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摘要: 

 本研究目的為擴大詳述目前與拉丁美洲相關的文獻，主要重點在於一些相同特

性的國家，並可以普遍的將研究發現適用於其他地區。從拉丁美洲中的一般認知中，

將宏都拉斯獨立選出，是考慮到能挑戰國家的負面印象，特別是關於 2009年後所出現

的政治危機。本研究檢視宏都拉斯民主化的過程，與國家和公民社會之間的正向互動。 

 拉丁美洲的一些主要國家因相同的要素而改變，也因此有很多重要的改變可以

在這期間進行研究。因此在這研究中，發現有三個關鍵的要素可適用於相同歷史時間

中的宏都拉斯與拉丁美洲一些主要的國家。本研究的重要性在於進一步了解，宏都拉

斯公民社會在 2009 年之前與到 2009 年時危機發生之間的轉變。在此同時，也能發掘

出民主治理的好處。 

 這三個關鍵的要素為:憲政工程、軍民關係與選舉，且這些要素在本研究中均有

對宏都拉斯與其他拉丁美洲國家的公民社會賦權有所影響。另藉由自由之家(Freedom 

House)所提出的民主治理檢核表，來了解民主治理與公民社會賦權。 

 在拉丁美洲中此三個關鍵要素的變化，提供了建置良好的民主治理的可行性。

然而，本研究也暗示了未來的相關研究，例如地方與區域性的治理，以及會產生直接

影響的外部因素。研究發現也暗示了在宏都拉斯 2009年政治危機之後透過了民主治理

的好處，對公民社會賦權產生了正向的結果。 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
 

1.1 Research Background and Purpose 

The 1980s for Latin America was a crucial period of change: Mexico was trying 

political liberalization; countries from South America were going through an authoritarian 

downfall; and Central America was transiting from military ruling to civilian presidency. This 

period of time represented the quest for democracy for these countries of the region. 

Contestation over policy and political competition for office, participation of the citizenry 

through partisan, associational, and other forms of collective action, accountability of rulers to 

the ruled through mechanisms of representation and the rule of law, and civilian control over 

the military, are all dimension that politically conceptualizes democracy (Karl, 1990).     

In 1982, Honduras changed its Constitution to ensure democratic governance; 

restricting the Armed Forces' power by limiting them to be apolitical, obedient and non-

deliberant1,  and avoiding military coups as a way to empower civil society to their democratic 

rights. Before this time in Honduran history, the military was responsible for leading various 

coup d’état and a fifteen-year long dictatorship. Military actors have been of great power and 

importance in Latin America, and with transitions to democracies, countries like Honduras, El 

Salvador, Guatemala and Nicaragua had to shift from militarized to civilian regimes, 

establishing defined relations between the civilian rule and military that would guarantee 

stability and prevent military coups. 

The need to simmer down the military actions in the political spectrum was not only a 

problem for Honduras, the rest of the Central American countries were going through the same 

situation. In 1983, Ministers of Foreign Affairs from Colombia, Mexico, Panama and 

																																																								
1 Constitution, 1982: Art. 272 (Appendix 1) 
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Venezuela gathered in Panama, and created the “Grupo Contadora”2 for the development of a 

solution for the military conflicts that reigned Central America, and to put an end to civil 

society’s suffering from these conflicts in the five countries, offering democratic means to 

safeguard human rights and peace. With the support of additional countries like Peru, Brazil, 

Uruguay and Argentina, as well as the European Union, Central America was on its way to 

restoring peace and democracy. The “Grupo Contadora” was established to defend the 

principles of self-determination, no intervention, demilitarization and democratization, and 

consequently signed a convention for Peace and Cooperation in Central America. In may 1986, 

they formed the Central American Parliament in the meeting known as “Esquipulas”, to carry 

on with the initiative from “Grupo Contadora” to remain in peace and democracy. The 

demilitarization momentum, not exclusive to Honduras, was an ongoing regional dilemma in 

Central America.  

Reducing the power of the Armed Forces in Honduras marks a new democratic path. 

Civil society was indirectly empowered, and the military institution was weakened in terms of 

power. Things noticeably changed for the military institutions. It wasn’t until 1996 that the 

Police was transferred from military to civil authority, and until 1998 the National Police had 

its own organic law and designated Minister of National Security. Regarding the Armed 

Forces, in 1999 the Art. 277 (appendix 2) of the Constitution was reformed to eliminate the 

position of “Chief of Armed Forces” and was replaced by a “Minister of Defense”, which 

cannot be active in military service. The limits for the Armed Forces have been strictly traced 

ever since, and as a result, it can easily be expected for democracy to have a better 

consolidation. It is important to mention that this Constitution also prohibited presidential 

reelection, which caused speculations in the 2009 crisis and is currently under consideration 

for present elections. Every four years, elections were constantly held and not interrupted until 

																																																								
2 Grupo Contadora was named after the place of meeting; Isla Contadora in Panama.   
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the political crisis of 2009. Honduran presidency has been bipartisanship since the elections of 

1982, with small political parties represented in the National Congress. 

“Democracy, although welcomed and supported by broad swaths of Latin 

American societies, did little to eradicate the region's secular plagues: corruption, a 

weak or nonexistent rule of law, ineffective governance, and the concentration of power 

in the hands of a few.” 

Castañeda (2006) 

 

The creation of new democracies under any of the circumstances enlisted hitherto, and 

the negotiation of power between elites for economic or armed reasons, led to the creation of 

new institutions under biased and weak structures that simply did not satisfy civil society and 

their needs. Some elites in Latin America were financially supported in certain areas by foreign 

countries, and mostly by United States. In Honduras, the United States has been using the 

military base “Soto Cano” since the early 1980s initially to fight against the communism wave 

in Nicaragua and El Salvador. Nowadays the base is still used by the United States, under the 

pretext of fighting in drug wars and the much needed humanitarian aid. Not only does it 

highlight the direct influence the United States has in the territory, but once again, the 

importance of the military in Honduran history of democracy.   

Weak institutions became the basis of democracy, and the armed violence was often 

used to enforce the status quo in these countries. Civil society was powerless, and the economic 

exclusion of social class was another obstacle in Latin America’s transition to democracy. 

Weak institutions and a weak judicial system increased elite corruption and illegal economic 

networks. Every so often, the repressed civil society had to communicate through violence in 

forms of gangs (“maras” in Spanish), narcotic activity, armed groups such as paramilitary 

(“guerrillas” in Spanish), economic or ideological groups. Indigenous movements have been a 
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great part of Latin America’s history, as one of the repressed groups of civil society pushing 

towards the inclusion of their rights. States were incapable of providing social equality and 

security since many of its institutions were unstable and focused on specific sectors, and 

therefore had to deal with groups that felt excluded or victims of unfairness and used violence 

against them in response, creating a never ending cycle of use of violence or force.   

For over twenty-five years in Honduras, elections were constantly held and presidential 

terms were persistently every four years. In 2005, Manuel “Mel” Zelaya was elected as 

President, and took office in 2006.  President Zelaya was well known for his evoking populism 

and during the last year of his presidency, was trying to implement the “Cuarta Urna”3. As a 

result, in 2009 Honduras went through a political crisis when the then president Zelaya was 

thrown out of his presidency because he was desperate to implement the “Cuarta Urna” which 

its opposition claimed it had a rooted socialist approach and was considered to endanger 

democracy. Some contemplate this event as a military coup, since the Armed Forces had the 

mission of the taking the former president Zelaya out of the country. The Chairman of Congress 

became the interim president for a period of 6 months until the next scheduled elections. This 

marked important outcomes for Honduras. Civil society was dramatically divided into two 

major groups; those in favor of the presidential secession and the opposition. People became 

more politically active, and the role of the state was exposed as only having democratic ideas 

of how to maintain democracy in the country but no real vision and plan of how to remain in 

democratic rules and practices. With elections scheduled shortly, this political event was also 

an opportunity for new political parties to be considered as an option to challenge 

bipartisanship, representing different political perspectives from the population. Bureaucracy 

was highly judged for its actions during the presidential secession; even though their claimed 

																																																								
3 Cuarta Urna would be used to ask in the upcoming elections if the people wanted to have a 
Constitutional Assembly, to eventually change the Constitution. 
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intentions were keeping a democratic state as opposing of what the former president Zelaya 

was trying to lead the State into. Elections were held as usual, and a new president was elected. 

For the following elections, the opposition had its chance to institutionalize themselves into a 

political party, and are now part of the Congress.   

Bureaucratic actions taken to maintain democracy in Honduras make an interesting 

case, as they can be understood from positive or negative perspectives. Democratic 

consolidation is still an issue for the State, and even though civil society seems to be more 

politically active nowadays, it doesn't ensure the best of practices. The impact of presidential 

instability on the path of democracy has had a big impact on the nature of the new division in 

civil society and its relation to the bureaucracy.   

 

Purpose of Research 

This research examines the effect of democratic governance on civil society in 

Honduras. It intends to analyze the variables individually and to have a clear understanding on 

how at the moment of interaction they are not exclusive from each other. Literature on Latin 

America tends to focus on the same specific countries, and generally applies the research 

findings to the rest of the region. The need to single out Honduras from the general knowledge 

of Latin America is combined with the need to challenge the negative impression of the 

country, especially after and regarding the 2009 political crisis. The research examines the 

process of democratization in Honduras, and the interactions between the state and civil 

society. 

The purpose of this research is to provide a different perspective on how civil society 

was impacted with the political crisis in 2009, exploring how the then criticized democratic 

means were useful for the indirect empowerment of civil society. It tries to discuss in detail, 

the nature of change in civil society, to the point of institutionalizing by forming political 
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parties based on their ideologies manifested initially by civil society groups. Also to outline 

how civil society has evolved by democratic means through analyzing its initial interaction 

with the State to eventually becoming a part of it. There is little done to provide a different 

perspective of the event that changed the course of democracy in 2009, and most of it focuses 

on the negative scope such as repression, stagnation of economy, cease of ODA4, and so on. 

Nevertheless, this research intends to explore the positive outcome, and to do so by looking at 

the transformation in civil society before and after the events of 2009. This research aims to 

augment to the literature focused on Honduras, and to bestow better understanding of its 

process to accomplish democratic consolidation. In addition, this research aims to expand the 

comprehension of Honduran democracy, as a fundamental (but not the only) pillar of civil 

society empowerment and its development in the political spectrum, regardless of ideology and 

political orientation.   

 

1.2 Research Questions and Main Argument  

Research questions 

 As the research purpose mentioned above, the study aims to explore the following 

questions: 

• How has the process of over twenty years of democratization in Honduras changed 

the sector of civil society?  

• What has been the influence of democratic governance on Honduran civil society?  

• How has civil society been empowered to enhance democratic governance? 

After the 2009 political crisis in Honduras, civil society was split into two extremes, 

the ones that favored the presidential impeachment and the opposition. The opposition favored 

former president Zelaya and his socialist ideals which he had been promoting during his 

																																																								
4 Official Development Assistance  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

	

	7	

presidency and proliferating through his populist speech to the working class and the low-

income population. The criticism of democracy and democratic means rose louder than ever 

with the opposition, as they tried to devalue the State’s actions in the endorsement of 

democracy through mass strikes and violent demonstrations. As the State carried out with its 

democratic ways, the opposition had to find new ways to challenge democracy, and they did 

so by forming new political parties. In terms of new political party formation, some were in 

complete opposition as previously mentioned, and others represented the need to overcome 

historical bipartisanship in Honduras. This research intends to demonstrate how democratic 

governance has been the catalysis for civil society to transform itself into different political 

parties.  

As previously mentioned, Honduras changed its Constitution in 1982 in the expectation 

of fully democratic regimes. The elimination of militarized regimes being able to hold 

presidency marked a new beginning not only for Honduras, but for the rest of Central America. 

Democracy cannot be easily measured, and in this sense, it can be left to its simple 

interpretation of being a form of government by the people or as institutionalization of the 

people’s power (Welzel 2009). The interactions between civil society and democratic regimes 

are subject to many studies. Analyzing the nature of change in civil society will help 

understand, regardless of the numerous flaws, how democracy permits rather than prohibits 

empowerment of the people. The changes from transition to consolidating a democracy create 

and/or limit opportunities for the people to shape their preferences in democratic governance. 

For a better understanding, not only democratization as a whole will be studied, but also the 

historical factors of democracy in Latin America and Honduras specifically.  
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1.3 Literature Review  
 

1.3.1 Democratization 

Considering democratization, Welzel (2009) argues that it can be interpreted as not only 

the establishment of democracy in a non-democratic regime, but also as the strengthening of 

democratic qualities of a given democracy and the enquiry of the survival of it. This broadens 

the perception of democratization as a process of regime change, but it also includes the 

established democracy and the changes within itself. It can be appraised that the process of 

democracy is ongoing, as it builds up on its qualities without limitations in and of itself. He 

suggests that one of the basic conditions or quality is the balance of power between elites and 

the masses which leads to coordination of social movements. Before going into further detail 

of social movements, the previously stated helps understand the intertwined relationship 

between power elites and civil society, keeping in mind that what is at stake is not only the 

governing of the people but also the management of resources; which can also be sources of 

disagreement between both.  

Democratization as a continuous improvement of effective state - civil society 

correlation, it brings with it modernization (Welzel 2009), as a constructive mean to strengthen 

the state through the empowerment of the people it represents. It can be considered as a cycle, 

the states provides the people with the necessary tools to develop, and through their 

development the State becomes more powerful in political, economic and social terms.  

