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Every country in Latin America except Cuba either began 1978 as a democracy
(Costa Rica, Colombia, and Venezuela) or experienced a transition to a competi-
tive regime during the third wave of democratization that started in 1978 (sixteen
countries). But by the early twenty-first century the outcomes of these transitions
varied widely. At one pole, countries such as Nicaragua, Paraguay, and Guatemala
established competitive regimes that remained fraught with limited accountability,
weak judiciaries, frequent state abuses of power, and weak protection of politi-
cal rights. At the other end of this spectrum, Chile after 1990 and Uruguay after
1985 joined Costa Rica as stable, robust democracies with solid mechanisms
of intrastate accountability, effective rule of law, and solid respect for civil and
political rights.

An even more dramatic dispersion of regime outcomes after an initial transition
to competitive regimes has occurred in other parts of the world in the third and
fourth waves of democratization. Many transitions to competitive regimes have failed,
resulting in a burgeoning number of competitive authoritarian regimes that sponsor
controlled elections. Other transitions (Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic) have
produced robust democracies. In light of the wide variation in regime outcomes after
transitions, a new question has emerged on the political science agenda. Why have
some countries blossomed into stable and robust democracies, while other regimes
are best characterized as semidemocratic or even authoritarian? This question has
assumed importance as a large number of hybrid regimes, semidemocracies, and
competitive authoritarian regimes in Latin America, Africa, Asia, and the post-Soviet
region have come into existence.1

We contribute to this literature by examining the level of democracy in post–
1977 Latin America. We show that countries with stronger histories of democracy
between 1900 and 1977 are more democratic today. The only countries that have
attained a very high level of democracy in contemporary Latin America—Chile,
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Costa Rica, and Uruguay—had the region’s strongest democratic legacies from
1900 until 1977. Most countries with highly authoritarian pasts have transitioned
to competitive political regimes, but the level of democracy in these regimes is
much lower.

This phenomenon can be explained by regime legacies that were partly repro-
duced over time through political parties and legal institutions. This finding apparently
echoes recent work on path dependence in that it underscores the impact of long
regime histories on the contemporary level of democracy. However, using the term
“path dependence” to characterize our argument excessively stretches this concept.
Latin American political regimes in many countries underwent a profound transfor-
mation in the post–1977 period. Because the notion of path dependence implies
too much linearity, we instead develop the concept of regime legacies.
The Level of Democracy in Latin America Since 1978

The level or quality of democracy (these terms are hereafter used interchangeably)
is a complex and multidimensional concept.2 This article focuses on the most con-
ventional dimensions, civil liberties and political rights, and assesses the level
of democracy achieved in the post-transition era using Freedom House scores.3

Although not without problems, in recent years Freedom House has had some
advantages over Polity IV, and provides more variance than dichotomous or tri-
chotomous regime classifications. For present purposes, this variance is essential,
and we also employ alternative measures of democracy to assess past experiences
with democratization.

The post–1977 wave of democracy profoundly transformed Latin America. For
the first time ever, almost all countries in the region have had competitive political
regimes for a prolonged period. But the level of democracy has varied widely. Table 1
provides information on the level of democracy measured by Freedom House scores
since the inauguration of competitive regimes after 1977 (and since 1978 for the three
countries that were democratic at that time). Countries enter the sample in the year a
competitive political regime was first established in the post–1977 period (Column 2).
Because we focus on post-transition levels of democracy, we do not include Cuba,
the only country that did not undergo a transition after 1977. Because data are missing
for some variables, we also do not include Haiti.

In the third wave of democratization, Chile, Costa Rica, and Uruguay stand out
as the Latin American countries with the highest levels of democracy. They are the
only countries in Latin America that have ever registered the highest possible Freedom
House score. Nicaragua and Guatemala anchor the other end of the spectrum with
much lower mean Freedom House scores.

Table 1 also reports the average Polity scores prior to the third wave of
democratization, in 1900–1977. The Polity index ranges from −10, indicating an
institutionalized autocracy, to 10, indicating an institutionalized democracy.4 Table 1
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suggests an intriguing relationship between early democratic experiences and the
average level of democracy after the most recent democratic transitions initiated
in 1978. Average Freedom House scores for 1978–2010 correlate at .69 (p < .01)
with Polity scores for 1900–1977 and at .64 (p < .01) with earlier Polity scores for
1900–1944.

