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Abstract 

 

“Left” and “right” are widely used concepts in Latin America, but they are not defined in a single, 

consistent way. On one side an analytical tradition defines these terms on the basis of their 

historical, substantive meanings. On the other side, a research tradition anchored in 

methodological individualism defines the terms from the ways people use them. This article 

examines the relationships between those definitions: 

(a) comparing the positions they assign to Latin American political parties in the left- right 

dimension, and showing that the two criteria lead to very different classifications; 

(b) suggesting a preliminary explanation of  those differences based on a few simple, systematic 

patterns found in the differences themselves, explanation which in turn helps to understand 

why 

(c) in contemporary Latin America, polarization appears not to be linked to democratic 

instability. 

According to this discussion the left- right dimension is an important analytical instrument for 

studying Latin American politics, but not in the same ways as in rich democracies with mature party 

systems. 

 

 

In most competitive political systems (and in Latin America in particular) the concepts of left and right are 

widely used in politics and journalism. According to Mattei Dogan, they are one of about a dozen important 

concepts political scientists borrowed from journalists and politicians (Dogan 2001, p. 158). The history of 

these concepts, starting from the French Revolution onwards, is reasonably well known. More than two 

centuries later left and right define an ñideological dimensionò which, according to many authors, is a 

crucial instrument for analyzing political systems. That dimension is now at the center, in one way or 

another, of most spatial analyses of politics. 

The precise meaning of these terms, however, is somewhat problematic. Part of the problem lies in 

the fact that most or all of their main contents have changed during the last two centuries. Historically, the 
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two core contents of the left have probably been the emphasis on equality and, even more important, on its 

opposition to the established order. The first change, in the breadth of ñequalityò, is probably without 

serious consequences. At the end of the XVIIIth century ñpolitical equalityò meant at most male equality, 

whereas at the beginning of the XXIst century political equality mostly refers to all adults, male and female. 

Nevertheless, as it may be argued that in several ways the left was at the cutting edge of that change, this 

would reflect the political success of its ideas. Other, wider meanings of equality (and their changes during 

the last two centuries) may be seen in similar terms. 

The second core content, the opposition to the established order, is more problematic. When the left 

reaches power, as in successful revolutions (when its own order becomes the established order), or when it 

reaches government by peaceful means within a competitive political order, it is not clear what happens 

with its ñopposition to the established orderò. Thus, the ascent of European social democracies (and the 

social democratization of socialist parties) deepened the debates within the left that began after 1917. Seven 

decades later, the implosion of the former Soviet Union (and the reckoning of the deeds of a revolutionary 

and authoritarian left) appeared to end those debates for a while. Several observers thought that the left ï 

right dimension no longer was central to the analysis of politics, or at least that its eventual relevance was 

decaying. Nevertheless, in recent years these critical views have changed again, and many political 

scientists think that the analytical relevance of the left ï right dimension is growing. 

It is less clear whether this is true for Latin America as well or, more generally, for the party 

systems of developing countries. In recent literature there is an increasing emphasis on the differences 

between ñmatureò party systems and those of emerging nations, and on the conceptual implications of those 

differences. ñSome theories that have been presented as universalistic, for example, spatial theories of 

voting and party competition, in fact are more useful for analyzing the advanced industrial democracies 

than fluid party systems. It is essential to be aware of those differences é and to avoid assuming that 

purportedly universalistic theories constructed implicitly on the basis of advanced industrial democracies 

will equally apply to fluid party systemsò (Mainwaring and Torcal 2006, p. 218). In a similar vein, a recent 

study on elite-mass congruence in nine Latin American countries concluded that ñit is in countries with the 

strongest histories of party competition, institutionalization, and socioeconomic development where we find 

the highest levels of political representation [i.e., congruence of attitudes between party leaders and party 

voters], most notably in Chile and Uruguayò (Luna and Zechmeister 2005, p. 413). Perhaps the same could 

be said about the left ï right dimension: it might well be a useful analytical tool, but only for some (or a 

few) of the regionôs party systems. 



Thus, this paper attempts to probe the left ï right political landscape in Latin America, checking 

whether those worries are indeed true, and exploring its eventual consequences on our understanding of 

political polarization in the region, and ultimately on democratic stability. In order to do so a classification 

of political parties according to expertsô judgments is compared to the classification of the same parties in 

the same scale according to the AmericasBarometer (2006-2007) dataset.  

 

 

1. Defining “left” and “right” 

 

According to Huber and Inglehart, ñthe measurement of party ideology and party positions has followed 

three different strategies ï the analysis of party manifestos ..., the analysis of mass survey data ... and the 

use of assessments by political expertsò (Huber and Inglehart 1995, pp. 75-76). On one hand, the analysis of 

party manifestos (even by methods which ñmerelyò count the frequencies of several previously identified 

words in those texts) and the assessments of political experts are both based on some substantive definition 

of left and right, though observers do not always agree on those definitions. Hence, these ways of 

ñmeasuringò ideology contribute to a historical and analytical tradition which defines the terms left and 

right on the basis of their substantive contents. On the other hand, the analysis of mass survey data mostly 

belongs to a research tradition anchored in methodological individualism (and in Anthony Downsôs ideas) 

which ñdefinesò left and right on the basis of the ways people use the words (not in what they might say 

those words mean). People would use the left ï right dimension as a shortcut or simplifying device allowing 

them to make (for example) voting decisions without incurring in a long and costly process of information 

gathering and processing; they can forget the details. The details are assumed to be consistent with very few 

(and clear) central points. People do not need to be sophisticated political analysts in order to vote (or to 

think, or to act) ñideologicallyò (Downs 1957). 