Valenzuela & Valenzuela (1978) in their study provide an interesting evaluation 

between modernizing and dependent states, mostly looking at the economic implications of 

these, which give a broader understanding of what limits the state, but also making clear how 

it has an impact on not only the state but their civil society.  
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Latin America 

Regarding Latin America, O’Donnell (1978) proceeds to explain what he denominates 

as a bureaucratic-authoritarian state; directly linking it to capitalism, however what is most 

important to the discussion in this research is how he goes about explaining bureaucratic-

authoritarian states. Although this article was written before the change to democracy in Latin 

America; and specifically Honduras, some of the characteristics linger to the present day. 

Bureaucratic-authoritarian states according to O’Donnell (1978) are defined by five 

characteristics, but for effects of this research only two will be considered of high importance. 

The two characteristics are “political exclusion, in that it aims at closing channels of political 

access to the popular sector and its allies so as to deactivate them politically, not by means of 

repression but also through the imposition of vertical controls by the state on such 

organizations” and “de-politicization, in the sense that it pretends to reduce social and political 

issues to technical problems to be resolved by means of interactions among the higher echelons 

of the mentioned organizations.”   Therefore, although through a democratic regime, a state 

can of course share distinctive properties as bureaucratic-authoritarian states through the 

previously mentioned characteristics, and also these characteristics can be a cause for social 

movements. Even to this day, the history behind democracies in Latin America further the 

understanding of social class division and the clash between social groups; usually elites and 

masses, determined by not only social class but also political affiliation regardless of the 

inclusiveness of democracy (Desmond & Goldstein 2010).  

Another approach to understanding the arena of Latin American states is through its 

long lasting dependency that can be tracked from its history. Highly linked to what is known 

as the “resource curse”, it also helps understand how its socio-economic matters are directly 

associated with the management of these resources and how the state and the elites took part 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

	

	10	

in it, therefore adding to understanding the sources of the bureaucratic-authoritarian states 

(Desmond & Goldstein, 2010). The dependency perspective (Valenzuela &Valenzuela, 1978) 

helps bring more factors into context.  

 Honduras 

In Honduras the discourse of social movements can always be traced back to the 

percipience of the inevitable social division and their interactions with the state; as some are 

perceived as being more influential and others rather forgotten or used to the advantage of the 

elites. In agreement with Desmond & Goldstein (2010), the limited political participation and 

protection of the masses is determined by the control of the elites and how they interact with 

the state. This is one of the main arguments of the opposition that emerged from the 2009 

political crisis, and it will be further explained in the section regarding civil society. The state 

and its institutions had to act upon democratic means to make use of a proper operation for the 

removal of the president (Hochstetler, 2015), which used the legislative and judicial branch. 

These actions were made on behalf of maintaining democracy and preventing the chances of a 

left-oriented regime, and it can be considered as a crucial point for the story of democratic 

governance in the country. However, it can also be argued that these actions were based on 

corporatism; as is the perspective of the opposition. Some analyze the groups that supported 

the government institutions and their strategies to take these actions (Malloy, 1977). One thing 

is for certain after the presidential removal, the state now faced substantial legitimacy issues 

(Cavatoria, 2013) concerning regime and ideology and subsequently economic issues in the 

international spectrum. In contrast of providing ease to the ideology of democratization, it 

brought upon violent pluralism (Desmond & Arias, 2010), and by reaction, a few violent 

contingencies from the state’s legal pluralism. But this has not been the only time the Honduran 

state has had to respond in a repressive manner to violent manifestations of civil society, during 

the former presidency of Ricardo Maduro, he implemented what was known as “iron fist” 
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(mano dura for its translation in Spanish), which was a reaction to the growing acts of gangs. 

Both of these state actions have been made through democratic means. 

Democratization is an ongoing process of establishing and improving democracy, and 

within this process states can only be expected to modernize. Considering modernization as a 

by-product of democracy, the state is expected to deliver accordingly, and to do so by 

enhancing productivity, education, income, technology, etc. for all of its population (Welzel, 

2009), matter in which the Honduran State has failed to do throughout the years. The Human 

Development Index ranked Honduras in the 129th position out of 187 territories which 

demonstrates how the State seemingly has failed at providing its citizens with a decent living, 

however, when looking into the period of democratization in Honduras, the HDI incremented 

by 33.9% from 1980 to 2013 (UNDP, 2014), marking the positive change between 

demilitarization and democracy in the hands of civilians.  

The expectancy of the state modernizing to provide better opportunities to its people is 

still in the hopes of Hondurans every time elections come up, having a mindset ready for change 

magically handed to them, instead of becoming part of what needs to be changed. 

Modernization consists of changing some of the old traditions and values (Valenzuela & 

Valenzuela, 1978) in order to achieve a different state with different potentials, and of course 

this goes hand in hand with enhancing the economy. However as previously mentioned, for 

this to happen there needs to be more receptiveness and participation from the civil society. In 

this sense, traditional values predominate the idea of modernizing the society.  

It is necessary to keep in mind that the state is expected to provide security for all 

sectors, including itself, and this allows it to take legal actions to contain disorder, even if it 

means against social movements and violence provoked by it. Considering pluralism and the 

violence it brings, the state can only use its tools; usually armed by the police or military, in 

the hopes of maintaining social order (Desmond & Goldstein, 2010). This was the case during 
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the manifestations after the political crisis in 2009, although the state tried to prevent violent 

outcomes, it had to face the violent forms of communication from the opposition, and it was 

through a display of its armed forces that it had to prove itself able to have legitimacy and 

control.  

1.3.2 Civil Society 

Broadly understood, civil society is colloquially known as the people or masses that are 

not within the state but represented from it. Similarly, UNDP (2005) defines it equally, and 

adds that not only are they not the sate but neither the private industry.  This emphasizes how 

they are neither the power elites nor the economic power in a State, therefore their struggle to 

be a driving force within a State is higher than the other sectors previously mentioned, and in 

a way it can be understood from this definition their disadvantage regarding their influence. 

This should not be understood as if they have no influence whatsoever, instead as a limitation 

to its effect. In the same report, it is mentioned how civil society works as “an arena of both 

collaboration and contention” (UNDP, 2005). Thinking of civil society as an arena for the State 

and private sector, can also lead to thinking of the State as an arena for civil society and private 

sector and vice-versa. The conditioning of all these actors are highly intertwined with each 

other.   

However, not being the state nor the private sector doesn't restraint the importance it 

can have in the interaction with the previously mentioned. As a matter of fact, the internal 

groupings of civil society are often the striving factors of change for the other sectors. Their 

organizations and groupings are based on the representation of specific if not general 

community interests; such as non-governmental organizations, associations, foundations, trade 

unions, academics and other forms of organizations (IDB). All sectors have generally the same 

goal; to achieve development, but the means to achieve it vary from sector to sector, therefore 

creating variations of expectations and tolerances of actions.  
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Latin America 

The different classes in civil society are inevitable in any region of the world, and they 

fundamentally represent the difference between interests, segmentation, preference over state 

policies, etc. Latin America has had difficulty establishing equality and guaranteeing the most 

common basic needs to all of the population, despite of democratic regimes. The on-going fight 

of the people in Latin American states can always be historically traced; since the time of 

colonialism to the present day, to acquire civic freedoms among other entitled rights. 

Nowadays, the fight of civil society is for different reasons, but one similarity is inevitable: the 

people have always been sustained by power elites. Considering that putting a fight has been a 

continuous factor of history, violence in a way or another has been the strongest characteristic 

of Latin America. This is important not only because civil society exists in violence, but also 

because they often communicate through violence as well. Desmond and Goldstein (2010) 

conceptualize the region as “violently plural”, which clearly explains that not only states 

manifest through violence, but also the other sectors do as well.  

Similarly, the state and any other sector; private sector or s sector of civil society, can 

work together and cooperate with one another in the opposition (with or without violent means) 

of a targeted sector (Cavatora, 2013), and when the interaction is between a group and the 

State; it can be considered as corporatism (Malloy, 1977). The different social divisions surge 

different alliances between sectors, and often end up by being the elites and the state repressing 

the opposing social class (Welzel, 2009). In the region, civil society has been both a supporter 

of democracy and its process, as well as supporter of authoritarianism (Cavatora, 2013).  

It is also important to consider not only the different groupings, but how civil society 

actually commits to one idea represented by a group or actor, specially when it appeals to 

nationalism and/or national identity (Lambert, 2006). When it regards Latin America, not only 
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pluralism plays an important role in civil society, in addition populism is important to 

understand the discourse (Malloy, 1977).  

Honduras 

Previously mentioned about civil society, the different social divisions give room to 

pluralism; regardless of the type of segregation or differentiation between classes, coexisting 

in democratic settings. In addition, every sector although having different goals will have 

competitive relations with and between each other (Cavatora, 2013), and this can be one of the 

general characteristics of Honduran civil society. The economic disparity marks the highest of 

all disparities in Honduras, having an income inequality of 46.8% and an economic inequality 

of 29.6% (UNDP, 2014). This helps have a clearer perception of the context in which civil 

society struggles day to day in Honduras, and it helps understand the surge of activism in civil 

society, as a call for safeguarding and promoting the defense and need of their civil rights.  

Contrary to the belief that democratization provides the necessary civic freedoms that 

permit the state to have its preferences oriented to successfully governing the general public 

(Welzel 2009), the groupings within civil society and their activism can not only be considered 

to promote democratization, as they can be formed in opposition of democratic process and 

intended to have an effect upon state policies (Cavatora, 2013), in the sense that they mostly 

feel underrepresented and in the need to stand up for themselves. In addition to the inability of 

the state to provide for everyone and in view of the activism that comes from it, some groups 

within civil society instead of acting through peaceful ways, often act through violent 

dispositions and use it as the base of their organization (Arias & Goldstein, 2010), becoming 

vigilant to the state’s weakness’ and inequalities to its citizens. This is one of the major, if not 

the most important, of the characteristics of the opposition formed in Honduran civil society 

after 2009. The perception of unfairness in the destitution of former President Zelaya, along 

with the already established force of populism and collective action created an opposition of 
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considerable size, that had not only the people suffering social and economic disparity, but also 

from many other organizations within civil society. The pontificate populism of Zelaya was 

based on the aberration of economic gap and lack of opportunities for the people; making use 

of national identity since he is from the rural area, attracting therefore the working class and 

most segregated groups of society. National identity is one of the oldest tools for social actors 

to gain influence and power, as well as to keep it (Lambert, 2006). The National Front of 

Popular Resistance (FNRP for its words in Spanish) which supports former president Zelaya, 

was rapidly formed and manifested violently time and time again.  

The dichotomy between civil groups and uncivil groups can be examined through their 

actions and its effects on national level policies (Arias & Goldstein, 2010), and through an in-

depth examination of the FNRP as the strongest actor of civil society after 2009 the distinctions 

between their actions will become clear.  

The activism of civil society is not limited to just grouping, in addition it can become 

so strong that it has the momentum to expand or integrate into another sector (i.e. the State), 

forming with their ideology new political parties, like in the case of Honduras after the first 

elections post-2009 political crisis, which resulted of four new political parties (Process Digital, 

2012).  

The consulted work makes it possible to understand the individual sphere of a 

democratic state and civil society, as well as interactions between sectors. Thus explanations 

for each sector may have similar goals, the means for each to reach vary deeply in their own 

context, and can easily translate into clashes among them. General conceptualization makes it 

possible to understand the region of Latin America and to specifically look into Honduras. The 

research will go in depth to examine the interaction of arenas from democratic governance and 

the change of civil society. 
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1.4 Research Method and Analytical Framework  

The research method used in this thesis is qualitative method; making analytical use of 

an extensive amount of literature. The focus is the case study of Honduras, exploring its 

democratic governance effect on civil society. The materials are rather important when it comes 

to studying the democratic governance, especially the event of the 2009 coup d’etat, as it has 

contributed to the changing nature of civil society.    

Scholarly articles, studies, journals and also newspapers and public opinion enquiries 

will be used as forms of data collection to understand the different points of view regarding 

democratic governance and the actions of civil society. The collection of these give a wider 

range perspective on the expectancy of results regarding specific events or actions, however it 

also challenges the generalizations of expectancy in the view of how an event truly developed. 

Therefore, the data has to be thorough enough to provide room for in-depth analysis of not only 

expectations and reality, but furthermore explanations of the outcome.  

The use of a chronicle timeline will provide an easier follow up of the sequence of 

events in the case study, not only for historical reasons, but also to evaluate the change and 

conditions produced from it to the variables important to the research.  

The implementation of a case study is not only important for understanding the context 

in which a State operates, but also for further research as a tool for comparative perspectives 

and understanding between different cases and/or regions.  

The comprehension of the impact caused by democratic governance in general gives 

room to the expectation of an accelerated boost of well-being provided by a state to all of its 

population. Democracy has been sought as the solution to oppression, poverty, violent conflict, 

etc., however, the reality varies widely in the context of each State. Guidelines regarding 

democratic governance will be used as a supporting material for identifying key elements that 

broaden its understanding.  
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The expectation of a civil society to obtain the known benefits of ideal democracy is 

highly crucial to the interaction between them and the State. Considering democracy as an on-

going process of presumed development in all sectors of the state and specially in human 

empowerment, the fixed idea works not only as political speech and goals within government 

institutions, but also as speech of the already tired-of-expecting masses in an attempt to 

challenge the State.  

