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Transcript
00:00:01 Intro jingle
Welcome to the People, Power, Politics podcast, brought to you by CEDAR, the Centre for Elections, Democracy, Accountability and Representation at the University of Birmingham.
00:00:14 Janjira Sombatpoonsiri
What can democracies in different parts of the Global South learn from one another and what can democracies in the Global North learn from them? Welcome to the Democracy Exchange, South to South, a special mini-series from the People, Power, Politics podcast at CEDAR, produced as part of our project on Southern-led approaches to democratic resilience with support from the International Development Research Centre, IDRC. My name is Janjira, I'm the project lead of the regional project on the same subject, democratic resilience, focusing on Asia. I'm based in Bangkok, Thailand, and I will be your host today in this episode, Asia Asks, Latin America Responds.
And today I'm going to ask the team from Latin America to provide answers around a couple of themes, threats to democracy in Latin America, what can we learn from experiences of democratic erosion, resistance and recovery there, and what might Asia and democracies in the Global North learn from the successes, failures, and innovations of Latin America. So without further ado, let me introduce Dr. Jennifer Cyr, who will help me unpack these questions today.
So a little bit about her. Jennifer is an Associate Professor of Political Science and Latin American Studies at, and this will be my test of my basic Spanish pronunciation skills, Universidad Torcuato di Tella in Buenos Aires, Argentina. Her research interests focus on representation, democratisation, and institutional stability and change in Latin America. So hi, Jennifer. Welcome to the episode today. Before we begin, can you tell us a little bit about your project in the region? What are the countries that you cover?
00:02:11 Jennifer Cyr
Thanks so much, Janjira. It's great to be here. Well done pronouncing my university. Even for me, sometimes it's hard to say, Spanish is my second language. Yeah, so I am helping carry out a project on democratic resilience with a think-do tank that's called Asuntos del Sur, located here in Buenos Aires, Argentina, where I live. I'm carrying out this project with two colleagues, Matias Bianchi, on the one hand, and Paula Clerici on the other. And the three of us are trying to understand what democratic resilience looks like, how it manifests, and what helps to explain it in three different countries in the region, in South America in particular, in Argentina, Colombia, and Peru.
So over the last year, we've been doing a lot of research. We've carried out quite a few interviews with scholars and politicians and civil society leaders in each of these countries to sort of understand from the ground up what are the threats to democracy and how different countries and actors within those countries have responded.
00:03:18 Janjira Sombatpoonsiri
Fantastic. And so based on your research covering three countries, right, Argentina, Colombia and Peru, can you tell us a little bit about the main threats to democracy in these countries over the past maybe five, six years? And in what ways are these threats similar and where do they diverge?
00:03:39 Jennifer Cyr
So it's sort of the heart of the project, right? It's interesting because when we started doing this project and we wanted to sort of understand democratic resilience, we, with my colleagues and I think a lot of people who examine democracy in Latin America, there's this sort of sense that democracy is really struggling. Historically, not even in the last five years, democracy has historically been very weak in these countries. There's always been efforts to understand why quality democracy has been so low. And so there was a sense of, you know, how can we find a positive case of democratic resilience when democracy in general tends to be so weak?
But then we started thinking, again with my colleagues, Mathias and Paula, we said, but the truth is, there haven't been a lot of regime change in the last 20 years. Venezuela is an obvious exception. El Salvador is becoming, I think, pretty unambiguously non-democratic. But in general, despite real problems of poverty, inequality, sort of longstanding economic crisis, we'll talk about violence in the case of Colombia, that actually a lot of countries have remained remarkably stable against these very high structural odds. And so I think this is a point I want to make early on that resilience in that way can be seen as sort of a highly relative thing. It may not be sort of the normative type of resilience we're looking for where democracies are actually strong and high quality, but it is something to point out that democracy has remained remarkably stable in much of the region.
Nevertheless, there are threats and some of these threats are historical in nature and some of these are newer. I think we can identify at least three that are common amongst these three countries and many countries in the region. The first has to do with weak political parties in general as representative institutions. I mean, it's sort of become axiomatic to say that democracy is impossible without political parties. I don't think it's impossible without political parties. Peru shows that clearly, but I think a high level, high quality democracy, again, is very, very difficult without political parties that function. And so we're talking about sort of a lack of good, effective representative institutions, which is sort of key to democracy currently that is manifested in the election of, it sort of enabled the election of more radical right-wing leaders in each of these three countries quite recently. So that's a problem.