Thus, broadly speaking there are just two main ways of understanding the meaning of left and right. 

These two ways are not merely different: there is a certain conceptual tension between them. Beginning at 

least with Philip Converse (1964) several authors have questioned the relevance of the left ï right 

dimension for mass publics. From their perspective voters probably would not structure or organize their 

political views around the ideological dimension; if this is true, definitions could not be based on public 

opinion surveys. For Latin America in particular, some authors (e.g., Echegaray 2005) have argued that 

Latin Americans scarcely use ideological labels when deciding their vote (though without providing 

supporting empirical evidence). Nevertheless, other authors maintain that ideology is a relevant factor for 



Latin Americans (Cameron 1994; Carreira o 2002; Queirolo 2006; Singer 2002; Torcal and Mainwaring 

2003). 

Neither is the other approach problem free. As noted above, in Latin America (and elsewhere) ñleftò 

and ñrightò are widely used words in politics and in political journalism. So widely used that their meaning 

is taken for granted, and almost nobody thinks it necessary to provide an explicit definition, though it is 

clear that the meaning they have in mind, whatever it might be, belongs to the historical ï analytical 

tradition. But the work of Converse and Pierce (1986) on political representation in France proved (and a 

few other studies in different settings confirmed) that in the second half of the past century the meaning of 

left and right was value-laden. Present usage in Latin America confirms this. Intellectual and political elites 

have been mostly biased towards the left. Right-wing politicians do not like to be described on those terms 

(as ñright-wingersò), and many on the right (politicians and journalists alike) say these words have no 

longer any real meaning. Nobody from the left wing says so. Hence, this perspective has the charms of 

history and a long intellectual tradition on its side, but it has some significant problems as well. 

Contemporary research on Latin America tends to use the historical ï analytical tradition too. Most 

significant political objects (parties, leaders, policies) are classified along the left ï right continuum, 

sometimes on the basis of expert evaluations and a more or less explicit definition, sometimes simply on the 

basis of the authorsô judgments. Nevertheless, there is also a shorter but growing body of research based on 

the other tradition, which requires public opinion (and/or elitesô) surveys. At first sight this approach has 

less history and charm, but less problems as well. 

These approaches are not necessarily contradictory, but we do not know for sure. It is not difficult to 

find examples of contradictions in current research (that is, examples in which a partyôs position in the left 

ï right dimension according to experts does not agree with the position based on public opinion surveys). 

Castañeda and Navia (2007) wrote that presidential candidates in 2006 Latin American presidential 

elections ñbased on their self identifications é can be classified on a left ï right continuumò (though they 

did not provide further details). According to them, the leading left-wing candidate in Costa Rica was the 

winner, Oscar Arias. Survey data quoted by Mitchell Seligson (2007), however, show that according to 

votersô self identifications (i.e., each candidateôs position in the left - right scale is defined as the average 

self placement of his or her voters on that scale), Arias was the rightmost of all four main candidates in that 

election. Even conceding that the differences between the candidates were small, this is a clear 

contradiction. Thus, to ascertain whether those contradictions are widespread or not, 

 



(a) from the perspective of the survey-based tradition, this paper uses the AmericasBarometer dataset 

(2006) to estimate the positions in the left ï right scale of all ñrelevantò parties (in a sense akin to 

that of Sartoriôs), in the same way as Ariasôs position in the example above, and then 

(b) those results are compared with the positions of the same parties according to an updated version of 

one of the best known classifications of Latin American political parties in the historical ï analytical 

perspective (that of Coppedge 1997, 1998). 

 

We expected (rather optimistically, as will be seen below) to find that the classifications based on the two 

approaches would tend to agree, at least regarding highly visible political objects (as political parties). We 

also planned to analyze the differences resulting from the two classification criteria, in the hope that this 

analysis would provide a better understanding of the relationship between the two approaches, and of the 

implications of using one, or the other, or both criteria in Latin American political research.  

 

 

2. Classifying Latin American parties in the left – right dimension 

 

To begin with: do Latin Americans actually use the left - right dimension, at least in order to self-position 

themselves on a scale? AmericasBarometer 2006 provides data on fifteen continental Latin American 

countries (all of them except Argentina and Paraguay: Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, 

Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela). 

The self-identification question of AmericasBarometer questionnaires follows the classic, ten-point 

standard format: a long horizontal rectangle with ten subdivisions labeled from 1 (at the left end) through 

10 (at the right end), and the words ñLeftò at the first subdivision, 1, and ñRightò at the last one, 10. 

Interviewees are asked to position themselves on the scale according to their own political views. Table 1 

shows the results of that question. At least two thirds of the citizens of every country surveyed (and, on 

average, more than eight out of ten Latin Americans) do place themselves on that scale.  

For these fifteen countries, then, it makes sense to estimate the positions of all the ñrelevantò partiesô 

positions in the left ï right dimension according to their votersô self identifications in that scale. For present 

purposes a ñrelevantò political party is a party that obtained at least 10% of valid votes in the last 

presidential election before the 2006 AmericasBarometer survey (if there were two voting rounds, only the 

first one is considered, because in that round all parties compete against each other). These criteria identify 

forty one political parties or coalitions of parties. 