This research proposes that the democratic governance in Honduras, although on-going 

for over two decades now, is still a work in progress aimed to stabilize or acquire democratic 

consolidation, and in that process the expectations of civil society change into major significant 

groupings within itself; manifesting in defense of their civic freedoms.  Therefore, as the state 

continues to undergo democratization, the process itself has caused some of the groups in civil 

society to oppose, and rather attempt for non-democratic solutions.  

 
Analytical framework  
	

The comprehension of Honduran democratic governance is highly important for the 

understanding of the arena in which the State makes use of its tools in public administration 

and in benefit of the common wealth. For a better understanding of democratic governance, the 

definition used by Freedom House regarding National Democratic Governance will be used, 

and it interprets it as “democratic character and stability of the governmental system; the 

independence, effectiveness, and accountability of legislative and executive branches; and the 

democratic oversight of military and security services”. In addition to its definition, there are 

five key questions and sub-questions to each that denote the guidelines of National Democratic 

Governance (Freedom House) and they are the following: 

 

1. Is the country’s governmental system democratic? 

2. Is the country’s governmental system stable? 
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3. Is the legislature independent, effective, and accountable to the public? 

4. Is the executive branch independent, effective, and accountable to the public? 

5. Are the military and security services subject to democratic oversight?  

 

Each questions leads to a separate set of questions that further the conception of each, 

which will broaden the discussion for democratic governance.  

The research provides an overview of the democratic transition process, as shown in 

Figure 1.1 in a historical approach, analyzing the important events during this process and the 

results from it. Therefore, a part of the analysis in the research will be focused on the State and 

its democratic transition. The top-down perspectives aim to explain the resources to maintain 

democracy, social order, etc., and the management of the resources as well. This approach 

amplifies the understanding of the State and its tool, and within that context, institutionalism 

plays an important role. 

 In a general overview, Hall & Taylor (1996) define institutions as “formal or informal 

procedures, routines, norms and conventions embedded in the organizational structure of the 

polity or political economy”, and also define institutionalism as “the role that institutions play 

in the determination of social and political outcomes”.  

Institutionalism can be divided into three school of thoughts; historical, rational choice 

and sociological institutionalism, and for effects of this research, the focus will be on historical 

institutionalism. The State; under a historical institutionalist viewpoint, is a system of 

institutions with the ability to shape the nature and results of group conflict. Another important 

remark from historical institutionalism is its apprehension that an idea can have an important 

political effect possibly on the development of institutions and their operation. Path 

dependency is generally used as a tool for historical institutionalism, emphasizing its need in 

this research.  
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Figure. 1.1 Democratic Timeline of Honduras 

 

Subsequently, the focus turns to civil society, grasping its characteristics, divisions 

within, as well as their responsiveness to the State actions. For the strongest new political 

parties, a brief historical summary of their formation concerning ideology, struggles, etc., will 

explain their view of the State and its governance reflected on their needs and freedoms. This 

will also enlighten the understanding of the change in the formation of groupings within civil 

society, and the causes of their demands and manifestations.  

The previously mentioned is bound to be seen from a bottom-up approach, as the main 

actors are civil society groups that are and have been prone to pass judgment and take collective 

actions in specific events. The institutional approach also plays a role in this analysis, 

considering it focuses on power relations not only of the State, but also with and to other 
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groups. According to Thelen and Steinmo (1992), institutional context includes characteristics 

such as “the rules of electoral competition, the structure of party systems, relations among 

various branches of government and the structure and organization of economic actors like 

trade unions”, features which will help develop the interaction between the State and other 

actors.  

For both approaches, the most important contemporary event is the 2009 coup d’etat, 

which depending on the perspective of analysis can be considered as presidential impeachment 

or democratic breakdown. Either way, this event is highly defining for the understanding of 

the interaction between the State and civil society, in addition it marks the most notorious 

change in the nature of civil society’s organization. Institutional dynamism (Thelen & Steinmo, 

1992) can be a result of political or socioeconomic context, change in power these elements 

can result in change in goals or strategies caused by external changes, and institutional change 

caused by political strategies. The change in institutions help understand each side’s 

perspective, as well as the moment these approaches collide and the result of the political 

struggle.  

Overall, as illustrated in Figure 1.2, the analysis is focused on democratic governance, 

the state and civil society, with specific and relevant characteristics for each of the mentioned.  
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Figure 1.2. Analytical Framework 
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Chapter 2 Constitutional Engineering and Civil Society Empowerment 

 

A Constitution is defined as a structure of fundamental principles or an established 

guideline   through which a State governs. This body of law defines the appointed framework 

for the system it represents, as well as the institutions and division of powers (legislative, 

executive, and judicial). A Constitution determines whether it will function through 

presidentialism or parliamentarism, thus being of almost basic knowledge to how a State is 

governed. It also includes fundamental guidelines for either system mentioned previously, 

denoting its limits and general roles. That could be considered as the first division of power; 

whether the State is governed through presidentialism or parliamentarism.  

 The second part of the division of power established through a Constitution is the 

branches of its government. The legislative whose main role is the creation of laws, the judicial 

which construes on them, and lastly the executive in charge of their implementation. The 

defining of the roles of these government branches is intended to preserve the functionality of 

a State.  

 In addition to the defining of a system and its division of power and the general 

dispositions of the State, a Constitution specifies territorial delimitations, political division 

within a nation, the rights and guarantees for its citizens and foreigners, and also special 

organizations which can range from political parties to financial and economic regimens, as 

well as the State’s security and its tools.  

 

2.1 Constitutions and Civil Society 

 The Constitution of a State can be understood as its core values and intentions; a 

blueprint of how not only the State is conformed and structured, but also of its interaction with 

its people and how both subsist.  
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 The Greeks used the term “politeia” to refer to a Constitution, and it specified the 

political and social order and its relationships within a “polis”; it implies citizens and the State’s 

administration.  Polis was the term for a state, and its sense of community. Since the time of 

great political philosophers such as Plato and Aristoteles, the relationship between a State and 

its citizens has been furthermore than just a set of rules or laws to control the people. From the 

time of classical Greek civilization, the understanding of civil rights has always been present, 

and although in that time it tended more to excluding rights to certain sectors of its citizens, 

the politeia intended to include what it defined as citizens and to do so by having a hearing of 

their opinion and granting them a vote in matters regarding the State.  

For the argument of how a Constitution can empower civil society, it is important to 

point out what has changed historically. For instance, the classical Greek civilization period at 

the time excluded women, minors, slaves and foreigners of what it considered as citizens. 

Although not considered citizens with a political weigh, women had a defined role within these 

societies such as maintaining the household, retrieving water, fruits and vegetables, and of 

course, child baring. Women in Greece acquired the right to vote until 1952 passed by law, and 

furthermore, the change of Constitution in 1975 established that men and women are equal 

before the law. This Constitution also defined the form of government as a presidential 

parliamentary republic. Civil rights were not always equitable and were always subject to their 

Constitution, therefore setting limitations for civil society. Changes in constitutions can 

empower civil society, in the expectancy that these changes are done progressively with the 

needs of the State and the people, and specially in a restrictive society.  

 Constitutions therefore, have been present in formed societies since ancient times, not 

by the name of “constitution” but instead often referred to as covenants, agreements or 

instruments, and these were always utilized as a body of laws for the represented State and a 

framework for its government. Sartori (1994) pointed out that it was until 1776 in the United 
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States of America were the first written constitutions as we now know them, were established 

in Pennsylvania, Maryland and Virginia. These consisted of a bill of rights and a government 

frame, and in 1789 the first Congress of the United States proposed a bill of rights and it was 

written in the federal constitution “under the form of its first ten amendments in 1971” 

(Sartori,1994).  

 To reaffirm what has previously been stated, not only was this moment in US history 

defining for civil rights, but also for the separation of power; bringing about institutions for the 

branches of State, and inherently; also a clear distinction between the President and the 

Congress. The United States’ constitution surely has been almost like a model for other State’s, 

setting an example of what could be included in a government’s framework.   

 Not only do constitutions define the government’s power distribution, but it also 

balances the power between the State with the power of the people. The creation of necessary 

rules dates from ancient history as has been previously exemplified, and written constitutions 

to which States nowadays abide from are crucial to the understanding of its interaction with 

civil society. Therefore, changes made to constitutions are highly imperative to the people, 

their civil rights and for the some of the state’s institutions directly involved.   

 To grasp a better or perhaps simpler understanding of the expected results of a 

constitution, and taking in consideration that here and after the main focus is ultimately on the 

present democratic regimes, reference to democratic governance can be made at this point. 

From a top-down perspective, constitutions define the system and distribution of power to 

govern, providing guidelines, rules, extensions and limitations to the State’s branches and 

governor.  

Going back to the Freedom House’ checklist on National Democratic Governance, 

reference to their first broader question must be made; “Is the country’s governmental system 

democratic?” And from the follow up questions, direct implications of Constitution-established 
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rights are made, such as “Does the Constitution or other national legislation enshrine the 

principles of democratic government?”  The former question is a reassertion of the framework 

of governing a constitution should provide, therefore clearly being the most essential tool for 

the governmental system.   

Another of the follow up questions also supports the previously mentioned; “Is there 

an effective system of checks and balances between legislative, executive, and judicial 

authority?” The defining of the State’s branches is necessary as much as is the system of checks 

and balances between these, to provide equity and harmony between them. Needless to go into 

further detail, it can be established that the branches of the state function as a cycle that supports 

the foundations of any governing system. The interaction among them is imperative not only 

to the system, but also for the rest of the rights established in a constitution that include other 

institutions and of course civil society.   

In the importance of a constitution from the top-down perspective, these questions 

frame the system and its branches, and it also establishes the requirements, statutes and 

guarantees for the representatives of the state.  

The checklist continues with two other broader questions that aim specifically to the 

branches of a state, and they are “Is the legislature independent, effective, and accountable to 

the public?” and “Is the executive branch independent, effective, and accountable to the public?” 

Regarding the legislature, it subsequently asks “Does the legislature have autonomy from the 

executive branch?” denoting the importance of the branches functioning individually creating 

a combined harmony with their individuality. Also both of the inquiries directly include the 

weight of liability to the citizens. The most relevant follow up question for the executive 

articulates: “Is the executive branch’s role in policy making clearly defined vis-à-vis other 

branches of the government?” which indicates and supports the argument of the outlining of 

responsibilities of the branches. Interestingly enough, the checklist omits any reference to the 
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judicial branch, and although highly relevant in the functioning of a governmental system, the 

focus here and in constitutions are mostly oriented to point out the presidential and congress 

role in a state.  

 However, constitutions are not meant to be directed only for the governing system, but 

also for the people it represents. In consonance with the what a democratic governmental 

system should provide, another of the approaches to be explored is the bottom-up perspective.  

Not only are basic civil rights imperative in a constitution, but also the rights citizens have in 

having participation in the system. As established previously, the ultimate type of system to be 

analyzed in this research is democratic, and because democracy in itself is meant to be citizen 

inclusive, it is changes in a state from exclusive regimes or variations of democracy to a better 

or established democratic constitution change that indicates how its citizens are empowered by 

it.  

 Under the first enlisted broader question about a country’s democratic governmental 

system, there is a question that will be used to analyze civil society’s rights. The question to be 

explored in this perspective: “Is the government open to meaningful citizen participation in 

political processes and decision-making in practice?” In alignment with the democracy, the 

understanding of the people being included in the decisions of a government is through their 

participation, which in a voting process becomes the representation of civil society’s choice. A 

constitution therefore, should include the right to vote as well as the specifications of elections 

and the political process.  

 The right of suffrage is specified in the vast majority of constitutions, and Figure 2.1 

shows every country’s constitutional interpretation in 2015, with the exception of United Arab 

Emirates and Libya which lacked the necessary data. This world image also demonstrates that 

Saudi Arabia and Brunei do not include universal suffrage. Considering that the right to vote 

should not be gender exclusive, instead ensured to all its citizens, the map makes reference to 
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gender equality in the voting process. The rest of the countries include suffrage and are 

specified between gender rights to vote, ranging between aspirational to definitely guaranteed 

as detailed in the legend.   

 

Figure 2.1 World Suffrage 

 

 

 

Although gender equality or discrimination is not a topic of discussion in this research, 

it provides an important parameter in the inclusiveness of citizen rights. However, this research 

will focus on civil society as a whole, without further detail on gender equality. The citizen 

participation through vote is intended to guarantee that the governmental system is chosen in 

accordance to the inclusion of more than half of the population represented.  

Having a choice in elections is one of the privileges in contemporary constitutions, as 

opposed to being enforced to be governed by a system and a ruler without a choice. It becomes 

then an issue of citizens having the power to change the course of the country through elections. 
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However, when it comes to taking in consideration suffrage and its ability to change the 

governing of a state, one is left to wonder how much of a choice is presented to civil society 

through elections. This will be further explored shortly.  

Now that it has been highlighted that the framework of a government lies in its 

constitution, and that the citizens of a state are empowered through their rights of suffrage, the 

next step is to look into political participation. Another of the broader question of National 

Democratic Governance (Freedom House, 2015) enquires “Is the country’s governmental 

system stable?” Interestingly enough, most of the follow up questions lead the interpretation 

of the people’s perception of their government. The questions regarding this matter are the 

following: “Is there consensus among political groups and citizens on democracy as the basis 

of the country’s political system?” and “Do citizens recognize the legitimacy of national 

authorities and the laws and policies that govern them?”. The stability of a country then, resides 

with the accountability citizens have on their governing system, in the assumption that the 

systems provide to the people the necessary tools to stand up for what they believe is correct. 