Then we have a problem, historical and actual contemporarily of de facto powers that exercise a lot of political power in the country, even though they have not been elected, right? And currently, a lot of those de facto powers are not particularly interested in democracy. They're not particularly interested in defending democracy. So we can think of the military as a historic actor that has been anti-democratic. In some cases today, paradoxically, it's become pro-democratic, sort of pushing back against executive leaders. But historically, the military has had a problematic role with democracy in the region. Keiko Fujimori, the new president of Peru, has promised to bring in the military to combat crime in the country. This could be problematic if that occurs, right? But we can think of economic elites, the unelected business leaders who have a strong sort of disproportionate amount of power, and especially today, increasingly so, organised crime and drug trafficking and transnational gangs that have been a major source of threat across the region.
And then finally, a threat that all countries share, I would say, is sort of from the citizen level and sort of a growing apathy towards democracy, not necessarily anti-democratic, but also not committed to democracy as the best form of government, at least vis-a-vis other forms of government, right? And sort of open to new alternatives, open to considering, potentially considering other alternatives because democracy just hasn't done well in terms of how it's performed, right? Citizens are having a really hard time in Latin America today in many countries in the world with respect to putting food on the table, sort of meeting their basic material needs.
00:07:46 Janjira Sombatpoonsiri
Yeah, these are common threads. If you want to maybe elaborate a little bit more on how each country differs from another. Yeah, you mentioned Peru and I mean, I don't know, Colombia in terms of like the history of civil war, maybe.
00:08:00 Jennifer Cyr
Great. Yeah. So I mean, if I could sort of pinpoint one particularly worrying threat today in each country in Argentina with Javier Milei as the president. The real concern is, has a classic concern of these newer stories of democratic backsliding has to do with executive aggrandisement, right? So the president seeking to centralise power, flashing the size of the public sector, using a radical discourse that is anti-rights, anti-liberties, especially for women and minorities. So that's, I think, a real concern in Argentina is sort of what Milei will be able to get away with, what he has already done, and the extent to which that can be undone by future presidents.
In Peru, the story is a little different. It's quite interesting. It's sort of a unique case where rather than talking about executive aggrandisement, we talk about legislative aggrandisement. Congress is particularly strong there for a lot of different reasons. There have been I think something like 9 presidents, 9 to 10 presidents in the last 10 to 11 years. And that has to do with Congress essentially just voting presidents out of office. This is a constitutional tool that they have, but this is also just a function of weak political parties and Congress people sort of banding together across parties to sort of preserve their own interests, right, sort of using their public role in office to profit as much as they can in terms of their own private interests. So this is a real problem today in Peru, what extent Congress will push Peru increasingly in an authoritarian direction.
And then in Colombia, you have a historical problem of armed conflict, a peace process that failed in the last few years. Colombia is sort of interesting because you see armed conflict, but you also just see state sponsored violence. You have a lot of social leaders that have been killed in the last five to six years. Paradoxically, a lot of that violence occurs at the local level and at the national level. You have a pretty strong, stable, if weak, democracy. So different sources and concerns when it comes to democracy in the three countries. Yeah.
00:10:05 Janjira Sombatpoonsiri
One of the things I find interesting is, you know, you mentioned that, for example, in the case of Argentina, the executive, the expansion of executive power is a problem, but in Peru is the problems around Congress, right? Fragmentation, but also politicisation of the positions and that lead to sort of decline in public trust in the system. So, and I find there are very intriguing ways in which it's almost like this is my interpretation now because I don't have the exact verbatim quotation, but I think you use the term like people stop participating in public life, in political life, because they feel a bit to be, you know, a bit colloquial about this is they feel a bit fed up. Right. I find that very different from other global cases because when we talk about autocratisation, right, we talk about expansion of executive power.