Although revealing, Table 1 does not provide conclusive evidence of long-
term regime legacies for two reasons. First, average Freedom House scores mask
within-country variation in levels of democracy during the post–1977 period. A
few countries (Peru, Venezuela, and Nicaragua) exhibit pronounced shifts over
time. Second and most important, apparent regime legacies may result from
long-term forces driving latent continuities at the national level. It is possible that
some stable conditions, such as enduring social cleavages or cultural traits, have
affected the level of democratization in a consistent manner over the past century.
Likewise, a consistently higher level of development, rather than legacies of the
political regime, may explain why some countries have been on average more
democratic than others both since 1977 and from 1900–1977. Focusing exclusively
on Latin America rules out some likely candidates for this type of explanation
(colonial legacies, religious worldviews) that show little variance within this region.
Table 1 Freedom House Scores in the Post-1977 Period
Country
 First year of
competitive
regime
Average FH
score,

1978*–2010
Average
Polity,

1900–77
Average
Polity,

1900−44

Costa Rica
 1949
 11.7
 10.0
 10.0

Uruguay
 1985
 11.2
 2.1
 1.1

Chile
 1990
 10.8
 2.0
 1.6

Panama
 1990
 9.9
 −2.1
 −3.0

Argentina
 1983
 9.6
 −2.1
 0.1

Dominican Republic
 1978
 9.4
 −5.4
 −5.5

Ecuador
 1979
 8.9
 −1.2
 −2.1

Bolivia
 1982
 8.9
 −1.6
 0.6

Brazil
 1985
 8.8
 −2.5
 −4.2

Venezuela
 1959
 8.5
 −2.1
 −6.1

El Salvador
 1984
 8.3
 −5.3
 −6.6

Honduras
 1982
 8.2
 0.9
 2.9

Mexico
 1988
 7.9
 −5.2
 −4.8

Peru
 1980
 7.7
 −1.0
 −0.9

Colombia
 1958
 7.6
 0.8
 −1.2

Paraguay
 1989
 7.5
 −5.3
 −3.5

Nicaragua
 1984
 6.6
 −6.0
 −4.5

Guatemala
 1986
 6.6
 −3.9
 −6.2

* Average scores computed since the transition from authoritarianism (or since 1978 in the cases of
Colombia, Costa Rica, and Venezuela). Freedom House scores were re-scaled to range between 0 (most
authoritarian) and 12 (most democratic). Polity scores range between −10 and 10.
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Testing for Regime Legacies

To verify the legacy of past political regimes on the current level of democracy in Latin
America, a time-series, cross-section model is employed. Each country in a given year is
one observation. Because we focus on the third wave of democratization, Costa Rica,
Colombia, and Venezuela enter the dataset in 1978 even though they inaugurated
competitive political regimes well before that (1949, 1958, and 1959, respectively).

Figure 1 depicts the evolution of Freedom House scores for Latin American
countries between the year of the transition from authoritarian rule (or 1978 for
Costa Rica, Colombia, and Venezuela) and 2010. Stars represent the observed Freedom
House scores, and horizontal lines indicate mean values for the period. Although some
countries have shown considerable fluctuations, differences among countries are more
important than change over time within countries for understanding the level of democ-
racy in the region. Because democracy scores are stable for many countries, entrenched
country characteristics may shape the overall level of democracy in the long run.
Figure 1 suggests two related questions. Why do some countries enjoy high levels
of democracy, on average, while others are less democratic? And why do countries
rise above or fall below those historical averages during particular periods? While the
Figure 1 Evolution of Competitive Regimes, 1978–2010

Note: Vertical axis reflects Freedom House scores, starting with the democratic transition.
Cuba and Haiti included in the graphic for comparative purposes, but not in the analysis.
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latter question can be answered by looking at time-varying explanatory factors (for
instance, a period of economic decline may trigger an erosion in the level of democ-
racy), the former calls for the analysis of stable country characteristics that help explain
variation across countries.

Invoking country characteristics as causal factors does not mean that some
countries are culturally predetermined to be more or less democratic. Rather, it is
important to identify stable conditions that affect the level of democracy in the long
run. This approach precludes the use of a cross-sectional analysis or a standard
fixed-effects model. A cross-sectional model would not properly capture the effect
of the time-variant predictors, while a fixed-effects model would not capture the
effect of stable-country characteristics. Therefore, the impact of our independent
variables is estimated using a “hybrid” fixed-effects estimator developed by Paul
Allison.5 To estimate this model, we perform two tasks. First, the deviation of all
time-varying predictors are computed from their country averages (that is, we
group-center or de-mean the variables). Second, a random-effects model is estimated
in which the centered variables are included in the equation along with their country-
level averages and other time-invariant predictors.6

The model therefore includes cross-section as well as time-varying covariates.
Every time-varying predictor is decomposed into two variables. The first represents
the average value of the predictor for each country, and the second represents the dif-
ference between the observed value for any given country-year and the country aver-
age. While the first item captures the cross-sectional variance of the predictor, the
second reflects variance within countries over time. Both components are included
in the analysis. Coefficients for country-average variables are not relevant to assess
the causal impact of the time-varying covariates, but they minimize omitted variable
bias when purely cross-sectional predictors are included such as our measures of
pre-1978 levels of democracy.7 By contrast, the coefficient for the within-country
component provides a reliable estimate of causal effects. Because the item is cen-
tered at the country level, the coefficient for this variable replicates the estimate of
a fixed-effects model.8

The analysis includes a measure of regime legacies (computed according to
three alternative sources) and several additional predictors, including rarely changing
and time-varying covariates. Because information for some items was not available
for recent years, the sample extends to 2004.