 

Table 1: Voters’ self-identification on the 1 (Left) - 10 (Right) scale 

 

 

 

Country 

Voters who 

position 

themselves in 

the scale (%) 

Mean value of 

self-

identifications 

(N) 

 

Standard 

Deviation 

 

Uruguay 92.9 5.19 1394 2.503 

Peru 91.6 5.61 1374 2.129 

Chile 88.0 5.26 1320 2.337 

Venezuela 87.8 5.33 1317 3.078 

Mexico 86.5 5.99 1297 2.410 

Panama 85.8 5.07 1287 2.105 

Honduras 83.1 6.64 1247 2.614 

Brazil 81.1 5.75 1216 2.357 

El Salvador 80.9 5.74 1214 2.905 

Colombia 79.1 6.24 1187 2.521 

Nicaragua 79.1 5.26 1186 2.576 

Costa Rica 76.3 5.90 1144 2.518 

Bolivia 75.5 5.23 1133 2.167 

Guatemala  69.0 5.49 1035 1.934 

Ecuador 66.9 5.78 1004 2.345 
 

Source: AmericasBarometer 2006 

 

 

The resulting positions can be compared to an updated version of Coppedgeôs expert-based classification of 

those parties. According to Coppedgeôs initial classification (1997), Right parties are: ñ1) Parties that target 

heirs of the traditional elite of the nineteenth century without moderating their discourse to appeal to 

middle- or lower- class voters; 2) Parties that employ a fascist or neofascist discourse; and 3) Parties 

sponsored by a present or former military government, as long as they have a conservative (organicist, 

authoritarian, elitist, looking to the past) message and are not primarily personalist vehicles for particular 

authoritarian leadersò. Center-Right parties are ñparties that target middle- or lower- class voters in addition 

to elite voters by stressing cooperation with the private sector, public order, clean government, morality, or 

the priority of growth over distributionò. Center parties are: ñ1) Parties that stress classic political liberalism 

ï broad political participation, civic virtue, the rule of law, human rights, or democracy ï without a salient 

social or economic agenda; and 2) Governing parties whose policies are so divided between positions both 

to the left and to the right of center that no orientation that is mostly consistent between elections is 

discernible.ò Center-Left parties are ñparties that stress justice, equality, social mobility, or the 

complementarity of distribution and accumulation in a way intended not to alienate middle- or upper ï class 

voters.ò Left parties are ñparties that employ Marxist ideology or rhetoric and stress the priority of 



distribution over accumulation and/or the exploitation of the working class by capitalists and imperialists 

and advocate a strong role for the state to correct social and economic injustices. They may consider 

violence an appropriate form of struggle but not necessarily. They do not worry about alienating middle- 

and upper- class voters who are not already socialist intellectuals.ò 

Coppedge defines the remaining parties (those unclassifiable within the left-right dimension 

according to the definitions above) as ñpersonalistò or ñother bloc.ò Other Bloc parties are ñany parties that 

represent an identifiable ideology, program, principle, region, interest, or social group that cannot be 

classified in the left-right or Christian-secular terms.ò Personalist parties are the ones that 1) ñbase their 

primary appeal on the charisma, authority, or efficacy of their leader rather than on any principles or 

platforms, which are too vague or inconsistent to permit a plausible classification of the party in any other 

way, or they are 2) Independents; or are 3) unusually heterogeneous electoral fronts formed to back a 

candidateò. 

On the whole, Coppedgeôs initial classification is not perfect and can be easily criticized, but it is the 

most complete, systematic and exhaustive ideological classification of Latin American parties currently 

available. Furthermore, a classification of this type should be flexible enough to encompass some change 

over time, but it also needs enough precision to be relevant. In our view, Coppedgeôs classification fulfils 

both criteria. 

Finally, several remarks on Coppedgeôs classifications are necessary before presenting the data. 

First, Coppedge classified political parties until 1995. The classification presented in Table 2 updates that of 

Coppedgeôs following his own criteria. Coppedgeôs initial classification was revised and extended to 

political parties that participated in presidential elections until 2008 on the basis of information from 

handbooks,
2
 political party websites, and consultations with experts from several countries.

3
 Second, one of 

Coppedgeôs criteria to define a Left party is that ñthey do not worry about alienating middle- and upper- 

class voters who are not already socialist intellectuals.ò This criterion was relaxed to classify parties during 

the late 1990s and early 2000s because ñneoliberalò policies weakened organized labour and other 
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Table 2: Classifications of Latin American political parties according to experts 

   and to their voters’ self identifications in the Left-Right scale 

 
  Vote in presidential 

election before 

2006 (%)* 

Classification in the Left-Right scale according to: 

Country Parties Experts ** 

(five points) 

Voters’ self-identifications*** 

  Mean Five points Three points 

       