Generally, elections are a good-enough parameter for civil society to pronounce themselves 

towards the political system through their vote. This research explores the possible impact of 

it for civil society, as an overdue effect of change in a constitution.  

   

2.2 Constitutional Engineering in Latin American Constitutions  

 Constitutions are subject to change, specially within long periods of time. Although 

nowadays most constitutions change in terms of amendments and reforms, a complete change 

of constitution is also possible.  A constitution can be considered the basic foundation of a state, 

therefore it can be expected to have all the necessary outlines of governing, creating the rules 

of the game for a country. With time, change is inevitable, however constant change in or of a 

constitution can create the sense of weakness of its guidelines, losing legitimacy for the citizens. 
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Analyzing the reasons of change is by far more important than just making a legitimacy 

assumption, and it provides a better insight of what is being researched. 

In comparison to other continents, Latin America is known for having the most changes 

of constitutions from the time of independence to present day. Constitutions in Latin America 

date from the 1800’s, namely with the foundation of the countries, and have had several periods 

of change. Roberto Gargarella (2014) consider the periods of change as waves, and proceeds 

to explain them as follows: (1) 1850 to 1910, constitutions in the region were new and had 

liberal-conservative focus as a result of the groups in power, (2) 1910 to 1950, the constitutions 

started to change; becoming concerned with social needs and integration, and was highly 

influenced by Mexican revolution, and lastly and most important for this research is (3) 1950 

to 2010 the change was and remains focused on human rights and multiculturalism. The last 

wave and the new focus on constitutional change is the product of dictatorships, military coups 

and juntas, and failed presidential terms. The need to include human rights in constitutions 

demonstrate the oppression of civil society, and these changes can be considered to empower 

society as a whole without discrimination. Dictatorships and military coups form a big part of 

the story of Latin America, and it will be explored in further detail in Chapter 3 of this research. 

 Gargarella (ibid) emphasizes that the now democratic regimes at the same time started 

to implement neoliberal economic measures; and he argues “the economic changes of the era 

provoked an economic and social crisis that drove the introduction of new legal reforms.” 

Because most of the states were taking reduction measures, unemployment was a consequence 

which gave way to sectors of civil society to be marginalized from the working force. These 

situations were the catalyst for social mobilization, and demand from the citizens for changes 

in the constitution, and therefore many of the contemporary constitutions of Latin America 

have social guarantees.  
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Venezuela has had 26 constitutions, Ecuador 20, Haiti 24 and Dominican Republic 32, 

to name the most astonishing examples. From another perspective, an article from the Council 

on Hemispheric Affairs (2014) remarks a major difference between USA and Latin America 

by quoting Marshall C. Eakin whom pointed out “North Americans have historically delegated 

power to their leaders, while Latin Americans up to the present still prefer to deliver power to 

their leaders”.  This statement is made in the attempt to explain a reason for constitutional 

change as a mean to expand executive power; and on that note, mostly done to prolong 

presidential terms and/or to allow reelection.  

On that account, the attention can be drawn to how presidents go about trying to extend 

their presidential periods through constitutional change, and how does civil society react to it. 

And in addition, according to Negretto (2008) “Institutions that protect the constitution as a 

higher law may have a similar effect by making constitutional change difficult or by creating 

an informal mechanism to adapt the constitution to changes in the political, social, or economic 

environment.” Thus institutions become key contenders to not only the durability of a 

constitution, but also to its changes. Considering this from a historical institutionalist point of 

view, a political idea for change can cause an effect of the development of institutions and how 

these operate, and in this context, changes in or of a constitution are pertinent.  

From the Latin American experience, change in constitution is furthermore than just 

their accommodation with time. Considering that constitutions define the separation of power 

since the beginning of its creation, changes of or within. Taking in civil society’s need in the 

contemporary constitutions has not been enough. Although power has been established in the 

constitutions, most of them neglect bearing in mind the need to change institutions to adapt to 

the new alterations. This demonstrates the perception of Latin America having weak 

institutions; not only were some formed in times to benefit elites or groups in power, but after 

their creation, most institutions were left unimproved and accountable for new expectations.  
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Steinmo and Thelen (1992) point out that “political struggles are mediated by the 

institutional setting in which they take place.” For sure the changes are made to fit some of the 

social needs present at the time, but the institutions in charge of executing such changes most 

of the time fail to provide and cope accordingly with the new needs because institutions 

themselves have lacked the necessary change. A constitution can have everything it needs to 

provide civil society with guarantees for their needs, however the extension to its reach is 

sometimes limitations of its institutions. Gargarella (2014) explained this peculiarity of 

constitutional changes in Latin America when he aforementioned “The new constitutions need 

to make consistent the organization of powers with the new social impulses that they 

incorporated through the bills of rights sections of the documents. In other words, in order to 

introduce social changes in the constitution, one needs to primarily affect an organization of 

power that was designed for old, elitist nineteenth century societies.” The dynamics between 

constitutional change and institutions represent another challenge for the State, and can cause 

new socioeconomic or political crisis as much as it can resolve them.  

 

2.3 Constitutional Engineering and Civil Society in Honduras 

 

 Since the foundation of Central America as a federation to the complete independent 

states of Central America, Honduras has had 18 different constitutions. The previous section 

explains the generalities of the Latin American changes in constitution, and although most of 

these factors are applicable for most of the countries, this section will look into the differences 

from Honduras and the rest of the Latin America. The main argument is to demonstrate how 

the latest change of constitution provided a framework that empowered civil society, can be 

considered as an indirect and latent change.   
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 In accordance with the waves of constitutional change mentioned in the previous 

section, the first wave that focused on change based on social guarantees was a wave that for 

the majority of Latin America dating from 1910 to1950 (Gargarella, 2014), however, Honduras 

proved its major changes based on social guarantees until early 1970s.  Not only was the 

Mexican constitution change important during this time, but countries like Brazil, Cuba, 

Argentina, among others, also made changes that included enlisted civil rights, mostly based 

on labor and wage.  

With the emphasis on presidentialism to explain changes in Latin America, some of the 

changes can be examined from presidential terms. During the regime of army General Oswaldo 

Lopez Arellano, and as a result of the introduction of corporate companies in the country, the 

changes that civil society were able to experience were those of social guarantees strongly 

focused on peasants, land ownership, as well as labor organizing and minimum wage. This was 

already a positive change for the people. Interestingly enough, this favorable changes for 

civilians were made through a military president, leaving much to ponder about the pros and 

cons from having military ruling.  

 Previous to the last constitution of 1982, and as in many of the Latin American states, 

Honduras had both dictatorships and military juntas that governed the state. Military coups 

were not the only concern, and authoritarian ruling was not exclusive to the military, Honduras 

also underwent through provisional governments that were governed by a ministry counsel, 

interim presidents, continuity of presidency, among other forms of presidential breakdown. Up 

until the last change of constitution, the Honduran state had around 96 changes of government, 

and the 18 changes of constitution mentioned before. This last Constitution has represented a 

steadier democratic transition, with the reduction of military power and the enhancement of 

civilian ruling, as well as with constant elections and undisturbed presidential terms up until 

2009. The change in military institutions will be explored in the next chapter, and for this one 
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it should be considered as limited in action and responsive to the State’s needs in accordance 

of what is predetermined in the Constitution.  

 Even though elections have been constant ever since 1982, it resulted into 

bipartisanship ruling; with not much chance for diversity in presidential political parties. This 

however, changed after the political crisis of 2009.  

The 1982 Constitution of Honduras is the latest, and although it has been reformed and 

amended, it has lasted the most in comparison to the previous ones. It can be pondered upon 

then, if it truly meets its democratic intentions. As stressed before, this constitution is the final 

point on putting an end to military regimes in the country, and it happened simultaneously with 

the rest of Central American countries. Different from El Salvador and Nicaragua, Honduras 

did not have to deal with insurgents or paramilitary groups. And because of its strategic position 

between both countries, it received the support of the United States of America for reinforcing 

national institutions in exchange of allowing military operations and base camp in Honduran 

territory. This statement about the USA is relevant considering the influence it has in Honduran 

territory and institutions, which as generally known, work under soft power.  

According to a study in 2006 by CEHPRODEC (Centro Hondureno de Promocion para 

el Desarrollo Comunitatrio), civil society in Honduras has a weak structure; in terms that 

people have limited participation in organizations, others feel excluded, and there is a general 

lack of functional structure to service civil society organizations (CSO)and the necessary 

resources to achieve their purposes. However, the relation between different actors within CSO, 

the diversity of its actors and the wide range for citizen participation are elements in favor of 

civil society. Civil society in Honduras is considered as the public space where collective action 

is expressed, interests, ideas and preferences are manifested to achieve collective goals. With 

regards of its interaction, civil society has relations with the private sector, political and 

economic context, as well as the basic freedoms granted by the State. These relations allow 
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progress in the ambience in which civil society interacts. Civil society in Honduras has a strong 

focus on practicing and promoting the values they stand for, some of which are tolerance, non-

violence and environmental sustainability, and the most fought for is the eradication of poverty. 

The impact of organizations of civil society can be considered limited in the sense that it has 

had limitations to obtain accountability from the State and private sector, and until the date of 

the research, it was considered also limited the impact it had on national politics.  

Throughout the history of Honduras, civil society groupings have been mostly formed 

by worker’s unions (specially during the time of the “Bananeras”; banana plantation), religious 

groups, women’s clubs and patronages. After the last change of Constitution, civil society’s 

groupings had now NGOs, farmer’s organizations, more unions and some groups dedicated to 

charity. During the 90’s the range varied and extended to women’s groups, more farmers 

organizations, environmental movements, patronage associations, and development NGOs. 

For civil society as a whole, the fact that civilians were now in complete power to rule has been 

a milestone for Honduras. Presenting not just a moment in history, but also long lasting respect 

for constitutional change and civil rights. But as cleared previously, presidential breakdown 

was not exclusive to military institutions, and the functionality of having elections every four 

years as stated in the Constitution is another milestone for the state. Elections through 

democratic means, represent the opportunity for civil society to choose freely for the next 

government; such as president and congressmen, and during the exercise of suffrage, the 

optimistic assumption is that the result of elections is a clear result of the peoples’ will. 

Elections play an important role in Honduras, specially in the perception of its citizens, and it 

has been more intensely acknowledged after the political crisis of 2009.  

Although Latin America has a strong focus on presidentialism, it does not mean they 

have absolute power. In 2008 Ecuador through civil consultation, changed its constitution, in 

which the president, Rafael Correa, has the authority to dissolve the National Assembly (BBC 
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2009).  However, “most Latin American presidents have had trouble accomplishing their 

agendas. They have held most of the power initiating policy but have found it hard to get 

support for implementing policy” (Mainwaring, 1990). It has been previously stated that most 

of the recent and most controversial changes in a constitution are the ones presidents make to 

try to prolong their terms or opt for reelection. As an example to this is Bolivia in 2009, during 

his presidency, Evo Morales summoned a Constituent Assembly, where half of the population 

voted in agreement to a new constitution. Not as simple as it was for Ecuador, Bolivia during 

this time went through opposition boycott in Congress and changes made to the draft. 

Opposition to this motion resulted of many deceased citizens, but the overall result was a new 

constitution that allows reelection and decentralization (BBC, 2009). Another example of 

constitutional amendment related to presidential term is Venezuela, during the presidency of 

Hugo Chavez in 2009, the presidential term changed from five to six years, and also the Senate 

became a unicameral legislature instead.  

All these examples are success stories of constitutional change, proposed by presidents 

and directly related to presidential terms and enhancement of their power. In addition, all these 

examples also represent the “leftist” governments in Latin America, which at the time were 

close allies of former Honduran President Manuel Zelaya. With the momentum of these 

examples, former president Zelaya also tried to implement a Constitutional Assembly through 

the “Cuarta Urna” (ballot to consult the population). Unlike his presidential colleges, he did 

not succeed. Honduras then represents an exemption to the case, as it resulted in the 2009 

political crisis mostly known as the coup d’etat. Instead of achieving constitutional changes to 

prolong his presidency or enhance presidential power, it resulted in presidential impeachment.  

The perception that former president Zelaya was going left in an “established” 

democracy raised the red flag for power elites and the exogenous hegemony; United States of 

America. In accordance to the Constitution, the argument for presidential removal was strongly 
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stating the prohibition of changing the “petrous” articles in the Constitution, which include the 

prohibition of government form and presidential reelection (Art. 374, appendix 3). Under this 

constitutional shield, former president Zelaya was accused (but not formally judged for) of 

treason, in the awareness that he wanted to change the petrous articles through non-accepted 

forms; by consulting the population, when the Constitution clearly states that the changes in 

the Constitution can result in an almost complete change of articles with the exception of the 

petrous, and change is to be made through the Congress with two-thirds of the members 

accepting it.  