Regime Legacies To capture regime legacies, we created a variable for the average
level of democracy for each country between 1900 and 1977. To avoid bias related to
any particular index, we employ three alternative measures of democracy: the Polity
index, the Mainwaring, Brinks, and Pérez-Liñán regime classification, and Smith’s
regime classification.9 Although widely used in political science, Polity scores are
of questionable validity for many Latin American countries for the first decades of
the twentieth century. For example, against the comparative historiography on the
subject, average Polity scores suggest that Honduras and Cuba were more democratic
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than Chile and Uruguay in the first half of the century, and Costa Rica has an
untainted score of 10 throughout the twentieth century despite a military dictatorship
from 1917 to 1919 and civil war in 1948.10 Given these shortcomings, we rely more
on the other two indicators than on Polity.

Scott Mainwaring, Daniel Brinks, and Aníbal Pérez-Liñán coded all Latin American
countries as democratic, semi-democratic, or authoritarian.11 Their scale is recoded here
as democracy51, semi-democracy50.5, and authoritarian50, so that the average value
for each historical period can be roughly interpreted as the proportion of years that
a country was democratic. Peter Smith classified Latin American regimes into four
categories: democratic, semi-democratic, oligarchic, and authoritarian.12 We again gave
democracies a score of 1, dictatorships a score of 0, and semi-democracies or oligar-
chic regimes a score of 0.5.

Structural Conditions Four independent variables are included to capture the impact
of structural forces. Following modernization theory, per capita GDP is included in our
models because of the theoretical expectation that a higher level of development
might be favorable to a higher level of democracy.13 The natural logarithm (in con-
stant 2000 dollars) accounts for nonlinearity in the effects of per capita GDP.

In their class approach to democratization, Dietrich Rueschemeyer, Evelyn Huber
Stephens, and John D. Stephens argue that the working class is the pro-democratic
actor par excellence, and that a large working class is favorable to democracy.14

Accordingly, a variable that reflects the share of the economically active population
in manufacturing, mining, construction, and transportation (from the World Bank’s
World Development Indicators) is included as a measure of the relative size of the
industrial working class.

A third structural variable reflects the dependence of regimes on natural resources.
Several scholars have argued that countries that depend on natural resources are likely
to experience vicious cycles detrimental to democracy.15 The average proportion of
the gross national income represented by exports of fuel and minerals in any given
year (obtained from the World Development Indicators) captures this effect.

The final structural covariate reflects ethnolinguistic fractionalization. Some scholars
argue that ethnically divided countries are less likely to be democratic. Accordingly, an
index is included that approaches a value of zero when a country is highly homogenous
and a value of one when the country is highly fractionalized.16 Because data are
not available on a yearly basis, Anthony Annett and James Fearon and David Laitin
computed this index as a time-invariant indicator.

Economic Performance Poor economic performance may undermine democ-
racy,17 so we include measures of per capita income growth (as a proportion of
GDP) and inflation.18 Because poor economic performance is unlikely to affect regime
conditions in the short run but might in the medium or long run, both variables are
measured as running averages beginning with the inception of the regime, for up to
ten years.
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Political Conditions Some scholars argue that presidential democracy is more
problematic with multipartism.19 Therefore, a dummy variable for multiparty systems
is used, operationalized as an effective number of parties of three or greater. Pre-
sumably the number of parties has a nonlinear effect—the difference between two
and three parties is more relevant for the argument than the difference between seven
and eight parties. Thus, we prefer a dichotomous indicator to a continuous measure
of party system fragmentation.

Several studies have shown neighborhood political effects on political regimes,20

so we also control for this factor. To measure neighborhood effects, the average
Freedom House score of a country’s immediate neighbors during the previous year
is used. In addition, because global international conditions varied over time, our
models include year fixed-effects.

Country-Level Variables Two independent variables in this set (the average level
of democracy from 1900 to 1977 and ethnic fractionalization) are time-invariant. All
other independent variables change over time. To estimate hybrid fixed-effect models,
we include the average value for each time-varying independent variable is used as
a stable country-level control. Estimates for the mean variables are not the focus
of interest, but they are necessary for proper model specification. The upper panel
in Table 2 presents the estimates of fixed effects based on the centered, time-varying
predictors, while the lower panel presents the estimates for stable country-level vari-
ables (including the country averages as controls).
Evidence of Regime Legacies

Model 2.1 presents conventional fixed-effects estimates for reference. Models 2.2 to
2.4 present the coefficients for the hybrid estimator using three different measures
of regime legacies based on the Polity, Mainwaring et al., and Smith indicators of
democracy (shown at the bottom of the table). Even after controlling for a large
number of alternative explanations, an early history of democracy has a powerful
impact on levels of democracy among contemporary competitive regimes. The effect
is powerful both statistically and substantively, and the results for these variables
are consistent across models.

