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Democracy in Latin America 

 
«In 2016, populist and nationalist political forces made astonishing gains in democratic states, while 

authoritarian powers engaged in brazen acts of aggression, and grave atrocities went unanswered 

in war zones across two continents. All of these developments point to a growing danger that the 

international order of the past quarter-century—rooted in the principles of democracy, human rights, 

and the rule of law—will give way to a world in which individual leaders and nations pursue their own 

narrow interests without meaningful constraints, and without regard for the shared benefits of global 

peace, freedom, and prosperity»1. In this way the report recently published by the Ngo Freedom 

House that has monitored for more than thirty years the quality of the democratic institutions all over 

the world starts. There are essentially two criteria upon which the publication of this organization is 

rooted: the evaluation in respect of political rights and the civil liberties is based on a series of 25 

indicators. It has emerged clearly this year that the populism and the nationalism, in other words, 

have the power to undermine democratic institutions.  

A consideration that for the Latin American region where populism and nationalism have, for many 

years, been increasing in popularity is in itself interesting. 

 

Democracy in Latin America: an examination of a medium period on the press freedom 

The evaluations which have soared in recent years by Freedom House exposed the difficulties that 

across the Latin American countries, both in terms of civil liberty and in terms of political rights.  

In particular, the liberty of the press aroused concerned within the Ngo. As the Ecuadorian daily 

newspaper "El Comercio” wrote, five years ago: "for at least five years Latin America has been 

experiencing a 'continuous decline' in press freedom, due to significant difficulties derived from the 

organized crime and from the pressures by certain Governments on the critical issue of means of 

communication."2 In a specific way, Freedom House pointed the finger at Cuba, Venezuela, Mexico 

and Honduras considered 'not free' in terms of liberty of the press (the final two because of the great 

proliferation of criminal violence); particular attention was devoted to the Chilean case, characterized 

by the existence of two huge media groups, remembering the difficulties of the journalists in covering 

the protests on the themes of the education and the environment; there were, finally, the cases of 

Argentina and Bolivia where government hostility didn't facilitate the complete expression of the 

liberty of the press3. 

This data was always fortified by the results published last year by Freedom House.  

The representation that emerges is the same: the greatest part of Latin American Countries reach 

the status of 'partially free.' The two problematic issues that endanger the liberty of press, according 

to what the report underlines, are the criminal threats and the political pressures toward the world of 

the media. This latter problem has conditioned heavily Mexico, where the journalistic activity "has 

remained under the extreme pressure due to the violent attacks […] of criminal gang" with an 

                                                      
1  A. Puddington – T. Roylance, «Populists and Autocrats: The Dual Threat to Global Democracy», in Freedom in the 

World 2017, Washington, gennaio 2017, p. 1 [available on line at 

https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/FH_FIW_2017_Report_Final.pdf, last access 07/02/2017]. 
2  «Freedom House: América Latina suma 5 años de declive de libertad de prensa», in El Comercio, 3/05/2012, 

[available on line at http://www.elcomercio.com/actualidad/politica/freedom-house-america-latina-suma.html, last 
access 07/02/2017]. 

3  K. Deuthsch Karlekar – J. Dunham, «Overview Essay», in Freedom of Press 2012, maggio 2012, [available on line 
at  https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press-2012/overview-essay, last access 07/02/2017]. 

https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/FH_FIW_2017_Report_Final.pdf
http://www.elcomercio.com/actualidad/politica/freedom-house-america-latina-suma.html
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press-2012/overview-essay
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elevated rate of impunity; not dissimilar it is the situation of good part of Central America and Brazil, 

where "the [journalistic] job in the rural parts of the Country is particularly vulnerable."4  

In other Latin American Countries they are the pressures that come from the national Governments 

to reduce the spaces of liberty for media: the examples that the report brought concerned the 

strengthening of the law on the means of communication in Ecuador (happened in the 2013), the 

treatment reserved to the journalists during anti-government demonstrations in Nicaragua and the 

abolition in Argentina of the Ley de Medios and the consequent birth of the national agency of 

Telecommunications5. And it is so that only Chile, Coast Rica and Uruguay ‘saved’ while all the other 

countries are 'partially free' with the exclusion of Cuba, Ecuador, Honduras, Mexico and Venezuela 

whose status is 'not  free.' 

There is no doubt, however, that these scenarios represented regard the liberty of press that is only 

one of the civil liberties taken in analysis (in concomitance with the political rights) to analyse the 

state of health of the respect of the liberties and, therefore, the democracy. 

