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ABSTRACT

This paper addresses current problems of democratic indability in continental Latin America,
assumingthat al its counties have been at least “minimalist” democracies during theyears
2000-07. Toidentify essentia factors leading to instability, it focuses on the counties mog
recent and acute political crises. It consderstwo periodsin the pod—cold war years. 1992-99
and 2000-07. The number of crisesis similar in bath periods but their nature changes, from
modgly “traditiond” crisesin thefirst (essentialy elite-led affairs) to mogly nontraditiond
crisesin thesecond (with cruda participaion by the popuktion). Thedaa suggest tha themain
causes of the 20006-07 crises were aready in place before the 1990s Building ontheavailable
literature this leadsto an explanation based on two medium-to-longterm processes: the
accumulation of unsatisfied expectationsduring ageneration or so, and thestill-precariousnaure
of these minimalist democracies. A cluger andysis strongly confirmsthat this modd can explain
both acute crises and their opposte, cases of democratic conlidation. Themodd aso produes
some pog-dictionson electoral volatility (empiricaly confirmed), and some predictionsfor the
years 2008-15. Thediscussion leadsto some condusonsconaerning progpects for democracy in
theregion. First, in spite of the crises, minimalist democracy is hdping toimpd democracy
beyond minimalism. Second, to define“democracy,” it is not necessary to indudestronge
political requisites than those of “minimalism,” nor socdoeconorric requisites. Both are needed,
in any case, merely to stabilize minimalist democracies.

RESUMEN

Este articulo andizalainestabilidad politica contemporanea delos paises de América Latina
continental, asumiendo quedurante losafios 2006-07 todoselloshan sido a menosdemocracias
“minimalistas.” Paraidentificar las prindpdes causas de esa inestabilidad se concentraen las
crisis politicas aguda mas recientes. Se examinan dosperiodospod-guarafria: 199299y
2006-07. El nimero decrisises similar en losdos pero su nauraleza cambia: principd mente
crisis“tradiciondes’ en €l primero (esenda mente asuntosinternosdelas dlites), y no-
tradiciondes en e segundo(la paticipacién popubr es crudal). Losdaos sugieren quelas
prindpdes causas delas crisis son anteriores alosaiios1990s Estosresultadosy laliteratura
disponible sugieren unaexplicacion delas crisis basadaen dosprocesosde medianoy largo
plazo: la acumulacion de expectativas insatisfechas durante aproximadamente unageneracion, y
larelativa precariedad de esas democracias minimalistas. Un andisis de conglomeradosconfirma
vigorosamente queese moddo puale explicar smultdneamente las crisisaguda y las
situaciones opuestas, las consolidaciones. EI modédo produce pog-dicciones (confirmadas
empiricamente) sobre las volatilidades electoraes, algunas predicciones paralosafios2008-15,
y también doscondusones sobre las perspectivas dela democracia en laregion. Primero, la
democracia minimalista, a pesar delas crisis, estaayudandoa supear su propio minimalismo.
Segundo,no es necesario definir lademocraciainduyendorequisitos politicos mas fuertes que
los“minimalistas,” ni requisitos socio-econémcos Ambosson necesarios simplemente para
estabilizar las democracias minimalistas.
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This study addresses the current problems of democratic indability in Latin America.
“Latin America’ meanshere the seventeen continental counties (from Argentinaand
Chile in the south to Mexico in the north) whose populationshave mainly Afro-
Amerindian and Iberian roots. This excludes the Caribbean idands Belize, and thethree
former Guianas (Suriname, Guyana, and French Guiana). Thoughfrom a geographical
point of view the seventeen continental countries are notthewhole region, they certainly
indudemod of itsterritory and popuktion. Thus therestriction to these countiesis
relatively minorregarding size and popuktion, butit greatly increases the honogeneity
of theareaunde study,i.e., shared county characteristics, smplifying thediscussion.

A foauson democratic indability assumes that there is some democracy to begin
with. For present purposes the starting point is some definition of demoaacy. Thisisthe
task of thefirst section, which does not seek to propose anew definition, butmerely to
state condsely which of the available ones seems to be mog appropriate in this context
(*minimalist” democracies). Additiondly, afocuson democratic instability assumes that
we assign some specific empirical meaning to “ingability,” ameaning tha mug be
anchored in the previousddinition of democaracy. Thisleadsto a definition of acute
political crises (i.e., paticularly severe indances of democratic ingability).

Once those necessary starting points are established, the second section probes
democaratic indability in contemporary Latin America by examining theregion’s acute
political crises, first duringtheearly pod—cold war years (1992-99, mainly “traditiond”
crises), and then during thefollowing eight years (2006-07, mainly non-traditiond
crises). Theandysis of these crises suggests tha thefactors leading to them were already
in place before the end of the cold war. Thethird section proposs an explanation of
recent acute political crises (2006-07) based ontwo relatively longterm processes: the
prolonge insatisfaction of people’ s expectationsand the still-precariousnature of many
Latin American demoaacies. Thefourth section examines the ussfulness of that
explanation, probing some of its past (“pod-dictions’) and future implications The study
condudes with abrief discussion of the meaning of minimalist democracy and acute
political crisesfor the progpects for democracy in theregion.
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DEMOCRACY AND DEMOCRATIC MINIMALISM IN LATIN AMERICA

“Electoral” or “Minimalist” Democracies

Thirty or forty years agoin Latin America (and elsewhere) there was no agreement on the
meaning of democracy in academia, amongelitesin genera (induding political elites), or
among the people. Parts of the pditical right were not even interested in defining
democracy, because they didiked its broadest implicationsand consequences,
irrespective of theddails of such adefinition. Sometimes, thoughrarely, this didike was
explicit. Parts of theleft bdieved tha the political systems of thethen relatively
progoerous” capitalist democracies’ were not democracies, because thedomnant termin
“capitalist democracies’ was “ capitalist,” and unde capitalism noreal democracy was
possible. From tha point of view thingswere even worse in Latin America, becausein
theregion’s circumstances nather democracy nor relatively progperouscapitalism was
possible. “Formal democracy,” induding political parties and electoral competition, was
really anillusoneven if votes were fairly counted, because mog people, for many
reasons had noreal choice.

These views have changdl, paticularly after theimploson of the Soviet Union
and theend of “real sodaism.” Thecurrent dominant view in mog of Latin Americais
tha wha in the past was seen disparagingly as “formal” or “bourgeois’ democracy is
actudly anecessary pat of democracy, whatever the exact meaning of “democracy”
mightbe Some bdieve tha thos traits aloneare enoughto definedemocracy; some
disagree with tha view, butmog agree tha withou those traits there is no democracy.
Concerning elitesin general, alarge study conduded by the UNDP conduded: “Latin
American leaders agree for themod pat tha inditutiond characteristics are not enough
to claim tha democracy exists, [buf] they redlize tha they are necessary. Theinditutiond
dimensonis not seen as something tha isinddental to what really matters, butrather as
afundamental element of democracy” (UNDP 2005, p. 171) The newly agreed upon
necessary requisites of democracy (which used to define“formal” or “bourgeois’
democracy) may becondsely summarized as follows:



Gonzéalez 3

(i) presdentsand legidatures are elected in electionsopen to amog all
adults;

(ii) in these electionsthere are no egregiousfrauds(though* pressures’ may
exist);

(iii) electionsare contested by at least two parties which have some chance of
winning, and

(iv) there is some rotation of parties in goveanment.

These necessary requisites for demoaracy are similar to those stipulated in Przeworski et
al. (200Q pp. 18 andff.) definition of democracy, except for the*amog universal”
paticipaion assumed in (i) andfor theexplicit requisite of “no egregiousfraud” of (ii).
Przeworski et a. did notindudepaticipaion “as adefinitiond feature of democracy”
(id., p. 34), and since they andyzed democracies during the second hdf of the 20"
century (1956-90), from the point of view of ther gods they were probably right* But
this study is concerned with Latin American politicsin the 21 century, where such
limitationsto participaion are nolonge acceptable, not even amongmany sodally and
politically conservative elites. Requisites (i)—(iv) are thusan updded version of the
Przeworski et a. definition of democracy. They are alimited version of procedural
definitionsof democaracy, because they indudejud the essential procedures conaerning
the election of presidents and legidatures. Furthermore, these “necessary requisites’ are
clearly weaker than thoe required for “entirely free and fair elections” Specifically,
concerning Dahl’ s well-known définition of polyarchy (Dahl 1971) they satisfy his
requisites for widespread political participation, but do not satisfy those concerning
contestation.

This sort of democracies may or may not be polyarchiesin Dahl’s sense, nor
satisfy the conditionsof those who claim that “sodal citizenship” (induding soda and
econoric aspects) is anecessary requisite of democracy, since (i)—iv) are purely
political statements. In short, according to awiderangeof possible (and plausble)
definitionsof democaacy, these “democracies’ are not necessarily democracies. Wha can
actudly besaid, then, aboutthem? First, since (i)—(iv) are deemed necessary for

democracy (withoutadjectives), then, other thingsbeing equd, ther birth or restorationis
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desirable from anomative point of view (irrespective of thedetails of the“find” idea of
democracy). Second consdering requisites (i)—(iv) as a necessary pat of democracy
allows a crudeand impefect ordering of existing definitionsof demoaracy, particularly
those which are politically relevant. This approximate ordering conssts of three
conaentric circles. Theconceptudly smallest circle indudes purely procedural definitions
of democracy. Thiscircleis surroundel by the conceptudly more comprehensve space
of definitionsof democracy tha indudeprocedures and go beyondthem, but are il
purely political (as Dahl’s polyarchy). This, in turn, is surroundel by the conceptudly
mog comprehendve (and empirically smallest) definitionsof democracy tha explicitly
indudesodal and econormic requisites. This reasoning will becentral in thediscussion
beow.

In thefollowing andysis all political regimes satisfying therequisites (i)—(iv) will
becalled electoral or minimalist democracies,® which it is possible to dowithouttaking a
standona“find” definition of democracy. Thisavoidsdifficult conceptud problems (or
at least pogpones them) and simplifies terminology. Thequdifying terms “ electoral” and
“minimalist” (applied to “democracy”) will beused indistinctly, as areminde of the
limitationsinvolved in the definition of these particular democracies.

Findly, what are thepolitical coneequences of thebirth (or restoration) of
minimalist democracies? From the point of view of normative democratic political
theory, arethose empirical consquences meaningful events as well? For theregionas a
whole these are central questionsof perhgosnot much lesser importance than tha of the
naure of a“find” definition of democracy. Thelast sectionwill return to this point.

Latin America’s Democracies at the Beginning of the 21* Century

Jud three of the seventeen counties examined in this study (Chile, Coga Rica, and
Urugug) are generally seen as consolidated democracies, meaning stable,
ingitutiondized political regimes tha satisfy mog of Dahl’ s requisites of polyarchy
(which, as seen above are much more stringent than thoe defining merely electoral
democaracies). Coda Rica has been described in these terms for many years while
Uruguay reached tha pointin the 1990s® Chile has been labded a conolidated
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democracy mog recently, because of theenduringlegacies of its military regime.
According to GeorgePhilip, “Coda Ricawould bejudgeal by mos observersto beoneof
Latin America s three genuine polyarchies (the others being Chile and Uruguay)” (Philip
2003,p. 11, emphasis addal). In 2003tha statement on Chile was till polemical, but
events during thefollowing years strengthened Philip’s case. Freedom House (2007)rates
political rightsand civil liberties usng scales 1-7, assigning 1 to the highest standards
and 7 to thelowest. Consdering bath dimensons only three countiesin continental
Latin America averaged a perfect score of 1 (i.e., were “mog polyarchical”) during three
congecutive years, 200507 (and were al'so “stable,” at least in theshort run), thus
judifying thelabd consolidated democracies. These three counties are precisely Chile,
CodaRica, and Urugugy.

