is most difficult to get these questions on to the
public agenda. What would be the ‘decent social
minimum’51 in terms of a basic set of civil and
social rights for all inhabitants? Likewise, if a
country is poor and has an anemic State and an
incomplete legal system, what sequences of
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What democracy is cannot be separated from what
democracy should be ... in a democracy the tension
between facts and values reaches the highest
point.

Giovanni Sartori, 1967, p. 4. (Translated from the
Spanish version of the text.)

Democracy: a Tension between
Facts and Values

BOX 18

48 Amartya Sen, 1999a, p. 10 (original in italics). (Translated from the Spanish version of the text.)
49 Amartya Sen, 1999a, p. 11 (original in italics). (Translated from the Spanish version of the text.)
50 See Charles Tilly, 1990, 1996 and 1998b. This author (1998b, p. 55) concludes that: “rights [are] historical products,
outcomes of struggle.”
51 Martha Nussbaum, 2000a, p. 125.



events and paths would be adequate to achieve
that minimum?52

The respective needs and deprivations are
suffered not only by isolated individuals; these
are social issues, which should be dealt with by
recognizing them as duties of the State and 
collective responsibilities. Likewise, these are
political issues, imbued by different value sys-
tems and ideologies with more or less implicit
theories about the way a given society works
and increasingly nowadays about how the glob-
al system operates. We must insist on these 
topics being included on the public agenda;
that is the place to define the ‘real’ needs that
a country faces up to, ignores or inhibits.

Throughout the history of humankind, ad-
vances in civil and social rights for the great
majority of people have made it difficult to re-
sist demands for political citizenship; the ex-
tension of political rights gave women and 
some minorities a significant tool with which to
acquire other civil and social rights; the exten-
sion of civil rights helped the achievement of

social and political rights;53 and the availabil-
ity of political rights has prevented many fam-
ines.54 These and many other processes show
how diverse rights tend to echo and reinforce
one another; there is a clear elective affinity
among civil, social and political rights. The
force behind these relationships is ultimately a
moral one: recognition that people should not
be deprived of any of the rights and conditions
that normally allow them to act in a free and
responsible manner.

As for Latin America, now that we have
seen a remarkable expansion of political rights
we should be able to utilize them not only in
relation to the system of government, but also
as a lever with which to achieve a much needed
extension of civil and social rights.

In this analysis, the idea of developing democracy is
based on a fundamental assumption: the existence of
a democratic regime. Within this system of govern-
ment, we discover that the citizen is supported by a
legal system and is recognized as being the main sub-
ject of political democracy. Alongside this, the notion
of citizenship indicates to us that ‘democraticness’ is
also an attribute of the State. Continuing with the
search, we unearth the characteristics and common
roots of political, civil and social rights. This thesis is
upheld in the statement that democracy implies not
only political citizenship, but also civil and social citi-
zenship. Thus we assert that the existence of a di-
verse and pluralist environment, backed by a legal
system that reflects that reality, is another fundamen-
tal aspect of democracy, especially insofar as it up-
holds the liberties that are the social expression of the
individual rights of citizenship.
With respect to most of these aspects we find that the
democracies of contemporary Latin America have de-
fects. However, in this Report, we underline the political
and normative potential of democracy, despite the limi-
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Even the idea of ‘needs’, including the
understanding of ‘economic needs’, requires
public discussion and exchange of information,
views, and analyses. [… ] Political rights,
including freedom of expression and discussion,
are not only pivotal in inducing social responses
to economic needs, they are also central to the
conceptualization of economic needs
themselves.

Amartya Sen, 1999a. (Translated from the
Spanish version of the text.)

Information:
a Basic Necessity

BOX 19

52 As M.H. Tavares de Almeida (2002) argues, even within Latin America, there are important variations on this
issue, which should be taken into account when designing any plan. A detailed discussion of this question depends
on a country by country evaluation, which exceeds the scope of this Report.
53 For example, Alain Touraine (1994) notes that European workers obtained their social rights while battling for
general principles like liberty and justice.
54 As Amartya Sen argues in 1999a.



tations that exist at present. From this standpoint,
democracy could be regarded as a set of general princi-
ples of social organization. It is also the main lever that
should be utilized to try to overcome injustice and in-
equality. The possibility that democracy creates, with its
freedoms, for fighting against that injustice and inequal-
ity makes it a boundless and evolving space. This char-
acteristic, and the social dynamic that it allows, makes
democracy, even in light of its serious shortcomings, an
enormously valuable good, which it is worth making the
effort to preserve and strengthen.

The next step involves empirical observa-
tion of the democratic regime, the develop-
ment of citizenship and power.

Thus far we have made quite explicit the ar-
gument that guides this Report. We have ex-
plored succinctly the conceptual bases for the
statement that the global challenge of re-launch-
ing democracy depends on the shift from an
electoral democracy to a citizenship democ-
racy, and we have developed the main argu-
ments for the close connection among the
ideas of democracy, citizenship and State. These
ideas, in turn, have grounded our empirical 
investigation. Without them, the observation
of data would be totally disjointed and prob-

ably would not lead us anywhere. So, trying to
discover how citizens perceive democracy in
their own lives, coming up with the indicators
on the political regime and the development of
citizenship and, finally, consulting those who
are familiar with power concerning the limits
of the State and governments constitute the
main lines of the empirical investigation that
will be developed in the following chapter.
There we will find in greater detail the material
that we have only sketched thus far.

The reader will find that the ideas on these
first pages link up with the empirical results of
the second section. The latter will be developed
in the third section of this Report. There we
elaborate the main ideas suggested by the two
principal challenges to democracy in Latin
America: ensuring freedom; and broadening
the citizenship of its people.
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on the shift from an electoral
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T his section investigates and analyzes the empirical correlation between the theoretical
foundations of the Report presented in the first section and the specific features of democ-

racies in Latin America. The contents of the section are set out below: 

a. A look at democratic regimes in the strictest sense (rules, procedures and institutions that
define the forms of access to the higher echelons of State structures). This includes an
appraisal of data generated by the Electoral Democracy Index (EDI), showing that Latin
America has made significant progress as regards the democratic election of its
governments, as well as observations on other indicators of political citizenship. 

b. An assessment of a series of civil citizenship indicators that reveals that progress as
evinced by the formal recognition of rights is not necessarily matched by effective
implementation of these rights. There are also social citizenship indicators that highlight
relatively limited progress in certain areas and severe failings in others. 

c. An analysis of the impression that Latin Americans have of their democracies, based on
an opinion poll carried out in the 18 different countries and involving 19,508 people.
Although the analysis reveals a clear preference for democracy, as opposed to other forms
of government, it also underlines that this preference does not necessarily translate into
clear and sustained support, as shown in the Democratic Support Index (DSI) and the
profiles of citizenship intensity. 

d. An examination of consultations on key aspects of democracy with 231 leading Latin
American political and social figures, including a distinguished group of Presidents and
Vice-Presidents. The consultations included discussion of subjects like political
participation, controls on the exercise of power, the role of political parties, de facto
powers, illegal powers, formal political powers, and setting an agenda aimed at
strengthening democracy. 
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Political, Civil and Social Citizenship

A linked series of indicators was developed
for this section to depict the current state of de-
mocracy in Latin America. Their scope, mean-
ing and employment should be understood in
the context of the methodological notes to be
found at the end of the Report.

Certain clarifications need to be made con-
cerning the data presented in this section:

a. The indicators do not provide a way of
rating Latin American governments.
They merely aim to shed light on the size-
able arena in which elected public offi-
cials and other actors perform their du-
ties. This does not mean that the data are
to be used to level criticism at, or to rank,
elected authorities. Neither is this a case
of comparing one country with another.

b. They do not constitute a unified index or
ranking of countries.The theoretical frame-
work proposes as its underlying tenet that,
although democracy includes the political
regime, it is not limited to it. With this
starting point in mind, the indicators
point to various aspects or dimensions of
democracy as connected to different po-
litical, civil and social rights. This complex
state of affairs cannot be summed up ade-
quately using one single index. Further-
more, given that indicators tend to reflect
reality with a degree of uncertainty, no

precise classifications are to be found that
assume that errors are non-existent. For
basic methodological reasons the data are
not presented either in the form of a sin-
gle index or as a ranking of countries.

c. The data represent a partial measurement
of a complex situation. They attempt to
capture this complexity by bringing toge-
ther different kinds of indicators, some of
which concern processes, while others cov-
er politics, and still others results.Although
when taken together they make up a fairly
detailed picture, they nevertheless amount
to only a snapshot of reality and do not
provide a comprehensive interpretation of
the concepts measured. Furthermore, in
more than one case, the information avail-
able relates to only one specific point in 
time, as opposed to a long period, which
would allow trends to emerge. Certain as-
pects, often essential for grasping the spe-
cific circumstances in which each country
finds itself, are extremely difficult to portray
using quantitative measurements and are
better understood by employing a qualita-
tive approach.

d. The data refer to the point in time at
which the measurements were taken and
should not be considered as a measure of
the present situation. Given the normal
lapse of time that occurs between the
moment when the measurement is taken

■ Democratic Development Indicators 



78 Democracy in Latin America

and the subsequent process of analysis
and publication, it is important to take
this time lag into consideration when in-
terpreting the data. This issue becomes
particularly significant when one-off or
initial measurements are involved and los-
es importance when long-term historic
or periodic measurements are involved.

e. The new indices presented in this Report
represent a first quali-quantitative approxi-
mation of complex social and political
phenomena. The data selected as the basis
for the various indicators relate to the way
in which the index has been put together.
Accordingly, a change in these self-same
components could affect the level of the
index. The values assigned to the variables
making up the indices are based on a codi-
fication process developed by analysts.
Despite the care taken to ensure that simi-
lar values are assigned to similar situations,
there nevertheless exists a margin of dis-
crepancy directly linked to each analyst’s
individual appreciation of the situation in
question. Consequently, the complicated
process by which these indices were put to-
gether should be taken into account when
studying the results.

Political Citizenship

Electoral Democracy Index (EDI)
The analysis of electoral regimes takes as its

starting point the EDI developed for this Re-
port. The EDI assembles measurements that
correspond to the questions listed below (for a
more detailed explanation, see Box 20):

■ Is the right to vote recognized?
■ Are the elections clean?
■ Are the elections free?
■ Are elections the means of gaining access

to public office?

The EDI gathers together information on 
some of the key elements of democracy. Any vio-

lation, partial or otherwise, of any of the polit-
ical rights of citizens points to the existence of
major obstacles to a democratic regime. How-
ever, it is important to underline that the EDI is
a relatively limited measurement of the exercise
of democ-racy. The achievement of a full elec-
toral democ-racy, measured according to EDI
criteria, is certainly a significant step forward for
citizens’ rights. Yet the establishment of electoral
democracy is only the first step towards greater
rights for citizens.

The most obvious conclusion to be drawn
from the EDI is that Latin America has made sig-
nificant progress as regards the democratization
of the regime through the provision of access to
government. Never before has Latin America
been able to boast of having so many democrat-
ic and durable electoral regimes as it does at the
beginning of the twenty-first century.

Before the first wave of transitions, which
took place towards the end of the 1970s, most
countries in the region were governed by au-
thoritarian regimes. The progress that has been
made since then has been remarkable. The aver-
age value of the EDI (ranging between zero and
one) for Latin America rose swiftly from 0.28 in
1977, to 0.69 in 1985, to 0.86 in 1990. It con-
tinued to improve throughout the 1990s, and by
the end of 2002 stood at 0.93.

The range of experiences is extremely varied,
as illustrated in Graph 1. The Mercosur countries
(Argentina, Brazil and Uruguay, with the excep-
tion of Paraguay) and Chile had already aban-
doned their military regimes by 1990 and have
lived under democratic governments ever since.

However, the story is very different in the
countries of Central America and the Dominican
Republic, which were still embroiled in armed
conflicts during the 1990s (with the exception of
Costa Rica and the Dominican Republic). The
process of democratization began at the same 
time as the peaceful resolution of these conflicts
and has steadily been gaining ground ever since.
In 2002, this sub-region was judged to be the
most democratic in electoral terms.

The experience of the Andean countries
constitutes a third variation. By the beginning
of the 1990s, some (Colombia and Venezuela)



The Electoral Democracy Index (EDI) offers a new way of
measuring the extent of electoral democracy. The EDI,
which was created especially for this Report, has been
the subject of extensive discussion in the academic world
for some time. An important step forward in the debate
on this methodology was taken with the publication by
UNDP of its Human Development Report 2002 under the

subtitle ‘Deepening democracy in a fragmented world’.
The EDI is based on the most recent developments in
this area, as explained in the Technical Notes to the
Statistical Compendium of the Report. The EDI presents
a composite of four elements judged to be critical
components of a democratic regime, as shown in the
following conceptual tree.

The Electoral Democracy Index:
A Contribution to the Debate on Democracy

BOX 20

Accordingly, the way in which the four elements
combine is expressed in the following formula: 

Electoral Democracy Index = 
Right to Vote x Clean Elections 

x Free Elections x Elected 
Public Officials

The EDI is an input into the discussion on, and
analysis of, the real situation in Latin America today
and should not be taken as a conclusive
measurement of democracy. A debate has begun

recently on the possibility of including the
measurement among the criteria used to identify
countries eligible for funding to promote
development. One example is the Millennium
Challenge Account (MCA) run by the government of
the United States, which uses measurements of
democracy and the rule of law developed by
Freedom House and the World Bank, as well as other
data. PRODDAL believes that there is neither
sufficient consensus nor an adequately tried and
tested methodology to warrant taking such decisions
on the basis of measurements of democracy.

Right to Vote

Are all adults within
a country allowed to
vote in elections?

Clean Elections

Is the voting process
carried out without
irregularities that
constrain voters from
autonomously and
accurately expressing
their preferences for
candidates?

Free Elections

Is the electorate
offered a range of
choices that is not
constrained either by
legal restrictions or as
a matter of practical
force?

Elected Public
Officials

Are elections the
means of access to
government offices,
that is, are the
country’s main
political offices (i.e.,
the national
executive and
legislature) filled
through elections and
are the winners of
elections allowed
both to assume office
and serve their full
term in office?

Electoral Democracy Index 
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were living under relatively long-established
democratic regimes, while others (Bolivia,
Ecuador and Peru) had been the first to make
the transition away from military regimes to-
wards the end of the 1970s and the beginning
of the 1980s. However, during the 1990s, this
sub-region began to confront serious problems
that ultimately posed a real threat to the polit-
ical systems of its members.

Finally, Mexico has made a slow but sure
transition to democracy, culminating in the elec-
tion of President Ernesto Zedillo in 1994.

Other more specific conclusions arise from a
more detailed reading of the four indicators se-
lected by the EDI—universal suffrage, clean elec-
tions, free elections and elections as a means of
gaining access to public office.

The key condition of a democratic regime is
the right to vote, as without this all other achieve-
ments become meaningless. There is little var-
iation in this component in Latin America. To-
day, all countries recognize universal suffrage,
although, in some cases, specific restrictions ap-

ply to the right to vote of the military, police,
clergy, foreign residents and expatriate nation-
als.55 Furthermore, in some countries, there are
obstacles that hinder the ease with which the
right to vote is exercised.56 Nonetheless, acknowl-
edgement of universal suffrage is without doubt
a major achievement worth noting. Some of the
most significant political struggles waged during
the first half of the twentieth century concerned
the extension of suffrage to the working class, the
poor and to women.

The EDI also reflects the extent to which vot-
ers’ preferences are faithfully registered by elec-
toral processes. As shown in Table 4, a total of 70
national elections held between 1990 and 2002,
and of these, 13 experienced significant prob-
lems. In two cases (the Dominican Republic in
1994 and Peru in 2000), the international com-
munity considered that the problems were so
great as to undermine the democratic nature of
the electoral process. In most cases, though, the
irregularities do not appear to have had a deci-
sive impact on the outcome of the polls. Further-

Note: the graph is based on data included in the Statistical Compendium of the Report.
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55 See Pamela Paxton et al., 2003.
56 See, for example, the study by Horacio Boneo and Edelberto Torres Rivas, 2001.
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more, the number of problematic elections has
fallen considerably: while there were ten such 
cases (out of a total of 35 elections) between
1990 and 1996, this fell to two (out of 35) be-
tween 1997 and 2002.

The third component of the EDI concerns
free elections. This element is not completely cov-
ered by the concepts of universal suffrage and
clean elections, since it concerns the voter’s right
to choose among alternatives. There are still a
few difficulties in this area, as illustrated in Table
5. Out of a total of 70 national elections held be-

tween 1990 and 2002, there were ten examples of
the ability of candidates to compete freely being
significantly restricted. In spite of this, the trends
make for positive reading. While major restric-
tions were noted in eight of the 35 elections held
between 1990 and 1996, this number fell to two
(out of 35) between 1997 and 2002.

Taken as a whole, the improvement is remark-
able. The legal prohibitions in effect in times 
gone by, which affected ruling parties like the Par-
tido Justicialista (PJ) in Argentina and the Alianza
Popular Revolucionaria Americana (APRA) in

CLEAN ELECTIONS, 1990-2002
Country 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002

Argentina 2 2 2 2 2 2
Bolivia 2 2 2
Brazil 2 2 2 2
Chile 2 2 2 2
Colombia 1 1 1 1 2-
Costa Rica 2 2 2 2
Dominican Republic 1-* 0 * 2 2 2 2
Ecuador 2 2 2 2 2
El Salvador 2 2 2 2 2
Guatemala 1 1 1 2
Honduras 2 2 2
Mexico 2- 2 2 2
Nicaragua 2 2 2
Panama 2 2
Paraguay 1 2
Peru 2 2 1 0 * 2
Uruguay 2 2
Venezuela 2 2 2

Number of cases of elections in which significant irregularities were detected

Latin America (**) 3 1 0 1 3 2 0 0 1 0 1 0 0

Notes: Elections are considered to be ‘clean’ when the electoral process does not involve any irregularities that may prevent voters from autonomously
and accurately registering their preferences for a particular candidate. The EDI does not include those issues related to the competitiveness of the elec-
toral process or to whether or not the winner of the election is allowed to take public office, or to whether all public officials are elected.
Values: 0 = major irregularities in the electoral process that have a determinative effect on the results of the elections (for example, alteration in the
election for the national executive and/or the balance of power in Parliament); 1 = significant irregularities in the electoral process (such as intimi-
dation of voters, acts of violence perpetrated against voters and electoral fraud) which do not, however, have a determinative effect on the result of
elections; 2 = lack of significant irregularities in the voting process (e.g. elections that might include "technical" irregularities but not any systemat-
ic bias of considerable weight).
The signs (+ and -) are used to indicate intermediate situations. When elections are held for both the executive and the legislature in the same year
and irregularities are detected only in the elections for the executive, this is indicated with an asterisk (*). In these cases, the value assigned to the
legislative elections is 2.
(**) The data for the region take into account the total number of elections that took place in a given year with significant or serious irregularities,
that is, they do not score either 2 or 2-.
Sources: Rodolfo Cerdas-Cruz, Juan Rial and Daniel Zovatto, 1992; Juan Rial and Daniel Zovatto, 1998; Kevin Middlebrook, 1998; Tommie Sue
Montgomery, 1999; Robert A. Pastor, 1999; Jonathan Hartlyn, Jennifer McCoy and Thomas J. Mustillo, 2003; reports from the Organization of
American States (OAS), the European Union (EU), the Carter Center and the National Democratic Institute; several articles published in the Journal
of Democracy; and consultations with experts.

TABLE 4
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Peru, as well as other parties with less electoral
weight, such as the Communist Parties in Brazil,
Chile and Costa Rica, no longer exist. These re-
strictive practices, which were employed more or
less continuously from the end of the 1940s until
the 1960s in most cases—although in Brazil they
continued until 1985—have been abandoned.
Similarly, with the resolution of armed conflicts in
Central America during the 1990s, the difficulties
arising from the State’s inability to guarantee the
physical safety of the candidates have been over-
come—with the exception of Colombia.

The fourth component of a democratic sys-
tem of government concerns elections as a
means of gaining access to public office. There

are two issues to note here. One is whether the
key public offices (presidential and parliament-
ary) are actually held by the winners of the elec-
tions. The other is whether those persons elect-
ed to office remain in their posts throughout the
period stipulated by law, or, if they are replaced,
whether this process takes place in accordance
with the terms specified in the Constitution.
This component complements the concept of
the electoral process, as it introduces the issue of
what is really at stake in elections. It has been in-
troduced here because its violation means that
the regime ceases to be democratic, even though
the elections themselves may have been clean.

As shown in Table 6, the current situation in

FREE ELECTIONS, 1990–2002
Country 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002

Argentina 4 4 4 4 4 4
Bolivia 4 4 4
Brazil 4 4 4 4
Chile 4 4 4 4
Colombia 3 3 3 3 3
Costa Rica 4 4 4 4
Dominican Republic 4 4 4 4 4 4
Ecuador 4 4 4 4 4
El Salvador 3 4 4 4 4
Guatemala 3 3 3 4
Honduras 4 4 4
Mexico 4 4 4 4
Nicaragua 4 4 4-
Panama 4 4
Paraguay 4 4
Peru 4 3 4 3 4
Uruguay 4 4
Venezuela 4 4 4

Number of cases of elections in which significant irregularities were detected

Latin America (*) 2 2 1 0 2 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 1

Notes: Elections are considered to be ‘free’ when the electorate is offered a variety of options that are limited neither by legal restrictions nor by
force. This measurement does not include factors that affect the ability of parties and candidates to compete on a level playing field, such as pub-
lic financing, access to the media and the use of other public resources.
Values: 0 = single party system; 1 = ban on major party; 2 = ban on minor party; 3 = restrictions of a legal or practical nature that significantly
affect the ability of potential candidates to run for office and/or the formation of political parties (for example, systematic assassination or
intimidation of candidates, proscriptions barring popular candidates from competing and legal or practical restrictions that hinder the formation
of parties or that lead certain parties to boycott the elections); 4 = essentially unrestricted conditions for the presentation of candidates and the
formation of parties.
Plus and minus signs (+ and -) are used to refer to intermediate situations.
(*) The data for the region cover the total number of elections held in one year in which significant restrictions were detected, that is, they do not
score either 4 or 4-.
Sources: Rodolfo Cerdas-Cruz, Juan Rial and Daniel Zovatto, 1992; Juan Rial and Daniel Zovatto, 1998; Kevin Middlebrook, 1998; Tommie Sue 
Montgomery, 1999; Robert A. Pastor, 1999; various articles published in the Journal of Democracy; and consultations with experts.

TABLE 5
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Latin America is very encouraging in this regard.
It is generally accepted that all of the major pub-
lic offices (presidential and parliamentary) are
to be filled through elections and that the au-
thorities elected are to remain in office for the
duration of their mandates. The handover of the
presidency is now common practice, in contrast
to the situation in Latin America between 1950
and 1980. This is one of the clearest signs of the
giant strides forward that democracy has taken
and the transformation it has wrought on polit-
ical structures across the region.

However, there are two exceptions that de-

serve a closer look. In Chile, the appointment of
designated Senators makes it very difficult for the
preferences of the majority to be registered ap-
propriately in Parliament. The other exception,
which is more widespread, concerns the at-
tempts to oust elected authorities from power in
ways that do not comply completely with the 
rules laid down in the Constitution. Examples
include: the closure of Parliament by Peruvian
President Alberto Fujimori in 1992; the failed at-
tempts by Guatemalan President Jorge Serrano
to shut down Congress in 1993; the removal of
Ecuadorian President Abdala Bucaram from 

ELECTIONS AS THE MEANS OF GAINING ACCESS  TO PUBLIC OFFICE, 1990-2002
Country 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002

Argentina 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4- 4
Bolivia 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4
Brazil 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4
Chile 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
Colombia 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4
Costa Rica 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4
Dominican Republic 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4
Ecuador 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 3+ 4 4 3 3 3
El Salvador 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4
Guatemala 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4
Honduras 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4
Mexico 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4
Nicaragua 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4
Panama 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4
Paraguay 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 2+ 4 4 4
Peru 4 4 2 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4
Uruguay 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4
Venezuela 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 3-

Number of cases of elections in which significant irregularities were detected

Latin America  (*) 1 1 2 2 1 1 1 2 1 2 2 2 3

Notes: Elections are considered to be the means of gaining access to key national public offices within the executive and legislative institutions
if the winners of the elections take office and remain there throughout the periods stipulated by law. If the holders of public office are replaced,
the way in which they are removed from office is analyzed, as is the selection of their replacement.
Values: 0 = none of the main political offices are filled through elections or all of the main political office holders are forcefully displaced from
office and replaced by unconstitutional rulers; 1= a few political offices are filled by winners of elections or most of the main political office holders
are forcefully displaced from office and replaced by unconstitutional rulers; 2 = the president or the parliament are not elected or are forcefully
displaced from office and replaced by unconstitutional rulers; 3 = the president or the parliament are elected but the president is displaced from
office and/or replaced by semiconstitutional means; or a significant number of parliamentarians are not elected or are forcefully displaced from
office; 4 = All of the main political offices are filled by elections and none of the main political office holders are displaced from office unless their
removal from power and their replacement is based on strictly constitutional grounds.
Plus and minus signs (+ and -) are used to refer to intermediate situations.
(*) The data for the region cover the total number of elections held in one year in which significant restrictions were detected, that is, they do not
score either 4 or 4-.
Sources: Jorge Domínguez and Abraham Lowenthal, 1996; Jorge Domínguez, 1998; Larry Diamond et al., 1999; Thomas Walker and Ariel Armony,
2000; Aníbal Pérez-Liñan, 2001 and 2003; and consultations with experts.
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office in 1997; the assassination of Paraguayan
Vice-President Luis María Argaña in 1999; the
ousting of Ecuadorian President Jamil Mahuad
in 2000; the fall of Argentinean President Fer-
nando de la Rúa in 2001; and the crisis sparked
by the attempts to remove Venezuelan President
Hugo Chávez from office in April 2002. These
events did not, however, lead to classic military
coups like those that tended to occur following
the breakdown of democratic regimes not so
long ago in Latin America. Nonetheless, they in-
terrupted the exercise of power in other ways.

There are many instances of the right to dem-
ocratic access to public office not being respect-
ed. Between 1990 and 2002, considerable restric-

tions of different kinds were placed on the appli-
cation of this principle in six out of the region’s
18 countries. This is a negative trend, as the rate
of cases increased from one a year in 1990 to th-
ree a year by 2002.

Other Indicators of the Democratic Regime 
to ensure Access to Office

Other relevant indicators need to be taken
into account, as well as the various aspects of a
democratic regime included in the EDI.

Electoral Participation
Citizen participation in the electoral process

in Latin America is generally of a good level, al-

ELECTORAL PARTICIPATION, 1990-2002

Argentina Yes Automatic 98.3 78.0 70.9
Bolivia Yes Not automatic 76.8 55.2 51.8
Brazil Yes Not automatic 92.4 75.9 54.6
Chile Yes Not automatic 83.6 74.4 66.6
Colombia No Automatic 78.2 33.3 30.0
Costa Rica Yes Automatic 90.9 68.8 66.5
Dominican Republic Yes Not automatic 85.1 53.6 55.2
Ecuador Yes Automatic 98.1 65.8 52.5
El Salvador Yes Not automatic 88.3 38.7 36.6
Guatemala Yes Not automatic 78.0 36.2 31.5
Honduras Yes Automatic 101.2 (*) 68.3 63.7
Mexico Yes Not automatic 90.2 59.3 57.3
Nicaragua No Not automatic 95.8 77.9 73.7
Panama Yes Automatic 98.0 72.3 68.2
Paraguay Yes Not automatic 72.7 53.9 51.9
Peru Yes Not automatic 87.0 66.6 49.2
Uruguay Yes Not automatic 103.8 (*) 94.8 91.6
Venezuela No Automatic 80.9 45.7 35.6
Latin America (**) 89.3 62.7 56.1

Extra-Regional References

Western Europe 96.2 73.6
United States 69.5 43.3

Notes:
(*) Those figures that exceed 100 percent indicate that the number of people on the electoral registers is greater than the number of those eligi-
ble to vote. This situation generally occurs when the electoral registers have not been adequately purged.
(**) The data for the region as a whole are based on the average for all the countries.
Sources: Fernández Baeza, 1998; Election Process Information Collection (EPIC), 2002; María Gratschew, 2001 and 2002; International Institute
for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA), 2002b; León-Rosch, 1998; Reyes, 1998; several national Constitutions; and calculations made on
the basis of information provided on CD-ROM in J. Payne et al., 2002, and data on the 2001 and 2002 elections provided by official sources.

TABLE 7

Country Civic Duties Civic Participation 

Compulsory 
Vote 
(2002)

Electoral
Registration
Procedure 
(2000)

Registered Voters
(as % of Population
with Right to Vote)

Voters
(as % of Population
with Right to Vote)

Valid Votes
(as % of Population
average 1990-2002)
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though there are significant differences among
countries. At the regional level, 89.3 of the elec-
torate is registered to vote, 62.7 actually votes,
and 56.1 deposits a valid vote. These figures in-
dicate that it is possible for a candidate to win
an election without the support of the majority
of the population. These percentages are below
those of Western Europe but above those of the
United States. Nevertheless, the general level of
participation in Latin America tends to be stable
over long periods.

In some Latin American countries, the level
of electoral participation is very low. For in-
stance, the percentage of voters in Venezuela
(45.7), El Salvador (38.7), Guatemala (36.2) and
Colombia (33.3) is very low and a cause for con-
cern. Electoral participation in Bolivia, the Do-
minican Republic and Paraguay is somewhat
higher, but still low. Although abstention is not
a problem in the region as a whole, it is never-
theless a key issue in certain countries.

Electoral Competition and the Selection 
of Candidates

Other indicators cast light on the way in
which candidates are selected, an issue that im-
pacts directly on electoral competition. This is
a complex process revolving around the politi-
cal parties, institutions that, across the region,
are the vehicle par excellence for candidates
who wish to stand for public office. On this
topic, it should be noted that significant differ-
ences exist among the countries of Latin Amer-
ica with regard to three key issues:

■ the monopoly that parties have over
nominees for public office and the possi-
bility for independent candidates to
stand separately;

■ the rules for setting up national parties;
and

■ the legal requirement to hold internal
elections within parties in order to nomi-
nate candidates.

As shown in Table 8, in Colombia, Costa
Rica, Honduras, Mexico, Paraguay, Uruguay
and Venezuela, new actors have only to over-

come minor hurdles before they can enjoy ac-
cess to an electoral contest. In these countries,
a certain number of internal party democrat-
ic practices or rules apply. An intermediate
group consists of Argentina, Brazil, Chile, the
Dominican Republic, Ecuador and Panama,
where more obvious barriers to entry exist,
alongside a number of legal requirements that
affect the nomination of certain candidates, or
where the use of primaries is limited to the
election of party candidates. In a third group
of countries—comprising Bolivia, El Salvador,
Guatemala, Nicaragua and Peru—the power
to select candidates is highly concentrated in
the hands of the party elite.

The problems of barriers to entry and of
internal party democratic rules and practices
are certainly complex. Before a comprehen-
sive analysis can be presented, it is necessary
to obtain more detailed information than that
which is currently available about independ-
ent candidates, the setting up of parties, the
procedures they follow in order to select their
own candidates, the conditions under which
candidates compete in primaries and the way
that the primaries are controlled.

One relevant point that has a bearing on
electoral competition is the existence of legis-
lation that opens up the political arena to wo-
men by reserving for them a certain number
of places on the party lists for the national leg-
islature. This kind of legislation has been
adopted by many countries in the region over
the past ten years. Between 1991 and 2003, 11
of Latin America’s 18 countries introduced
quota laws that, by and large, require that
20–40 percent of the places on party legisla-
tive lists be assigned to women. This instrument

Citizen participation in the
electoral process in Latin America

is generally of a good level,
although there are significant
differences among countries.
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undoubtedly represents a vast improvement,
as it enshrines in law formal recognition of the
need to create greater opportunities for wo-
men. However, it is only a first step towards
overcoming the many obstacles that still lie in
the way of women who want to compete in the
political arena on equal terms with men.

Another relevant issue that has a bearing
on the electoral contest concerns the rules on
political funding. Its impact is increasingly
evident with respect to the nature of the elec-

toral contest itself, as the matter is directly re-
lated not only to whether the elections are free
and fair, but also to whether everybody has the
same opportunity to run.

Information on State financing of elections
and parties reveals a broad range of situations.
In order to ensure that the issue of financing
does not undermine the electoral process,
some countries use public funds to finance
part of an election campaign, assigning fund-
ing in proportion to votes or facilitating ad-
vertising in the media, largely television spots.
Most countries resort to a mixed funding sys-
tem, although there is a trend towards assum-
ing greater control, as its implementation still
presents difficulties.

Electoral Representation
It is also important to take into account

certain features of the people and the parties
elected to public office. The number of female
members of national legislatures in Latin
America has increased from eight percent at
the end of the 1980s to 15.5 percent at the
time of the last election, although there are
considerable differences among countries.

The number of indigenous peoples in the
lower or single chamber of the legislature in
2001–2002 stood at: around 0.8 percent in Peru
(one out of 120); 3.3 percent (four out of 121)
in Ecuador; 12.4 percent (14 out of 113) in
Guatemala; and 26.2 percent (34 out of 130) in
Bolivia.57 These statistics are in stark contrast to
the percentage of the population of these coun-
tries that native communities comprise (43, 34,
60 and 61 percent respectively).58

Finally, the number of descendants of Afri-
can peoples in the lower chamber of the legis-
lature in Brazil stood at: 0.8 percent (four out
of a total of 479) between 1983 and 1987; 2.1
percent (ten out of 487) between 1987 and
1991; 3.2 percent (16 out of 503) between

57 These figures may change even during the period indicated, according to the criteria used by the observers consulted.
Personal communication from L.E. López Hurtado, 2002, and Simón Pachano, FLACSO-Ecuador, 2003; and US Depart-
ment of State, 2001.
58 These figures are the average of the highest and lowest estimates provided by José Matos Mar, 1993, pp. 232–233.
Also see Angela Meentzen, 2002, p. 12.

QUOTAS FOR FEMALE CANDIDATES TO

THE LEGISLATURE, 2003 (% OF TOTAL)
Lower or Single Year 

Country Chamber Senate adopted

Argentina 30 30 1991
Bolivia 30 25 1997
Brazil 30 0 1997
Chile 0 0 -
Colombia 0 0 -
Costa Rica 40 - 1996
Dominican Republic 25 - 1997
Ecuador 20 - 1997
El Salvador 0 - -
Guatemala 0 - -
Honduras 30 - 2000
Mexico 30 30 2002
Nicaragua 0 - -
Panama 30 - 1997
Paraguay 20 20 1996
Peru 30 - 1997
Uruguay 0 0 -
Venezuela 0 - -

Notes: these figures represent the minimum percentage of women
candidates that each party must propose for the parliament. The
information only includes the quotas stipulated in the legislation
on political parties and legislatures; it does not refer to the quo-
tas set out in internal party regulations. The minus sign indicates
that the information is not applicable.
Sources: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
(ECLAC), 1999, p. 69; Myriam Méndez-Montalvo and Julie Ballington,
2002; OAS Inter-American Commission of Women, 2002; and the
International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance
(IDEA), 2003.

TABLE 9
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1991 and 1995; and 2.8 percent (15 out of 511)
between 1995 and 1999.59 Afro-descendants
represent approximately 44 percent of the
population of Brazil.60

Various relevant indicators also consider
the issue of representation from the perspec-
tive of the political parties. One relatively
simple measurement takes into account the
percentage of votes received by those political
parties that do not enjoy representation in the
lower or single chamber of the national legis-
lature. The regional average of 4.3 percent is
relatively low, and in some countries—Brazil,
Honduras, Paraguay and Uruguay—the per-
centage of valid votes won by parties that do
not enjoy representation is extremely low.
However, in other countries—Chile, Costa
Rica and Guatemala—this number is high,

varying between 7.8 and 12.3 percent. Simi-
larly, the index of disproportionate represen-
tation—a more complex measurement that
refers to the relationship between the votes
cast for specific parties and the seats won by
them in the lower or single chamber of the
national legislature—paints a fairly positive
picture. The regional average of 5.6 percent is
reasonably moderate, indicating that there is
a considerable degree of correlation between
the number of votes received and the seats
won by each party. Furthermore, in various
countries—Colombia, Honduras, Nicaragua
and Uruguay—this index is particularly low,
although in others, such as Guatemala and
Panama, it is high, fluctuating between 11.9
and 13.9 percent.

59 Ollie A. Johnson III, 1998, pp. 103–105.
60 Cristina Torres, 2001, p. 94.

SEATS IN CONGRESS WON BY WOMEN, 1990-2003

Argentina 1989 6.3 1995 21.8 2003 34.1
Bolivia 1989 9.2 1997 11.5 2002 18.5
Brazil 1986 5.3 1994 7.0 2002 8.6
Chile 1989 5.8 1997 10.8 2001 12.5
Colombia 1986 4.5 1994 10.8 2002 12.0
Costa Rica 1986 10.5 1994 14.0 2002 35.1
Dominican Republic 1986 7.5 1994 11.7 2002 17.3
Ecuador 1988 4.5 1994 4.5 2002 16.0
El Salvador 1988 11.7 1994 10.7 2003 10.7
Guatemala 1985 7.0 1994 7.5 2003 8.2
Honduras 1989 10.2 1997 9.4 2001 5.5
Mexico 1988 12.0 1994 14.2 2003 22.6
Nicaragua 1984 14.8 1996 9.7 2001 20.7
Panama 1989 7.5 1994 8.3 1999 9.9
Paraguay 1989 5.6 1993 2.5 2003 8.8
Peru 1985 5.6 1995 10.0 2001 17.5
Uruguay 1989 6.1 1994 7.1 1999 12.1
Venezuela 1988 10.0 1993 5.9 2000 9.7
Latin America (*) 8.0 9.9 15.5

Notes: the numbers refer to the percentage of seats won by women in the lower or single chamber of the national legislature. The data refer to
the results of the elections held in the year indicated and may vary from poll to poll.
(*) The data for the region as a whole are based on the average for all countries.
Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU), 1995 and 2003.

TABLE 11

End of 1980s Middle of 1990s Last Elections

Country Year % Women Year % Women Year % Women
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Evaluation of the Democratic Regime 
to ensure Access to Office 

According to the components of the EDI, we
may observe that, in Latin America:

■ every citizen enjoys the right to vote
without restriction;

■ clean elections have become common
practice, and there has been marked
progress towards free elections. There
have been a few isolated cases of electoral
fraud and other irregularities, as well as
of voters being intimidated; and 

■ significant improvements have been
made with respect to gaining access to
public office through elections. General-
ly, the key posts within the executive and
the legislative branches of the State at the
national level are held by elected candi-
dates and the transition between govern-
ments takes place in accordance with con-
stitutional rules, even in times of political
or socio-political crisis (after the head of
a government has resigned). There are a
few exceptions, including, most notably,
isolated attempts to topple elected rulers
using unconstitutional means.

The following observations can be made
about those aspects of a democratic regime that
are not included in the EDI:

■ The level of citizen participation in elec-
toral processes is fairly high in Latin
America, although we have detected a
shift towards a lower level of electoral
participation in some countries.

■ There are no marked trends as regards
obstacles to participation in the electoral
contest, nor concerning citizen participa-
tion in the selection of candidates. How-
ever, in several countries, the party elite
has centralized decision-making with re-
gard to the nomination of candidates.

■ There is a tendency to introduce legal reg-
ulations designed to create greater oppor-
tunities for citizen involvement. This is

PROPORTIONALITY OF

REPRESENTATION VIA POLITICAL

PARTIES, 1990-2002

Argentina 3.8 6.7
Bolivia 4.2 5.0
Brazil 1.4 3.8
Chile 8.9 7.2
Colombia 4.8 3.0
Costa Rica 7.8 5.0
Dominican Republic 5.4 6.3
Ecuador 4.2 5.9
El Salvador 2.2 4.7
Guatemala 12.3 11.9
Honduras 0.4 2.5
Mexico 3.7 5.7
Nicaragua 2.4 2.7
Panama 4.9 13.9
Paraguay 0.7 6.1
Peru 3.5 5.2
Uruguay 0.5 0.6
Venezuela 6.2 5.3

Latin America (*) 4.3 5.6

Notes: the term ‘percentage of votes won by parties without
parliamentary representation’ refers to votes cast during
elections for seats in the lower or single chamber of the
legislature. The term ‘electoral disproportionality’ refers to the
deviation of a party’s share of the seats from its share of the
votes. The measure of electoral disproportionality for the lower
house or single chamber, in this table, is the least squares index,
which is calculated by squaring the vote seat share difference for
each party, adding up all of these figures, dividing the total by
two and taking the square root of the resulting value. A low
figure can be interpreted as an indication that parties receive a
number of seats that is closely proportional to their share of the
votes, while higher numbers indicate that the relationship
between these two variables is more disproportional.
(*) The data for the region as a whole is based on the average for
all countries.
Sources: calculations made on the basis of data on the CD-ROM
in J. Payne et al., 2002, and data on the 2001 and 2002 elections
obtained from official sources.

TABLE 12

Percentage of
Votes won by
Parties without
Parliamentary
Representation
(average
1990–2002)

Index of
Electoral
Disproportionality
(average
1990–2002)Country
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Although they may refuse a citizen’s request,
public officials must nevertheless ensure that the
treatment they provide meets two conditions:
that their decisions respect the rights and dignity
of people and that they are backed by a legal
mandate approved by democratic means.
Otherwise, the citizen is being abused. A certain
percentage of cases of abuse may be due to
circumstance, but circumstance does not explain
satisfactorily the existence of recurring patterns
of abuse in exchanges between the State and its
citizens. Accordingly, the Report examines
whether patterns of abuse exist in order to see
whether this is due to structural reasons, such as
the persistent presence of undemocratic practices
in the way the State is organized and run.  
One of the first findings of the Report is that,
in 2002, a small proportion of persons declared
that they had contacted a public body in
connection with formal procedure (39.9
percent). A very high percentage of these
persons stated that they had suffered some
form of abuse at the hands of the public
officials (78 percent). In most cases, these
abuses were relatively minor (long queues, the
observance of unnecessary formalities, and
information being refused or obtained with
difficulty). Other factors also have a bearing on
the situation, such as the lack of appropriate
facilities and the fact that demands on services
may be at an optimum. However, a major
concern is the extensive reference to
experiences of serious abuse: almost one in four
persons who had had dealings with public
authorities claimed to have been humiliated,
treated with disrespect or asked for a bribe
(22.3 percent). In these cases, the interviewees
felt that their right to fair treatment and to
respect for personal dignity had been violated
by public officials.

Handling of Citizens’ requests by Public Authorities 

BOX 21

EXPERIENCES OF TREATMENT AMONG PEOPLE WHO HAVE

PRESENTED THEMSELVES AT A PUBLIC INSTITUTION

OVER THE PAST 12 MONTHS, 2002

Contact with a Bad experiences:
public entity severe and minor 6.1 15.4

Bad experiences:
severe 2.8 6.9
Bad experiences:
minor 22.2 55.7
No bad 
experiences (2) 8.8 22.0

Total 39.9 100.0

No contact with 
a public entity 60.1

Total 100.0

Notes: the column ‘percentage of total’ is based on interviews with
19,536 people who stated whether or not they had presented them-
selves at a public institution in the past 12 months.The column ‘per-
centage of those involved’ is based only on the views of 7,790 in-
terviewees who stated that they had presented themselves at a
public institution over the past 12 months and who therefore had
experience of receiving treatment.
(1) Minor bad experiences: long queues, the observance of
unnecessary formalities, and information being refused or
obtained with difficulty. Severe bad experiences: the interviewee
was asked for a bribe or felt humiliated, or the officials were
disrespectful or rude.
(2) It is supposed that the interviewees did not have bad
experiences if the answer to question p12u was that they had
presented themselves at a public institution and if they did not
answer question p13u, which only allows for negative replies.
Source: results of processing answers to question p13u in the UNDP
Proprietary Section of Latinobarómetro 2002.

TABLE 13

Status
Percentage
of Total 

Percentage
of Those
Involved

Experience of
Treatment (1)



the case with respect to those laws prom-
ulgated in most Latin American countries
that set quotas on the number of women
to be included on legislative lists.

■ Between the end of the 1980s and today,
the number of women in the legislatures
of Latin America has risen, although it
falls far short of their demographic rep-
resentation. Such a shortcoming is even
more marked when it comes to the legis-
lative representation of indigenous com-
munities and Afro-descendants.

■ The electoral systems permit a consid-
erable degree of proportionality be-

tween the level of electoral support and
the level of representation enjoyed by
political parties in legislative institu-
tions.

■ Few countries have as yet passed legisla-
tion on the financing of political parties
and electoral campaigns, which facilita-
tes access to public funding and effective
regulation of money in politics.

Other Dimensions of Political Citizenship
Political citizenship is not merely about

the relationship between voters and decision-
makers, but also extends to the particular
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OVERALL PRESIDENTIAL POWERS, 2002
Index of Formal 

Country Non-Legislative Powers (1) Legislative Powers (2) Presidential Powers (3)

Argentina 0.38 Medium low (*) 0.44 Medium high (*) 0.41 Medium high (*)
Bolivia 0.50 Medium high 0.23 Medium low 0.37 Medium low
Brazil 0.50 Medium high 0.62 Very high 0.56 Very high
Chile 0.50 Medium high 0.66 Very high 0.58 Very high
Colombia 0.00 Very low 0.59 Very high 0.29 Very low
Costa Rica 0.50 Medium high 0.23 Medium low 0.36 Medium low
Dominican Republic 0.50 Medium high 0.37 Medium low 0.44 Medium high
Ecuador 0.50 Medium high 0.59 Very high 0.55 Very high
El Salvador 0.50 Medium high 0.33 Medium low 0.42 Medium high
Guatemala 0.25 Medium low 0.29 Medium low 0.27 Very low
Honduras 0.50 Medium high 0.25 Medium low 0.38 Medium low
Mexico 0.50 Medium high 0.24 Medium low 0.37 Medium high
Nicaragua 0.50 Medium high 0.25 Medium low 0.38 Medium low
Panama 0.50 Medium high 0.43 Medium high 0.46 Medium high
Paraguay 0.50 Medium high 0.19 Very low 0.34 Medium low
Peru 0.13 Very low 0.50 Medium high 0.31 Medium low
Uruguay 0.38 Medium low 0.38 Medium 0.38 Medium low
Venezuela 0.19 Very low 0.30 Medium low 0.25 Very low

Latin America 0.41 0.38 0.40

Extra-regional references

United States 0.48 Medium high 0.15 Very low 0.31 Medium low

Notes:
(1) This figure is the average of the points assigned according to the capacity of the legislature to cast a vote of censorship to the Cabinet and the
capacity of the executive power to dissolve the national legislature. The scales were standardized between zero and one to allow comparison.
(2) The weighted average of the legislative powers of the President.
(3) The general index of the formal powers vested in the President is an average of the legislative and non-legislative presidential powers.
(*) The level of any of these powers is assessed from a comparative regional perspective. A ‘very high’ level in any of the power dimensions sig-
nifies that the country’s record is above one standard deviation from the regional average. ‘Medium high’ means that its score falls between the
regional average and one positive standard deviation. This same method is used to grade the ‘medium low’ and ‘very low’ levels.
Sources: Matthew Sobert Shugart and John Carey, 1992; Scott Mainwaring and Matthew Sobert Shugart, 1997; John M. Carey and Matthew
Sobert Shugart, 1998; David Samuels, 2000; David Altman, 2001 and 2002; J. Payne et al., 2002; and Georgetown University and the Organization
of American States (OAS), 2002.