 

The democracy in Latin America 

The report published at the end of January by Freedom House reveals that Latin America is facing 

a series of endemic critical problem. The hemispheric data (what they also include the whole North 

America) show as almost the 70% of the population of the Americas lives entirely in a free Country, 

while 27% are in a ‘partially free’ Country and the remaining 4% in ‘not free’. While in the North 

America one can totally find only free States, passing the Rio Grande all thinks are more confused 

and diversified. With the exception of Belize, Coast Rica, El Salvador Salvador and Panama 

(Countries considered ‘free’), Central America is entirety 'partially free.' The Caribbean are more, 

instead, diversified: Jamaica is considered totally free, Dominican Republic and Haiti they reach the 

status of partially free, Cuba is one of two States Latin American to be considered not free. 

As many composite it is the picture of America of the South where Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador and 

Paraguay are confirmed 'partially free', Venezuela becomes, for the first time, not free and the 

remaining countries have performance in terms of civil liberty and political rights to be considered 

totally free6. A not dissimilar representation from that of the last years but with some important 

changes.  

The first one concerns Nicaragua that has reached the lower point of the last twenty years. «Having 

stacked the judiciary in his favor and whittled away the independent media, Ortega was able to nearly 

eliminate the opposition in presidential and legislative elections. With Venezuela, Nicaragua is one 

of the few countries in the Americas on an extended downward trajectory»7. 

And it goes on: «The Ortega administration engages in systematic efforts to obstruct and discredit 

critics, and the environment for the media has been in steady decline in recent years. Corruption has 

been a major issue, with Ortega’s sons and daughters appointed to prominent positions such as 

ambassador and presidential adviser, and his wife elected as vice president. Significant concerns 

have also been raised over the lack of transparency and consultation in the project to dig the 

interoceanic canal across Nicaragua, which was approved quickly and with little public debate. 

Protests against the plans continued in 2016. Foreign researchers and journalists investigating the 

project have been detained and removed from the country»8.  

                                                      
4  J. Dunham, Press Freedom in 2015: The Battle for Dominant Message, maggio 2016, [available on line at  

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2016, last access 07/02/2017]. 
5  Ibidem. 
6  For the complete data, see A. Puddington – T. Roylance, «Populists and Autocrats: The Dual Threat to Global 

Democracy», in Freedom in the World 2017, cit., p. 12. 
7  Ibidem, p. 15. 
8 Freedom House, «Executive Summary» in Nicaragua. Profile 2017, [available on line at  

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2017/nicaragua, last access 8/02/2017]. 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2016
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2017/nicaragua
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What is happening in Nicaragua, therefore it allows to presage a worsening of the conditions of the 

liberty and the quality of the representative democracy, through a limitation of the activities of the 

oppositions and a management that, considering what the analysts of Freedom House has written, 

seems to be paternalistic. 

The second case is that of Brazil, where the leaving from the government of Dilma Rousseff has not 

resolved the deep political crisis that is crossing the ruling class. The cases of corruption increased, 

the report of Freedom House sustains, the public frustration toward the politics that seems "more 

interested to its own destinies that to the severe economic recession and the growth of the 

unemployment."9 All of this does not arrive, however, to undermine the status of ‘free’: Brazil, in fact, 

loses 2/100 in the score that determines the level of liberty of the Country passing from 81/100 of 

2016 to 79/100 of the 201710. 

In contrast, in the Colombian case important changes are recorded. Freedom House evaluations, in 

fact, reveal optimism thanks to the process of pacification with the guerrilla groups Farc (Fuerzas 

Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia) and Erp (Ejercito Revolucionario of the Pueblo).  

It is above all the data of the civil liberties that changed a little. Nevertheless, the common hope that 

the violence of guerrilla can be to the end credits, in other words, the analysts of Freedom House 

bring to confide to create best conditions to flourish the representative democracy. 

There is, finally, the case of Venezuela that has aroused a great clamor. Lowering the score of the 

political rights, the Freedom House analysts have appraised 2017 Venezuela as ' not free', 

declassing from the evaluation of 'partially free' that Venezuela had gotten in the preceding years. In 

particular way, after the victory of the oppositions to the parliamentary elections of December of 

2015, there is an attempt, perpetrated by the government, for "to quickly decrease the effects of the 

electoral results"; moreover the executive summary elaborated by Freedom House continues “the 

PSUV government resorted to imprisoning more opposition politicians, detaining journalists, and 

intimidating state employees”11. And then, that Country that in the last years “served as a model for 

populist regimes in the region”, today “epitomizes the suffering that can ensue when citizens are 

unable to hold their leaders to account”12. Once more, in short, the elaborate stigmatize the populism 

as thorn in the flesh for a virtuous development of representative democracy. A populism, that 

beginning from the Latin American experience, seems today, according to the words of Andrés 

Oppenheimer, reply the same dynamics (above all respect to the relationship between Government 

and the media) also in the United States13.  