In model 2.2, an increase of 1 point in the 21-point Polity scale for 1900–1977
yields an increase of 0.21 points in the 13-point Freedom House scale for the
post–1977 period. In model 2.3, a unit increase in the Mainwaring et al. classification
for 1900–1977 (that is, a change in conditions from a country that was always authori-
tarian between 1900 and 1977 to one that was always democratic) predicts a substan-
tial increase of 4.4 points on the inverted Freedom House scale for contemporary
competitive regimes. In model 2.4, using Smith’s historical classification of political
regimes, a country that was consistently democratic from 1900 to 1977 would have
a predicted Freedom House score 4.6 points higher for the post–1977 period than
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a country that was consistently authoritarian. The impact of past democracy on the
current level of democracy is similar to the result obtained by Michael Bratton and
Nicolas van de Walle for forty-seven African countries; a past history of more elec-
tions and more electoral participation was favorable to a higher level of democracy
in Africa in 1994.21

Other variables also have effects in the expected direction. The positive coefficients
for the level of economic development in the top panel of Table 2 represent fixed-
effects estimates of the impact of per capita GDP within countries. The positive coef-
ficients for GDP in the bottom panel indicate that countries with a higher average
per capita income also had higher average levels of democracy.22 For Latin America
over a longer time period, a higher level of development has not reduced the likelihood
of democratic breakdowns or increased the likelihood of transitions,23 but it has favored
a higher level of democracy among competitive regimes in the post–1977 period.
Table 2 Hybrid Models of Democratization (Dependent Variable is Freedom
House Scores)
386
2.1. Fixed-Effects
 2.2. Polity
 2.3. Mainwaring
 2.4. Smith

Coef.
 s.e. C
oef. s
.e.
 Coef.
 s.e.
 Coef.
 s.e.
Fixed effects estimates

Per capita GDP, ln
 2.05**
 0.68
 2.02**
 0.68
 2.01**
 0.68
 2.02**
 0.68

Labor force in industry
 0.08**
 0.02
 0.08**
 0.02
 0.08**
 0.02
 0.08**
 0.02

Fuel and mineral exports
 −4.18*
 2.04 −
4.16*
 2.04
 −4.15*
 2.04
 −4.17*
 2.04

Growth, 10 years
 17.51**
 5.03
 17.49**
 5.03
 17.44**
 5.03
 17.43**
 5.03

Inflation, 10 years
 −0.02
 0.17 −
0.02
 0.17
 −0.02
 0.17
 −0.02
 0.17

Multipartism
 −0.10
 0.18 −
0.11
 0.17
 −0.11
 0.17
 −0.11
 0.17

Democracy neighbors
 −0.15**
 0.06 −
0.15**
 0.06
 −0.15**
 0.06
 −0.15**
 0.06
Country-level variables

Per capita GDP, ln
 0.92*
 0.44
 0.85*
 0.40
 0.86
 0.51

Labor force in industry
 −
0.05
 0.06
 −0.03
 0.05
 −0.12
 0.08

Fuel and mineral exports
 0.16
 4.34
 −4.37
 4.25
 −0.77
 5.14

Growth, 10 years
 −
19.29 2
5.41
 −56.57*
 26.57
 −45.31
 33.05

Inflation, 10 years
 −
0.14
 0.60
 −0.71
 0.58
 −0.89
 0.76

Multipartism
 2.17**
 0.82
 2.46**
 0.77
 2.16*
 0.96

Democracy neighbors
 −
0.27*
 0.12
 −0.38**
 0.12
 −0.27
 0.14

Ethnic fractionalization
 −
2.70
 1.45
 −2.26
 1.36
 −3.02
 1.70

Democracy (1900–77)
 0.21**
 0.05
 4.40**
 1.01
 4.57**
 1.54
Intercept
 −7.22
 5.12
 6.09*
 2.89
 6.06*
 2.68
 6.86*
 3.42

Std. deviation of intercept
 0.70*
 0.19
 0.65*
 0.18
 0.84*
 0.22
N
 390
 3
90
 390
 390

R2 (within)
 0.353
Notes: Entries are coefficients for fixed-effects model in 2.1 and coefficients for Allison’s hybrid estimator
in models 2.2–2.4 (standard errors on the right). Entries in the top panel represent fixed-effects (within)
coefficients and entries in the bottom panel represent cross-sectional (between) coefficients for average
country levels of democracy. Items in italics represent country-level averages for the time-varying covariates.
Year dummies omitted to save space. * Significant at p < .05 ** p < .01.
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The results in the upper panel of Table 2 indicate that an increase in the share of
the labor force in manufacturing makes a moderate but statistically positive contribu-
tion to the level of democracy.24 Reliance on fuel and mineral exports lowers the level
of democracy, consistent with the idea of a natural resource curse. Ethnic fractionali-
zation, a time-invariant predictor (listed in the lower panel of Table 2), has an insig-
nificant effect on the level of democracy.

A higher rate of economic growth supports the expansion of democracy (the
large coefficients reflect the fact that growth was measured as a proportion of
GDP), while inflation fails to achieve statistical significance. The indicator for multi-
partism is also insignificant, but because this variable seldom changes within the same
country over time, the positive and significant coefficient in the lower panel of Table 2
suggests that countries with multiparty systems were likely to establish higher levels
of democracy.