TABLE 14



orientation of those self-same decision-mak-
ers—elected or not—towards public welfare
or personal gain. Therefore, a key aspect to be
taken into consideration is accountability and
control over how public officials perform
their duties. In this section we will analyze
firstly the classic constitutional powers (exec-
utive, legislative and judicial), then the public
bodies charged with overseeing State activi-
ties at the horizontal level, and finally, a few
direct democracy instruments that may offer
opportunities for citizen participation in pol-
icymaking.

Classic Constitutional Powers
The first characteristic to take note of with

respect to the issue of political oversight con-
cerns the relationship that exists among the
classic constitutional powers. Political oversight
is rendered more effective when there is a genu-
ine division of powers, each of which is legally
empowered to control the others and to sanc-
tion their conduct.

The relationship between the executive and
the legislature is perhaps the most important
factor in the association between the branches
of government. This is particularly the case in
Latin America, given its presidential tradition—
whether overtly authoritarian or not—as well as
the tendency of the executive to overrule the 
legislature.

We should note here that the formal powers
vested in Latin American Presidents is relatively
great compared with the classic style of presi-
dential rule as seen in the United States.

Another key point concerns the power held
by the judiciary and its degree of independence
from the other branches. Many Latin American
countries have undertaken constitutional and
legal reforms aimed at reinforcing the inde-
pendence of the judiciary. Despite such reforms,
in several countries, the executive still reserves
for itself significant powers vis-à-vis the nomi-
nation of Supreme Court judges. However, pri-

or vetting of judges by some sort of council of
jurists or magistrates is becoming more wide-
spread, as it is an instrument that has the po-
tential—although this has not yet been proven
definitely—to reduce the level of political in-
fluence over the selection process, as well as to
enhance the independence and professional sta-
tus of the judicial branch. In nearly all of the
countries of the region, another entity, generally
connected with the legislature, is responsible for
selecting candidates from a list of nominations
and ratifying their selection based on an overall
or qualified majority.

To sum up, the indicators shown in Table 14
suggest that, at least formally speaking, the judi-
cial branch of government avails itself of a con-
siderable degree of autonomy and authority in
the exercise of its functions. There is not enough
information currently available, though, to allow
us to draw any definitive conclusions about the
true independence of the judicial authorities in
Latin America, as the indicators only refer to
matters of form and frequently ignore some fun-
damental realities. We still do not have a reliable
and broadly accepted method of measuring the
degree of independence of the judiciary. Accord-
ing to several surveys and the opinions of ex-
perts, there has been marked improvement in
the level of independence of the judicial branch,
but serious problems still exist in the region as a
whole.61

Another issue that needs to be examined
once there is enough information available is
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Political oversight is rendered
more effective when there is a

genuine division of powers, each
of which is legally empowered to
control the others and to sanction

their conduct.

61 Edmundo Jarquín and Fernando Carrillo, 1998; P. Domingo, 1999; William C. Prillaman, 2000; Margaret Popkin,
2001; and Linn Hammergren, 2002.
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JUDICIAL POWERS, 2002

(CONT. IN P. 95)

TABLE 15

Conditions for the Appointment of Judges

Country
Constitutional 
Texts

Initial Selection of
Candidates

Selection and 
Appointment

Period of 
Appointment 

Control of
Constitutionality 

Argentina 1853 Constitution,
1994 reform

Executive nominates
candidates (*)

Senate appoints
(2/3 vote)

Life tenure 
(obligatory
retirement at 75)

Supreme Court

Bolivia 1967 Constitution,
1994 reform

Judicial Council
presents shortlist

Congress in plenary
session selects from list
and appoints (2/3 vote)

Ten years, option 
to re-elect after 
a period

Constitutional Tribunal

Brazil 1988 Constitution,
1998 reform 

Executive nominates
candidates

Senate appoints
(absolute majority)

Life tenure 
(obligatory 
retirement at 70)

Federal Supreme
Tribunal

Chile 1980 Constitution,
1997 reform

Supreme Court 
presents shortlist 

President selects from
list and Senate
appoints (2/3 vote)

Life tenure 
(obligatory
retirement at 75)

Constitutional Tribunal

Colombia 1991 Constitution,
1997 reform

Higher Council 
of Jurists presents
list

Supreme Court 
selects  from list and
appoints  (absolute
majority)

Eight years, without
re-election

Constitutional Court

Costa Rica 1949 Constitution,
reformed in 1954
and 1993

Congress identifies
candidates

Congress selects
candidates from list
and appoints

Eight years, re-election
permitted

Special chamber of
Supreme Court

Ecuador 1978 Constitution,
reformed in 1986,
1993, 1996 and 1997

Supreme Court
nominates candidates 

Supreme Court
appoints
(2/3 vote)

Life tenure Constitutional Tribunal

El Salvador 1983 Constitution,
1996 reform

National Council of
Jurists and lawyers’
associations of El 
Salvador present list

Congress selects from
list and appoints
(2/3 vote)

Nine years, successive
re-election

Special chamber of
Supreme Court

Guatemala 1985 Constitution,
1994 reform

Applications
Commission made 
up of governmental
and non-govern-
mental  members
presents list 

Congress selects from 
list and appoints
(2/3 vote) 

Five years, re-election
permitted

Constitutional Court

Honduras 1982 Constitution,
2000 reform

Nomination Comittee,
with non-governmental
membership,
presents list

Congress selects from
list and appoints
(2/3 vote)

Seven years,
successive re-election

Constitutional
chamber                        

Mexico 1917 Constitution,
reformed in 1992,
1993 and 1994

Executive presents list Senate selects from 
list and appoints
(2/3 of those present)

15 years, without
re-election 

Supreme Court 

Dominican
Republic

1966 Constitution,
1995 reform           

National Council of
Jurists identifies
candidates

National Council of
Jurists appoints
(absolute majority)

Life tenure (obligatory
retirement at 75)

Supreme Court
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the use that the judiciary makes of its growing
autonomy, at least in some countries. In itself,
such independence does not preclude (and
might even facilitate) the corruption of the ju-
diciary and entanglement with particular cor-
porate interests. We hope that the huge amount
of effort being invested in reforming the judi-
cial branch, not to mention the considerable
amount of international financial assistance
that has been provided, will result in greater
heed being paid to this issue than has hitherto
been the case. The independence, growing pro-
fessionalism and appropriate authority vested

in this branch of the State become fully justified
only when they are put wholeheartedly at the
service of not just a rule of law, but a democratic
rule of law.

Mandated Oversight Agencies
Other State entities that contribute to po-

litical control are those specialize in horizon-
tal oversight of the activities of the State.62

These agencies are distinct from the classic
constitutional powers as their sphere of activ-
ity is limited to some more specific functions.

The first kind of entity is that which is in

JUDICIAL POWERS, 2002

Note:
(*) In Argentina, the process of appointing judges to the Supreme Court has been modified by Decree No. 222 of 19 June 2003.
Sources: State of the Nation Project 1999, p. 199; Elin Skaar, 2001, Appendix 1; UNDP, 2002b, pp. 78 and 81; OEA-CIDH (Organization of
American States-Inter American Commission of Human Rights), 2003; Institute of Comparative Public Law, 2003; Andean Commission of Jurists,
2003; and various national Constitutions.

Country Constitutional Texts
Initial Selection 
of Candidates                  

Selection and 
Appointment

Period of
Appointment             

Control of
Constitutionality 

TABLE 15 (CONT. OF P. 94)

Conditions for the Appointment of Judges

Panama 1972 Constitution,
reformed in 1978,
1983 and 1984 

President and Cabinet
present list

Congress appoints
(absolute majority)

Ten years, re-election
permitted 

Supreme Court

Paraguay 1992 Constitution Council of Magistrates
presents list

Senate appoints, with 
approval of executive 

Five years, re-election
implies life tenure
(obligatory retirement
at 75)

Supreme Court

Uruguay 1967 Constitution         Congress identify
candidates

Congress (both
chambers) in plenary
session approves 
(2/3 vote)

Ten years, re-election 
permitted at alternate
five-year periods
thereafter (obligatory
retirement at 75)

Supreme Court

Venezuela 1999 Constitution National Applications 
Judicial Committee
presents list

Congress selects from 12 years, without 
list and appoints 
re-election

Supreme Justice
Tribunal

Peru 1993 Constitution National Council of
Magistrates identify
candidates             

National Council of  
Magistrates appoints
(2/3 vote)

Obligatory retirement
at 70

Constitutional Tribunal   

62 Enrique Peruzzotti and Catalina Smulovitz, 2002a.

Nicaragua 1987 Constitution,
1995 reform

Executive and
Congress present list

Congress selects from
list and appoints
(6/10 vote) 

Five years, re-election
permitted 

Supreme Court
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charge of public finance, whose duty is to en-
sure that public funds are used according to
the rules and procedures set out in law: comp-
troller’s offices, auditing offices or general ac-
counting offices. All of the countries of Latin
America have institutions that perform these
functions. Nevertheless, there are significant
variations in the degree of independence of
these bodies from the executive (the branch
of State that is their main target) and the real
weight that their oversight decisions carry in
practice. In most countries of the region, the
highest audit agencies are appointed by the le-
gislature subject to specific conditions, such
as a qualified vote, prior recommendation by
the Supreme Court, and, in certain cases,
recommendations from non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs). However, in three 
countries—Bolivia, Chile and Ecuador—the

executive appoints these authorities directly.
In 12 of the 18 countries, the authority wield-
ed by these audit agencies is weak to moder-
ate and their decisions are not binding or, if
they are, they lack the legal backing to guar-
antee compliance.

A second kind of entity is the Office of the
Attorney General or Public Prosecutor. These
bodies are responsible for the legal represen-
tation of the State and, in several countries,
have the capacity to take public penal action.
Less information is available on them. Unlike
auditing offices, not all countries have an At-
torney General. The executive may intervene
both to appoint and remove the head of this
kind of entity.

Lastly, since 1990, most countries in Latin
America have established the post of Om-
budsman, with the exception of Brazil, Chile
and Uruguay. This office is distinct from
those mentioned above in that it is open to
citizens who wish to make an accusation or
formal complaint. Effectively, the office oper-
ates as an agent with a horizontal and vertical
line of accountability. Generally speaking, the
legislature is responsible for appointing and
removing its directors. The rate of consolida-
tion and the success of the Ombudsman’s of-
fice in Latin America are, however, extremely
varied.63

The existence of these organisms reveals a
positive trend. Their tasks include overseeing
and, in some cases, punishing public officials.
They offer another alternative to classic con-
stitutional power in the area of political gov-
ernance accountability, although in some
countries they lack the resources necessary to
carry out their tasks effectively or their activ-
ities are, in practice, controlled by the execu-
tive—or both conditions prevail. This is why
the existence of these bodies in itself cannot
necessarily be taken as evidence of greater and
more effective political governance accounta-
bility.

The 1990s saw the emergence of a process of
decentralization that opened up new
opportunities for citizen participation. Some of the
most outstanding examples are popular
participation in Bolivia, participative budgeting in
Porto Alegre and Villa El Salvador, and the
promotion of civic culture in Bogotá. Certain
features are common to all of these experiences.
They are each the work of a strong social
movement. They aim to improve the quality of
life, the capabilities and the independence of
those taking part. Despite the fact that they occur
in a ‘patrimonialist’ culture, they represent a clear
break from populist mechanisms of distribution, a
common practice in Latin America that favors
political co-option. Many of the successful
experiences of participation in local governance
have been documented as part of the UNDP
project that is seeking to develop an agenda for
local governance in Latin America. They can be
found at www.logos.undp.org.

Experience of Participation in
Local Government

BOX 22

63 Fredrik Uggla, 2003.
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Mechanisms of Direct Democracy
The mechanisms of direct democracy offer

citizens opportunities to contribute to the con-
trol and management of political affairs.64 They
can be divided into two categories. The first in-
cludes processes that are set in motion on a ‘top-
down’ basis, that is to say, initiated by State
agents, such as binding and non-binding
plebiscites. The second type involves processes
that are activated from the bottom up by citi-
zens themselves, such as binding and non-bin-
ding initiatives, referenda and petitions calling
for mandates to be revoked.

As regards the legal existence and use of
these instruments, the data show that there are
three distinct groups of countries:

■ those in which the mechanisms of direct
democracy simply do not exist—Bolivia,
the Dominican Republic, Honduras and
Mexico;

■ those where some of the mechanisms are
present but have hitherto not been em-
ployed—Chile, Costa Rica, El Salvador,
Nicaragua and Paraguay; and

‘TOP-DOWN’ MECHANISMS OF DIRECT DEMOCRACY, 1978-2002

Country   

Argentina Yes No - - Yes Yes 1 1
Bolivia No - - - No - - -
Brazil Yes Yes 2 0 .. .. .. ..
Chile Yes No - - .. .. .. ..
Colombia Yes Yes 1 1 .. .. .. ..
Costa Rica Yes No - - .. .. .. ..
Dominican Republic No - - - .. .. .. ..
Ecuador Yes Yes 17 (2) 14 Yes Yes 16 (3) 6
El Salvador Yes (1) No - - .. .. .. ..
Guatemala Yes Yes 5 1 .. .. .. ..
Honduras No - - - .. .. .. ..
Mexico No - - - .. .. .. ..
Nicaragua Yes No - - .. .. .. ..
Panama Yes Yes 2 0 .. .. .. ..
Paraguay Yes No - - .. .. .. ..
Peru Yes Yes 1 1 .. .. .. ..
Uruguay Yes Yes 2 1 No - - -
Venezuela Yes Yes 3 3 .. .. .. ..

Latin America (*) 14 8 33 21 2 2 17 7

Notes: the information only refers to official mechanisms of direct democracy that function nationwide. The periods of time referred to cover
from 1978 onwards or since the moment that these instruments were established. However, it only takes account of their use within the
context of democratic systems of government. The hyphen (-) indicates that the information is not relevant. The two consecutive dots (..)
indicate that the information is not available.
(1) Only as regards Central American integration.
(2) Fourteen of these were held on the same date, in May 1997.
(3) Fifteen of these were held twice, in August 1994 and November 1995.
(*) The data for the region refer to all of the countries that permit the use of mechanisms of direct democracy and to the total number of
times that these mechanisms were employed.
Sources: David Altman, 2002, p. 8; and various Constitutions and national electoral laws.

TABLE 17

Plebiscite Non-Binding Plebiscite

In Existence In Use Times Used Success in Use In Existence In Use Times Used Success in Use

64 As mentioned earlier, citizens may also contribute in a more indirect fashion to the control of political governance.
For example, when they make a formal complaint concerning the conduct of State agents, leading to the launch of an
investigation by the respective entities involved.
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■ those in which these mechanisms are not
only legally recognized but also have been
employed. There are nine countries; the
majority—Brazil, Ecuador, Guatemala,
Panama, Peru and Venezuela—has only
utilized the top-down mechanisms of di-
rect democracy.

Corruption in Public Office
A key issue with respect to political over-

sight is control of corruption in public office.
The paucity of information available makes it
difficult to appreciate its actual magnitude,
but it does provide some proof of the gravity
of the problem.

There are two complementary sources of in-
formation on perceptions of the levels of cor-
ruption (Table 19).

The persistent and widespread corruption in
public office extends uninhibited when citizens
either resign themselves to living with it or con-
tribute to spreading it further. A strong rejection
of corrupt practices by the citizens themselves
is a valuable tool for greater control and im-
proves the efficiency of those instruments aimed
at preventing and eradicating it.

In the 18 countries of Latin America, 41.9
percent of those consulted agree that it is worth
paying the price of having a certain amount of
corruption if this guarantees that ‘things work’.
An analysis of the social and political profiles of
those who tolerate corruption indicates that this
attitude is prevalent among all social and demo-
graphic groups throughout the region as a 
whole (Table 20).

‘BOTTOM-UP’ MECHANISMS OF DIRECT DEMOCRACY, 1978-2002

Country

Argentina Yes No - - Yes No - - No - - - No - - -
Bolivia No - - - .. .. .. .. No - - - No - - -
Brazil Yes No - - .. .. .. .. Yes No - - No - - -
Chile No - - - .. .. .. .. No - - - No - - -
Colombia Yes No - - Yes Yes 2 2 Yes No - - Yes No - -
Costa Rica Yes No - - .. .. .. .. Yes No - - No - - -
Dominican Republic No - - - .. .. .. .. No - - - No - - -
Ecuador Yes No - - .. .. .. .. No - - - No - - -
El Salvador No - - - .. .. .. .. No - - - No - - -
Guatemala Yes No - - .. .. .. .. No - - - No - - -
Honduras No - - - .. .. .. .. No - - - No - - -
Mexico No - - - .. .. .. .. No - - - No - - -
Nicaragua Yes No - - .. .. .. .. Yes No - - No - - -
Panama No - - - .. .. .. .. No - - - No - - -
Paraguay Yes No - - .. .. .. .. Yes No - - No - - -
Peru Yes No - - .. .. .. .. Yes No - - Yes No - -
Uruguay Yes Yes 5 2 No - - - Yes Yes 6 2 No - - -
Venezuela Yes No - - Yes No - - Yes No - - Yes No - -

Latin America (*) 11 1 5 2 3 1 2 2 8 1 6 2 3 0 0 0

Notes: the information only refers to official mechanisms of direct democracy that function nationwide. The periods of time referred to cover from
1978 onwards or since the moment that these instruments were established. However, it only takes account of their use within the context of
democratic systems of government. The hyphen (-) indicates that the information is not relevant. The two consecutive dots (..) indicate that the in-
formation is not available.
(*) The data for the region refer to all of the countries that permit the use of mechanisms of direct democracy and to the total number of times
that these mechanisms were employed.
Sources: David Altman, 2002, p. 8; and various Constitutions and national electoral laws.

TABLE 18

Binding Initiative Non-Binding Initiative Referendum Revocation of Mandate

Exis-
tence Use

Times
Used

Suc-
cess
in Use

Exis-
tence Use

Times
Used

Suc-
cess
in Use

Exis-
tence Use

Times
in Use

Suc-
cess
in Use

Exis-
tence Use

Times
used

Suc-
cess
in Use
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Cronyism
Cronyism, or patronage, creates privileges

and implies the discretional handling of public
resources. In the survey carried out by Latino-
barómetro in 2002, the interviewees were asked
if they knew of people who had received privi-
leges in return for supporting the ruling party.
Of these, 31.4 percent stated that they knew of
one or more cases of cronyism (Table 21).

Conclusions on Political Citizenship:
Achievements and Failings

■ The information that we have presented
on political citizenship, beyond the issue
of electoral processes, shows that there
have been some significant achievements
in Latin America.

■ The institutional bases for the independ-
ence and professional conduct of the ju-
dicial branch have been strengthened 
following a series of recent reforms.
However, the contribution that these re-
forms will make to the full restoration of
the democratic rule of law is not yet clear.

■ The competent bodies responsible for
controlling the performance of elected or
other public officials—some of which
have been created in the past decade—
constitute alternative channels for moni-
toring the activities of the classic consti-
tutional powers. Nevertheless, there are
still some failings that impact on some of
the progress that has been made. Specifi-
cally, we have observed that the various
monitoring bodies are experiencing diffi-
culties in performing their functions and,

INDICATORS OF PERCEPTIONS OF CORRUPTION, 2002
Transparency International World Economic Forum

Country 1999-2001 2002 2001 2002

Argentina 3.5 2.8 4.28 4.42
Bolivia 2.0 2.2 4.26 3.56
Brazil 4.0 4.0 4.45 4.82
Chile 7.5 7.5 6.35 6.34
Colombia 3.8 3.6 4.73 5.14
Costa Rica 4.5 4.5 4.60 4.41
Dominican Republic 3.1 3.5 4.46 4.43
Ecuador 2.3 2.2 3.91 3.67
El Salvador 3.6 3.4 4.47 5.16
Guatemala 2.9 2.5 4.12 3.81
Honduras 2.7 2.7 3.64 3.84
Mexico 3.7 3.6 4.40 4.82
Nicaragua 2.4 2.5 3.76 4.31
Panama 3.7 3.0 4.26 4.52
Paraguay .. 1.7 2.77 3.55
Peru 4.1 4.0 2.31 5.21
Uruguay 5.1 5.1 4.78 5.88
Venezuela 2.8 2.5 4.05 3.85

Region

Latin America 3.6 3.4 4.37 4.52
Western Europe 7.1 7.8 6.07 6.08

Notes: two consecutive dots (..) indicate that information is not available. Both organizations constructed their indices on the basis of interviews with
panels of experts selected by each entity. Obviously, the results do not have any statistical significance numerically speaking. The data of Transparency
International are based on a scale of 11 points, with the higher numbers indicating a correspondingly lower level of corruption. The scale used by the
World Economic Forum has seven points, again with the higher numbers indicating a correspondingly lower level of corruption.
Sources: Johann Graf Lambsdorff, 2001, pp. 234–236; and Transparency International, 2002.

TABLE 19
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in some cases, in punishing abuses perpe-
trated by other State entities.

■ Employment of the mechanisms of direct
democracy is still limited.

■ Even where certain control mechanisms
are to be found, the information availa-
ble suggests that corrupt practices and
cronyism continue to play a part in the
management of public affairs.

Civil Citizenship

Civil citizenship is the aspect of citizenship
that has seen the greatest development in
terms of doctrine and legal definition. In gen-
eral terms, its underlying principles are seem-
ingly contradictory. On the one hand, they try
to put limits on the actions of the State, while
on the other, they seek to establish a State
guarantee of equality under the law and per-
sonal freedom.

In order to analyze the development of civ-

il rights, we have taken into account four dif-
ferent components: equality under the law and
protection against discrimination; the right to
life, personal inviolability and security; the ad-
ministration of justice; and freedom of the
press and the right to information.

Equality under the Law and Protection
against Discrimination

A starting point for the analysis of citizens’
equality under the law and protection against
discrimination are the constitutionally or le-
gally established guarantees of this legal equal-
ity and, in particular, the acceptance by coun-
tries of international legal norms on this
matter. When they ratify international treaties,
States take on the obligation of safeguarding
certain rights, not only vis-à-vis their own pop-
ulations but also vis-à-vis the international
community. It is a positive sign that most
countries in Latin America have ratified the
principal international treaties on rights under
the sponsorship of the United Nations, the 

CRONYISM NETWORKS, 2002
Level of Awareness (1) Country (2)

Low level of awareness of examples of cronyism Brazil (23.9), Chile (16.0), Colombia (16.3),
Ecuador (24.4), El Salvador (23.3)

Moderate level of awareness of examples of cronyism Argentina (32.4), Bolivia (33.9), Costa Rica (27.2), Honduras 
(36.7), Nicaragua (35.2), Panama (27.4), Paraguay (34.0),
Peru (32.2), Uruguay (32.3), Venezuela (31.8)

High level of awareness of examples of cronyism Dominican Republic (53.1), Guatemala (42.3),
Mexico (43.4)

Democratic tradition Proportion of people who are aware of one or more cases 
of cronyism 

Oldest democracies (3) 24.7
Newest democracies 34.0
Average of Latin America 31.4

Notes: n = 19.366.
(1) Low level of awareness: 25 percent or less of those consulted declared that they knew of one or more cases of privileged treatment.
Moderate level of awareness: between 25 and 40 percent. High level of awareness: over 40 percent.
(2) The figures in brackets after the country name indicate the proportion of people who said that they were aware of one or more cases of
privileged treatment.
(3) The oldest democracies include Colombia, Costa Rica and Venezuela.
Sources: results of the processing of question p7u in the UNDP Proprietary Section of Latinobarómetro 2002.

TABLE 21
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International Labor Organization (ILO) and
the Organization of American States.

The most important advances in terms of rec-
ognition of rights have occurred in the field of
general rights, with all of the countries of Latin
America ratifying three of the four treaties, and in
the sphere of women’s rights, with all of the coun-
tries of the region ratifying the main treaties. In
other areas, the shift towards the recognition of
rights is almost complete, as is the case for inter-
national instruments dealing with labor rights
and the rights of children. The most important
delay is over the Convention Concerning Indige-
nous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Coun-
tries (Convention No. 169 of the ILO), which has
yet to be ratified by six countries.

A second aspect of the study on discrimina-
tion has to do with national laws that countries
have promulgated to protect civil rights, either by
incorporating into national legislation clauses
from international treaties that they have ratified
or those drafted on their own initiative. It is im-
portant to emphasize the fact that, over the past
decade, there has been intense activity in relation
to the development of legal rules in two areas:
women’s rights; and the rights of indigenous peo-
ples.With regard to the former, every country has
passed laws aimed at protecting women from dis-
criminatory treatment, as well as at asserting cer-

tain rights proactively. The protection of women
against domestic violence has been a particularly
active area in this respect.

Notable progress has also been made in the
protection of the rights of indigenous peoples.
Several Constitutions—especially those of coun-
tries with large indigenous populations, such as
Bolivia, Ecuador, Guatemala and Peru—have re-
cognized the multinational and pluri-ethnic na-
ture of their societies. In other cases, like Brazil
and Colombia, there has also been an expansion
of the rights of indigenous peoples. In most
countries, however, the constitutional rights that
indigenous peoples are recognized as having are
far from being adequately implemented through
proper legislation and jurisprudence, and indige-
nous languages are yet to be recognized as offi-
cial languages by respective States (Table 23).

A third aspect of the analysis of equality un-
der the law concerns the effectiveness of consti-
tutional or legal protection of civil rights. With
respect to this issue, the available information
suggests the existence of serious and, at times, in-
creasingly severe inequalities among people who
belong to different sectors of the population.

In the workplace, a growing disparity was
seen throughout the 1990s between the protec-
tion of the rights of business executives (the gen-
eral business environment) and those of employ-

Dimension Outstanding Issues

Legal equality and protection International treaty commitments, legislation and application of 
against discrimination legislation related to general rights and the situation of the workforce,

women, indigenous peoples and minors.

Right to life, personal inviolability International treaty commitments, legislation and application of 
and security legislation related to basic civil rights.

Administration of justice Allocation of financial resources to the judicial system and measures
designed to defend the rights of the accused and of those in jail.

Freedom of the press and the right Legal, political and economic restrictions on freedom of the press,
to information violence against journalists, access to public information and 

habeas data.

Dimensions of Civil Citizenship

BOX 23



Country Legislation on Domestic Violence and Violence against Women

Argentina Law 24.417 on protection against family violence, December 1994.
Act 25.087 modifying the Penal Code, 1999.

Bolivia Law 1.674 against domestic and family violence, 1995.
Law 1.678, which modifies the Penal Code with respect to sexual offenses, 1995.

Brazil Legislative Decree 107, giving legal force to the Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, 
Punishment and Eradication of Violence Against Women, 1995.
Article 226 of the Federal Constitution of 1988, and several Penal Code articles.

Chile Act 19.325, which establishes standard procedures and penalties for acts of violence 
within the family, 1994.
Law 19.617 on sexual crimes, 1999.

Colombia Law 294 to prevent, punish and remedy domestic violence, 1996 (partially modified 
by Law 575, 2000).
Law 360 on offenses against sexual freedom and human dignity, 1997.
Law 599 of the Penal Code, which refers to violence within 
families, 2000.

Costa Rica Act 7.142, which promotes the social equality of women; includes Chapter 4 on family 
violence, 1990. 
Law 7.586 against domestic violence, 1996.

Dominican Law 24-97, which defines the offenses of domestic violence, sexual harassment and 
Republic incest, 1997.
Ecuador Law 103 on violence against women and the family, 1995.
El Salvador Decree-Law 902 on family violence, 1996.
Guatemala Decree-Law 97-96, to prevent, punish and eliminate family violence, 1996. 

Law on the dignity and integral promotion of women, 1999.
Honduras Decree 132-97, to prevent, punish and eliminate violence against women, 1997.
Mexico Law referring to and preventing domestic violence, 1996.

Decree to reform the Civil and Penal Codes in reference to domestic violence and rape 
cases, 1997.

Nicaragua Law containing amendments and additions to the 1996 Penal Code; and a law creating a 
police service for women and children, included in the legislation establishing the National 
Police Force, 1996.
Law 230, which establishes protection for women victims of domestic violence, 1996. 

Panama Act 27, 1995.
Law 4 on equal opportunities for women, 1999.
Law 38 on domestic violence, 2001.

Paraguay Law 1600/00 against domestic violence, 2000.
Peru Law 26.260 establishing the legal status of, and social policy on, family violence, 1993 (modified 

as a result of Law 27.306 of 2000).
Law 26.763 establishing mechanisms to provide more protection for victims, 1997.
Law 26.770, which reforms the Penal Code; establishing that marriage does not vitiate 
grounds for prosecution of crimes against sexual freedom, 1997.
Act 27.115, which establishes public penal action for offenses against sexual liberty, 1999.

Uruguay Act 16.707 on citizens’ security adds a new article to the Penal Code, defines domestic 
violence and establishes penalties, 1995.
Law 17.514 on domestic violence, 2002

Venezuela Law on equal opportunities for women, 1993.
Law on violence against women and the family, 1998.

Note: information correct as of 24 October 2002.
Sources: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), 2000, pp. 50–51; and the Organization of American States
(OAS), 2003.

Legislation on Violence against Women, 2002

BOX 24
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ees. On the one hand, the trend shows sustained
growth in the rights of business executives, at-
taining levels close to those of Western Europe
(Graph 2). On the other hand, the steadily wors-
ening rights of workers has resulted in a consid-
erable widening of the gap between Latin Amer-
ica and Western Europe (Graph 3).

With respect to women, throughout the re-
gion there has been a generalized process of
women slowly drawing abreast of men. The
gradual incorporation of women into the labor
force is apparent—from 28.81 percent in 1990 to

33.93 percent in 2000—as is a reduction in wage
disparities between women and men. But this
same data indicate that women’s participation in
the workforce remains relatively low and that
women, on average, suffer substantially higher in-
come differentials (Table 24).

Lastly, the laws to protect children in the
workplace are frequently violated. In particular,
there is a high rate of employment of children
aged between five and 14 years and of some
forms of abuse, such as trafficking in children
and child pornography (Table 25).

RIGHTS OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES, 2000

Argentina 1853/1994 Weak No, but  there is no official language
Bolivia 1967/94 Yes No, but  there is no official language
Brazil 1988 No No, Portuguese is the official language
Chile (*) 1980 No No, but  there is no official language
Colombia 1991 Yes Yes, Spanish is the official language, but indigenous 

languages and dialects have official status in 
their territories

Costa Rica 1949 No No, Spanish is the official language
Dominican Republic   .. .. ..
Ecuador 1998 Yes Yes, Spanish is the official language, but restricted  

official use of indigenous languages is 
permitted

El Salvador 1983/92 No No, but ‘autochthonous languages’ are respected
Guatemala 1985 Yes Yes, indigenous languages are officially recognized 

in the areas where they are spoken
Honduras 1982 No No, Spanish is the official language
Mexico 1917/92 Yes No, but indigenous languages are promoted
Nicaragua 1987/95 Yes Yes, the languages of the Atlantic coast communities 

are official in those regions
Panama 1972/78/83/93/94 Yes No, but ‘aboriginal languages’ are conserved and spread
Paraguay 1992 Yes Yes, but Guaraní is an official language
Peru 1993 Yes Yes, Spanish is the official language, but indigenous  

languages are also officially used in the areas  
where they are dominant

Uruguay 1967/97 No No
Venezuela 1999 Yes Yes, indigenous languages are used officially by  

indigenous peoples and must be respected  
throughout the country

Notes: the dates of the Constitutions refer to the original documents and to the last instance of reform or amendment. Multicultural rights refer to
whether multiple ethnic identities are recognized by the State. The rights referred to in this table are sometimes considered to be collective rights
and are not, strictly speaking, civil rights.
(*) In Chile, Indigenous Law No. 19.253 of October 1993 permitted the promotion of indigenous cultures and languages, as well as bilingual inter-
cultural educational systems (Article 39), and guaranteed the use of indigenous languages in trials (Article 74).
Sources: International Labour Organization (ILO), 2002b; Cletus Gregor Barié, 2000, pp. 42 and 572–574; Donna Lee Van Cott, 2003; and George-
town University and the Organization of American States (OAS), 2002.

TABLE 23

Country Multicultural Rights     Existence of Rights Related to the Use of LanguageConstitution     

Constitutional Rights
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Although it might sound obvious, this relationship is
fundamental to understanding the specific features
and the historical background of Latin America’s
political system, which distinguish it from that of
Northwest Europe. To review the facts, the second
wave of colonial expansion, together with the
‘scientific’ redefinition of racial concepts and the
engrained racist treatment of ‘indigenous peoples’ and
‘Africans’, led to the emergence of the alliance of the
‘criollos’—white men—with the interests represented
by the economic and political agents of the countries
to the Northwest. These factors also encouraged them
to identify with the official culture of the metropolitan
countries, formally adopting their values and
institutions, which, paradoxically, contradicted the
subsisting and strengthened hereditary social hierarchy,
which then gave rise to the presence of imaginary
citizens.
It is widely known that, as a consequence, ‘dualism’
and social and cultural polarization were renewed and
revitalized, all of which projected itself on to the
‘internal colonialism’ of the ‘indigenous’ and African
population, a process that would frequently be justified
by liberal principles. The social fragmentation and
dislocations generated by the wave of metropolitan

expansion provoked intermittent social conflict and
constant repression imbued with a strong ethnic flavor,
which responded to the pulse of ‘the heart of
darkness’. 
However, in spite of the many and profound changes
that Latin American countries have undergone as their
relationships with the Northwest have altered over the
course of time, it is significant that, whatever degree of
political and economic development was attained, the
national integration of the majority of the population
and the consolidation of the rule of law are still
pending, while dualism and socio-ethnic polarization at
various levels of intensity still persist, with rare
exceptions. For example, in Peru and Brazil,
approximately 60 percent of the indigenous and black
peoples, respectively, live below the poverty line, a
proportion that must certainly be similar in other Latin
American nations with a similar ethnic composition.
Likewise, it is equally significant that, under any
political system, democratic or authoritarian, different
economic policies, orthodox and heterodox, have
contributed to supporting and, frequently,
strengthening this structural reality.

Julio Cotler, text prepared for PRODDAL, 2002.

Indigenous Peoples and Citizenship

BOX 25

Speaking as a Mayan woman and as a citizen who has
been engaged in the processes associated with
building a multicultural society, I fully understand
what democracy means, that it is conceived by the
people for the people. The main problem of our
‘democracies’, at least in Latin America, is that they
are incomplete. They seem to be what they are not,
due to the fact that they were conceived within
mono-cultural States, excluding some, and granting
privileges to a few, to the detriment of the majority.
We, indigenous men and women, are peaceful and
respectful persons and seek harmony, not only among
human beings but also with other forms of life and
natural elements. 
For indigenous peoples, consultation, participation
and consensus are of the utmost importance in
relation to decision-making—in order that the

decision of the majority will prevail as a democratic
principle. This process is based on recognition that all
human beings are equal and have the same rights
and obligations. Consequently, we sincerely wish that
our political systems might change for the benefit of
all, so that there is equality of opportunity without
exclusion of any kind. Indigenous peoples place their
trust in the future. They want democracy to be
inclusive, representative, inter-cultural, in other
words, respectful of differences. 
The unity of Guatemala and that of other similar
countries must be based on such a rich source of
diversity, which, in turn, must be reflected in an
‘ethnic democracy’.

Otilia Lux de Cojti, former Minister of Culture,
Guatemala. text prepared for PRODDAL, 2004.

Ethnic Democracy and Multiculturalism

BOX 26



Note: the scores correspond to a five-point scale: a lower score implies that the government has succeeded in securing a propitious environment
for business. This index was created from a set of variables that includes: tax pressure; governmental intervention in the economy; and the law
and regulations concerning property. The data for 1994–2000 were taken from the Heritage Foundation’s Index of Economic Freedom; the score
for 1990 was generated by transforming data obtained from the Fraser Institute and applying it to the scale used by the Heritage Foundation. The
scores for years in which data were lacking were extrapolated by linear regression. The data for 1994–2000 cover July–June. Thus data for 2000
pertain to the period between July 1999 and June 2000.
Sources: for 1990, James Gwartney et al., 2002; for 1994–2000, Gerald O’Driscoll, Jr., et al., 2002, pp. 14 and 18; and Gerald O’Driscoll, Jr., et al., 2003,
pp. 13 and 17.

Note: the data are a measurement built on multiple indicators, such as the right of workers to organize, to bargain collectively and to strike. The
scores range from zero, which indicates a high degree of respect for workers’ rights, to 76.5, which indicates an extremely high degree of in-
fringement of those rights. These scores capture the range of rights that are infringed but do not reflect the frequency of infringement or the
number of workers affected by such infringements.
Source: Layna Mosley and Saika Uno, 2002.
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INCIDENCE OF CHILD ABUSE IN DIFFERENT REGIONS

OF THE WORLD, 2000

Developed economies 2.5 2 .. .. 1 420 110

Asia and the Pacific 127.3 19 250 5.500 120 590 220

Sub-Saharan Africa 48.0 29 .. .. .. .. ..

Middle East and North Africa 13.4 15 .. .. .. .. ..

Africa .. .. 200 210 120 50 ..

Latin America and the Caribbean 17.4 16 550 3 30 750 260

Notes: the proportion who work refers to the number of children who work in proportion to the total number of children. Statistics on children im-
plicated in ‘the worst types of labor’ are estimates.
Sources: the International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labor (IPEC)–Statistical Information and Monitoring Programme on Child Labor
(SIMPOC), 2002, p. 17, Table 2, and p. 27, Table 10.

TABLE 25

Region

Number of
Children
(millions)

Proportion
Who Work (%)

Trafficking
(thousands)

Forced and
Servile Work
(thousands)

Armed Conflict
(thousands)

Prostitution
and
Pornography
(thousands)

Illicit Activities
(thousands)

Economically Active Children
(five to 14 years of age) Children involved in Worst Type of Child Labor

mujeres en el mercado laboral 1990-2000

Beginning of 1990s Mid-1990s Late 1990s

61.99 70.89 64.90 72.23 67.34 77.89

Note: the data on income disparities according to gender represent the percentage of male income earned by women. The EAP column compares
differences in income between men and women in the context of the global economically active population. The salary earners column compares
income differences between men and women in the context of only the wage-earning population. Regional numbers are the average of all cases
for which data are available for any year.
Sources: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), 2001a, pp. 201–202, Table 8; ECLAC, 2002b, pp. 201–202,Table 8;
and ECLAC, 2003, pp. 20–21, Table 15.

EAP Salary Earners EAP Salary Earners EAP Salary Earners

table 24
Gender Wage Disparity

(Based on Average Incomes in Urban Areas)

WOMEN IN THE WORKFORCE, 1990-2000

1990 1995 2000

49.37 70.30 28.81 50.77 70.55 31.32 52.23 70.86 33.93

Total Men Women Total Men Women Total Men Women

TABLE 24

Percentage of the Economically Active Population (EAP)
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In short, citizens’ equality under the law and
protection against discrimination is still not 
applied with due force nor is it widespread in
Latin America. Notable progress has been

achieved in the realm of rules and standards,
but the gaps are still notorious and affect those
sectors of the population that are larger and
weaker and hence in need of protection.

Despite the progress made in Latin
America in approving constitutional and
legal rules for recognizing and
safeguarding the rights of people who
belong to underprivileged groups, citizens’
perceptions on this matter suggest that
there is still much to be done to attain a
reasonable amount of equality under the
law.
According to data obtained from
Latinobarómetro 2002, most people
believe that the rich always or almost
always manage to have their rights
respected, with only a few variations
among sub-regions and countries. At the
same time, similar majorities are of the
opinion that the poor, immigrants and
indigenous peoples suffer severe legal
disadvantages. This situation exists both in
countries with long democratic traditions
and in those that have recently undergone
a transition to democracy, as well as in
nations that have recorded different levels
of achievement on the Index of Human
Development. Citizens’ perceptions of the
legal situation of women are considerably
better. In every country most people
believe that today women always or
almost always manage to have their
rights respected. This majority fluctuates
between a minimum of 54.8 percent in
Bolivia and Mexico and a maximum of
78.4 percent in Uruguay.
In order to examine coherently the views
of people belonging to vulnerable groups,
an indicator of perception of equality
under the law was created (see
www.democracia.undp.org). In every Latin
American country, only a minority believes
that vulnerable groups always or almost
always manage to have their rights
respected (the proportion does not exceed
31 percent in any country). The average
value on the index of perception of
equality under the law in Latin American
countries tends to be low (2.19 points out
of five possible points; the minimum is
one point).

Citizen’s Perception of Equality under the Law

PERCEPTIONS OF SPECIFIC GROUPS REGARDING

EQUALITY BEFORE THE LAW, 2002
Always or Almost Always have 

Country their Rights Respected (1)

Women Indigenous Poor Immigrants
People People

Argentina 69.7 9.1 7.9 21.4
Bolivia 54.8 21.2 13.9 38.5
Brazil 78.3 34.3 20.1 47.6
Chile 68.9 33.5 19.9 27.2
Colombia 70.3 22.1 18.1 24.1
Costa Rica 59.8 23.2 13.7 21.3
Dominican Republic 76.4 11.5 22.2 40.2
Ecuador 60.4 40.2 25.2 30.6
El Salvador 72.0 32.3 32.4 30.9
Guatemala 65.3 38.7 24.8 18.7
Honduras 69.8 34.6 23.5 25.1
Mexico 54.8 7.5 5.6 9.9
Nicaragua 60.3 23.5 17.7 21.5
Panama 65.6 10.5 10.7 21.0
Paraguay 71.5 15.0 10.9 54.1
Peru 61.9 16.0 11.6 55.4
Uruguay 78.4 17.1 21.8 39.3
Venezuela 73.7 28.2 26.1 30.3
Central America 
and Mexico (2) 66.4 22.2 18.9 23.3
Andean sub-region 63.8 27.8 19.2 36.2
Mercosur 
and Chile 71.2 19.2 14.6 36.2

Region

Latin America 67.0 23.1 17.8 30.8

Notes: the number of women, indigenous people, poor people and immigrants
varies between 18,040 and 19,596.
(1) Includes the answers to both options (‘always’ and ‘almost always’).
(2) Includes the Dominican Republic.
Source: results of processing answers to question p24u in the UNDP Proprietary
Section of the Latinobarómetro 2002.

TABLE 26

BOX 27
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Right to Life, Physical Integrity 
and Security

A second component of civil rights concerns
effective protection of the right to life, personal
inviolability and security. A significant number
of countries have yet to agree to international
obligations in this respect and postponements
in the ratification of the respective treaties are
evident.

The situation is particularly worrying where
the Protocol to the Inter-American Convention
on Human Rights to Abolish the Death Penalty
is concerned, because ten of Latin America’s 
18 countries have not yet ratified it and in
Guatemala the death sentence is still employed as
a punishment for ordinary criminal offenses. Few
countries have ratified the Inter-American Con-
vention on the Forced Disappearance of Persons
as well. Notorious examples are Nicaragua, which
has not ratified any of the four relevant treaties,
and the Dominican Republic and Honduras,
which to date have ratified only one of them.

More positively, the situation in Latin Amer-
ica contrasts very favorably with that in other
parts of the world as far as military violence is
concerned. At the beginning of the twenty-first
century, the number of deaths in Latin Ameri-
ca is notably less than in Africa, Europe and
Asia.65 Today, Colombia is the only Latin Amer-
ican country where military conflict continues
to exist.

Unfortunately, other types of social and
political violence are still common phenome-
na in the region, despite the advent of demo-
cratic governments. One of the central issues
is the capacity of States to guarantee human
rights. In this area, the data highlight an im-
provement when compared with the non-
democratic period. However, given that these
are basic rights that should be guaranteed un-
der the democratic rule of law, a warning light
has flashed on to alert us to this situation in
Latin America.

There is no doubt that, since the end of

65 E.G. Krug et al., 2002, p. 282.

UN AND OAS TREATIES ON FUNDAMENTAL

CIVIL RIGHTS, 2003
Number of Countries Non-Ratifying

Treaty Year Non-Ratifying Countries Countries

UN Convention against Torture 1984 2 Dominican Republic,
and Other Cruel, Inhuman Nicaragua 
or Degrading Treatment or Punishment  

OAS Inter-American Convention to Prevent 1995 3 Bolivia, Honduras,
and Punish Torture Nicaragua

Protocol to the Inter-American Convention 1990 10 Argentina, Bolivia, Chile,
on Human Rights to Abolish the Death Penalty Colombia, Dominican Republic,

El Salvador, Guatemala,
Honduras, Mexico, Peru

Inter-American Convention on the Forced 1994 9 Brazil, Colombia, Dominican 
Disappearance of Persons Republic, Ecuador,

El Salvador, Honduras,
Mexico, Nicaragua, Peru

Note: information correct as of 1 April 2003.
Sources: United Nations Organization (UNO), 2003; and the Organization of American States (OAS), 2003.

TABLE 27
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military rule in the Southern Cone in the 1980s
and the resolution of armed conflicts in Central
America during the 1990s, progress has been
made with respect to unjustified deprivation of
freedom, torture and political assassinations.
Nevertheless, the progress achieved is not as
great as could have been expected after the elim-
ination of totalitarian regimes and the end of
nearly all wars in the region. There is one sub-
stantial reservation: the vast majority of the vi-
olations are not the consequence of deliberate
and planned action by the State, but, rather, of
its inability (or sometimes unwillingness) to en-

force the effective rule of law and to ensure that
it enjoys a monopoly of force.

Another relevant issue concerns citizens’
security and the State’s ability to provide this
public good. A serious defect is that, in many
democracies in Latin America, the State does
not ensure the physical security of wide sec-
tors of the population. One indicator of this is
the high rate of mortality caused by inten-
tional injury. With 25.1 homicides per 100,000
inhabitants, the region has the highest avera-
ge in the world.

In short, even though military violence has

MORTALITY CAUSED BY INTENTIONAL INJURY IN LATIN AMERICA

AND OTHER PARTS OF THE WORLD, C. 2000
Number of Deaths

Number of per 100.000 
Country Year Deaths Inhabitants

Argentina 2001 3,048 8.2
Bolivia 2000 2,558 32.0
Brazil 2001 39,618 23.0
Chile 2001 699 4.5
Colombia 2000 29,555 70.0
Costa Rica 1999 245 6.2
Dominican Republic 1998 1,121 15.8
Ecuador 1999 3,217 25.9
El Salvador 2001 2,196 34.3
Guatemala 1994 3,239 33.3
Honduras 1998 9,241 154.0
Mexico 2000 13,829 14.0
Nicaragua 1998 1,157 24.1
Panama 1998 54 2.0
Paraguay 2001 890 15.6
Peru 2001 1,298 5.0
Uruguay 2000 154 4.6
Venezuela 2000 8,022 33.2

Latin America c. 1997 109,135 25.1

Extra-regional comparisons 

Western Europe c. 2000 4,519 1.4
East Mediterranean c. 1995-99 31,000 7.1
South Asia and East Asia c. 1995-99 78,000 5.8
Africa c. 1995-99 116,000 22.2
Western Pacific c. 1995-99 59,000 5.1

World  c. 1995-99 521,000 8.8

Note: regional figures are the sum of all cases for which data exist and reflect an unweighted average. The figure for Latin America is for 1997. The
number of homicides in El Salvador and Honduras is an estimate. Western Europe does not include Luxemburg and the United Kingdom.
Sources: Interpol, 2004; United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), 2002; United Nations Organization (UNO), Population Division, De-
partment of Economic and Social Affairs, 2001 and 2002; and E.G. Krug et al., 2002, pp. 274 and 308–312.