With regard to theremaining fourteen counties, in subdantial terms (thoughnot
necessarily in theterminology suggested here) it iswiddy agreed that at thebeginning of
the21¥ century all (or aimogt al) continental Latin American counties were at least
minimalist democracies. It is aso agreed that in the early 1970s jud three decades
before, amog nonewere.” Probably the mos debaed caseis tha of Venezuda® Some
observersthink it isademocratic regime (in some sense); othersthink Venezudaisa
nondemocratic regime, and still others arguetha it is difficult to tell, because is not clear
how thingswill evolve. Thedefeat of President Hugo Chéavez in a2007referendumtha
would have allowed inddinite presidential reelectionsbolsters the case of those who see
Venezuda as an electoral democracy, butdoes not close the debate. Theaverage
FreedomHouse (2008)score of political rightsand civil libetiesin Venezudafor 2007
is4 (onthe 1-7 scale mentioned above), the highest in theregion, but tha score still
means“partially free’ (indead of “notfree”). Taking into accountthese cavesats,
Venezudaand all theremaining thirteen countieswill be consdered here as (at least)
minimalist democracies.

Mog of these electoral democracies were bom, or restored, during thethird wave
of demoaratization (in Huntington’s term), which began at the end of the 1970s° Before
tha wave—during its whole independent history—the L atin American political
landscape never looked like this. From a nomative point of view thisis goodnews.
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Neverthdess, during the past decade this wave stalled (thoughnat everywhere), andthere
were some sethacks as well. As Mainwaring and Pérez-Lifidgn wrote,

“after stunning and unprecedented progress, this wave of democratization ground
toahdtinthel1990s.... democracy has eroded in several counties ...;
unoonditutiond meansof deposng presidents (but not throughtraditiond coups
leading to military regimes) have become more common; and more citizensnow
than in 1996question tha democracy is always the best form of political regime.”
(Mainwaring and Pérez-Lifidgn 2005 p. 59)

A longe historical perspective is notreassuring. Mog of the earliest democraciesin Latin
America according to Huntington’s classification—i.e., those appearing in his “first
wave’ (Huntington 1991Y—are aready in ther third attempt at building democracy.
Starting from a different perspective of democracy, centered in its processes, degrees, and
changes (and usng different indicators as well), Charles Tilly andyzes four periodsof
relatively rapid democratization® There are many Latin American counties in each one
of those periods which istrue of no othe regionin theworld. Three of its earliest
democracies, Argenting Chile, and Urugugy, appear in three of those waves. Leaving
asidedebaable details, the big picture emerging from Huntington’sand Tilly’ s andyses
shows that amonglargeworld regionsLatin America has sudained the mog extended
effort at building democracy, effort which, according to the previousdiscussion, has not
yet ddivered stable results on aregiond scale. Skeptics could beforgiven for seeing here
arathe Sisyphean task.

Progects are not good, either. The scarce regiond forecasts available are rather
pessimistic, except for afew counties. According to the project Globd Trends2020,the
mog likely Latin American scenaiosfor the coming years anticipate that mos South
American and Caribbean counties (and some Central American ones) will suffer
recurrent goveanance crises, and tha theanswers to those crises will ocillate between
weak govenments, popuism and authoritarian leadership, noneof which will contribute
to political ingitutiondization (Burdman et al. 2004, section 3.2.8).° In short, the history
of democracy in Latin America shows recurrent problems of ingability, and at the
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beginning of the 21% century less than onein five of theregion’s counties may be seen
as consolidated demoaracies. From a comparative point of view, conlidaing
democaracy in theregion has been and still is particularly difficult.

Analyzing Democratic Instability

There are many case studies and some comparative discussionsof theregion’s current
electoral democracies. But thereis no comprehensive explanation for the stagnaion and
setbacks observed since the 1990s or for the consolidations either. Thereisno consensus
aboutwhich counties have a pessmistic forecast or why, exactly, those forecasts are
pessimistic (thoughtrendsare identified, rightly or wrongly, and extrapolationsare made
onthebass of those trendsand the ceteris paribus clause). A reasonable strategy for
advandng in these matters begins by andyzing the mos extreme cases of indability, in
thehopetha emphasis on the extreme situaionswill hdp highlighttheessential factors.
Taking into accountthe complicated history of democaracy in Latin America, such a
strategy appears as follows:

(a) First, we should identify the acute political crises of thelast few years.
Comparatively less problematic situaions beng more or less “politicsas usud,”
will notdo. Once thisis done thequestion that followsis:

(b) Are there common factors linked to the crises? If' such common factors are indesd
found,then,

(c) Do they provideacommonrationde for explaining the crises and ther oppostes,
the success stories?

In fact, current discussionstend to andyze the setbacks and the successes separately,
withouta commonrationde linking thetwo families of stories. Democratic ingability
and democaratic conslidaion seem to berelatively indgpendent processes: thereis one
explanaion for indability, and another, different onefor conslidaion. Thisis not
necessarily true. Perhgposwe should look for relevant factors tha, if present, contribute to
democratic conolidation, butwhen absent promote indability. This last idea deserves
further exploration, and thefind sectionsof this essay attempts jud that.
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Acute political crises mug betho affecting the central political ingitutions In
Latin American electoral democraciesthe central political inditutionsare presidents and
legidatures, because they are theonly onesinvolved in theddinition of this particular
type of democaracy (as stated in the* necessary requisites’ (i)—(iv) above. Identifying
those central political inditutionsin thisway is necessary for conceptud coheence;
whether it is empirically sengble aswell will be seen bdow. For those crisesto beacute
they mug occur at the borderline or beyond of wha is allowed by existing laws. If this
were not so, then the events would be contained within the existing legd framework,
withouttesting inditutiond limits. Thus “acute pditical crises,” for present purpoes, are

those in which:

» presdential and/or legidative authority is severely questionad, threatening to
ungeat incumbents;
* theprocedures channding these threats are (at aminimum) of dubiouscharacter,

beyondor a the borderline of existing law.

This excludes nommal impeachment procedures, or dissolution of legidatures within legd
procedures (which exist in some, butnotall, Latin American counties). According to this
definition, thefind result of an acute political crisis may beapresidential resignaion or
sacking, or thedissolution of paliament, or both. These results, however, are not
necessary to characterize apolitical crisis as “acute.” Wha is necessary is a Situation of
dubioudy legdity in which any of those results are clearly possible, and are beng sought
by at |east some relevant actors. From these definitionsit follows, in particular, that al
coups(successful or failed) are“acute political crises,” butthereverseisnottrue A
situdion of dubiouslegdity tha might depose a president but endswithoutchanging the
statusquo, for example, is an “acute political crisis,” butit isnotacoup

Findly, aswill be seen bdow, many acute political crisesinvolve conflicts
between presidents and legidatures. All acute political crises are cruda indancesin the
development of conflicts between pdlitical actors. In such crises there might be heroes
andvillainsin thestory of building democracy, buthereit is not necessary to ascertain
which iswhich. Such historical judgments are noteasy, and depend on both nomative
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and empirical assumptions It mighteven happen that the mog law-abiding actors are nat
necessarily “heroes,” and ther rivals are not necessarily “villains” Wha mattersfor
present purposes is the occurrence of the crises themselves (as defined above.

LATIN AMERICA’S DEMOCRATIC INSTABILITY, 1992-2007

This study addresses the current, 21%-century problems of democratic ingability in Latin
America. For practical purposes, therelevant period starts at the beginning of the century
and finish with thelatest information available at thetime of thiswriting. Thetask is,
thus identifying and explaining the acute political crises occurring during the eight-year
period 2006-07. To situate that period in asomewha broader perspective, the crises
occurring during the previouseight-year peiod, 199299, will beidentified aswell. The
two periodsprovide an appropriate compaison: bath are eightyearslong,and both
bdongto the present, pod—cold war era. Since thecold war had a significant impact on
many Latin American conflicts and crises (political and armed ones), thedirect
comparison of acute political crises occurring before and after its end might bedistorted
by theweight of such abig factor, presentin theearlier crises butnotin thelater ones.
The same procedure was followed to identify the acute political crises occurring
in both periods examining thevolumes correspording to theyears 1992-2007 of The
Annual Register (the Latin American sections vols. 234through249)and of Current
History (thefind section of each monthly issue “TheMonth in Review,” vols. 91
through106)to systematically identify and cross-check appropriate events. Both sources
proved consstent, with few exceptions increasing thereliability of theidentification

process. This basic information was complemented with other sources when necessary.
Early Post—Cold War Years, 1992-99: Mostly Traditional Crises

During theyears 1992-99 there were eight acute political crisesin six counties (Table
1). Thecounties are (in chronological order) Venezuda, Peru, Nicaragua Guaemala,
Paraguay, and Ecuador; both Venezuda and Paraguay experienced two crises each.
Lawful impeachments of several presidents (or at least “reasonably lawful,” perceived as
such by many observers), successful or not, are not induded in thislist: those of



10 Gonzalez

presidents Fernando Collor deMeéllo (Brazil, 1992, CarlosAndrés Pérez (Venezuda
1993) and Ernesto Samper (Colombia 1996)° At least onesemi-critical situaion
threatening alegidature was notinduded either. In Venezuda, in late March 1999,
President Hugo Chévez threatened to declare a state of emergency andto dissolve
Congress, but an agreement (conceding mog of President Ch&vez' s demandg was findly
reached.

TABLE 1

Acute Political Crises in Latin America, 1992-1999

Main characteristics of crisis

Country Crisis Focused on Result**
Verezielal Felbruary 1992 Presdent did not fall
Peru April 1992 Legslature dissolved
Vereziela2 November 1992 Presdent did not fall
Nicaragia December 1992 Legslature no charnge
Guatemala May 1993 Legslature no charnge
Paragiay 1 April 1996 Presdent did not fall
Ecuador Felbruary 1997 Presdent fell

Paragiay 2 March 1999 Presdent fell

* Accarding to the definition of acute political crisespresertedin the text, the initial
focus of the crisis may be the preddent, the legslature, or both.

** Presdents mayor maynot fall, legslators (all or some of them) may retain or may
lose their seats.

Saurces The Annual Review, Current History and (for specific criseg other sources
quotedin the text.

Table 1 presents Latin America' s acute political crises during theyears 199299
chronologically, and summarizes their main characteristics: theinitial focus of thecrisis
(president, legidature, or both; in practice, either presidents or legidatures), and its result
(presidents may fall or not, legidators may lose their seats or nof). Thefall of presidents
and the unseating of legidators are drastic changes in the statusquo. As acute political
crisesare cruda indancesin thedevelopment of aconflict in which several actors
confront others, those changesin the status quoa so mean tha the actors attacking
presidents or legidators have won. Hence, for the sake of brevity it may besaid tha a
crisisis“successful” if the president is sacked or legidators lose thar seats (tha is, when
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thecrisisdoeslead to “drastic changesin thestatusquo”); othewiseitis“faled.” Itis
not necessary to beahard-nosed structuralist to speak in these terms.

Venezuda s crises were both failed military coupsattempting to overthrow the
president (Carlos Andrés Pérez). Thefirst attempt (February 1992 was commanded by
then Lieutenant Colond Chévez, and the second (Novembe 1992)by Air Force
officers.* Peru’s crisis, also in 1992 was a successful coup (an autogolpe led by
President Alberto Fujimori with military suppott). In Nicaragug on December 30, 1992
President Violeta Barriosde Chamorro “ordered police officers to seize the Nationd
Assembly building and its assets and doauments, stating that an interim boad of directors
would be appointed.”*? The president “ sided with the Sandinistas and a small group of
UNO congressmen (...) to oud the mgjority faction of the[govening] coditionfrom
control of the Nationd Assembly” (Millett 1994,p. 127) The events of Decembe 1992
began alongcrisistha took afull year before reaching a political solution. Guaemala's
crisswas afailed autogolpe led by President Jorge Serrano in May 1993.Thepresident,
initially with military suppot, dissolved Congress (and the Supreme Court), buta
successful counter coupforced Serrand s resignaion. Thefirst Paraguayan crisis (April
1996)was afailed military coup,whereas the secondcrisis (March 1999) detonaed by
the assassination of thevice president, Luis Argafia, conduded when Congress initiated
impeachment proceedingsagang President R&ul Cubas, who resigned and fled to Brazil,
where heobtained political asylum. In Ecuador (February 1997) Congress declared
President Abdda Bucaram “mentally incapecitated” to goven; the county had three
presidentsin a single week. Bucaram findly obtained asylum in Panama.