Bolivia MAS 54 L 4.53 CL LW 

 Podemos 29 CR 6.05 C C 

Brazil PT 47 L 5.89 C C 

 PSDB 42 CR 5.50 C C 

Chile Concertación 46 CL 4.43 CL LW 

 Renovación Nacional 25 R 6.78 CR RW 

 UDI 23 CR 7.10 CR RW 

Colombia Polo Dem. Alternativo 22 L 5.03 C C 

 P. Liberal Colombiano 12 C 6.85 CR RW 

 Primero Colombia 62 R 6.70 CR RW 

Costa Rica Liberación Nacional 41 CL 6.33 C C 

 PAC 40 CL 5.71 C C 

Ecuador Partido Social Cristiano  12 R 7.28 CR RW 

 Izquierda Democratica 14 CL 4.46 CL LW 

 P. Sociedad Patriotica 20 CL 5.50 C C 

 PRIAN 17 CR 6.49 C C 

 P.S.Ecuatoriano 15 CL 5.76 C C 

El Salvador Arena 58 R 7.49 CR RW 

 FMLN 36 L 3.33 CL LW 

Guatemala PP-MR-PSN (GANA) 34 CR 5.48 C C 

 FRG 19 R 5.19 C C 

 UNE 26 CL 5.33 C C 

Honduras Partido Liberal 50 C 6.64 CR RW 

 Partido Nacional 46 CR 6.93 CR RW 

Mexico PRI 36 CR 6.46 C C 

 PAN 42 CR 6.20 C C 

 PRD 17 CL 4.39 CL LW 

Nicaragua FSLN 42 L 4.31 CL LW 

 Partido Liberal 56 R 5.98 C C 

Panama PRD 48 CL 5.29 C C 

 Partido Arnulfista 16 CR 4.98 C C 

Peru APRA 24 CL 5.97 C C 

 Unidad Nacional 24 CR 6.16 C C 

Uruguay P.Colorado 11 CR 7.79 CR RW 

 P.Nacional 35 CR 7.21 CR RW 

 Frente Amplio 52 L 3.88 CL LW 

Venezuela MVR 63 CL 4.39 CL LW 

 Un Nuevo tiempo 37 CR 7.13 CR RW 

 

    *  Last presidential election before the 2006 AmericasBarometer survey 

  ** Five points: Left, Center-left, Center, Center-right, Right 

***  Mean: mean of the partyôs voters in the 1-10 Left-Right scale;  

Five points: mean converted to the expertsô five points scale according to the standard rules 

 (L: 1-2.5; CL: 2.6-4.5; C: 4.6-6.5; CR: 6.6-8.5; R: 8.6-10) 

Three points: LW (left wing): L, CL; RW: R, CR; and Center 

Sources: Americas Barometer (votersô self-identification); Coppedge (1997) updated by Lodola and Queirolo as explained in the 

text (expertsô classification) 

 



traditional social bases of left wing parties, and led them to appeal to broader electorates in order to increase 

their chances to govern. Third, Coppedge classified the parties along the left right dimension and on 

Christian-secular terms as well. Only one of our forty one parties (the Mexican PAN) is identified as 

Christian in the updated classification; thus, for the sake of brevity, this dimension does not appear in the 

present discussion. Fourth, three of those forty one parties, having been classified as Personalist (the 

Ecuadorean Roldosismo, which obtained 12% of the vote in the 2002 presidential election; Guillermo 

Endaraôs party in Panama, which obtained 31% of the vote in the 2004 election, and Ollanta Humalaôs party 

in Peru, 31% of the vote in the 2006 election), cannot, by definition, be compared with the surveys-based 

classification of the parties in the left ï right dimension. Thus, the final list presented in Table 2 includes 

thirty eight parties or coalitions. 

The first three columns of Table 2 include country, party, and party share of the vote in the last 

presidential election (when there were two rounds, in the first one) before the 2006 AmericasBarometer 

surveys. The fourth column records party position in the left ï right dimension according to experts (i.e., 

Coppedgeôs classification updated). The fifth column records the mean self-identification of the voters of 

each party according to AmericasBarometer 2006. The sixth column ñtranslatesò the average self-

identification to the expertsô terms according to a standard rule (that of Sani and Sartori 1983): L (left) 

includes values from 1 through 2.5; CL (center-left), from 2.6 through 4.5; C (center), from 4.6 through 6.5; 

CR (center-right), from 6.6 through 8.5, and R (Right), from 8.6 through 10. The seventh and last column 

compacts the five labels of the sixth column in just three: LW (left wing), including L and CL; C (center), 

which remains unchanged, and RW (right wing), including CR and R.  

Results in Table 2 drastically falsify our initial expectations: the classification of the experts (fourth 

column) agrees with the classifications resulting from votersô self-placement (sixth column) in just nine of 

the thirty eight parties (24%). Five of these nine coincidences occur in three countries with old, 

institutionalized party systems (two in Chile, one in Honduras, and two in Uruguay); the other parties are 

from Ecuador, Mexico and Venezuela. Perhaps full agreement in the five-point scale is too high a requisite. 

A relaxed requisite, though not directly comparable, is the following: for each country, do the two 

classifications rank the parties in the same way? The answer is still negative, though less so than in the first 

comparison. Within-country orderings coincide in seven cases (47%: Bolivia, Costa Rica, El Salvador, 

Mexico, Nicaragua, Uruguay and Venezuela), and do not coincide in the other eight countries. A different 

relaxing requisite (this time directly comparing parties, not countries) involves considering just a three-

point scale: left wing (including left and center left), center (unchanged) and right wing (center right, right). 



In this case the two classifications agree in seventeen out of the thirty eight parties (45%). This nearly 

doubles the number of agreements produced by using the five-point scale, a big improvement. 