The only variable presenting an unexpected effect is the influence of democratic
neighbors. Increases in the democracy scores of neighbors seem to foster a decline
in a given country’s predicted level of democracy. Although democratic neighbors
help promote transitions to democracy, countries follow independent and often contra-
dictory trajectories after their transitions take place.

The estimates in Table 2 suggest that regime legacies are one of the main factors
that explain the quality of democracy in the post–1977 period. An authoritarian past
did not prevent Latin American countries from developing competitive political
regimes in the post–1977 period, nor did it lead to full breakdowns of these com-
petitive regimes. But an authoritarian past did tend to limit the quality of democracy.
By contrast, countries with a past democratic heritage had a significant advantage
in building a high-quality democracy in contemporary Latin America. This is true
even when, as in Chile (1973–1990) and Uruguay (1973–1984), military dictatorships
attempted to radically stamp out the democratic past.
Why Regime Legacies Have a Long-Term Impact

In short, a high level of democracy in the past predicts a high post-transition level of
democracy in the post–1977 period. The statistical results, however, do not explain the
causal mechanism that lies behind the impact of regime heritage on the contemporary
level of democracy. Our finding about the enduring impact of early democratization
has some similarities to arguments about path dependence in social science.25 Margaret
Levi defines path dependence as meaning that “once a country or region has started
down a track, the costs of reversal are very high.” Events in one historical moment
greatly alter the distribution of possible and probable outcomes into the medium- and/or
long-term future.26

The statistical results here tell a similar story. The early history of political
regimes affects the current level of democracy even controlling for a wide range
of other variables. Two countries similar on all of the other independent variables
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would have different predicted levels of democracy today if one had a past con-
siderably more democratic than the other. However, a general claim about path
dependence does not indicate how regime legacies are reproduced over time.

For Latin America, two problems undermine strong claims about path depen-
dence. First, authoritarian disruptions in countries with long democratic traditions,
such as the ones occurring in Chile (1973–1990) and Uruguay (1973–1984), defy
any idea of “increasing returns” under democratic rule. Likewise, in the post–1977
period, several countries (Bolivia, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Guatemala,
Mexico, Nicaragua, and Paraguay) shifted from almost uninterrupted histories of
authoritarian rule to somewhat durable competitive regimes. Path dependence cannot
explain so many radical departures from the past. Second, even if it is assumed that
disruptions of long-established democratic regimes (again, Chile and Uruguay) were
driven by exogenous causes (for example, the Cold War), fairly lengthy dictatorships
should have depleted the pool of democratic leaders, not only because authoritarian
rulers repressed them but also because aging individuals retired from politics or died
over time.27 Any explanation of regime legacies can be logically sound and histori-
cally credible only if we identify an intertemporal bridging mechanism that accounts
for how legacies of an early but distant era carried their influence into the present
despite an interlude of authoritarian rule. Without such a mechanism, the concept of
path dependence is too vague to explain regime legacies.
Institutional Mechanisms

In some cases, the intertemporal bridging mechanism is given by the survival of indi-
vidual leaders. Patricio Aylwin and Julio María Sanguinetti were up-and-coming party
leaders in Chile and Uruguay, respectively, before military coups imposed repressive
dictatorships in 1973, and they returned as inaugural presidents after the transition
took place in each country.28 But the survival of individuals cannot fully explain the
long-lasting legacies of the first wave of democratization depicted in Table 1.

Although different explanations are possible, some of which are addressed
below, we hypothesize that an early history of democracy favored the building of
formal institutions such as party systems, courts, and other agents of intrastate
accountability that are favorable to a higher level of democracy in the contemporary
period. Our empirical test of this proposition focuses on two institutions: political
parties and the legal system. If our understanding of regime legacies is correct,
well-established parties will favor a higher level of democracy only if these parties
functioned under democratic regimes. A party that was institutionalized under democ-
racy should be an asset for a higher level of democracy. Most parties created under
democracy generate interests (among politicians, citizens, and organized groups) and
identities connected to democracy; they socialize new generations in those interests
and identities, and preserve them over time. In contrast, an institutionalized gov-
erning party that sustained an authoritarian regime (such as the PRI in Mexico or
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the Colorados in Paraguay) will not. Parties are not the only mechanism for sustain-
ing a high-quality democracy, but they are one of the main institutional carriers of
democratic norms and practices.