Only oneof these crises replaced an electoral democracy with an inareasingly
authoritarian regime (Peru 1992) In all other crises at least minimalist democracies were
followed by othe minimalist democracies, or by thereequilibration of theformer one
Mog crises (five out of eight) were conventiond coupswith active military participaion
(they led in three, and followed the president in the other two, which were autogolpes).
Two of thecrises (Nicaragual992and Ecuador 1997) were not standad coups though
for different reasons In Nicaragug President Chamorro attempted to control (or to
unseat) the majority of her own codition. Ecuador s crisis was oneof thefirst of a“new”

typeof crisis, which will bediscussed in the following section. Theremaining episode
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(Paraguay 1999)is difficult to classfy, foritsinitial event (the assassinaion of thevice
president) may have been linked to factiond conflicts within thethen govening Colorado
Party; if so, the crisis was a miscalculated political crime runamok. Mog of thefive
“classical coups (fourinfive) failed. The success rate of the other three episodes was
highe (two out of three).

All but one(Ecuador 1997)of these crises were essentially intra-elite conflicts.
They were elite-planned and -led events, in mos cases induding military elites aswell.
Some of them induded protests (and some may have soughtto address populr demands
aswell), butactud mass participaion did notplay a centra rolein the course of events.*®
These crises may then becalled traditional, since whaever ther actors aims they
retained old, traditiond paternsof acute political conflictsin theregion. Thetrait
defining traditiond crisesisthusthe absence of decisive (or amodg decisive) mass
participation.™ The presence of dlites, in broad terms, does not discriminate between
traditiond and non-traditiond crises because elites are always present in both of them.™
Thecrisisin Ecuadorin 1997was not traditiond in this sense, for mass protests

contributed decisively (or aimog decisively) to thefind result.
Recent, Nontraditional Crises, 2000-07

During the eightyears 2000-07, there were ten acute political crisesin seven counties
(Table 2). The number of crises and of counties experienang them was similar to those
foundin 199299, thoughdighty highe on both counts. The counties experiencing
criseswere, in chronologcal order, Ecuador, Paraguay, Peru, Argenting Venezuda,
Boliviaand Nicaragua Bolivia had two crises, and Ecuador three. Asin theprevious
period, reasonably lawful attempts to impeach presdents were not counted as acute
political crises. There were two such attempts: in Paraguay (April 2002) agang
President Luis Gonza ez Macchi, and in Ecuador (November 2004) aganst President
Ludo Gutiérez. Both attempts failed.
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TABLE 2

Acute Political Crises in Latin America, 2000-2007

Main characteristics of crisis

Country Crisis Focused on* Result**
Ecuador 1 Jaruary 2000 Presdent fell
Paragiay May 2000 Presdent did not fall
Peru November 2000 Presdent fell
Argentina December 2001 Presdent fell
Vereziela April 2002 Presdent did not fall
Bolivial October 2003 Presdent fell
Ecuador 2 April 2005 Presdent fell
Nicaragia June 2005 Presdent did not fall
Bolivia2 June 2005 Presdent fell
Ecuador 3 March 2007 Legslature 57 lawmakers(out of

100) lost their seat

*  According to the definition of acue political crisespresentedin the text, the initial focus of
the crisis may be the presdent, the legslature, or both.

**  Presdents may or may not fall, legslators (all or some of them) may retain or may lose their
seas.

Saurces The Annual Review, Current History and (for specific crise other sourcesquotedin the
text.

In Ecuador sfirst and second crises (Januay 2000and April 2005 presidents
Jamil Mahuad and Gutiérrez, respectively, fell amids heavy pressures and mass
demondrations™® Initsthird crisis (March 2007)an absolute majority of lawmakers (57
outof 100) log ther seats: “On March 7", theelectoral tribuna decided, by three votes
to two, to expd 57 oppostion legidators from Congress. The previousday they had
backed moves to sack the head of thetribund because he had used his casting vote to call
areferendumonthe new assembly. Tha was ajobfor thelegidature, they said. Both
decisionswere of dubiouslegdity.”'” Ecuador s President Rafael Correa achieved his
aim and replaced those 57 legidators with their designaed alternates.

TheParaguayan crisis (May 2000 was amilitary coupled by suppoters of
Genea Lino Oviedo. Thecoupfailed after pressure from Brazil and the United States;
both wanted to avoid a breakdown. Peru’s crisis (November 2000)was President
Fujimori’ sfal (hewent to Japan and sent his resignaion back to Peru, in thewake of the
“Vladivideos’ scandal; Congress refused his resignaion and declared him “morally
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unfit” to goven). Argentind s President Fernandode la Riaresigned (in December 2001)
after public order broke down; asin Ecuador in 1997, Argentinahad four presidentsin
less than two weeks. Venezuda s crisis (April 20R) was afailed military coup (thistime
with suppot of the United States) againg President Chavez, preceded and followed by
mass demondrations(for and against Chavez).

In Bolivia, two presidents resigned unde duress: Gonzalo Sanchez deLosada(in
Octobe 2003)and CarlosMesa (in June2005) President Sanchez deLosadaresigned
after four weeks of clashes between security forces and protesters, and Vice President
Mesawas sworn in as president. Less than two years after assuming his pog, President
Mesaresignal after naionwide protests. In a patern nowfamiliar (asin Ecuador and
Argenting), his successor was notthefirst in lineto the presidency, nar the second
(because protesters were not willing to accept tham), but thethird, Eduado Rodriguez,
president of the Supreme Court.*®

Findly, in Nicaragua President EnriqueBolafioswas ailmog ouded by an aliance
of two former presidents, Daniel Ortegaand Arnddo Aleman, whoin Januay 2005
pushed throughconditutiond changes that weakened presidential power, and in June
created a commission to lift the president' simmunity and probehis alleged misuse of
public funds Thecrisis conduded in Octobea, when an agreement was reached to
sugpend the application of the conditutiond reforms voted in Januay and to maintain
presidentia immunity. TheUS deputy secretary of state had been in Managuain early
Octobe “for two days of talks intended to rally support for President EnriqueBolafios
agang wha the secretary called ‘acreeping coup:”*

Thefind results of nine of these crises maintained the existing regime: they were
followed by areequilibration of the existing minimalist democracy, or replaced it with
another minimalist democracy. In theremaining case (Peru), thefall of an autharitarian
regime was followed by an electoral demoaacy, undoing the results of Fujimori’s 1992
coup. Only two of theten crises were standad coupswith strongmilitary participaion
(Paraguay, May 200Q and Venezuda, April 2002) and both failed. All but oneof the
crises (Ecuador 2007)threatened presidents,?® and two-thirds of them (six out of nine)
succeeded in sacking them. Furthermore, in two of thethree crisesin which presidents
did notfall (Paraguay 2000and Nicaragua2005) it may be argued that externd pressures
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were very influential, if notdecisive. Thethird crigs, in Venezudain 2002 was
different: externd pressures ran both for and aganst the president; the coupfailed
because thelocal codition defending the president was strongenoughto resist both
internd golpistas and externd influences.

In mog of these crises (seven out of ten: all butthaose of Paraguay, Venezuda, and
Nicaragug), mass paticipation played a central or decisive role in the course of events.
Asthe Times putit, in thewhole of Latin America*” eight presidents have been ouded or

forced to resign in popular uprisings since 2000”#

Two years later Pérez-Lifidgn agreed:
“popubr uprisings(...) arethemain force behind the collapse of elected administrations’
(2007,p. 206). Thus modg crises during this period were not traditional in the sense
described at the end of the previoussection. These labdss (traditiond or nottraditiond)
are certainly notperfect; in particular, “not-traditiond” crises are notreally new. Butin
the past mog Latin American acute political crises and coupshave indeed been, by far, of

thetraditiond sort.
Continuities and Changes in Post-Cold War Acute Political Crises

When comparing the events of both periodssome significant smilarities emerge Firgt,
crises were dighty more numerous(and invdved jug onemore county) in themos
recent period, so it is not possible to say whether ther frequency is actudly increasing.
But so far it is notdecreasing. Somewhat paradoxically, democratic indability looks
either stable or increasing. Second, the crises did not changethe naure of pditical
regimes: they were mogly minimalist democracies before and after the crises. Jus one
crisis, tha of Peruin 1992 produced an authoritarian regime, but thisresult was undone
eightyears later, when Fujimori fell. In short, Latin America s democracies are not
endangeed so far by these crises, but mog are non-consolidaed, potentially ungable
minimalist democracies.

In fact, many are actually undable. Mog counties experiencing acute political
crisesin oneof those periodsalso suffered crisesin the other period. Guaemala had jus
onecrigs, inthefirst period, and Argentinaand Bolivia experienced crises only in the
second period; butfive counties out of eight (Venezuda, Peru, Nicaragua Paraguay, and
Ecuador) had crisesin both periods Leaving asidethe division between thetwo periods
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amog half of theregion’s counties (eightin seventeen) experienced acute political
crises since theend of the cold war. Six of them (Venezuda, Peru, Nicaragua Paraguay,
Ecuador, and Bolivia), more than onethird of theregion’s counties, suffered two or
more crises. These results suggest tha whaever the naure of thefactors leading to those
crises, they are nether accidental nor short-term events. Since the crises tend to occur
repeatedly in the same counties, they cannotbethe result of hgphazard, one-off events.
Thefactors leading to acute political crisesin the21% century were aready in place or
were building up before the 1990s(since thefirst of thetwo periodsexamined here
beginsin 1992) They seem to have strongresidud effects as well.

There are significant differences between thetwo periods too. First, thefrequency
of standad, old-fashioned coupsis decreasing. There were five of them in thefirst period
(out of eightcrises: al butthose of Nicaragual9®, Ecuador 1997,and Paraguay 1999)
butjud two in the second (Paraguay 2000and Venezuda 2002. Thisis congstent with a
patern of long-term decline in Latin America, military rebdlionsand successful coups
have both been declining systematically since the 1960s% Perhgpsthey are becoming
less frequent, at least in part, because they increasingly fail: mog of thefive earlier
“classical coups (fourinfive) came to naught both “classical coups of the second
period failed aswell. Second in five out of eight crises during thefirst period, theinitial
target was the presidency, asin nineoutof ten crisesin the second period. Presidents
seem to beincareasingly threatened, and legidatures safer. Third, seven of theeightinitial
criseswere “traditiond” (thefive coups, Nicaraguds crisis of 199293, and Argafid s
assassinaion) in the sense described above butin the second period there were only
three such crises (three out of ten: Paraguay 2000,Venezuda 2002,and Nicaragua2005)
Thus traditiond crises are less frequent. Besides thefact tha traditiond crises are
essentialy intra-elite conflicts in which mass paticipaion does not play acentra role,
whereas in nontraditiond crises mass paticipaionis aways centra, theeis at least one
additiond characteristic tha further distinguishes them: non-traditiond crises are far
more successful (all of them, eight crisesin al, were “successful”) than traditiond crises
(amongthem jug three out of ten “succeeded”). Thus seen fromthe point of view of
post-cold war acute political crises, mass political paticipaionin Latin America appears

clearly to beinaeasing, and it isincreasingly successful aswell.
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This preliminary andysis of thenature of acute political crisesin present Latin
America poses many relevant questionsfor the prospects of democracy and democratic
stability in theregion. Before attempting to explore them it is necessary to turn first to the

causes of those crises.