TABLE 28
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been significantly reduced, the notable progress
achieved in democratizing regimes has not been
accompanied by similar advances with respect to
the right to life, physical inviolability, protection
against discrimination and security. Existing in-
formation from different sources on the develop-
ment of human rights and the differing circum-
stances surrounding social violence in the region
merits careful study. We will confine ourselves
here to indicating that, beyond the information
that is available and the methodologies according
to which it was elaborated, there is undoubtedly
a situation that centers on basic human rights that
gives cause for concern. This poses a challenge to
our institutions, to the governments that are part
of the system and to the future of the democra-
cies of Latin America.

Administration of Justice
The judicial system, a third component of civ-

il citizenship, is a key element in the protection of
people’s rights. The resources, financial and hu-
man, allocated to the judicial system are a signifi-
cant indicator of the extent to which States in
Latin America defend citizens’ rights.

As the data in Table 29 reveal, the regional av-
erage in terms of resources allocated to the judicial
system amounts to 2.5 percent of national budg-
ets—obviously, in some cases, it is even less. In
eight of the fourteen countries for which informa-
tion is available, though, there is less than one pub-
lic defender for every 100,000 inhabitants. Given
that the possibility of defense in the event of a le-
gal case depends for the vast majority of people on
the existence of public legal representation, this in-

FINANCIAL AND HUMAN RESOURCES DEVOTED

TO THE JUDICIAL SYSTEM, 2001

Argentina 2000 3.2 2000 11.1 2001 857 2.3
Bolivia 2001 1.5 2002 9.1 2001 82 0.9
Brazil 2000 2.1 2000 3.6 2001 3,000 1.7
Chile 2002 0.9 2002 5.0 2004 417 2.7
Colombia 2002 1.2 2002 7.4 2000 1,126 2.7
Costa Rica 2001 5.2 2001 16.0 2001 128 3.2
Dominican Republic 2001 1.4 2001 7.0 2001 39 0.5
Ecuador 2001 1.5 2002 5.6 2001 33 0.3
El Salvador 2002 4.5 2002 9.2 2001 274 4.3
Guatemala 2002 3.4 2002 6.0 2001 92 0.8
Honduras 2002 7.2 2002 8.2 2002 200 3.0
Mexico 2000 1.0 2000 0.7 2001 686 0.7
Nicaragua 2001 2.9 2001 6.0 2001 15 0.3
Panama 2000 2.6 2002 8.0 2001 48 1.7
Paraguay 2001 1.6 2001 10.5 2001 200 3.6
Peru 2002 1.5 2002 6.0 2001 263 1.0
Uruguay 2001 1.6 2000 15.5 2001 74 2.2
Venezuela 2002 1.4 2000 6.1 1998 159 0.7

Latin America 2.5 4.9 1.5

Notes: the number of judges for Mexico refers only to the federal level. The data on public lawyers in Argentina refer to the total number of staff and for

Brazil are estimates. Regional data for the percentage of the national budget are unweighted; the number of judges and public defenders is the weight-

ed average in every case.

Sources: Justice Studies Center of the Americas (JSCA), 2003a and 2003b; and World Bank, Legal and Judicial Reform Practice Group, 2003.

TABLE 29

Country

Number of Public Defenders

Year
% of National
Budget Year

Number of
Judges per
100,000
Inhabitants Year 

Number of 
Public 
Defenders

Number of 
Public 
Defenders per
100,000
Inhabitants

Financial Resources Number of Judges



114 Democracy in Latin America

Citizens’ expectations with regard to the judicial system
in their respective country are favorable. Two-thirds of
them (66.5 percent) expect that, should they have a
problem that requires that they appeal to the judicial
system, the latter will act positively in at least one of
the dimensions of prompt justice and effective justice.
The experience of those who have actually come into
contact with the judicial system, 20 percent of the
total, is different. Fewer than half of them were able
to bring an action or complete the process (40.3
percent). The main reasons for dropping their claims

relate to lack of money, slow judgments or distant
courts. One-third of them state that they were not
treated fairly or fast enough, and that there was a
widespread incidence of ‘soft mistreatment’ (long
queues, inadequate information and unnecessary red
tape). Only a minority of people with experience of the
judicial system, however, report having been victims of
‘hard mistreatment’ (for example, bribes and
discrimination). Finally, four out of ten said that they
had to pull strings or borrow money to pay for their
judicial proceedings.

Citizens’ Dealings with the Judicial System

BOX 28

CITIZENS’ EXPERIENCE OF THE JUDICIAL SYSTEM, 2002
Circumstances Percent

Need for the system (1) Had to turn to the judicial system 20.0
Had no problems that required a claim 80.0

Obtained a result (2) Could not bring an action or conclude the lawsuit 59.7
Brought an action and concluded the lawsuit 40.3

Reasons for dropping the action (3) Barriers to access (8) 49.8
No confidence in justice 11.3
Others (9) 38.9

Presence at court (4) Has been present at a court hearing 17.4
Has never been present 82.6

Evaluation of process (5) They did not act fairly or quickly    33.0
They acted quickly 9.7
They acted fairly 24.7
They acted fairly and quickly 32.5

Evaluation of treatment (6) Bad experiences, minor and serious 12.4
Bad experiences, serious (10)             12.1
Bad experiences, minor (11) 40.5
No bad experiences (12) 35.0

Things that had to be done (7) Pull strings or borrow money 39.1
No need to pull strings or borrow money 60.9

Notes: n = 14,035 (need for the system); n = 19.533 (presence at court).
(1) According to question p15u.All of those polled were asked this question. (2) According to question p15u. Based only on those
who turned to the judicial system. (3) According to question p16u. Based only on those who in response to question p15u said
that ‘They could not bring an action or complete the lawsuit’. (4) According to question p17u. All of those polled were asked this
question. (5) According to question p18u. Based only on those who turned to the courts. (6) According to question p19u. Based
only on those who turned to the courts. (7) According to question p20u. Based only on those who turned to the courts. (8) Com-
bines the answers ‘No money’, ‘The decision took a long time’, ‘The court was a long way away’ and ‘I didn’t know how to do it’.
(9) Combines the answers ‘Better to sort it out privately’, ‘Several of the above’ and ‘None of the above’. (10) Combines the an-
swers ‘They asked for a tip’ and ‘He felt discriminated against, humiliated or they were discourteous and disrespectful in their
treatment of him’. (11) Combines the answers ‘He had to queue for a long time’, ‘They made him undertake unnecessary for-
malities’ and ‘They failed to give him information, or he had to work hard to get it’. (12) The experience is assumed to be posi-
tive when the person polled failed to select any of the answers to the question.
Source: elaboration of answers to questions included in the UNDP Proprietary Section of Latinobarómetro 2002.

TABLE 30



Empirical Basis of the Report  115

dicator is of concern and points to a certain lim-
itation on the right to an effective defense.

The seriousness of the deficiencies in the ad-
ministration of justice in Latin America becomes
more apparent when one analyzes indicators on
prison populations, pre-trial detainees or those
who have not been sentenced and existing prison
capacity. The number of people who have been
deprived of their freedom varies considerably
from country to country. Some nations stand out
for their relatively small prison population—
Ecuador, Guatemala, Paraguay and Venezuela—
while others stand out for being at the other end
of the spectrum—Chile, Costa Rica and Panama.

The average number of prisoners in Latin
America is 145 per 100,000 inhabitants, much
lower than the 686 prisoners per 100,000 inha-
bitants in the United States. Even so, Latin Amer-
ican countries do much less to respect the 
rights of the accused and of prisoners. The
number of prisoners in Latin American jails
who are pre-trial detainees or are being held on
remand is simply outrageous—54.8 percent of
the prison population—whereas the compara-
ble figure for the United States is 18.8 percent.
In several countries—Honduras, Paraguay and
Uruguay—the proportion is over 70 percent.

The living conditions of those who are de-

PRISON POPULATIONS, PRE-TRIAL DETAINEES OR THOSE WHO HAVE

NOT BEEN SENTENCED, EXISTING PRISON CAPACITY AND OVERCROWDING, 2002

Argentina 1999 38,604 107 55.2 119.9
Bolivia 1999 8,315 102 36.0 162.5
Brazil 2002 240,107 137 33.7 132.0
Chile 2002 33,098 204 40.4 134.3
Colombia 2001 54,034 126 41.1 136.5
Costa Rica 1999 8,526 229 39.5 109.6
Dominican Republic 2001 15,341 178 64.5 175.3
Ecuador 2002 7,716 59 69.9 115.0
El Salvador 2002 10,278 158 49.7 167.5
Guatemala 1999 8,460 71 60.9 112.9
Honduras 2002 11,502 172 78.5 207.6
Mexico 2000 154,765 156 41.2 127.8
Nicaragua 1999 7,198 143 30.8 113.0
Panama 2002 10,423 359 55.3 136.5
Paraguay 1999 4,088 75 92.7 151.0
Peru 2002 27,493 104 67.2 137.8
Uruguay 2002 5,629 166 72.5 150.8
Venezuela 2000 15,107 62 57.5 97.2

Latin America c. 2002 36,705 145 54.8 138.2

Extraregional Comparison

United States 2001 1,962,220 686 18.8 106.4

Note: regional figures are the average of all cases. The total prison population for Latin America is 660,684 with a regional population in 2002
of 508 million.
Sources: International Center for Prison Studies, 2003; data on occupancy levels in Argentina are taken from the Center for Legal and Social
Studies (CELS 2001, Chapter 2, Figure 2.4, and correspond to 2000.

Year 

Prison 
Population 
Total (includes
Pre-Trial
Detainees and
Detainees who
have not been
sentenced)

Prison 
Population 
Rate (per 
100,000 of
National
Population)

Pre-Trial
Detainees/Detain-
ees who have 
not been
sentenced
(Percentage of
Prison
Population)

Occupancy 
Level (based 
on Official
Capacity)Country
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prived of their freedom in Latin America are also
noticeably worse than in the United States. A ba-
sic indicator, overcrowding, shows that, in Latin
America, the prison population exceeds existing
capacity by 38.2 percent, six times the figure in the
United States.

Freedom of the Press and the Right 
to Information

Freedom of the press and the right to infor-
mation, the fourth component of civil citizenship,
are classic civil rights, important in themselves but
also inasmuch as they strongly affect people’s abil-
ity to exercise other civil rights. For example,
democratic theory emphasizes freedom of the
press as an essential condition if the electoral
process is to be democratic and, in particular, if it
is to be truly competitive. Freedom of the press
and the right to information are necessary condi-

tions for a society to be able to control the State
and the government, as well as to be able to par-
ticipate in public matters in general. The situation
in the region has improved remarkably in recent
decades, notwithstanding the fact that there are
some unfavorable perceptions in some cases.

A first approach to the problem, utilizing
data from Freedom House on freedom of the
press, leads to certain important conclusions. On
a scale of 100 points—which was constructed af-
ter consulting panels of experts designated by
that organization and takes into account per-
ceptions and opinions—the average for Latin
America points to stagnation over the past
decade. The contrast between Latin America and
Western Europe is significant and indicates that
freedom of the press in Latin America still faces
serious shortcomings.

The situation varies among countries. In this

FREEDOM OF THE PRESS,
2001-2002

Freedom Reporters 
House Without Borders

Country 2002 2001-2002

Argentina 39 12.0
Bolivia 30 14.5
Brazil 38 18.8
Chile 22 6.5
Colombia 63 40.8
Costa Rica 14 4.3
Dominican Republic 33 ..
Ecuador 41 5.5
El Salvador 38 8.8
Guatemala 58 27.3
Honduras 51 ..
Mexico 38 24.8
Nicaragua 40 ..
Panama 34 15.5
Paraguay 55 8.5
Peru 35 9.5
Uruguay 30 6.0
Venezuela 68 25.0

Latin America 40.4 15.2

Notes: the scales measuring freedom of the press produced by Freedom
House and Reporters Without Borders range between zero and 100. Low-
er figures indicate greater amounts of freedom.The information from Re-
porters Without Borders covers the period between September 2001 and
October 2002.The two dots (..) indicate that information is not available.
Sources: Karin Deutsch Karlekar, 2003; and Reporters Without Bor-
ders, 2003.

TABLE 32 DEATHS OF JOURNALISTS,
1993-2002
Country 1993-1997 1998-2002

Argentina 1 1
Bolivia 0 1
Brazil 6 4
Chile 0 0
Colombia 13 18
Costa Rica 0 1
Dominican Republic 1 0
Ecuador 0 0
El Salvador 1 0
Guatemala 2 2
Honduras 1 0
Mexico 5 3
Nicaragua 0 0
Panama 0 0
Paraguay 0 1
Peru 1 0
Uruguay 0 1
Venezuela 1 1

Region

Latin America 32 33
Western Europe 1 2

Note: the measure records only confirmed cases of journalists killed
in the line of duty, either in direct reprisal for their work or as a re-
sult of being caught in crossfire.
Source: Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ), 2003.

TABLE 33
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regard it is important to mention that, even with
the obvious difficulties of measuring freedom of
the press, a considerable amount of consensus
exists between the data produced by Freedom
House and that by Reporters Without Borders—
another acknowledged source of information on
this subject—at least with respect to the most fa-
vorable and the most problematic cases.

One important feature is how safe the lives of
the journalists themselves are. There are only
four countries in the region in which not one
journalist has lost his/her life in the past ten
years. The contrast with Western Europe is once
again striking.

The right of access to public information is
legally recognized throughout the region, with
the exception of five countries.

In particular, in recent years, progress has
been made with respect to recognition of habeas
data held in public and private databases. Today

there are only seven countries in Latin America
where this right does not exist.

A more complete analysis of this subject,
with the aim of gaining a more precise idea
about the conditions under which people ac-
quire access to this type of information, would
require data that are currently lacking.

Conclusions on Civil Citizenship: 
Achievements and Deficiencies

■ The data point to certain significant
achievements, especially concerning legal
recognition of civil rights in general, as
well as of the rights of women and of in-
digenous peoples in particular.

■ Progress has also been made with regard
to respect for human rights and freedom
of the press.

■ Equality under the law and protection
against discrimination are affected by

RIGHT OF ACCESS TO PUBLIC INFORMATION

AND HABEAS DATA, 2002
Right of Access to Habeas Data

Right of Access
Country to Public Information

Argentina Yes Yes 1994
Bolivia No No -
Brazil Yes Yes 1988
Chile Yes, but ambiguous No -
Colombia Yes Yes 1997
Costa Rica No No -
Dominican Republic Yes No -
Ecuador No Yes 1996
El Salvador No No -
Guatemala Yes Yes 1995
Honduras Yes No -
Mexico Yes Yes 2002
Nicaragua Yes, but ambiguous Yes 1995
Panama Yes Yes 2002
Paraguay No Yes 1992
Peru Yes Yes 1993
Uruguay No No -
Venezuela Yes Yes 1999

Note: the ‘right of access to public information’ refers to the right of individuals to gain access to information in the hands of the State that per-
tains to the conduct of public affairs. ‘Habeas data’ refers to an action that guarantees an individual access to information contained in public or
private databases or to records that make reference to his/her or his/her property, and, when necessary, provides him/her with the ability to up-
date, correct, remove or reserve such information for the purpose of protecting certain fundamental rights.
Sources: Organization of American States (OAS)–Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (ICHR), Office of the Special Rapporteur for Free-
dom of Expression, 2001, Chapter 3, Table 1; and Andrés Guadamuz, 2000 and 2001.

TABLE 34

Legal 
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Year 
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disparities in their application among
different categories of citizens.

■ The right to life, personal inviolability
and security is limited by the high levels
of public insecurity in the region.

■ In general, the way in which the judicial
system works does not prevent violations
of the rights of those who have been 
prosecuted and of prisoners.

Social Citizenship

Social citizenship refers to those aspects of cit-
izens’ lives that affect their potential to develop
their basic capabilities. Unlike other types of cit-
izenship, social citizenship does not always have
a clear legal basis in national Constitutions and
legislation, and the extent of international ac-
ceptance of social citizenship through the adop-
tion of agreements and treaties is even less ex-
tensive.66 Steady action by civil society, however,
has encouraged progress not only with regard to
this debate, but also in terms of permanent mo-
bilization, so that social citizenship may be an ef-
fective component of integral citizenship.

Debates are taking place in academic and
political circles about how to define the content
of social citizenship. These debates have achieved
a degree of consensus as to the basic components
of that citizenship. The reports on human de-
velopment have made a great contribution in
this respect.67

The rights to health and education are re-
garded as basic components of social citizen-
ship. Likewise, unemployment, poverty and 
inequality have been widely recognized as 
elements that hinder the integration of individ-
uals into society. A key assumption of democ-
racy—that individuals are full citizens who
function within a public sphere in which equal-
ity prevails—is not able to work to full effect in
conditions of extreme poverty and inequality.

In the following pages we present some cru-
cial indicators of social citizenship, health, edu-
cation, employment, poverty and inequality,
which are grouped into the two categories indi-
cated in Box 30. These indicators provide us with
an approximation of how effectively citizenship
is being exercised in Latin America.

Data on social citizenship reveal that most

66 For example, the Additional Protocol to the Inter-American Convention on Human Rights (covering economic,
social and cultural rights)—the ‘Protocol of San Salvador’—was only signed in 1988.
67 On the impact of inequality and poverty on the capacities of citizens, see Amartya Sen, 1999b, pp. 20–24, and Chap-
ter 4. On health and education as two basic needs, see UNDP, 2002c, pp. 252–253.

This is a problem everywhere. We know that
it is inherent to the bureaucratic dimension
of the State; and it is more serious, and
systematic, when the ‘subject’ of the
relationship is afflicted by severe and
prolonged poverty and inequality. Such ills
breed social authoritarianism, practiced
extensively in Latin America by the rich and
powerful, and reverberate in the ways in
which State bureaucracies treat many
individuals, citizens and, even more so,
migrants and foreigners. This is, to my mind,
another crucial dimension of the quality of
democracy.

Guillermo O’Donnell, text prepared for
PRODDAL, 2002c.

Poor and Unequal 
Citizens

BOX 29

Dimensions Relevant Issues

Basic needs Health and education
Social integration Employment, poverty 

and inequality

Dimensions of Social 
Citizenship

BOX 30
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Latin American countries have acute shortcom-
ings that affect large segments, and, at times, the
majority, of the population. All of the countries
of the region have a level of inequality that is
greater than the world average; 16 of the 18 can
be classified as severely unequal. For the year
2002, In 15 cases, more than 25 percent of the
population lives below the poverty line, and, in
seven, the proportion of poor people is over 50
percent.

Basic Needs
Some progress has been made in this respect,

although the indicators are still far from satis-
factory. Indicators on child malnutrition and
illiteracy point to some improvement in the re-
gion. Three countries—Chile, Costa Rica and
Uruguay—stand out for their relatively satisfac-
tory performance in these problem areas.

Specifically, child malnutrition has decreased

in 13 countries, most notably in Bolivia, Brazil
and Guatemala. Nevertheless, this problem still
affects more than five percent of children in 16
of the 18 countries, and, in seven of these, at
least one in five children suffers from malnu-
trition.

The rate of illiteracy has fallen in all of the
countries of the region, with the greatest im-
provements coming in Bolivia, El Salvador,
Guatemala and Honduras. However, in 14 of
the 18 countries, illiteracy still affects more than
five percent of the population over 15 years of
age, and, in four of them, it is as high as 21.3
percent or more.

Other indicators, such as infant mortality,
life expectancy and schooling also show some
improvements, although, on occasion, the level
of improvement is insufficient in light of the
breadth and depth of existing deficits.

A positive general trend is also evident in

CHILD MALNUTRITION, 1985-2000
Last Year Recent Trend

Country

Argentina 1995/96 12.4 1994-95/96 7.7
Bolivia 1998 26.8 1989-98 -10.9
Brazil 1996 10.5 1989-96 -15.4
Chile 1999 1.9 1986-99 -7.7
Colombia 2000 13.5 1989-00 -3.1
Costa Rica 1996 6.1 1989-96 -3.1
Dominican Republic 1996 10.7 1991-96 -5.8
Ecuador 1998 26.4 1986-98 -7.6
El Salvador 1998 23.3 1993-98 0.2
Guatemala 1999 46.4 1987-99 -11.3
Honduras 1996 38.9 1991/92-96 2.6
Mexico 1999 17.7 1988-99 -5.1
Nicaragua 1998 24.9 1993-98 2.4
Panama 1997 18.2 1985-97 -0.6
Paraguay 1990 13.9 .. ..
Peru 2000 25.4 1991/92-00 -6.4
Uruguay 1992/93 9.5 1987-92/93 -6.4
Venezuela 2000 12.8 1990-00 -1.0

Latin America 18.9 -4.2

Notes: small size for age is a measure that compares the height of a child at a certain age to that of the average for members of the relevant
population.This indicator shows poor accumulated growth and constitutes a measure of insufficient previous physical growth. It is associated with
a set of long-term factors, such as chronically insufficient food intake, frequent infections, persistent bad eating habits and a low household eco-
nomic level.
Source: calculations based on data from the World Health Organization (WHO), Department of Nutrition for Health and Development, 2002.

TABLE 35

Year Percentage Years Compared Change in Percentage



the areas of health and education. We must be
cautious when evaluating these indicators,
though. Other available data challenge some
of the claims made in the research that we
have drawn on here. In this respect, the report
entitled Literacy Skills for the World of Tomor-
row, produced by the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
and the United Nations Educational, Scientif-
ic and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and
including 41 countries, revealed that a very
sizeable proportion (more than 50 percent) of
pupils in Latin America, although literate,
have effectively no real reading and compre-
hension skills (Table 40). The six Latin Amer-
ican countries included in this report occupy
the lowest positions with respect to quality of
education and student performance.

Social Integration
The greatest deprivations with regard to so-

cial citizenship in Latin America are to be found
in this category. Problems of unemployment,
poverty and inequality are very marked. This is
so much the case that even where a degree of im-
provement can be noted, as in the case of pov-
erty, it is not sufficient to classify the situation as
anything other than extremely serious. The
unemployment situation has worsened and lev-
els of inequality have remained the same or have
increased. The unemployment rate in Latin
America is one of the highest in the world and
the level of inequality is the greatest in the world.

Inasmuch as social citizenship contains an
economic component, for most people, em-
ployment constitutes a basic pillar of their citi-
zenship. Employment is the way in which citi-
zens contribute to the generation of wealth in
society and through which they secure the
means to exercise their rights. For the vast ma-
jority of Latin Americans, employment is the
way to escape poverty. Often, however, this as-
piration proves impossible to satisfy, constitut-
ing a tremendous challenge to politics and de-
mocracy in the region.

Everything indicates that, in Latin America,
the quality of employment as well as its influence
as a means of social insertion have diminished.As
the Economic Commission for Latin America

ILLITERACY IN ADULTS OVER

15 YEARS OF AGE, 1970-2000
Country 1970 1980 1990 2000

Argentina 7.0 5.6 4.3 3.2
Bolivia 42.3 31.2 21.8 14.5
Brazil 31.9 24.5 19.1 14.8
Chile 12.2 8.5 5.9 4.2
Colombia 22.1 15.9 11.5 8.3
Costa Rica 11.8 8.3 6.1 4.4
Dominican Republic 32.8 26.1 20.6 16.4
Ecuador 25.7 18.1 12.3 8.4
El Salvador 42.0 34.1 27.5 21.3
Guatemala 54.8 46.9 38.9 31.4
Honduras 46.7 38.6 31.5 25.4
Mexico 25.1 17.7 12.1 8.6
Nicaragua 45.5 41.2 37.2 33.5
Panama 20.8 15.2 11.0 8.1
Paraguay 20.2 14.1 9.7 6.7
Peru 28.5 20.5 14.5 10.1
Uruguay 7.0 5.1 3.4 2.3
Venezuela 23.6 16.0 11.0 7.4

Latin America 27.8 21.5 16.6 12.7

Note: the data represent the proportion of the adult population that
is illiterate. It refers to a population over 15 years of age that is unable
to read or write a short phrase in an everyday situation. The data for
the region are the average of all cases.
Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organiza-
tion (UNESCO), Institute of Statistics, 2002a.

TABLE 36

Nearly everybody openly condemns the model of
‘dual society’. But many welcome any
accomplishment—from the development of a
sector of ‘social utility’ to the opening of ‘new
sources of employment’—as long as it provides
some activity to the supernumeraries. Now, if one
focuses on the issue of social integration, it is not
only a matter of finding jobs for everyone, but of
also providing a legal status. 

Robert Castel, 1995, pp. 454–455. 

Genuine Insertion for the
‘Supernumeraries’

BOX 31
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INFANT MORTALITY, 1970-2000

Country 1970-75 1975-80 1980-85 1985-90 1990-95 1995-2000

Argentina 48.1 39.1 32.2 27.1 24.3 21.8
Bolivia 151.3 131.2 109.2 90.1 75.1 65.6
Brazil 90.5 78.8 65.3 55.3 46.8 42.1
Chile 68.6 45.2 23.7 18.4 14.0 12.8
Colombia 73.0 56.7 48.4 41.4 35.2 30.0
Costa Rica 52.5 30.4 19.2 16.0 13.7 12.1
Dominican Republic 93.5 84.3 63.9 54.6 46.5 40.6
Ecuador 95.0 82.4 68.4 57.1 49.7 45.6
El Salvador 105.0 95.0 77.0 54.0 40.2 32.0
Guatemala 102.5 90.9 78.8 65.0 51.1 46.0
Honduras 103.7 81.0 65.5 53.3 45.4 37.1
Mexico 69.0 56.8 47.0 39.5 34.0 31.0
Nicaragua 97.9 90.1 79.8 65.0 48.0 39.5
Panama 43.4 35.4 30.4 28.4 25.1 21.4
Paraguay 53.1 51.0 48.9 46.7 43.3 39.2
Peru 110.3 99.1 81.6 68.0 55.5 45.0
Uruguay 46.3 42.4 33.5 22.6 20.1 17.5
Venezuela 48.7 39.3 33.6 26.9 23.2 20.9

Latin America 80.69 68.28 55.91 46.08 38.40 33.34

Note: infant mortality is measured in terms of the probability of death between birth and the first year of life and is expressed in terms of deaths
per 1,000 births. The data for the region are the average of all cases.
Source: United Nations, Department of Social and Economic Affairs, Population Division, 2001.

TABLE 37

LIFE EXPECTANCY AT BIRTH, 1970-2000
Country 1970-75 1975-80 1980-85 1985-90 1990-95 1995-2000

Argentina 67.1 68.5 70.0 70.8 71.9 72.9
Bolivia 46.7 50.0 53.7 56.8 59.3 61.4
Brazil 59.5 61.5 63.1 64.6 66.0 67.2
Chile 63.4 67.1 70.6 72.5 74.2 74.9
Colombia 61.6 63.8 66.6 67.6 68.2 70.4
Costa Rica 67.9 70.8 73.5 74.5 75.3 76.0
Dominican Republic 59.7 61.8 62.8 64.7 66.5 67.3
Ecuador 58.8 61.3 64.3 66.8 68.5 69.5
El Salvador 58.2 56.7 56.6 63.2 66.8 69.1
Guatemala 53.7 56.0 58.0 59.6 62.5 64.0
Honduras 53.8 57.3 60.9 64.3 65.0 65.6
Mexico 62.4 65.1 67.5 69.6 71.2 72.2
Nicaragua 55.1 57.5 59.3 62.0 65.9 67.7
Panama 66.2 68.8 70.5 71.4 72.5 73.6
Paraguay 65.9 66.5 67.1 67.6 68.5 69.6
Peru 55.4 58.4 61.4 64.1 66.5 68.0
Uruguay 68.7 69.5 70.8 71.9 72.8 73.9
Venezuela 65.7 67.5 68.6 70.3 71.4 72.4

Latin America 60.54 62.67 64.74 66.79 68.50 69.76

Note: this indicator shows life expectancy at birth in years. The data for the region are the average of all cases.
Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2001.

TABLE 38
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and the Caribbean (ECLAC) has pointed out:
“Employment is the most important link between
economic development and social development,
since it is the main source of family income (pro-
ducing 80% of the total). The exclusion and seg-
mentation derived from lack of access to quality
employment are therefore determining factors of
poverty and social inequality which are self-per-
petuating, expressed in the high and persistent in-
come concentration that prevails in the region.”68

As we have already pointed out, the employ-

ment situation has worsened in Latin America.69

The weighted rate of open unemployment in
2002 was 10.8 percent, the highest since reliable
figures have been available.

The urban unemployment rate fell in Colom-
bia, Ecuador, and, to a lesser degree, in Chile and
El Salvador. But it increased in Argentina, Boli-
via, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Mexico,
Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay and
Venezuela.

Among Latin American youth, the unem-

PRIMARY, SECONDARY

AND TERTIARY SCHOOLING, 1999

Country

Argentina 100.0 76.0 48.0
Bolivia 99.1 .. 32.9
Brazil 96.5 68.5 14.8
Chile 88.9 71.8 37.5
Colombia 88.1 54.3 22.2
Costa Rica 91.3 43.4 ..
Dominican Republic 90.6 40.0 ..
Ecuador 97.7 46.9 ..
El Salvador 80.6 .. 18.2
Guatemala 81.0 18.4 ..
Honduras .. .. 13.0
Mexico 100.0 57.4 19.8
Nicaragua 79.4 .. ..
Panama 98.0 60.9 ..
Paraguay 91.5 45.0 ..
Peru 100.0 61.5 28.8
Uruguay 93.6 77.4 33.6
Venezuela 88.0 50.4 29.2

Latin America 92.0 55.1 27.1

Notes: the two dots (..) indicate that the information is unavailable.
The net rate of primary and secondary schooling is the percentage
of children of school age (according to each country’s definition)
effectively enrolled in school. The net rates of tertiary schooling are
unavailable. The data for El Salvador (in all categories) and Peru
(secondary and tertiary) are for 1998–1999; the rest are based on
information for 1999–2000. The data for the region are the avera-
ge of all available cases.
Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organi-
zation (UNESCO), Institute of Statistics, 2002b, 2002c and 2002d.

TABLE 39

Net Rate of
Primary
Schooling

Net Rate of
Secondary
Schooling 

Rate of
Tertiary
Schooling 

QUALITY OF EDUCATION AND

STUDENT PERFORMANCE, 2002

Country

Argentina 43.9 45.8 10.3
Brazil 55.8 40.6 4.7
Chile 48.2 46.6 5.3
Mexico 44.2 48.8 6.9
Peru 79.6 19.4 1.1
Finland 6.9 43.0 50.1
South Korea 5.7 55.4 36.8
United States 17.9 48.4 33.7

Notes: percentage of students at each performance level on the
combined scale of reading skills. The concept of literacy employed
by the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is
broader than the traditional one, that is, ‘able to read and write’.
Here, literacy is measured along a continuum, not in terms of
whether a student is literate or is not literate, even when it may be
necessary or advisable for some purpose to define a point within
the band below which performance levels are considered
inadequate. In fact, there is no dividing line between a totally
literate person and someone who is not. The PISA test—reading
skills test—was carried out with 15-year-old students. The students
were required to look up information, understand and interpret
written material, and evaluate and reflect on the content.
Source: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO), 2003, p. 274.

TABLE 40

Low Medium High

Percentage of Students at each Level

68 J. A. Ocampo, ‘Globalization and Social Development’, presentation by the Executive Secretary of the Economic
Commission of Latin American and the Caribbean at the Second Meeting of former Latin American Presidents, San-
tiago, Chile, 22–23 April 2002.
69 International Labour Organization, Regional Office for the Americas, 2002.
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ployment rate, in most countries, is double or al-
most double the national average.

At the same time, social security coverage for
workers has narrowed and informal employment
has increased: seven out of every ten new jobs
created in the region since 1990 have been in the
informal sector. In addition, only six out of every
ten new jobs generated since 1990 in the formal
sector include some kind of social security pro-
vision. This situation sounds a serious alarm
about the future of our societies: many Latin
Americans, in addition to the deficiencies they

are experiencing at present, are in danger of lack-
ing coverage at retirement.

The growth in the proportion of informal
employment is an eloquent indicator of the cri-
sis. Moreover, it is an inappropriate means of re-
ducing unemployment, since it creates jobs of
low quality and low social usefulness that do not
guarantee minimum welfare thresholds and so-
cial integration.

According to data from the International La-
bor Organization, in 1990, the primary deficit in
‘decent work’70 affected 49.5 percent of the 

OFFICIAL URBAN UNEMPLOYMENT

(AVERAGE ANNUAL RATES), 1985-2002
Country 1985 1990 1995 2000 2002

Argentina 6.1 6.1 16.4 15.1 19.7
Bolivia 5.7 7.2 3.6 7.5 8.7
Brazil 5.3 4.3 4.6 7.1 7.1
Chile 17.0 7.4 6.6 9.2 9.0
Colombia 13.8 10.5 8.8 20.2 16.2
Costa Rica 7.2 5.4 5.2 5.2 6.8
Dominican Republic .. .. 15.8 13.9 17.2
Ecuador 10.4 6.1 7.7 9.7 6.3
El Salvador .. 10.0 7.0 6.5 6.2
Honduras 11.7 6.9 6.6 .. 5.9
Mexico 4.4 2.8 6.2 2.2 2.7
Nicaragua 3.2 7.6 16.9 9.8 12.1
Panama 15.7 20.0 16.4 15.3 16.4
Paraguay 5.1 6.6 5.3 10.0 14.7
Peru 10.1 8.3 7.9 7.0 9.4
Uruguay 13.1 9.2 10.8 13.6 17.0
Venezuela 14.3 11.0 10.3 13.9 15.9

Latin America 8.3 5.7 7.4 8.5 10.8

Notes: the two dots (..) indicate that the information is unavailable. The survey covers urban areas throughout the country in Argentina, Bolivia,
Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, Uruguay and Venezuela. In Brazil, six metropolitan regions are considered (a new series for
Brazil is not included here). In Chile, the whole country is covered. For Colombia, only seven metropolitan areas are taken into account; since 2000,
the universe of the survey was expanded to include 13 metropolitan areas. In Ecuador the whole country is covered until 1997; from 1998 only
Cuenca, Guayaquil and Quito are included. In Mexico, 39 urban areas are surveyed. The International Labour Organization’s overview contains no
data for Guatemala. In Paraguay, the survey was carried out only in Asunción. The data for the Dominican Republic include hidden unemployment.
Finally, for Peru, from 1996–2000, the survey covered the national urban population; from 2001, the figures refer to metropolitan Lima. The aver-
ages for Latin America were weighted by the ILO.
Source: based on information from Household Surveys conducted in each country, International Labour Organization, Labour Overview 2003, Sta-
tistical Annex. Note that the data for this table do not necessarily coincide with that presented in Table 2, which used information from the Eco-
nomic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), 2003.

70 The primary deficit in decent employment is an indicator that was developed and calculated by the ILO. To create
it, the evolution of gaps in employment and social security coverage were examined. Two components are used to es-
timate the employment gap: unemployment; and informality. The former corresponds to the difference between the
current unemployment rate and the average over a 30-year period (1950–1980), which provides a so-called histori-
cal unemployment rate. The latter component records those who hold low-quality informal positions (characterized

TABLE 41
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urban workforce in Latin America. By 2002 the
proportion had risen to 50.5 percent. The in-
crease has raised the figure to 15.7 percent of the
entire workforce. In 2002, the primary deficit in
decent work affected 93 million workers in the
region, 30 million more than in 1990. The em-
ployment gap widened, affecting 21 million
workers, including the unemployed and infor-
mal workers, and the gap in social coverage
widened, affecting nine million newly employed
workers (basically in the informal sector).71

Between 1990 and 2002, the level of poverty
fell in 12 countries in Latin America, particu-
larly in Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, Mexico and Pa-
nama. But in 15 of the 18 countries under con-
sideration, one-quarter of the population lives
below the poverty line, and in seven of these,
more than 50 percent of the population is poor.

But, as José Nun maintains, “the issue is not
reduced to the marginal access of the ‘struc-
turally poor’ to the rights of citizenship.” In the
more modernized areas of Latin America, many

YOUTH UNEMPLOYMENT(ANNUAL RATES), 1990-2002 
Country Age 1990 1995 2000 2002

Argentina 15-19 21.7 46.8 39.5 45.4
15-24 15.2 30.1 .. ..

Bolivia 10-19 13.3 5.0 14.7 20.0
20-29 9.5 5.4 10.8 10.7

Brazil 15-17 .. 11.0 17.8 34.5
18-24 .. 9.3 14.7 21.4

Chile 15-19 15.9 15.8 26.1 28.4
20-24 12.0 10.1 20.1 20.0

Colombia 12-17 .. 21.0 33.3 32.7
18-24 .. 16.6 32.4 32.0

Costa Rica 12-24 10.4 13.5 10.9 16.3
Ecuador 15-24 13.5 15.3 17.4 17.4
El Salvador 15-24 18.6 13.3 14.3 ..
Honduras 10-24 10.7 10.2 .. 8.8
Mexico 12-19 7.0 13.1 5.4 6.5

20-24 .. 9.9 4.0 5.2
Panama 15-24 .. 31.9 32.6 34.1
Paraguay 15-19 18.4 10.8 .. 20.6

20-24 14.1 7.8 .. 16.7
Peru 14-24 15.4 11.2 17.1 15.1
Uruguay 14-24 26.6 25.5 31.7 40.0
Venezuela 15-24 18.0 19.9 25.3 27.2

Notes: the two dots (..) indicate that the information is unavailable. In Argentina, the Household Survey is carried out in Greater Buenos Aires; in Bolivia,
in national urban areas 1996 (15–25 years); in Brazil, in six metropolitan areas (new series from 2001); in Chile, it is the national total; and in Colombia,
in seven metropolitan areas in September of each year—from 2001 in 13 metropolitan areas. In Costa Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador and Honduras the data
cover the national total (urban). In Mexico, the survey is carried out in 41 urban areas; in Panama, in the metropolitan region; and in Paraguay, in Asun-
ción. For Peru, from 1996, the data cover the national total (urban); from 2001, the data cover metropolitan Lima. In Uruguay the survey covers Monte-
video; and in Venezuela it is the national total (urban). No data are provided for the Dominican Republic, Guatemala or Nicaragua.
Source: based on information from Household Surveys in each country, International Labour Organization, Labour Overview 2003, Statistical An-
nex, 2003.

TABLA 42

by low productivity, income levels that are volatile and close to the poverty line and employment instability). In or-
der to calculate the gap in social protection, the ILO takes into account employees in both the formal and informal
sectors who do not contribute to social security. The summation of the employment gap and the social protection
gap define the primary deficit in decent employment. International Labour Organization, Regional Office for the Amer-
icas, 2002, pp. 30–31.
71 International Labour Organization, Regional Office for the Americas, 2002, pp. 31–32.
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profound changes have occurred in the areas of
production and employment, leading to an in-
crease in unemployment and underemploy-
ment and to a widespread crisis of the social and
political fabric. This gives rise to another class
of problem of low quality, brought about main-
ly by a kind of ‘citizenship de-linking’ by people
who were previously integrated into society: the
class of the ‘new poor’.72

Between 1991 and 2002, 15 of the 18 countries
made progress in terms of economic growth per
capita. And 12 achieved a slight reduction in
poverty levels (in fact, only in Argentina, Bolivia,
Dominican Republic Paraguay, Peru and Vene-
zuela did poverty worsen). However, in 2002 only

in Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua,
Panama and Uruguay, however, was there a de-
crease in inequality.73 Reasons exist that permit us
to maintain that only if inequality is reduced will
it be possible to continue to address poverty, and
that the decrease in inequality tends to better the
prospects for acceptable rates of economic growth.

The possibility of greater equality is linked to
the strength of democracy. Satisfaction of the so-
cial objectives of development, especially human
development, cannot be achieved through mar-
ket forces alone. The drive for equality does not
come from the markets but from the promise
implicit in democracy. Equality among citizens
strengthens and consolidates democracy.

LATIN AMERICA: STRUCTURE

OF NON-AGRICULTURAL EMPLOYMENT

(PERCENTAGES), 1990-2002 
Informal Sector Formal Sector 

Year

1990 Total 42.8 57.2
Men 39.4 60.6
Women 47.4 52.6

1995 Total 46.1 53.9
Men 42.7 57.3
Women 51.0 49.0

2000 Total 46.9 53.1
Men 44.5 55.5
Women 50.3 49.7

2002 Total 46.5 53.5
Men 44.3 55.7
Women 49.4 50.6

Notes: Household Surveys cover the following: Argentina (national ur-
ban), Brazil (urban area), Chile (whole country), Colombia (ten metro-
politan areas), Costa Rica (whole country), Ecuador (urban area), Mexi-
co (urban area), Panama (whole country), Peru (Metropolitan Lima),
Uruguay (whole country) and Venezuela (urban area).
Source: based on information from Household Surveys carried out in
each country, International Labour Organization, Regional Office for the
Americas, 2003.

TABLA 43

Total Total

LATIN AMERICA: WAGE EARNERS

WITH SOCIAL SECURITY

(PERCENTAGES), 1990-2002

Informal Formal
Year Sector Sector Total

1990 Total 29.2 80.6 66.6
Men 32.5 79.1 68.4
Women 27.0 82.8 65.1

1995 Total 24.2 79.3 65.2
Men 25.4 78.2 66.6
Women 24.0 81.1 65.7

2000 Total 27.2 79.6 64.6
Men 26.6 78.4 66.0
Women 27.9 81.5 62.9

2002 Total 26.2 78.9 63.7
Men 25.5 77.9 64.9
Women 27.0 80.6 62.3

Notes: Household Surveys cover the following: Argentina (national ur-
ban), Brazil (urban area), Chile (whole country), Colombia (ten metro-
politan areas), Costa Rica (whole country), Ecuador (urban area),
Mexico (urban area), Panama (whole country), Peru (Metropolitan Lima),
Uruguay (whole country) and Venezuela (urban area).
Source: based on information from Household Surveys carried out in
each country, International Labour Organization, Regional Office for the
Americas, 2003

TABLA 44

72 J. Nun, text prepared for PRODDAL, 2002.
73 To reduce the level of poverty means to lower the percentage of the population with income below the poverty line
(based on the household survey measurement). Inequality is measured using the Gini coefficient. Both measurements
are based on data for 1991 (or the nearest possible year) and are contrasted with figures for 2002.
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The invisible in Latin American societies are those who
are not part of civil society, simply because they have no
identity, project, method of social organization or way
of struggling to maintain themselves, to defend
themselves, in order to obtain their rights and public
recognition. They are politically destitute of any real
power. In all honesty, it is necessary to recognize the
progress made in formal citizenship, which carries with it
the right to vote, particularly in the recent period of
democratization. But having the right to vote is not the
same as being a citizen … as far as social inclusion and
the practical guarantee of fundamental rights, not only
civil and political rights, but also the right to work, the
right to an income, food, housing, health, education and
so forth, are concerned. Between 30 percent and 60
percent of the people in our countries suffer from some
form of social exclusion that denies them their
citizenship. When these people are unable to organize
and fight, with a view to reinserting themselves
politically and having some expectation of change in the
circumstances that produced the inequality, poverty and
social exclusion, they constitute the enormous
contingent of invisible men and women in our societies.
Civil societies lose in this process, as does democracy.
But, if for some reason, the groups of invisible people
should organize themselves, civil society would win and
so too would democracy, since their presence as real
players is the indispensable condition for their sustained
inclusion among the citizenry. […]
Consolidating democracy ... necessarily implicates civil
society, above all because of the possibility of making
those who are invisible visible. This is so simply because
the rights of citizenship cannot exist unless they exist for
all men and women. Rights for some people, however
numerous, are not rights but privileges. Citizenship is the
expression of a social relationship that is based on the
inclusion of everyone, without exception. How does one
include oneself in the relationship among citizens? Taking
our current situation, in which millions of people still
remain outside of the system without their citizenship
being recognized, it is a question of seeing how and
under what conditions they can be transformed into

historical subjects of their own social inclusion, initiating a
virtuous process of rupture and of reformulation of social,
economic, political and cultural structures in a democratic
and sustained manner. It is especially worth remembering
that these groups of people in situations of poverty and
inequality, and virtual social exclusion, are not
ontologically or necessarily democratic. Like all social
subjects they need to become democratic by the same
process through which they become active subjects. The
crux of the matter is the fabric of social organization
based on which a group—of favela dwellers or landless
farmers, for example—develops its identity, designs its
vision of the world, becomes aware of its rights and of
the importance of participation, formulates proposals and
strategies. In the process, literally, the members of the
group acquire the power of citizenship even though they
are far from changing effectively the set of relationships
that exclude them. 
If we understand empowering as achieving power as a
citizen—of securing visibility for the people who until this
point had been invisible in the building of power
relationships—then we are talking about gains for the
group, civil society and democracy. The process of
‘empowering’ brings with it new types of organization, a
democratic culture of rights and a real capacity to
influence the political struggle. What is apparent in Latin
America is that the subjugation of democratization by
neo-liberal globalization stalled and even reversed the
continuing emergence of new subjects. The struggle
against this process of globalization, on the contrary, is
unveiling the contradictions that are again allowing
these groups to develop. However, this is a new turn of
events, and it depends on how the greater
segmentation produced between included and excluded
people is seen and experienced in different societies. The
large cities in Latin America are not just fragmented—as
with Rio de Janeiro, with its highways and favelas—but
one part can actually turn its back on the other, ignoring
and despising it.

Cândido Grzybowski, text prepared for PRODDAL,
2002.

The Role of Civil Society

BOX 32
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Civil Society as the Promoter of Social 
Citizenship

The problems and difficulties encountered by
welfare States in pressing ahead with initiatives to
protect their citizens, as well as the activities of
large non-governmental organizations involved
in poverty relief, initially encouraged the expan-
sion of voluntary organizations and gradually ex-
tended their scope of action to a large number of
other fields concerned with citizens’ welfare.

The growth of civil society was most dy-
namic in countries with dictatorial regimes,
where political parties could not articulate the
demands of the citizenry, and in areas, urban
and rural, where the State ceased to provide ad-
equately basic necessities, such as healthcare, ed-
ucation and support for vulnerable sectors.

A large number of organizations have also
sprung up that are dedicated to promoting civic
values, which ensure that citizens are registered
and that clean elections take place, and to im-
proving the performance of political parties, po-
litical movements and representative institutions.

In the sphere of practical action to reduce
poverty, many NGOs (technically, we should say
non-State organizations) take taken on func-
tions that, until this point, were seen as the re-
sponsibility of the State. At present, a significant
portion of public social policies are implement-
ed by NGOs in accord with State institutions.

The work of these organizations has result-
ed in an increase in the rate of participation by
the people. In many cases, the civil society or-
ganization aims to promote existing democrat-
ic values and also to affect the way in which de-
cisions are made.

Although vigorous State action is needed to
recover universal social policies that involve all
citizens and provide for the meeting of people’s
basic needs, these should be implemented whith
the inclusion and participation of different civ-
il society organizations that promote trans-
parency and prevent bureaucratic abuses.

Conclusions about Social Citizenship: 
its Achievements and Shortcomings

Shortcomings in the field of social citizen-
ship constitute one of the most important chal-
lenges to the region. No other kind of citizen-
ship sees democracy being as compromised as
that of social citizenship.

There are good reasons to maintain that the
citizens who suffer exclusion in one area of cit-
izenship are the same ones who suffer exclusion
in another. Physical poverty has a negative im-
pact on education opportunities, on health and
nutrition, on employment prospects, and on the
ability to exercise effectively civil, political and
social rights. Education, health and employ-
ment depend on food, housing and clothing. All
of these, in turn, make it easier to achieve liber-
ty, progress and justice. Below a certain mini-
mum threshold with respect to social rights the
very concept of citizenship is called into ques-
tion by reality. The picture becomes even more

SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP: INEQUALITY

AND POVERTY, C. 2002

Argentina 0.590 45.4
Bolivia 0.614 62.4
Brazil 0.639 37.5
Chile 0.559 20.6
Colombia 0.575 50.6
Costa Rica 0.488 20.3
Dominican Republic 0.544 44.9
Ecuador 0.513 49.0
El Salvador 0.525 48.9
Guatemala 0.543 59.9
Honduras 0.588 77.3
Mexico 0.514 39.4
Nicaragua 0.579 69.3
Panama 0.515 34.0
Paraguay 0.570 61.0
Peru 0.525 54.8
Uruguay 0.455 15.4
Venezuela 0.500 48.6

Note: the higher the Gini coefficient the greater the degree of in-
equality. Information for Argentina, Bolivia, Ecuador, Paraguay and
Uruguay covers urban areas. The values for the remaining countries
correspond to the national average. In 1999, the world average in terms
of the Gini coefficient was 0.381. Poverty: the figures indicate the per-
centage of people living below the poverty line. The poor are those
whose income is less than double the cost of the basic food basket.
Sources: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
(ECLAC), 2004.