Considering once again the waves of change in constitution, the establishment of the 

written constitution were usually made through the looking glass of the power elites at the 

moment, thus establishing democracy in their interpretation. With it, it can be argued that elites 

not only political but also economic, had guarantees in the constitution that were also inclusive 

to their benefits. Then came the changes of constitutions for democratic states, to guarantee 

civil rights and simultaneously enforce status quo. With the change of constitutions and the 

neglecting of changing the pertinent institutions to withhold these changes, civil society in a 

way was affected with a state unable to provide the much needed guarantees. Class segregation 

then results in people feeling oppressed, and having public demonstrations against the 

unfairness of a government. Figure 2.2 describes this as a cycle, in which the state is obliged 

to make use of its security tools to ensure peace, even though sometimes against its own 

population.  
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Figure 2.2 Cycle of State and Suppressed Civil Society   

 

                                 Source: Elaborated by author 

 This cycle helps understand the political crisis of 2009. Zelaya’s proposition to have a 

fourth ballot for Constitutional Assembly challenged democracy the same way it challenged 

the legitimacy of the petrous articles of the constitution. The fear that Zelaya had a “leftist” 

approach for this change not only caused an alarm to the branches of the State, but it influenced 

that other power elites were highly against it.  Therefore, to be able to maintain the status quo, 

the branches of the State; legislative and judicial, had to take means to remain in democracy, 

through the armor provided by the Constitution, and in doing it so, the task to physically 

remove the president (as he was taken out of the country) was particular to the Armed Forces.  

 The result of the political crisis demonstrated, from a top-down approach, a way in 

which the institutions of the State work with power elites to maintain democratic governance, 

as a way to remain in democracy and not lose sight of the division of power. The result in civil 

society was different; creating strong separation between the opposition and those in agreement 

of the presidential removal. Democratic governance in Honduras was the platform through 

which the institutions acted on behalf of the defense of the Constitution, and also the platform 
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through which civil society was allowed to manifest through their constitutional rights of the 

individuals (Art. 79, appendix 4) respecting public order at all times. The events of 2009, as 

mentioned, were made in defense of democracy, and also developed the awakening of civil 

society to the political spectrum, in the sense that their participation was major as seen through 

manifestations. Figure 2.3 shows what rose up to be the resistance “La Resistencia” as referred 

to in Honduras and where characterized by wearing red, and in Figure 2.4 the part of civil 

society that favored the presidential removal; white t-shirts a.k.a. “Camisetas Blancas” for 

wearing white.  

 

Figure 2.3 Demonstrations against the coup 

  

Source: Regional newspapers,www.resumenlatinoamericano.org and www.2015ymas.org 
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Figure 2.4 Demonstrations in favor of the Coup  

  

Source: Local newspaper, www.latribuna.hn 

 

 The political crisis is then an indirect, but strong catalysis that empowered civil society 

to stand up for their political beliefs, and their perception of democratic governance or in the 

case of the opposition, the need for drastic change. In the present days, most of the organized 

civil society is grouped in what is known as the “popular block” (“Bloque Popular”), which 

has been used as coordination for national resistance; and the strongest actors are the teachers’ 

union, farmer organizations, and labor unions. Manifestations lasted for various months, and 

eventually started to simmer down with and a bit after elections, since they were held as 

scheduled and uninterrupted by the political crisis. Since the influence of former president 

Zelaya was different than presidents before him, and even though he belonged to one of the 

two strongest political parties, during his presidential term he practiced stronger populist 

speech, which attracted many sectors of civil society that felt neglected by the state. The 

opposition was formed then, by sympathizers of president Zelaya, some of the people loyal to 
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the political party, and also people that changed their perspective through his populist speech 

in hopes of a different approach to governance that would translate into more social inclusion. 

Also, people from the Liberal political party who were pro to democracy were now against the 

actions Zelaya wanted to take. The diversity of perspective was regardless of political party, 

and it became a challenge for historical bipartisanship.   

 Changes in the continuum of transition to consolidating the democracy in Honduras 

created the opportunity for people to shape their political preference furthermore than the 

strong bipartisanship (although there were more political parties, only two have held 

presidencies, hence this is what is referred to with bipartisanship). Not only was the opposition 

against the bipartisanship, but also some people that favored the “coup d’etat”, since the events 

represented an optimal time for change of political mindset.  

 The following presidency after the political crisis was the one of Porfirio Lobo Sosa, 

and during his presidency he had the difficult task to find means of peace between the still 

strong opposition and the rest of civil society.  

 Through the civic rights of the Constitution, all citizens are allowed to elect and be 

elected, be selected for public office, and associate with other citizens for the construction of 

political parties, entering or quitting one (Art. 37, appendix 5). This article empowers civil 

society to challenge bipartisanship and form different political parties without limitations, 

along with Art. 47 (appendix 6), which defends legally inscribed political parties and 

guarantees its existence and free functioning. Civil society then, through the Constitution, has 

the necessary foundations to use suffrage and also political parties as a tool for change and 

better representation of their perspectives, wants and needs. As a result of the political crisis 

and the division of civil society, and with the aforementioned constitutional rights, new 

political parties arise. An example of a divided civil society is illustrated in Figure 2.5, where 

it can be seen on one the right side the National Stadium where every year an Independence 
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Day parade is is celebrated by schools and other institutions, and it ends in the stadium where 

the general public awaits and the president greets them. However, from 2009 to 2013 two 

parades took place; the traditional one and the resistance, as illustrated on the right side of 

Figure 2.5, where former President Zelaya is leading the parade. This is perhaps one, if not the 

most significant, example of the change in civil society, where tradition was as divided as the 

people, and the manifestation of it lasted for five years.  

Figure 2.5 Independence Day Parade 

  

Source: Local newspapers, www.latribuna.hn and www.radiomaerica.net 

 From a bottom-up approach and considering the aforesaid about civil society, the 

opposition organized further beyond just manifestations, and did so through the formation of 

new political parties. Not only did the opposition form new parties, but also other groups that 

had different points of view on how to govern differently than bipartisanship and the opposition. 

The elections of 2013 included these new formed political parties, which were (1) “Libertad y 

Refundacion” (the official opposition party), (2) “Partido Anti Corrupcion”, (3) “Alianza 

Patriotica” (which had as presidential nominee former General Romeo Vasquez) and (4) 

“Frente Amplio Politico Electoral en Resistencia”. Civil society and the groups with the 
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strongest opinions and actions against how the country was being governed, decided to take a 

new direction into becoming political parties. This can be considered also as a necessity civil 

society has to hold the State accountable, and because, as mentioned previously, it sometimes 

lacks to accomplish it, they found ways to be part of the government in hopes to make the 

difference they long.  

Although bipartisanship still holds power in presidential elections, there is new 

representation of the rest of the political parties in the National Congress. Forms of civil society 

that were initially just groups of not necessarily either/or opposition of the political crisis, had 

the tools and opportunities to form political parties and to do so according to their political 

ideals and concerns. Civil society was empowered to do so in times of crisis, through the 

benefits of Constitutional rights, and the results of the crisis became surprisingly, political 

plurality.   

The awakening of civil society in general to political interest also increased, surveys of 

public opinion in Honduras made by Latinobarometro as illustrated in Figure 2.6 demonstrate 

that from 2009 to 2010, the general public had a decrease in politics by 10.13% and the amount 

of people with no interest for politics increased by 13.16%, perhaps as a result from the 

different perspectives of the presidential removal. However, from 2010 to 2013- the year in 

which new political parties were part of the election process, the interest for politics increased 

by 8.50% and the quantity of people with no interest decreased by 7.67%, proving that by 

having better representation of the diverse opinions through political parties, civil society was 

empowered, and were more involved and expectant of politics. The null percentage represents 

the people who did not answer or did not know during the survey. This group also has a change 

in percentage, demonstrating bigger participation and acknowledgement of the political 

situation in the country, an increase from 2009 to 2010, but then a meaningful decrease from 

2010 to 2013.   
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Figure 2.6 Interest in Politics 

 

Source: Elaborated by author with data from LAPOP for the years of 2009, 2010 and 2013. 

 

From a bottom-up perspective, civil society uses its constitutional rights to form 

political parties, which will transform in having their representation in National Congress, thus 

becoming part of the State and in doing so, acquiring a top-down perspective of how to handle 

the population’s needs and demands. Further exploration of the new political parties will be 

examined in Chapter 4 of this research.  
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2.4 Conclusion 
	
	 Constitutions are the foundation in which States are built upon and expected to act upon 

as well, representing the fundamental rights and values of a nation and its people, and being if 

empirical importance for the outlining of extents and limitations to State institutions. The 

direction of a State can be expected from its constitution, therefore the changes of or within a 

constitution are very important to determine the relation of power within the State and towards 

its people.  

 Changes of constitutions in Latin America were proven necessary, especially after 

many years of military domination in the majority of the countries., and are characterized by 

their length and inclusion of many rights depending on the civil society struggle. However, 

some countries keep having changes of constitution every so often, sometimes for the better 

ruling of their nation and other times leaving many doubts about how accountable the ruling is 

with such unstable durability of constitutions.  

 For the case of Honduras, the last change of Constitution from 1982 remains in power, 

and even though throughout the years many amendments have been done to it, it cannot be 

changed to a completely new one, due to protected articles in it that limit the power of the State 

from it. This last constitution, as previously mentioned, represents the duration of democracy 

in the country, and has been used as the framework for the defense of democracy, civil rights 

and limitation of power in the State. With the Constitution, its changes and the defense of it, 

civil society has been empowered, specially after the events of 2009, which led to an awakening 

of participation of civil society in regards of the political spectrum of the State. New groupings 

within civil society arose, as well as new political parties that claim to have different 

perspectives than the historical bipartisanship, therefore representing more of civil society, and 

giving civil society a better inclusion in the political spectrum.   
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Chapter 3 Civil- Military Relations and Civil Society Empowerment 

 

Civil-military relations focuses on the interaction of civil society and military 

institution, often considering the balance between civil and military authority. Considering that 

authority is a key element, elites that influence or control power are often left unspoken of, 

even though they play an interesting role in this relation. In democratic states, this relationship 

is based on having military for the people, instead of against them, making the military 

institution as protectors of values.  Often, a state defines the role of the military for purposes 

of civilian control, creating for the military an important participation in the day-to-day of the 

citizens. Important elements of the military institution are necessary for the success of the 

relationship; these will be further detailed.  

 
3.1 Civil -Military Relations 
 
 

The balance of power in a State is not only important in terms of its branches, but also 

regarding its armed forces. History has taught us that powerful nations have powerful armed 

forces, and the strength of their state was manifested through their military and proven in wars 

between different nations and civil wars as well. To the present day, many of the armed forces 

have a different direction than just serving for the defense of the State to outer threats. Aside 

from being in charge of the protection of a State in the international realm, the armed forces 

also have a national role aimed to protect the State in the local setting. Therefore, the armed 

forces play an important role in the nation, as a powerful tool that has not only written-on-

paper duties, but in addition, weapons that can be for or against the State. 

Power then, can also be considered as divided between civil and military. Military 

power is often considered as a threat, bearing in mind that their ability to control an outcome 

goes beyond mere influence and can easily be manipulated through the use of arms. The 
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possibility of coercion against ruling power is a risk many States are not willing to take, and as 

a response, ways to limit the power of the armed forces are often the result.  From a top-down 

perspective, reducing the power of the armed forces is aimed at reducing or eliminating the 

probability of military intervention that can lead to a coup, and from a bottom-up perspective, 

less military power or autonomy is mostly perceived as a better structured State and a more 

stable environment for civil society in general. The reduction of power of the armed forces 

does not mean the complete elimination of it, although some States do not have “armed forces”, 

the majority of the States still consider the importance of maintaining their armed forces active 

and able to respond at any time. Therefore, limiting the power does not mean less importance, 

rather a different direction of their role.  

The general conception about limiting or reducing military power is to do so as a way 

to increase civilian control over the State. It can be understood then, that States that take these 

measures often feel threatened by the possibility of military coercion. Samuel Huntington 

(1957) in his book The Soldier and the State points out an important way to achieve it: 

“…civilian control with a particular civilian interest occurs when the claim is made that only a 

specific constitutional form – usually democracy- can insure civilian control”. This statement 

accounts for most of the democratic countries that have taken an approach to limit the military 

power to ensure or safeguard civilian power. He also claims that the successful approach to 

civilian control is not to undermine the military completely, but instead by making them a tool 

of the State, and empowering the armed forces through professionalism.  

During the 1900s the military power was at its highest peak, being the time of both 

World Wars, the Cold War, and other civil wars as well. The power of a State was thus directly 

translated to its military capacity and power, and its domain over the contesting states. Powerful 

people were not only the head of states, but the army chiefs as well, and these were most of the 

time taken in consideration for national decisions, making them part of the political spectrum. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

	

	47	

The influence in politics and national decisions increased the power of the military, allowing 

them to participate in more than just defense of a nation.  

The international arena of post-wars and peace treaties, for its most part, was left as a 

peaceful ground for every state to focus on itself. This does not mean the military stops being 

important, as it is known, the majority of the states have armed forces with the exception of a 

few states; such as Costa Rica, Samoa, Dominica, Palau, Haiti, the Vatican, etc. However, it’s 

important to consider that although some states do not have “Armed Forces”, for some of these 

states their security institution –often referred as the Police force- have duties that are carried 

out by armed forces in other nations. Although not having namely armed forces, these states 

still designate resources to the defense of their territory through paramilitary forces, border 

patrol, coast guards, and others. The need to protect the sovereignty is not exclusive for states 

with armed forces, therefore; similar duties are covered by other type of forces in these 

countries, and in general, making them more trustworthy of peace in the international spectrum, 

since they basically do not represent an armed and/or violent threat against other states.  