EXPLAINING RECENT POLITICAL CRISES, 2000-07
Probing the Relevant Literature

Thereis notmuch comparative literature on theroots of “acute political crises’ as defined
here.?® For the purposes of this essay, however, there are at least three relevant sources of
idess: first, studies onthe breakdown of democracies, such astheclassic work of Linz
and Stepan (1978) second, studies of the opposte process, trangtionsfrom authoritarian
rule (since this paper expects to probethe consolidation cases as well); and third, general
studies of political ingability, such astha of the State Failure Task Force, which attempts
to forecast political ingability (thoughdefined in much more severe terms than the acute
crises andyzed here). According to Linz and Stepan, thedirect effect of sodal and
econoric factors on the breakdown of democracies is somewha seconday. They provide
therestrictionsand oppotunities within which sodal and political actors choo% and act,
and those decisonsand actionsare the actudly decisive factors. Thefind turn of events,
towardseither breakdown or reequilibration, is thecombined result of those optionsand
actions A classic investigation of the same route but in theopposte way, from
authoritarian regimes to democracies (O’ Donnél, Schmitter, and Whitehead 1986) also
undescores the central role of political actors andthear options

A recent study on pdlitical ingability (in any context, democratic or nat), tha of
the State Failure Task Force (now known as the Political Indability Task Force),
identifies the mos impartant factors attached to pdlitical stability (Golddoneet al.,
2005) When these factors are absent, then a potentially large number of circumstances
might unleash crises. Thefind modd the Task Force foundmog appropriate to forecast
severe crises has jud four central factors or indgpendent variables. Themod important
factor by far isthetypeand characteristics of thepolitical regime.?* Two of the remaining
variables are political factors aswell: theregiond context (the“bad neghbahood”
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effect: when severa frontier counties suffer extreme crises, the* contagion” probability
is high), and govenmental discriminaion (political or economic) agang at least one
groupor community (“factiondism”). Theonly socioeconomic factor isinfant mortality,
used as an indicator of prevailing life conditions

Thegods of these three lines of research are different, and ther methodobgies are
very different (particularly tha of the Task Force with regard to the other two). In spite of
those differences they somehow share two central condusons First, wha mightbe
called “the primacy of politics™:

* inthebreakdownsand trangtionsstudies, political actors andtheir decisions(and
actiong are the central factors deciding the course of events, and

» theTask Forceidentifies four factors contributing to severe political ingability,
three of which are political; oneof thepolitical factors (the nature of the political
regime) is by far themos important of them all.

Second, sodal and econormic factors do matter, butfor the purposes of short-term

political andysisthey arerelevantin adifferent (or “seconday”) sense:

* inthebreakdownsand trangtion studies, they providethe condrainsand
oppotunities within which the actionsof political actors decidethe course of
events, and

» theTask Force sees them, according to the codficients of its modd, as oneof

three second-tier factors.

These simple, basic ideas will steer this search for an explanation of acute pditical crises.
Social and Economic Factors

Hondus and El Salvador, both relatively poa countriesin theregiond context, did not
expeience acute political crises during the period unde study here. Argentinaand

Venezuda, both relatively rich counties, suffered such crises. More generaly, it may be
easily shown tha material well-beng (as measured by gross domestic produd per capita)
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or levels of human development (as measured by the Human Development Index of
UNDP) are notdirectly linked to acute political crises. Those crises do not necessarily
occur where there are many poa people, nor arerelatively rich popubtionsspared. These
remarks are notlimited to the21% century either. During the three decades following
World War I1, Latin American democracies and semi-democracies with highe
development levels were dightly more vulnerable to breakdownsthan ther less favored
neighbos. During Huntington’s third wave of demoaratization, nationd econoric
performances or per-capitaincomes were not significant factors contributing to greater
democratic stability in Latin America (Mainwaring and Pérez-Lifian 2005 pp. 56-57).
Still, socdoeconomic factors mus be somehow present. For the Task Force they are one
of four main factors contributing to political ingability. From other pants of view
sodoecononic factors provide, as a minimum, thecondraints and oppotunities within
which choices can be made and actionsundetaken. So, oneway or another, they mug be
present; in what ways, exactly?

Since Linz and Stepan (1978 many authors have argued that “legitimacy of
results’ (of social and economic results) is oneof the necessary conditionsfor democratic
stability, at least inthelongrun® That is, “legitimacy of results’ (of theregime, notof a
paticular government) mug bereasonably high to suppott democratic stability. But this
idea of legitimacy introduces, by definition, subjective factors. “Legitimacy of results’ is
ajudgment: theresult of comparing “results’ (thesituation asit is perceived by people)
with some benchmark embodying wha is seen as both feasible and desirable (i.e.,
“legitimate” gods). What matters, then, isthedistance between benchmark and situaion.
If tha distance is nil or notsignificant, then results are legitimate (or expectationsare
satisfied). If thedistance is large results are not legitimate (or expectationsare
unstisfied). That distance may vary because any or both of its defining paints vary. And
if both vary aboutthe same, in the same way, then the distance itself does not change the
studionis condantly improving, butas the benchmark is beingraised at aboutthe same
rate, thedistance between them (i.e., thelevel of satisfaction of expectationg does not
change Thus “abolute” or “objective” soda and econormic factors, by themselves, do
not matter (tha is, notdirectly). What actudly mattersis
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» thedistance between actud living conditions(as people perceive them) and
people s legitimate gods (what they see as both desirable and feasible), and

* thechanges in (a) actud living conditionsand (b) people s legitimate gods (and
thechangein thedistance between them as well, which is a consequence of the
other two changes).

These are thefactors relevant to ascertain theinddence of sodoecononic circumstances
on acute political crises. It isnot easy to measure them with precision, butin
contemporary Latin America we do know something important abouthow oneof them is
changing throughtime. Benchmarks are continuotsly risingin two senses: they involve
more things(in a broad sense, notrestricted to material objects), andthey are making
increased demandson the quantity and qudity of those thingsas well. We also know why
benchmarks are rising. One of these reasonsis minimalist democracy itself, partly
because some kind of equdity of circumstances (as a minimum, of oppotunities) isa
naural generalization of theideaof pditical equdity, a centra pillar of democracy, and
patly because political competition makes candidaes offer more promisesto voters,
which in turn reinforces wha is seen as desirable and attainable. Benchmarks are ever
highe aso because of wha used to be called “demondration” effects (and are seen now
as part of globdizatior®). Ever more people know aboutliving condiionsin rich
counties because of theincreasing penetration of mass media. Radio, in paticular, is
now practically universal, even in the poorest rural regionsof the poorest counties, and
televisonis notfar off. Theregion’s growing migrationsto rich counties (and
paticularly to theUS) providefirst-hand witnesses for an ever larger propattion of Latin
Americans (themigrants' relatives, thar friends ther neghbos). Andfindly, the
remittances of those migrants provide actud proof that “people like me” (and among
those receiving remittances, “my own family”) can live far better than | can. If living
better is both desirable and feasible, then | have the right to live better.

Thus even thoughwe do not know exactly theways benchmarks vary over time,
for thebeginning of the 21 century (and for theforeseeable future) we do know the
shgpe of thisfundion: it ismonobnic, alwaysinceasing. It follows tha, if benchmarks
are congantly rising, then the situation mug (congantly) improveas well, merely to
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avoid frudrating expectations It is necessary to run jud to stay in the same place. How
can we check whether the situation isindead improving? The“situation,” i.e, living
conditionsas people perceive them, dependson actud, “ objective’ conditionsof living,
butit does notboil down to thos conditions People judgether actud living conditions
patly by compaisonwith their own and/or thar parents past experience, and patly by
compaison with “how they see people aroundthem living” (Friedman 2005, p. 81).

“[T]heessential pointistha ... people who live beter now than they did before,
or better than they recall thar parentsliving, are likely to think they are doing
well ... psychological studies have repeatedly confirmed tha people s satisfaction
dependsless onthelevel of ther income than on how it is changing.” (Friedman
2005,p. 82F'

Thebest way to see how people perceive ther living conditionsshould be asking them,
tha is, uang public opinion surveys. But in practice tha is a difficult task, and probably
an impossible oneonthebasis of existing surveys. First, a single question would not be
enough,because all, or at least mog of thejus mentioned factors should be measured; a
set of questionsis needed. Second, it is necessary to differentiate the kind of short-term
unstisfied expectationstha merely lead to votes for the oppostion, fromthose capable
of leading many people to face real risks participating in the protests characteristic of
nontaditiond crises. This task needsfiltering questionscapable of discriminaing among
these very different types of unstisfied expectations All of this could bedone butit is
not available yet, at least notin known questionnares of regiond reach.

Isthere an acceptable aternative? On onehand, the discussion so far strongly
suggests tha factors relevant for the occurrence of acute political crises mug be
relatively longterm. As seen above(2.3), the causes of the crises occurringin 2000-07
mug have been already in place, or were building up, before the 1990s In the same vein,
the*“legitimacy of results’ involved in Linz and Stepan’s discussion istha of regimes,
notof individud govenments. It requires the accumulation of unstisfied expectations
throughoutat |east severa years and govenments. Thisis congstent with the kind of
attitudes needed to risk oné s safety in thepotentialy dangeousbusness of defying
existing order and inditutions On the other hand, as Friedman putit, we know tha
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“people’ s satisfaction dependsless onthe level of thar income than onhowit is
changing;” and we know, too, tha “risingincomes are, in turn, what econoric growth is
al about’ (Friedman, loc. cit.). Asit iscommonly observed, economic growth isthetide
capable of lifting all bods.

Therefore, an available, aternative estimator of “ satisfaction with the situation”
(i.e., satisfaction with living conditionsas people perceive them) isthechange of gross
domestic produd during at least afull generation. This should be expressed in per-capita
terms, to control for the effects of popuktion growth, and preferably adjuged by
purchasing power paity, to avoid other spuriouseffects. Thisisjud apoor
approximation of what isreally needed, because econormic growth pe se does not
precludeits fruits being distributed unevenly. Economic growth with increasing
inequdity may notimproveliving conditionsfor mos people. But from a methodobgical
point of view, it is aconservative approximation. Withouteconoric growth mos people
cannotperceive improvementsin ther living conditions(the“situaion” is at best
stagnant).”® As we already know tha the benchmarks are systematically rising, this
implies, necessarily, the accumulation of increasingly unsatisfied expectations.

Table 3 presents the seventeen continental countiies ordered by decreasing levels
of average gross domestic produd (GDP) growth per capita, adjused by purchasing
power paity (PPP), for theyears 1975-2003 thisis a 28-year span. Thefind year (2003)
lies appropriately at aboutthe middle of the period beng andyzed here, 2006-07.
Counties may begroupel in thirds Theuppe or “best” third indudes six counties with
thehighest GDP growth. Thelower or “worst” third indudes six counties with the
lowest GDP growth. Theintermediate third indudes thefive remaining counties having
intermediate levels of GDP growth. Seven counties experienced acute political crises
during theyears 2000-07. Thus if low GDP growth is areasonéable indicator of
unsatisfied expectations and if themodd summarized aboveis aboutright, then al or
mog countiesin theworst third should have expeienced acute political crises, noneor
amog noneof thecountiesin the best third should have experienced such crises, and at
least onecountry of theintermediate third should probably have experienced acrisis(in a
pefect relationdhip al six counties of theworst third should have experienced acrisis,
which leaves an additiond county going to theintermediate group)
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TABLE 3

Average Annual Growth of Gross Domestic Product Per Capita 1975-2003
(adjusted by purchasing power parity, PPP) and Year of Highest Value

Country Growth of GDP per capita Year of highest value of GDP

(adjusted by PPP), 1975-2003 | per capita (adjusted by PPP)*
Chile 4.0 2003
Colombia 14 1997
CostaRica 1.3 1999
Uruguay 12 1998
Parama 1.0 2003
Mexico 0.9 2000
Brazil 0.8 2002
Paraguay ** 0.6 1981
Argentina ** 04 1998
El Salvador 0.2 1978
Guatemala 0.2 1980
Honduras 0.1 1979
Ecuador ** 0.1 1988
Bolivia ** -0.3 1977
Peru ** -0.5 1981
Veneaela** -1.1 1977
Nicaragua ** -2.8 1977

* Yearof the highes GDP per capita of the period 1975-2003 (adusted by purchasng power
parity, PPP). Saurce: PNUD (2005), based on World Bark data.