TABLA 45

Country

Inequality:
Gini Coefficient,
c. 2002

Poverty:
Percentage
below Poverty
Line, c. 2002
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Note: the data are weighted by population and calculated using the most recent statistics available on income distribution among urban house-
holds, divided into quintiles and deciles and shown as percentages of total national income. The information on Argentina, Bolivia, Colombia,
Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Panama, Uruguay and Venezuela are for 2002. For Brazil, El Sal-
vador, Nicaragua and Paraguay, the data are for 2001. Finally, the data on Chile are for 2000, while data for Peru are for 1999. The sum of the
figures in the column on income distribution does not equal 100 percent because the distribution of income divided into quintiles and deciles in
some countries does not add up to 100 percent either.
Source: Economic Commission of Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), Social Statistics Unit, Division of Statistics and Economic Projections.
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What I am going to suggest is linking the defeat of
poverty and inequality with something that we could
argue constitutes a general public interest:
democracy. Now, why should democracy be of any
interest to the privileged? [...] The valid moral and
political argument is that democracy is founded in
values that require respectful consideration of the
dignity and autonomy of every human being; no
more and no less [...] the principal cementing force
can only be an ethical reason: the decent treatment
deserved by every human being. An additional
reason is in the public interest: improving the quality
of our democracies is equivalent to advancing
towards achieving that decency as a collective value
in society as a whole.

Guillermo O’Donnell, 1999c, p. 82. 

Decency as a Collective Value

BOX 33

If capitalism by excluding politics should become
totalitarian, it would run the risk of crumbling
[...] Because in no other period of our history—
with the very brief exception of the 1930s—
were the dysfunctional aspects of the world
economy as severe as they are today: massive
unemployment; formidable increases in
inequality and poverty in rich countries;
unsustainable misery and recurrent crises in
many developing countries; and the deepening
inequality of income per capita among
countries. Democracy cannot remain indifferent
to all of this.

Jean-Paul Fitoussi, text prepared for PRODDAL,
2003. 

Dysfunctions in the World
Economy

BOX 34
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complicated if we take into account the fact that
hopes for, and expectations of, improvement in
some of these areas are generally linked to the
evolution of one or more of the other aspects of
citizenship.

To summarize, the development of democra-
cy in Latin America demands that the problems
that hinder the enforcement and the expansion of
social citizenship be tackled decisively. To this end,
it seems necessary to concentrate on attacking
poverty and creating high-quality jobs, bearing in
mind that this will be very difficult to achieve
without also reducing inequality in the region.

Deficiencies in the field of social citizen-
ship are one of the most urgent challenges
confronting the region.

■ Most of the data reveal a serious situa-
tion. Latin America is known to have

widespread needs in multiple areas of
social citizenship. The improvements
achieved in some countries in this re-
spect, although significant in themselves,
are minor in comparison with the scale
of the problem.

■ There are overlapping types of social ex-
clusion. Deprivation in one sphere of
social citizenship often coincides with
deprivation in another. This situation
suggests that there may be structural
deficits where social citizenship is con-
cerned.

■ The social outlook for the region is
therefore bleak; the search for an ex-
tended and better kind of social citizen-
ship, starting with the fulfillment of
people’s basic needs, represents a key
challenge for Latin America.

The relationships that exist between economic
inequality and poverty, on the one hand, and the
quality of democracy, on the other, have often been
noted. In this respect it is worth looking carefully at
the findings of research, such as those of an
econometric report that has just been released: “The
most important conclusion which it is possible to
derive from the present report is that the main
obstacle hindering the success of efforts to reduce
poverty in Latin America and the Caribbean is rooted

in the fact that the best remedy for treating the
poverty that afflicts the region—the reduction of
inequality—seems to be one that is very difficult to
prescribe. A slight decrease in inequality would
contribute significantly to reducing the extreme
deprivation in the region. However, apparently only a
very few economies in the region have been able to
achieve this even in small measure.”74

José Nun, text prepared for PRODDAL, 2002. 

Poverty and Inequality: Little Significant Change

BOX 35

74 Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), International Institute for Democracy and
Electoral Assistance (IDEA) and UNDP, 2003, p. 49.





The support of citizens is key to democratic
sustainability. History shows that democracies
were overthrown by political forces that relied
on the support (or at least the passivity) of an
important segment and, on occasion, the bulk
of the citizenry. Democracies become vulner-
able when, among other factors, authoritarian
political forces find fertile ground for their ac-
tivities in the attitudes of citizens. Hence the
importance of understanding and analyzing
the support that democracy can count on in
Latin America.

A survey of citizens’ perceptions of democ-
racy was carried out in May 2002 with that very

purpose in mind. It took into account the views
of 19,508 people, covering more than 400 mil-
lion inhabitants in the 18 countries included in
the Report.

An initial look at people’s perceptions iden-
tified in previous surveys by Latinobarómetro
indicates that, in 1996, 61 percent of those in-
terviewed in the region preferred democracy to
any other kind of regime; in 2002, the propor-
tion was 57 percent. That preference for democ-
racy, though, does not necessarily imply strong
support. In fact, many people who profess a
preference for democracy vis-à-vis other
regimes have highly undemocratic attitudes to-
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■ How Latin Americans
see their Democracy

WEAKNESSES IN THE PREFERENCE FOR DEMOCRACY

COMPARED WITH OTHER SYSTEMS OF GOVERNMENT, 2002

Believe that economic development is more important than democracy. 56.3 48.1
Would support an authoritarian government if it resolved economic problems. 54.7 44.9
Do not believe that democracy solves a country’s problems. 43.9 35.8
Agree that the President should be above the law. 42.8 38.6
Believe that democracy can exist without political parties. 40.0 34.2
Believe that democracy can exist without a national legislature. 38.2 32.2
Agree that the President should impose order by force. 37.2 32.3
Agree that the President should control media. 36.1 32.4
Agree that the President should ignore the national legislature and parties. 38.1 32.9
Do not believe that democracy is essential to development. 25.1 14.2

Note: n varies between 16,183 (democracy may exist without a national legislature) and 17,194 (democracy versus economic development).
Source: calculation by PRODDAL based on data from Latinobarómetro 2002.

TABLA 46

Specific Attitudes related to the Relevance and Importance of
Democracy

Percentage of 
the Total Sample
of all 18
Countries

Percentage of
those who prefer
Democracy to any
other Form of
Government         



wards various social issues. In 2002, almost one-
half (48.1 percent) of those surveyed who said
that they preferred democracy to any other
regime had an equal preference for economic
development over democracy, and a similar per-
centage (44.9) who said that they preferred
democracy were willing to support an authori-
tarian government if it could solve the country’s
economic problems.

A fair number of people who expressed a
preference for democracy oppose some of its
basic rules. Approximately one in three believe
that democracy can function without institu-
tions like a legislature and political parties.

These responses amount to a sort of ‘wake-
up call’: a substantial proportion of Latin Amer-
icans value economic development more than
democracy and would be willing to put democ-
racy to one side if a non-democratic government
could help to solve their economic problems.

In an attempt to scratch beneath the surface
with regard to this situation, we analyzed the
answers to 11 questions that reflect not only a
preference for democracy but also attitudes
concerning the way in which power is exercised
in a democratic system, the basic institutions of
democracy and various social matters.75

Three Orientations towards Democracy:
Democratic, Ambivalent 
and Non-Democratic

We have identified three categories into which
we group the opinions and attitudes of Latin
Americans towards democracy: democratic; am-
bivalent; and non-democratic (Graph 5).

The democrats are those whose replies to all
of the questions were in favor of democracy.
They prefer democracy over any ‘other form of
government’ and they support the implemen-
tation of democratic rules with respect to gov-
ernment even at the most difficult of times.
Asked to choose between democracy and de-
velopment, the democrats said that they pre-
ferred the former or that both were equally im-
portant objectives. Moreover, they believe that
“it is essential for a country to be democratic
in order to be developed.” Democrats disagree
with delegative76 approaches to solving nation-
al problems: they oppose the President acting
without the consent of the legislature, control-
ling the media and imposing order by force,
even in times of crisis.

The non-democrats are those who gave non-
democratic responses to all of the questions 
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75 See the methodology used to construct the Democratic Support Index. Below are the key questions that guide this part
of the research (the original survey questions were in Spanish, and have been translated by PRODDAL). Support for
democracy: (1) Which one of the following sentences are you most in agreement with? a) Democracy is preferable to all
other forms of government. b) Under some circumstances, an authoritarian government can be preferable to a demo-
cratic one. c) For people like me, it doesn’t matter whether we have a democratic or a nondemocratic regime. (2) If you
had to choose between democracy and economic development, which would you say is more important? a) Economic
development is most important. b) Democracy is most important. c) Both are equally important. (3) In order for (coun-
try) to become a developed country, do you believe democracy is indispensable as a system of government? Or do you
think it is possible to become a developed country with a system of government other than democracy? a) Democracy is
indispensable for a country to become developed. b) It is not indispensable; it is possible to become a developed country
with another system of government. (4) I would not mind a non democratic government in power if it could solve the
economic  problem: a) very much in agreement; b) in agreement; c) in disagreement; d) very much in disagreement.
(5) Some people say that democracy permits us to find solutions to the problems that we have in (country). Others say that
democracy does not help with solving problems.Which statement best expresses your viewpoint?: a) Democracy solves prob-
lems; b) Democracy doesn’t solve problems. Support for democratic institutions (6) a) You can’t have democracy without a Na-
tional Congress; b) Democracy can function without a National Congress. (7) a) You can’t have democracy without political
parties; b) Democracy can function without parties.The delegative dimension If the country has serious dificulties,are you very
much in agreement, in agreement, in disagreement or very much in disagreement that the president should?: (8) a) Not be
limited by what the laws say; (9) b) Secure order by force; (10) c) Control the media; (11) d) Bypass Congress and the parties.
76 The concept of delegative democracy was coined by Guillermo O’Donnell (1994) and  refers to countries where elec-
tions are free and clean, but where those who govern (especially Presidents) believe that they are authorized to act without



asked. They prefer an authoritarian regime to a
democratic one. They believe that a country’s
development is more important than preserving
democracy and they do not believe that democ-

racy is essential for development. Asked to
choose between the two, they opt for the latter.
They agree that “a non-democratic government
might take power if it could resolve the coun-
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institutional restrictions. With regard to this strongly majoritarian and consultative concept of political power, the person
in power is still democratic in the sense that there are free and clean elections and there is no intention to limit them in the
future. But those in power feel no obligation to accept the restrictions and controls put in place by the other constitution-
al institutions (the legislature and the judiciary) or by the various State or social supervisory organisms; on the contrary,
they normally ignore, annul or co-opt these entities. The basic idea behind this concept is that the voters see the President
as the exclusive embodiment of democratic legitimacy, and, as a result, they entrust him/her with the right and obligation
to resolve all of the country’s problems as he/she sees fits. This idea—which does not exclude the notion of clean, free elec-
tions in future, which can lead to a change in the executive and the party—accords the President the authority to engage in
anti-institutional acts, including, as we shall see, the taking of decisions (‘to put things in order’ or ‘to resolve crises’) that
are totally authoritarian. This does not, of course, imply that the delegative President is omnipotent, as that would conflict
with the remaining working elements of public institutions, with various de facto relations of power and, depending on the
circumstances, with opposition movements, especially when it comes to accountability to the whole of society.

Non-Democrats

Ambivalents

Democrats

President respects
Institutions

President does not
control the Media

President does not use
Force to impose Order

President respects Laws

Support for 
Political Parties

Support for National 
Legislature

Democracy solves 
Country's Problems

Support for Democratic 
Government to resolve 
Country's Problems

Democracy is indispensable 
to Development

Democracy versus 
Development

Preference for Democracy

3.72

2.47
3.83

2.88

3.07
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GRAPH 5

Profile of Orientations towards Democracy, Latin America 2002 (1)

Support for Democracy
(maximum score = 4)

Interpretation of scores
Zone of democratic attitudes (3–4 points) 
Intermediate zone (2–3 points)
Zone of non-democratic attitudes (1–2 points) 

Notes: n = 15,216 
(1) Each question was codified so that its score could fit within a range of one to four, so that the score of four would always be equated with a
pro-democratic attitude. All averages are based on valid samples of different sizes. For Latin America the general valid sample varies between
14,532 and 15,216 people.
Source: calculation by PRODDAL based on data from Latinobarómetro 2002.



try’s economic problems.” They agree that “the
President should not have to consult Congress
and political parties if the country has serious
difficulties.” Finally, they do not seem to rate
very highly the likelihood of a country’s prob-
lems being solved under a democratic system,
even when it is a delegative sort of democracy.
In short, they prefer to substitute any other sys-
tem of government for democracy.

Those who belong to the ambivalent group
have ambiguous opinions, if not contradicto-
ry ones. The views that they express are broad-
ly consistent with delegative notions of democ-
racy. In principle they support democracy, but
they believe that it is valid to take anti-demo-
cratic decisions when running the government
if circumstances so demand. As a consequence,
on some topics, they share the opinions of the
democrats and on others they share those of
the non-democrats. Like the democrats, they
say that they prefer a democratic government

to an authoritarian one, they believe that
“democracy solves problems” and they are
convinced that democracy is essential for de-
velopment. But, like the non-democrats, they
believe that it is more important to develop a
country than to preserve democracy and they
would not object if a non-democratic govern-
ment came to power if it managed to resolve
the country’s economic problems. Moreover,
ambivalents distinguish themselves from the
other two groups by accepting that, in times of
crisis, the President may impose order through
force, control the media and ignore the na-
tional legislative body and the parties.

It may seem paradoxical that the ambivalent,
who say that they prefer democracy, express
agreement with government measures that are
clearly authoritarian. We believe that these opi-
nions are derived from the delegative concept of
democracy held by these interviewees. This is
an important finding: the preference of those
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who are ambivalent towards a democratic lead-
ership, yet at the same time support authoritar-
ian features in order to make it more efficient,
could possibly be capitalized on by adversaries
of democracy.

Scope of the Orientations 
towards Democracy

In 2002, those with democratic attitudes
constituted the largest group in Latin America.
However, they were not strong enough to form
a majority (Graph 6), comprising 43 percent of
the consultees in the 18 countries. To achieve a
majority the democrats require the support of
the ambivalent—the second largest group (30.5
percent). Finally, the non-democrats make up
the smallest group in the region (26.5 percent).

Each sub-region is different: in some, demo-
crats prevail numerically, in others, there is
equilibrium, and, in still others, there is polari-
zation. In Central America and Mexico, demo-
crats make up almost one-half of the popula-
tion, more than twice as many people as are in
the non-democrat category and significantly
more than in the ambivalent grouping. In the
Mercosur countries (Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay
and Uruguay) and Chile, the situation is polar-
ized: the most extensive orientation groups are
those that are completely opposed to each other,
the democrats and non-democrats. Also the dif-
ference in size between the two groups is nar-
row. Finally, in the Andean sub-region, there is
virtually equilibrium among the three orienta-
tions: the difference between the democrats and
the ambivalent is small, and neither enjoys
much of an advantage over the non-democrats.

Distance between the Different Orientations
towards Democracy

Which profile (democrats or non-demo-
crats) are the ambivalents closest to? In most
Latin American countries, the existence of a ma-
jority that supports democracy depends on the
ability of democrats to attract the backing of the
ambivalent. The distance between the two is rel-
evant when considering the effect of the size of
the democratic orientation.

When it comes to support for representa-

tional institutions (the national legislature and
political parties), preference for democracy,
and whether democracy is essential to a coun-
try’s development and to resolving its prob-
lems, the opinions of the ambivalent and the
democrats are substantially closer than those
of the ambivalent and the non-democrats. On
two topics in particular—’Democracy solves
problems’ and ‘Democracy is essential for a
country’s development’—there is practically
no difference between the ambivalent and the
democrats. Moreover, in all of these cases those
who are ambivalent fall within the democratic
attitude zone, achieving a high score on the re-
spective scales.

When it comes to delegative attitudes and
the tendency to support a non-democratic gov-
ernment if “that is the way to solve the country’s
problems,” however, the situation is inverted.
The distance between the non-democrats and
the ambivalent is substantially less than that be-
tween the democrats and the ambivalent. On
two questions in particular the distance between
the ambivalent and the democrats is remark-
able: support for a President who ignores the
legislature and political parties; and support for
a possible non-democratic government.

Finally, with respect to the choice between
democracy and development, we note that all
three orientations have moved ‘down the scale’:
democrats are in the intermediate attitude
range (the average score is 2.47), the ambivalent
are edging towards the non-democratic attitude
range (the average score is 2.0) and non-de-
mocrats have moved into a completely closed
position (the average score is 1.47).

Even though the differences among these
orientations remain true to type, the fact that
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In most Latin American countries,
the existence of a majority that

supports democracy depends on
the ability of democrats to attract

the backing of the ambivalent.
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Of all the people interviewed in the 18 countries of
Latin America, only 142 ‘pure’ democrats and seven
‘pure’ non-democrats were identified (together
constituting just one out of every 100 persons). A
‘pure’ non-democrat is a person who with regard to all
aspects of the study of orientations towards
democracy always chose the answer most hostile to
democracy. Since the scale used ranges between one
(attitude most hostile to democracy) and four (most in
favor of democracy), these non-democrats achieved an
average of one. A ‘pure’ democrat, meanwhile, is a
person who in all cases chose the answer most
favorable to democracy. The average score of the pure
democrats was thus the highest possible (four).
The vast majority of those interviewed have points of
view that are more mixed and less extreme, although
these people also have clearly discernible leanings. As
has been pointed out, the democrats tend to score at
the higher end of the scale with respect to all of the
topics under consideration: 70 percent of those so
classified have an average score of between 3.01 and
four—9.8 percent of ambivalents also achieved this

score (no non-democrats did so). In the zone reflecting
non-democratic attitudes, however, where the average
is between one and two points, non-democrats
predominate, constituting 75 percent of the people
situated in this range. 
In the intermediate zone (average score of between
two and three points), a less defined situation is
evident, as significant proportions of all three
orientations co-exist there. It is still possible,
nonetheless, to identify tendencies. First, nearly all of
the ambivalents are to be found in this range (84.2
percent). Second, there is a significant non-democratic
presence in the zone between 2.01 and 2.50, below
the median point on the scale, and there is a degree
of concentration of democrats in the area between
2.51 and 3, above the median point. In both cases,
these zones are adjacent to their respective ‘natural
ranges’. 
In short, even though in reality there are few ‘pure
types’, the study managed to group people in
orientation clusters according to their support for
democracy.

How many ‘Pure’ Democrats and Non-Democrats are there in Latin America?
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GRAPH 7

Democrats, Ambivalents and Non-Democrats according to their
Position on the Democratic Attitude Scales, Latin America, 2002

Note: n = 15,216 people. Figures represent the average score on the scales measuring attitudes towards the 11 variables under consid-
eration for the study of orientations towards democracy. The scales have a range of between one and four, where one is the response
that is most hostile to democracy and four is the response that is most favorable.
Source: calculation by PRODDAL based on data from Latinobarómetro 2002.
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the average score is lower than for previous ques-
tions in all three cases is worthy of mention: the
choice between economic development and de-
mocracy is where there is the greatest tension
among the preferences of Latin Americans.

From a general standpoint, the distance be-
tween the attitudes of the ambivalent and the de-
mocrats is almost the same as that between the
ambivalent and the non-democrats. For now, the
ambivalent do not lean in either direction.

In sum, the relatively similar distance be-
tween the democrats and the ambivalent, and
between the ambivalent and the non-democ-
rats, seems to be the result of an underlying
strain: the greater degree of sympathy between
ambivalents and democrats with regard to the
subject of support for democracy and its insti-
tutions compensates for the greater degree of

sympathy between ambivalents and non-
democrats with respect to delegative attitudes.

Social Profile of People with Different 
Orientations towards Democracy

The social origin of those with a particular
attitude towards democracy is heterogeneous:
people who hold a certain view do not for the
most part belong to a specific group or social
class. In particular, the social composition of
democrats shows that support for democracy is
fairly evenly distributed across the different sec-
tors of society. Even so, the following relation-
ships are apparent:

■ People with higher education (complete
or incomplete) are most likely to be 
democratic.
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DISTANCE BETWEEN THE ORIENTATIONS TOWARDS DEMOCRACY

ON THE DIFFERENT TOPICS STUDIED LATIN AMERICA, 2002

Zone of democratic attitudes Prefer democracy 0.45
(3–4 points) Democracy essential 

to development 0.04
Democracy solves problems 0.05 
Support national legislature 0.57 
Support parties 0.52 

Intermediate zone Democracy versus development 0.90 Support democratic government 
(2–3 points) to resolve problems 4.61

President respects the law 1.76
President does not use force 1.80
President does not control 

the media 1.65
President ignores the legislature 

and parties 2.13

Zone of non-democratic attitudes 
(1–2 points)

Notes: values for n = between 14.532 (p41st) and 15.216 (p39st and p40st).
(1) The range of variation in the scales used to measure democratic attitudes in response to the questions asked in the survey of orientations to-
wards democracy was standardized. A value of four was assigned to attitudes most favorable towards democracy, and a value of one to most neg-
ative attitudes towards democracy.
(2) See the explanation of the concept of distance and its respective indicator under the title ‘Third dimension: distance between orientations’ in
the DSI Technical Note in the Annexes.
Source: calculation by PRODDAL based on data from Latinobarómetro 2002.

TABLE 47

Score on the Scale of Democratic
Attitudes (1)

Less Distance between Democrats 
Diand Ambivalents

Less Distance between Non-Democrats   
Diand Ambivalents

Distance between Orientations (2)
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SOCIO-ECONOMIC PROFILE OF PEOPLE ACCORDING TO THEIR

ORIENTATION TOWARDS DEMOCRACY, 2002 

Central America and Mexico (1) % of people n=6,402 46.6 33.8 19.7 ..
Andean sub-region % of people n=4,377 37.3 34.4 28.3 ..
Mercosur and Chile % of people n=4,438 43.6 21.9 34.5 ..
Latin America % of people n=15,217 43.0 30.5 26.5 ..

Sex % men 51.5 52.9 50.8 50.0
% women 48.5 47.1 49.2 50.0

Age % 16-29 years 37.6 35.1 38.5 40.8
% 30-64 years 54.3 56.3 53.3 52.2
% 65-99 years 8.0 8.6 8.1 7.0
Average age 38.16 39.24 37.83 46.8 **

Level of education % no schooling 7.2 6.3 8.5 7.2
% 1-6 years 32.0 30.4 34.2 31.8
% 7-12 years 43.1 41.9 43.2 45.0
% enrolled in or completed  

higher education 17.7 21.4 14.1 16.0
Average number of years 

of schooling 9.33 9.69 8.84 9.29 **

Economic level (2) % low 41.5 40.0 44.8 40.2
% medium 49.2 49.5 47.3 50.9
% high 9.3 10.5 7.9 8.9
Average according to economic 

index 4.01 4.12 3.84 4.05 **
Average according to index of 

socio-economic mobility (4) -0.44 -0.42 -0.38 -0.52 ** 

Cohort (3) % socialized under an  
authoritarian regime 51.8 48.8 53.3 55.1

% socialized during a 
transition period 11.6 11.9 11.0 11.9

% socialized under democracy 36.6 39.4 35.7 33.0
Average number of years of 

socialization in a non-democracy 6.36 6.04 6.49 6.74 **

Notes:
(1) Includes the Dominican Republic.
(2) Based on an economic index put together using information on possession of electrical appliances in the home and the education of the head of the
household. This index can vary between 0 and 10. If the index is between 0 and 3.33, the economic level is considered low; if it is between 3.34 and 6.66,
the economic level is considered medium; and if it is between 6.67 and 10, the economic level is considered high.
(3) By looking at the number of years that a person spent being socialized under a democratic regime, it can be determined whether he/she was socialized
under a democracy, during a transition period or under an authoritarian regime. The period of socialization is judged to be 11 years (between the ages of
seven and 17).
(4) The index of socio-economic mobility is based on interviewees’ evaluations of their parents’ economic situation and comparisons with their own cir-

cumstances.
(5) An asterisk (*) indicates that the measure of association used or the Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) is significant at five percent. Two asterisks (**) mean
that the result is significant at one percent. When the degree of association or ANOVA is not relevant, this is indicated by two consecutive dots (..). For the
tests carried out in each case, please consult the Statistical Compendium.
Source: calculations based on data processed by PRODDAL from Latinobarómetro 2002.

TABLE 48

Orientation towards DemocracyCategories
Structure of the
Sample

Significance
(5)

Democrats Ambivalents Non-Democrats
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}

}
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■ There is little difference, though, between
people with primary and secondary edu-
cation.

■ Democrats have received more education
than their parents.

■ The young figure relatively more among
non-democrats.

■ Non-democrats are, on average, people
who believe that their economic position
has worsened relative to that of their 
parents and more than has that of other
groups.

■ Non-democrats least expect their chil-
dren to experience an improvement in
their economic circumstances.

A little over one-half of the people in Latin
America grew up and were socialized under an
authoritarian regime (51.8 percent). When we
look at democrats the proportion falls to 48.8
percent; among non-democrats, it rises to 55.1
percent.

Heterogeneity
Our opinion study also allows us to explore

whether, apart from sharing opinions on
democracy, people with the same orientation
also have the same attitudes regarding what a
country should be doing and who should re-
ceive support at election time.

The data gathered reveal that these orienta-
tions are politically heterogeneous. In particular,
people who share a positive attitude towards
democracy are not concentrated in any particu-
lar political group, nor do they hold opinions that
differ significantly from other consultees. How-
ever, they do reveal some interesting differences:

■ Non-democrats tend to think more than
others that the main problem for them is
not being solved or even that the country
is going backwards.

■ Non-democrats tend to perceive more
frequently that the political sector they
belong to does not have an equal chance
of coming to power as others.

■ Non-democrats tend to be less satisfied
with democracy than democrats and am-

bivalents (only 19 percent of them are 
satisfied, compared with 40 percent and
43.9 percent, respectively).

■ Non-democrats tend to trust institutions
and public figures less than other groups do.

■ Non-democrats believe more often than
the rest that politicians lie in order to be
elected.

■ Democrats tend to want the State to play
a more proactive role in developing the
country than the non-democrats or the
ambivalent do.

■ There are no major differences of opin-
ion on the primary national problems in
need of resolution: democrats, ambiva-
lents and non-democrats all agree that
poverty and unemployment are the most
serious problems.

From the analysis of the profile of non-
democrats and their perceptions of political and
economic realities it is possible also to prove
that this orientation is associated with less 
education, socialization under authoritarian
regimes, low social mobility in comparison with
their parents, less positive perspectives regard-
ing their children’s future and the likely resolu-
tion of public problems, and significant lack of
trust in institutions and politicians.

Ways in which Citizens participate 
in Political Life 

Although it is not possible to determine in
general the optimum level of participation that
should exist in a democracy, any democracy re-
quires a certain degree of citizen participation.
In the most dynamic democracies people find
numerous ways of exercising this right.

By looking at citizen participation we can
determine which of the orientations already
examined is the most active and thus add a new
element with which to judge how much support
for democracy there is in the region, as well as
how vulnerable it is.

Most people in Latin America are not dis-
connected from the political and social lives
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POLITICAL PROFILE OF PEOPLE ACCORDING TO THEIR

ORIENTATION TOWARDS DEMOCRACY, 2002

Central America and Mexico (1) % of people n=6,402 46.6 33.8 19.7 ..
Andean sub-region % of people n=4,377 37.3 34.4 28.3 ..
Mercosur and Chile % of people n=4,438 43.6 21.9 34.5 ..
Latin America % of people n=15,217 43.0 30.5 26.5 ..

Vote % that voted at 
last election 78.3 82.3 76.9 73.6 **

% that did not vote out of 
disillusionment or  
disinterest 8.9 7.2 10.2 10.2 **

% that indicates they belong 
to a political party 47.5 51.7 46.6 41.7 **

Average according to index 

of voting efficiency 3.01 3.03 3.13 2.84 **

Democracy % that gives negative 
meaning to
democracy 5.4 2.4 3.8 12.8 **

% that is satisfied 
with the way
democracy works 35.6 40.0 43.9 19.0 **

Other political attitudes % that profess not 
to have equal
political chances 32.5 29.5 31.0 39.3

% that say that others 
should be treated 
with consideration 80.7 79.0 78.9 85.5

Average on scale from

left to right 5.93 5.77 6.33 5.75 **

Average according to index of 

confidence in institutions 

and public figures 1.93 1.97 2.03 1.77 **

Strategies for development % that believes that public 
institutions offer 
no solutions or 
should be privatized 5.0 3.8 5.1 6.8

% in favor of 
administrative
reform measure 42.0 41.8 43.6 40.7

% in favor of improving 
State accountability 53.0 54.4 51.3 52.6

Average according to index 

of economic intervention 

by the State 3.82 4.05 3.55 3.76 **

(CONT. IN P. 141)

TABLE 49

Orientation towards DemocracyCategories
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Significance
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of their countries. Only a small minority of
those consulted (7.3 percent of the total) had
not engaged in any act of citizen participation
in the past few years. Another 22.1 percent
said that their only act of civic participation
was to have voted in the previous presidential
election. All in all, around 30 percent of these
people may be categorized as ‘unmobilized
citizens’: either they do not exercise their
right to participate or they do so only inter-
mittently, via the action that requires least
personal effort: voting.

Almost four out of every ten persons inter-
viewed (37.6) intervene in the public life of their
country in ways that go beyond participation in

elections. In addition to voting, they contact
public authorities when there are problems that
affect their community, they take part in public
demonstrations, and they donate their time, la-
bor or money to initiatives to resolve commu-
nity problems. These are all citizens who exer-
cise their rights actively.

Two groups stand out among them. First,
there is a very active sector composed of people
who literally ‘do a bit of everything’. They are ac-
tive with respect to all of the aforementioned
acts of citizen participation. In Latin America,
these citizens make up approximately 25 per-
cent of the total, a figure that is only slightly be-
low that of unmobilized citizens.
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POLITICAL PROFILE OF PEOPLE ACCORDING TO THEIR

ORIENTATION TOWARDS DEMOCRACY, 2002

Most urgent problems % that mentions 
unemployment, poverty,
inequality and 
insufficient income 60.2 62.6 58.2 58.6 **

% that mentions corruption 12.0 12.3 11.6 12.0 ns
% that mentions political 

violence 7.4 5.7 7.8 9.6 **

Answer to most urgent % that thinks the country 
problems is going backward in 

trying to solve problems 
or that there is 
no solution 32.0 31.9 27.4 37.8 **

% that thinks that the 
most urgent problem 
is being solved 7.5 6.9 9.5 6.3 **

% that mentions an 
urgent problem not
raised in the campaign 82.9 84.2 80.3 83.6 ns

% that thinks politicians 
do not fulfill campaign 
promises because            
they are liars 64.4 65.3 58.3 69.7 **

Notes:
(1) Includes the Dominican Republic.
(2) An asterisk (*) indicates that the degree of association used or the Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) is significant at five percent. Two asterisks (**)
mean that the result is significant at one percent. The notation ‘ns’ is used when the test is non-significant, neither at one percent nor at five per-
cent.When the measure of association or ANOVA is not relevant, this is indicated by two consecutive dots (..). For the tests carried out in each case,
consult the Statistical Compendium.
Source: calculations based on data processed by PRODDAL from Latinobarómetro 2002.

TABLE 49 (CONT. OF P. 140)

Orientation towards DemocracyCategories
Structure of 
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Significance
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A second sector, comprising around one in
eight people (13.3 percent), also engages in po-
litical participative activities that go beyond vot-
ing, but they do not extend as far as those that
the former are involved in. These people com-
bine voting with at least one other kind of po-
litical participation: they vote and contact the
authorities; they vote and participate in public
demonstrations; and, in some cases, they may
also collaborate with their communities. Among
their number is one group of citizens that par-
ticipates politically but not in elections: its
members abstain from voting but they do con-
tact public authorities and take part in public
demonstrations (4.9 percent).

Finally, one-third (33.2 percent) of Latin
Americans are socially active people, most of
whom involve themselves in politics intermit-
tently through voting. Members of this group
are in an intermediate position between un-
mobilized citizens and politically active ones.
On the one hand, they collaborate in commu-
nity-based organizations and in this sense do
exercise their right to participate in those ac-
tivities that interest them. On the other hand,
that action takes place mainly in a non-politi-
cal sphere.

Citizen Participation and Orientations 
towards Democracy

A final aspect of the analysis of participa-
tion is its connection with different orienta-
tions towards democracy. In Latin America
democrats tend to participate slightly more
actively in the political life of their country
than ambivalents or non-democrats. Some 43
percent of democrats engage in other political
activities, such as contacting authorities and
public officials and taking part in public
demonstrations, as well as in almost all cases
voting; 37 percent of non-democrats may be
classified as active, as may 39 percent of the
ambivalent. It is particularly important to ap-
preciate that democrats are not always the
most participative citizens.

Profiles of Citizenship Intensity
An integrated analysis of the size of the differ-

ent orientations towards democracy, as well as the
distance between them and the different levels of
activism, gives us an idea of the extent to which
citizens support democracy. This is the rationale
behind the Democratic Support Index.

The DSI helps us to evaluate the current bal-
ance of forces and the potential for creating
broad-based citizen coalitions to support
democracy, including sectors with ambivalent
views. It is a tool that distinguishes favorable
political situations from unfavorable, high-risk
ones. In favorable situations there is a balance
of forces that is positive for democracy—since
democrats are in the majority, they are the most
politically active, and the views of the ambiva-
lent are relatively close to those of the democ-
rats. In the opposite situation, when the balance
of forces is negative, the non-democrats are in
the majority, they are more active and they are
closest to the ambivalents. When applying the
DSI in the future, therefore, we may be able to
analyse changes in the political situation and 
assess the bases of democratic stability by look-
ing at the strength of citizens’support.

The sources of information for the DSI may
also be used to study citizenship intensity—that
is to say, how people exercise their status as citi-
zens, if they do at all.

The concept of citizen intensity is derived
from the term low-intensity citizenship, coined
by Guillermo O’Donnell.77 Citizenship intensity
means the free and active exercise of rights and
the fulfillment of the duties that are inherent to
the status of citizen. In order to approach this
topic we utilize a typology of profiles of citi-
zenship intensity that enables us to classify peo-
ple according to the way in which they exercise
their status as citizens.

With the information based on the different
attitudes towards democracy and the ways that
citizens participate in Latin America, people can
be classified according to four profiles of citi-
zenship intensity:
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77 Guillermo O’Donnell, 1993.



■ Participative democrats.
■ Unmobilized democrats.
■ Unmobilized ambivalents and non-de-

mocrats.
■ Participative ambivalents and non-de-

mocrats.

The first two groups share a democratic
orientation but differ in terms of their level of
participation in political life. The latter two
groups both demonstrate a lack of commitment
towards democracy and also differ with respect
to their level of political participation.

Approximately one in five people in Latin
America (18.9 percent) may be classified as
participative democrats, while a little more
than one-third of those consulted (34.9 per-
cent) are ambivalent or unmobilized non-
democrats. People in the latter category have
doubts about democracy or oppose it, but
they are not involved in political life. Those
who are ambivalent or participative non-
democrats are of roughly equal number to
those who are participative democrats. Ac-
cording to our data, in Latin America, ap-

proximately one in five people (21.6 percent)
may be classified as fitting this profile: per-
sons who have doubts about democracy or
are opposed to it, and are politically active.

The social characteristics of the people in
each category of citizenship intensity are simi-
lar to those described above as regards to the so-
cial origin of groups with different attitudes 
towards democracy. In general terms, two con-
clusions can be drawn: the two groups that are
most similar socially are, paradoxically, those
that might well confront each other in the event
of a crisis that threatens the stability of democ-
racy: participative democrats, on the one hand,
and ambivalents or participative non-demo-
crats, on the other. With regard to age, educa-
tion and economic status, members of these
broad groupings have more in common with
other members of the same group than with
members of other groups.

The second conclusion is that unmobilized
ambivalents or non-democrats seem to attract
younger people of a lower economic status to a
greater extent than the other three categories.
The young are more numerous in this group
than among participative democrats (38.4 per-
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In 1993 Guillermo O’Donnell came up with the theory that
recognized that, in Latin America, a considerable
proportion of citizens cannot exercise their civil rights and
are discriminated against despite the fact that their
political rights are reasonably well protected. He named
this phenomenon ‘low-intensity citizenship’, and
attributed it to objective barriers like the weak state of the
democratic rule of law and the effect of extreme social
inequality. A study of low-intensity citizenship therefore
requires that different sources of information are drawn
on, including both perceptions and official statistics. 
As well as these obstacles, the intensity with which people
exercise their citizenship may be affected by the degree to
which they feel obliged to fulfill their duties and to
exercise their rights. This is precisely the aspect examined
in this chapter, using information derived from
Latinobarómetro. Although this perspective is inspired by
O’Donnell’s thinking, it differs somewhat as it is centered

on the study of the activities and the behavior of
individuals.
A democracy in which a significant number of citizens
decide not to exercise their rights or to fulfill their duties is
a democracy that is in trouble. 
To develop this topic, a typology of profiles of citizen
intensity has been constructed, classifying people
according to the criteria set out below:

■ In the context of citizens’ duties, the obligation to
accept the validity of democratic norms. We used
the study of orientations towards democracy for this
purpose.

■ In the context of citizens’ rights, the degree to
which people participate in political life. Here we
used the study on the ways in which citizens
participate.

Low-Intensity Citizenship

BOX 37



cent of the first two groups and 30 percent of
the latter two groups). People with no education
or with primary schooling that is either com-
plete or incomplete (one to six years of school-
ing) are distributed in a similar way: propor-
tionally, they tend to be found more often
among unmobilized ambivalents or non-de-
mocrats. Yet people with complete or incom-
plete higher education are more numerous
among participative democrats.

The Democratic Support Index

The results of the DSI for the region are
positive for democracy. Democrats, in terms
of the correlation of forces, are in a better po-
sition than their opponents, the non-demo-
crats. In effect, democrats are the largest group
in terms of basic orientation towards demo-
cracy and have tended (although only slight-
ly) to participate more in the political and so-
cial life of their country than people with
other profiles. Likewise, the ambivalent were
slightly closer to the position of the democrats
than the non-democrats (Graph 8). The ag-
gregate regional DSI was 2.03.

In any case, the group to watch is the am-
bivalent one, as most democratic countries
require the support of its members to form a
majority of citizens. The factors most strong-
ly associated with non-democrats should also
be noted, as they are related to deficiencies in
social citizenship and to poor prospects for
economic and educational mobility, areas
where we know the region still has serious
shortcomings.

In summing up the results of this analysis,
we find that:

■ 43 percent of interviewees have a pro-de-
mocracy orientation, and thus comprise
the largest group (based on the proces-
sing of data from the 2002 survey by La-
tinobarómetro);

■ an obvious tension manifests itself when
people are asked to choose between eco-
nomic development and democracy—
many seem to prefer the former;

■ interviewees from countries where there
are lower levels of social inequality tend
to be more in favor of democracy;

■ non-democrats tend to be people who
have less education, were socialized un-
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In calculating the DSI, the following elements are taken
into account: 

■ orientations towards democracy; 

■ the size of each orientation and then the ratio
between democrats and non-democrats;

■ the average distance between the attitudes of
the broad groupings—to see whether the
democrats or non-democrats are closer to those
who are ambivalent; and 

■ the level of political activism of the people in
each orientation, and the position of democrats
and non-democrats.

The DSI weights the size of the orientations along with the
distance between them and the degree of activism. A more
detailed explanation can be found in the Technical Note on
the survey in the Statistical Compendium. 
In situations that are favorable to democracy, the value
of the DSI is significantly higher than one. When the DSI
has a value of around one, it reflects a situation of
political equilibrium between democratic and non-
democratic orientations. These situations are potentially
unstable, as citizens’ support for democracy is not
guaranteed. When the value of the DSI is significantly
less than one and near to zero, citizens’ support for
democracy is precarious. If a severe political crisis were to
emerge, the future of democracy could be compromised.

Democratic Support Index

BOX 38



Note: the percentages of people within each orientation do not exactly correlate with those shown in previous graphs because when information
on orientation is combined with information on participation the absence of answers increases and causes variations.
Source: calculation by PRODDAL based on data from Latinobarómetro 2002.

der an authoritarian regime, believe that
they have less social mobility than their
parents, have low expectations regarding
the likelihood of a better future for their
children, and have the least confidence in
institutions;

■ most citizens are not disconnected from
political and social life in their respective
country; and

■ on average, democrats tend to participate
slightly more actively in the political life
of their country.
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An exploration of the development of democ-
racy in Latin America is enriched by the per-
ceptions and views of the decision- makers who
have had the greatest impact on political life in
the region.

This section sets out and systematizes opin-
ions expressed in the round of consultations
with 231 leading Latin American figures, in-
cluding 41 current and former Presidents and
Vice-Presidents.

Here we analyze their views on the extent of
development in our democracies, emphasizing
citizen participation, the limits of democratic
power, confidence in institutions, especially po-
litical parties, and relations with de facto pow-
ers, new and traditional. The consultees also
pointed to tension among the variables of
poverty, inequality and democracy, and high-
lighted problems encountered in elaborating
the public agenda and challenges facing Latin
America’s democracies.

We would like to thank the 231 individuals
who generously helped us and we regret that
we were unable to speak to as many as we
wished. Hence important leaders may have
been omitted.

Profile of the Actors Consulted

There are two important factors to note with
regard to these consultations, which took place
between July 2002 and June 2003. First, we un-
dertook no fewer than six interviews in each

country, and we carried out more consultations
in the larger countries (specifically Brazil and
Mexico, where 34 and 25 leaders were consult-
ed respectively).

Second, this is not a random sample and
therefore the data are not statistically representa-
tive. The goal was to collate basic judgments on
democracy in the region through interviews
with a relevant group of influential leaders. The
participants were not made aware of the inter-
view agenda in advance.

At the end of the Report we provide more
information on the methodology and the pro-
cedural criteria used. It is important to bear in
mind that this study does not aspire to be a sub-
stitute for other opinion polls (but rather to
complement them).

The interviewees are key players in the polit-
ical, economic, social and cultural spheres of
Latin America, whose importance arises from
the outstanding nature of their careers: a) po-
litical leaders who hold, or have held, office at
the highest institutional level, leaders of politi-
cal parties, legislators, senior civil servants or
mayors; b) labor leaders, business executives, ac-
ademics, journalists, religious leaders and the
heads of social movements or organizations,
among other primary actors in society; and c)
members of the armed forces.

Politicians make up 51 percent of those con-
sulted. The remainder consists of a substantial
proportion of business leaders (11 percent) and
intellectuals (14 percent). The other categories
are as follows: trade unionists (seven percent),
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journalists (six percent), civil society leaders 
(seven percent), and members of the church
(2.5 percent) and military (1.5 percent).

The Conceptual Point of Departure

One thing the statements have in common is
that they emphasize a diagnosis that can be
summarized as follows: never before has there
been so much democracy in Latin America nor
has the threat of a coup d’état been so con-
trolled. And yet democracy has various weak-
nesses, such as those deriving from the low es-
teem in which political parties are held and the
so-called crisis of political society.78 Today, all of
the region’s countries satisfy the requirements
associated with a democratic form of govern-
ment and these are especially valued by those
consulted, in contrast with the authoritarian
past. From this perspective, the realization and
consolidation of the basic attributes of democ-
racy are considered to amount to a fundamen-
tal success and a key advancement for the re-
gion. This view leaves open a range of issues to
be tackled and a host of unfulfilled objectives.
There is widespread agreement that the con-
struction of democracy in Latin America is in-
complete, even in those countries where the
process has been going on for longer.

Necessary Conditions for Democracy

Although they do not share a common un-
derstanding, Latin American leaders believe 
that political participation and controlling the 

exercise of power are two fundamental condi-
tions for democracy, and that both have been
strengthened in the past decade.

The Growth of Political Participation
Although the word ‘participation’ has dif-

ferent political meanings, a narrow interpreta-
tion usually restricts its scope to electoral par-
ticipation. In its broader sense, it assumes a
stable degree of connection with the area of
public decision-making, principally through
political parties or civil society organizations.
Some intermediate definitions allude to more
or less active forms of exercising citizenship,
such as involvement in public consultations or
in deliberative circles at the local level.

Consultees were almost unanimous in their
view that greater involvement in whatever
form tends to strengthen the workings of dem-
ocratic institutions. In this broad sense, more
participation generally appears to be preferable
to less. As shown below, however, this generic
opinion breaks down when a large number of
interviewees refer to more specific forms of
participation. There is also general agreement
that more participation through political par-
ties is good for democracy. The leaders con-
sulted tend to share this view, even when they
are skeptical as to whether the parties are func-
tioning properly as channels for citizen partic-
ipation, or whether they can once again play an
active role in this area.

At the same time, the vast majority of those
consulted concurred that participation of the
population in the broad sense (that is, in terms
of electing governments and defining their poli-
cies) has increased significantly over the past
decade.

Two trends can be identified in interpreting
the electoral act as an expression of political
participation. In countries with a weaker dem-
ocratic tradition, voting is seen as an act of par-
ticipation because it permits the leveling of crit-
icism at the old patrimonial structures, and, in
any case, rewards or punishes those who govern.
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There is also general agreement
that more participation through
political parties is good for
democracy. 

78 M. A. Garretón, text prepared for PRODDAL, 2003.



The rise in voter turnout is associated with the
increase in participation. In contrast, in democ-
racies with greater continuity, the act of voting
is seen as something ordinary, of no particular
significance in evaluating the level of participa-
tion. For those interviewed in these countries
participation implies more active forms of ex-
ercising citizens’ rights.

In almost all of Latin America, the increase in
participation is seen as one of the most visible
characteristics of the democracy-building process.
However, the reduction in, or the stagnation of,
participation highlighted by leaders from Chile,
Costa Rica and Uruguay seems to be common to
democracies that see themselves as having a sys-
tem of democracy that has deep historic roots.
This does not mean that these countries are free
of difficulties—in fact, two of them suffered the
harsh experience of authoritarian rule; still, this
is a different problem to the ones that confront
countries where democracy has a more shallow
foundation or has more recently taken root.

A leader consulted in Chile spelt this out:
“The participation that democracy implies was
more institutionalized [from the middle of the
last century until the coup d’etat in 1973], fun-
damentally though political and social organi-
zations. […] Today, the reality in Chile is very
worrying: […] in ballots and elections the in-
terest of citizens has been progressively dimin-
ishing and electoral abstention has increased.
[…] [Now] there exists a more disorganized
kind of participation, more circumstantial […].
The political parties have lost presence and rep-
resentativeness.”

A Brazilian leader, furthermore, put empha-
sis on the expansion of participation: “Poverty
is diffuse, not organized […]. As democratic
power is perfected, so the bottom-up pressures
increase [so that the problems of the poor are
taken into account]. And this is what happens
[…], [there are] more democratic organiza-
tions, more social organizations and more pres-
sure from those at the bottom. This is the test
we will now have to pass.”