00:11:04 Jennifer Cyr
Yeah. So I think this is particular to the Peruvian case for a lot of reasons. I mean, in Argentina today, I would say one of the main sources of resilience is civil society and, you know, the sort of collective memory from below by social movements and civil society. But in Peru, for a variety of reasons, you know, there's the sense that democracy really doesn't do anything for me. Again, when presidents are voted out of office one year to the next, I mean, I think I have some data. There's like historically low levels of confidence in Congress. 7% of Peruvians, you know, say that they have some level of confidence, some or a certain amount of level or high levels of confidence in Congress. There's a sense that it's one of the corrupt countries, most corrupt countries in the world. So, they don't turn to political leaders for help, right? They feel that the government only governs in the name of sort of the most powerful, the most politically powerful. And in addition to that, in the last few years, in an effort to sort of restore social order, there has been repression by the state when citizens protest in Peru. So even protest, which has not been a historically prominent tool in Peru, especially relative to other countries.
Even protests today, citizens are, they just sort of wash their hands. I think it's sort of like head down. Let's just get through the day. Let's figure out how we can put food on the table and move forward. But it's certainly the sense when you speak to Peruvians, when you speak to the people we interviewed. Fed up is the word. Absolutely. They're absolutely fed up. Democracy is, I mean, at least today, governance and how democracy manifests today in Peru is not a source of help. It is not a problem solver for citizens.
00:12:53 Janjira Sombatpoonsiri
Fascinating. And I mean, I never thought of Latin America as a region that's so comparable to Asia. I mean, we have very similar history of authoritarian elites, be it military, be it other unelected powers that were in power for a long time and when democratic transition happened, they kind of, they still play a role behind the scene, but they never really gone away, right? So I find it really fascinating.
Now, against this backdrop, I know that these are threats to democracies in the region. And you mentioned a little bit that democracies have been quite stable in the region. Can you tell us a little bit about what makes democracy stable in the region and what kind of actors and institutions that facilitate this kind of process?
00:13:52 Jennifer Cyr
Yeah, I mean, I love this project too, because I'm learning about other countries as we go, and it's so useful I think both to find commonalities across regions, but also to remember that resilience will be highly contextualised. And so that's true for Latin America, but it's also true within Latin America, right? So there's different actors, I think, that will really that are currently making efforts or taking efforts to protect democracy. I should say that, you know, we're talking about sort of electoral democracy here, procedural democracy. Again, we're not talking about like high levels of substantive democracy, like historically in the region. But one longstanding source, I think, of sort of resilience has been the sense that sort of democratic zeitgeist and we all should want democracy and we all do want democracy. And that to me is why apathy is so concerning. You know, the fact that citizens aren't pushing for and I'm saying, well, but it's really important that we continue to vote, that our leaders are held accountable. The fact that these are increasingly less-- citizens are more ambiguous about this is really problematic. So where do we turn to in the face of this growing apathy? Well, it depends on the country.
In Colombia, they talk a lot about formal political institutions, especially at the national level. There was a really important constitution that entered into force in 1991, where the courts were given a lot of power to check the power of the executive. There's a constitutional court in particular that's really important for judicial oversight. But courts in general are highly accessible by citizens. They enacted what's called a tutela, which essentially allows any person, regardless of age, sex, race, et cetera, to file a claim in front of any court without paying a fee, without filing any formal documentation. And this has really democratised the courts in a way that has been really fascinating. It's particularly unique to Colombia and is highly used. And so this is a source of pushback that's sort of across the board, both sort of formally in terms of like the formal courts, the constitutional court, but also citizens having a tool to exercise complaints. That's Colombia and Argentina. The courts have also been a good source of restraint in terms of executive aggrandisement, but it's also a slow moving institution in general.
Reactions to policies, reactions to slashing of the public sector by the government have really come from citizens, from social movements, from civil society. There's a strong collective memory, this idea of in so many different ways, when it comes to femicide, when it comes to sort of a repressive authoritarian regime, citizens still have this in mind. I think younger people, it's not surprising that a lot of young people voted for Milei because they don't have such a strong collective memory of former authoritarian governments. But in general, civil society has been a huge source of, even with repression, right? The state has repressed protests recently and they’re still still out there on the streets.