A strong judicial system is important for protecting and promoting citizen rights,
for generating accountability, and for bolstering the quality of democracy. Presumably,
under democracy, a stable court system with long judicial careers fosters a stronger,
more independent judiciary. If presidents tether the judicial system to their own
preferences and often dismiss judges, the court system will not act as a mechanism
of accountability, and it is less likely to be a staunch defender of citizen rights.
Accordingly, a stable court system will be a pillar of democracy if judges are selected
under democratically elected presidents and are allowed to serve for a long time. Even
if those judges are severely constrained during authoritarian periods, their views of
the law and their rulings will reemerge once democracy is established. To the extent
that legal practices and procedures are reproduced over time, new judges will be
socialized to uphold such democratic principles. However, the role of courts as bridg-
ing institutions of accountability can be undermined in two ways. If courts are
reshuffled often and judges have short or unstable careers, they will not preserve
long-term democratic legacies. In addition, if early judges were appointed under
authoritarianism, stable courts will likely reproduce legal practices and procedures,
but ones inimical to creating a high level of democracy.29

To capture the institutionalization of competitive parties during the twentieth
century, we created a new indicator of democratic party system institutionalization.
We collected data on a) the percentage of seats in the lower chamber by party, b) the
year when each party was created, and c) the number of years each party had lived
under a competitive political regime since 1900. This variable reflects the average
age of the parties in Congress, weighted by their seat share and by their experience
with democracy since 1900. We count only years that the party existed under a com-
petitive (democratic or semidemocratic) regime. The formula for the index is

DPIit =
XJ

j= 1

Sjt
ffiffiffiffiffi
ajt

p

where DPIit is the democratic party institutionalization score for country i in year t;
sj is the share of seats of the j-th party in the lower house; and ajt is an age function
that reflects the number of years that the j-th party has existed under a competitive
regime between the time of its founding (or 1900 if the party was founded in the
nineteenth century) and year t. For example, if party j has existed for a hundred years
but the country experienced democracy or semidemocracy only for two decades during
this period, ajt 5 20. Age is presumably a nonlinear indicator of party institution-
alization; the gap between a hypothetical party system that is just one year old and
another that is thirty years old is much greater than the gap between a party system
that is seventy-one years old and another that is a hundred years old. Therefore,
we took the square root of the regime-age function.30 The resulting indicator can be
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interpreted as weighted measure of the length of the democratic experience of the
political parties in the lower chamber, given the composition of the chamber in any
given year between 1978 and 2004.

We constructed a similar index to assess democratic institutionalization in the
judiciary by focusing on each country’s Supreme Court. We expanded the dataset
from Anibal Pérez-Liñán and Andrea Castagnola to identify when different Supreme
Court justices of eighteen Latin American countries served, and whether they were
appointed under a competitive regime or a dictatorship.31

DCIit =
XJ

j= 1

1
nt

ffiffiffiffiffi
djt

p

where DCIit is the democratic court institutionalization score for country i; nt is the
number of judges sitting in the supreme court in year t; and djt is a duration function
that reflects the number of years that a justice appointed by a competitive regime has
been in office. If a justice j was appointed by an authoritarian regime, the duration
term is treated as zero. This index displays greater values when the average justice
in the supreme court was appointed by a democratic regime and served for a long
period. The value of this index is particularly relevant after an episode of redemocra-
tization because it shows whether justices appointed before the authoritarian takeover
preserved their seats until democracy was restored.32 Although this empirical indicator
for democratic court institutionalization is limited to the supreme court, it probably
serves as a proxy for a broader measure of the degree to which the justice system
is appointed by democratic leaders and to which justices enjoy stability under democ-
racy. We again take the square root of the duration term to preserve a common metric
for both indices of democratic institutionalization.
Empirical Evidence

We test the impact of these institutional mechanisms by adding our indicators of
democratic party and court institutionalization to the empirical models of regime lega-
cies presented in Table 2. If our hypothesis is correct and regime legacies are pre-
served by institutional carriers, the new predictors should be statistically significant
in the hypothesized direction, and their inclusion should reduce the coefficients for
measures of past democracy.

At least two alternative hypotheses may help explain why regime legacies from
the first three-quarters of the twentieth century affect contemporary levels of democ-
racy. First, in earlier periods of democracy, elites may have learned that democracy
was not harmful to their interests, and hence they more readily tolerate a high level of
democracy in the contemporary period. Many scholars have emphasized elite willing-
ness to accept democracy as crucial to its viability.33 However, several facts weaken
the plausibility of this alternative hypothesis. In Chile, during the presidency of
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Salvador Allende (1970–1973), the right and Christian Democrats learned that
democracy could be harmful to their interests and supported a military coup. In a
similar way, authoritarian attitudes among the political elite do not consistently endure.
Leaders of the COPEI party in Venezuela supported a coup in 1948, but ten years
later they embraced democracy.34 The main conservative party in Brazil between
1946 and 1964, the UDN, frequently conspired against democracy, but by the end
of the 1990s conservative parties and individuals had fully accepted democracy.35

A second alternative explanation is that a more democratic and tolerant mass
political culture emerged in the early democratizing countries. In this perspective, a
supportive democratic political culture fosters a higher level of democracy.36 However,
there are reasons to doubt that mass support for democracy was relatively steady in
most countries during the twentieth century. Political polarization in the 1960s and
the 1970s affected not only the elites, but also common citizens.