An important difference between countries
with more established democracies and the rest
are the channels through which participation is
exercised. Those consulted in the first category
tended to presuppose that parties are one of the
natural conduits (not the only one but certain-
ly one of the most important). By contrast, in a
number of countries with less established
democracies, some of those consulted were of
the opinion that greater participation results
when citizens are involved outside of the par-
ties, either because they distance themselves suf-
ficiently to cast their votes independently (for
example, by supporting independent candi-
dates) or because they join civil society organi-
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HAS VOTER PARTICIPATION INCREASED IN LATIN AMERICA?

Participation has increased Honduras, Mexico, Bolivia, Brazil, Paraguay, Colombia, Dominican Republic,
Venezuela, El Salvador, Panama, Ecuador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Peru, Argentina

Participation has neither increased nor decreased Costa Rica

Participation has decreased Uruguay, Chile

Note: the countries are arranged according to ‘balances of opinion’, that is, the difference between those who say that participation increased and
those who say that it decreased. The first country is the one with the most positive net assessment, that is, the one where the difference is most
in favor of those who think that participation has increased. The other countries are then arranged in descending order.
Source: PRODDAL, round of consultations with Latin American leaders, 2002.
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zations that present themselves as alternatives to
the parties. According to those consulted, this
reality is connected not just to the fact that the
parties have a bad image, but that they are seen
as an obstacle to participation.

Again according to those interviewed, this
phenomenon of greater participation through
channels other than party structures often
seems to be linked to another strong trend: the
strengthening of deliberation and decision-
making forums at the local level. This is the lev-
el—village, rural district, city and province—
where we are beginning to see the emergence 
of leaders capable of attracting significant
amounts of support and where civil society or-
ganizations may be better managed, which, in
turn, makes it easier to involve citizens. This is
how one of the leaders consulted in Colombia
described it: “In Bogotá […] successive govern-
ments […] brought about a radical transfor-
mation of the city: […] public politics became
a vital essence, […] what was public took a front
seat to what was private, which was not as things
had been seen before, […] the results for the cit-
izens generated political conviction and conti-
nuity, [but] almost not at all for the parties, be-
cause the last three candidates to be elected have
been independents.”

A heterogeneous perception of social parti-
cipation exists among those consulted. The new
social movements and the rise in participation
outside of the parties have meant that the for-
mer are seen by more than a few interviewees as
a threat to governability. There is also disagree-
ment about the institutionalization of social in-

volvement. Some countries have institutional
channels through which they can make de-
mands viable and negotiate them. For some of
those consulted, resistance to the development
of institutional participation mechanisms has a
negative effect on the expansion of democracy;
others object to these processes for their single
issue focus and for generating specific agree-
ments that limit pluralism.

Increased Controls on the Exercise 
of Power

In most Latin American countries, the pri-
mary view is that governments are more con-
trolled and restricted than in the past. In gener-
al, this is seen as something positive, because it
implies the presence of a citizenry that is more
alert and determined to exercise its rights (con-
sistent with the perception of greater participa-
tion). That controls on the exercise of power
have been significantly enhanced is the pre-
dominant belief of the leaders of 12 of the 18
countries studied, notably politicians and civil
servants.

Various leaders consulted also mentioned
the existence of traditions that militate against
controlling the exercise of power in some Cen-
tral American countries, where the absence of
efficient restrictions seems to be linked to long-
standing problems.

However, those consulted link such control
with the strengthening of civil society (starting,
above all, with the role played by NGOs) and of
the media. The media is considered to be both
a control mechanism and a pressure group,
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HAVE CONTROLS ON POWER INCREASED IN LATIN AMERICA?

Controls have increased El Salvador, Mexico, Peru, Brazil, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Chile,
Honduras, Costa Rica, Bolivia, Paraguay

Controls have neither increased nor decreased Uruguay, Nicaragua

Controls have decreased Ecuador, Panamá, Argentina, Venezuela

Note: the countries are arranged according to ‘balances of opinion’, that is, the difference between those who say that controls on power have in-
creased and those who say that they have decreased. The first country is the one with the most positive net assessment, that is, the one where the
difference is most in favor of those who think that controls on power have increased. The other countries are then arranged in descending order.
Source: PRODDAL, round of consultations with Latin American leaders, 2002.
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which allows us to understand the paradox of
how the media is perceived: as a condition sine
qua non for democracy and at the same time as
a tool of power groups that have undue influ-
ence over public decision-making.

In general, the existence of an independent
media is seen as a factor that has contributed de-
cisively to the increase in controls. Many of the
leaders consulted emphasize the capacity of the
media to detect irregularities and excesses (or
simple mistakes and difficulties) and to publicize
them. But this very same weight of the media is
seen as a danger by most of the leaders consult-
ed. Supported by the popularity that results from
muckraking, certain elements of the media end
up creating their own agenda and following their
own interests (consistent with those of the eco-
nomic group to which they belong or the power
sectors with which they are associated). For many
consultees, a serious problem is that there are no
effective mechanisms to control these potential
excesses, at least if one does not wish to endan-
ger the freedom of the press. In both its best and
its worst manifestations, though, the media is
seen by leaders as one of the main counter-
weights to political power.

Opinions on the Nature of Democracy
Latin American leaders believe that the po-

litical conditions necessary for democracy im-
proved significantly over the past decade. Con-
sider the definition of democracy offered by an
interviewee in Guatemala: “If we had asked
Guatemalans in 1986 what democracy meant to
them they would have said ‘that there should be
a civilian government and that it should be vot-
ed in by a popular vote’, and that is basically
what should happen in all of Latin America.”
Assuming that this definition is correct, there is
no doubt that most consultees would agree that
their countries are democratic.

The interview guidelines stated that, after an
extensive conversation, participants would be
invited to respond to the question regarding the
presence or absence of democracy in their par-
ticular country (“Taking everything into ac-
count, would you say that your country today is
a democracy?”). Only 14 percent gave an un-

equivocal answer (six percent said yes, eight per-
cent said no). The remainder wanted to clarify
and redefine the concept.

Consequently, we need to explore the mean-
ing of these expressed qualifications and reser-
vations. For six percent, as noted above, there is
a ‘full democracy’ in their particular country,
while for 66 percent there is a democracy with
some limitations. Seventeen percent believes
that numerous limitations exist in their democ-
racy, while a further eight percent thinks that
their country is not a democracy.

At least as a first approximation, therefore, the
bulk of those interviewed (almost nine out of ten)
accept the use of the term ‘democracy’ to describe
their respective national situation, although
they do so with a number of qualifications.

This observation may appear trivial, but it
confirms the progress that has been made in re-
cent years. For the first time in the history of the
continent, the leaders of all of the nations in-
cluded in the study believe that their countries
meet at least the most basic definition of
democracy —that is, there is genuine competi-
tion for power and there are at least some lim-
its on the exercise of power by government.
However, 25 percent of interviewees under-
scored that there is still “a long way to go” before
they can say that there is democracy in their
countries.

In some cases, consultees insisted that the
weakness of democracy has less to do with po-
litical blockages, problems of legitimacy or
questions of institutional design (although
these problems were mentioned), and more to
do with the living conditions of the population.
“From the economic and social point of view,
we really have grave problems in wealth distri-
bution, of participation among Panamanians
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[…]. How can there be democracy in these
conditions?” That inequality and social seg-
mentation are impediments to full-blown
democracy building is a view frequently associ-
ated with the more pessimistic camp. In all of
the consultations, the comment most often
linked to a skeptical judgment on how strong or
how developed democracy really is was the one
that usually made reference to the living condi-
tions of the population.

A Nicaraguan leader said, for example: “It
has been a great effort for us to get as far as we
have: deaths, internal struggles […]. We have
progressed more than many countries in terms
of consolidating democracy but there is much
more to do, because complete democracy in
poverty and misery is inconceivable. When the
only liberty one seems to have is that of dying
[…] it is difficult.” The same idea runs through
this summary provided by a Peruvian leader:
“Some 54% of the population live below the ex-
treme poverty line and 23% are under the ex-
treme-extreme poverty line […]. Those people
participate in politics in the sense that they vote
on election day, because it is obligatory and they
have to pay a fine if they don’t, but this is not
democracy. Democracy is not a political elec-
toral act. Someone who goes to sleep not know-
ing whether tomorrow he will have something
to eat is not free.”

At the other extreme, the most positive an-
swers are delivered in particular by those who
come from the most deep-rooted democracies
and the larger countries. As pointed out by a
Brazilian leader, recent elections have con-
tributed to the building of confidence in
democracy: “We are living at a time when a per-
son [Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva] has emerged

from extreme poverty in the northeast and
reached the most powerful position in the
country; […] social mobility is one of the in-
gredients of democracy: […] the more chance
there is to cross the barriers [between social
classes], the more democracy there is.”

These cases demonstrate that, in Latin
America, the link between socio-economic con-
ditions and attitudes towards democracy is not
automatic or necessarily a determinant. What
distinguishes the attitudes of those in power in
these countries does not rest, therefore, on ‘ob-
jective’ socio-economic conditions at home but
on the degree of confidence in the capacity of
democratic institutions to live with, and, in the
medium term, to alter, these situations of pover-
ty and exclusion. For those who see things this
way, poverty and exclusion are problems that
must be solved through a political system that
is unequivocally democratic.

According to one former President,“We have
achieved a republic and we must still build the
democracy. The republic protects our individ-
ual freedoms, prevents us from being killed by
a despotic government, or from being made
prisoners by it […], but in addition to these lib-
erties which are sometimes called negative there
are other liberties, the positive ones of democ-
racy, concentrated in social rights.”

Reasons for the Limitations of Latin
America’s Democracies

Institutional Powers and De Facto Powers
A traditional problem in the countries of La-

tin America has been the divorce of institutio-
nal powers from de facto powers: although writ-
ten Constitutions give great weight to the
executive branch and provide the legislative
branch and the judiciary with significant scope
for action, real power tends to reside with insti-
tutions to which the law assigns other functions
(as was the case, in the recent past, with the 
armed forces) or with groups that do not form
part of the political-institutional order (tradi-
tional families, economic groups and others).

The tension between institutional and de
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facto powers remains a reality in Latin Ameri-
ca. There is information to suggest, and the in-
terviews confirm this, that, over the past few
decades, despite the strengthening of demo-
cratic institutions, de facto powers continue to
play a very important role in the region.

The armed forces are seen as the most im-
portant power center by some of those consult-
ed in the Dominican Republic and Guatemala,
and, to a lesser extent, in Chile, Ecuador and
Venezuela. But the armed forces are not men-
tioned in the other countries, including those
that have recently experienced acute political
crises (Argentina, Colombia and Paraguay).
This weakening of the armed forces as a major
political force is an important new development
for democracy in Latin America.

Some consultees, however, identified three
main risks that could threaten the smooth run-
ning of the democratic order:

1. The first risk, according to leaders in the
largest countries and those with more estab-
lished democracies, are limitations stemming
from two sources. On the internal front, they

arise from the proliferation of inappropriate
institutional controls, such as the multiplica-
tion of the number of interest groups (espe-
cially business entities) that function as pow-
erful lobbies. On the external front, they arise
basically from the behavior of the interna-
tional markets (especially, but not exclusive-
ly, the financial ones), the surveillance carried
out by risk assessors and the role of the inter-
national lending organizations.
Interviewees from the smaller countries or
those with less established democracies also
highlight external and internal limitations,
but they describe them differently. On the in-
ternal front, they mention special interest
groups (particularly businesses and landown-
ers), but the methods used comprise not only
lobbying but also practices like buying votes
and ‘fabricating’ candidates. On the external
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and de facto powers remains a
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WHO EXERCISES POWER IN LATIN AMERICA? 
ACCORDING TO THE NUMBER OF MENTIONS BY THE LEADERS CONSULTED

De facto powers Economic groups/business executives/financial sector 150 (79.8%)
Communications media 122 (64.9%)

Constitutional powers Executive branch 68 (36.2%)
Legislative branch 24 (12.8%)
Judicial branch 16 (8.5%)

Security forces Armed forces 40 (21.3%)
Police 5 (2.7%)

Political institutions Political parties 56 (29.8%)
and political leaders Politicians/political operators/political leaders 13 (6.9%)

Foreign factors USA/Embassy of the United States of America 43 (22.9%)
Multilateral lending organizations 31 (16.5%)
International factors/external factors 13 (6.9%)
Transnational companies/multinationals 9 (4.8%)

Note: n = 188. The total does not add up to 100 percent because multiple answers were permitted.
Source: PRODDAL, round of consultations with Latin American leaders, 2002.
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front, they emphasize dependence on inter-
national lending organizations, to which
they add the disproportionate influence ex-
erted by foreign companies set up in their
countries.

2. The second risk concerns the threat of drug
trafficking. Naturally, the importance that
Latin American leaders accord to this factor
is directly linked to how developed the phe-
nomenon is in their respective country. Al-
most all of them agree, though, that drug
trafficking constitutes a double challenge. It
is a direct challenge because it attempts to
control part of the State apparatus and sig-
nificant parts of the national territory, while
simultaneously creating strong incentives to
encourage movement from the formal to the
informal economy. Drug trafficking also
presents a number of indirect challenges, of
which consultees drew attention to two.
First, given that the issue has attracted the at-
tention of the government of the United
States, new external pressures are being gen-
erated that further limit scope for action by
national authorities. The second has to do
with corruption: ‘dirty money’ has devastat-
ing effects on the behavior of some political
leaders and on the functioning of institu-
tions.

3. The third risk that limits the power of polit-
ical institutions are attributed to the com-
munications media. The great influence of
the media is seen as part of the rise in con-
trols that have allowed the exercise of
government to be democratized. However,
based primarily on the perceptions of the
politicians consulted, it is also seen as a re-
striction on the democratic process. The me-
dia has the capacity to generate an agenda,
to prompt public opinion to be in favor or
against different initiatives and to erode the
image of public figures through the manip-
ulation of exposés.
There was broad consensus among those
consulted that the great influence of the me-
dia limits the power of political institutions.

In fact, it has always enjoyed significant in-
fluence and politicians have always attempt-
ed to exploit this fact. What is new, apart
from the greater exposure of the public to
the views of the media, is that the latter has
come out of a period in which most media
bodies were linked to political parties—in
some cases, political parties exercised a cer-
tain amount of control over them. Many
media organizations have gained independ-
ence from party structures and now form
part of economic groupings that are not
subordinate to political power centers and
have extremely diverse interests.

The Role of Political Parties
According to the leaders consulted, political

parties, key players in today’s democracies, are
in serious state of crisis. A revealing fact is that
not only do most of the leaders consulted be-
lieve that parties are not fulfilling their function
properly but also that 59 percent of the politi-
cians consulted agree with them. In this case,
only 18 percent expressed agreement (‘clearly
yes’ and ‘agree’) and 16 percent expressed neu-
tral opinions (‘partly yes, partly no’).

There are major differences from country 
to country. In some cases (Argentina and
Ecuador), the political parties have suffered an
extreme loss of prestige. In others (Honduras,
Uruguay and, to a lesser extent, Chile), the par-
ties seem to be in substantially better shape. In
general it can be said that, with few exceptions,
skepticism towards the parties is widespread
and the willingness of the public to be linked
with them is tending to decline throughout the
region. (It is important to note that these opin-
ions refer to the political situation that existed
in 2002 and early 2003, and that hence a new
round of consultations would likely yield new
results.)

What are the reasons for this? The most
common accusation relates to personalistic
leadership and the absence of internal democ-
racy. In the words of a leading Costa Rican: “For
the past 40 years it’s been the same faces, the
same people recycling the same ingredients; the
legislator today is ambassador tomorrow, and
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on another occasion he’ll get a ministry [and
later] it’s his turn again.”

This rejection of party oligarchies may result
in part from the modernization of the expecta-
tions of citizens (the old caudillo-style govern-
ment and the old paternalistic style are not so
easily accepted). Also, the sharp deterioration in
the power of the State in many of our countries
(due to a variety of factors) has led to the weak-
ening of one of the biggest attractions that po-
litical parties had in the past: the parties are no
longer able, through their influence over differ-
ent sections of the State,“to resolve the people’s
problems”, at least in the eyes of a large majori-
ty of citizens. Yet, while this clientelistic appeal
has weakened, the parties have not been able to
modernize themselves enough to stand out
based on the strength of their proposals or the
capacity of their governing teams. In the words
of a Peruvian interviewee: “Political parties have
been unable to take the pulse of Latin America.”

The political parties are going through a se-
rious crisis of representation that has had a neg-
ative impact on the level of electoral participa-
tion, and has also resulted in citizens looking for
alternative channels of participation (generally
towards civil society organizations). However,
nearly all of the leaders consulted recognize the
importance of political parties and the need for
them to play a more responsible part. Accord-
ing to one President, “Our societies have been
through a rapid transformation under the table
and we politicians have not monitored this
closely, so therefore there is a great gap.” Ac-
cording to a business executive,“People want to
be involved and feel that the formality of voting
at the ballot box, however transparent the elec-

tions, does not give them the feeling of involve-
ment […]. Democracy needs political parties,
but I cannot be involved in one because each
party has an owner.”

The interviewees link this crisis of represen-
tation with the absence of internal democracy
within the parties, the use of clientelistic prac-
tices to manage the electorate, encouraging
caudillo-style personal favors, the abandonment
of party political platforms (the lack of ideo-
logical differences and the absence of pro-
grams), the creation of schisms along personal
(not ideological) lines, the connections between
the parties and de facto power bases, and the
building of alliances in which political identities
become unclear.

For these reasons, most of the consultees be-
lieve that the parties, particularly the long-es-
tablished ones, have not been successful con-
duits for the channeling of citizens’ demands. At
the same time, the opposition appears frag-
mented and speeches by opposition politicians
tend to focus on attacking controversial politi-
cal figures rather than on presenting solid pro-
posals. Far from expressing the will of the ma-
jority of the people, according to the opinions
of the interviewees, parties generally reflect spe-
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ARE THE POLITICAL PARTIES FULFILLING THEIR ROLE?
Yes, or more or less ‘yes’ Uruguay, Honduras

No, or more or less ‘no’ Chile, Peru, Mexico, Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Bolivia, Panama, Brazil, Guatemala, Paraguay,
Venezuela, Argentina, Colombia, Ecuador, Nicaragua, Costa Rica

Note: the countries are arranged according to ‘balances of opinion’, that is, the difference between those who say that party participation increased
and those who say that it decreased. The first country is the one with the most positive net assessment, that is, the one where the difference is
most in favor of those who think that parties fulfill their role adequately. The other countries are then arranged in descending order.
Source: PRODDAL, round of consultations with Latin American leaders, 2002.
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cial interests and are influenced too much by
powerful pressure groups, legal and illegal.

One academic noted: “[The parties] have
great difficulty being in touch with people’s
needs because a political career depends above
all on the party leaders and not so much on cit-
izens. Curiously, there is more or less a solid
party oligarchy and the parties have a good pro-
portion of the votes although people do not
have a good opinion of them.”

Certain actors, particularly journalists, see
the political parties as fragile institutions, de-
tached from the needs of citizens, subject to the
rule of personalist leaders (‘caudillos’), con-
cerned only with the included sectors of socie-
ty and increasingly out of touch with their so-
cial bases—sometimes they behave like a mafia.
Academics, for their part, tend to link the crisis
of political party representativeness with the in-
stitutional deficit in each country. It is clear that
various dimensions: the system of proportion-
al representation in some countries; the balance
of forces represented in the national legislature;
and the mechanisms for selecting candidates
both within parties and outside of them.
According to this viewpoint, the problems asso-
ciated with political representation may be con-
nected more to the way in which the represen-
tational system operates than the credibility of
the political parties vis-à-vis citizens.

According to the interviewees, people’s lack
of faith in political parties has tended to en-
courage the spread and diversification of civil
society organizations—just as these bodies have
strengthened their ability to get people’s de-

mands to be taken seriously. The imbalance be-
tween the levels of participation achieved by
parties and by civil society organizations invites
a critical examination of the role that each per-
forms in the democratic process.

The interviewees who belong to NGOs crit-
icize political parties strongly, attacking basical-
ly their corrupt activities, the way in which they
distance themselves from the interests of socie-
ty and their pursuit of power in order to satisfy
their private interests.

However, for some consultees who are clos-
er to the parties, the problem is not so much
that the parties have not fully modernized but
that they have not managed to demonstrate to
the people that they have done so. One Chilean
leader put it as follows: “I believe that here we
have to make a mea culpa. I think the parties
have not been able to make their proposals clear
to the public, the alternatives they represent, the
way forward that they offer.” Explanations of
this sort do not go far enough for those con-
sulted in countries that face quite severe crises.
Among these countries, a recurring theme is
that it is not the citizens who turned their backs
on the parties, but rather the parties who turned
their backs on the people. In the words of one
interviewee from Argentina: “Politicians talk
more about candidates, internal elections, elec-
tions, electoral mechanisms and speak little
about unemployment, poverty, marginalization,
lack of public safety, which are the subjects that
most concern people. […] In essence, this crisis
arises from a political leadership that declined
to accept any responsibility or make any effort.
The only objective was to stay in office for as
long as possible.”

The consultations also generated criteria for
analyzing the health of other democratic insti-
tutions. The leaders interviewed are aware of
citizens’ lack of confidence in these institutions
(see the third section). Some point out that the
representative capacity is being exhausted and
link this to the increased influence of unelected
powerful groups. While those consulted recog-
nize, to differing degrees, the central impor-
tance of political parties as instruments of rep-
resentation in a good-quality democracy, they
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note that parties suffer in special ways as a re-
sult of the influence of de facto powers.

There was broad agreement among consul-
tees regarding the power accumulated by im-
portant business leaders, the financial sector
and the media in the past decade. In their view,
these are the main power centers in the democ-
racies of the region. They also stress the influ-
ence exerted by the multilateral lending or-
ganizations. There is wide consensus that
government agendas are essentially deter-
mined by the interests of these players.

De Facto Powers

Corporations
Of those consulted in Latin America, 80 per-

cent drew attention to the power that has been
amassed by business leaders, the financial sec-
tor and the media79 in the past decade. They
comprise the principal power group that limits
the decision-making authority of governments.

The influence exerted by de facto powers
gives the impression that governments and po-
litical parties cannot respond to the needs of cit-
izens. According to one former President, “The
great de facto power of an incipient democracy
is private economic power. It is comprised of
pressure groups that dictate the behavior of the
President, legislators, judges and other govern-
ment officials as well as public servants.” Ac-
cording to a politician, “We have a democracy
that is disconnected from the public interest
and, basically, linked to de facto powers that end
up turning the country’s economy into an oli-
garchy and changing democratic government
into plutocratic government.”

The leaders underline the fact that the im-
portance of the business sector is based on its
ability to lobby governments, defending and
promoting its interests and guiding political ac-
tions for its own benefit. According to one
church leader, “The government is at the serv-
ice of private business and of those who make

decisions […] the multimillionaires are the
ones who decide what does and does not get
done in the country.” A President stated, “The
power of money is rapidly turned into political
power, with the ability to limit democratic po-
litical power.” A politician said,“Their influence
is based […] on the fact that they finance elec-
toral campaigns.” According to another politi-
cian, “The business world has a great deal of
power. As the business leaders take investment
decisions, and without investment there is no
development and no growth, they have there the
power to veto. […] The power of business boss-
es with their capital and their veto power which
can lead to unemployment, is undoubtedly very
strong.”

Some of the Presidents consulted expressed
concern about the level of corporate pressure in
the Southern Cone, which appears to be an ob-
stacle to the establishment of broader democra-
cy, because privileges are granted to some
groups within the context of weak parties and a
State that should be more republican. In small-
er countries, such as those in Central America,
they highlighted the pressure placed by the pri-
vate sector—linked to an oligarchic power
structure—on the President and the co-opting
of senior officials, leading some of the consul-
tees to speak of the capturing of the State.

Most of the interviewees singled out for
mention the close links between economic
groups and the media. Business executives ac-
quire even more power through the media, ei-
ther as their owners or because they impose
conditions to the media through the manipula-
tion of advertising inguidelines. This alliance af-
fords them great capacity to shape opinion, to
set the agenda and to manipulate the public im-
age of officials, political parties and institutions.

The Media
The media sector is defined as a means of

control that is itself uncontrolled, fulfilling
functions that go beyond the right to informa-
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tion. According to one politician, “They form
public opinion, they decide what will be inves-
tigated and, as a result, they have the most in-
fluence on governability.” Another politician
stated: “They act like supra-powers, […] they
have taken on a power that exceeds that of the
executive and the legitimately constituted pow-
ers, […] they have completely replaced political
parties.”

Most of the journalists consulted see the eco-
nomic and financial sectors and the media as the
main power centers. The media sector is peculiar
because it functions as a mechanism for over-
seeing or constraining the actions of the three
constitutional branches of government and of
the political parties, irrespective of who are its
owners. One journalist said,“The real scrutiny is
carried out by the press.” At the same time, jour-
nalists recognize that they act like a corporation
that determines the public agenda and even de-
lineates the presidential agenda.

Generally, those consulted consider the rela-
tionship between the media and politicians to
be problematic. A trade union leader noted:
“Here they are feared by the political class. Be-
cause they can undo a public figure at any mo-
ment.”A politician added: “The way the conces-
sions were set up and the interests that bound
together the whole structure of the media have
turned them into a power.”

For some, however, the influence of the me-
dia is a positive factor. According to a business
leader, “Thanks to the media we can still talk
about democracy.” Advocates value the moni-
toring role played by the media. One journalist
noted,“Clearly, if it were not for the vigilance of
the press, things would be much worse.” Anoth-
er said,“[The press] makes the modes of decep-
tion more sophisticated, but on the other hand
it operates as a restraint.”

Foreign Factors
The role played by the government of the

United States and the multilateral lending or-
ganizations—the Inter-American Development
Bank (IADB), the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and the World Bank (WB)—was high-
lighted by approximately one-half of those
questioned as a factor of great significance.
These people stressed the influence that these
entities have on internal issues and the resulting
loss of autonomy. This dependency is evident in
the priorities of the public agenda, particularly
in the coincidence between the suggestions
made by these bodies and the guidelines on eco-
nomic, tax and State reform, in both the short
and the medium terms.

One journalist said,“The direction, the con-
trol, and the rhythm of things are predeter-
mined by outside conditioning […] with the
Fund, with the banks, with the IADB.” A politi-
cian added,“The seal of approval of the US gov-
ernment in dealing with all these multilateral
organizations is essential. Without a favorable
view from the IMF, the World Bank and the
IADB, the economy of a country would collapse
quickly, because of the debt situation […].
North American help is vital for the correlation
of internal forces at this time.”

According to a senior official, “Economic
policy is not democratically managed […].
There is only one model for the region. And
anyone who wants to do things differently has
to face the fact that it cannot be done, or if he
does it, he does it at his own risk. [This is the]
constraint imposed by the international and
global nature of economic forces.” A journalist
noted,“People vote and the institutions that re-
sult from that vote are facilitators for decisions
that are taken somewhere else […]. Gradually
the frontiers between powers are smoothed in
line with these de facto powers who fix it so that
the decisions taken in parliament, the executive,
the judiciary and in each jurisdiction all look
just about the same.”

While recognizing the influence of these
forces, some interviewees believe that the dem-
ocratic political powers retain an autonomous
capability. A politician stated, “The challenge is
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how to adapt democratic institutions to the ex-
istence of de facto powers. Perhaps there is no
way of institutionalizing them, but one must be
aware that they exist, that they have influence
and that these influences carry weight.”

In this context and looking towards the fu-
ture, one President pointed to the difficult task
of breaking the link between foreign factors
and national priorities, including overcoming
poverty and thereby strengthening democracy:
“This situation presents us with a huge chal-
lenge, which is whether or not the govern-
ments of the region are capable of ensuring re-
sponsible management of economic policies
which function in an efficient and forward-
looking manner.”

Churches
One-half of those consulted said that

churches still have influence, although less so
than in the past. These people noted that the ex-
pansion of evangelical churches is undermining
the influence of the Catholic Church. A civil so-
ciety leader said, “I believe that the Catholic
Church is still dominant. […] The more con-
servative sectors became stronger, […] those
making the greatest advances are some Pente-
costal groups, evangelicals who now have great
influence because they control some of the me-
dia, […] speak in a way that attracts people as a
solution to their problems and this is extreme-
ly alienating from the point of view of demo-
cratic awareness […]. People do not need to
participate in building democracy, they have to
go pray and God knows what they do. Besides,
these churches are turning into an extraordi-
nary economic force.”

Mention was also made of authorities in the
Catholic Church who, during electoral cam-
paigns, make political points in their sermons.
A politician said,“Those are the ones who, dur-
ing the electoral campaign, will influence or im-
ply whom to vote for from the pulpit.” A high-
ranking official added,“This has meant that the
Catholic Church exerts not only a strictly pas-
toral influence but also a real influence on the
process of taking political decisions.”

Labor Unions
Approximately one-third of those inter-

viewed see the trade unions as a power factor,
particularly in terms of their ability to veto deci-
sions through the application of pressure and the
holding of demonstrations, as well as through
their influence over the setting of the public
agenda (as far as labor issues are concerned).
Consultees pointed in particular to public sector
unions, emphasizing their link with political
power, while at the same time highlighting the
declining power of private sector unions.

Illegal Powers 
The weight of powerful illegal groups is a

matter of especial concern in some countries.
Such entities are involved in all kinds of illicit
activities, such as drug trafficking, the ship-
ment of contraband, prostitution and unlaw-
ful gambling.

One business executive stated, “Some sec-
tors of organized crime are a growing power.
In large urban centers closely linked to drug
trafficking, they benefit from the support of
the police and from other resources such as
abundant financial assets. So this power is a
real threat to democracy.”

According to a Mayor, “At the next election
we will have, for the first time officially, direct
representatives of these Mafiosi groups. Before
they had their contacts with politicians, now
they have their own representatives. In the lists
of candidates for senators and representatives
we can pick out, for example, the son, the son-
in-law, the brother-in-law and in some cases the
Mafioso group leader himself […]. They are the
groups with the greatest influence and greatest
ability to maneuver in marginally-illegal opera-
tions involving the falsification of documents,
that is, all cross-border trade and the most prof-
itable kinds of activities in our country today.”

The influence of these groups over the insti-
tutions of the State and over legitimate busi-
nesses was underlined. A President commented,
“[In some areas] where a lot of coca is pro-
duced, drug trafficking has influence, of course
murky and secretive, by corrupting the author-
ities.” A high-ranking official said,“We are deal-
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ing with an aggressive force, anti-democratic
and terrible […]: they buy everything, judges,
border guards, police, whole institutions.”

The influence of these illegal groups has
been strengthened by changes in the economy
and by the weakness of the State, which they can
permeate. A trade union leader noted, “These
extra-legal groups have the power they do be-
cause the State is weak, and institutions such as
the Congress are discredited […]. In a large pro-
portion of cases, drug trafficking was able to
corrupt them, and they continue to be corrupt
[…]. There are still people in Congress who are
in the pay of drug traffickers [who] were able to
corrupt the top leadership of traditional parties
[…]. They provide finance for insurgency and
for paramilitaries.”

Formal Political Powers

The Executive 
Strong presidential rule characterizes most

of the democratic regimes in Latin America. It
is interesting to note that Central American and
Caribbean Presidents and executives are in-
cluded when the most powerful groups are
identified.

Around one-third of consultees believe that
the executive has a great deal of power in Latin
America. However, there are different ways of
looking at this. On the one hand, the executive
is considered to be a benign power, helping to
reach agreements and making governance pos-
sible. On the other hand, despite the executive’s
capacity to take the initiative, he/she is condi-
tioned by, and subordinate to, de facto and 
foreign influences.

Presidents attempt to maintain supremacy

over the legislature and the judiciary beyond
their constitutional attributes and restrictions.
A President said, “They have tried to gain more
influence over the Courts and National As-
sembly […]. This is a presidential regime and
we have to do what the President says […]. He
has power which goes well beyond the already
very strong powers granted him by the Consti-
tution.” The same President added,“When there
is strong leadership and he sweeps the board at
election time […], there is no way for Congress
to control the President.”

The Armed Forces
Around one-fifth of those interviewed be-

lieve that the armed forces still have significant
influence. But these people tend to believe that
the armed forces have lost importance, because
they are going through a process of institution-
alization and also because, in some cases, inter-
nal disputes remain unresolved, which have un-
dermined the extensive power that they enjoyed
in the past. In only two countries—Ecuador and
Venezuela—are the armed forces reported to
play a supervisory role with respect to democ-
racy, to be held in high regard by the public, to
have established bases of support that are linked
to social organizations and policies, and to be
associated with the indigenous movement. In
this sense, the armed forces appear to be politi-
cized. A point that is worthy of note concerns
the militarization of public administration as a
result of the involvement of active military per-
sonnel. A journalist underlined, “When there is
any threat, the military take to the street.”

The Views of Presidents 
and Vice-Presidents

The evidence provided by those who hold or
held the position of President or Vice-President
(henceforth ‘heads of government’) in Latin
America is of particular importance. This is be-
cause their reflections are informed by the ac-
tual exercise of political power at the highest
institutional level.
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A Look at the Presidential Figure 
in the Power Structure of each Region

As has already been noted, there is general
agreement that a strong President symbolizes
the democratic governments of Latin America.
According to one member of the executive
branch,“The presidency still retains a great deal
of power [that is seen in] the President’s atti-
tudes, in his mission, his behavior and his way
of seeing things.”

In some countries presidential performance
is criticized: personalist political practices are
widespread resulting in party identities becom-
ing mixed up with the presidential figure.
Other elected heads acknowledge the extent of
presidential power but they do not see it as in-
contestable, identifying certain cracks in the
structure; the decay worries them.

Other heads of government note that the
electoral regime distorts the executive’s political
power base. Similarly, the context in which pow-
er is exercised also imposes conditions. Some
heads of government from the Southern Cone
see a gap between formal presidential power
and the capacity to exercise it. According to
them, the image of the President as a caudillo or
‘criollo monarch’ is very far from the truth: “The
President is a fellow fairly limited in what he can
do, as a general rule.”

A head of government of a Mercosur country
added that the increase in the number of controls
arising from the mechanisms of direct democra-
cy and from the creation of new institutions as a
result of constitutional reforms is generating
greater legitimacy for the exercise of the pres-
idential power and hence the consequent strength-
ening of democracy. He stated,“I governed in an
institutional framework that allowed me to leg-
islate.” The main challenge revolves around
whether or not the President has the power to
lead the political process: “The danger is when
one cannot propose a way forward.”

Pressure put on the President 
by De Facto Powers

The leaders consulted analyzed how the
President carries out his/her duties when under
pressure from diverse de facto power centers. In

addressing this subject, they made personal ref-
erences, reflecting on their capacity to impose
decisions.

One said, “In the exercise of the presidency
I did not feel particularly under pressure. Per-
haps because we were just starting out, or be-
cause the power base of the democratic gov-
ernment was very strong; perhaps because,
without false modesty, the people know me,
and they knew that I wasn’t going to be put un-
der pressure.”

However, all of these elected leaders spoke of
coming under pressure from foreign powers,
primarily the government of the United States
and the multilateral lending organizations.

In all cases, pressure that undermines the
autonomy of presidential decisions is seen as
negative. Below are some of the views of vari-
ous heads of government: “It is a power that is
exercised negatively, it is the power to arouse
rather than of decision-making;” “We are to-
tally constrained, they set the rules […]. Sov-
ereign governments depend on the analysis of
a private risk-assessment agency, on the deci-
sion of an international organization, ‘I’ll help
you or I won’t help you’;” “Governments have
more constraints on the exercise of power. We
have lost the capacity to make national deci-
sions because international lending organiza-
tions set conditions that work against growth
and, in the end, against democracy, when fun-
damental human rights are impaired;” “Thus
you have a President of the Republic, under
brutal bilateral pressure and subject to the in-
fluence of international cooperation which I
wouldn’t say is brutal, but is very significant;”
and “Bilateral organizations, with their de-
mands to follow set models and programs and
under politically non-viable conditions, are
not responsible for the political results brought
about by these demands which they impose on
you […]. That is, an international bureaucrat
arrives and, following instructions from his or-
ganization, he draws a line and afterwards the
gentleman has carried out his mission and
leaves.”
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The Role of the Communications Media
The heads of government described con-

stant intervention by media organizations as a
counterbalance to the exercise of their pow-
er—in the sense that public opinion tends to
be guided by media reporting and its analyses
of government actions. One said, “The media
informs, opines, judges and condemns […]. It
is a power factor that can be exercised well or
badly, and which is influenced by economic in-
terests, passions, feelings and ideas, and at the
same time is under no control. […] Therefore,
this is why the person running the country
feels harried by the press […]. No matter what
political color the government is, its leader will
always feel harried.”

Likewise, it is generally acknowledged that
the media has enormous capacity to affect the
fate of a government. One leader remarked,
“The influence of the media can make a
strong institutional set-up useless if it under-
goes attacks or confrontation from that sec-
tor.” Another commented, “The press has a
decisive influence over Congress […]. If the
press moves against a law, it is very difficult to
pass it.”

Although elected leaders value the role of
the media as a check on power, they are very
concerned about the fact that, free of all con-
trol themselves, media organizations have be-
come a means for the expression of the inter-
ests of economic groups. One said, “In this
landscape we cannot ignore the role the more
developed, more professional media organiza-

tions have performed in terms of exposés and
surveillance. […] but there is also more inter-
ference in the free flow of democratic life. […]
Big capital is a much more real power factor
today because it is taking over the media’s
tools, which means that not only do they have
power, they can also exercise it.”

Heads of government think that the lack of
State controls on the press, which, as we have
seen, are a vital element of democracy, can
threaten their ability to fulfill their duties.
They criticize media outlets for the irrespon-
sible way in which they disseminate news,
made possible by the position that they occu-
py in the power structure of each country. One
noted, “The media has an enormous influ-
ence, perhaps the strongest and most solid.
[…] They fall into the strategy of easy sensa-
tionalism and they hamper governability and
consistent administration. […] I do not be-
lieve that society understands clearly the im-
plication of this. I was speaking to elected
leaders from the region and we are all aware of
the same problem.”

The pressure exerted by the media is also re-
flected in the influence it enjoys over the setting
of the public agenda. One leader pointed out,
“The media are going through a process of evo-
lution in which there is a confusion of power
the like of which has never been seen in their
history: total power and zero responsibility
[…]. The media today have a power which can
topple a minister, which can influence policy
and which is setting the agenda, sometimes in
an unfair and excessive way.”

One leader summed up the views of many
Latin American heads of government when he
said, “The media have become superpowers
[…], linked to economic sectors, of course, they
have more power than the military, the execu-
tive, even the Catholic Church and the political
parties. They have totally replaced political par-
ties. They are established at the center of socie-
ty, which is good for controlling the other pow-
ers, but at the same time if there is no control
over them, that power could turn into a disqui-
eting perversion.”
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Appraisal of Social Organizations 
in the Political Life of a Country

When it comes to assessing the role of social
organizations, a number of heads of government
point to competition and even opposition
among political parties and different civil socie-
ty entities. One elected leader said,“Many NGOs
have been formed that are useful and stimulate
participation, organizing meetings and listening
to people, increasing representative democracy
insofar as that is possible […], but generally there
exists a certain ‘anti-politics’ position and this is
bad, just as in politics there is a certain tension
with NGOs. This must be overcome by thrusting
ahead on a common cause that will require great
effort to push forward.”

Another spoke more strongly, “We are con-
fronted with a phenomenon common to all
America, which is dangerous if we do not know
how to organize it, which is that of the NGOs
and the wrongly termed civil society. […] The
parties are facing competition from NGOs and
from intermediate organizations that do not
have the legitimacy of parties. We have therefore
to strengthen that legitimacy because the par-
ties are the only organizations that, through the
exercise of power, can pass laws, acts, rules, that
are obligatory for society.”

Together, social organizations comprise a
wide and diverse grouping, which is not clearly
defined, according to those interviewed. Conse-
quently, some heads of government are inclined
to consider them sources of power that are a
cause for concern. “Civil society is growing in
importance. Nobody is yet very clear who they
are and what they represent and this is one of
the worries.”

For another elected leader, the power of so-
cial organizations is linked to globalization.
“There was one wave from the great powers and
another wave consisting of the demands of the
world power; government had to be minimized,
the State had to be limited and the NGOs had
to be strengthened.”

NGOs are also called into question with re-
spect to whether they truly represent people’s
interests, as they claim. “The NGOs are privi-
leged but do not see themselves as such. They

speak in the name of the people, but they speak
against reforms that are for the good of the
people.”

According to these heads of government, the
controversies surrounding political parties and
civil society organizations are projections of the
concepts of representative and participative
democracy. Mixed up with these are arguments
about the extent of democracy in the institu-
tional sense and/or the strengthening of democ-
racy through improvements in social equality.
One leader said, “If one wants to recover the
democratic base, not only do we have to tell
people to get organized, get involved, but we
also have to include them, and that inclusion is
not only a problem of channeling people’s
protests and allowing them to speak or protest,
but it is also connected to the concept of liber-
ty on the basis of meeting needs […], it is social
investment, broadening protection, the quality
of education […]. Participation means that
people consider themselves a part of the State.”
Another added, “The great secret in promoting
participation is to get as close as possible to peo-
ple’s problems, which are basically health, edu-
cation, culture and sport.”

Strengthening Democracy

Having presented the various views of heads
of government, we now return to the consultees
as a whole. We asked them: what steps should be
taken to strengthen democracy in the coming
years? This question gave rise to a relatively
broad spectrum of answers. However, two-
thirds of interviewees delivered the same set of
answers, which can be grouped into three large
categories.

The first category brings together answers
concerning the need to undertake political re-
forms in order to strengthen institutions, includ-
ing political parties. The characteristics of such
a reform effort vary from country to country:
some consultees spoke of electoral reform, oth-
ers of reforming the national legislature, and
still others of reforming the State or strength-
ening institutions in general. But the common
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denominator is that better designed institu-
tional mechanisms and incentives could greatly
improve the functioning of democracy. A sig-
nificant proportion of respondents said that po-
litical reform should involve the construction of
new channels to facilitate the participation of
civil society organizations. Many of the leaders
consulted said that improvements to participa-
tory channels, as well as an increase in their
number and a broadening of their scope, lead to
reversals in popular apathy and citizen mistrust
of institutions.

This first category of answers suggests that,
in contrast to a few decades ago, institutions
are not seen as a reflection of something es-
sential, but rather they are viewed as some-
thing essential in themselves. The same is true
of political parties. Although many consultees
agreed that the parties are not fulfilling their
role properly, a similar number highlighted the
need to strengthen them. The interesting point
here is that, despite all of the evidence pertain-
ing to the problems that the parties face, there
is no general move to reject them or to seek out
alternatives.

The second category of answers empha-
sizes the need to adopt substantive (not ‘pure-

ly institutional’) measures to help tackle the
deep inequalities that exist in Latin American
societies. These inequalities conspire against
the strengthening of democracy and are evi-
dent both in economic terms (extreme pover-
ty and lack of basic resources, such as food)
and in cultural terms (marginalization of ru-
ral and urban sectors and of indigenous peo-
ple). Genuinely to include the whole of the
population in a democracy requires the erad-
ication of such forms of exclusion. To do so, it
is necessary to develop social and economic
policies that will lead to a general improve-
ment in living standards.

The third category focuses on the need to
strengthen education in general (not just access
to education, but also the quality of education)
and the democratic culture in particular. At least
some elements of the political problems facing
Latin American societies are the result of poor
understanding of the rules of the democratic
game or, more often, superficial understanding
of these rules, which is not associated with a suf-
ficiently firm commitment to democratic val-
ues. Those interviewed believe that a concerted
effort to strengthen education, particularly ed-
ucation relating to democracy, could improve
this situation.

A final point on which a number of consul-
tees agree concerns the need to step up the fight
against corruption. If corruption is one of the
problems that most affects democracy and dis-
credits it in the eyes of the people, the fight
against it must be a fundamental priority.

It is worth adding that the views of those
consulted on the main problems that must be
addressed in order to strengthen democracy
differ according to their view of events in their
respective country. Those who maintain that
there is democracy in their country, or democ-
racy with few limitations, underline the need
for institutional and party reform. This em-
phasis diminishes among those who perceive
there to be various limitations, and it lessens
even more among those who see many limita-
tions to democracy at home (or simply think
that there is no democracy). Where people
stress the need for greater participation the re-
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PROBLEMS THAT NEED TO BE

ADDRESSED IN ORDER TO

STRENGTHEN DEMOCRACY

Political reform 45
Increased participation 13
Institutional and political party reform 32

Fight inequality 18
Social policies 8
Economic policies 10

Democracy education 11
Fight corruption 9
Others 17
Total 100

Note: the values reflect the proportion of the leaders consulted
who mentioned this problem at first.
Source: PRODDAL, round of consultations with Latin American
leaders, 2002.

TABLE 55
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verse occurs: this is more frequent where
democracy is not seen to exist, or is thought to
be very limited, and much less frequent at the
opposite extreme.

Constructing Public Agendas 
in Latin America

Consultees’ opinions on the current political
agenda vary significantly. Corruption is the top-
ic mentioned most often (36 percent). By con-
trast, 20 percent of interviewees referred to the
inadequate role played by political parties and
the need to reform them.

As for the economic agenda, recovery—in-
cluding the use of productive resources, priva-
tizations and financial reforms—is the subject
mentioned most often (53 percent). Twenty-
three percent of leaders pointed to foreign debt
and regional integration.

Unemployment and violence (34 percent)
were defined as the main priorities on the social
agenda.

Perceptions appear to be similar with respect
to influential groups and topics on the agenda.
Those consulted broadly agree that corporate
groups (80 percent) and the media (65 percent)
have the greatest capacity to formulate and in-
fluence the agenda. Consensus is strongest on
the need to reactivate the economy.

The priorities of non-political leaders do not

differ from those of the consulted group as a
whole. For them, recovery is also the central is-
sue on the economic agenda (57 percent), al-
though other economic questions scarcely re-
ceived mention. With regard to the social
agenda, matters like violence and public inse-
curity, as well as reforms in the healthcare and
education sectors, are highlighted mostly by ac-
ademics, while unemployment and poverty are
key issues for journalists.

For women leaders, fiscal reform is as im-
portant as economic recovery (45 percent). As
regards to the social agenda, poverty is con-
sidered a higher priority (it ranks second with
27 percent) and fewer people are concerned
about violence (21 percent). The same pro-
portion of women leaders (21 percent) point
to healthcare and education reforms. Howev-
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PROBLEMS THAT NEED TO BE ADDRESSED IN ORDER TO STRENGTHEN DEMOCRACY

ACCORDING TO THE OPINION OF KEY LATIN AMERICAN FIGURES ON THE STATE

OF DEMOCRACY IN THEIR COUNTRY OF ORIGIN

Political reform 45 46 45
Increased participation 3 14 19
Institutional and political parties reform 42 32 26

Fight inequality 22 16 20
Democracy education 12 13 7
Fight corruption 10 8 10
Others 11 17 18
Total 100 100 100

Note: the values reflect the proportion of the leaders consulted who mentioned this problem at first.
Source: PRODDAL, round of consultations with Latin American leaders, 2002.

TABLE 56

Full Democracy or
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Democracy

Many of the leaders consulted said
that improvements to participatory
channels, as well as an increase in
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their scope, lead to reversals in
popular apathy and citizen mistrust

of institutions. 



er, the political agenda is as important for
women leaders as it is for the consulted group
as a whole, although women leaders mention
corruption less often (22 percent).

The Agenda for the Future
The future agenda, based on the interests

and concerns of those interviewed, does not
vary significantly from the current agenda. As
for economic topics, 42 percent of respondents
focused on recovery and 24 percent on prob-
lems linked to regional integration.

