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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

Introduction by the Director of the Report  23





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-
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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

The Development of Democracy in Latin America  37

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

The Development of Democracy in Latin America  39

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-

50 Democracy in Latin America

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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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.”