And then, I mean, Peru, poor Peru, I'm sorry to say that, but so we talk about sort of absence of pressures from below. Peruvian scholars, when you talk to them, they talk about sort of pockets of resilience, places where they’re still able to sort of react to specific measures that one president or one congressional sort of act that has occurred. And so, for example, the electoral institutions have historically been very important in the last 20 to 30 years in Peru. The central bank, international actors have had a lot of impact in terms of sort of supporting democracy in the country. But there it's a lot more piecemeal, right, in terms of where we see resistance occur. There's no one sort of set of institutions or one group that really has a role.
00:17:42 Janjira Sombatpoonsiri
I mean, I'm just going to ask a very simple and maybe sound a bit silly kind of question, but among these three countries, if there's a tsunami of authoritarian storm hitting the three countries tomorrow, which country do you think has the best chance of surviving?
00:18:00 Jennifer Cyr
Oh, no… I mean, my first reaction is, again, you know, these countries still are sort of moving along, right? I mean, you know, in terms of sort of formal institutions that sort of institutional redundancies, veto players that can still push back against aggrandisers, I think Colombia and Argentina still have great advantages there. And then Argentina is a federal country. Provincial sort of governors have historically had quite a bit of political power. Again, Colombia with its sort of institutional architecture and respect for the courts and sort of a real sense of pride in this constitution and what it did to democratise the courts and just to provide rights to citizens, I think those things are really important for weathering a storm of that type, certainly.
I think Peru is in a harder position. I mean, some of the scholars we spoke to in Peru, some of the social leaders and journalists that we spoke to in Peru directly said Peru is no longer a democracy today. You cannot call Peru a democracy. So they're in a very different position structurally. Yeah, absolutely. I would say 50% of who we talked to said that.
00:19:15 Janjira Sombatpoonsiri
Fascinating. I mean, because I'm thinking a lot about Asia when you mentioned this kind of like guardrails, institutional guardrails and civic culture, collective memory. I mean, Asia has a wide range of institutional guardrails, civic culture and a culture of protest, a culture of resistance, very different. And the other day, we have a team meeting. We tend to meet with the researchers from five, six countries every few months and someone from Indonesia, our researcher from Indonesia gave us this really sharp analysis. I think that's very succinct and probably reflects on some of the points you just mentioned now that democracies in major countries like the Philippines or Indonesia that transition to young democracy in the late 80s to early 90s. I mean, democracy kind of stays. It has eroded, the qualities have eroded a lot, but it hasn't broken down. So we were trying to understand what is that ceiling, so-called, right? What stopped these democracies from breaking down? So I like to pose the same question to you. I mean, in all three countries, I would say electoral democracy haven't broken down. So what is it that stopped that?
00:20:40 Jennifer Cyr
Wow, another really good question. I mean, I think I always tell my students I'm a cynic, but I'm also sort of an optimist and it's really sort of, there's a lot of tension there, being a cynic and an optimist. But I think I do think that we need to be alert that what I'm now going to mention is maybe changing. But I really the sense that still democracy is the best model alternative. Some people feel this very strongly, right? Civil society groups advocating for democracy in a way that citizens aren't really feeling anymore. But citizens themselves not really having an alternative to turn to, right? So I think it's a great way to think about sort of legitimacy in more general terms. Like democracy is still legitimate because it's really not an alternative that enough people are advocating for. There are forces in the world today that are offering other models, right?
I think sort of technological innovation and sort of most of us turning to our screens for our information and sort of turning away from the people around us is hugely problematic for this. But I do think for now, given that there are still groups on the ground and still certain institutions and still political elites that believe strongly in democracy, sort of normative commitment, I think that's still kind of what's pushing things along. I do worry that that sort of momentum and the loss of support at the international level, I worry that the discourse of democracy is very old fashioned today. And so we can't rely on that commitment as we used to. But I still think it's there for now. I still think enough people believe it's the best form of government. And that's really key. To me, if you ask me, how do we combat autocratising leaders and autocratisation in general, to me, what we have to do is remind citizens, remind people on the grounds like that democracy really is the best choice for you. It really is the best way for you to live your life.