** Countrieshaving acute political crisesduring the period 2000-07 (accading to Tabe 2).

Thisisindead so. Noneof the counties of thebest third had acrisis; five of the
six counties of theworst third, and two in theintermediate third, did have crises.?®
Average annud growth of GDP for the seven courtries experiendng crises was negative,

-.51; for thecounties of thebest third it was 1.63. For the seven counties tha
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expeienced crises, thebest year of thewhole period (theyear of highest growth of GDP,
1975-2003)was, on average, 1983;for the counties of thebest third, the best year was
2000.For people living in 2003in the counties that experienced acute crises, therefore,
the“goodtimes’ (or theleast bad times) had occurred rwenty years before. For people
living in thefirst third counties the best times had been, on average, jud three years
before. In such circumstances perhgpsyou could be persuaded to vote for the oppostion,
but probably youwould nat risk your shirt in anti-govenment riots.

Therelationship between GDP growth and acute crises is not perfect, however,
and it showsin amoreformal probing. As seen above the average growth of GDP for the
Seven counties experiendng criseswas -.51; for theten counties not experiendang crises
was 1.11. Thedifference between those two meansis not significant (t-Student, at .05
level of confidence). This alonedoes notdiscard the argument, but demandsa careful
appraisal of its meritsin thefind discussion b ow.

Political Factors

Political factors, according to therelevant literature, should play a central rolein
explaining the occurrence of acute political crises. According to the Task Force findings
specificaly, regime typewas the single mog important factor. Here, however, al the
countiesunde consderation are at least minimalist democracies. At this level regime
typeisaconstant. 1t isthusnecessary to search beyondthe defining characteristics of
electoral democracies, followingthelogic of thediscussionin thefirst section. That logc
showed an arrangement of definitionsof democracy in approximately concentric circles,
starting from strictly procedural definitions through more demanding political requisites
(e.g., asthos of Dahl’s polyarchy), untl thestill more demanding requisites of those
who see social citizendhip as a defining condition of democracy. According to this
progression, immediately beyond purely procedurd definitionsare foundDahl’s
conditionsfor contestation (Snce those concerning paticipdion are already present in
minimalist democracies) and, from a different paspective, therequisites assodated with
civil citizendhip. These two families of conditionsdo not necessarily indudethe same set
of requisites, but at the core of both are sets of rights tha mug beenforced. As

O’ Donnél wrote,
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“Thefundamental point ... istha thereis aclose connection of democracy
with certain aspects of equdity amongindividudswho are posted notjug
asindividuds, but as legal persons, and consequently as citizens—i.e., as
carriers of rightsand obligaions.... Whaever theddinition of
democracy, since Athensuntil today, thisisits common historical core.”
(O’'Donndl 2007 p. 113)

In Latin Americathere arerights aplenty, butthey are not necessarily enforced. Rights
cannotbe propely enforced withou an indgpendent (in paticular, politically
indgpendent) and reasonably efficient judiciary. Theweaker tha judiciary, thepoorer the
enforcement of rights, and the lesser the advancement from minimalist democraciesto
fuller forms of democracy. Thus if al of our counties are already minimalist
democaacies, theindgpendence and effectiveness of the judicial branch should play a
similar roleto tha of regime typein theworld-wide andysis of the Task Force. Theless
indgopendent and effective thejudicial branch is, the more likely the occurrence of acute
political crises. It is also evident tha such afactor has a built-in, relatively long-term
view (asis necessary in this context, according to the arguments discussed above in 5.2),
since the building of areasonably efficient and independent judiciary isalongterm
endeavor. To summarize: in countiestha aready are (at least) electoral democracies,
judicia-legd effectivenessisin fact an indicator of democratic advancement (or
“progress,” to use arather outmoded word) on the path from minimalist to fuller forms of
democracy. Kauffman (2004)provides an index of judicial-legd effectiveness based on
surveys of firms. It is based onthe percentage of firmsin each county giving satisfactory
scores to questionson judicial indgpendence, judicia corruption, qudity of thelegd
framework, protection of propety rights, and judicial and police effectiveness; theindex
isthe average of satisfactory answvers for each oneof the six indicators.

Table 4 presents Kaufmann’s index of judicial-legal effectivenessfor the
seventeen continental counties (circa2002-03) in the same format as Table 3. It mug be
noted that theindex’ s values themselves may be somewha debaable. Thesingle mos
important criticism is probably tha conaerning Argentind s postion. Should Argentina
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really belast onthislist? First, it islikely tha thejudgments of the surveyed firms were
influenced by the problems and fierce debaes tha occurred in Argentinaduring and after
thecrisis (the surveys were conduded afew monthsafter De laRua s resignaion). In
fact, accordingto a single, direct indicator of judicial-legd effectiveness mentioned
bdow, Argentinadtill bdongsto the“worst third,” butis nolonge at the battom of the
list. Bolivia, Nicaragug Paraguay, and Venezuda (in tha order) show lower values than
Argentina But ugngthis aternative ind cator does not affect the present discussion,
since Argentinawould remain in theworst third. Second, probably the mos important
explanation of Argentina s postiononthislist istha respondentsin different counties
do notuse acommon “absolute” scale. Ther answers to mos questionsthat are part of
theindex involve subjective judgrrents that depend on the distance between what they
actudly see and wha they think they should see (exactly asin 3.2 above). For Argentina
thislast expectation (wha respondents think they should see) is surely far highe than
those prevalent in many counties onthelist. Thisdoes not damagethe present andysis,
however, because the attitudes and actionsof all relevant actors are based on this kind of
perceived distance, noton eventud “absolute” judgnents of experts. In many
circumstances the bigge these perceived distances are, theless likely actors will behave
as law-abiding citizens (persons politicians, parties, firms, or other inditutions.

Table 4 shows tha thelink between acute pdlitical crises and theindex of
judicia-egd effectiveness looksstronge than tha between crises and GDP growth. As
in Table 3, noneof the countries of the best third (those of highest judicial-legd
effectiveness) had crises, and five of thesix countiesin theworst third, plustwo in the
intermediate third, did have crises. Thetwo countiesin theintermediate grouptha had
crises are thetwo lowest ranked in thegroup. Theonly misclassified county, Guatemala,
which isin theworst groupbutdid not have an acute politica crisisin this period, did
have acrisisin thefirst peiod, 199299 (in May 1993,as seen in Table 1). The mean
valueof theindex for thefirst third countries was 44 98%; for the counties having
political crisesin thepeiod,jus 14.36%.
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TABLE 4

Judicial-Legal Effectiveness, circa 2002-2003

. Judicial-legal effectiveness*
Countries Perertage Rark
Chile 66.8 1
Uruguay 50.5 2
CostaRica 47.2 3
Brazil 415 4
El Salvador 339 5
Colombia 30.0 6
Mexico 29.8 7
Parama 25.9 8
Honduras 17.6 9
Peru ** 175 10
Nicaragua ** 16.3 11
Ecuador ** 15.0 12
Guatemala 14.6 13
Paraguay ** 134 14
Bolivia ** 13.2 15
Venealela ** 12.8 16
Argentina ** 12.3 17

* Index of judicial-legal effectiveness circa 2002—-03: percenage of firmsin eachcountry giving
satisfactory scoresto quegions on judicial independence, judicial corruption, quality of the legal
framework, protecion of property rights, and judicial and police effectiveness. Saurce: Kaufmam
(2004).

** Countrieshaving acute political crisesduring the period 2000-07 (accading to Tabe 2).

Thesame andysis conduded onthebasis of asingle indicator of judicia
indgpendence (Stein et al. 2005)shows a somewhat stronge relationship between judicial
independence and crises, because al the counties of theworst third experienced crises,
plusoneof theintermediate third (tied in thelast pogtion of tha third; not shown here
because of reasonsof space). Thediscussion aboveuses Kaufmann'sindex partly
because it combines six relevant variables, and patly because in Stein et a.’ sindicator
several counties have equd scores, which blurs and obscures the general discussion
bdow. Thisdecisionisthusmethodobgically consrvative. Therelevant point here,
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however, istha the conduson of theandysis does not dgpend on oneparticular
indicator of judicial-legd effectiveness.

In amore formal probing, the average value of Kaufmann’sindex for the seven
counties experiendng acute crises in the period, as reported above is 14.36%, whereas
that averagefor theten countiestha did notexperience crisesis 35.78% Thedifference
between thetwo meansis significant (t-Student, at .01 level of confidence). Hence, both
informally and formally thelink between judicial-legd effectiveness (the“political”
factor) and crises is stronge than thelink between the growth of GDP per capita (the
“sodoecononic” factor) and crises. Thisis congstent with the* primacy of politics’ idea.

Explaining Acute Political Crises

Unsatisfied expectations(as measured by GDP per capita growth, 1975-2003)and
“democratic advancement” (as measured by judicial-legd effectiveness) are both, as
expected, directly linked to acute pditical crises. They are also correlated between them
(R squae = .567). Wha mattersfor the present purposesisthar combined effect onthe
occurrence of acute political crises. It seems entirely natural to expect tha the
consquences of unsatisfied expectationsshould differ accordingto thelevel of
democratic advancement. Dissatisfaction tha in an established democracy may simply
castigate incumbents, in a precariousdemocratic order may rock thebod.

Figure 1 presents conjointly theresults of Tables 3 and 4. Thethree courtries that
bdongsimultaneoudy to both “worst thirds’ in Tables 3 and 4 (Ecuador, Bolivia, and
Venezuda) are thusin what could becalled the“critical” zoneof Figure 1; thethree
expeienced acute political crises duringtheyears 2006-07. Six counties combine oneof
thetwo “worst thirds’ with an “intermediate third,” thusbdongingto a*“risk” zone four
of them (Paraguay, Argenting Peru, and Nicaragug experienced crises in 2000-07, one
(Guaemala) did not, but had an acute crisisin thefirst period (May 1993) and only one
Honduas, has been spared so far. Beginning fromthe opposte extreme of Figure 1, four
counties combinetwo “best thirds’ (Chile, Uruguay, Coda Rica, and Colombia), thus
bdongingto a“safe’” zoneg and four additiond countries (Panama, Mexico, Brazil, and El
Salvador) combineone®best third” with an “intermediate third,” thusbdongingto a



Gonzéalez 29

“probably safe” zone Noneof these eight counties had acrisis, either in the second

period or in thefirst.

FIGURE 1

Judicial-Legal Effectiveness (circa 2002—-03), Unsatisfied Expectations
(according to average annual growth of GDP per capita, 1975-2003)

and Acute Political Crises, 2000-2007*

Growth of GDP
per capita at PPP,
1975-2003

Third with greatest
GDP growth

Intermediate third

Third with least GDP
growth

Judicial-legal effectiveness circa 2002—-2003

Least Intermediate Most
effective third third effective third
Chile
- Panama Uruguay
Mexico Costa Rica
Colombia
11 1I 1
Guatemala
Paraguay** _ Brazil
Argentina** El Salvador
1V 11 1I
Ecuador** Honduras
Bolivia** Peru** _
Venezuela** Nicaragua**
\% 1V 11

* Judicial-legal effectiveness circa2002—-2003 (from Tabe 4); unsatisfied expectations according
to average amual growth of GDP per captaat PPR 1975-2003 (from Takle 3). ** Countriesthat
experiencedacute political crises during the period 20002007 accading to Talde 2. Within each
cell countriesare ordered(higher to lower) by diminishing levels of legal effectiveress.

Zones (groups of cells): I, “safe’ zone; II, “probably safe” zone; 111, “i ntermedate” zone
(emgrically emgy); IV, “risk” zone; V, “critical’ zone.

Thecombination of a“best” with a“worst third,” or of thetwo intermediate

groups is empiricaly void: there are no countries in this “intermediate” bi-dimensond

zone This might merely reflect the sizable correlation between thetwo factors. But it
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also hints at the presence of two circles, onevicious (that of the“risk” and “critical”
zones), and the othe virtuous(the“safe” and “ probably safe” zones). Fromthisview, the
intermediate space between these circles seems to be an undable zone Perhgpsit is not
impossible to stand on this particular fence, butit looksdifficult. It mighthgppen, for
example, tha the pressures of accumulated, unsatisfied expectationsmake inditutiond
(andjudicial) conlidation even harder, which further complicates governing, which in
turn leadsto poa sodoecononic results for mog of the popuktion, thusdegpening
unstisfied expectations Andogousy, sugained goodtimes, with comparatively satisfied
popuktions may facilitate ingitution building, which facilitates policy making and
execution, which in turn leadsto even better times.