Are there any identifiable patterns in the disagreements between the two classifications in the five- 

points scale (the expertsô judgments and the classification resulting from votersô self placements in the left 

right scale)? Twenty nine parties are classified in different places of the five- points scale. In almost all of 

these cases (twenty seven, 93%) the classifications based in votersô self placements do not coincide with 

expertsô classifications because those of the voters are systematically displaced to the center of the scale, 

always within the same ñwingò of the scale, including the center (C). No matter whether the expertsô 

opinion on the place of these parties pointed to the left or to the right wing of the spectrum, in these twenty 

seven cases the collective self placements of the voters identified a different position, always to the centre 

of the expertsô views. In particular: all parties classified by experts as (pure) left (L) or (pure) right (R), 

when classified according to votersô self-placements are ñdisplacedò towards the centre (always within its 

initial ñwingò). This means, somewhat surprisingly, that (according to votersô self placements) in Latin 

America there are no true relevant parties of the right (R) or the left (L). This is essentially true for the 

smaller, non- relevant parties as well. In addition to the thirty eight parties presented in Table 2, the 

AmericasBarometer 2006 dataset includes thirty one non relevant parties with at least two voters each in the 

survey (taking into account the fifteen continental Latin American countries examined here). Just one of 

them belongs to one of the two extremes of the five- points scale, the Bolivian Movimiento Indígena 

Pachakuti (MIP), Felipe Quispeôs party, which is  a true party of the left (the average self-placement of its 

voters in the left ï right scale is 1.96). Thus, just one out of sixty nine parties (thirty eight relevant, plus 

thirty one smaller ones) is a ñpureò, extreme party. 

This systematic ñdisplacement towards the centreò but not beyond it explains why, in spite of the 

high level of disagreements between the two approaches, there are no instances of the most serious type of 

disagreement (i.e., when a party is considered by the expertsô classification to be on the left wing, but its 

votersô self classification is on the right wing side of the ideological dimension, or vice versa). In just two 

cases votersô self placements produce a less centrist position than that of the experts: the Liberal parties of 

Colombia and Honduras. The experts see them as center (C) parties, whereas according to votersô self 

identifications they are center-right (CR) parties.  

The data provide many other surprises. The Brazilian PT (Lulaôs party) is seen as a left-wing (L) 

party by the experts, but its voters average position in the left right scale is 5.89 (i.e., a party of the center, 

not even of the center left), to the right of the voters of the PSDB, Cardosoôs party (5.50), which is seen by 

experts as a center right party (having ñmigrated to the rightò after being in charge of the national 



government). Colombia is another example. Partido Liberal Colombiano (PLC) is a centrist party following 

the expertsô criteria, but according to its votersô average self placements in the scale (6.85) it is a center 

right party, slightly to the right of Primero Colombia (6.7), Uribeôs party, which is considered as a right-

wing party by experts. As it was pointed out before, in Costa Rica there is a similar case. Liberación 

Nacional is considered as a center left (CL) party by experts, but its votersô self placement (6.33), in the 

center of the scale, place it to the right of all the other parties (including those not shown in Table 2 because 

of their small share of the vote). The same occurs in Guatemala with FRG, which is evaluated by the 

experts as the most rightist party, but its electorate seems to be more centrist (5.19) than any of the others. 

 

 

3. Left, Right, polarization and Latin American political crises 

 

Some observers of Latin Americaôs current ñleft turnò have been worried about the possible effects of this 

turn on democratic consolidation (given the past attitudes of Latin Americaôs left towards ñformalò or 

bourgeois democracy).
4
 Recent case studies suggest that at present this should not be a problem, at least not 

on attitudinal grounds. Others have made distinctions between two types of left turn, one led by a social 

democratic left, and the other by a more populist / authoritarian left (Castañeda 2006), concluding that the 

first type should not be problematic for democracy, but the second type might well be (Seligson 2007). 

 Classic views on the links of democratic stability and ideologies pay attention both to the left and 

the right, or rather to the distance between the political actors of the left and those of the right, i.e., 

polarization. Polarization is seen as a crucial concept to understand the stability of democracy around the 

world: high polarization should be directly linked to higher political risk and to lower democratic stability 

(Sani and Sartori 1983, Sartori 1976; in Latin America in particular, Mainwaring and Scully 1995). Thus, in 

order to look at those matters in a more systematic manner it is necessary, first, to measure polarization in 

the fifteen Latin American countries included in the AmericasBarometer dataset. For the analysis to be 

consistent with the discussion of the preceding section this should be done in two different ways: (a) 

estimating Sani and Sartoriôs (1983) definition of polarization (ideological distance between the two most 

extreme relevant parties, where the position of the parties result from their votersô self placement in the left 

right scale), and (b) estimating Coppedgeôs (1998) indicator of polarization, which differs from Sani and 

Sartoriôs in two basic ways: it is based on the expertsô classification, and it takes into account the position of 

all the parties (not merely the two most extreme ones) except those of the center. Polarization according to 



Sani and Sartoriôs definition (the difference between the positions of the two most extreme relevant parties 

divided by nine, the maximum possible difference) varies between 0 (an extremely unlikely case: all 

relevant parties should be in the same position of the ten-point scale) and 1 (when the most extreme relevant 

parties are found at both ends of the scale, 1 and 10). Coppedgeôs indicator measures the dispersion of the 

vote away from the relative center of the party system; polarization ranges from zero to 100.
5
 

After measuring polarization, its links to democratic stability 2000-2007 may be explored. For 

present purposes, democratic stability is broadly defined as a three-point scale: (i) occurrence of acute 

political crises (those who put into risk the positions of presidents and/or legislatures at or beyond legal 

frontiers) within the period; (iii) consolidated democracies, and (ii) all other (ñintermediateò) cases 

(González 2008). According to the classic view consolidated democracies should exhibit low polarization, 

and countries experiencing acute political crises should be relatively highly polarized. 