As for the social agenda, the spread of
opinions is maintained, although greater pri-
ority is accorded to sectoral reforms in the
health and education spheres and to the issues
of poverty and inequality, which are high-
lighted by approximately one-third of leaders.

Unemployment and violence were granted less
importance.

The political agenda is constructed around a
wide range of subjects. Political reform is the
main priority, but this was mentioned by only
35 percent of consultees. Only ten percent of re-
spondents considered the defense of human
rights and freedom to be agenda items. It is in-
teresting to note that, while people stress the
need for reforms, social and political, they do
not offer any thoughts on what they should in-
volve in terms of content.

Academics mostly agreed with general opin-
ion on the future agenda. However, while 32
percent of all consultees think that education
and healthcare reforms should be on the future
agenda, only 17 percent of academics agree. The
latter tend to give priority to a reform strategy
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CURRENT AGENDA BY ISSUE

Issues
Number of

Interviewees who mentioned it

Economic agenda
Economic recovery (debate on the use of productive resources: 80 (53%)

gas, oil, coca; privatizations, financial reform)
Fiscal issues 24 (16%)
External debt 9 (6%)
Regional integration (Andean/Mercosur/ALCA) 9 (6%)
Free trade treaties 8 (5%)
Agreement with the IMF 3 (2%)

Social agenda
Unemployment 52 (34%)
Violence, delinquency, citizen security 51 (34%)
Educational reform/healthcare 40 (26%)
Poverty 37 (24%)

Political agenda
Corruption 55 (36%)
Political reform/role of parties/decentralization 30 (20%)
State reform (openness, modernization) 23 (15%)
Resolution of political institutional conflict/ 

institutional reconstruction/institutional weakness 12 (8%)
Money laundering and drug trafficking (coca) 12 (8%)
Reform of judicial system/rule of law/judicial security 11 (7%)
Constitutional reform      9 (6%)
Government–society relationship, national conciliation 6 (4%)

Note: the table was prepared using the responses of 152 interviewees. The total does not add up to 100 percent because multiple answers were
permitted.
Source: PRODDAL, round of consultations with leading Latin American figures, 2002.

TABLE 57



linked to the stability of the democratic system
and its institutions. Therefore, political reform,
redefining the role of political parties and de-
centralization are their main focus (48 percent
of academics compared to 36 percent of inter-
viewees in general). A similar situation exists
with respect to judicial reform, the functioning
of the rule of law and legal security (22 percent
of academics compared to 15 percent of inter-
viewees as a whole).

For Presidents and former Presidents, eco-
nomic recovery in the region is the prominent
issue on both the current and the future agen-
da. Other subjects, such as unemployment and
violence, which are important features of the
current agenda, are accorded slightly less im-
portance on the future agenda. Based on the

number of times that the political agenda is
mentioned in responses, heads of government
judge it to be the least important of the three.

The Challenges
What steps should be taken to strengthen the

development of democracy in the coming years?
One set of answers, divided into three categories,
was mentioned by two-thirds of those consulted.
What follows is a summary of their opinions on
the steps to be taken in the future; this means that
there will be some repetition in terms of their
comments on the current state of democracy.

The first category focuses on the need to un-
dertake political reforms that fortify institutions,
including political parties. The characteristics of
the proposed reforms vary from country to coun-
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FUTURE AGENDA BY ISSUE

Issues
Number of

Interviewees who mentioned it

Economic agenda
Economic recovery: debate on the use of productive resources:

(gas, oil, coca; privatizations, financial reform) 66 (42.3%)
Fiscal issues 28 (17.9%)
Regional integration (Andean Region/Mercosur/ALCA) 22 (14.1%)
External debt 13 (8.3%)
Free trade treaties 4 (2.5%)
Role of the IMF, World Bank, IADB 1 (0.6%)

Social agenda
Educational reform/healthcare 45 (28.8%)

Poverty and inequality 44 (28.2%)

Unemployment 26 (16.6%)

Violence, delinquency, citizen security 13 (8.3%)

Political agenda
Political reform/role of parties/decentralization 55 (35.2%)

State reform (openness, modernization, administrative reform) 33 (21.1%)

Reform of justice system/rule of law/judicial security 15 (9.6%)

Democratic security (defense of democratic freedoms,

human rights, peace) 15 (9.6%)

Corruption 10 (6.4%)

Constitutional reform  9 (5.8%)

Resolution of political institutional conflict/institutional reconstruction/

institutional weakness 9 (5.8%)

Money laundering and drug trafficking (coca) 5 (3.2%)

Government–society relationship, national conciliation         2 (1.2%)

Note: the table was prepared using the responses of 156 interviewees. The total does not add up to 100 percent because multiple answers were
permitted.
Sources: PRODDAL, round of consultations with leading Latin American figures, 2002.
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try: some refer to the electoral system, others to
the national legislature and still others to the
State. But the general idea is that a better design
with respect to institutional mechanisms and in-
centives should improve the functioning of
democracy. Once again, institutions are not seen
as something of secondary importance, but rather
as an essential part of democracy.

The second category includes the need to
strengthen education in general and the demo-
cratic culture in particular, as well as the need to
confront the profound social injustices that exist
in Latin America. The first aspect should be ad-
dressed through civic education and, more gen-
erally, by raising the educational level of the peo-
ple. It is believed that a concerted effort to develop
education, especially education for democracy,
could improve this situation. The lack of fairness
conspires against the strengthening of democra-
cy: this can be seen both in economic terms (ex-
treme poverty and an absence of basic resources,
such as food) and in cultural terms (marginaliza-
tion of urban and rural sectors and of indigenous
groups). Educational inequality, in particular, is
one of the most visible and important aspects of
this problem. In order to integrate the whole pop-
ulation genuinely into society and to engage all
people in the defense of democracy it is necessary
to confront these inequalities.

The third category highlights the need to con-
struct new channels that facilitate the participa-
tion of organized civil society. For many of the
leaders consulted, citizens’ apathy and their lack
of confidence in institutions would be reversed by
improving the channels of participation and in-
creasing their number and scope.

A last point on which all agree, more specific
than those above, is the need to intensify and pri-
oritize the struggle against corruption in order to
strengthen the democratic order.

Taking Stock of Democracy 
in Latin America

What is the prevailing view of democracy?
All of those consulted place a high premium on
the sustainability and deepening of democracy

in Latin America. They see the safeguarding of
liberties and the holding of regular elections (in
some cases with power shifting between the in-
cumbent government and the opposition) as
great achievements of democratic processes.
Also acknowledged are the constitutional re-
forms that have permitted mechanisms of direct
democracy to be established and control mech-
anisms to be reformulated and/or created.

However, there is significant tension when it
comes to the scope of democracy and levels of
poverty and social exclusion. Among consultees
it is possible to pinpoint a central theme: the
ability (or inability) of democracies to achieve
acceptable levels of social inclusion.

The difficulties involved in attaining an ac-
ceptable level of social integration are evident
when one examines the opinions of consultees
on the functioning and weaknesses of democ-
racy on the one hand, and the topics that are
currently on the public agenda on the other. Re-
strictions on the formulation of a long-term
agenda account for the difficulties involved in
drafting a ‘national plan’ (as well as a regional
one) that could provide programmatic answers
to serious existing problems. Likewise, limita-
tions on the formulation of a socially con-
structed agenda pose the risk that these democ-
racies could become ‘irrelevant’.

How is Power exercised 
in these Democracies?

As shown, in the view of many interviewees,
the power of the executive tends to be limited pri-
marily as a result of the interference of de facto
powers. It cannot rely on strong political parties
to sustain it or on an opposition that contributes
to the strengthening of democratic institutions.

On the power map that consultees drew for
us, the strong influence of de facto powers, par-
ticularly those in the economic and financial
sectors and in the media, stands out. Those in-
terviewed agree that the restrictions imposed by
these powers seriously hamper the ability of
governments to respond to citizens’ demands.
They also reiterate that the parties are not for-
mulating collective programs that would allow
them to become an authentic expression of cit-

170 Democracy in Latin America



izenship, as well as noting the influence of for-
eign powers that, for example, is evident in the
relatively low importance accorded to regional
integration on the public agenda.

However, the institutionalization of the
processes of social participation is seen as weak
or embryonic. Many of those consulted stressed
the importance of strengthening social partici-
pation processes; few people, though, drew at-
tention to the benefits that can be derived when
such strengthening occurs. This seems to be
linked to the dearth of appropriate institution-
al channels for social participation.

Synthesis of the Round of Consultations

The summary we have provided allows some
conclusions to be drawn on the predominant
opinions held by Latin American leaders about
the development of democracy in the region.

1. Latin America has taken very important strides
along the road towards democratization. In-
creased participation and institutional control
are seen as decisive steps in this direction.

2. The whole region is at least formally demo-
cratic. This second conclusion highlights a
new development in the region and one that
is associated with a very important notion:
although Latin American leaders agree for
the most part that institutional characteris-
tics are not enough to claim that democracy
exists, they realize that they are necessary.
The institutional dimension is not seen as
something that is incidental to what really
matters, but rather as a fundamental element
of democracy.

3. Some of the traditional threats to Latin
American democracies have disappeared
or have been weakened considerably. Most
important, the risk of military insubordi-
nation has almost completely vanished. It
is also notable, though, that paternalistic
practices and cults of personality also en-
joy less significance.

4. Although traditional threats have disap-
peared or have been weakened considerably,
others have appeared that call into question
the continuity and deepening of democracy.
The most obvious is drug trafficking, engen-
dering the creation of parallel extralegal
power bases, violence, corruption and the
destruction of the formal economy.

5. Other threats to the democracies of Latin
America are political. The most important
ones are inter-related: the reduced autono-
my of institutional powers vis-à-vis deci-
sion-making and the weakening of political
parties.

6. The crisis of the parties is not the result of cit-
izens’ reluctance to participate; in fact, it is
playing itself out against a background of in-
creased participation. Latin American parties
are not in the midst of a regional version of a
more general problem (such as the flight to
the private sector that is happening in other
regions). Rather, they face a new and in one
sense specific problem, which combines three
distinct elements: the desire for greater par-
ticipation and control over political power;
general rejection of parties as channels for
participation; and a shift of participation and
social control towards other types of organi-
zations, generally from civil society.

7. Although the leaders consulted see these
problems clearly, they are looking for solu-
tions within rather than outside of politics.
They are convinced that what is important is
to have strong parties and governments that
are capable of making decisions.

8. These general results do not mask the fact
that there are some differences among coun-
tries. For instance, the judgments of leaders
in the region’s older nations (Brazil and
Mexico) differ from those in the young
democracies. In Brazil and Mexico there is a
greater degree of optimism about the
progress that has been made with respect to
the conditions necessary for democracy and
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greater satisfaction with regard to the suc-
cesses that have been achieved to date.

9. In light of the above, we may conclude that
the initial challenge facing the democracies of
Latin America is to find political solutions to
their political problems. This implies identi-
fying new ways of channeling participation,
controlling public policies and institutions,
managing agendas and reaching political
agreement within a framework that is char-
acterized by the growing tendency towards
the ‘globalization of influences’ and the ‘trans-

nationalization of problems’. In part, this is a
universal problem, but it raises specific issues
with respect to Latin America.

10. A second challenge is to find solutions to in-
equality and poverty and to address the fact
that most people now find it impossible to
attain the levels of well-being that are neces-
sary for them to enjoy their rights fully. In
the past, these problems were used to justify
the search for solutions other than democ-
racy. Today they are seen as major obstacles
that democracy itself must overcome.
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F or almost two decades, but particularly during the 1990s, the focus of the Latin America agen-
da has been on the strengthening of democracy, the crisis of politics, State reform, structural re-

form of the economy, and the impact of globalization on the region. However, despite the fact that
many of the substantive aspects of these issues have been addressed, others have remained absent
from the debate. In light of the present analysis, these need to be placed in the spotlight.

The Report concludes that the development of democracy is intimately linked to the search for
greater social equality, an effective struggle against poverty and the expansion of citizens’ rights. It
is necessary, therefore, to review the policies introduced and the action taken to date, to learn from
recent historical events, to pay very close attention to emerging social realities and to explore new
paths. This will make it possible to open the doors to prescriptions for re-launching the debate on
politics and its role in Latin America. This debate could be structured, for example, under the fol-
lowing headings:

■ The need for a new understanding of the role of the State (‘stateness’)—what is the role
of the State in strengthening democracy?

■ The economy as perceived from the standpoint of democracy—which economic policies 
favor the development of democracy? 

■ Latin American democracies in the context of globalization—what degree of autonomy
do they require in order to achieve growth?
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In this section we will review the factors that
need to be taken into account in putting to-
gether an extensive agenda for the development
of democracy. In the context of this Report, the
term agenda refers to the presentation of topics
that need to be debated. Thus it is not a list of
public policies or measures.

The implications and scope of these contri-
butions are the result of three converging ele-
ments: a specific understanding of democracy;
awareness of the unique reality of Latin Ameri-
ca; and the data generated by our own empiri-
cal research.

These are all topics that concern people
throughout the region. However, the particular
policies that may arise as a result of these dis-
cussions must take account of the specific and
special situation of each country.

In the previous section we looked at how cit-
izenship is faring in the region. Different for-
mulae, technical principles and ambitious re-
form programs have been proposed on many
occasions to deal with the situation. Some have
been implemented with a certain degree of suc-
cess and have led to significant achievements.
After a decade of reforms, though, deficiencies
in citizenship have not been corrected. Other
criteria for action must be developed in order to
move closer to the solutions that our societies
demand.

Every democracy holds out the promise of
freedom, justice and progress for its citizens,
and, as Pierre Rosanvallon states,“We must con-
sider what has not been achieved, the ruptures,

tensions, limits and denials which indirectly
form part of the experience of democracy.”

In the gap between that promise and the re-
ality described in the second section of this Re-
port lie the great topics that comprise the agen-
da for the development of democracy in Latin
America.

But what would remain of the freedom to
elect governments democratically, which, in
theory, we enjoy, if key social issues that relate
to the most basic rights of citizens are not sub-
ject to public debate and citizen determination,
if governments cannot implement policies that
have been formulated democratically? Or what
if, even with efficient and effective governments
and States, the electoral mandate cannot be ful-
filled because other internal or external forces
prevent it?

To confront the deficits within our democ-
racies we need democratic power. That is, the ca-
pacity to act effectively when faced with prob-
lems in terms of broadening citizenship. This
democratic power is impossible to acquire with-
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for Debate

To confront the deficits within our
democracies we need democratic

power. That is, the capacity to act
effectively when faced with

problems in terms of broadening
citizenship. 



out politics. However, politics needs to be rele-
vant, that is, it must be able to propose ways of
addressing issues that are important for society,
it must be capable of implementing them with
the firm commitment of leaders and citizens,
and it must be prepared to sustain them using
suitable instruments of collective action, of
which political parties are the main, although
not the only, type.

Political parties’ proposals for action are car-
ried out through representative institutions and
the government of the State. Democratic pow-
er is also increased through a functioning State.
At the same time, civil society, which is con-
stantly creating new voluntary organizations
that increase the level of participation, repre-
sents another important mechanism through
which citizenship, and therefore democracy, is
expanded.

Behind each and every right there is a State
that guarantees it. And, conversely, behind each
and every right that has been curtailed there is
a State that did not uphold it. This abdication of
responsibility by the State is linked to the qual-
ity of its institutions, and basically to the power
that flows through them, as well as to the ensu-
ing capacity, or lack thereof, of the State to ful-
fill its objectives.

Hence, the problems associated with de-
veloping democracy that have been addressed
in the preceding sections reveal themselves as
an array in which are interfused the limita-
tions of the State along with the demands of
economic growth and the inequalities that it
often generates. These problems are further
compounded by the impotence of politics
when addressing citizens’ aspirations to ac-
quire democratic power, the tensions within
fractured societies, the existence of de facto

forces that break the law, peddle influence and
infiltrate the highest echelons of decision-
making, and signs that globalization is
shrinking still further the democratic space,
removing from the domain of civic determi-
nation the key issues concerning the future of
society.

In other words, the agenda at issue here con-
cerns to the complex variables that help or 
hinder the expansion of citizenship and the re-
construction of political society within the
framework of Latin American democracy. The
task at hand is, therefore, to discuss the neces-
sary preconditions that will allow our democra-
cies to create the solutions to the problems we
have described, by expanding the set of tools
provided by democracy itself.

In summary, these clearly delineated prob-
lems—constituting the challenges to the de-
velopment of democracy in Latin America—
manifest themselves within four key areas of
interest (politics, the State, the economy and
globalization). Each sphere is influenced by the
power question, a feature that cannot be ig-
nored if the will of the majority is to be trans-
lated into policies that will effectively modify
the existing reality.

The criteria presented here are meant to be
a starting point for triggering debate: as such,
they are a beginning not an end. We propose
that the agenda include: how to change from a
democracy whose subject is the voter to one
whose subject is the citizen endowed with in-
creased rights and responsibilities in the politi-
cal, civil and social realms; how to transit from
a State with a deficient legal system to a State
with universal reach throughout its territory
and whose main objective is to guarantee and
promote rights—a State both of and for a Na-
tion of citizens; how to move from an econo-
my conceived in terms of single option dog-
matic thinking (la pensée unique) to one with
a diverse set of options; and how to create an
autonomous space in the age of globalization.
In sum, it is about entwining society and poli-
tics and consequently about integrating the
needs of society into politics.
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Politics, the First Condition

Politics plays a vital role in the democratic
process: it produces public policies to tackle
central problems and turns them into compre-
hensive projects for society; it provides the
politicians needed to implement them; it groups
together the goals of millions of citizens into
common objectives, allowing them to choose
from among a reasonable number of electoral
alternatives; and, finally, it develops the public
power necessary to carry forward the projects
presented to society.

Ultimately, politics embodies options, unites
common aspirations and creates power. These are
three sine qua non conditions for the develop-
ment of democracy. A form of politics that does
not fulfill them puts democratic sustainability
at risk. In Latin America, politics is in a state of
crisis and so too is representation, because these
three conditions are only partially being satis-
fied, and, in some cases, they are not being sat-
isfied at all. The debate on politics must focus
on how to correct this situation, from which
stems not only the crisis of representation but
also the threat to democracy itself.

What are needed are effective institutions, as
well as transparent and responsible political
parties and practices. These conditions are far
from being met in many countries in the region,
which, in turn, dangerously weakens the effec-
tiveness of political parties as the main archi-
tects of democratic politics.

In the past, public debate on politics has
concentrated primarily on this notorious and
widespread deficiency. However, even though it
was crucial, the debate focused on other matters
that seemed more significant than institutional
weaknesses—ignoring the fact that the crisis has
to do with the content of politics and the strug-
gle to build democratic power.

Even with optimal institutional tools, if pol-
itics does not recover the capacity to establish
substantive options and power, both electoral
democracy and citizenship democracy will be-
come unsustainable and irrelevant for citizens.
If politics does not provide society with options
and power, it will have failed in terms of being

representative. In the analysis presented in the
second section of this Report, it is striking that
the different empirical instruments are in agree-
ment with respect to the deficits that beleaguer
our democracies. These should be at the center
of efforts to renew the content of politics. In this
regard, the following issues stand out:

■ Problems with exercising political citizen-
ship are the least prevalent. Although in
some countries voter turnout is still low,
mechanisms are being developed to address
the issue, such as improving the methods
used to register voters and providing assis-
tance to polling sites. Hardly any cases of fla-
grant fraud exist, and voter intimidation has
decreased remarkably. As in any country,
though, there is always scope for manipulat-
ing a certain number of voters. In many cas-
es, furthermore, top party members contin-
ue to exert close control over the candidate
selection process. The rules permitting pos-
itive discrimination in representative office
in favor of women have improved. And
slowly, measures are being approved to con-
trol the impact of private contributions on
political action, although in many cases
there is a long way to go before these initia-
tives have any practical relevance.

■ Throughout Latin America, the political for-
mula centers on the constitutional President.
While the presidency usually enjoys a signif-
icant degree of formal power, this does not
necessarily translate into effective gover-
nance, creating another source of dissatis-
faction among citizens and frustration
among politicians. The national legislature,
for its part, lacks prestige among most peo-
ple and is considered to be an inefficacious
means of representing and defending the in-
terests of the majority. Although the judicial
branch of government is seen to enjoy for-
mal independence, in several countries se-
vere limitations hinder its ability to fulfill its
daily tasks in a thorough manner. Organiza-
tions that specialize in monitoring govern-
ment agencies, such as treasury comptrollers
or citizens’ rights advocates, along with gen-
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eral accounting offices or public defenders,
sometimes lack the necessary independence
or, at other times, the power to carry out
their duties. It is well known that public de-
fenders cannot have their own power base in
the judicial or administrative spheres be-
cause this would trespass on areas reserved
for other State authorities. Mechanisms of
direct democracy have managed to widen
the space for political participation by citi-
zens, yet, at the same time, they have also, on
more than one occasion, contributed to po-
litical destabilization. The jury is still out on
whether they are an effective tool for the de-
velopment of democracy.

■ Beyond the fundamental advances achieved
with respect to human rights, which were
subject to systematic violation during the
period of authoritarian rule and civil war
in the region, the right to life continues to
be infringed, as does the right to personal
inviolability, both of which result especial-
ly from the ineffectiveness of the State in
controlling violence and overseeing the ac-
tivities of the security forces. Freedom of
the press has improved markedly, and al-
though the first steps are being taken to-
wards ensuring that access to State infor-
mation, this is a challenge that still needs
to be pursued.

■ Deficits in social citizenship linked to the
ineffectiveness of the State (in fulfilling its
role) and to the economy are the most ob-
vious—high levels of inequality and poverty
persist, and, in many countries, social ine-
qualities have not only not been reduced, but
they have actually increased. Basic needs are
still not being met in a considerable number
of countries.

These affirmations coincide with citizens’
perceptions. In the opinion study, they said that
the main problems are unemployment, poverty,
inequality and insufficient income, crime and
drug abuse, corruption, and inadequate service
infrastructure.

Likewise, the leaders consulted highlighted
reactivation of the economy, corruption, unem-
ployment, violence and crime, healthcare and
education.

To give politics meaning involves not only
making the perceived deficits ‘visible’, but also
creating a set of substantive options to resolve
the deficits effectively and to place them at the
core of the public debate. Some of the topics for
debate are summarized in the points below:

1. Politics, particularly democratic politics, is
the realm where different alternatives and
projects for a society gestate. Politics is about
representation, about staking social claims,
about the collective search for meaning. To-
day, however, we must point out that politics
is seriously unable to assemble collective
projects. Politics has become almost entirely
an activity that has little connection with the
identities, interests or aspirations of society.
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politics, is the realm where
different alternatives and projects
for a society gestate. 

It is evident that, in comparing all large groups
for which data and information exist, control
over communications is distributed in such an
unequal fashion that some individuals have
considerably greater influence than others […]
this represents a formidable problem […] the
number of individuals exerting a significant
degree of control over programmed alternatives
constitute, in most organizations, only a very
limited fraction of all members. This appears to
be the case even in the most democratic
organizations when they have a large number of
members.

Robert Dahl, 1987, pp. 97–98. 

The Power of 
the Media
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2. The crisis of politics is connected to the rup-
ture that exists between the problems that
citizens demand to have solved and the ca-
pacity that politics has to address them. Poli-
tics thus tends to lack validity, so it cannot
develop the power and the tools it needs to
respond to the main challenges facing our
countries. This is the source of a significant
proportion of the problems of confidence
and legitimacy that confront democracy and
politics, as well as basic institutions and lead-
ers throughout Latin America.

3. It is necessary, therefore, to ask what should
be the role of politics in Latin America,
where, while the important right to free, fre-
quent and fair elections has been achieved,
at the same time, globalization has pervaded
politics, severe social problems prevail and
existing States lack the ability to guarantee
and expand citizenship. May politics em-
body the aspirations of citizens to reduce
poverty and inequality, and increase em-
ployment and solidarity? Can it help to gen-
erate the prospect of progress for our coun-
tries and our citizens?

4. Many topics that used to pertain to politics
and to Nation States are being addressed and
decided today in other domains and by oth-
er entities, notably the economy, de facto
powers and the media. In this regard, there
are three inter-related factors to be aware of:

■ Nation States are losing internal sover-
eignty. On the one hand, they are losing
out to de facto and illegal power struc-
tures. On the other, they are suffering as
a consequence of deficits that limit State
capabilities due to inefficiency and inef-
ficacy in bureaucratic institutions.

■ There is an imbalance in the relationship
between politics and the market, which
tends to trap the former and relegate it to
less relevant areas, removing, for exam-
ple, important economic problems from
deliberation and political decision-mak-
ing. This displacement is inconsistent
with democracy and with the rights of
citizenship that are implicit within it.

■ An international order is limiting the ca-
pacity of States to act with a reasonable
degree of autonomy and, as a result, is re-
stricting national options.
These problems undermine the purpose
of politics, which is to transform reality—
a particularly serious situation in Latin
America. In this context, a certain loss of
the desire for progress, of the very possi-
bility of viable collective projects, is added
to existing material deprivation. The ap-
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People who become organized through
independent civil society groups overcome the
dichotomy between public and private
autonomy. They are exercising civic citizenship,
not just to protect their own interests but also
to expand the possibilities of protecting the
interests of others who are less fortunate. They
are also exercising political citizenship, not just
through voting or making decisions based on
their personal interests but also by increasing
the possibility of access and participation for
those who are left out of the political system.
For this reason, they themselves embody all of
the potential of human beings as agents,
because they encompass both the personal and
the social dimension of citizenship.
Latin America has seen a huge increase in the
number of independent civil society
organizations. Particularly in the field of
human rights, the democratic transition has
resulted in a generational renewal of
organizations founded to counter illegal
repression under dictatorships, as well as in the
creation of new entities dedicated to advancing
the rights of women, children, indigenous
peoples, African-Americans and various
excluded minority groups. […] Society
interprets politics in a much wider and richer
sense than that pertaining simply to electoral
competition.

Juan Méndez, text prepared for PRODDAL,
2002.

Civil Society, Politics and
Participation

BOX 40



parent impotence of politics seriously
weakens democracy, not only with respect
to its prospects for growth, but also, per-
haps, in terms of its sustainability.

5. Basic democratic institutions in Latin Amer-
ica, especially political parties and the na-
tional legislature, are held in low regard.
Thirty-six percent of Latin Americans (Lati-
nobarómetro 2002) agree that, if necessary,
a President should ignore political parties
and the legislature when it comes to gover-

nance. Most Latin Americans, though, think
that democracy cannot exist without politi-
cal parties and a legislature, but are dissatis-
fied with their performance.

6. The media appears at times to fill the void in
representation that stems from the crisis of
politics and its institutions. This void will
continue to exist as long as politics does not
assume its proper powers to deal with im-
portant issues, and political parties show
themselves unable to develop collective proj-
ects and to administer the State.

7. When politics is drained of content, that is,
when the State ignores the big issues con-
fronting citizens, it is up to society to recov-
er it. In recent years, in parallel with the cri-
sis of representation and the desertion of the
State, organizations from within society,
from the most diverse sources, have increas-
ingly emerged to address the demands that
have been ignored or left unresolved. They
are a collection of intermediate groups that
have organized themselves spontaneously
and are relatively independent of the State
and private enterprise. They are able to dis-
cuss and implement collective forms of ac-
tion to defend or promote their own inter-
ests, within the framework of the prevailing
legal and civil structure.80

8. Citizens and civil society organizations play
a key role in building democracy, keeping an
eye on the management of government,
voicing the demands of the people and
strengthening the pluralist base that every
democracy promotes and needs. They are
important actors in a citizens’ democracy.
Their role is complementary to that of tra-
ditional political actors in a democracy. De-
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The quality of democracy is determined as
much by those who are involved in associative
practices as by those who are excluded from
them. Throughout Latin America a Hobbesian
world of completely disorganized groups of
people coexists with a much smaller world
inspired by Alexis de Tocqueville. This gives rise
to two problems. The first is related to the
definition of the public sphere, through the
silent daily work of those who control access to
the apparatus of the State. This explains the
need to democratize elite cultures and the
resulting links that facilitate the appropriation
of the public domain by organized special
interests. The second problem requires an
evaluation of the nature of associative patterns
themselves, both as to how widespread they
are and as to their content and quality. In the
event that positive institutional consequences
emerge out of social capital, the dynamics of
association must be considered an essential
ingredient of democracy.

Renato Boschi, text prepared for PRODDAL,
2002. 

The Associative Dimension 
of Democracy

BOX 41

80 As a result, these intermediate groups cannot include organizations that favour illegal means to achieve their ob-
jectives, whether they are ‘mafias’ or subversive political groups, or actors with more specific ends that are part of so-
ciety, such as trade unions, the media—insofar as it comprises bodies focussed on the provision of information and
entertainment—political parties, households or mainstream churches. But they do include related entities that come
under the definition adopted.



spite the difficulties and obstacles linked to
the acceptance of civil society as an arena for
participation in democracy and strengthen-
ing it, the importance of civil society in
spreading democracy throughout Latin
America must be clearly recognized. In this
sense, politics should not only recover its key
content in order to make the transition to a
citizens’ democracy feasible, but should also
examine its unaccomplished task, taking on-
board the demands made by a society that
has organized itself to entreat, control and
make proposals.

9. In Latin America, the invading of public
areas by civil society organizations has
been a key factor in opening up political
channels that previously were closed, re-
stricting the building of democracy. In this
manner, civil society widens the parame-
ters of the public arena by participating,
expressing identities and demands, and or-
ganizing citizens. At the moment, alterna-
tive forms of representation are necessary.
Without replacing traditional representa-
tives (political parties and legislatures, for

instance), these alternatives complement
and strengthen them, responding to new
needs, to the particular circumstances of
marginal or under-represented sectors, to
the need for political consensus to encom-
pass the healthy and growing manifestation
of diversity, and to the essential need for
citizens to recapture the areas in which the
democratic will can be strengthened.

10. This issue is linked to certain powerful cir-
cles where decisions are made that affect a
society profoundly without giving its mem-
bers a chance to participate. These closed cir-
cles of economic decision-making, together
with de facto legal and illegal power groups,
national and foreign, all contribute to mak-
ing politics void of meaning. Democracy
paves the way for citizens to participate in
decision-making and invites them to do so;
however, if the arenas in which that partici-
pation occurs have little weight when it
comes to important national decisions, the
consequences tend to take the form of gen-
eralized apathy and lack of trust.
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When we speak of transforming the relations between
State and society, we are talking about transforming
politics. If the whole of society believes itself to be
affected by this crisis of politics, which, in turn, affects
the quality and importance of new democracies, even
more affected are the main political participants, that is,
the political parties, which are very harshly judged by
public opinion. 
In the new scenario created by the social, structural and
cultural changes of recent decades, which are destroying
the unity of the society-polis, the importance of politics
as the sole expression of collective action tends to
disappear. But politics is acquiring a new significance,
more abstract in nature, because it must necessarily
approach and combine the different spheres of societal
life, without destroying its autonomy. Thus there is less
room for policies that are highly ideological, reflect
simple rhetorical declamation or tend towards

globalization. Instead there is a demand for politics to
have social and ethical meaning, something that sheer
market forces, the media, special interest groups or
mere calculations of individual or corporate self-interest
cannot deliver. 
The great task for the future is to reconstruct the
institutional domain, the polis, within which politics can
regain its purpose as a valid link between strong and
autonomous social actors and a State that can resume its
role as the agent of development in a world that
threatens to destroy all national communities.
The option is reinforcement, autonomy and
complementarity among the State, the government,
political parties and the independent social actors: in
other words, a new socio-political matrix.

Manuel Antonio Garretón, text prepared for
PRODDAL, 2003. 
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The Need for a New Concept of the 
Functioning State (‘Stateness’)

The debate on the State in Latin America
must be widened. While the emphasis over the
past 20 years has been on matters like privatiza-
tion, the size of the State and its spending levels
and the modernization of State bureaucracies,
two important topics have been sidelined: the
effectiveness of the State in implementing the
electorate mandate; and the democratizing po-
tential of the State, that is, its capacity to reach
out universally to all social classes. This latter
topic relates to a necessary precondition for en-
suring that both rights and responsibilities ap-
ply fully to everyone, everywhere. If these con-
ditions are not met, a deficit in stateness will

result: serious failings in enforcing the rule of
law would directly affect the sustainability and
development of democracy.

Under the pretext of initiating institutional
reforms to improve the functioning of the mar-
kets, these matters have been ignored or hidden.
A State that favors democracy attempts to en-
force rights and responsibilities equally, which
will inevitably cause a change in power rela-
tions, particularly in regions like Latin America
where the strong concentration of income leads
to the concentration of power.

This debate is urgent, because in Latin
America, stateness, or State functionality—by
which we mean the State’s capacity to fulfill its
functions and to satisfy its objectives independ-
ent of the size of its bureaucracy and the way in
which it is organized — is in crisis. In many cas-
es, Latin American States have lost the ability to
make legitimate, efficient and effective decisions
to address the problems that society deems to be
important.

It is imperative that this capacity be restored
in order to promote democracy. Democracy
cannot exist without a State, and democracy
cannot develop without a State that is able to as-
sure and foster citizenship for all. If this condi-
tion is not fulfilled, democracy ceases to be a
way of organizing power, capable of resolving
relationships based on cooperation and conflict.
Power slips away, and democracy becomes void
of substance.

Recovering the State for its citizens is a cru-
cial challenge for the development of democra-
cy in Latin America. With weak and minimalist
States the most one can hope for is to hold on
to electoral democracy. Citizenship democracy
requires a State that guarantees the universality
of rights.81

The State must be able to direct society down
the general pathway, process conflicts according
to democratic principles, make sure that the le-
gal system functions efficiently (protecting both
property rights and citizenship rights simultane-
ously), regulate the markets, establish macroeco-
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The social order can no longer rest exclusively
upon the regulation by the State of its co-
existence, nor can it operate like a self-regulating
system. The heart of the problem lies in
refounding social co-ordination in a society in
which the State and politics have ceased to be its
mainstays. 
In my opinion, it is in this context that the
discussion on ‘the democratic question’ in Latin
America should be seen. Whereas the current
trend is to aim for ‘electoral democracy’, it is
worth asking about the role of democracy as a
privileged arena for co-ordinating social issues.
Instead of restricting democracy to a question of
legitimacy, its potential as an organizing
principle should be explored. As a matter of
fact, democratic institutions and procedures
have always acted as mediators among pluralist
interests and opinions with the intent of
deciding ‘where we are heading’.

Norbert Lechner, 1996. 

Democracy as the 
Organizational Principle 
of Society

BOX 43

81 Whatever the definition of citizenship we adopt, the link between citizenship and democracy always implies the
concept of universality.



nomic equilibria, set up systems of social protec-
tion based on the tenet of universal citizenship
and make the pre-eminence of democracy the
principle for organizing society.

A fully functioning State is a mandatory pre-
condition for a democracy that wants to devel-
op beyond the electoral level, to be able to con-
front the challenges of democracy effectively.
On the basis of this assumption, we can enu-
merate the topics that we believe an extended
agenda to expand the democratic functionality
of the State should consider:

1. The agenda for democratic reform must con-
sider all three dimensions of the State: as a set
of bureaucratic entities; as a legal system; and
as a focus for collective identity. These three
dimensions vary historically, and in most of
Latin America they are deficient. State bu-
reaucracies often lack power and efficacy, the
effectiveness of the legal system is limited so-
cially and territorially, and claims to being a
State-for-the Nation, dedicated to pursuing
the public interest, are simply not credible in
the eyes of many citizens. These shortcomings
go a long way towards explaining why Latin
American governments have so little power to
democratize.

2. Each country in the region is particular in this
regard, but, in almost all of them, a large pro-
portion of people live below the minimum
threshold of human development, not only
with respect to material goods and access to
public services but also with respect to basic
rights. The solution to these regrettable prob-
lems obviously requires both the implemen-
tation of appropriate economic and social
policies and simultaneously the establishment
of an all-encompassing, inclusive and com-
passionate State, one that is also reasonably
efficient, effective and credible. It also requires
a vibrant civil society, which through active
participation aims to complement the imple-
mentation of public policies.

3. The problem of the State in Latin America
concerns not just the size of its bureaucra-

cies, but also the inefficiency and inefficacy
of these bureaucracies, the ineffectiveness of
their legal systems and the low credibility of
the State and of government. This is in total
contrast to the strong demand by citizens for
a State presence, which is apparent, for ex-
ample, in the survey presented in the second
section of this Report.

4. Although, of course, unnecessary bureaucra-
cy should be eliminated and all administrative
processes rationalized, one problem that some
Latin American States confront is excessive
fragmentation and frequently the existence of
a blurred boundary between public and pri-
vate interests. When this manifests itself, the
State is sapped and becomes a series of dis-
connected agencies with civil servants and
politicians busily involved in rent-seeking.

5. There is one particularly disturbing prob-
lem: the existence of large and, in some cas-
es, growing areas where the State’s legal au-
thority does not reach, or does so only
intermittently. It is striking that such an im-
portant issue is disregarded in State reform
programs. The main problem for the State in
Latin America is how to deal with a State
that is incomplete and weak, with little ca-
pacity to be effective universally.

6. Another dimension of this problem is the
presence of various kinds of effective ‘legal-
ity’, which are informal, patrimonial and il-
licit. On occasion, these ‘legalities’ are found
on discretionary sub-national regimes,
which coexist with democratic regimes at
the national level. The actors operate on 
the basis of informal institutions such as 
personalism, nepotism, prebendalism and
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Recovering the State for its
citizens is a crucial challenge for

the development of democracy in
Latin America.



‘caudillismo’. These power structures rely on
the destruction of the boundary between
public and private affairs, and on the cur-
tailing of the legality of the State. Further-
more, clientelism—a network of connec-
tions that allows a ‘boss’ to secure support
from others in exchange for certain bene-
fits—generates privileges and exclusions,
and usually implies discretionary manipula-
tion of public resources.

7. A basic function of the State is to protect
people against private acts of violence.
Democracy assumes the existence of a State
that has violence under control throughout
its territory. This is not the case for some re-
gions of Latin America, however. Terrorist
groups, criminal and paramilitary organiza-
tions and others operate within them. Such
entities have their own legal codes, impose
their own ‘tax’ systems and sometimes
achieve what is virtually a monopoly over
coercion in what they perceive as ‘their’ ter-
ritory. This type of private violence, which

the State does not control, is one of the prin-
cipal sources of abuse of basic rights.

8. The protection of citizens by a democratic
State is also endangered by the violence as-
sociated with crime against people or prop-
erty. Its level and degree of persistence high-
light the weakness of a State that is unable to
fulfill its mandate across the board. This sit-
uation is even more serious given the pre-
vailing social climate in the region, en-
grained with poverty and inequality, where
the poorest suffer violence most frequently.

9. Among the other consequences of what we
have just described, the acute reduction in
the State’s autonomy is worthy of mention.
In fact, a very limited set of policies can ac-
tually be designed and implemented outside
of the de facto, local and international power
structure that effectively influences the 
State apparatus.

10. An agenda of a State that is in favor of de-
mocracy should be structured according to
the idea of the Nation on behalf of which the
State is supposed to act. It should consider
the State to be the center for legitimate deci-
sion-making, as well as to be an effective and
efficient entity that is focused on addressing
the most important problems facing society.

11. For this reason it is essential to debate the is-
sues that in Latin America cast doubt on the
efficiency and efficacy of the region’s bu-
reaucracies, the effectiveness of its legal sys-
tem and the very credibility of the State,
namely:

■ The operational inefficiency of the State
and the reduction in its autonomy, stem-
ming from its colonization by special in-
terests (corruption).

■ The ineffectiveness of the legal system as
a result of patrimonial legal systems.

■ The incapacity of some States to govern
their entire territory and population,
leading to a truncated legal system (lack

184 Democracy in Latin America

A detailed examination of development in the
region reveals a chronic democratic deficit,
which has often resulted in authoritarianism,
clientelism, cronyism and, in extreme cases,
nepotism, the expression at the government
level of institutions and public policy ‘captured’
by special interest groups (associated with a
given political party, a union, a business
organization, a family or local or regional
interests). This sort of ‘perverse privatization’ of
the State, which has underpinned the
phenomenon of corruption, has led to various
interventions by the State that have undermined
the efficient working of the market and
promoted rent-seeking and speculation. 

Enrique V. Iglesias, text prepared for PRODDAL,
2003.

Perverse Privatization 
of the State 
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of equality under the law and asymmet-
ric enforcement of citizens’ rights).

■ In the case of some States, the lack of an
effective monopoly over the use of force,
resulting, for example, in persistent hu-
man rights violations.

■ The State’s inability to represent a diverse
society.

■ The loss of credibility by the State due to
a lack of transparency and a lack of ac-
countability to citizens.

■ The capacity of the State to build its own
power base, so that it can implement with
autonomy the mandate granted to it by
the people.

The State is one of the faces of democracy: a State with-
out power is a democracy without power.

An Economy for Democracy

Problems of social citizenship directly affect
the durability of democracy in Latin America.
Democratic sustainability depends in large meas-
ure, therefore, on resolving these problems. In or-
der to do so, the debate on the economy and the
diverse ways in which the markets can be organ-
ized must become part of the public agenda and
be included among the alternative choices avail-
able to citizens —for it is within the economy
that the solution to significant aspects of the
deficits of social citizenship is to be found.

At the beginning of this Report it was stated
that a unique trait in Latin America is that it is
the first entirely democratic region to be made
up of societies with very high levels of poverty
and the highest level of social inequality in the
world. Thus we referred to the triangle made up
of electoral democracy, poverty and inequality,
in order to synthesize the nature of these
democracies and to underline the need to es-
tablish a way of thinking that takes this reality
into account. We cannot garner useful answers
to questions about the sustainability of democ-
racy in Latin America if the particular chal-

lenges arising from the coexistence of these
three phenomena are ignored.

When we described the results of empirical
research in the second section of the Report, the
poor living conditions of many Latin Americans
emerged clearly as the greatest deficit in ‘citi-
zenship democracy’. The sheer scale of the prob-
lems of social citizenship is such that we keep
repeating a crucial question: how much pover-
ty can freedom bear?

Yet the debate on democracy tends to set the
economic issue aside, and frequently presents it
only in terms of the institutional limitations on
economic growth that are implied by democra-
cy. The debate on economics, dodged on the
grounds that it is technically complex, is in-
creasingly removed from the arena of public
discussion and such issues do not feature
among the real options open to citizens when it
comes time to vote. In light of these realities it
would appear that the well known phrase ‘tech-
nical issues are not voted on’ should be coun-
tered by ‘the people’s well-being in society is not
decided by technicians in a laboratory’, howev-
er enlightened they might be.

This is a problem that is not restricted to our
region. The growing trend in certain countries
in the developed world to create economic in-
stitutions that are almost totally autonomous
directly affects their transparency and, there-
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Without ignoring the relevance of technical
institutions in any well-organized State, and
without rejecting the scientific background of
economic analysis, economics should still be
subject to politics, and in particular to democratic
political processes, because this is the way in which
society settles its differences. [...] We need to rely
on solid political parties to offer citizens
alternative options for shaping their social
situation and managing their economy.

José Antonio Ocampo, text prepared for
PRODDAL, 2003. 
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fore, their accountability to society, with an en-
suing loss of credibility in the eyes of the peo-
ple. Substantive economic decisions removed
from the popular will presages, as Jean-Paul Fi-
toussi sees it, a century in which the crisis of
democracy will be dominant.82 In Latin Amer-
ica, where the deficits in social citizenship reach
the levels described, this matter takes on even
greater relevance and urgency, to the point
where issues such as the rate of democratic de-
velopment, the sustainability of the system and
the resolution of the crisis of political represen-
tation depend on our capacity to incorporate
the economy and its options into the public
agenda, involving both democracy and society.

The economy is a key issue for democracy.
This statement, though, does not mean that one
should confuse two clearly differentiated forms
of social organization: democracy, which or-

ganizes relations between power structures; and
economics, which organizes relations between
production, reproduction and exchange. Nev-
ertheless, the outcome of how the economy is
organized is a decisive factor for democracy, es-
pecially for citizens’ democracy, as defined in this
Report.

The economy is an issue for democracy be-
cause the development of social citizenship de-
pends on it, and because economics both cre-
ates and alters power relations. Therefore, the
agenda for democratic sustainability must in-
clude debate on the diversity of policies and
types of market organization that is possible, as
well as on the regulatory role of the State.

That the State cannot manage the economy
in a frivolous fashion is a lesson that has been
learned in Latin America: the (democratic)
State has an unavoidable role to play in guiding
the economy, which implies a strong capacity to
influence economic policy.

Following the suggestion of Dani Rodrik,
there are “five functions that public institutions
must serve in order for markets to work ade-
quately: protection of property rights, market reg-
ulation, macroeconomic stabilization, social in-
surance, and conflict management.”83 The State
and the markets are susceptible to being com-
bined in many different ways, giving rise to the di-
verse forms that market economies can adopt.

The concept of the markets as a set of insti-
tutions ‘given by nature’ leads to acceptance of
the notion that the economy functions com-
pletely independently of decisions that are tak-
en democratically. From a democratic view-
point, however, economic policies are one of the
instruments available to a society to achieve full
citizenship. For this reason, the economy must
be a topic for political debate and must not be
excluded on the basis that it ‘contextualizes’ the
organization of the State. This is because:

■ The eventual elimination of inequality is not
a marginal economic problem, resulting
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Classical political economy has created a
nonexistent economic world, a Guterwelt, an
isolated world that is always the same and in
which the conflicts between purely individual
forces are resolved in accordance with
unchangeable economic laws. In reality, it is
within communities that are quite different
from one another that individuals try to
acquire wealth, and both the nature and the
success of these efforts change, depending on
the nature of the community in which they
arise [...], this makes State action indispensable
for organizing the markets, guaranteeing the
sanctity of contracts and establishing currency
and credit standards, as well as for the supply
of manpower, labor relations, foreign trade,
income distribution norms, the tax burden and
so forth.

José Nun, text prepared for PRODDAL, 2002. 

An Economy for 
Democracy

BOX 46

82 See Jean-Paul Fitoussi, 2002.
83 Dani Rodrik, 2000.



from (or a residual of) good economic pol-
icy. Rather, distribution affects the efficiency
and the very survival of the economic system
itself.

■ The State plays a highly significant part in
income distribution through its fiscal role,
through market regulation, and through the
provision of subsidies or other means of
promotion of certain sectors or long-term
policies. This implies the existence of a
strong and able State, not a feeble one. To
role back the State, the dominant refrain
during the 1990s, with the implication that
its responsibilities did not go beyond main-
taining economic stability and providing
some public goods, was a serious mistake,
the results of which are now evident.

■ If this State role is not filled, democracy be-
comes irrelevant and is not a credible force
for the development of social citizenship.

■ Democracy offers the best guarantee of good
governance, both in the economic and the

political spheres. Civil rights, political free-
dom and participative processes are key vari-
ables for ensuring labor standards, environ-
mental sustainability and economic stability.
The performance of democracies in all of
these areas has been superior to that of
regimes that restrict political participation

■ The wider the domain in which market dis-
cipline prevails, the broader will be the space
for democratic governance. In principle, and
to the extent to which market discipline is
based on economic fundamentals and long-
term considerations, there is no reason for
conflict to arise between markets and dem-
ocratic governance. But reality is far from
this ideal. The trade-off does exist, not just
because today the driving force behind the
markets is purely financial, but also because
they are excessively volatile, dominated by
short-term considerations. In this situation,
the primacy of democratic discipline over
market discipline should be reaffirmed on a
frequent basis.

■ Markets need both governance and rules.
Functioning governance can only be as-

The advance of democracy and the establishment
of clear and strong macroeconomic rules should
not be considered as antagonistic but as
complementary situations.