At first sighttheargument summarized in Figure 1 provides a potentially good
explanaion of theoccurrence of acute political crisesin theregion during theyears
2000-07. But two additiond questionsshould beanswvered. First, to wha extent do these
results depend on arbitrary ways of andyzing theinformation (e.g., grouping the
countiesin threethirds butnotin hdves, orin fourths)? Second,to wha extent do these
results depend on examining (also arbitrarily) theinformation of thetwo explanaory
variables as if they were ssimple orderings thoughthey actudly are quantitative
variables? The simplest way of answering these two questionssimultaneoudy isto
peform acluger andysis on the bi-dimensond space formed by growth of GDP per
capitaandjudicial-legd effectiveness. On substantive grounds for the purposes of this
discussion there are three significant groupsof countries:

» conolidaed democracies (three counties, as seen above Chile, CodaRica, and
Uruguay),

» theseven counties expeiendng acute political crises during theyears 2000-07
(Table 2: Paraguay, Peru, Ecuador, Argentina Venezuda, Bolivia, and
Nicaragug), and

» athird, intermediate group, neither conlidaed nor experiendng acute crises (the
remaining seven counties, Colombia, Brazil, El Salvador, Panama, Mexico,
Guaemala, and Hondues).
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It makes sense, then, to congder first three clugders. In thiskind of cluger andysisthe
observer indicates the number of clugersto beformed, and a standad statistical
procedure calculates how many counties are in each group (and what countiesthey are)
by minimizing the sum of the distances of each member of each groupto thegroup’s
center (or “centroid”). Groupsare defined precisely in orde to minimize those sums. Do
theresulting cluders actudly reproduce thethree subdantive groups

TABLE 5

Cluster Analysis of Figure 1 Data, as Detailed in Text
Cluster Composition and Distance of Members From Their Respective Centers
(“centroids”)

Three clusters, their compositions, and distances to their centroids

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3
Cluster 1 Distancesto  Cluster 2 Distancestoits = Cluster 3 Distancesto

itscenter center itscenter
Uruguay 4.440 El Savador 1.805 Ecuador 0.532
CostaRica 7.682 Colombia 2.285 Guatemala 0.585
Chile 12.106 Mexico 2.420 Bolivia 1.546
Parama 6.322 Paragiay 1.656
Brazil 9.280 Verezwela 2.078
Argertina 2.562
Peru 2.759
Nicaragia 2.888
Honduras 2.893

Saurce: Estimation on the bads of the datafrom Figure 1.

Table 5 shows theresults of such a cluger andysis, performed onthedaafrom Tables 3
and 4. When three groupsare required, the results reproduce the three subgantive groups
shown abovevery closely. Thefirst cluger of Table 5 indudes jud thethree conlidated
democracies (Chile, Coda Rica, and Urugugy): exactly thefirst subgantive group.The
third cluger presented in thetable indudes nine countries: the seven counties
expeiendng acute political crises duringtheyears 2000-07, plus Guaemala, tha (as was
pointed out above had no crisisin 2006-07, butdid have onein thefirst period (May
1993)* plus Honduies, which has been spared so far, thoughits political situaionis
becoming increasingly difficult.* These are al the counties of the“critical” and “risk”
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zones of Figure 1. Theremaining cluger (the secondone five counties) indudes al the
counties of theintermediate group (nether consolidated, nor experiendng crises) minus
Guaemala and Honduias. Thus Table 5 amount to an even better description of the
facts than Figurel.

Thisdescriptionisrobug, paticularly regarding the group of countiesinduded
in thethird cluger of Table 5 (the counties of the“critical” and “risk” zones of Figure 1).
As might be expected from thedistances reported in Table 5, this cluger is very closly
knit. If cluger andyses are conduded to form four, five, or even six groups in al three
andyses oneof theresulting groupsis exactly the same nine-county cluder. If a
different cluger andysisis conduded (the so-called “hierarchical” procedure, which does
not specifies apriori the number of clugers), the same nine-county cluger reappears.
Theresults aboveare indeed robug, then, and it may be conduded tha in continental
Latin America, at thebeginning of the21% century, acute political crises probably area
conjoint result of the unsatisfied expectationsof citizensand of the still precariousnaure
of mog of theregion’s minimalist democracies. Thisideais scarcely new or surprising;
therelevance of thepreceding andysis (if any) istha: (a) it assignsa reasonably precise
empirical meaning to tha idea, within a consstent conagptud framework; (b) it shows
thevery strong(almog “deterministic”) naure of thelink between thelikely causes and
thar consequences, thecrises, and (c) it does so providing a single explanaory modd for
both acute crises and their opposte, the success stories of conlidated democracies.

Findly, before probing theimplicationsof this andysisit should be undescored
tha itstwo causal factors are not events, but processes. In each of them thereisan
accumulation of events (expectationspersistently unsatisfied during at least a generation,
and the building of aworking, autononousjudicial branch duringasimilar or perhaps
even larger timeframe). These causes, thus are notdirect, “efficient” causes; they rather
create the oppotunities and increase thelikelihoodfor their consequences (the crises) to
actudly occur. Thedirect causes are thegods, decisons and actionsof theactors whose
conflicts findly unleash thecrises. The causal factors of the present explanation
accumulate inflammable subgances; onae they reach dangeouslevels, many particular
events may providethe spak tha lightsthefire. Therelationship between causa factors
and theresultant crisesisin theend probabilistic; even very dangaoussituaionsdo nat
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necessarily endin acrisis, because some circumstances, as the qudity of leadership, for
example, may preventit. Neverthdess, aslongasthebasic causal processes are not
reversed (or begin to bereversed), crises become increasingly likely. When theexisting
order cannotprocess accumulated grievances, some leaders (old or new) will emergeto
head the protests of aggrieved actors, and other |leaders and actors will attack them .
Some will attempt to attend to those demands some to end theexisting order, others will
defend tha order; amongall those actors, some (or many) will see an oppotunity to
further their own gods. If established leaders cannotcope there will usudly be many
aspiring leaders ready to capture or create thar own oppotunities. The crises themselves
are attempts at resolution of those conflicts (failed or successful). Given enoughtime, the
likelihoodof acrisis becomes highea, and because of thisthefind relationship between
the causal processes and thar resulting crises becomes so strongas to look
“deterministic.”

IMPLICATIONS OF THE FINDINGS

Robug asit is, thismodd could bewrong Theevents themselves (the crises) and ther
assodations with their assumed causal factors (unsatisfied expectationsof citizens and
the precariousnaure of mog of theregion’s minimalist democracies) are historical facts,
but the explanation of those assodationsmay or may not be correct. If not, al tha isleft
Is an accurate description of individud events and thar assodationswith their supposd
causes, butlinked by an erroneousandytical framework. Assuming the explandionis
reasonably accurate for themedium term (say, for at least three decades after the end of
thecold war) severa consequences follow, some of them concerning therecent past,
othersinvolving future events. Theimplicationsconcerning the recent past, or “pod-
dictions” may be checked, and if they are confirmed, the explanaionitself becomes
more convindng. The conequences involving the medium-term future result from the
logic of the proposd explanaion;they describearelatively likely future, or at least a
plausble one Both types of consquences, past and future, are thusworth probing.
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“Post-dictions”: Parties and Party Systems

Factors tha cause acute political crises should affect parties and party systems. It should
be expected tha the accumulation of unsatisfied expectationsintensfies voters search
for solutions In (at least) minimalist democracies this may lead first to govening paties
and established oppostionschanging thar roles with increasing speed and bigge swings
Asthingsdo notimprove at some point this may lead to experimenting with new,
untested aternatives (which may lookrisky for some actors). If many voterslookfor
different dternativesin a systematic way, in largenumbers, far beyond“nomal” rates of
changing preferences, then, by definition, electoral volatility (the amountof changein
voters choices) mus increase.® That is, electoral volatility prior to, or approximately
simultaneoudy with, the occurrence of acute political crises.

Isthis link between electoral volatility and acute political crisesright? Michael
Coppalge(2007)discusses the recent evolution of several characteristics (induding
volatility®) for eleven Latin American counties, those having thelongest electoral
experience.** Coppelge s sample indudes five of the seven counties experiencing acute
political crises during theyears 2000-07 (Nicaraguaand Paraguay are notin his sample).
According to Coppealgé s estimations electoral volatility followed the expected patern
in these five counties. Venezuda s volatility was stable from 1978to 1988(14% +/- 2),
and jumped to 37% in 1993,jud oneyear after thetwo crises of 1992.Since then it has
remained high (47%in 2005,highe than theaverage for the eleven counties, 39%).
Peru, with extremely high historical levels of volatility, averaged 52% between 1978and
1990(its highest value, 61% occurred in 1978) and jumped to 75%in 1992 theyear of
Fujimori’ s coup. Since then it has remained high by Latin American standads though
lower than its own average of 1978-90. Ecuador, as Peru, had high volatility in the past,
butfrom 1986to 1994 (five electiong its electoral volatility was stable, around20% (its
highest valuewas 22%in 1990} in 1996(oneyear before thecrisis of 1997)it increased
to 27%, and then, except for 1998 went oninaeasing (57%in 2002 62% in 2006) as
the county experienced crisesin 2000,2005,and 2007.1n Argentinathe paternis
present aswell, butless clear-cut. Averagevolatility from 1985to 1995was 23%,
jumped to 50% in 1997,fell to 24%in 1999,and then began to grow steadily again: 36%
in 2001 (theyear of thecrisis), 48% in 2003,56 % in 2005% Findly, Boliviaaso clearly
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fits the expected patern. From 1989to 1997 (three electiong its average volatility was
35% (highest value 39%); then jumped to 52%in 2002 (jug oneyear before thecrisis of
2003)and to 67%in 2005(theyear of the secondBolivian crisis). In shott, in al five
countiesthat had acute political crisesin theyears 2006-07 and areinduded in
Coppalgé s sample, electoral volatility onthedaes of thar respective crises followed the
expected patern (high and increasing, with regard to ther own previouslevels).

To propely ascertain the meaning of this result, the andysis shoud focusonwhat
happened with electoral volatility in theremainingsix counties of Coppealgée s sample
tha did nothave crises. Thisisnotarea compaison, since inthese countiesthere are
no critical daes linked to predicted increases in volatility, but at least levels and trends
may be compared. In this groupof six counties only Colombia had recently electoral
volatility levels comparable to thos of the other group of counties. Colombian volatility
has been increasing since 1994, reaching abou 50% in 2002and 2006 (thoughthese
figures are lower than tha of 1990,57%). Three of theremaining five counties (Mexico,
Brazil, and Chile) show very clear trendsof decreasing volatility, and ther mod recent
values are significantly lower than those quoted so far: 18%in Mexico (2006, 14%in
Brazil (2006) and 7% in Chile (2009.