Considering the previously mentioned, it is important to take into account the amount 

of resources a State puts into their armed forces. In most of the countries, the armed forces are 

not limited just to the defense of their nation, but are also in charge of internal security, helping 

the state maintain public order and some also consider them as national prestige. Figure 3.1 

illustrates the percentage of gross domestic product (GDP) assigned to military expenditure all 

over the world for the year 2014.  The definition of military expenditure used in this research 

is based on the SIPRI (Stockholm International Peace Research Institute) data which focuses 

on “current and capital expenditure on the armed forces –including peacekeeping forces, 

defense ministries and other government agencies engaged in defense projects, paramilitary 

forces-when judged to be trained and equipped for military operations, and military space 
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activities, and the expenditure of these include military and civil personnel, operations and 

maintenance, procurement, military research and development and military aid.”  

The military expenditure demonstrates how states view the importance of their armed 

forces. The general overview illustrates that the majority of the states designate more than 1.7% 

of their GDP in military expenditure, and according to SIPRI the global military expenditure 

was $1776 billion for 2014, 2.3% of global GDP. For 2015, data from SIPRI indicate an 

increase by 1% of the global GDP, the total being equivalent to $1676 billion (excluding five 

countries for which no data was available). The top countries with higher military expenditure 

are United States of America, China, Russia, Saudi Arabia, United Kingdom and France, all 

Figure 3.1 World Military Expenditure 2014 

 

Source: The World Bank  
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powerful countries in not just military but economic matters as well, an interesting observation 

worth mentioning that will not be further explored in this research.  

Although already assigned in a State’s budget, the need to acquire more resources for 

the armed forces, makes them politically active in as they search to influence in order to obtain 

more resources. The budget of a State varies or should vary in accordance to supplying the 

needs and maintain control of a nation, and also in terms of the focus every government has 

and its means to achieve its goals, therefore, as the political ground changes, the goals and 

some policies of a State does as well. The influence obtained by the armed forces is the result 

of its political impact, which is mostly attributed to the search of maintaining or increasing the 

budget for the armed forces in hopes of carrying out effective and professional tasks with the 

necessary tools, equipment, trained personnel, etc. In agreement with Welch & Smith (1975) 

the impact is higher “…particularly if the military profession enjoys high public esteem, if 

public order is threatened by acute unrest, if war seems a strong possibility, or if incumbent 

political leaders feel threated by challenges to their position”. These characteristics do not have 

to happen all at once, with one or the combination of more than one, there is enough space for 

the military to have some sort of leverage on politics, hence making them politically active. 

Political leaders might also turn to the military hierarchy to work together in the 

accomplishment of a goal, specially regarding security and defense in the state, or to work 

strategically on the accomplishment of military duties regarding public order or other, to name 

a few examples. It isn’t only the military looking for strategic influence with political leaders, 

but also vice-versa, especially when leaders feel threatened by other actors that aren’t the 

military, and must use the armed forces as a tool of the State.  

The balance of power between the State and the armed forces will depend on the 

relationship between each other, making each state different. However, there are common 

factors among many states. Welch & Smith (1975) attribute environmental factors to this 
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relationship and the influence gained by the military, and these factors contain “the nature and 

extent of political participation within the society, the relative isolation of the armed forces 

from social and political currents, the extent to which the military serves as a direct support for 

the government, and the legitimacy enjoyed by the government”. The environment of a State 

determines not only the influence the military can have, but also the possibilities of military 

intervention, which are not subject exclusively to the state and the armed forces, but also 

include civil society, especially when considering the legitimacy of a government.  

The power limitation of the armed forces is generally a result from historical processes, 

in which States are set out to increase civilian control by changing the duties of the military, 

setting specific frameworks of duties, etc., and in the best of the outcomes, the military then 

becomes subordinate to the state. Some changes regarding the military, as in the case of 

Honduras, are established in the Constitution, expecting to have stronger legitimacy. To 

enhance civilian power and control over its military, the State also needs civilian political 

institutions that are legitimate to the citizens and the military, thus considered a process, 

because the state has to change simultaneously with the changes of military power. The general 

outcome can be considered or expected to be a peaceful state with a satisfied civil society and 

a regulated armed force.  

The most common actions of State intervention by armed forces are coup d’etat, and 

these are often carried on when legitimacy is at stake. Easily defined, a coup d’etat is the 

overthrow of a government. For a long time in history, military coups were very often, which 

put military juntas in power, and the state was governed by the military instead of by civilian 

rule. Although not all coups throughout history have resulted in the military elite in power, the 

armed forces of a State play one of the most important roles, choosing to be part of them or 

even not to execute them at all, the latter ones mostly end up being failed attempts. Even though 
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there are many classifications for coups, this research will only focus on the ones executed by 

the military.  

To understand the reasoning of coups, it is imperative to have a broader understanding 

of the armed forces as an institution. As an organization, the armed forces have the most 

distinctive attributes from any state institution; such as discipline, hierarchy, loyalty to 

commands, etc. The chain of command is the core of the organization, where the superior 

authority of the military hierarchy is the State; usually the President of the State is the top figure. 

The expectancy nowadays that a coup is carried out with professionalism is perhaps too ideal, 

nevertheless, it is still a factor that distinguishes the military that has gone through a reduction 

of power by civil superior authority. The majority of the military coups that have occurred in 

the last two decades were in the African continent, with over 60 –taking in consideration the 

attempts as well- followed by the Middle East and Latin America. (Powell & Thyne, 2011). 

Coups not necessarily resulting with the military in power are still on going in the present day, 

and usually are carried on with the help of the military, being the intervened state still in civilian 

governing.   

Armed forces that have been limited by civilian power is, an army professional enough 

to acknowledge its subordination to the State. Huntington (1957) accredited the importance of 

professionalism as a means to achieve civilian control, and pointed out that “a highly 

professional officer corps stands ready to carry out the wishes of any civilian group which 

secures legitimate authority within the state”. In a well-established outline of the military role 

in a state, a professional armed force is willing to abide by its defined functions, as a tool of 

the state, instead of acting as a political actor in the state. In the following sections of this 

chapter, the difference between the previously mentioned will be shortly detailed, with the 

outlining of changes of military participation in the state throughout history in Latin America 

and specially Honduras. A well-defined role of the armed forces in a State is a modern concept 
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to Latin American states, considering military coups are part of the majority of the states’ 

history.  

Trying to reduce the political participation of the armed forces is the basic approach to 

achieve civilian control, however, it is close to impossible to eliminate political awareness in 

the institution. As previously mentioned, the armed forces function through the resources from 

the State. In addition, it must also be considered that some states have a civilian as “Minister 

of Defense”, being a political figure, hence having political influence over the military as well. 

It is close to impossible to have the armed forces isolated from any sort of political influence, 

particularly as a tool of the State, inherently responding to the needs of the State. To be able to 

consider the armed forces “apolitical”, it should be under the definition of being politically 

neutral instead of not politically involved.    

Not only is the integrity of the armed forces important, but also its surrounding 

environment; the arena in which it acts. Regarding civil society, Welch & Smith (1974) argue 

that “in a period in which social conflicts are becoming more intense and numerous, social 

mobilization is taking place; this is the process by which individuals and groups gain social 

and political awareness”. Military intervention is not catalyzed by social mobilization, but 

instead by the government institutions responsible to respond the demands of civil society, if 

the state is able to resolve civil needs. Therefore, the legitimacy of a State is an important factor 

to consider when analyzing military intervention. Civil society has the important function to 

hold the state accountable, and therefore, can demand prompt solutions to their needs, which 

can lead to the intervention of the state. The legitimacy of a state very well establishes a 

political role for the armed forces. The result of the military intervention depends on the 

established role of the armed forces, civil ruling and the environment.   
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3.2 Civil-Military Relations and Civil Society in Latin America 

 

Latin America went through a long period of military rule, and its authoritarian regimes 

marked many important moments for civil society; some cases being of enablement and others 

of repression. For many decades in the mid- 1900s, the region was going through militarization. 

The military were at their highest peak of power, and had dominion over states and the rest of 

the public institutions, being completely immersed in all political activities of society. Military 

regimes often represented the abolition of the state in all its forms, and many states went 

through long lasting military dictatorships. The awareness of the military in a state is most 

likely to increase after international wars, giving civil society a sense of protection and the right 

to defend sovereignty. During this time, there were few war cases and these were mostly 

focused on border delimitation issues, such were the cases between Peru and Colombia, 

Honduras and El Salvador, and Peru and Ecuador. The military, with the exceptions previously 

mentioned, had more national rather than international impact regarding its intervention fields, 

distinctively from other continents which have fought bigger international wars.  

 Military regimes and juntas were quite frequent in Latin America, marking a period of 

authoritarian regimes and weak democracies. It can be considered that with transitions to more 

stable democracies, the region has been able to slowly but progressively manage the role of the 

armed forces. In Central America, the longest military regime was that of General Tiburcio 

Carias Andino in Honduras, who although elected president, remained in power for a total of 

sixteen years from 1933 to 1949 by force. Nicaragua had the Somoza dictatorship that started 

with Anastacio Somoza in 1936, and was followed by two of his sons until 1979. For fifty 

years from 1931 to 1979, El Salvador went through various military regimes and juntas, starting 

with General Maximiliano Hernandez and finished with the last military president General 
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Carlos Romero. South America also had long lasting dictatorships during this period, starting 

with Bolivia and its military dictatorship from 1964 to 1982 by a governing military junta, that 

was so repressive it even ended the life of Ernesto “Che” Guevara in his fight against the 

authoritarian government. From 1973 to 1990, Chile through the military junta’s coup d’etat, 

appointed Augusto Pinochet as the country’s leader. From 1976 to 1981, army officer Jorge 

Videla governed Argentina after a coup d’etat. Another military dictatorship occurred in 

Uruguay, from 1973 to 1985, governed by a military junta which directly prohibited political 

parties, lead to social repression, etc.  

The need for changing Constitutions that limited the armed forces is made clear with 

the previous examples, and the need for civil society to have better guarantees for their rights 

was a product of many years of military repression. Although some military regimes might 

have empowered peasants, land workers and such, the majority were by far too authoritarian 

to enhance civil society’s needs. Because of the strong military regimes and the repression 

caused by them, the transition to stronger and more stable democracies that came with 

removing the armed forces from governing has been the standing for human rights, and the 

trial against the military for crimes of those times. After the 1980s, Latin America went through 

a demilitarization, and the process that followed focused on limiting their power and increasing 

civilian control over the State, as well as holding them accountable for crimes against human 

rights as a way to respond to civil society. As most of the periods of change in the region 

happen almost simultaneously with many of the states; such as independence, democratization, 

militarization, etc., the same occurred for the demilitarization and balancing of civil-military 

relations.  

The reduction of power of the armed forces has been a progressive process for most of 

the countries, however, Haiti and Costa Rica took a different approach. Instead of gradual 

change in forming the armed forces as a tool of the state, they eradicated the military 
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completely. Challenging the previously mentioned statement that the military gain civilian 

admiration after a war, after a civil war in 1948, the former Costa Rican President Jose Figueres 

completely eradicated the armed forces- and with that also eradicating the possibilities of a 

coup d’etat, and the police force became the only security tool the State has to this day. In 

expectancy of reaching the same goal as Costa Rica; to avoid the possibilities of a coup d’etat, 

and in the expectancy to strengthen democracy, Haiti abolished its armed forces in 1995. 

Nevertheless, Haiti has reinstated its armed forces since October 2015, and seems to be lacking 

professionalism in a career-oriented military hierarchy, struggling with new recruits and 

veterans, leaving the State and Ministry of Defense with a lot to build up on. Instead of adding 

a stability factor to the legitimacy of the State, Haiti Armed Forces have not been well received 

by civil society, and the complete integrity of the institution lacks more than what it offers. 

Perhaps the most important difference between Costa Rica and Haiti is the stability of each, 

and how much the state was able to achieve without armed forces. However, for this research 

the fact that Haiti had decided to abolish its Armed Forces is by far more relevant to the 

understanding of the need to prevent military coups in Latin America, although its 

reinstatement also proves the importance the armed forces are for the region.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, constitutions in Latin America tend to be lengthier 

and inclusive of specifics, than in other regions of the world. With the exception of Argentina, 

the rest of the Latin American constitutions have or still mention their armed forces, and can 

be considered as specifying their duties, and/or as granting privileges. Despite many years of 

military regimes, there are various states that still grant their armed forces with political 

functions, and some which still are guarded in their Constitution. In agreement with Wiarda & 

Collins (2011, 6) “the autonomous role of the armed forces has a long and constitutional history, 

so much so that the armed forces are almost the fourth branch of government”. Bolivia, Brazil, 

Colombia, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, 
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Paraguay, Peru and Venezuela are the countries in the region that include the armed forces in 

their constitutions, and in most of the cases, the wording used to describe them include 

“obedient” and “non-deliberative”, clearly noting that the armed forces should abide by the 

Constitution.  

The necessity to include in the Constitution that the armed forces should not have 

political participation in the forms of political affiliation and such, is a clear response of the 

many years of military regimes. However, the states trust the armed forces to help maintain 

internal order, defend constitutional rights, and work hand in hand with the other branches of 

the State in case needed. Although the region has moved towards trying to avoid military coups, 

some constitutions consider military intervention as a way help maintain order; however, the 

outcome is oriented to enhance civilian control one way or the other instead of handing the 

power directly to the Armed forces to govern the State.  