And sort of bringing back in, I always talk about turning off our screens metaphorically and figuratively, right? I think there's this sense of like, let's turn to each other. Let's remember what it's like to have conversations. And societies in Latin America are highly polarised right now. When we talk about these extreme right leaders that have been elected, they've been elected by very thin margins. And they're not governing as if they have a very thin margin. They're governing as if a majority of people voted them into power. And so how do we sort of push back against that the inability to listen to other views, the inability to come to an agreement and compromise. To me, that's where we need to really focus our issues, especially from especially from other organisations on the ground that have access to people, right? And can encourage them, remind them how useful it is to sort of that living in democracy is a very different experience than living in another type of regime. So I don't know. It's a concern, but it's also vital I think, for democracy to remain strong.
00:23:46 Janjira Sombatpoonsiri
Yeah, since we're on that subject, right? And this would be my last, but big two related questions, put it that way.  I mean, you know, I follow a little bit, not such a, you know, I don't know a lot about the region, but lately the electoral results show, you know, these conservative actors were elected and they now governing, right? And you just mentioned polarisation being a big factor in this. Can you tell us a little bit the role of social economic factor in the victories of these conservative actors from Colombia to Peru? And what are your hopes, for example, with something like in Brazil would happen, would that happen? Basically, there's a replacement of these guys when they don't perform well, for example.
00:24:34 Jennifer Cyr
Yeah, so I mean, today, right now in Latin America, Brazil and Uruguay are the only countries with sort of more left-wing, progressive, sort of rights-respecting regime. So openly, I think, so that's... That's sort of a response to what was called the pink tide, where you had sort of a wave of leftist leaders elected to Latin American countries starting in the end of the 1990s and throughout the first decade of the 2000s. I think there's a lot that can explain the emergence of these leaders. I think in some ways they're kind of overdetermined in a global environment where radical discourse, non-democratic or openly anti-democratic discourse is increasingly acceptable. I think that enables leaders come around in a situation where citizens, again, are fed up, where citizens, I mean, Argentina has been in constant economic crisis for as long as you want to remember.
And so somebody like Milei, Javier Milei comes along and says, you know, the old system isn't working. The old political politicians are not working. Like I have a plan at least, and I have a radical plan. It's the only plan. And people say, okay, I'm much more risk acceptant today because I'm really fed up and I'm really having trouble feeding my family, it's always a trope I turn to, right? If I can't put food on the table, like, what do I care if my voice is being heard, right? So I'm going to vote for this guy. So you become much more risk accepting and you vote for an outsider. That was, I think, what happened in the case of Milei.
That happened in the case of Bolsonaro in Brazil, who had a, it was more about, corruption and political honesty than anything else. He wasn't an outsider, but he wasn't really a, he wasn't a part of one of the major political parties. And he had, he had a very strong discourse, very anti-status quo discourse based on political honesty and anti-corruption. Something similar with de la Espriella in Colombia and the sort of Mano dura, strong arm policies against violence in the country. Who is offering me something to respond to these major social, political, economic crises that we're experiencing? What happens, though, with a lot of these leaders? Javier Milei doesn't really have a political party. They haven't spent a lot of time building a political party. La Libertad Avanza exists. That's his political party, but they're not doing any party building. Bolsonaro famously could not party build. He tried to, and there was a lot of pushback.
Citizens are anti-party in general in a lot of these countries, precisely because the political parties have not provided. And so in some ways, when you remove the populist sort of radical leader, it's easier to, you sort of get rid of the worst of the problem, if you will. So Bolsonaro, his son now is running. In the case of Milei in Argentina, will he advance? I mean, without a political party, it's really hard for these more radical policies to become institutionalised. In the case of Brazil, in addition to him not having a party, Brazil like Colombia, Brazil like Argentina has stronger, sort of a stronger institutional architecture to sort of reverse policies in ways that aren't damaging to democracy. I think it's a real problem, sort of these leaders emerge thanks to a crisis of political parties, but then it's hard for them to sort of stay on precisely for that very reason, right? They're not, there's a few incentives to build a political party that lasts.
00:27:53 Janjira Sombatpoonsiri
So, I mean, it's actually, I mean, I'm from a country where party system doesn't exist because we constantly have military coups and that always, they always overthrow the political party system. But what you're saying is that actually there's a system in place and if these populist figures cannot basically institutionalise their legacies and their policies, that means it would be difficult for them to get reelected, right?