Thetwo remaining cases, Coda Rica and Urugugy, are paticularly interesting for
present purposes. During thepast hdf century Coda Rica has experienced three similar
periodsof relatively high volatility (according to its own standads): 1958-62 (33% +/-
5), 1974-78(31% +/- 3) and 2002-06 (31%+/- 4). Volatility was lower in the
intervening years 1966-70 (11% on average) and 1982-98 (five electionswith an
averagevoldtility of 16%). There are two significant differences beiween CodaRica' s
volatility and those of the counties experiendng acute crises. First, even at its pesks,
volatility is lower. Second, those peaks seem to beepisodes of relatively high voter
dissatisfaction, and these episodes have been resolved so far throughchangesin pdicies,
in thegovening paty, and/or in the party system itself. Thelast pesk reflected therise of
anew center-left party, the Citizen Action Party (Partido Accion Ciudadana, or PAC),
led by Otton Solis, aformer Nationd Liberation Party (Partido Liberacion Nacional,
PLN) congessman and minister. The PAC ddiied the established role of thetwo leading
paties, PLN andtheSodal Christian Union Party (Partido Unidad Social Cristiana, or
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PUSC), which dominaed political life duringthelast thirty years (snce 1978each won
the presidency fourtimes). In the 2002presidentia election, Solis won 27% of thevote,
forcing (for thefirst time) a second-roundelection (won by PUSC’'s Abd Pacheco). In
2006, polls and mog observers expected alanddide for PLN’s Oscar Arias, whowon,
indeed, indead with jug 40.9% of the vote agang 39.8% for PAC's Solis. Thus in Coga
Rica unstisfied expectationswere “processed” within existing democratic inditutions
(provoking nather crises nor breakdowns), thoughthey did changethe paty system. The
same conduson appliesto Urugua. Urugug had very low volatility from 1966to 1999
(10% +/- 4), which suddenly doubled in 2004(27%), the year in which the historical |eft
(the Broad Front, or Frente Amplio), led by Tabaré Véazquez, won presidential elections
for thefirst time in the county’s history. Asin Coda Rica, thisvolatility islow by Latin
American standads and it reflects changesin theparty system resulting from
accumulated unsatisfied expectations Furthermore, the Broad Front shares several traits
with Coga Rica s PAC (thoughVazquez won, whereas Solis “amog” won). Coga Rican
and Urugugyan political changes and increased volatility are thusnormal changes
occurring within aworking ingitutiond framework, changes that ultimately reflect
significant turnsin citizens preferences.

In several senses wha hgppened in Colombiais similar to eventsin Uruguay and
paticularly to thos in Coda Rica. Colombia srecent high volatility (2002and 2009
reflects the political ascent of President Alvaro Uribe, first elected in 2002 and reelected,
after aconditutiond reform, in 2006 Uribeisaformer libera; regarding party
affiliationsUribeis more akin to Cogta Rica' s Solis than to Urugua/’s Vazquez. Uribe
won against thetraditiond parties (as Solis attempted and failed, thoughin 2006hewas
very close to winning). In spite of Colombia' s oversize political problems, dissatisfaction
with both traditiond parties led to significant political changes, induding Urib€ stwo
presidendes, without acute political crises.

Latin America s conlidaed democracies show different situaionsin this regard.
CodaRicaand Urugugy confronted inaeasing voter dissatisfaction, as shown by ther
increasing electoral volatility, which led to significant political changes. In Chile surely
thereis dissatisfaction too, as shown by some problems experienced by Michdle
Bachdet’s government, but volatility has been systematically decreasing. Furthermore,



Gonzéalez 37

Chileistheonly case of continuity of the same govening codition since democratic
restoration. Thisis surely linked to thefact tha for many votersrightwing parties were
too close to the unpopuiar military regime led by Augugo Pinocdhet, butit mug also have
something to do with thefact tha growth of Chile’s GDP per capitafrom 1975to 2003
(4.0, Table 3) was aimog triple that of its closest follower (Colombia, 1.4). Thus Chilean
center-left govanments were in afar better postion to attendto citizens expectations
(and to develop sodal policies) than those of al other Latin American countries.

In short, the argument explaining acute political crises|ed to empirically correct
pod-dictionsconcerning electoral volatility in Latin American counties. Volatility was
highe in counties experiendang acute crises, and incareased consderably jug before or
aroundthar respective crises. All othe countiesin Coppealge s sample (except
Colombia) showed lower levels of volatility. In three of them (Mexico, Brazil, and
Chile), volatility has been consstently decreasing. In thetwo remaining counties, Coda
Ricaand Uruguay, both conslidated democracies, increased volatility in recent years
produced significant political changes. These changes occurred within ther respective
inditutiond frameworks, andreflected larger than usud changesin citizens preferences.
Thus themodd presented in section 3 also suggests an explanation for some significant
differences (in electoral volatility and changesin the party system) observed between the
regions consolidated democaracies.

Democratic Instability 2008—15

As seen above the variables explaining acute political crises are medium- to longterm
processes. Thisistrueboth for the conaeptud characterization of those variables
(unsttisfied expectations advancement on the path from minimalist to fuller forms of
democracy) and for ther actud indicators (growth of GDP per capita 1975-2003;
judicia-legd effectiveness). The explaining factors are nather volatile nor highly
sengtive to short-term actions In the short term they can changeonly incrementally.
“Redl” changeistheresult of the susained accumulation of incremental changes pointing
in the same direction. In practice this meanstha the cells of Figure 1 are “sticky:” once
you enter into oneof them, it isnoteasy to exit. In paticular: it isdifficult to exit of them
quickly. Thisisgoodnewsfor the countiesin thesafer zones of Figure 1: they can make
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several mistakes before having to pay for them (the role of this “ stickiness’ isthus
similar to tha of Hirschman’s classic “voice”). But it is bad news for the countiesin the
riskier zones: they have to toil congstently, accumulatively, in order to leave ther cells.
In themeantime, lapses may be common (as seen in Tables 1 and 2).

Thus athoughmog Latin American counties have benefited from theeconormic
bonanza of thelast years, for many of themitisnat a“solution,” but merely afirst step.
Furthermore, in many counties progress on theingitutiond front seemsto beslow or nil.
Hence, “more of thesame” should be expected in the next eight-year period, 2008-15,
paticularly if and when that economic bonanza ends Acute political crises are unlikely
in the now conlidated democracies (Chile, Coda Rica, and Uruguay). They are
relatively improbable in the counties of the* probably safe” zoneof Figure 1 (Brazil, El
Salvador, Panama, and Mexico) and in Colombia,* thoughthey are more at risk than
consolidaed democracies. At the opposte end of Figure 1 (followingits main diagond),
crises are mog likely in Ecuador, Bolivia, and Venezuda, and lesslikely in Honduas,
Guaemala, Peru, Nicaragug Paraguay, and Argentina (thoughthey are still at risk). This
reasoning does not anticipae the number of counties experiencngcrises (i.e., it could be
similar to thoe oberved in 1992-99 or in 200607, lower, or highe), butit does
anticipae relative probabilities of experiencing acrisis. Eventud deviationsfromthese
expected probabilities might occur and, if so, they should follow the oberved behavior of
the explanatory variables (unstisfied expectations advancement on the path from
minimalist to fuller forms of democracy). Significant changesin electoral volatility may
serve as a short-term early warning, particularly for countiesin theriskier zones.*’

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Asdiscussed above in thesubdance, if notthewords mog observers agree tha at the
beginning of the 21™ century al (or amog all) continental Latin American counties
were at least minimalist democracies, and tha thirty years ago almos noneof them were
s0. This had never been seen in Latin American history, and from a normative point of
view it is goodnews. But many of these new minimalist democracies have experienced
acute political crises. True tho crises did notlead to nondemoaratic regimes (andtha is

goodnewstoo), butthe counties experiencdng them are not stable democracies either,
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much less conlidated ones. Thisis an improvement with regard to theregion's past, but
itisdtill far fromthe (normative) god of stable, consolidated democracies.

Thisrather pessimistic view is patially truefor thethree counties tha were
aready (at least) minimalist democracies at the beginning of thethird wave. One of them
(CogaRica) became a consolidaed democracy (thoughsome observers would say it had
been onesince the beginning), one(Venezuda) has experienced three acute crises since
1992 (and as noted above some andysts bdieve Venezudais nolonge ademocacy, not
even of theminimalist sort), and thethird (Colombia) liesin beween, ndther
consolidaed nor undable (tha is, withoutacute crises), butimproving, according to
several indicators (such as the Freedom House indexes of political rights and civil
liberties) during thelast few years.

A first look suggests the pessimistic view ringstruer for theremaining fourteen
counties, minimalist democracies bom or restored during the third wave. Two of them
(Chile and Uruguay) have become consolidated democracies. Seven counties
(Guaemala, Paraguay, Argentina, Peru, Nicaragua Ecuador, and Bolivia) have
expeienced acute political crises, and theremaining five counties (Brazil, Mexico,
Panama, El Salvador, and Honduas) lie in between, ndther consolidaied nor ungable.
Thus outof those fourteen new or restored minimalist democracies jus two (14%)
became conlidated. An intermediate group (five counties, 36%) indudes democracies
notyet conlidated, butso far stable. The counties of the biggest group (seven, 50%)
have not been able to stabilize their minimalist democracies, since they have al

expeienced acute political crises.
New or Restored, Unstable Democracies

Therefore, apreliminary appraisal of the meaning of minimalist democraciesfor the
progpects of democracy in theregion mus begin by probing wha hgppened in the biggest
group of counties, those experienang acute political crises. Two of these seven counties
(Paraguay and Nicaragug look rather stagnant. During thelast four yearstheir Freedom
House indexes of political rights and civil libertiesremained stable, at modest averages
(3, in both cases, onascale from 1, best, through7, worst). To make real progress,
Paraguay, after electing Lugo,thendion’sfirst definitely non-Colorado president, still
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hasto survive theexperience inditutiondly. Preliminary signds suggest it will notbe
easy. Nicaraguaaready madethat jump, from Ortegato Violeta Chamorro and back,
with Aleman and Bolafiosin between, but after thefirst test (from Ortegato Chamorro),
it had two acute crises, and mog externd observerstend to agree tha inditution building
has been replaced by pacts between thetwo main parties (and thar caudillos). Little or no
progress has been observed during recent years.

Guaemalaimproved its Freedom House average dightly in 2007,and in early
2008a center-left president (Alvaro Colom) was sworn in, for thefirst time in more than
hdf a century. What matters hereis nat the precise ideological identity of thenew
president, but his postionwith regard to the consrvative, relatively closed, eite
establishment tha has ruled Guaemalain recent decades. Thisis a significant change
butin too early astagefor its consequences to be seen.

Three of theremaining counties, Bolivia, Ecuador, and Peru, are the scenes of six
of theten crises occurring between 2000and 2007, Hence they seem to bedifficult places
for democratic development, paticularly Ecuador (three crises. 2000,2005,and 2007)
and Bolivia (two crises. 2003and 2005) Neverthdess, consde thefollowing. All of
these crises were nontaditiond, because they invaved decisive or amog decisive (and
successful) mass protests leading to illegd or “borderling’ sacking of presidents (almogt
aways; in jus onecase, Ecuador 2007,they unseated legidators). These crises did not
come out of theblue for increasing political participation and protest was notlimited to
the streets. Voters had been actively looking for change®within therulebook; as attested
by high electoral volatility levelsthat jumped even highe jus before thecrises (see
above. Accordingto Mainwaring (2006,pp.312andff.), since 1978(i.e., since the birth
or restoration of minimalist democracies in thethree counties), “there has been a
dramatic expandon of democratic representation” in them. Thisis true because of “the
massive incorporation of new citizens, quditative changes in citizenship, new
oppotunities for representation made possible by theintrodudion of direct electionsfor
goveanors and mayors and by other political reforms, and new oppatunities for
representation of indigenouspeoples’ (loc. cit.). In paticular, electoral paticipation,
estimated as theratio of votes cast to total popuktion, increased significantly. The
enfranchisement of theilliterate “led to amassive inarease” in electoral paticipationin
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Peru and Ecuador, andto apronouned increase in Boliviaaswell (p. 313). These facts
(addel to thefind results of the crises themselves: minimalist democracies, not
nondenocratic regimes) suggest tha in these three countiesthereisreal progress
towardsdemocracy, indability natwithganding, at |east from a normative point of view.
In Peru, in particular, thelast crisis marked the restoration of a minimalist democracy,
undong Fujimori’s coup. Throughoutnoninditutiondized, messy processes, people are
having more influence on the selection of ther leaders and on the general direction of
thar policiesthan in the past, even thoughther behavior after the crises may berather
“ddegative’ in O’ Donndl’s sense (O’ Donndl 1994). This, in turn, meanstha even
during these crises some democratic endsare being achieved, thoughby dubiousmeans
From a normative point of view there is actud progress towardsfuller democracies
(thoughnotyet stability). Findly, Argentina according to mos observers, made
significant progress after its crisis, and its FreedomHouse indexes in 2007were among
thehighest in theregion (2 in 2007;ony the consolidaed cases plus Panama had highe
scores).