Considering the importance of armed forces, it is also interesting to view it in terms of 

how much the State is willing to invest in it. In the list of the top fifteen countries with the 

highest military expenditure in the world, the only country from Latin America enlisted is 

Brazil, ranking as number 11 according to SIPRI (2016). Although the world’s economy has 

been affected by the fall in oil prices, in comparison to previous years some countries have 

decreased its military spending in adjustment, but by no means to reduce it drastically, except 

for Venezuela, which reduced its military expenditure by 64%. Other oil-dependent countries 

have had moderate reductions as well, such as Ecuador with a decrease by 11% and Brazil with 

2.2%.  

Central America and the Caribbean increased the overall spending by 3.7% with a total 

of $9.5 billion, not for strong economy reasons but instead for the on-going war on drugs and 

the violence caused or attributed by it, whereas South America decreased by 4% and had a total 

spending of 57.6% for the year 2015 (SIRPI, 2016). Oil based economies in South America 
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were the reason for the percentage decrease, however countries with different economy base 

were able to increase their expenditure, such as Colombia, Paraguay, Peru and Uruguay. In 

South America, military expenditures vary with the economy, whereas in Central America it is 

relevant to security issues.  

Every country designates in its financial year a percentage value of the government 

expenditure for every sector, including its armed forces in case they have them. Figure 3.2 

illustrates the percentage of government spending for countries in Latin America for 2014, 

showing that most countries have between 0% to 4% designated for its military, and the 

countries that spend beyond 5% are Chile with 8.22%, Colombia with the highest of 11.40%, 

Ecuador had 6.34%, Paraguay 6.54% and Peru with 6.32%.  

 

Figure 3.2 Share of Government Spending 

 

Source: SIPRI, 2015 

 

The expense of a government in accordance to a percentage of its GDP is referred as 

the “cash payments for operating activities of the government in providing goods and services” 
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(World Bank, 2016), which includes wages and salaries, grants and other relevant expenses 

and they are divided between all the different sectors of the state, including its military. A 

closer look into the regions military expenditure represented by GDP is demonstrated in Figure 

3.3, illustrating the percentage by every state for the year 2014 (year used to indicate the 

constant value) according to the World Bank database. In Central America, the country with 

the highest military expenditure is Honduras with 1.3% of its GDP, which can be attributed for 

its war on drugs, and will be further explained in this chapter. However, South American states 

have bigger spending, leading the highest percentages is Colombia with 3.5%, Ecuador with 

2.7% and Chile with 2% of the GDP.  

 

Figure 3.3 Latin America’s Military Expenditure 2014 

 

Source: The World Bank 
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Armed forces that are mentioned and/or detailed in their state’s Constitution, for the 

most part, spent between 1% to 1.5% with the exeeding exceptions of Ecuador and Colombia, 

which spent $2797million and $13054million respectedly, which have over 2.5% each, 

according to the SIPRI database (2014) as demonstrated in Figure 3.4 . In comparison to these 

countries, armed forces with limited or no constitutionaly defined role all have different 

spendings, ranging from 0.7% to 2%, being Uruguay the second largest with 1.7% of its GDP 

valued in $915 million, and Chile with 2% of its GDP with a value of approximately $5149 

million.   

 

Figure 3.4 Constitutional Role % of GDP 

 

Source: SIPRI, 2015 
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civilian and keep social order. This change has allowed civil society to have a more receptive 

participation in the political spectrum, and to be able move forward from dictatorships and 

authoritarian military regimes. However, as mentioned constantly in this research, the military 

and their governance weren’t the only problematic regimes throughout Latin American history, 

civilian governments have also been authoritarian, as power has been mostly designated to 

elites. In this cases, the environment created by a governing state is subject to civil society 

accountability, and the perception of legitimacy from not only civil society but also the other 

branches of the state.  

States that struggle the most with legitimacy can be defined from a couple of 

O’Donnell’s (1978, 6) characteristics of bureaucratic-authoritarian states, which are “political 

exclusion, in that it aims at closing channels of political access to the popular sector and its 

allies so as to deactivate them politically, not by means of repression but also through the 

imposition of vertical controls by the state on such organizations” and  “de-politication, in the 

sense that it pretends to reduce social and political issues to technical problems to be resolved 

by means of interactions among the higher echelons of the mentioned organizations.”  Being 

this the case, civil society is often left with little participation and much more limited resources, 

if any. By limiting civil society, authoritarian regimes aim to limit the possibility of being 

overthrown, and these regimes also have more direct control of resources. However, even if 

civil society is directly excluded, it changes when the other branches of the state act according 

to the Constitution and defend the rights and duties, specifically in constitutions that 

straightforwardly give the armed forces the task to do so.  

Even though the Constitutions limit the armed forces to be in governing power, it 

enhances them in most of the cases to act as a guardian of such constitutions, and therefore 

turns the attention to civilian governing and its legitimacy. While it is true that in many of the 

cases concerning Latin America, it is elites that have and remain in power of civilian control, 
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some have met their faith in terms of legitimacy, and had to go through the removal of power, 

carried on through its armed forces.  

Considering the change of role for the armed forces after the transition to stabilizing 

democracies and civilian control over the states, and the changes in constitutions according to 

the “at the moment” necessities, the challenges that the military now faced where related to 

maintaining internal order and support the State. For the most part; armed forces were left to 

deal with violence issues in their countries and the protection of civil society against it, and the 

still on-going issues of this kind are drug war, gangs, guerrillas, violent demonstrations, etc.  

Violence is one of the most recurrent factors in many of the countries of Latin America, 

particularly in countries dealing with gangs and drugs, such as Honduras, Mexico and 

Venezuela. It can be said that with the importance of the armed forces has been predominant 

to that of the police, and have by far a bigger impact on civil society for the majority of the 

states. Table 3.1 illustrates that most of the countries in the Latin American region, civil society 

has better trust in its armed forces with over 50% in favor except in Argentina where it is only 

36.3% of civil society trusting its armed forces. The table also shows elites considering and 

separating them from the rest of civil society in each state. In El Salvador, Chile and Uruguay, 

the citizens have more trust in their police than in the armed forces, for the rest of the Latin 

American countries with armed forces, citizens have better trust in their armed forces than in 

the police. This table helps to understand the comparison between the armed forces and police 

in a state, regarding its citizens and legislators, and perhaps based on institutional trust it can 

be understood the contemporaneous importance of the armed forces in Latin America.  
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Table 3.1 Institutional Trust 2011 

 Armed Forces Police 
Civil Society Elites Civil Society Elites 

Argentina 36.3 47.9 32.1 44.8 

Bolivia 54.9 54.3 40.2 34.4 

Brazil 68.4 78.3 48.5 41.4 

Chile 65.2 59.6 67.2 65.2 

Colombia 65.6 62.5 55.8 60.3 

Costa Rica   47.8 55.0 

Dominican Republic 68.1 60.6 46.6 29.4 
Ecuador 56.9 56.6 37.6 38.8 

El Salvador 56.5 62.5 58.6 48.6 

Guatemala 52.9 40.2 40.3 25.4 

Honduras 51.9 51.5 44.0 39.9 

Mexico 70.8 76.2 43.6 27.2 

Nicaragua 61.5 68.1 53.8 70.0 

Panama   48.5 63.7 

Paraguay 41.5 57.9 29.2 28.7 

Peru 52.1 47.2 38.8 39.6 

Uruguay 54.4 52.5 54.9 47.1 

Source: PNUD 2011 

Elites in power use the armed forces to help resolve issues the governing regimes have 

difficulty solving; such as the violence from gangs and drug wars, or to also resolve or act upon 

government institutions that are risking democracy. This in a nutshell the relevance of the 

military in Latin America. The armed forces remain an important tool for the states, and also 

for civil society.  
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3.3 Civil-Military Relations and Civil Society in Honduras 

As previously mentioned, the relations between the military and the civilians in 

Honduras have been of great importance to the country’s development. The first military junta 

coup d’etat took place from 1956 to 57, marking what would turn into a habit for the Armed 

Forces, overthrowing civilian governments and installing themselves in power. However, 

during the early XX century, military men could also be elected president, such was the case 

of Vicente Carrasco in 1924. During this period of history in Honduras, the military could be 

elected for public administration, and could also overthrow governments with coup d’etat, and 

is commonly known as the time of the militarized state.  

 

Figure 3.5 Tiburcio Carias Andino 

 

Source: Congressman “Tony” Hernandez  www.tonyhernandeza.com 

After the aforementioned elected president, the next important event in chronological 

order is the presidency of Tiburcio Carias Andino in 1933, as illustrated in figure 3.5. He 

became president through constitutional elections, and although representing the National 
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Party (“Partido Nacional” in Spanish), he was also known for being an army General, reason 

for which he is criticized as an army man in power. Nevertheless, it must be mentioned that he 

was both a politician and an army man, characteristics that strategically combined together 

enabled him to remain in power for sixteen years, what has been the longest dictatorship in 

Honduras. During his time in power, he focused on improving the Army, and without a doubt 

with his presidency title and highest military rank of General, he had a strong influence over 

the armed forces. Although during his sixteen years in power he made a lot of improvements 

for the development of the country; specially in terms of economy as he has been the only 

president that has paid off the Foreign Debt, the focus for this paper will remain in the 

relationship between the military man in control and the subordinate civilians.  

From a top-down perspective, Tiburcio Carias had absolute control of the State, and 

made the armed forces one of his strongest tools, both nationally and internationally. Control 

was applied mostly by force, and from a bottom-up point of view, repression was the strongest 

characteristics for civil society during this period.  

Repression was his strongest tactic, and any group that had an opposing view of his 

command was banned. He declared the “Communist” political party as illegal, and many 

political leaders of other parties left the country in asylum. Not only where political parties a 

victim, but also newspapers, journalists, opposing groups and others were censured or directly 

repressed, incarcerated, tortured and even disappeared. He negotiated with his political party 

through Congress to remain in power until 1949, as his attempt to change the constitution 

regarding reelection and presidential term failed. The discontent with his regime was so large 

that there were two separate attempts to kill him. During the efforts to change the Constitution 

on his favor, civil society had mass demonstrations in the hopes of preventing his power last 

any longer, however the force of repression was stronger and the dominion of the state 

belonged to the National Party which he represented.  
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Elections were held after his term expired in 1949, and civilians had governing power 

until 1956, when the first military junta took over for a year. From 1963 to 1971 army General 

Oswaldo Lopez Arellano through a coup d’etat had his first time as a president, and then a 

second term from 1972 to 1975 through another coup d’etat. He was then ousted by the military, 

by General Juan Melgar who ruled until 1978. Melgar’s presidency was also terminated by a 

military coup d’etat which was formed by a military junta until 1982. The last president before 

the change of Constitution in 1982 was General Policarpo Paz, who was part of the previous 

military junta.   

The consistency of presidential terms, as well as the legitimacy of governing power was 

not a strong factor for Honduras until 1982. Being able to govern, be elected or oust a ruling 

government, the military was often in complete control of the state which not only represented 

an on-going threat for civil governments, but also for civil society who often faced the 

repression of force used by and during military governing. The last years before the 

constitutional change were completely governed by the military, excluding the civilians from 

power opportunities. The need to de-militarize the State was another justification for changing 

the Constitution, and as a general result, achieving a stable democracy.  

However, regardless of the many military governments, the State still acknowledge the 

armed forces as necessary, contrary to the example of Costa Rica which completely eliminated 

them. The armed forces with the change of Constitution in 1982 went through a change of 

reducing its power and transforming them into subordinates of the State, obedient to the roles 

described in the Constitution. The State of Honduras started its democratic transition process 

by having the government be fully civilian-controlled, and the armed forces subject to being 

an institution of the state. Presidential elections have been constant and respected every four 

years, unlike any other time in the history of Honduras, with the exception of 2009, which will 

be further detailed shortly.  
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During this new period of change, the armed forces have proven to be professional in 

knowing their expectancies and limitations, and have served to maintain internal order to the 

point where they have gained the respect and appreciation of civil society. The most heated 

action taken by the armed forces during this new period for Honduras has to be the 2009 

political crisis events. As guardians of the nation, the armed forces received and executed the 

order to take former president Manuel Zelaya out of the country on the 28th of June of that year. 

This matter in terms of legitimacy of a government, being part of the state environment 

previously discussed, has as a result the need for military intervention or action. The removal 

of President Zelaya was caused by his attempt to implement the Fourth Ballot, going against 

specific articles of the Constitution that directly forbid these kinds of actions. The actors in 

charge of the decision were the National Congress, Supreme Court of Justice and the Supreme 

Electoral Tribunal, dictated that the actions being taken by former president Zelaya violated 

the Constitution therefore being illegal and he was accused for treason and abuse of power, and 

the only viable resolution was to take him out of the country, through the armed forces. As the 

Constitution indicates, the armed forces being obedient and non-deliberative, were in no 

problem to execute the actions of taking Zelaya out of the country in defense of the nation. 

This has been a debate since its occurrence, as some people see it as a military coup, whereas 

others see it as a constitutional coup, being based on the interpretation of the law.  The coup 

and the military intervention were the most arguable factors that divided civil society during 

and after 2009. Having two different stand points on what happened, and as a result, it led to 

some groups of civil society to organize into political parties, which will be explored in the 

next chapter.  

Throughout these events, and because civil society was strongly divided, the armed 

forces also had the duty to maintain the internal order, specially during public demonstration. 

The “Resistencia” often, if not always, demonstrated violently, in hopes to provoke the armed 
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forces and condemn them through the international press that were currently in the country. 