José Antonio Ocampo, text prepared for
PRODDAL, 2003. 

Democracy and the Market
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The ‘fetishism’ of the reforms introduced by ‘market
fundamentalism’, one expression of which was the
‘Washington Consensus’, refuses to recognize the
diversity implicit in democracy [...]. Behind the
argument of the Washington Consensus lies the
assumption that a single developmental model exists,
applicable to each and every country regardless of

local conditions, and a vision of the ‘market
economy’ as the direct opponent of State
interventionism. This notion is ‘ahistoric’, harmful and
contrary to democracy.

José Antonio Ocampo, text prepared for PRODDAL,
2003. 

Single Development Model
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The economy is an issue for
democracy because the

development of social citizenship
depends on it, and because

economics both creates and alters
power relations. 
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sured through democracy. And democracy
continues to be coterminous with the Nation
State.84

The agenda for democratic sustainability must
include these issues concerning the economy and
the diverse set of options open to it; otherwise de-
mocracy risks becoming devoid of content.

These diverse economic options must form
part of the renewed content of politics, for they
are a substantial component of the public agen-
da, just as the debate on diversity is an absolute
must in order to put together the best possible
combination in terms of the role of the market,
the State and the historic context in each of our

countries. Conversely, single option dogmatic
orthodoxy (la pensée unique), universal and
timeless prescription, hampers democratic and
even economic development.

We single out below the topics that should
be part of an agenda centered on a vision of eco-
nomics that is based on the needs of democrat-
ic development in Latin America, from the
viewpoint adopted in this Report:

1. Never before in world history—except for the
transitory period in the 1930s—were the prob-
lems concerning the world economy as serious
as they are today: massive unemployment; ris-
ing inequality and poverty in rich countries;
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widespread extreme poverty and recurrent
crises in numerous developing nations; and in-
creasing inequality among countries.

2. Democracy cannot remain indifferent to all
of this. We should remember that we live si-
multaneously in democracies and market
economies. Inevitably, therefore, tension ex-
ists between these two dimensions: on the
one hand, the individualism and inequality
resulting from the functioning of the mar-
ket, and, on the other, the equality prized by
democratic citizenship and the ensuing need
for a public arena for collective rather than
individual decision-making. There must be
reconciliation between the two spheres.

3. The tension that exists between these two di-
mensions is dynamic in nature, because it al-
lows the system to adapt instead of breaking
apart, as generally occurs in systems that are
governed according to a single organizing
principle (the Soviet regime, for example).
Only dynamic systems manage to survive:
the rest succumb to sclerosis. In other words,
capitalism has survived as the dominant
form of economic organization not in spite
of democracy but because of it.

4. Two opposing currents are evident in the de-
bate on the relationship between the market
and democracy. According to the first, cur-
rently dominant, the extension of the mar-
ket’s domain would require limiting democ-
racy’s field of action. The second postulates
that constant tension between the market
and democracy and the latter’s desire for
equality should be resolved through a search
for complementarity.

5. Quite a number of theories prevailing today
hold that State intervention usually decreas-
es economic efficacy. The argument of those
who favor more of the market is clearly anti-
State: “The State is a necessary evil; its ca-

pacity to intervene should be radically re-
stricted.” This Report, however, maintains
that a State that adjusts to democracy—effi-
cacious, efficient and credible—is an indis-
pensable aspect of development.

6. Democracy assumes a hierarchical relation-
ship between politics and the economic sys-
tem, and therefore presupposes that society
has the autonomy to choose the manner in
which it organizes its market.

7. Democracy, in its quest to curb the exclusion
caused by the market, enhances the legiti-
macy of the economic system; the market, by
limiting the power that politics and the State
have over the lives of citizens, encourages a
greater adherence to democracy. Collective
freedom needs to be based on individual
freedoms, and vice versa. Both are in an iter-
ative relationship, proving that democracy is
a form in movement. “History shows that
democracy achieved is never more than a
moment in the democratic movement. A
movement that never stops.”85
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Furthermore, those who sustain the first position
tend to think that the existing political system is
always indifferent as far as the economy is
concerned. Nevertheless […] democracy has at
least four advantages over authoritarian
regimes: the volatility of growth is less over time;
short- and medium-term macroeconomic stability
is greater; exogenous crises are better controlled;
and salary levels (and their share of national
income) are higher.

Dani Rodrik, 1997, p. 15. (Translated from the
Spanish version of the text).

Four Economic Advantages 
of Democracy

BOX 49

85 Georges Burdeau, 1985. (Translated from the Spanish version of the text.)



8. National societies, of course, including those
in developed countries, do not enjoy the
same types of social equality; there is in fact
an enormous amount of diversity within
these systems. This should not surprise us:
democracy implies diversity; there exist dif-
ferent ‘varieties of capitalism’, different ways
of combining the State and the market, and
different modes of State action. This is an
important truth, which, despite all of the ev-
idence, dogmatic orthodoxy (la pensée
unique) denies.

9. Opening up economies favors the more mo-
bile factors, not only financial capital, but al-
so some forms of knowledge. The increased
mobility of these factors transfers to the less
mobile factors—especially to labor—the
weight of economic insecurity. Inherent to
this process is the risk of reducing popular
adherence both to democracy and to the
market itself.

10. In light of this situation, it is appropriate to
review some criteria for economic policies
and their relationship to democracy in line
with Latin American experiences in recent
decades:

■ A debate is needed to identify policies
that redistribute income without severe-
ly distorting the workings of the market,
thus avoiding the ‘populism’ or ‘quick fix-
es’ so prevalent in Latin America.

■ The achievement of greater levels of wel-
fare for people requires sustained eco-
nomic growth, but the latter is insuffi-
cient when it is accompanied by
unfavorable redistributive consequences.

■ International experience shows that
competitive advantages based on low
wages are fragile and unstable. To com-
pete in the world today, efficient produc-
tion, process innovation, product design
and differentiation and the development
of an adequate support service are
mandatory. Qualified human capital is
essential in this regard. Social policies
must in turn be guided by four basic
principles: universality; solidarity; effi-
ciency; and inclusiveness.

■ Limits on the scale of extensive property
ownership and private enterprise are re-
lated to the levels of inequality that any
given society is inclined to tolerate, as
well as to its forms of taxation. A second
type of restriction concerns potential
abuse of market power by top business
executives and large companies. The
third one has to do with the capacity of
these business executives and companies
to extend their influence beyond the
market as a result of their significant abil-
ity to lobby and their capacity to tap into
other spheres of power that are typical in
contemporary society—especially the
media.

■ A political agreement among the differ-
ent social sectors on what the State
should do helps to legitimate the level,
composition and pattern of public ex-
penditure, as well as the amount of tax
required to finance the public sector.

Finally, we wish to highlight that that our
data show two things of great practical impor-
tance. The first is that many Latin Americans
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Relations between democracy and the market are
thus more complementary than confrontational.
Because democracy prevents exclusion by the
market, it increases the legitimacy of the
economic system, and the market, by limiting the
power that politics has over people’s lives,
encourages greater adherence to democracy.
Thus each of the principles governing politics and
economics finds its limitations, as well as its
legitimacy, in the other.

Jean-Paul Fitoussi, text prepared for PRODDAL,
2003.

How Democracy and the Market
complement Each Other
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share a highly critical view of the functioning of
market economies. The second aspect—surely
the counterpart of the frustration just de-
scribed—is that the majority looks favorably on
State intervention in the economy.

Power and Democratic Policies 
in the Era of Globalization

An extended agenda on globalization
should include a debate on its political and
military nature, its restrictions on diversity
and the strong limitations on State power.
Globalization crudely posits questions about
the power of Nation States and about the do-
mestic power of the States. The key problem
of democracy manifests itself once again, but
in a different way: the presence or absence of
power to satisfy the will of the majority.

The debate that has developed naturally up
until now has emphasized the financial and
commercial aspects of globalization, and has left
more or less to one side its principal character-
istic: that external forces have ceased to be ex-
ternal. They are now as internal as are local
powers. They condition or determine the deci-
sions of the State and their field of action is not
limited to finance or trade. Increasingly they en-
compass political questions, security and inter-
nal organization, the social welfare, education
and healthcare systems

It is necessary, therefore, to broaden the de-
bate on globalization to take account of the fol-
lowing two factors: first, the real impact of glob-
alization on States’ internal sovereignty; and
second, how to implement strategies in order to
increase national and regional capacity so that
a national power is not extinguished in the
name of an uncontrollable global force.

Notes: valid sample, n = 17,646. For the construction of this variable, questions p21no2, p22sta, p22stb, p22essd and p22esse of Latino-
barómetro 2002 were recodified. For more information, see the note to the Table 142 in the Statistical Compendium of the Report.
Source: calculation by PRODDAL, based on data from Latinobarómetro 2002.
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Globalization has brought the outside world
into our societies. The world is everywhere. But
the power of the world is not. Nevertheless, and
at the same time as this is happening, acknowl-
edging the nature of the relations that rule the
world that we live in should not force us to aban-
don the concept of a world order ruled by laws.
The reality surrounding us is one thing, yet our
dreams and aspirations are quite another—they
may indeed be utopian, but they are not chimeras.
The struggle for an international democratic sys-
tem of law should not cease to be a permanent fea-
ture of a civilization that boasts democracy as one
of its conquests, and nor should the idea that be-
havior is determined by rules designed to protect
equal rights for all, individuals and States.

In effect, in the world that has come into be-
ing since the end of the post-Cold War (on 11
September 2001), existing power relationships,
mainly military and economic, regulate the in-
ternational system. Under these conditions, the
most urgent priority to emerge is the need to
address the contradiction between diversity—
which demands a large degree of autonomy for
countries as well as for a world system based on
clear, shared norms—and a world homogenized
by power relations that grant national actors the
capacity to establish normative rules concern-
ing only relatively marginal issues. What sub-
stantive choices with respect to significant issues
remain open to citizens under such circum-
stances? And what are the chances that what
they decide will be put into practice?

The Report offers the following thoughts
and ideas in order to foster debate on globaliza-
tion and the development of democracy:

1. At the same time that it has promoted
democracy, globalization has imposed re-

strictions on even the strongest and most
developed States. In Latin America, these re-
strictions call into question the credibility of
the State as the builder of society and the
promoter of citizenship; this has significant
consequences for the kind of policies avail-
able to governments in the region. Isolated
action on the part of most Latin American
States is not enough to influence, control or
regulate this process, to derive benefits from
it, or to resist its tendencies.

2. Paradoxically, while globalization has erod-
ed governments’ capacity to take action, in
particular the tools available to them to reg-
ulate the economy, it has also left it up to the
State to fulfill the complex task of maintain-
ing social cohesion. Moreover, as a result of
the increased weight of conditionalities im-
posed by international lending organizations
and of the mobility of financial capital in
general, the possibility of incorporating di-
versity into the social and economic organi-
zation models implied by democracy has
been progressively reduced.

3. Nevertheless, there is significant distance be-
tween this affirmation and government pas-
sivity. Recognizing existing restrictions does
not necessarily imply accepting the status
quo. Building an autonomous space for na-
tional States that confront globalization is a
challenge that is inherent to democratic pol-
itics, which, as we have asserted throughout
this Report, should have as its central objec-
tive the construction and expansion of the
diverse forms of citizenship.

4. It is dangerous to become fatalistic when
faced with globalization, arguing that the
asymmetry of forces is such that there is no
room for political autonomy. This fatalism,
which unfortunately is quite widespread,
overlooks the fact that real areas for negoti-
ation exist in the world, as well as the fact
that these spaces may be expanded if there is
consistent and sustained political will to es-
tablish regional entities.
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5. The institutional spaces where political cit-
izenship may be perfected remain basical-
ly national. This means recognizing that
democracy as a universal value only as-
sumes its full meaning if national process-
es of representation, participation and de-
cision-making are allowed to determine
strategies for economic and social develop-
ment, providing effective forms of media-
tion to respond to the tensions that are in-
nate to globalization.

6. From the perspective of democratic devel-
opment itself, it is also necessary to discuss
how to build the autonomous spaces men-
tioned above; they are needed so that Latin
American democracies may develop a solid
basis on which to grow.

7. Democracy is severely affected by the in-
creasing tendency to shift responsibility for
making important decisions to circles that are
beyond the control of citizens. This tends to
cast doubt on the relevance that democracy
really has for citizens, which, in turn, has con-
siderable implications for the loyalty that they
show towards it. This concern must be un-
derlined, because we may be heading towards
a form of politics limited only to restricted
agendas, which sooner or later may lead us to
be caught up in irrelevant agendas or ones

that prevent the development of the diverse
approaches needed to deal with the specific
characteristics of each of our countries.

8. From the above, it can be deduced that the
question of how to increase autonomous ca-
pacity with regard to defining and solving
the important problems that affect us con-
cerns not only each individual country but
also the region as a whole.

9. This implies a debate on regional policies,
too, to make it possible to achieve a shared
increase in autonomy. To this end, the polit-
ical renascence of regional activities takes on
new meaning and urgency, going beyond
purely commercial efforts to recreate and
widen the political spaces in which countries
and citizens make their own decisions.

10. This does not necessarily require the cre-
ation of new organizations to take on these
tasks, nor, even less, that they should be
supranational. The key factor is that the
States in the region decide to tackle these is-
sues at the political level. Current regional
and sub-regional institutions offer a reason-
able platform from which to do this, after
making essential adjustments to their agen-
das and structures.

11. Presented in this fashion, the challenge fac-
ing political integration centers around con-
struction of the Nation and construction of
the region, a region of Nations that comple-
ment and strengthen one another. In other
words: a political association of sovereign
States.

12. The international order should respect the
diversity that exists between and within
countries, within the limits of interdepend-
ence. But power practices in current inter-
national relations do not tend to take this re-
quirement into consideration.

13. The capacity to establish autonomy in a
globalized world with one single hegemonic
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Globalization not only increases the role of the
market in the system of equity and reduces that of
democracy, but also it does so in the name of
market efficiency and of an order that is higher
than that of democracy. This is what they call
political impotence.

Jean-Paul Fitoussi, text prepared for PRODDAL,
2003. 

Globalization and the
Impotence of Politics

BOX 51



power implies new challenges. At issue here
are not only the classic problems concerning
relations between the center and the periph-
ery, the empire and its zones of control, but
also those concerning relations in the cur-
rent era of globalization, in which exterior
phenomena are as immediate and common
as those that manifest themselves within a
Nation’s own borders.

14. The post-Cold War era ended on 11 Sep-
tember 2001, the day the United States of
America came under attack by terrorists.
Security returned to center stage, becoming
the number one issue in world politics. In
turn, subsequent events have signaled an
important change in world relations, with
a significant impact on multilateral collec-
tive defense systems.

15. The prominence of security on the interna-
tional agenda has created tension with de-
mocracy and freedom. First World countries
have better mechanisms than our own to re-
solve this tension.

16. The Latin American experience in the
decades prior to the end of the Cold War is
a good example of what happens when se-
curity issues become the only prism through
which politics and international relations are
observed.

17. For its part, the region has a long history
when it comes to this matter. It has been the
target of several brutal terrorist attacks in the
recent past. Also, for several decades some
Latin American countries suffered tremen-
dous violence at the hands of both insur-
gents and of the State itself. Therefore, the
threat of terrorist violence is no abstract
premise for the region.

18. Recently, military power relationships have
shaped world ties decisively. The notion that
globalization was responsible for shifting the
focus of international relations from mili-
tary and security issues to financial ones, and

that economics was replacing politics, van-
ished completely. The prominence of the ter-
rorist theme puts under the microscope the
impact that a potential terrorist attack would
have on State capabilities on the one hand,
and on the other the impact of inappropri-
ate responses on those capabilities and on
democracy itself. An appropriate response is
one where the State reacts effectively to the
threat of aggression while simultaneously
preventing that response from weakening its
ability to foster democracy or from reducing
the quality of that democracy.

19. It is fundamental for democracy that secu-
rity problems do not arise as a result of an
agenda imposed by outside actors but
rather that a country comes up with its
own solutions. In this regard, the security
issue acquires central importance. Passivi-
ty on this matter could make us extremely
vulnerable to external strategies, which are
formulated without taking into account
important regional interests.

20. In light of the events of 11 September 2001
and their ramifications, and as a result of
the singular nature of their democracies,
the countries of Latin America must devise
their own criteria to inspire the creation of
options for responding to the threat of ter-
rorism.

In Summary

This Report has argued that the right to vote
regularly in order to elect individuals to govern
in accordance with the rule of law is not merely
important but is a sine qua non if a system of
government is to qualify as a democracy. How-
ever, it goes beyond this narrow definition of
democracy to assert that the horizon for democ-
racy should be extended. This process entails not
only perfecting existing institutional political
mechanisms and ensuring efficient implementa-
tion of civil rights for all citizens, but also effec-
tively broadening social citizenship.
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The discussion focuses on how to advance
towards an integral form of citizenship, which
must have politics at its heart—the way in
which the citizen, and more specifically the
community of citizens, can participate in im-
portant decision-making. Globalization is a
fact, but this does not mean that everything that
arises as a consequence of technological trans-
formation and market expansion must be ac-
cepted without reflection and without answer.
We must understand the constant and rapid
transformation that is going on in the world to-
day, and we must live with uncertainties, but we
must also work to modify these macro-trends in
accordance with the specific situation in each
country. The challenge is to cope with globali-
zation at the local and regional levels, utilizing
a proactive and not a passive approach. Thus,
the economy is not a given that is to be viewed

passively either; there is not just one way to
think and to make the market work. It is already
known that there are different ways of organiz-
ing economies, which have proved successful
over time in different cultural contexts.

This community of citizens should, therefore,
promote a new legitimacy for the State, that en-
tity that must not only supply the administrative
bureaucratic machinery in each country but
must also respect and extend the reach of politi-
cal institutions and the rule of law, and lay the
foundations to ensure equity in order to imple-
ment social policies to broaden social citizenship.
Creating an inclusive vision of citizenship, har-
nessing the functioning of the economy with the
political decisions of the citizens, are just some of
the issues that arise from this Report, written to
provoke a new kind of approach to the discussion
of democracy in Latin America.
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The Unending Challenge

In one of his famous essays Isaiah Berlin reminds us that “more than 100 years ago the

German poet Heine warned the French that they should not underestimate the power of

ideas: philosophical concepts nurtured in the silence of an academic’s study could destroy an

entire civilization.”

Latin America was the product of an idea, and that idea remains at the heart of its vision

of the future: the building of a democratic society. The process via which the continent

attained its independence was indissolubly linked to the republican ideal, and its liberators

devoted themselves to the realization of that dream. The historical outcome, however, has

involved a strange journey of discovery, full of contradictions, interruptions and

reconnections, of evenings and dawns. At times, events—social, economic and military—

have overflowed the boundaries of principles. But ideas have also fallen into their own traps,

because whenever freedom and justice go their separate ways, both are at risk. That is what

happened, unfortunately, when we dreamed of going beyond the core of the democratic

idea, that is, of assuring freedom and organizing a government that is representative, and

that is able to reconcile freedom with the greatest possible amount of equality among people.

To what extent has this ideal been achieved in reality? What must be done to consolidate

that which has been achieved and to keep moving forward? In response to these crucial

questions, this project was launched two years ago—involving consulting, inquiring, stirring

things up, awakening interest and trying to find some objective means of measuring

situations that are always more complex than any statistic. Ideas and reality are in a state of

constant tension. If we confine ourselves to the realm of ideas, we may betray them with

facts. If we lose sight of ideas in the eager struggle against unjust realities, we risk falling into

a dangerous and disjunctive empiricism. It is essential, therefore, to define concepts and to

compare them as closely as possible with reality.

We should remember that UNDP is able to do this today because the region has achieved

a higher level of democratic development than ever before. In the 1970s, the map of Latin

America was overshadowed by so many dictatorships that the conditions did not exist that

would permit an international organization to attempt to engage in serious reflection on the
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issue. The encouraging assumption of renewed democratic development allowed work to

begin, which has enjoyed the collaboration, without exception, of governments and parties,

of political and civil figures and of economic and academic leaders. Meetings, seminars,

interviews, reports, studies and statistical research contributed to a growing body of work,

which, quite apart from its intrinsic value, aroused interest in the subject throughout the

region. People began to understand that it was essential—and possible—to act on our

situation in order to change it.

Today we present this Report on democracy, hoping that, despite its inevitable limitations

and necessary imperfections, it puts at the disposal of all Latin Americans a tool with which

to work. This is not a tomographic scan of a particular State. Nor is it a specific analysis of

some known pathology. What is offered here is a general impression of democratic health,

an approximate description of current areas of concern and some instruments designed for

continuous monitoring so that we may all carry on building.

As Pierre Rosanvallon told us, “democracy poses a question that remains permanently

open: it seems that it has never been possible to give a completely satisfactory answer to it.”

This irritating feeling that nothing is ever finished is the very essence of freedom, and we

must live with it. Each time we try out, in the name of democracy, some system that has all

of the answers, totalitarianism ensues. The past century was the period, perhaps, in which

this search for answers led to the greatest tragedies. Heirs to that experience, today, we accept

that reality will never fulfill us completely because compared with pure abstraction it will

always be unsatisfactory; but we also know that, since democracy is “first and foremost an

ideal,” as Giovanni Sartori tells us, we should try, at all times, slowly but surely, to continue

to perfect it.

Poverty, social inequality, ethnic conflict and the gap between expectations and reality

introduce an element of instability—at a point in history when a scientific revolution is

altering our daily lives. From this stems the incessant need to think ahead. If this Report

helps to raise positive awareness of this need among all of the main players it will have

succeeded in its fundamental purpose, which is not to judge anybody but rather to wake

everybody up. UNDP achieved this with the Index of Human Development, which went

beyond the provision of partial and insufficient figures on gross domestic product. In that

same innovative vein, we are trying today to make sure that the betterment of democracy is

not simply a rhetorical expression, always open to question, but instead a reality that can be

acted on, involving steps forward and steps backwards, which can be observed objectively.

Those advances, those quests, conform to the notion that democracy and human

development are two sides of the same coin.

If we underestimate the progress that has been made, while accumulating deficits and

deficiencies, we will discourage society from its task of necessary and constant improvement.

If we allow ourselves to be complacent, rejoicing in a goal achieved, we will put everything

at risk. With this Report, a new stage of the journey begins.

The effort of the past two decades has been remarkable, and what it has achieved should

be flaunted to the full extent possible. That effort must be maintained, and a continuous

process of observation and analysis, of publicizing experiences and of warning about risks,
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could well start here. An alert sense of awareness is the only possible state of mind if

democracy is to advance, adapting itself to the times. Democracy remains, after all, the most

revolutionary of ideas and, because it is always unfinished, the most challenging. There are

no definitive answers to the questions that it raises but there will always be, as with respect

to the broader destiny of humankind, opportunities to do good on behalf of one’s fellow

men and women.

Julio María Sanguinetti
Former President of Uruguay 

President of the Fundación Círculo de Montevideo
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This note describes the steps taken and the sta-
tistical tests carried out to construct the Elec-
toral Democracy Index (EDI), a measure of po-
litical rights as related to the election of
governments. Explanations are also provided of
how the index is to be interpreted and used.

Construction of the EDI

The Choice of Component Items
The first step in developing the EDI, and

probably the most important one, was to select
its four components: the right to vote; free elec-

tions; clean elections; and elections as the means
of gaining access to public office. These items
were chosen because they are traditionally con-
sidered by theorists of democracy to be the
main elements that define a democratic regime.
They encompass numerous issues that are gen-
erally considered to be necessary for any evalu-
ation of the democratic nature of a political sys-
tem (Figure 1).

Second, these elements refer to citizens’
rights, which the State is responsible for up-
holding and which may be interpreted clearly in
the context of current theories on democracy.
Hence, any problems related to issues like voter

Technical Note on the Electoral Democracy Index  207

■ Technical Note on the Electoral 
Democracy Index
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FIGURE  1

Right to Vote

Are all adults within a
country allowed to vote
in elections?

Clean Elections 

Is the voting process
carried out without
irregularities that
constrain voters from
autonomously and
accurately expressing
their preferences for
candidates?  

Free Elections

Is the electorate
offered a range of
choices that is not
constrained either by
legal restrictions or as a
matter of practical
force?

Elected Public Officials

Are elections the means
of access to government
offices, that is, are the
country’s main political
offices (i.e., the national
executive and legislature)
filled through elections
and are the winners of
elections allowed both to
assume office and serve
their full term in office?
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turnout or disproportionate electoral represen-
tation—which are a reflection on the actions of
the State as much as they are on those of its cit-
izens—are avoided. This ensures that the index
can be interpreted clearly as a measure of the ex-
tent to which the state guarantees citizenship
rights regarding the political regime, as distinct
from the actions of the citizens themselves. Sim-
ilarly, it avoids problems related to measures
whose significance is unclear with respect to the
degree of democracy of the regime, such as the
difference between proportional and majority
electoral rules, or between parliamentary or
presidential systems. Although these aspects are
not unimportant, they do not provide such a
clear indication of the degree of democracy in a
particular regime as do the four components
that were chosen.

Third, these elements allow for the use of
valid and reliable data collected as recently as
the previous calendar year. Accordingly, em-
phasis has been placed on measuring compo-
nents strictly on the basis of observables and not
through the use of surveys of perceptions.
Therefore, some elements that could have been
included were left out for ‘practical’ reasons.

Finally, other factors were analyzed that
could have been included but were not, due in
large part to the difficulty of developing appro-
priate measures in time for the publication of
this Report. These include issues related to ex-
ercising the right to vote, such as the process of
obtaining identity cards, registering to vote and
then voting itself, as well as the conditions for
free competition among the candidates, which
is affected by variables like party and campaign
financing, access to the media and freedom of
the press. Other key questions concern electoral
practices at the regional and local levels and the
stability of the regime. The question of whether
new indices should be devised using these ele-
ments is open for discussion in future.

The Measurement of Component Items
The second step in the development of the

EDI—measuring its four component items—
required that two key decisions be taken. The
first concerned the rules of the coding process;

the second concerned the actual coding
process itself.

As regards the former, the scales used to
measure the component items—three five-point
ordinal scales and one three-point ordinal
scale—were constructed firstly by establishing
theoretically meaningful endpoints and then by
identifying different values on the scale that were
conceptually as far from each other as possible,
starting from the median point. The values on
the scale were chosen to reflect relevant distinc-
tions identified in the literatures as being im-
portant, avoiding any minor variations between
cases, even though these were verifiable. For cas-
es not seen as fitting precisely any of the points
on the various ordinal scales, the possibility of
using pluses and minuses was introduced as a
means to record intermediate values.

The scales were also put together in such a
way that each point corresponded to events and
situations of a relatively concrete nature and
that any decisions about their coding could be
taken strictly on the basis of observables. The
index does not include any data based on opin-
ion polls. Moreover, as a way to further ensure
that the coding exercise was replicable, and
faced with possibly arbitrary decisions, the im-
portance of documenting the bases for coding
decisions by referring to publicly available in-
formation sources was underlined.

Scores for each case in each year were not re-
quired. Rather, scores for three of the compo-
nents—the right to vote, clean elections and free
elections—were only required for those years in
which elections were held. The conditions un-
der which elections take place are affected by
events that occur and decisions that are taken
between elections, so the coding has according-
ly taken into account information that pertains
to the period between elections. But the signif-
icance of these events and decisions for the
process via which the actors (candidates) accede
to government office, which is the central point
of this exercise, only becomes apparent when
elections actually take place. Therefore, al-
though scores were assigned to some compo-
nents only during election years, these scores are
to be taken as synthesizing a broader process.
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The second decision concerns the coding
process itself. In this regard, two supplementary
processes were used to code the cases. An initial
coding was conducted by a single coder, on the
basis of extensive research and consultations
with many experts over several months. In 
addition, the scores assigned were presented and
discussed in depth in various meetings, includ-
ing one with a group of experts from different
spheres (politics, academia and international
organizations) and different countries of North
and South America (Argentina, Brazil, Canada,
Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico, United States and
Uruguay). These discussions led to the identifi-
cation of disagreements, which led to further re-
search, and yet further group discussions. Fi-
nally, at the end of this iterative process, the
participants managed to achieve a high degree
of consensus on the coding of the four dimen-
sions of the EDI.

The Generation of a Rectangular 
Data Set with Normalized Scales

The third step in the construction of the EDI
concerned the transformation of the scores on
the component scales into a rectangular data
base, that is, a data set that includes numerical
scores for all cases on all variables and all years,
with normalized scales.

This step involved a series of procedures.
First, some fairly mechanical aspects had to be
dealt with. The plus and minus signs were
turned into numbers by adding and subtracting
0.33 to and from the base score (for example, 3+
became 3.33). The hyphens (-) used to indicate
that the score given was not applicable, because
the government was not elected, became zeros
(0). Furthermore, the scores for two of the
components that were assigned scores only for
the year in which an election was held—right to
vote and free elections—were extended to in-
termediate years simply by moving the score
from one year on to the following years, until a
new score had been assigned (either because of
an election was held after a period in which
there was a non-elected government, or a new
election was held, or the election process was in-
terrupted). This procedure is justified by the fact

that the way in which a government originates
continues to be a characteristic that affects its
nature beyond the moment of its installation.

In the case of clean elections, the process was
slightly more complex. This item was codified
using a three-point scale to facilitate interpreta-
tion. However, the one (1) on this scale does not
really represent the midpoint, as it is much clos-
er to the two (2). Thus each one (1) was con-
verted into three (3) and each two (2) became
four (4). Furthermore, as this element makes a
distinction between the values assigned to pres-
idential and parliamentary elections, the scores
have not been merely changed from election to
election. The points are in fact the average of the
scores awarded to the presidential and the par-
liamentary elections.

A second issue that was dealt with was the
problem of assigning a single score per country
per year. This practice is customary for reasons
of parsimony and is well justified. After all, the
objective of an index is to present an overall
synthetic evaluation of the situation in each
country. But this does imply several problems,
as the situation in a country can vary substan-
tially over 12 months and only one score is used
to represent the whole period. In some cases the
solution is relatively simple. Thus, when a key
event such an election was held toward the end
of the year, the change in status due to that
event was registered in the following year. For
instance, the elections held in Guatemala in
1985, which ended a period of successive mili-
tary rule, took place towards the end of the year
and the new government took office in January
1986. Thus, even though the scores for the com-
ponent elements were logged in 1985, when the
EDI was calculated, the scores were entered for
1986. When events take place in the first half of
the year, they are recorded as relevant for that
same year. For example, the 1994 elections in El
Salvador took place in March and the govern-
ment took office in June, so this change was
logged for 1994. In other cases, though, the so-
lution has proved more complex, as when an
event occurring in the second half of the year
was registered for that same year. This was the
case, for example, with regard to the fraudulent
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elections that took place in May 1994 in the Do-
minican Republic, with the new President tak-
ing office in August. Also problematic were
those cases where more than one relevant event
happened in the same year. In 2000, for in-
stance, Peru held two very suspect elections in
April and May, which led to the installation of
President Alberto Fujimori in July and to his
resignation in November. In this case, the prob-
lematic elections were logged for 2000 and the
rectification for 2001.

Third, the scales used to measure the com-
ponents were normalized, that is, translated into
a common metric using a simple linear norm-
ing to the unit interval:

Normalized Value = Raw Value /

Maximum Raw Value

Unfortunately, nearly any choice made
would have been somewhat arbitrary because
there are no widely acceptable units of electoral
freedom comparable to units such as kilograms
or dollars. However, the choice of the normal-
ization procedure as it was applied to the five-
point ordinal scales—with the modification
made to the clean elections component when
transforming the scores on the component
scales into a rectangular data base set, the scales
used to measure four component items were
five-point ordinal scales—is both transparent
and justifiable.

First, all of the scales have theoretically
meaningful endpoints, and can be assumed to
fall within the unit interval, with zero indicat-
ing a total lack of the property and one indicat-
ing full possession of the property. That is, the
lower value on the ordinal scale corresponds to
the absence of the property in question, where-
as the higher value corresponds to its complete
presence. A case with right to vote 0 has no suf-
frage at all while a case with right to vote 1 after
norming has complete adult suffrage, the theo-
retically established standard. Thus, the prob-
lem of distance relates only to the points be-
tween the endpoint.

Second, most of the scales were constructed in
such a way that each point on the scale might be

interpreted theoretically, and in such a way that
the different values on the scale are as distant from
each other as possible from a conceptual stand-
point. That is, the scale values were chosen to re-
flect distinctions that were identified as relevant
in the existent literature, avoiding verifiable but
nonetheless small variations between cases. Con-
sequently, the probability of introducing a major
error is relatively small. Although there are other
more sophisticated psychometric methods that
could have been employed, these tend to be more
complex, less accessible and heavily reliant on
data; and they rarely yield significantly better re-
sults than this simple procedure.

The Choice of Aggregation Rules
The fourth step in the development of the

EDI—the choice of aggregation rules that for-
malizes the relationship between the compo-
nent elements that make up the index—was re-
solved through the use of a simple aggregation
rule. The core insight is that the four compo-
nent parts of the EDI are parts that constitute a
system by virtue of the way in which they com-
bine together and, moreover, that these four
component items are so fundamental to the
overall characterization of the regime that their
absence would simply render the regime non-
democratic. For example, as has been debated at
length by theoreticians on democracy, the fact
that Soviet-style systems held elections charac-
terized by universal suffrage is totally irrelevant
from the perspective of democracy, as the elec-
torate had no choice with regard to the selection
of candidates and because those elections did
not grant access to offices with the capacity to
wield effective power within the State. There-
fore, the four component parts of the EDI are
presented as individually necessary conditions,
which are unsubstitutable and have equal
weight. This conception is formalized by multi-
plying together the values of all of the compo-
nents. In formal terms, then, the EDI is calcu-
lated according to the following equation:

Electoral Democracy Index = Right to Vote x 

Clean Elections x Free Elections x 

Elected Public Officials 
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This equation draws on a key insight of dem-
ocratic theory: when one component element is
completely absent, the regime must be consid-
ered to be non-democratic. In effect, this for-
mula ensures that if a value of zero is assigned to
any of the four elements then the case is classi-
fied as non-democratic. This is a ‘tough’ stan-
dard, which may be seen as less ‘forgiving’ than
other rules of aggregation. Thus, it bears em-
phasizing that precisely because this conception
of the component items of the EDI as individu-
ally necessary conditions is highly demanding, it
is used in conjunction with a conservative crite-
rion in assigning zeros, indicating the total lack
of a certain property, to the component items.
This is so both in the sense that the scales were
constructed in such a way that a zero would be
called for only in the extreme cases where a
property that is widely seen as vital to the exist-
ing of democracy is totally lacking, and in the
sense that the evidence required for assigning a
zero had to be compelling. Thus, only when
democratic norms are blatantly and undisput-
edly disregarded would the EDI code a country
as being non-democratic.

Testing the EDI

Intercoder Reliability and Error Estimates
A formal intercoder reliability test was not

carried out for reasons of time. However, in or-
der to find out if other coders might have as-
signed different values to the component parts
of the EDI, a sensitivity analysis was conducted.
This analysis relies on perturbations of the as-
signed codings according to an experimental de-
sign and an examination of the resulting overall
“replicated” indices. Thus, it uses mathematics
to create “virtual” coders that are biased in vari-
ous ways, for instance downwardly biased in rat-
ing one or more components.

The results of this test showed that the EDI is
quite stable—rank correlations with all the other
“replications” were 0.99 or greater—and the
shifts in mean and spread were quite predictable,
showing a predictable negative or positive bias
depending on the cell in the experimental de-

sign. This test also provided some basic error
bars for the EDI based on the “replications.”
Generous bands for index values from around
0.25 to 0.75 are about ±0.07 and reasonably con-
servative bands are ±0.1. By the most conserva-
tive possible standard, the EDI values are within
±0.2. The width is reasonably constant through-
out the cited interval, but the precise boundaries
depend on the value of the index and are in gen-
eral narrower near the endpoints. A check on the
mathematics was conducted using the inversion
of the well-known and highly conservative Kol-
mogorov-Smirnov test for the distribution func-
tion—based on entirely different mathemat-
ics—and similar results were produced.

The Robustness of Aggregation Rules
A test was conducted to compare the four

possible rules of aggregation: the product of the
four component parts actually used in the EDI;
the minimum value of the four components on
the scale; the geometric mean of the four com-
ponents; and the arithmetic mean of the four
components. The results showed that, whatever
the rule used, the rank correlations are all very
high, indicating that the general ordering of cas-
es is preserved. But there are differences among
the indices, with the arithmetic mean and the
geometric mean being similar to each other, and
the minimum and the EDI being similar to each
other. The most important difference is between
the means and the standard deviations (SDs).
The arithmetic and geometric means are 0.92
and 0.91, respectively, while the SDs are 0.20
and 0.21, respectively. In contrast, the minimum
and the EDI have means of 0.84 and 0.82, re-
spectively, and SDs of 0.26 and 0.28, respective-
ly. This suggests that the latter rules do a better
job at spreading the cases out and avoiding a
bunching up of cases that makes it hard to in-
terpret their differences with much clarity.

The Dimension of the Component Items
A test of the scalability of the EDI’s four

component items gave a Cronbach’s alpha of
0.92, suggesting that the EDI is a measure of a
unidimensional phenomenon. However, when
a test was performed on two periods (1960-
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1985 and 1990-2002), the resulting Cronbach
alphas were of 0.95 and 0.23 respectively. This
indicates that while in the earlier period the
components were unidimensional, this is no
longer true in the post-1990 period. This find-
ing is consistent with the theory used in se-
lecting the aggregation rules for the EDI. In ef-
fect, it is important to note that standard
additive measurement models rely on the as-
sumption that aggregation operates on multi-
ple parallel measurements. In contrast, because
the component items of the EDI are theoreti-
cally considered unsubstitutable, the decision
to aggregate up to one single score is not in-
validated by any potential deviations from uni-
dimensionality. Thus, this scalability test offers
further validation for the choice of the pro-
posed aggregation rules as opposed to the
quite common additive rule.

Interpreting and using the EDI

The EDI is a 0.00-1.00 scale, with 0.00 indi-
cating non-democracy and any number above
0.00 indicating a degree of electoral democra-
cy, with higher scores referring to greater de-
grees of electoral democracy. To avoid misun-
derstanding, it is important to note that the
index should not be interpreted as an evalua-
tion of the actions taken by the government. It
is more a measurement of the state of a system,
which is affected by government action or in-
action, as well as by the activities of other State
agencies and social actors. Furthermore, it
should be emphasized that it is the concept of
electoral democracy that is being measured.
This concept is not as limited as some might
think. Therefore, although the focus is exclu-
sively on elections that are inclusive, clean and
free, it encompasses more than ‘mere elections’.
Not only are the conditions for holding such
elections affected by developments between
elections. In addition, it calls for a considera-
tion of what happens to the governments
themselves between elections.

But the EDI is by no means a broad measure
of democracy. It is more a way of measuring a

concept of the democratic political regime
based on the most widely-shared beliefs about
fundamental political rights. This is highly sig-
nificant. On the one hand, it implies that any ir-
regularity detected by the EDI should be con-
sidered an important restriction of citizen’s
political rights. On the other hand, the fact that
a country may have scored a perfect 1.00 should
not be seen to mean that it cannot improve its
performance both with regard to aspects that
are not covered by the index and by meeting
more demanding standards for the component
parts of the EDI.

The EDI may be used for comparative pur-
poses in order to evaluate a country’s own per-
formance or to compare it with that of other
countries. Either way, the evaluation of a coun-
try’s own performance at different points in
time is generally the easiest to interpret the data.
After all, a country may have made significant
improvements and still remain behind other
countries if they have made even greater strides.
It is important to bear in mind, though, that any
comparison should be based on major differ-
ences rather than on minor ones. This is be-
cause the EDI, like any index, possesses a certain
degree of measurement error, and, within the
limits of that measurement error, it is unadvis-
able to make any conclusive assertions concern-
ing the differences. Indeed, as was estimated
through the sensitivity analysis, generous error
bars for EDI values between about 0.25 and 0.75
are roughly ±0.07. Thus, any pair of cases that
differ by less than this value—for example a
country with an EDI of 0.85 and one of 0.92—
are simply too close to validly distinguish.
Hence, it is methodologically unjustifiable to of-
fer an overly precise ranking of countries, as is
commonly done in the context of other indices,
which simply transforms the scores of the EDI
into a ranking without taking into considera-
tion the degree of uncertainty associated with
the EDI scores.

The identification of benchmark cases that
are prototypical representations of the features
that are associated with a range of scores can
help to give concreteness to the meaning of each
number. Moreover, the EDI can be used as a
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flag, in the sense that the specific scores of each
country invite the reader to go back to the tables
on the component items to identify precisely
what feature or features account for a country’s
score. In this way the EDI can be used as a valu-
able analytical tool, in that it offers a summary

score that allows its users to identify the dis-
tinctiveness of each country’s political regime in
terms of its various component items but also
in terms of the relationship among the con-
stituent parts of the regime and their contribu-
tion to the whole.
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Introduction

This note examines the source of the in-
formation, the methodological design and the
statistical procedures applied in formulating
the main indices and indicators used to ana-
lyze the perceptions and behavior of Latin
American citizens. It accounts for the signifi-
cance, usefulness and scope of these indices
and indicators. The descriptions in this docu-
ment supplement the tables in the Statistical
Compendium. For a more detailed explana-
tion please consult the report on the method-
ological and statistical procedure adopted,
which consists of nine longer documents that
can be found at www.democracia.undp.org (T.
Benavides and J. Vargas Cullell, 2003; M.
Gómez, 2003; L. Kikut, M. Gómez and J. Var-
gas Cullell, 2003a, 2003b; L. Kikut and J. Var-
gas Cullell, 2003; J. Vargas Cullell, T. Benavides
and M. Gómez, 2003a and 2003b; J. Vargas
Cullell and T. Benavides, 2003; and J. Vargas
Cullell and M. Gómez, 2003.)

The note is divided into two sections. The
first evaluates the Latinobarómetro survey as a
source of information and examines the data
and the analytical methods employed. The sec-
ond describes in detail the methodology used to
construct the Democracy Support Index
(DSI)—the project’s main innovation.

Opinion Poll on Democracy

The section of the Report entitled ‘How do
Latin Americans envisage their democracy’ is
based on work carried out by a team coordi-
nated by Jorge Vargas Cullell and made up of
Miguel Gómez, Lorena Kikut and Tatiana Be-
navides. This team devised the conceptual and
methodological framework that was used to
identify the pertinent indices and indicators,
and analyzed the information. The main ob-
jectives were to enable a comparative study on
the exercise of citizens’ rights and the fulfill-
ment of their duties in Latin America and to
assess citizens’ support for democracy.

This section outlines the data sources on
which the Report bases its investigation. We in-
vite specialists who wish to add to this infor-
mation to consult the detailed documents on
the conceptual and methodological aspects of
the analysis available on the PRODDAL web-
site (www.democracia.undp.org).

PRODDAL data are formulated on the ba-
sis of inherent conceptual developments and
methodological procedures and technical ap-
plications that produces outcomes that do not
necessarily correspond with those of the
sources used. The indices and the indicators on
citizens’ perceptions and behavior utilize in-
formation from three sources:
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■ the regular section of the opinion survey
carried out by the Latinobarómetro
Corporation in 2002;

■ the UNDP proprietary section;1 and

■ the historical series of Latinobarómetro
questions (as a secondary source).

The DSI was formulated on the basis of
these sources and the conceptual and method-
ological developments of the Report. It was
necessary to analyze the following in con-
structing this index:

■ the overall issue of citizens’ support for
democracy, how to measure it and the
shortcomings of the most popular
method previously applied;

■ orientations of citizens towards democ-
racy, their determination and the classi-
fication of opinions;

■ the size of each of the orientations, their
level of political activism and the rela-
tive distance; and

■ the index aggregation rule and its statis-
tical validation.

These topics are discussed hereunder.

Data and Methodology
The main objective of the UNDP propri-

etary section was to allow a comparative study
to be conducted on the exercise of citizens’
rights and the fulfillment of their duties in
Latin America. This supplemented the ques-
tions that the regular Latinobarómetro section
poses on political attitudes within a wide array
of categories. The indices and indicators on
citizens’ perceptions and behavior use infor-
mation derived from three sources: the regular
section of the opinion survey; the UNDP pro-
prietary section; and, as a secondary resource,
the time series. The information from the pro-
prietary section is reflected in the tables in the
Statistical Compendium. The information
from the regular section is only presented in
the Report once it has been duly processed and
as part of an indicator or index.

Sample Design
The Latinobarómetro 2002 Methodological

Report allows us to comment on the samples
used by Latinobarómetro 2002 with a view to
identifying issues that are relevant to the prop-
er application of its findings. It is a simple val-
uation, since the text does not have the neces-
sary information for a technical audit of the
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Latinobarómetro is a comparative study carried out
in all of the countries of the region. In 2002,
following an agreement between UNDP and
Latinobarómetro, 28 questions (62 variables) were
included in the survey, and approximately one-third
of the questionnaire was devoted to topics defined
by PRODDAL. The survey was conducted in Spanish
in 18 countries (for the first time in the Dominican
Republic), using the same questionnaire and a code
book. Interviews were held with 19,508 people and

samples of 1,000–1,200 persons were taken in each
country. All designs use some version of multiple-
stage sampling and, practically in all of them, the
final selection of interviewees is made on the basis
of quota sampling. Therefore, the samples can be
affected by statistical limitations and the known
biases of quota sampling. 
(See Statistical Compendium, Second Part, ‘Opinion
Survey on Democracy’, p. 187 et seq.)

Latinobarómetro as a Source of Information

1 The UNDP proprietary section consists of questions P1U to P28U.



samples, preventing us from paying attention
to some potential weaknesses of the technical
aspects.2 Therefore this section’s remarks are of
a general nature and are unavoidably limited.
Nonetheless, we are able to highlight certain
factors that need to be taken into account in
subsequent data management.

The following general conclusions can be
drawn after analyzing the main characteristics
of the designs used in each country:

■ All of the designs use some version of
multiple-stage sampling and, practically
in all of them, the final selection of in-
terviewees is made on the basis of quo-
ta sampling. In a couple of cases the ran-
dom technique of ‘the last anniversary’
is used, but, in practice, the selected per-
son is replaced if he/she is not at home
or does not appear within a short time.
Therefore, all samples are affected by the
known limitations and biases of quota
sampling, particularly by an underesti-
mation of the persons who are less
available—especially those working full-
time—and an overestimation of those
working on their own or at home.

■ Practically all of the designs use geo-
graphical stratification and take into ac-
count the size of localities and cities.
One-half of the samples use dispropor-
tionate affixation. It must be pointed
out that, in itself, disproportionate af-
fixation does not lead to problems be-
cause weighting is used to generate re-
sults that are in proportion to the
reference population.

■ For some countries there is a sample
bias towards the urban population, re-
sulting in over-representation of the
opinions of the urban population in na-
tional averages.

In sum, it can be said that, although Lati-
nobarómetro reflects essentially the opinions
of the urban population in some countries,
which can distort findings, it is undoubtedly
the source of information that best reflects
the views of the region’s population as a
whole.

Statistical Analysis 
The statistical analysis carried out for the

Report on Democracy in Latin America based
on Latinobarómetro used SPSS software, ver-
sion number 11. The statistical analysis meth-
ods used were simple ones. In order to estab-
lish the connection between two numerical
variables, the Pearson correlation coefficient
was applied, with values ranging between zero
and one. In order to establish the linkage be-
tween nominal variables, the Crammer V
measure was utilized. When there was an ordi-
nal and nominal variable, the Tau-c measure
was employed.