Hence, four out of the seven undable democracies (or perhapsfive, if Guaemala
isinduded in this group) are making progress. This seemsto beafar beter result than at
first sight could be expected. In al these cases becoming minimalist democracies was
ingrumental for making further progress, because it legitimated and opened theway for
more political paticipaion andfor demanding real observance of rights previoudy
nonistent or ignored. Sometimes this led to dramatic progress, asin the core Andean

counties.
New or Restored Democracies, Consolidated or at Least Stable

According to mos observers, three of thefive stable but nonconolidaed democracies
(Brazil, Mexico, and Panama) have madereal progressin recent years (except for those
who bdieve that Andrés Manud Lopez Obrador was illegdly deprived of Mexico's
presidency in thelast election). In al three countiesinitial minimalist democracies were
also ingrumental for making further progress. El Salvador and Honduies, onthe contrary,
look rather stagnant. Findly, thetwo remaining countries (Chile and Urugugy) became
consolidaed democracies. In both casesit is very clear tha since the beginning, even
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thoughconditioned by thelegacies of the preceding authoritarian regimes, therestoration
of basic democratic prindples (embodied initially in minimalist democracies) unleashed

processes tha could notbe stoppel withoutbreaking democracy itself.*®

Final Conclusion

According to this accounttheresult israther postive: nine, or perhgposten out of the
fourteen new or restored minimalist democracies have been advancing towardsfuller
democaacies, and theinitial, “minimalist” forms were indrumental for those processes.
This answvers (right or wrongly) two of the central questionsstated above in Latin
America, the birth or restoration of minimalist democracies had politically significant
consquences, both subgantive and nommative, even in several undable democracies
expeiendng acute political crises. Minimalist democracy is hdpingtoimpd democracy
beyond minimalism.

In more general terms, findly, this discussion suggests two main condusons
First, in baely democratic or nondenocratic contexts it makes sense to start studying the
problems of democracy building from a minimalist definition. Second,once “minimalist”
democracies are in place, however, in order to fully advance towards stability and
conlidaionit is necessary to build on the more stringent requisites of non-minimalist
definitionsof democaracy: on onehand, more extended political requisites, asthose
implied in highe judicial-legd effectiveness; on the other hand, better and quicker
answersto growing populbr expectations, induding, of course, better life conditions
(which in turn require increasing GDP per capita). If these condusonsare correct,
accordingto thefirst it is not necessary to define democracy fromthe start to indude(a)
more stringent political attributes than those of theminimalist definition, and (b)
sodoecononic requisites. Thisis right but somehow misleading, for accordingto the
second conduson, these other requisites are needed jud to stabilize minimalist
democracies.
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ENDNOTES

1 Evenin rich Switzerland, home of some old and tradtional forms of demacracy, womencould
not vote during many of those years for examge.

2 Przeworski et al. usedthe same term, which hadalread/ beenused by Huntington (1991):

“[ T]his conception of democracyin termsof conteded elections for executive and legslative

offi cesis clearly minimalist,” though they did not elaborate (Przeworski et al. 2000, p. 33;
emphags added). For some observers, however, and for good reasons, these definitions areless
thanminimalist.

3 E.g.,in 1996 Linz and Stepan (1996, chapter 10) described Uruguay asa consolidated (though
risk-prone) democracy.

4 As of 2003, accarding to UNDP, all continertal Latin American countries“fulfill the basc
requiremens of ademocratic regme,” whereas25 yeais backonly three of them were
demacracies(UNDP 2005, p. 26).

® Thereis another diffi cult case, though on differert grounds. It might be arguedthat Colombia
doesnot satisfy the classic Weberiandefinition of a state, sinceit doesnot monopolize coercion
in sizale parts of itsterritory. If JuanLinz and Alfred Stepan's dictum “no state, no democracy’
(Linz and Stepan 1996) hadno exceptions, then Colombia could not be a democracy.

® Another controversial point concerns the datesupon which differert countriesmay be
consideredelectoral democracies E.g., Payne etal. (2002, p. 3, Tabe 1) sugged trarsition dates
for all continental countries someof which (asMexico, 1982) aresurely debatabe. Thisis not
relevant here, however, becatse the alternative datesthat might be consideredprecede the main
period analyzedin this study, 2000-07.

" Huntington'’s three“waves’ are1825-1926, 1943-62, and athird wave begnning in 1974 that
wasstill ongoing whenhe wrote his book (1990-91). Accarding to Huntington, four Latin
American countrieswere part of the first wave: Argertina, Chile, Colombia, and Uruguay.

8 Tilly’s periods are 1850-99, 190049, 195079, and 1980-2004 (Tilly 2007, pp. 40-44),
though it is unclearwhether the fourth period is somewhat artifi cial (becawse it is atlead party
determined by the unavailahility of hisinitial indicairs of rapd democraization). In practicehe
aralyzesthe fourth period “asif” it werecomparable to the former three.

% A rare optimistic remark is Tilly’s observation about his fourth period of rapid demccratizaion,
which “calls attertion to continuing demccratization (now looking more definitive thanbefore) in
Latin America” (Tilly 2007, p. 44, emphass added).
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19 The most recert analysis of Latin Americanimpeachments (1992—-2004), including anupdated
bibliography, is PérezLifian (2007).

111t could be arguedthat the two coups arepart of a single crisis. But the secand attempt came
nine months after the first, with differert leaders and both involved bloodshed (78 reported
deatsin thefirst atemp, 230 in the secand). Thefirst coup is the most remembered now,
becawse of Chavez's direct leacership, but both were significart everts, and in certain agects
(such asreported deahs) the secand had more consequencesthanthe first.

12 Keesing’s Record of World Events, V. 38, No. 12, 39231-39232. Keesing's titledits
Nicaragiannotesof December 1992, and January 1993, “Nicaragia: Pditical Crisis.”

13 Thisis atertative conclusion. It is amater of judgment, and for such judgmerts to be solidly
grounded more detailed information is necesary thanthat provided by the sourcesquoted above.
Aswill be seenbelow, however, this approximaton is good enough for the main purpose here
whichis comparing the first (1992—99) and secand (2000-07) periods.

14 Mass participation may be decisive (or almost decisive) in unleasing the crises defining their
reaults, or both.

15 Elitesmay be momertarily absert on one or more sides of anacute political crisis, just because
they arebeing creaed during the course of events. But the building of truly new elites'in real
time, aseventsunfold, is rare. This may happenin some prerevolutionary or revolutionary
situations, themslvesnot very frequert.

16 As Catherine Conaghan (2007, p. 77) commerted “[ a] routine evolvedto rid the system of
discredtedpresderts:. protederstake to the strees in the captal city of Quito, legslators spina
legal justificaion for their conspiracy, and the amedforcesstand by in tacit approval asthe
beleagieredexecutive abandons the presdertial palace.”

17 “Ecuador: Correav Congress,” The Economist, March15, 2007.

18 “Mr. Rodriguez, the third in line for the presdency, wasseenasthe beg choiceto defuse the
furious uprisings that have paralyzedBoliviafor threeweeks,” The New York Times, June 11,
2005.

19 “U.S. Envoy Goesto Nicaraguato Back Embattled Leader,” The New York Times, October 5,
2005.

2 This, of course, hasalready beenpointedout mary times “Latin America seemsto be
transforming itself into the regon of failedpresdencies’ (Nolte 2005, p. 197). Arturo Valerzuela
(2004) and FLACSO (2004) discuss thes crisesin similartemrms
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21 “No.1 Quitsin Bolivia, and ProtegersScan Nos. 2 and 3,” The New York Times, June 9, 2005,
emphass added

22 Thisistrue for the whole regon and for its competitive regmesin particular (PérezLifian
2007, p. 43, Tade 3.1).

23 A preliminary version of the argumerts of this secion waspresentedin Gonzalez (2006).

24 Goldstone et al. consider five main typesof political regime:full auocracies partial
auocrackes factonalizedpartial democracies non-factionalizedpartial democracies ard full
demacracies A partial democracyis “factionalized’ if political competition is dominated by
groups (whatever its nature) and all, or most of those groups pursue particularistic agendas that
is, agendasfavoring only or mostly group members. According to their reaults, full auocracies
arethe most stable reg metype, and factonalizedpartial demacreciesare the leas stale.

% Legtimacyof results isthus different from legitimacyof origins, apolitical concept. Recert

literaure on Latin Americanpoliticsnormally uses*l egitimacy’ in purely politicalterms
%6 Calderdn (2003) isthe gereral refererce on the effects of globalizaton in Latin America
2" Thisis anold ideg FriedmanquotesAdam Smith stating it clearly in The Wealth of Nations.

28 Thearetically it might occur that equality increa®s(and with it, living conditionsimprove for
mary) evenin astagnart (or contracing) ecanomy, but historicaly this hashappenedin few,
truly excegtional circumgances

29 When exacly the same type of analysisis conducted ordering the countriesaccording to infant
mortality (the “absolute” indicatr for living conditionsin the Task Force study), no relationship
is found between infant mortality and acute political crises Most countriesexperiencing crises
(four) arefound in the intermedate third, onein the beg third, and just two in the worst (i.e., that
with the higheg level of infant mortality).

%0 And its futureis uncertain. As Mitchell Seligson (2005, p. 230) wrote, “mary of the
fundamenal elemerts of the peaceageemerts[of 1996], aimedat breakng down the barriers to
full participation by the indigenous population, by stimulating developmert of their human
captal, have not beenrealzed and it is diffi cult to imagine how and whenthey could be
achieved”

31 On one hand, all professional surveys show dissatisfaction isrising, and party idertificaions
with the two major, tradtional parties(liberales ard nacionalistas) arefalling, though still there
isno visible regdacemert for any of them. On the other hand, the lag elecions have produced

preddents without alegslative majority. The Latin Americanexperience suggedsthatin
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Hondurass situation thisis apotertially dangeraus combination. In fact, the reflections leadng to
this article began asan attempt to explain Honduran political “excegionalism” whencomparedto
its neighbors (Guatermala, El Salvador, and Nicaragsa): why Honduras being so similarto its
neighbors (and particularly to Nicaragua) on social and ecanomic grounds, hasso far maragedto
avoid the conflicts that plagued them (Achard and Gonzéalez 2006).

%2 Thiskind of volatility might be called“f rom below.” In some cagsvolatility maybe caused
“from above” too, by the decisions of leacersmaripulating partiesto their own benrefit (including
creatng new partiesand abandoning old oneg. Such attempts may occur anywhere, but purely
elite-manpulatedinitiat vesmay succesdonly in particular contexts (normally with little or no
demccratic history and low party idertificaions).

3 Measired by Pedersen's Index of Volatility: from one electon to the next, it adds the changes
in all the parties shareof the vote (in absolute value), divided by two (to avoid double counting,
since one party’s gain is the loss of other parties).

% Thisincludesall of continental Sauth America, minus Paragiay, plus Costa Ricaand Mexico.

% Thelatter figuresreflect some peculiar characteristics of Peronism and somehow may

“overgate” volatlity.

% In Coombia’s ca® thisis aratherthearetical statemert conditioned by the unique nature of its

internal conflicts.

37 This paper wascompletedin March 2008. By the time of itsfinal revision (early Segember
2008) evens had beenconsistert with these expectations: increasng problemsthat might leadto
acue political crisesin Bolivia, Ecuador, Nicaragia, Paaguay (after Presdent Lugo’s
assumption of power), and Veneziela (someobserverswould add Argertinato thislisting), all of

themin the “critical’ or “ri sk” zones

3 Thatall-or-nothing quality is linkedto the factthat before the breakdowns of the 1970s Chile
and Uruguay alread/ had edaldisheddemccracies Asit hasbeennoted, re-democrati zatons have
significart advantagesover first-time attempts at building demacracies E.g., partiesand party
systems“are usually more readly recanstitutedto operate in a democracyin such cases and other
politicalinstitutions, such asthe organization of legslatures(...) all fall more easly into place’
(J. Samuel Valenzuela 1992, p. 79)
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