 Though this should be considered essentially an exploratory study, we did have some initial 

expectations which may be summarized as follows. First, both definitions of polarization should lead to 

similar conclusions (at least in the way they rank all the countries, from most to least polarized). As in the 

classification of parties in the left - right dimension, though, we assumed that the most interesting results 

would involve the analysis of the differences resulting from the two definitions of polarization. Finally, we 

expected that the impact of polarization (on both definitions) on democratic instability should be weak or 

even nil. This is indeed what some cases suggest, though it goes against the grain of Sartoriôs ideas on 

polarization. It should be noted, however, that this is a time- and region- specific study; its results may or 

may not hold true elsewhere, or even in the same region in a different period (e.g., in Latin America during 

the Cold War). 

Table 3 presents the data. Countries are identified in the first column; the second and third columns 

show Sani ï Sartori polarization and the corresponding ranking for each country (from 1, most polarized, 

through 15, least polarized); the two last columns, sixth and seventh, show Coppedgeôs indicator of 

polarization and its rankings (also from most through least polarized), and the intermediate columns (fourth 

and fifth), for reasons discussed below, present a ñhybridò estimation of polarization. These ñhybridò 

estimates use Coppedgeôs calculation procedure, but the position of the parties in the left ï right scale is 

defined on the basis of their votersô self- placements. The results presented in Table 3 show that the two 

indicators of polarization lead to relatively similar rankings of countries (though it should be noted that the 

                                                                                                                                                                                                         
4 There are some disagreements on that ñleft turnò: on its nature and/or timing (Is Latin America already past that turn?), or even on its actual 

existence (Alcántara Sáez y García Díez 2008; Zovatto 2008). 
5 The formula to calculate the relative center (MLRP) is (( right %) + (.5*center-right %) ï (.5*center-left % )- (left%)), and the formula to 

calculate the ideological polarization is (|1-mlrp|*(right %) + |.5-mlrp|*(center-right %) + |-.5-mlrp|*(center-left %) + |-1-mlrp|*(left %)), where 

mlrp = MLRP/100. 



ñCoppedge polarizationsò reported in the Table are good approximations but not exact values, since they 

take into account only ñrelevantò parties, those obtaining at least 10% of the vote; this is necessary in order 

to provide a comparison as ñcleanò as possible between the two measures). 

 

         Table 3: Polarization according to Sani-Sartori (based on voters’ self-identifications), 

                   according to Coppedge’s indicator (based on experts’ classifications), and an 

                  “hybrid” estimate using Coppedge’s procedure on voters’ self identifications 

 
 

 

 

Country 

 

Polarization  Sani-Sartori 

 

“Hybrid” estimate 

 

Polarization Coppedge  

Value Rank Value Rank Value Rank 

El Salvador 0.46 1 45 4 89 2 

Uruguay 0.43 2 49 1 73 3 

Ecuador 0.31 3 13 5 44 9 

Chile 0.30 4.5 47 2.5 59 6.5 

Venezuela 0.30 4.5 47 2.5 47 8 

Mexico 0.23 6 7 9 29 11 

Colombia 0.20 7 10 8 68 4 

Nicaragua 0.19 8 12 6.5 96 1 

Bolivia 0.17 9 12 6.5 59 6.5 

Costa Rica 0.07 10 0 13 13 14 

Brazil 0.04 11 0 13 67 5 

Guatemala 0.03 13 0 13 43 10 

Honduras 0.03 13 2 10 12 15 

Panama 0.03 13 0 13 27 12 

Peru 0.02 15 0 13 24 13 

 

Authorsô estimations according to data presented in Table 2 and the definitions of polarization of Sani and Sartori (1983) and 

Coppedge (1998). The ñhybridò estimate follows Coppedgeôs calculation procedure, but the positions of the parties in the left- 

right scale is defined according to their votersô self placements in the five- points scale. Consolidated democracies reported in 

italics; countries experiencing acute political crises (as defined in the text) in the years 2000-07 are presented in bold type. 

 

 

The Spearman rank correlation coefficient between Sani and Sartoriôs and Coppedgeôs polarization indexes 

reaches a relatively high value (.62) in the expected direction, though there are a few strong disagreements 

between the two rankings (particularly those concerning Nicaragua, Brazil and Ecuador).
6
 Thus, our 

hypothesis that both definitions of polarization should lead to similar conclusions is reasonably sustained by 

the data. The differences registered between these two rankings are more linked to the basis of their 

respective data (votersô self placements versus expertsô classifications) than to the fact that one of those 

                                                         
6
 According to Coppedgeôs index of polarization Nicaragua and Brazil are ranked in far higher positions than according to Sani 

and Sartoriôs index, and in Ecuadorôs case the opposite is true. 



polarization rankings involves just the two most extreme parties, while the other involves all out-of-center 

parties (or to the calculation procedures). That is, estimating Coppedgeôs indicator of polarization on the 

basis of votersô self placements (the ñhybridò polarization reported in Table 3) produces a ranking more 

akin to that of Sani-Sartoriôs than to Coppedgeôs. The Spearman rank correlation between the two versions 

of Coppedgeôs index (the expert- based and the one based on the votersô self placements, i.e., the ñhybridò 

in the Table), .61, is almost equal to the correlation between Sani-Sartori polarization and the ñregularò 

version of Coppedge, .62. But the Sani-Sartori polarization is highly correlated to the ñhybridò index (.88). 