In order to bring together the various ques-
tions that, at first sight, seem to refer to the same
topic, factor analysis was carried out with the
aim of determining implicit dimensions, and
scales were elaborated through simple addition.
As an indicator of the consistency or internal re-
liability of the scales thus built, Cronbach’s al-
pha coefficient was applied (coefficients of 0.70
or more are considered reliable and consistent).
If such a value was not attained, the pertinent
scale was disregarded. When this happened, we
used each of the variables independently (as was
done with the DSI).

During the information analysis process,
profiling techniques were employed to exam-
ine whether the values of a dependent variable
were linked to given socio-demographic fac-
tors and political attitudes. Those that had a
significance equal to or below one percent
were highlighted (see the Statistical Com-
pendium).
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Unit of Analysis
The countries were the units of analysis

used to study support for democracy and par-
ticularly to develop the DSI and its compo-
nents. Values were also obtained for Latin
America as a whole (18 countries) and for
three sub-regions: (a) Mexico, the Dominican
Republic and Central America (Costa Rica, El
Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua
and Panama); (b) the Andean sub-region (Bo-
livia, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela);
and (c) the Mercosur (Argentina, Brazil,
Paraguay and Uruguay) and Chile. In the case
of the values obtained for the region and the
sub-regions, the values state averages of the
group of countries within the bigger unit, con-
sidering each country with the same relative
weight. Consequently, the sample was not
weighted with the pertinent populations in or-
der to reach categorical conclusions on ‘Latin
America’ or for each of the three sub-regions.
Samples were not weighted for the following
reasons:

■ Citizens express opinions on, and make
an appraisal of, the political system of
which they are a part and not in relation
to a Latin American political ‘macro-
unit’. Most of the affairs that they refer
to are problems at the national level,
such as the performance of democracy.
Therefore national differences have the
same importance/valuation. If, for this
study, the population sample was
weighted to identify trends in Latin
America, these would basically reflect
the opinions and valuations of Brazil-
ians and Mexicans (who comprise ap-
proximately 60 percent of the total pop-
ulation). Both would only refer to the
experience of their respective countries
and not to that of Latin America.

■ The sizes of the original samples for
each country were not established by
the Latinobarómetro Corporation with
the purpose to facilitate a subsequent
analysis, which, while it provides repre-
sentative results for the Latin American
population as a whole, gives also repre-
sentative results for each of the coun-
tries included in the study. If the cur-
rent consolidated database were
weighted by population, the smallest
countries—for instance, Costa Rica,
Nicaragua and Uruguay—would receive
a very small share.

■ The sample designs in the countries in-
cluded in the study are clearly different.
As was stated in prior sections, some
samples are national in scope, while oth-
ers are urban—in some countries, only
certain urban centers are covered. For
example, the universe of Brazil’s sample
encompasses only certain cities and not
the whole of the population; if the
Brazilian sample were weighted by its
population an excessive weight would be
accorded to the inhabitants of these ur-
ban centers compared to the inhabitants
of other countries where samples seem
to be a little more ‘national’.

When the profiling of persons with different
orientations towards democracy was carried
out, the sample was not weighted. In these
cases, the results reflect the situation of the
interviewees and not of Latin American
citizens more generally.

Accuracy of Results3

All surveys based on sampling are affected
by two kinds of errors: non-sampling ones;4
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3 The explanation of sampling and non-sampling errors is taken from J. Vargas Cullell and L. Rosero-Bixby, 2004.
4 The non-sampling errors are those made during information collection and processing and can be controlled, for
example, by constructing an appropriate measurement instrument, training survey pollsters so that they apply the
instrument properly, supervising fieldwork, creating an efficient data capturing program, reviewing the
questionnaire and ensuring adequate coding, and by cleaning the file. These errors cannot be quantified. However,



and sampling ones.5 Since the results of a tech-
nical audit of Latinobarómetro 2002 are un-
known, it is not possible make reference to the
former. However, analysis of the latter is ex-
tremely limited, since the information includ-
ed in the 2002 Methodological Report does not
the submission of sampling errors (standard
errors, SE) and design effects (DE) vis-à-vis se-
lected indices and questions. Consequently,
there is a lack of information at the first ob-
servation level, and hence it is not possible to
provide an opinion on the reasonableness of
the accuracy of the estimates.

Overall, it can be said that, in cases like Cos-
ta Rica, the other Central American nations
and Brazil, where the average size of the final
cluster is not very high—around 13 intervie-
wees—if normal roh values are assumed to be
0.02 to 0.04, the DE reaches a maximum of
1.50, which means that the cluster increases its
p variance by 50 percent and the sampling er-
ror by 22 percent, figures that are fully tolera-
ble. In other cases, though, such as Ecuador,
the procedure for selecting cities or munici-
palities and then identify sub-samples of them,
produces large clusters (50 or more intervie-
wees) and the DE can be 3 or 4 which entails
sampling errors of 1.73 percent or twice those
obtained by applying the usual formula.

Total Samples, Valid Samples 
and Non-Replies

The size of the total sample in the 18 coun-
tries where the Latinobarómetro 2002 survey

was conducted was 19,508.6 Data for Paraguay
were given a double weighting so as to simu-
late a sample of 1,200 persons in that country.
After weighting the total sample, the size in-
creased from 19,501 to 20,101 (Table 1). All
calculations and estimates were made on the
basis of this sample, which includes the double
weighting for Paraguay. The following reasons
justified this decision:

■ to allow Paraguay to have a similar
weight as the other 17 countries; other-
wise, it would count as ‘half a country’
when the information is brought to-
gether to analyze the regional situation
(Latin America) or the sub-regional sit-
uation (Mercosur and Chile); and

■ if a sample of 1,200 persons were used in
the same localities in which the survey
was applied, the results should not be
too different to those effectively ob-
tained with the study of 600 persons if
the same criteria were used and the sta-
tistical sampling techniques were appro-
priately applied.

By giving Paraguay a greater weight, the av-
erage results of all Latin American countries
change slightly (in tenths of percentage points)
and the average results of the Mercosur and
Chile sub-region also vary a little (two to three
percentage points). In view of the above, how-
ever, these changes would allegedly be as ex-
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a comparison of sample results with those of the population provides an idea as to whether these errors have
generated biases that deprive the sample of its representation.
5 Sampling errors happen randomly and arise as a result of interviewing a sample and not the whole of the
population. When a sample is selected, it is one of many potential permutations. The variability that exists between
all of these potential samples is the sampling error that could be measured if one could assess all of those samples,
an obviously unrealistic scenario. In practice, what is estimated is the error on the variance obtained based on that
same sample. In order to estimate the sampling error of statistical information (averages, percentages, differences
and totals) the SE is calculated as the square root of the population variance of that statistics measurement. This
makes it possible to measure the degree of accuracy of these statistics vis-à-vis the results obtained when having
interviewed all population elements under the same conditions. In order to calculate this error it is important to
consider the design used to select the sample.
6 When the study covered 17 countries, the size of the unweighted sample was 18,508. Some 1,000 more records were
added with the inclusion of the Dominican Republic.
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pected should the study have been made on the
basis of 1,200, instead of 600 interviewees.

In practice, due to ‘non-replies’, the valid
samples are less than the total number of the
interviewees and fluctuate according to the
variable under consideration. The tables in the
Statistical Compendium present total samples
and valid samples for most variables used in

the analysis. In some cases the percentage of
non-replies is low, for instance, when address-
ing socio-demographic factors like gender or
the interviewee’s level of education. In other
cases, though, the percentage of non-replies is
high, especially when questions were grouped
to shape the indices used in results analysis,
leading to a smaller amount of valid samples.
Table 2 presents the difference in relation to
the DSI.

Submission of Results
In the main text of the Report, the percent-

ages shown in the tables and graphs refer to
valid samples and not to total samples. In all
cases, the size of the sample on which they are
based, or the size of the effective sample, is in-
cluded and hence it is always possible to re-
build the original values and thus deduct the
volume of ‘non-replies’.

In the case of tables and graphs relating to
the DSI and forms of citizen participation, the
valid sample includes the cases ‘rescued’
through the procedure described in the perti-
nent methodological text. The missing values
or ‘non-replies’—’do not know’ and ‘do not
answer’—are excluded. As mentioned, the ex-
clusion of ‘non-replies’ from the results of the
data analysis is necessary so as not to make as-
sumptions about the attitudes of people placed
in that category, which can impact on the re-
sults of the multi-variable analysis and the
construction of the indices.

From the outset, a decision was made not to
consider ‘non-replies’. The ‘do not know’ and ‘do
not answer’ responses were brought together and
described as ‘missing’ values. This was also done
with respect to the calculation of orientations
towards democracy, within the framework of the
DSI. In this case, the suppression of ‘non-replies’ is
necessary so as not to make assumptions about the
attitudes of the persons placed in this category.
The decision adopted is consistent with the
criteria applied to the total contents of the
Report. In order to carry out a multi-variable
analysis and to build complex indices, the non-
consideration of the ‘non-replies’ was a systematic
option. 
To avoid making a mistake due to the non-
consideration of ‘non-replies’, the size of the
sample on which the results are based or the
effective sample (number of valid responses) was
included. Therefore, it is always possible to
rebuild original values and thus infer the volume
of ‘non-replies’.

The Decision to omit 
‘Non-Replies’

SIZE OF THE STUDY’S SAMPLE

Sample Nº of Cases

Number of interviews or size of the unweighted sample (17 countries) 18,508

Size of the weighted sample (17 countries) 18,501

Size of the weighted sample (18 countries, including the Dominican Republic) 19,501

Size of the weighted sample (18 countries with double weighting for Paraguay) 20,101

Source: calculation by PRODDAL based on data from Latinobarómetro 2002.

TABLE 1
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The Method used to measure Citizens’
Support for Democracy and to assess its
Shortcomings

In the Latinobarómetro survey a question
was included to gauge the loyalty of Latin
American citizens towards democracy:7

Which of the following statements do you
agree with the most?

1. Democracy is preferable to any other
type of government.

2. Under some circumstances, an authori-
tarian government may be preferable to
a democratic one.

3. For people like me, it makes no differ-
ence if the regime is a democracy or not.

Thus, persons who selected the first re-
sponse are those who support democracy;
those who selected the second response are
those who would support its replacement by
an authoritarian regime; and those who select-
ed the third response have an ambivalent atti-
tude, which can become a problem. If, over
time, the number of persons choosing re-
sponse one increases, then support for democ-
racy allegedly augments; and, conversely, if it
decreases, such support seemingly declines.
The best situation for democracy in a country
would be if almost all interviewees chose re-
sponse one; the worst, of course, would be if
most people selected response two.

The question—coded in the 2002 Latinoba-
rómetro survey as P32ST—has been criticized

TOTAL SAMPLES AND VALID SAMPLES FOR THE DSI USED

IN THE ANALYSIS OF LATINOBARÓMETRO

Country Total Sample Index of Support for Democracy

Argentina 1,200 964 19.7
Bolivia 1,242 886 28.7
Brazil 1,000 663 33.7
Colombia 1,200 768 36.0
Costa Rica 1,006 808 19.7
Chile 1,188 873 26.5
Dominican Republic 1,000 909 9.1
Ecuador 1,200 938 21.8
El Salvador 1,014 577 43.1
Guatemala 1,000 703 29.7
Honduras 1,005 747 25.7
Mexico 1,210 1,031 14.8
Nicaragua 1,016 833 18.0
Panama 1,010 794 21.4
Paraguay 1,200 1,011 15.8
Peru 1,224 856 30.1
Uruguay 1,187 926 22.0
Venezuela 1,200 928 22.7
Latin America** 20,101 15,217 24.3

Notes:
* After the ‘rescue’ of cases via the procedures outlined in L. Kikut, M. Gómez and J.Vargas Cullell, 2003 and 2003a and J.Vargas Cullell and L. Kikut, 2003.
** The values for the region differ from the total amount per country because of the automatic rounding-off of the total weighted amounts by the
statistical program. The figures for total samples per country were obtained after weighting.
Source: Statistical Compendium.

TABLE 2

Valid sample* % of non-replies*

7 In the academic, political and journalistic worlds this question is addressed as a summary-measure of citizens’ sup-
port for democracy and, indirectly, of the latter’s ‘health’; year after year the results are attentively observed.
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as a measure of support for democracy.8 How-
ever, it is useful as an entry point to the topic be-
cause people adopt a prima facie position vis-à-
vis their idea of democracy. Although the
question provides a useful entry point—as an
initial summary-measure of citizens’ loyalty to-
wards democracy—this does not mean that it is
in itself enough to address thoroughly citizens’
support for democracy or is a good indirect
measure of the ‘health’ of a democracy.

When question P32ST is related to others
that assess support for, and acceptance of,
democratic rules, at first sight, the results ap-
pear to be surprising or simply inconsistent. A

significant proportion of persons who say that
they support democracy hold views that call
into question the operation of basic institu-
tions of democracy, such as the legislature and
political parties, and support the use by the
government of authoritarian means to solve a
country’s problems. Equally ‘unexpected’ re-
sults arise when examining open support for
democracy in relation to, for instance, the val-
uation of democracy as a good system of gov-
ernment, or its preference vis-à-vis other so-
cially relevant values, such as in the case of the
alternative between development and democ-
racy (Tables 3 and 4).

8 Mitchell Seligson contends that, since question P32ST does not specify the idea of democracy that people have, it
has an undetermined component. He proposes to explore support for the system through an alternative series of
questions (M. Seligson, 2000). Although his observation underscores the need to maintain a cautious attitude in the
interpretation of outcomes, it does not necessarily invalidate the question as an entry point for examining citizens’
support for democracy. The weakness pointed out by Seligson can be resolved by examining question P32ST in
relation to others in the Latinobarómetro survey, particularly P30ST (“In your opinion, what does democracy
mean?”) and P31ST (“People often differ in their opinions regarding the viewpoints on the most important features
of democracy. From the list, choose only one feature which you believe is essential to democracy”).

PROPORTION OF PERSONS SUPPORTING DEMOCRACY

WITH ‘UNEXPECTED’ RESPONSES IN RELATION TO SUPPORT

FOR AUTHORITARIAN MEANS OF SOLVING PROBLEMS

Question P32ST

Question Percentage of people supporting the democratic 
system which agrees with …

P28UA Do you agree that the President should not 
be limited by what the laws say? 38.6

P28UB Do you agree that the President should 
secure order by force? 32.3

P28UC Do you agree that the President should 
control the media? 32.4

P28UD Do you agree that the President should bypass  
Congress and the political parties? 32.9

P38STB II would not mind a non democratic 
government in power if it could solve 
the economic  problems 44.9

Note: ‘do not know’ and ‘do not answer’ responses are not included. In the case of persons who say that they support a democratic system, we
combine the ‘disagree’ and ‘strongly disagree’ replies to each of the assertions.

TABLE 3



Technical Note on the Indices derived from an Analysis of the Latinobarómetro 2002 Survey  223

With regard to these unexpected respons-
es, there are basically two positions that can
be adopted. On the one hand, they can be
used as evidence to underline the fickleness of
the support of people for a regime. If a pref-
erence for democracy only pertains to rheto-
ric, then question P32ST should be disre-
garded as a measure of citizens’ loyalty
towards the regime, due to its scarce analyti-
cal value. In this situation we would have to
identify other variables to illustrate more sta-
ble behavior. In the opinion of this study,
such an argument is misguided. Not only
does it assume that unexpected responses al-
ways reflect inconsistent attitudes, which is
not necessarily true, but also that the unex-
pected is not of interest to the analysis.

On the other hand, unexpected responses
can constitute a starting point for a study on
citizens’ loyalty towards democracy. If one
takes this position—which this report does—
then question P32ST, which assesses ‘overall’
support for democracy, should be analyzed in
relation to other questions that look at more
specific dimensions of this support, with the
purpose of determining whether unexpected
responses are merely due to citizens’ inconsis-
tent attitudes or whether, taken as a whole,
they point to certain patterns. In principle, the
idea would be to investigate if it is possible to
distinguish the sectors with consistently dem-

ocratic attitudes, both in general terms as well
as more specifically, from those with pro-au-
thoritarian viewpoints.

From an inductive standpoint, exploration
of the interrelationship between variables un-
derscores the need to have a concept that will
allow us to study whether attitudes towards a
democratic regime really shape particular po-
sitions. Furthermore, this concept should serve
as a tool with which to analyze the vulnerabil-
ity of Latin American democracies. The report
thus sets forth the concept of ‘orientations to-
wards democracy’.

A final point to bear in mind is that the
study of orientations towards democracy in
Latin America uses information from a public
opinion survey. Although it is valuable materi-
al it must be noted that sometimes opinions
only approximately reflect the thoughts of
people. Individuals can conceal their true be-
liefs, questions and measurement scales can
contain defects that do not allow them to ful-
fill the purpose for which they were designed.
And even when interviewees respond candid-
ly and the questions work out well, people’s re-
sponses may not necessarily reflect the values
and beliefs that may underlie their reactions
vis-à-vis concrete situations for supporting
democracy in the future.

PROPORTION OF PERSONS SUPPORTING DEMOCRACY

WITH ‘UNEXPECTED’ RESPONSES IN RELATION TO THEIR VALUATION

ON THE ALTERNATIVE BETWEEN DEMOCRACY AND DEVELOPMENT

Question P32ST

Question 35ST Percentage of people supporting the democratic 
system that agree with the following statement 

Democracy is most important 32.8

Both are equally important 20.7

Economic development is most important  46.4

Note: ‘do not know’ and ‘do not answer’ responses are not included.

TABLE 4
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The Democracy Support Index  

The DSI, which was elaborated for this Re-
port, is a summary-measure designed to gauge
citizens’ support for democracy.9 It combines
indicators of size, level of political activism and
the distance between orientations towards
democracy. It is the methodological option for
analyzing this topic based on an independent
reading of variables.10 This section starts out
with a description of the procedure and the tests
applied to establish these orientations and goes
on to describe the DSI and its components.

The orientations towards democracy are
positions of support for democracy or opposi-
tion to it, identified from a set of attitudes re-
garding the preference for democracy and ac-
ceptance of the norms on which it is based.
This concept arises from an adaptation of the
theory of Juan Linz on the breakdown of
democracies (Linz, 1978). Linz postulates
(with respect to the survival or the replace-
ment of a democratic regime) that citizens can
be grouped into three different arrangements:
political forces that are loyal to the system;
those that are disloyal and are trying to over-
throw it; and those that are semi-loyal, pos-
sessing contradictory and ambivalent atti-
tudes. Linz further sets out the conditions that
encourage the breakdown of democracy; he
states that a regime crisis will bring down a
democracy when the disloyal group manages
to convince semi-loyal citizens to support its
viewpoint. Orientations towards democracy
follow the definitions provided by Linz (loyal,
semi-loyal and disloyal). In order to make it
easier for non-specialist readers to understand

this analysis, though, the orientations have
been re-baptized: ‘loyal’ citizens are called ‘de-
mocrats’; semi-loyal citizens are called ‘am-
bivalents’; and disloyal citizens are called ‘non-
democrats’.

The analysis of these orientations will at-
tempt to answer the following questions: is
there an anti-democratic current of opinion
among Latin Americans that could constitute
a social support base for a ‘disloyal’ political
force? How prevalent is this current vis-à-vis
that which supports democracy? Who are the
most active people in the political life of a
country: those who oppose the system or those
who support it? How large is the ambivalent
sector? With respect to their views, are the am-
bivalents closer to the opposition? How are the
social bases of these currents of opinion
changing in size? 

The concept of orientations towards
democracy is not, however, identical to that of
political alignment as described by Linz. First,
Linz studies historical situations in order to ex-
tract a comparative theory. The orientations
represent a tool with which to approach the is-
sue of the vulnerability of democracy when
faced with the possibility of a regime crisis, as-
sessing the degree of citizen support for
democracy. Second, the orientations identify
attitude patterns among citizens but do not al-
low direct observation of their actual behavior.

The starting point for identifying orienta-
tions towards democracy was work on the
2002 questionnaire produced by Latino-
barómetro. A series of factor analyses were ap-
plied to a wide set of questions, which, in prin-
ciple, measure attitudes towards democracy,

9 In developing the DSI we tried to stay true to the wider concept of democracy promoted by the Report: that
democracy is more than just a political regime. Indeed, the questions posed to establish the orientation of persons
towards democracy, on the basis of which the DSI was constructed, include attitudes towards democracy as a
political regime and the representative political institutions, which, according to S. Mazzuca, refer to access to power,
and towards democracy beyond the political regime, that is, the exercise of power.
10 The reading of simple frequencies of the variables was the point of entry for the analysis but not its pillar. All
questions should be put into context, and should be examined in relation to others so as to have a better approach
to the meaning of data. Otherwise we run the risk of formulating random constructions based on “how spectacular
something is” or on the convenience of a figure. Avoiding this risk is precisely one of the purposes of the orientation
analysis.



development, values and interpersonal trust.
The objective was to identify those questions
directly related to the issue of attitudes sup-
porting democracy.11 Eleven questions were
selected (Table 5).

In all of the analyses, the questions consis-
tently were separated into three groups of fac-
tors (Table 6). Factor 1 is made up of the group
of delegative attitudes, and corresponds to 23.5
percent of the variance. Factor 2 comprises the
degree of support for democracy as a system of
government (16.5 percent of the variance). And
factor 3 corresponds to support for institutions
of representative democracy (13.8 percent of
the variance). The accumulated explained vari-
ance was 53.8 percent.12 Confidence tests
showed that it was not useful to apply com-
bined indices of the dimensions generated
through factor analysis, for which reason each
of the variables of the sample was independ-
ently studied.

The technique selected to establish, on the
basis of these questions, the position of each of
the interviewees on one or other orientation
towards democracy was cluster analysis. This is
an exploratory tool employed to resolve classi-
fication problems, since it contributes to reveal-
ing associations and structures present in the
data that had not been previously observed. Its
objective is to assign the cases to groups called
clusters, so that the members of the same group
are similar with regard to the particular charac-
teristics selected, while the members of differ-
ent groups are relatively dissimilar.

Cluster analysis can be conducted in several
ways, depending on the degree of similarity and
the method employed. In this case, because of the
magnitude of the data base available, the calcula-
tion of Euclidian distance was used as a measure
of similarity, and then the method of K-means
partition was applied. This procedure requires the
investigator to establish a priori the number of
clusters (k) that he/she wishes to obtain,13 (the
Linz theory defined k=3). In general, it is prefera-
ble to base the rationale for the number of clus-
ters selected on an existing theory, because this al-
lows each cluster to be described and especially
critical elements to be generated in order to un-
derstand their implications.

The K-means method attempts to classify
quantitative variables. The 11 questions used
to establish orientations towards democracy
have a scale of measurement that does not
reach the interval level. Nevertheless, they all
show a clear directionality related to the atti-
tude towards democracy of the persons inter-
viewed. This is why it was considered appro-
priate to use this method. To this end, the
variables were recoded in order to assign the
same range and direction to their measuring
scales. Subsequently, the recoded answers were
applied to the cluster analysis.14

Cluster stability and reliability tests pro-
duced satisfactory results. On the one hand,
different orders of the data base yielded very
small variations in the ‘centroids’ of the 11
variables: 50 percent had standard deviations
below 0.03. Furthermore, in order to assure re-
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11 The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin coefficient of sample adequacy for these 11 variables was 0.77, and it is considered
appropriate for application in factor analysis.
12 Clustering the 11 values of interest into the three factors indicated follows the Kaiser–Guttman method
(eigenvalues greater than one), although the variance explained by them is not particularly high. Percentages
obtained from applying the factorial to the variables of interest are shown, without including the remaining variables
originally considered.
13 The cluster analysis algorithm will generate groups once the variables in play have been defined and the rules
established regarding the number of clusters to be obtained. It is important, therefore, to have a model that backs up
the identification of those groups and then validates the results both theoretically and empirically, depending on the
characteristics of the individuals assigned to each subset.
14 Zhexue Huang (1997) states that “the traditional approach to converting categorical data into numeric values
does not necessarily produce meaningful results in those cases where categorical domains are not ordered.” However,
as has already been mentioned, in this case the data do have directionality and, as will be shown later, the results are
relevant.



liable results, the average of 42 results was cal-
culated and this information was used as the
initial centroids, which are applied to the clus-
ter algorithm.15 Also, a methodology was de-
signed to rescue those cases missing one or two
answers, increasing the number of cases eligi-
ble for study from 12,020 to 14,308 (74.9 per-
cent of the total sample).

Cluster 1 is consistently positive in its stan-
dardized values, so it may be inferred that
those individuals who fall into this subset have
a democratic orientation. Cluster 2 can be clas-
sified as corresponding to ambivalent individ-
uals, because it tends to show positive values
for the dimensions of support for democracy
and support for institutions of representative
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11 QUESTIONS USED TO IDENTIFY ORIENTATIONS

TOWARDS DEMOCRACY

Question p32st Which of the following statements do you agree with most? ’Democracy is preferable to all other forms of
government’, ‘Under some circumstances, an authoritarian government can be preferable to a democratic
one’, ‘For people like me, it doesn't matter whether we have a democratic or a nondemocratic regime’.

Question p35st If you had to choose between democracy and economic development, which would you say is more
important?

Question p37no2 In order for a country to become a developed country, do you believe that democracy is indispensable as a
system of government? Or do you think it is possible to become a developed country with a system of
government other than democracy? 

Question p38stb Do you strongly agree, agree, disagree or strongly disagree with the following statement? ‘I would not mind a
non democratic government in power if it could solve the economic problems’.

Question p39st Some people say that without a National Congress there can be no democracy, while others say that a
democracy can work without a National Congress. Which statement best expresses your viewpoint?

Question p40st Some people say that without political parties, there can be no democracy, while others say that democracy
can work without political parties. Which sentence best expresses your viewpoint?

Question p41st Some people say that democracy permits us to find solutions to the problems that we have in the country.
Others say that democracy does not help with solving problems. Which statement best expresses your
viewpoint?

Question p28ua If the country has serious difficulties, are you very much in agreement, in agreement, in disagreement or very
much in disagreement that the President should not be limited by what the laws say?

Question p28ub If the country has serious difficulties, are you very much in agreement, in agreement, in disagreement or very
much in disagreement that the President should secure order by force?

Question p28uc If the country has serious difficulties, are you very much in agreement, in agreement, in disagreement or very
much in disagreement that the President should control the media’?

Question p28ud If the country has serious difficulties, are you very much in agreement, in agreement, in disagreement or very
much in disagreement that the President should bypass Congress and the political parties?

Source: Latinobarómetro, 2002.

TABLE 5

15 It is important to note that once the initial centroids are introduced the result of the cluster analysis does not vary
among the different subsets of the data base.



Technical Note on the Indices derived from an Analysis of the Latinobarómetro 2002 Survey  227

democracy, but negative values for delegative
attitudes. Finally, cluster 3 presents negative
centroids for ten of the variables, being the
only positive value very close to zero, so it may
be affirmed that the citizens classified as be-
longing to this group have a non-democratic
orientation (Table 7).

In order to verify the importance of the dif-
ferences in the cluster means with respect to
the variables employed to define them, a vari-
ance analysis was applied to each cluster. A
post hoc study was conducted using the Schef-
fé test at a five percent significance level.16 The
result showed that the differences are signifi-
cant for all 11 variables in the three clusters. In
other words, all of the questions included in
the analysis contribute to distinguishing
among the three groups.

Cluster analysis grouping was validated by
discriminant analysis. To this end, a random
sample of approximately 30 percent of the data
was taken and information on the group to
which each case corresponded was assigned
according to the results obtained in the clus-
ters. Based on this, the discriminant functions
were obtained and these were then applied to
the remaining 70 percent of cases in order to
establish which group they would fall under.
With regard to the 30 percent sample, 93.4 per-
cent of the data fell within the correct group,
as assigned according to cluster analysis based
on the discriminant functions generated. As
for the remaining 70 percent, 92.6 percent of
the cases were correctly classified, giving a rate
of correct assignation for the global sample of
92.9 percent. This percentage can be consid-

FACTORIAL LOADS FOR 11 QUESTIONS OF INTEREST

IN DETERMINING ORIENTATIONS TOWARDS DEMOCRACY

Dimension Question Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3

Delegative attitudes President is above the law 0.74
President imposes order by force 0.81
President should control the media 0.80
President ignores Congress and political parties 0.77

Support for democracy Preference for democracy 0.67
as form of government Democracy or development 0.58 

Democracy indispensable for development 0.69 
Authoritarian government acceptable if it solves problems 0.48
Democracy solves problems 0.57

Support for representative Democracy without Congress 0.844
institutions Democracy without political parties 0.85

Explained variance 23.50 16.50 13.80

Note: factorial loads above 0.450 only are included.
Source: calculated using data from Latinobarómetro, 2002.

TABLE 6

16 In conducting a variance analysis, when the null hypothesis is rejected, at least one mean is accepted as being
different for the groups. Post hoc methods were employed in order to establish the relationship among those means,
and to detect which one, or more than one, is different and which are equal to one another. This technique is used
to test the differences between data, comparing all of the possible means of matched pairs in order to identify the
ones that are truly different. There are many different post hoc tests. The Scheffé test is useful to prove the
significance level of all of the potential mean pairs and is recommended when the groups compared have different
numbers of cases, as is the present situation (Steel and Torrie, 1996).
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ered high, and it underlines the validity of the
group assignation as a result of the cluster
analysis applied.17

The Three Dimensions of the DSI
The Democracy Support Index is a sum-

mary-measure of citizens’ support for democ-
racy. It is constructed on the basis of assigning
individuals to each cluster that identifies the
three different orientations towards democra-
cy. It combines three dimensions, which an-
swer the following questions:

■ What is the size of each orientation to-
wards democracy? 
The best situation for a democracy is
when the largest group of citizens falls

into the subset of pro-democracy advo-
cates.

■ What is the degree of political activism of
each orientation group? 
The best situation for a democracy is
when the pro-democracy orientation
group is not only the largest sector but
also the most active one.

■ What is the distance, or dissimilarity
measure of the differences in opinion,
among the orientations? 
The critical point to establish is whether,
in general terms, the ambivalents are
closer to the democrats or to the non-
democrats. The best situation is when

CENTROIDS OBTAINED FOR EACH VARIABLE RELATED TO DEMOCRACY,
IDENTIFIED ACCORDING TO CLUSTER

Standardized  Non-Standardized 

Dimension Question 

Centroids Centroids

Delegative attitudes President above the law 0.511 -0.707 -0.004 3.09 2.01 2.63
President imposes order by force 0.609 -0.816 -0.010 3.25 1.97 2.68
President controls media 0.582 -0.812 0.037 3.26 2.01 2.77
President ignores political 
parties and Congress 0.612 -0.755 -0.107 3.25 1.99 2.58

Support for democracy as Preference for democracy 0.464 0.080 -0.772 3.72 3.28 2.29
a system of government Democracy or development 0.345 -0.017 -0.438 2.47 2.00 1.47

Democracy essential for 
development 0.455 0.383 -1.090 3.83 3.75 1.78

Authoritarian government tolerated 
if it solves problems 0.514 -0.268 -0.416 2.88 2.17 2.02

Democracy solves problems 0.274 0.326 -0.691 3.07 3.15 1.64

Support for representative Democracy without Congress 0.379 0.006 -0.595 3.38 2.87 1.98
institutions Democracy without parties 0.372 0.029 -0.572 3.32 2.85 1.94

Note: the range of values for all variables on the scale is between one (attitude most contrary to democracy) to four (attitude most favorable to
democracy). Questions relating to support for representative institutions are binary, which therefore weakens their ability to discriminate.
Source: calculated using data from Latinobarómetro, 2002.

TABLE 7

Cluster 1
Positive

Cluster 2
Central

Cluster 3
Negative

Cluster 1
Positive

Cluster 2
Central

Cluster 3 
Negative

17 The total number of cases used for the analysis is limited to the 12,020 individuals who answered all 11 questions
of interest. Therefore, this analysis was conducted only for those cases in which all of the information was available.
Large differences are not expected for the ‘rescued’ data, due to the fact that the profile of these individuals did not
demonstrate much difference with respect to the profile of individuals who answered all 11 questions of interest.
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the distance between the ambivalents
and the democrats is significantly small-
er than the one between the ambivalents
and the non-democrats.

Indicators and indices of citizen support
constitute interval scales. They do not have a
value of absolute zero; the values express prox-
imity to, or distance from, a given situation, but
not a proportion. Because these tools are still
being fine-tuned, criteria to classify them and to
create intensity scales are not yet available.

First Dimension:
Size of a Given Orientation
The size of a given orientation towards
democracy refers to the number of citizens
belonging to a given cluster. To measure this
dimension the DSI uses the proportion of
democrats to non-democrats as the indicator.18

This indicator illustrates a critical situation:
whether, even though they are a minority, the
democrats are in fact a larger group than the
non-democrats, their ‘natural’ adversaries.19

(1) Ratio of Democrats to Non-Democrats = 

Qd / Qnd

where: Qd = the number of people with a dem-
ocratic orientation; and Qnd = the number of
people with a non-democratic orientation.

When, in a given country or sub-region, the
number of democrats is greater than the num-
ber of non-democrats, a condition that is the

least desirable, the indicator has a value greater
than one. The worst-case scenario is when
these indicators have a value below one and
close to zero. Furthermore, there are several
situations of political equilibrium that gener-
ate figures close to one.

Second Dimension: Political Activism
among Orientations

‘Political activism’ among an orientation
towards democracy is understood to mean the
proportion of its members who participate ac-
tively in the political life of their country. A
given group is more active when a higher pro-
portion of its members participate. For this
calculation a two-step process was utilized. The
first step was to establish the degree of politi-
cal activism for each orientation group. The
DSI derives this information from the ‘Modes
of Citizen Participation’ (MCP), a variable that
distinguishes the different types of interven-
tions people make in the social and political
life of a country, and permits several classifica-
tions depending on the researcher’s preference.

MPCs are the types of interventions that citi-
zens carry out in social and political life. One
modality describes the characteristic profile of a
citizen’s participation activities. It is rebuilt by an-
alyzing things that people do in the different di-
mensions of citizens’ participation. This is a nom-
inal classification whose categories were not
envisaged as to be classified on the basis of a cri-
terion which allows their hierarchical organiza-
tion; even so, their order of presentation shows
the flexible application of certain criteria.20

18 There are two other indicators of size, the results of which are mentioned in the Report but were not used in
developing the DSI. The first is the indicator of the democratic majority. This reflects the ratio of democrats to the
total (ambivalents and non-democrats), and establishes whether the democrats represent the majority or not. The
indicator is equal to or greater than one, when the proportion of democrats is equal to or greater than 50 percent of
citizens. The second indicator is the relative size of the democratic orientation compared with the ambivalent
orientation. When it is greater than one, it indicates that the democrats are more numerous than the ambivalents.
19 This concept was adopted from the field of financial analysis, where there is an indicator called the ‘acid test’. It
establishes the vulnerability of a company in the short term—in other words, whether it is in a position to pay its
short-term debts. It is defined as the ratio of current assets plus stock to current liabilities.
20 Overall, the order of presentation starts with certain categories where there is less personnel cost (investment of
time, money), commitment and leadership and concludes with those categories which entail higher costs in staff,
commitment and leadership. Finally a category is included for matching other criteria.



Classification of Modes of Citizen
Participation

As table 9 shows, 8 modes of citizen partic-
ipation were distinguished.

(2) Activism (OX) = (QmpcX) / QX

where QmpcX = the number of people belong-
ing to orientation ‘X’, who participate as citi-
zens in more ways than simply by voting—
modes of citizen participation include contacts
established with the authorities and attending
public demonstrations. In this equation QX =
the number of people who hold orientation ‘X’.
‘X’ can represent the democratic, ambivalent
or non-democratic orientation.

The second step is to compare the activism
of opposite orientations—de-mocratic and
non-democratic—and to establish which group
is more active. This indicator is called ‘demo-
cratic activism’ (DA) and is the one that is used

for the DSI. It is obtained by dividing the ac-
tivism of the democratic group (D) by the ac-
tivism of the non-democratic group (ND).

(3) DA = D Activism / ND Activism

where DA = democratic activism, D = democ-
rats and ND = non-democrats.

If the division produces a value greater than
one, democrats are more active than non-de-
mocrats, a situation that favors democracy; if
the value is below one, non-democrats are
more active than democrats, which is an un-
comfortable situation for democracy; if the re-
sult is one, the level of activism in both groups
is the same.21

Third Dimension: Distance between 
Orientations

Distance here implies greater or lesser dif-
ference in opinion as regards support or rejec-
tion of democracy among persons belonging
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PROCEDURE APPLIED TO DETERMINE MODES

OF CITIZEN PARTICIPATION
Dimension Description

Electoral participation ELP 0 = Does not vote 
1 = Votes

Social participation SOP 0 = Does not collaborate
1 = Participates at least in one activity

Participate by contacting authorities PCA 0 = Does not contact
1 = Contacts at least one authority

Participates in collective demonstrations   PCD 0 = Does not participate
1 = Participates in at least one collective demonstration

Violent participation                                   VP 0 = Does not participate
1 = Participates in at least one violent act, regardless of 

the 0 or 1 in the other dimensions

Note: these dimensions can be arranged by hierarchy without making any additional assumptions. Zero and one are used to express the presence
or absence of activity.

TABLE  8

21 There are two other situations that are not analyzed: a) when activism is similar in all orientations (uniform dis-
tribution); and b) when the activism of opposed orientations (democrats and non-democrats) is similar and much
greater than that of the ambivalents. Both represent potentially unstable political situations for democracy, because
the democrats do not enjoy a particular advantage.



to different orientations. For each variable that
makes up the orientation, the indicator exam-
ines the mean affinity associated with the an-
swers given by the members of that group. The
greater the affinity, the shorter the distance,
and vice versa.

The procedure used to incorporate the dis-
tance dimension into the DSI is similar to the
one employed for the activism dimension. First,
the distance of the ambivalent group from each
of the adversaries is calculated. In order to cal-
culate the distance between two orientations
one must obtain, for each variable, the absolute
value difference between their centroids (stan-
dard mean values according to cluster analysis)
and then add these values together.

(4) Di(Ox/A) = Â|Cxvi-Cavil

where: Di = distance, Ox = democratic or non-
democratic orientation and A = ambivalent;
Cxi = democratic or non-democratic centroid
in variable i; and Cavi = the ambivalent cen-
troid in variable i.

The results for democrats and non-democ-
rats are then compared by means of the indi-
cator of distance (ID). This indicator express-
es the average distance between the
non-democratic and the ambivalent orienta-
tions as a proportion of the distance between
democrats and ambivalents.

(5) IDD = Di (D/A) / Di (ND/A)

where: IDD = the distance of democrats from
ambivalents as a  proportion of the distance of
non-democrats from ambivalents; Di(D/A) =
the distance between democrats and ambiva-
lents; and Di(ND/A) = the distance between
non-democrats and ambivalents.

If this division produces a value greater
than one, the ambivalents are closer to the
non-democrats; if the value is less than one,
the ambivalents are closer to democrats; if the
result is one, the ambivalents are equidistant
from both opposing orientations. Contrary to
the indicators of size and activism, in which
the larger values for democrats represent opti-
mal conditions for democracy, where distance
is concerned, the ideal is for ambivalents to be
as close as possible to democrats, indicating
values that are more akin.

The DSI Aggregation Rule
The DSI combines the size, activism and

relative distance of the three orientations. All
factors are equally weighted within the index.
There is no theory governing hierarchy among
these elements, and there is no prior research
offering specific criteria to weight the impor-
tance of each factor. So as not to introduce as-
sumptions that are hard to justify, the option
chosen was determined to be the most
straightforward expression of the conceptual
basis of the investigation.

(6) DSI = Size[AD] * 

(Activism [AC] / Distance [DI])

If, in a given country, the majority of citizens
are loyal to democracy, and these citizens are
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CLASSIFICATION OF MODES

OF CITIZEN PARTICIPATION
Name Description

Does nothing A 0 in all dimensions of citizen
participation

Only votes A 1 in ELP; a 0 in SOP, PCA and
PCD

Votes and collaborates A 1 in ELP and SOP; a 0 in PCA
and PCD

Only political action A 1 in PCA and PCD; a 0 in ELP
and SOP

Voting and political A 1 in ELP, PCA and PCD;
action a 0 in SOP

Collaboration and A 1 in SOP, PCA and PCD;
political action a 0 in ELP

Voting, collaboration  A 1 in all dimensions of citizen 
and political action participation

Violent participation Any combination in which violent
participation is 1

TABLE  9



more active than the rest of the people and only
a small amount of distance separates them from
the ambivalents, we may conclude that democ-
racy is backed by citizens. In these circum-
stances, the DSI produces a value considerably
greater than one. By contrast, if, in a given coun-
try, the majority of citizens are non-democrats,
those non-democrats participate more than the
rest of the people and are only a small amount
of distance separates them from the ambiva-
lents, we may conclude that support for democ-
racy is fragile. In these circumstances the value
of the index is well below one and close to zero.
The inference is that a political system with
these characteristics is more vulnerable to crisis
than one that enjoys strong citizen support. Dif-
ferent combinations of size, degree of activism
and distance arise, constituting intermediate
states of strength and weakness for democracy.
In situations of equilibrium, the value of the
DSI is around one.

Interpreting the DSI
Given the formula used to calculate the DSI,

the index can range between zero and a very
high number (the number tends towards infin-
ity in a country where all democrats are active
participants and the few ambivalents are very
close to their position). There is not enough
knowledge on the subject to standardize this
variation, in a range that fluctuates between
zero and one, for example, nor to categorize val-
ues on an intensity scale. Standardization would
require employing relatively sophisticated pro-
cedures based on additional assumptions.

Furthermore, creating an intensity scale
would imply justifying the cut-off points be-
tween the categories defined; this will be feasi-
ble only when more observations become avail-
able (there is only 18 countries studied in one
year). Nevertheless, observing how the DSI be-
haves in some hypothetical situations permits
an initial attempt at interpretation (Table 10).

Validation and Reliability of the DSI 
There are no known studies that have ap-

plied this methodology to the examination of
citizen support for democracy. The analysis of

orientations towards democracy cannot be
replicated in the Latinobarómetro time series.
Some of the variables used in this analysis
come from the regular section of Latino-
barómetro, but they are not included every
year; other questions were elaborated specifi-
cally for the UNDP section of the survey, and
therefore no prior observations exist.

Some of the questions posed to determine ori-
entations are subject to limitations, which affect
measurement. The scales for questions with two
or three alternative answers do not fully adapt to
cluster analysis requirements. Also the standard
deviation of these variables was greater than that
of other variables. These difficulties are particu-
larly evident with respect to questions about the
degree of support for institutions of representa-
tive democracy; the scale on which responses to
these questions is measured is binary. Despite
these limitations, as has been explained, the re-
sults obtained have proved robust.

A study on the external validity of orienta-
tion analysis was carried out. The study posed
the following question (included in Latino-
barómetro, 1996 and 1998): ‘Would you be pre-
pared to defend democracy should it be threat-
ened?’ The results obtained for each country
were compared with the size of orientations in
2002. In general, in 1996 and 1998, those coun-
tries in which more people were prepared to de-
fend democracy were the ones that had more
democrats in 2002 (0.27 and 0.25, respectively).
Additionally, they demonstrate an inverse cor-
relation with the percentage of non-democrats
(-0.29 and -0.36, respectively).

Assumptions and Limitations of the DSI
The methodology used to construct the in-

dex is based on three assumptions. The first is
that orientations towards democracy are rela-
tively stable over time. Although fluctuations
within the long-term accumulated effect are
not ruled out (for example, the economic de-
terioration of a given country). However, be-
cause these are attitudes related to a diffuse
support for democracy (or rejection), one can
infer that the variations are less pronounced
than the variations exhibited by perceptions
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related to satisfaction with the way institutions
work or the economic and social performance
of the system.23

The second assumption is that, even when
persons with a given orientation do not con-
stitute a political force with organizational ca-
pacity, ideology and leadership, they may be-
come one if they are faced with a polarizing
political event.24 One should recall that orien-
tations do not help to predict people’s behav-
ior in terms of subversion or support for the
system. There are a series of factors, difficult to
establish a priori, that influence the transfor-
mation of attitudes into behavior.

Third, when it comes to defense of, or op-
position to, the democratic system, it is as-
sumed that ambivalents do not act on their

own initiative. They are therefore a target
group in the dispute between democrats and
non-democrats. It is further assumed that the
resistance offered by ambivalents, however
great, is the same for both orientations. These
two assumptions were inherited from Linz,
and are a logical derivation from his position.
When the political question of the day con-
cerns the survival of democracy, there is no
‘Third Way’: one either defends or challenges
the regime. Nevertheless, until one has to make
a political choice between whether democracy
survives or perishes, these assumptions cannot
be said for sure to hold true. In practice, am-
bivalents may act on their own political initia-
tive on a wide range of issues, even if they do
not constitute a specific political force.25
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EXAMPLES OF SITUATIONS AND VALUES ASSOCIATED WITH THE DSI

When the DSI is above or equal to five, conditions are very favorable for democracy. In other words, democrats tend to represent the
majority and to be politically more active than their adversaries, and ambivalents tend to be much closer to their position.

The opposite situation would represent conditions that are unfavorable for democracy: non-democrats represent the majority, they are
more active politically and the ambivalents are much closer to their position. A value of 0.15 for the DSI corresponds to this second
situation.

When the DSI is slightly above one, the situation tends to favor democracy but in a more tenuous way. The situation is unfavorable
for democracy with regard to some dimension or component of the index, but this is more than compensated by the favorable result
in other dimensions. Or then again, the situation may favor democracy in all three dimensions, albeit by very narrow margins. For
example, a value of 1.43 for the DSI would represent a situation in which democrats are more numerous (although not in the
majority) and ambivalents are slightly closer to their position, but the democrats are less politically active than non-democrats.

The DSI is a tool that still requires fine-tuning. Its current algorithm, based on the assumption that all three components are
independent from one another and equally weighted, does not function adequately under some circumstances.22 More research needs
to be conducted to find valid methodological answers to the problems that the simple DSI formulation cannot resolve. Nevertheless, it
should be noted that the analysis of the results obtained for the DSI in different Latin American countries during 2002 suggests that,
in spite of these limitations, the index did not produce unexpected results. Furthermore, none of the DSI components demonstrated
‘anomalous’ behavior to the point of introducing distortions in the index’s global result.

TABLE  10

22 For example, in a country where the number of democrats is only half that of non democrats (AD = 0.5), where
non-democrats are more politically active than democrats (AC = 0.5), but where ambivalents are overwhelmingly
closer to democrats than non-democrats (DI = 0.2), the DSI would be equal to 12.5. This situation is far from
favorable to democracy. Maybe it is an unlikely scenario, but it is certainly possible.
23 The Latinobarómetro time series does allow evaluation of the stability of orientations towards democracy. Tests
carried out with regard to the question about the economic status of the household, along with questions on the
preference for democracy and satisfaction with democracy in certain years (1996, 1997, 2001 and 2002), reveal that
the preference for democracy does not vary according to whether the economic position of the household is good
or bad, but, rather, according to how well democracy is working.
24 A polarizing political event refers to an economic, political or social crisis, which creates the possibility of replacing
the democratic system with a different regime.
25 One of the most important points of this study was to determine the political and social profile of ambivalents.



Finally, certain characteristics of Latinoba-
rómetro’s samples suggest that the DSI must be
interpreted carefully, particularly in certain

countries. The effects of including the ‘rural
sector’ and the more impoverished urban seg-
ments are unknown.
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The data from the opinion poll used for this Report were supplied by Latinobarómetro in
accordance with a contractual agreement to work and collaborate with UNDP. In 2002, Latinoba-
rómetro increased by one-third the size of its annual study, including specific questions requested by
UNDP for this Report. Under the agreement between the two institutions, Latinobarómetro made
available the time series from previous surveys, which were also used as one of the antecedents for
the empirical base of the Report.
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