The reactions of the Latin American political world to the publication of the report of Freedom House 

have looked for, only partly, to give an answer to the problematic issues put in prominence by the 

Us Ngo. In particular, a few days before the publication of the job, Honduras has signed an 

agreement with Freedom House to strengthen the mechanism of protection of the defenders of 

human rights, of journalists, of experts of communication and the operators in field of justice that 

work with the national government14.  

                                                      
9  For the complete data, see A. Puddington – T. Roylance, «Populists and Autocrats: The Dual Threat to Global 

Democracy», in Freedom in the World 2017, cit., p. 15. 
10  Freedom House, Brazil. Profile 2017, [available on line at  https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-

world/2017/brazil, last access 8/02/2017]. 
11  Freedom House, Venezuela. Profile 2017, [available on line at  https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-

world/2017/venezuela, last access 8/02/2017]. 
12  A. Puddington – T. Roylance, «Populists and Autocrats: The Dual Threat to Global Democracy», in Freedom in the 

World 2017, cit., p. 14. 
13  A. Oppenheimer, «Trump’s attacks on the media will erode indipendent thinking», in Miami Herald, 2/02/2017, 

[available on line at  http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/news-columns-blogs/andres-
oppenheimer/article130415844.html, last access 9/02/2017]. 

14  See: «Honduras y Freedom House firman acuerdo», in La Tribuna, 26/01/2017 [available on line at  
http://www.latribuna.hn/2017/01/26/honduras-freedom-house-firman-acuerdo/, last access 9/02/2017]. 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2017/brazil
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2017/brazil
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2017/venezuela
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2017/venezuela
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/news-columns-blogs/andres-oppenheimer/article130415844.html
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/news-columns-blogs/andres-oppenheimer/article130415844.html
http://www.latribuna.hn/2017/01/26/honduras-freedom-house-firman-acuerdo/
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Regarding the report, the comment of the Uruguayan President, Tabaré Vásquez, is recorded: he 

has recognized that the simple existence of the three powers (executive, judicial, legislative) in 

Venezuela shows the existence of a 'democracy.' Other criticisms, that covertly emerged, pointed 

the finger to the lack of references to the presidency of Michel Temer in Brazil. At the same time, 

from the page web of Telesur, one can read: “While Freedom House claims to be an “independent 

watchdog organization,” it is financed through “grants from USAID (US Agency for International 

Development) and (the) U.S. State Department.”.15 In such a sense, criticisms did not move to the 

report in itself but, rather, to the institutions that finance the Ngo. According to the words of Telesur, 

the problematic points underlined by the report for the case of Venezuela and the fact that Freedom 

House is promoted by Us agencies and organizations must be related with the intention, emerged 

during the scandal WikiLeaks, of "1) Strengthening Democratic Institutions 2) Penetrating Chavez' 

Political Base 3) Dividing Chavismo 4) Protecting Vital U.S. business, and 5) Isolating Chavez 

internationally."16 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 
The Freedom House report reveals a global crisis that the democratic institutions are living in Latin 

America, as in other parts of the world today. There is, however, an aspect that is marginal in the 

analyses proposed by the American Ngo and it concerns the same essence of the democracy.  

This point, partly already emerged, takes roots from the characteristic lines attributed to a democratic 

regime. Actually, in fact, the diffusion and the consolidation of the mass democracy in Latin America 

have been accompanied by the first organic attempt to give a resolution to the social problems.  

A social declination of the democratic institutions. 

shaped, in the Latin American region. The basis idea is that democracy would have been that 

institution that would have had to foment the material growth of the population and not simply to 

represent various political segments of the society. Rather, in this way, often the ideological / political 

divisions were perceived as mendacious, useless and self-defeating. A non pluralist idea of the 

democracy, in short, circulates and this, today, results still very rooted in the Latin American public 

opinion. In the past years, the political and the social scientists that work on Latin American issues 

focused on the attempt to define what they called as "authoritarian democracy", or "social 

democracy", or "democracy with a unique party." Beyond the definitions, the perception that 

democracy can act from tool of social inclusion is crucial to understand the Latin American political 

systems. In a more and more segmented and diversified Latin America, crossed by ethnic, social 

and economic conflicts, the popular consent toward the democratic political regimes also passes for 

their social function and their economic output. An aspect, this, that sometimes escapes the 

international rankings. 

 
 
 

                                                      
15  «USAID-Funded Freedom House Report Casts Lefist Latin American Governments as “Not Free”», in TeleSUR, 

8/02/2017, [available on line at  http://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/USAID-Funded-Report-Casts-Leftist-
Governments-as-Not-Free-20170208-0010.html, last access 8/02/2017]. 

16  W. Brownfiel, Usaid/Oti programmatic support for Country team 5 point strategy, 9/11/2016, [available on line at  
https://wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/06CARACAS3356_a.html, last access 9/07/2017]. 
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