What matters concerning the differences between the two indexes of polarization, then, is the way of 

defining party positions. 

Which are the links between those measures of polarization and Latin American democratic 

instability since the turn of the century? According to most observers just three countries may be considered 

consolidated democracies: Chile, Costa Rica and Uruguay (italics in Table 3). Five of the fifteen countries 

included in Table 3 (Bolivia, Ecuador, Nicaragua, Peru, Venezuela) have experienced acute political crises, 

as defined above, since the turn of the century (bold type in Table 3). The remaining seven countries 

(Brazil, Colombia, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico and Panama) are somewhere in between: 

their democracies are not yet consolidated, but have not experienced acute political crises during the last 

years. 

Looking at the two opposite situations (consolidated democracies versus countries experiencing 

acute political crises), polarization does not appear to be associated with them. Measuring polarization 

according to Sani and Sartori, two of the consolidated democracies (Uruguay and Chile) are relatively 

highly polarized (places 2 and 4.5, respectively, with 1 meaning most polarized, and 15 least polarized), just 

the opposite of what could be expected. Only Costa Rica has low polarization (position 10). A similar 

picture appears when considering the countries experiencing acute political crises: Ecuador and Venezuela 

are relatively highly polarized (places 3 and 4.5 respectively); they belong to the more polarized half of the 

Table, as should be expected. But Nicaragua (place 8) is right in the middle, and Bolivia and Peru (places 9 

and 15) belong to the less polarized half of the Table (Peru is the least polarized of all fifteen countries). 

 Polarization according to Coppedgeôs indicator leads to similar results. Two of the consolidated 

democracies (again, Uruguay and Chile) are relatively highly polarized; only the third, Costa Rica, has very 

low polarization (the second-lowest among the fifteen countries). As for the opposite set of countries, those 

experiencing acute political crises, just two of them (Nicaragua and Bolivia) belong to the more polarized 

half of the Table, Venezuela is just in the middle, and the remaining two countries (Ecuador and Peru) 

belong to the less polarized half. Thus, irrespective of the ways of estimating polarization, both measures 



lead to the same essential conclusion: little or no link between polarization and democratic instability. This 

result confirms our initial hypothesis. 

 

 

4. Conclusion 

 

The systematic disagreement between the two classifications of parties (according to experts and according 

to votersô self placements) in the five- points left- right scale is perhaps the most startling finding reported 

in this paper. These two discordant ways of classifying parties in the left ï right dimension are the basis of 

the (comparatively smaller) differences between the two indexes of polarization as well. How can that 

ñsystematic disagreementò be understood? 

 The level of disagreement between the two ways of classifying parties in each country may be easily 

summarized. Since parties are classified in the five- points scale (L, CL, C, CR, R), the maximum possible 

disagreement for a given party is just four ñstepsò (when each procedure places the party at the opposite 

extremes of the scale). For each country, adding the observed ñstepsò of disagreement for all its relevant 

parties and dividing the result by the number of such parties produces a simple, directly comparable index 

whose values vary between zero (no disagreement) and four (maximum possible disagreement). When this 

is done on the data of Table 2 it may be seen that the ñindex of disagreementsò varies between 0 and 1.5, 

and the countries may be sorted in three groups: 

 

(a) those where there is least disagreement, from 0 through .5 (Venezuela, 0; Chile and Uruguay, .33; 

and Honduras, .5); 

(b) the in- betweens, from .6 through 1 (Mexico, .67; Ecuador, .8; Bolivia, Costa Rica, El Salvador, 

Panama and Peru, 1), and 

(c) those where there is (relatively) high disagreement, from 1.1 through 1.5 (Colombia and Guatemala, 

1.33; Brazil and Nicaragua, 1.5). 

 

All countries in the first (ñleast disagreementò) group have (by the regionôs standards) relatively long 

histories of open, competitive party politics, though those histories have led so far to different results: an 

essentially unchanged party system (Honduras), evolving party systems (Chile and Uruguay), and an 

entirely new, still fluid party system (Venezuela). What matters, then, is the presence or absence of those 

open, competitive histories, not their present results. Having such a long history of competitive politics, 



however, seems to be necessary but not sufficient to avoid relatively high levels of disagreement, since 

Colombia has both. Apart from Colombia, most countries of high disagreement levels (Guatemala, Brazil 

and Nicaragua) have no such histories, though each in its own, specific way. The intermediate group 

includes mixed histories. Do these results make some sense? 

Expertsô classifications of parties are mainly elite- centered; they are based on the views and 

policies of parties and party leaders. As shown above, this is explicitly so for Coppedgeôs criteria. Expertsô 

classifications are also very discriminating: they dislike ambiguities. They see just two parties (out of 38, 

5%) at the center of the political spectrum (Table 2). They classify six parties (16%) as pure left (L), eleven 

(29%) as center- left (CL), thirteen (34%) as center- right (CR), and six (16%) as pure right (R). Voters see 

themselves from a consistently different perspective. The voters of nineteen parties (50%) place themselves, 

on average, at the center of the spectrum, and none of the relevant parties appears (according to their votersô 

average self- placement) as a pure party of the left (L) or the right (R). This ñdisplacement towards the 

centerò may reflect votersô precarious, disinterested grasp of the left right dimension (the idea the French 

summarize with the term ñle maraisò, the bog), or the fact that many voters tend to have truly more 

moderate views than those of their parties and leaders, which has been observed in several different 

contexts (e.g. Converse and Pierce 1986, González 1991), or (more likely) both factors, each country 

probably having a different mix of them. 