There is no definitive way to test these alternative hypotheses given the absence
of comparative surveys for elites and mass publics going back to the early twentieth
century. However, if a stronger democratic culture among elites (or masses) is the
main mechanism through which regime legacies affect current levels of democracy,
contemporary support for democracy among elites (masses) should be stronger in
countries with past histories of democracy, and it should have a positive effect on
democratization in the contemporary period.

We use information from similar questionnaire items employed by the Survey
of Latin American Parliamentary Elites (PELA, its Spanish acronym) and by
national public opinion surveys conducted by Latinobarómetro.37 Both projects
asked respondents whether they agreed with the statement, “Democracy is prefer-
able to any other form of government” (as opposed to a statement indicating con-
ditional support for authoritarian rule). The indicator of elite support for democracy
is the average percentage of legislators who agreed with the statement in each
country between 1995 and 2005. The indicator of mass attitudes is the average
percentage of respondents who agreed with the statement in each country between
1995 and 2006. To address gaps in the data, as well as lack of information for
1978–1994, national averages for both variables are treated as country-level char-
acteristics. Averaging at the country level is sensible because these control variables
seek to capture a latent cultural trait developed before 1978, not the effect of specific
fluctuations in the current era.

Table 3 includes the new covariates designed to capture specific causal mecha-
nisms in addition to the general measure of regime legacies for 1900–1977. Model 3.1
reports the results of a conventional fixed effects model for reference, and thus omits
the country-level variables. Models 3.2 through 3.4 present the result of Allison’s hybrid
estimator using the three different measures of democracy for 1900–1977.

The indicators of democratic party and court institutionalization present positive
and significant effects on current levels of democracy in all models. By contrast, the
proxies for mass and elite political culture fail to achieve conventional levels of sig-
nificance. Given the limited nature of these proxies, we do not infer much from the
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results, but the evidence supports our hypothesis about institutional carriers irrespec-
tive of whether cultural mechanisms have a long term impact on democracy.

The coefficients for the measure of regime legacies decline by 12 percent in
Model 3.2 (compared to 2.2), by 29 percent in Model 3.3 (compared to 2.3), and by
22 percent in Model 3.4 (compared to 2.4). Moreover, the coefficient for the pre-
vious history of democracy is not significant in the last two models. The reduction
in the size of the effects hints that the indicators of democratic institutionalization
may capture part of the process that creates regime legacies. The coefficient remains
positive and significant in Model 3.2, so other unspecified mechanisms may operate as
Table 3 Extended Models of Democratization, 1978–2004
392
3.1. Fixed-Effects
 3.2. Polity
 3.3. Mainwaring
 3.4. Smith

C
oef.
 s.e.
 Coef. s
.e. C
oef.
 s.e. C
oef.
 s.e.
Fixed effects estimates

Party institutionalization
 0.39**
 0.09
 0.39**
 0.09
 0.39**
 0.09
 0.39**
 0.09

Court institutionalization
 0.44**
 0.10
 0.44**
 0.10
 0.44**
 0.10
 0.44**
 0.10

Per capita GDP, ln
 1.31*
 0.64
 1.30*
 0.64
 1.31*
 0.64
 1.31*
 0.64

Labor force in industry
 0.03
 0.02
 0.03
 0.02
 0.03
 0.02
 0.03
 0.02

Fuel and mineral exports −
2.25
 1.93
 −2.25
 1.93
 −2.26
 1.93 −
2.26
 1.93

Growth, 10 years
 23.72**
 4.73
 23.67**
 4.73
 23.66**
 4.73
 23.64**
 4.73

Inflation, 10 years −
0.00
 0.16
 −0.00
 0.16
 −0.00
 0.16 −
0.00
 0.16

Multipartism
 0.14
 0.16
 0.13
 0.16
 0.13
 0.16
 0.13
 0.16

Democracy neighbors −
0.17**
 0.05
 −0.17**
 0.05
 −0.17**
 0.05 −
0.17**
 0.05
Country-level variables

Party institutionalization
 −0.04
 0.27
 −0.25
 0.30 −
0.38
 0.32

Court institutionalization
 −0.11
 0.96
 0.37
 1.13
 0.56
 1.15

Per capita GDP, ln
 0.80
 1.16
 0.14
 1.31 −
0.07
 1.33

Labor force in industry
 0.00
 0.07
 0.01
 0.09 −
0.04
 0.09

Fuel and mineral exports
 −4.54 1
0.57
 −0.53
 12.97
 2.82
 12.38

Growth, 10 years
 −17.86 5
6.18 −
12.40
 80.88
 2.24
 82.13

Inflation, 10 years
 −0.07
 0.54
 −0.46
 0.78 −
0.62
 0.96

Multipartism
 2.26*
 1.09
 1.86
 1.30
 1.46
 1.23

Democracy neighbors
 −0.25
 0.30
 −0.16
 0.38 −
0.03
 0.35

Ethnic fractionalization
 −2.16
 1.37
 −1.99
 1.67 −
2.37
 1.85

Mass support for democracy
 0.05
 0.03
 0.04
 0.04
 0.06
 0.03

Elite support for democracy
 −0.10
 0.16
 0.02
 0.16
 0.03
 0.17

Democracy (1900–77)
 0.18*
 0.09
 3.14
 2.57
 3.55
 3.54
Intercept −
2.41
 4.80
 12.61 1
0.02
 5.31
 10.43
 5.60
 11.70