00:28:22 Jennifer Cyr
Yeah, I mean, I think it's less obvious that that can happen, right? I think Trump in the United States is more concerning because he clearly took over a political party right now. The Republican Party is really now and that's much more problematic. Milei is trying in Argentina to form coalitions with existing sort of center right and right wing parties. But they're also trying to it's sort of like a waiting game, like, will he prevail? Will he not prevail? Do I want to hitch my political fate to his political fate? And that's still being settled, right? So it's just less clear that his ideology and his discourse will remain.
Now, I do think, on the other hand, that policies that are implemented are going to be very difficult to reverse because once you defund the National Science Institution, as a country in economic crisis, it's going to be very hard to justify refunding it in the future, right? Once you defund sort of the arts, once you defund these crucial political, culture, social institutions, that will be very hard to restore. And so even if Milei doesn't last, some of his policies will be very long lasting, precisely because it's really hard to justify sort of putting money there in the future, I think.
00:29:35 Janjira Sombatpoonsiri
Well, speaking of that issue, this is really my last question, because I mean, in Asia, we're next to the biggest autocracy in the world, China, and there's definitely a neighboring effect. You know, we all feel it. Conservative governments, they're not outright authoritarian in many countries. Like the Philippines still have a functioning democratic system in the country, but still you feel the influence of China. So do you have that neighboring effect in the region? For example, the US now has, you know, Trump is in power in the US.
00:30:12 Jennifer Cyr
Absolutely. I mean, famously, Porfirio Diaz, an authoritarian leader in his own right in Mexico in the 1800s said, poor Mexico so close to the United States, so far from God. Anyway, so the United States has a huge impact. I think, you know, historically it has a huge impact. I think it sort of ebbs and flows. I think for a long time it was crucial for democracy promotion, although a cynic would say it was really crucial for economic and security promotions in the United States just shrouded in democracy.
Whatever the case, there was a strong democratic discourse coming from the United States, and there has been since the end of the Cold War and since before the Cold War ended, right? Today, that is non-existent. That does not exist anymore. The United States openly supports anti-democratic or non-democratic leaders around the world. Trump does specifically, you know, seems to admire profoundly non-democratic leaders. And so this absolutely has an enabling role. I mean, Milei, in his first year in office, went more to the United States than he did travel outside of the city of Buenos Aires. There is a reason for this. He's catering to Trump and he wants Trump's support and he's gotten it. So absolutely there is today, the problem is that it's not a pro-democratic actor on the national state and the international stage of the United States. And that has repercussions, certainly in Latin America. Absolutely.
00:31:39 Janjira Sombatpoonsiri
But what about the role of China in the region?
00:31:42 Jennifer Cyr
No, I think China has been very strategic in this sense. It's been largely economic ties, you know, sort of absolutely has a strong role in the region. Different countries, different leaders have different, are more or less open, I think, to China. But, you know, what happens is, you know, China is offering in less explicit ways, I would say, an alternative way, an alternative type of government, alternative model of government, right? And so as economic ties deepen and financial ties deepen with China, which they have been, that model becomes, I mean, China has never sort of, there's never been a democratic clause when it comes to China, right? So again, it's not so much, this is why I like to distinguish between the anti-democratic leaders and non-democratic leaders or anti-democratic actors and non-democratic – anti-democratic actors strongly speak out against democracy. And we do see that Milei has very famously said he's not really convinced that democracy works, right?
But there's also leaders and actors who just don't make democracy a part of their message. They have other interests. And so, and this can be equally problematic because it's much more subtle. It's not quite so obvious. So I think, I mean, when we think about alternative models of governance, stronger ties to China, I think, that the tech bros on the international stage is sort of what they offer on TikTok and Instagram and what they condone, perhaps better said, people are slowly being exposed to alternative ways of thinking. And this goes back to my concern about apathy towards democracy. So yeah, China has been very strategic and very much happy with a decline of political sort of the decline of political and economic power of the United States in the region and has tried to take advantage of that for sure. Yeah.
00:33:33 Janjira Sombatpoonsiri
Thanks so much. On that note, Jennifer, this has been eye opening.
00:33:37 Jennifer Cyr
On a positive note.
00:33:38 Janjira Sombatpoonsiri
No, very, very, very insightful. And I'm sure, you know, I've learned a lot. I'm sure the audience will learn a lot as well. So thank you so much.
00:33:48 Outro jingle
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