For voters to actually use the left- right dimension as an ordering device they must learn about it. 

That learning is not formal: it stems from their everyday experience (political and otherwise). The natural 

requisite for that learning to occur more or less freely seems to be, precisely, ñlong histories of open, 

competitive party politics.”  Thus, when there is no such history, voters will lack that learning, and their 

answers to the self- placement question (if any) will go disproportionately towards the less compromising 

center, avoiding (from these votersô point of view) unclear choices. In these cases, disagreements between 

expertsô judgments and votersô self- placements should be more likely. For similar reasons, in countries that 

do have histories of party competition disagreements should be more likely when parties (and/or party 

systems) are changing, but the nature and final results of those changes are still unclear even for their 

protagonists.
7
 

                                                         
7
 Voters who do go to the polls but vote blank or annul their votes do not identify with any of the existing parties, nor see a ñless 

badò option among them. If they had a clear position in the left- right scale, they would have (at least) a ñless badò choice, the 

party closest to their own position. Since they do not choose a party, they probably do not have a clear position in the scale either 

(i.e., if they place themselves in the scale at all, they should tend to choose the middle ground). Consistently with this reasoning, 

in the five countries of our sample where voters who voted blank or annulled their vote were coded separately, their average left- 

right self- placements are always at the center of the scale: Bolivia (5.43), Brazil (5.00), Ecuador (5.88), Mexico (5.59) and 

Uruguay (5.42). All these averages are thus tightly and surprisingly compressed in a rather short section of the scale, from 5.00 

(Brazil) through 5.88 (Ecuador). 



This tentative explanation provides a rationale for understanding most agreements and 

disagreements. High levels of agreement should occur only where there were ñlong histories of open, 

competitive party politicsò, voters could learn the essentials of the ideological labels, and their self- 

placements had time enough to evolve, converging towards the expertsô judgments (based on elitesô views 

and behaviors). Thus, in the countries with the least disagreements between the two classifications (those 

having had time enough to learn ñthe essentials of the ideological labelsò), voters should be able to self- 

place themselves in the left- right scale more frequently than in other countries. This is indeed what Table 1 

shows: three of the four countries with the highest percentage of voters positioning themselves in the left- 

right scale (Uruguay, Chile and Venezuela) are, precisely, the countries with the least disagreements 

between the two classifications. 

High levels of disagreement should be more likely where there is no such a history, or where there 

are deep changes in process, as in Colombia. Experts see Primero Colombia, Uribeôs party, as a party of the 

pure right (R) because of a mix of reasons including its law and order emphasis, its presumed links to right 

wing paramilitaries, and even some aspects of Uribeôs life. Uribe has also been seen (probably wrongly) as 

a political outsider, reflecting (rightly) a party system in transition. But many moderate voters chose Uribe 

twice not because of his (presumed) right- wing leanings, but simply because they thought he represented 

the best opportunity for change (and for peace) in Colombia. Colombian Liberals stagnated as a diminished 

party of the established (political) order, which for many years could not bring peace to Colombia, and the 

left wing coalesced into the second most voted alternative, also supported by many moderate voters.
8
 

This line of reasoning also helps to understand why polarization in Sani and Sartoriôs definition is 

not associated to democratic instability, against the grain of their thinking. A relatively high level of 

polarization is linked (by definition) to a great many voters placing themselves in out-of-center positions in 

the left- right scale, which in turn involves ñlong histories of open, competitive party politicsò (or a much 

harder ñlearning processò via revolutionary or quasi- revolutionary conflicts, as in El Salvador). But some 

of these histories led (and others are leading, hopefully) to democratic development and consolidation. 

Hence, what really explains this lack of association (polarization ï democratic instability) is the high 

heterogeneity of Latin American countries in this regard (i.e., in the presence or absence of ñlong histories 

of open, competitive party politicsò). On these matters, the original testing ground for Sani and Sartoriôs 

ideas (Western Europe thirty years after the end of World War II) was a more homogeneous region than 

contemporary Latin America. 

                                                         
8
 A not so different story may have happened in Costa Rica. From the point of view of many voters, Oscar Arias defended an 

increasingly unsatisfactory (political) established order against Otton Sol²sôs defiance. In this polarizing context the old PUSC 

almost disappeared. 



If this preliminary, tentative explanation of the differences between the two classifications is 

approximately right,
9
 there is no single ñbest wayò for classifying parties along the left- right continuum, 

because both approaches have different meanings and implications. The ñbestò way is the combination of 

both approaches, those of expertsô judgments and votersô self- placements, because their combined results 

show party systems under a different light and, most importantly, because using them simultaneously 

should help to understand ongoing changes in party systems. Finally, according to this analysis the left- 

right dimension is a powerful instrument for analyzing politics in Latin America, though (for most of the 

region) not in the same ways as in established democracies and party systems. 

 

 

                                                         
9
 This would- be explanation is ñpreliminary and tentativeò in several ways. More than one expertôs classification should be 

examined; ditto for surveys providing votersô self- placements in the left- right scale. Experience suggests, however, that 

disagreements between professional surveys (at least concerning relevant parties) should be expected to be modest. The same 

should be true for classifications of parties from different experts (provided they are truly experts).  
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