Std. deviation of intercept
 0.63*
 0.24
 0.78*
 0.29
 0.82*
 0.31
N
 390
 390
 390
 390

R2 (within)
 0.452
Notes: Entries are coefficients for fixed-effects model in 4.1 and coefficients for Allison’s hybrid estimator
in models 4.2–4.4 (standard errors on the right). Dependent variable is Freedom House Scores. Items in
italics represent country-level averages for the time-varying covariates. Year dummies omitted to save space.
* Significant at p < .05 ** p < .01.
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well. After we control for the new variables, the coefficients for fuel and mineral exports
and the size of the industrial labor force lose statistical significance, qualifying some
of the results in Table 2.
Regime Legacies, Path Dependence, and Democratization

Notwithstanding some important similarities between path dependence and regime
legacy arguments, we distinguish between the two. Although the existing literature
does not agree on how broadly or narrowly it defines path dependence, the concept
should be bounded in such a way as to imply greater stability and linearity than is
the case with Latin American political regimes. The stunning and unpredicted trans-
formations of many political regimes in Latin America are inconsistent with the
more bounded concept of path dependence advocated by Paul Pierson, Margaret
Levi, and Douglass North. In the more bounded conception, path dependence means
that switching courses is costly and relatively unlikely. In contrast to this emphasis on
the low probability of dramatic shifts in course, many Latin American countries have
radically broken from their past political regimes in the post–1977 period. Switching
from authoritarianism to democracy and vice versa has been common in Latin America.
Long-standing democracies fell in Uruguay and Chile in 1973, and several countries
(for example, El Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, and Paraguay) that had almost
always had authoritarian regimes until the third wave have had durable competitive
regimes in recent decades.

It is best to limit the notion of path dependence to contexts that create greater
inertia and stability, and less radical departures from the past than many political
regimes in Latin American have experienced. In post–1977 Latin America, regime
legacies have significantly affected the level of democracy, but many countries have
established and preserved competitive political regimes despite an authoritarian past.
The history of political regimes in Latin America is inconsistent with the argument
that path-dependent arguments are relatively deterministic. A regime legacy argument
is a less-bounded, less-deterministic version of path dependence, with less emphasis
on the improbability of profound shifts in path and greater emphasis on the probability
of recovering an early democratic trajectory.

A regime heritage argument must explain why past legacies shape the current
level of democracy. Moreover, it must explain how distant experiences with com-
petitive politics have such effects even in countries where an extended period of
authoritarianism separated two democratic eras. Our analysis suggests lasting effects
through political parties and legal institutions.

In well-established democratic regimes, parties and heads of government who
are usually recruited through parties are the most powerful actors. They often have
a strong interest in restoring or preserving democracy, and they are often the most
important actors pushing for an expansion of democracy. Parties socialize their mem-
bers in particular values, policy preferences, and tactics that are preserved across
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generations with a certain probability. Yet parties are not static; ideas may evolve
over time, organizations may be converted to perform new functions, and extra-
ordinary events may reconstitute the institutional landscape.38

The justice system also operates as an institutional carrier of regime legacies.
Throughout the twentieth century, presidents were unlikely to reshuffle supreme
courts in countries with strong democratic traditions, such as Chile, Costa Rica,
and Uruguay. Today, according to the World Bank Governance Indicators, these three
countries have by far the best perceptions for rule of law and control of corruption in
the region, both of which are important to building high-quality democracy. Con-
versely, justice systems that historically were bulwarks of authoritarian regimes have
been obstacles to creating high-level democracies in the third wave. Given a past of
either unstable and shackled judiciaries or judiciaries appointed under authoritarian
rule, it has been difficult to build a justice system that helps generate strong demo-
cratic rule of law, promotes and protects citizen rights, and serves as an effective
mechanism of democratic accountability.

Dictatorships in Chile (1973–1990) and in Uruguay (1973–1984) crushed the
capacity of the court system to stand up for democracy. Even so, new democratic
regimes after 1990 and 1984, respectively, drew on the tradition of a solid court
system. In part because many judges from the earlier democratic regimes remained in
the court system, the current democratic regimes in both countries relatively quickly
rebuilt a judicial system that could sustain a democratic rule of law.39

In sum, parties develop interests, norms, and preferences that typically favor some
continuity in regime legacies. They have a reservoir of inherited interests, normative
principles, policy preferences, and operational rules—an institutional “common
sense”—that provides a historical underpinning to their strategic considerations. Like-
wise, the probability that courts will sustain higher levels of democracy is greater if
justices were appointed under democratic presidents and are not highly vulnerable to
dismissal. For both reasons, the cumulative experience of past generations affects the
level of democracy in contemporary political regimes. The level of Latin American
democracies after 1977 has offered a prime example of this causal mechanism.
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