
Democracy in Decline in Latin America 

   
The latest Latinobarómetro poll measuring Latin Americans' attitudes toward 
democracy reveals an alarming degree of disillusionment among citizens of the 
region. 

According to the Chile-based poll, which is carried out in 17 Latin American 
countries every year, Latin Americans are losing faith in the way democracy has 
been practiced in their countries. Only 30% of Brazilians, 33% of Guatemalans, 
36% of Colombians, 46% of Mexicans and 58% of Argentines agreed with the 
statement that "democracy is preferable to any other type of government." 

The editors of the Economist, which published the poll results, point to the link 
between respondents' perceptions of the economy-and especially, unemployment-
and their degree of satisfaction with democracy. Latinobarómetro's director, Marta 
Lagos, acknowledges the tendency in Latin America to judge democracy according 
to economic criteria. Perceptions of democracy are inevitably colored, she says, 
when 60% of Latin Americans rate their economic situation as "bad" or "very bad." 

Many Latin Americans feel that their governments are ignoring their economic and 
social needs. Perhaps for this reason, 43% of Paraguayans, 35% of Mexicans and 
21% of Argentines stated that, in certain circumstances, an authoritarian 
government could be a better alternative than democracy. Despite these findings, 
34% of Latin Americans identified themselves as leaning toward the center 
politically, while 31% identified themselves as on the right and only 14% as 
leftists. 

The poll also found that 80% of the hemisphere's citizens see corruption as out of 
control in their societies. Political scientist Fernando Cepeda suggests that 
incessant corruption scandals and accusations in the public sector, combined with 
the faults in the judicial system and the failure to make any real strides against 
inequality and poverty, have caused many Latin Americans to lose faith in 
democracy as an effective system of government for the region. 

The Colombian newspaper El Tiempo expressed concern that "the epidemic of 
distrust of democratic principles" reflected in the Latinobarómetro poll could 
further complicate the already depressing political and economic situation in Latin 
America. According to the poll's organizers, the key for democratic institutions to 
regain their legitimacy and the public trust is states that function efficiently and 
provide real solutions for their citizens. For now, that promise seems a long way 
off.  
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