Figure 3.6 illustrates some of the violent ways in which the “Resistencia” carried on their 

manifestations.  Honduras went through a rough following months, trying to simmer down the 

strong feelings against the coup, and planning the elections to be held on time, proving that 

democratic elections were still in the agenda and that the removal of president Zelaya was 

because of his unconstitutional actions, instead of the perpetuation of power of the interim 

president. 

 

The role of the armed forces became more notorious, as their presence was in the streets, 

trying to maintain the order. In addition, the armed forces were also responsible for citizen 

security during the election day, as well as the transportation of the ballots to the counting 

center, task which they are in charge of during every election, since they are an apolitical 

institution, they can be trusted with the handling of the ballots. Since civil society was divided 

into two strong positions, from a bottom-up perspective, it can be considered that the side of 

the “Resistencia” felt repressed by the armed forces, whereas on the other hand those in favor 

of the coup felt secured by it. This period in Honduras represents the most controversial 

Figure 3.6 “Resistencia”  Demonstration   

  

Source: Local newspaper www.tiempo.hn and www.honduprensa.wordpress.com  
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military intervention since its democratic paths, however, the armed forces have kept playing 

an important and crucial role for internal order.  

With the new presidency of Porfirio Lobo, months after the coup, the state focused on 

the reconciliation between the people, as well as with the international community. Civil 

society had the chance to form into political parties, with the same ideals of opposition with 

which they manifested during and after 2009. The role of the armed forces to help maintain 

order was successful, keeping the nation from turning into a civil war, which was much feared. 

Although already explained, from the changes that carried on from 1982 and forward, for the 

Armed Forces placed them under the control of a civilian Minister of Defense, and under the 

expectancy of helping maintain internal order. Another important change during this time was 

the removal of the Police from the Armed Forces.  The police today represent one of the major 

problems in Honduras, for not being a stable institution and also representing major corruption 

cases, participation in drug related crimes, homicide, etc., therefore not trustworthy of the 

people. Honduras has major security problems not only because of gangs, but because it is used 

as a bridge to traffic drugs from South America to North America, causing weak institutions 

such as the Police to work with drug traffickers to make extra money. This makes it even more 

difficult for the State to prevent or stop the drug on wars, when locally there are high ranking 

police officers that participate in it instead of being against it. Major scandals are coming to 

light, and various intents of police depuration are the topic of negotiation in Congress at the 

moment. Therefore, with a weak police institution, the state has no other choice than to count 

on its armed forces for almost all matters of security in addition to defense.  

The Armed Forces in Honduras play a very important role in the State’s measures for 

internal control. Even though the institution’s power got reduced to specific tasks since 1982, 

the dependency on the armed forces is still strong, and it represents the trustworthy tool of 

security in the State. In terms of enhancing the military professionalism for a better controlled 
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and efficient armed forces, the State has focused much more on the institution since the events 

of 2009, perhaps counting for political influence of the armed forces and the government. The 

need to improve the armed forces for providing the security the police lacks, and carrying on 

related operations, was much necessary, remarkably after the Armed Forces proved to be 

trustworthy with high tension matters such as the coup and its follow up events (demonstrations, 

elections, etc.). This explains the budget the State of Honduras designates to its army, as shown 

in the last section of this chapter, emphasizing on the combat against drugs and gangs. In 

addition, since 2012 the state designates a percentage of tax directly for population security 

known as the “Security Rate”, which is divided between the Police, Armed Forces, Supreme 

Court, Direction of National Investigation as well as a few more institutions of the public 

administration for specific projects. Figure 3.7 illustrates the increases in the military 

expenditure in Honduras, showing a progressive increase after 2009 from 1.07% to 1.63% in 

2014. 

Figure 3.7 Honduras’ Military Expenditure 

 

Source: World Bank 
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A poll carried out on 2013 by CID Gallup demonstrated that civil society in Honduras 

has 84% of little or no trust in the Police, this being the highest percentage of distrust in Central 

America. Security remains the biggest problem in Honduras, having to deal with all the 

problems mentioned earlier and being followed by economy, with over half of the population 

living in poverty. This creates the need for people to find ways to make money, and in doing 

so many people turn to drug trafficking and gangs.  

The need for the State to take action in maintaining internal control where the Police 

lacks more than it offers, led to the creation of the Military Police of Public Order (PMOP for 

its words in Spanish) in 2013, as part of the Armed Forces, but specifically in service of the 

people, which have been patrolling on the most dangerous places in the two major cities of the 

country; Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula, to have a more direct impact on criminal violence, 

gangs and others. Figure 3.8 illustrates one of the battalions of the PMOP. The resources 

received from the “Security Rate” by the Ministry of Defense has been used for the creation 

and operational use of the PMOP, as well as for the improvement of equipment of the Armed 

Forces.   
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Figure 3.8 Military Police of Public Order (PMOP) 

 

Source: Local newspaper, www.defensa.com  

 

The civilian trust in the military increased more with the PMOP on the streets, and 

within months of its effectiveness, according to the CID Gallup (2013) poll, 77% of the 

population were in favor of the military police. Another poll in 2014 carried out by the Violence 

Observatory of the National Autonomous University of Honduras (OV-UNAH) asked civil 

society to rank the institutions they trusted the most, and the top institution of trust for the 

citizens that year was the PMOP with 15% of all the votes, followed by the Armed Forces with 

13.9% of trust, and in comparison, the police only scored 5% of the total trust of the citizens. 

These statistics give a clear understanding of the perception of safety the citizens have on their 

institutions, and it can be easily said they feel safer with the Armed Forces and its new operative 

battalion of PMOP than with the Police.  
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3.4 Conclusion 

The relation between civilians and their military are highly dependent on the role the 

Armed Forces play in each State. The power in a State is not only divided by its legislative, 

executive and judicial branch, but also between its military. In the last four decades, the balance 

between civil and military power has been a factor all over the world, and in the attempt to 

avoid the long history of military coups, the states have opted for the reduction of power of the 

military, and the increase of power for the civilians. In addition, some countries have decided 

to eliminate their armed forces and focus on security issues with just the police. However, the 

armed forces have not been of lesser importance after the pertinent changes, they have been 

taken into consideration for helping maintain national order, such as the case of Latin America.  

The role of the armed forces remains highly important in Latin America, different from 

the mid 1900s when they were perpetuated in governing power, but instead as guardians of 

constitutional and internal order. Most of the armed forces, in the case of Latin America, are 

subject to their constitutional role, as these are included in the constitutions as guarantees of 

internal control, in defense of the State, as non-deliberative actors. The demilitarization in the 

region led to the progressive elimination of civilian repression, and the enhancement of civilian 

governing, thus creating an empowerment for civil society to progress in a secure environment 

different from the exclusive regimes during the military era. 

The armed forces have been entrusted to guarantee stability in their government, as 

guardians of constitutional rights. Such was the case of Honduras, where the armed forces had 

to follow orders of what can be considered a Constitutional Coup, as it was made to defend the 

constitution and not to put in power a military junta like in the years before. Civil society is 

safeguarded by the military, and have a better perspective of the armed institution than of the 

police, given the cases of corruption, drug related crimes and others.  
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Chapter 4 Elections and Civil Society Empowerment 

 

Elections represent a state that is willing to offer to its people a choice, and in the most 

positive consideration, the outcome of elections represent the will of the people. For elections 

to be considered an opportunity for civil society to freely elect its representatives, various 

considerations must be made. However, as a perk of democratic regimes, for most countries 

the simple act of having elections is by far more acknowledge than the considerations it should 

imply. The waves of democratization and the changes it has provided the world with, have 

made elections important for all countries going through the process, as proving to be able to 

answer to the choice of civil society, instead of imposing power as were many cases before. 

This research considers elections as a crucial foundation for civil society empowerment, 

considering the element of representation and choice. Elections are one of the biggest tools of 

participation, with the majority of the citizenship taking part of it. This research considers 

voting as the rational choice of individuals to elect government leaders, under the interpretation 

of rational choice as a coherent election according to personal preference. Although the lack of 

participation (instead of the total elimination) in suffrage can also be an attribute of rational 

choice.   

 

4.1 Elections and Democracy 

Providing a choice gives civil society the opportunity to express their point of view 

through the ballots, and can –in the best of cases- change the direction of a country. For 

elections to be a factor of change in the governing of a state, political liberties and participation 

are most needed (Manin, Przeworski, Stokes: 1999).  During the time before elections, 

politicians and political parties campaign proposals to the citizens, aiming to gain supporters 

with changes in policies, promises of fixing current problems, etc. The intermediary between 
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the government and civil society can be thought of as the political parties, and by simple 

definition; these are organized groups with political goals that want to change or create public 

policy by choosing a candidate to be elected in public office. Sometimes political parties suffer 

the loss of supporters if past governments have acted in a dissatisfactory manner to the citizens. 

Elections are important not only for political parties and powerful elites to gain and/or maintain 

influence, but also to give civil society the opportunity to hold these accountable through their 

vote, and sometimes becoming a way of punishment to political parties that did not perform as 

expected. Campaigning is crucial for political parties, and it is the time for civil society to 

consider which is the best option to vote for.  

From a top down perspective, elections are important for political parties; their 

formation, policy proposals, and the never ending competition for power, particularly for elites 

that control political parties. For civil society; bottom up perspective, elections are an almost 

guarantee of their political liberties, to vote is to have a say in how the public administration 

should be governed, and also a way to hold political parties and governments accountable for 

past actions. An important factor for both sides; civil society and power elites and political 

parties, is representation. Representation is straightforwardly defined as “the action of speaking 

or acting on behalf of someone” and also as “the description or portrayal of someone or 

something in a particular way”. This brings another importance to elections; in the expectancy 

that during elections, the will of civil society is well represented through the choice given to 

them within the political parties.  

Having elections is not enough to consider a state as being able to provide its civil 

society with political liberties, for the purpose of this research the representation these political 

parties offer its citizens will also be considered, as the second important factor of elections.  

Democracy is characterized with providing elections, in the hopes and expectancy of 

having a representative government. However, it cannot and should not be considered as 
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representing the will and wish of everyone of its citizens, and it is natural for the people to have 

differing perspectives. Therefore, representation is aimed on behalf of the will of the majority. 

There will always be a group that feels unsatisfied, as a result of having a different opinion, or 

in this case, a vote. The expectancy of representation falls into the majority of interests, taking 

in consideration a minority with different points of view. Political parties, for the most part, 

aim to coincide with the interest of many groups, adding to a majority that will be acting on 

their behalf through voting. The interests, proposals and ideology of political parties are rather 

highly important in any state, in the expectancy that they will have a say in the form of 

government.  

Democracy, in accordance to the definition of Schumpeter (1947) is “institutional 

arrangement for arriving at political decisions which realizes the common good by making the 

people itself decide issues through the election of individuals who are to assemble in order to 

carry out its will”, in other words, as the agreement between institutions to make policies for 

governing through power chosen by citizens through elections. Political parties during 

elections become the medium between the citizens and the government, representing policies, 

change for improvement and overall the people’s will. The citizens who vote for new 

opportunities of change in governing, and/or to punish a former government by voting for a 

different political party, are empowered to cause change. For political actors and elites, the 

chance to achieve or continue in mandate is the ultimate outcome of elections.  

However, having elections is for most countries not enough, and factors of fairness 

within an electoral process are often questioned. The Election Integrity Project inspects through 

surveys the quality of elections in the world, focusing on international standards and norms. 

Figure 4.1 shows electoral integrity from 2012 to 2015, indicating the most honest process of 

election in dark green such as Denmark, Finland and Norway, followed by a clearer green with 

high honesty such as Benin, Spain and Japan, yellow as moderate with countries like Colombia, 
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Cote d’Ivoire and Botswana, orange colored represent low integrity such as Pakistan, 

Montenegro and Comoros and working its way to the red colored countries which represent 

very low integrity or even failed elections, such as Madagascar, Uzbekistan and Bangladesh. 

The report for 2015, makes reference to the countries that struggle with electoral integrity are 

the countries that also struggle with high ranks of poverty, internal conflict, and other social 

impediments. This leaves to wonder the functionality of the institutions for those countries, 

and how they affect integrity as a whole and directly, electoral processes.  

Figure 4.1 World Electoral Integrity  

 

Source: The Electoral Integrity Project, www.electoralintegrityproject.com 

The continent with the majority of very high and high integrity in electoral processes is 

Europe, perhaps because they represent longer lasting democracies and better structured 

institutions, in contrast, Sub-Sahara Africa has the most countries with very low integrity, as 

well as the Middle East. Having questionable integrity in electoral processes is not only 

frowned upon internationally, but also locally, harming the fairness of electoral competition, 
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political party duration, civil society’s participation and the trust they have on democracy as a 

whole.  

Institutionalism plays a key role for power elites and political parties for that matter, 

and from a top-down perspective, keeping in mind that through institutions, policies are created, 

enabled and changed, mostly to adapt to the government needs. Some scholars credit not only 

constitutional structure, but also electoral rules for the establishment of the political arena in a 

state. Not only election related institutions are important in this matter, other public and 

political institutions also play an important role during election campaigns as well, in the sense 

that they are exposed as needing policy changes to reach political goals. Therefore, the context 

of institutions encompasses the rules of electoral competition, structure of party systems, and 

the relations among various branches of government (Thelen & Steinmo,1992). Elections cause 

institutional change, being part of the dynamism of the political arena, and political actors or 

candidates in the case of elections are left to make the best policy proposals during campaigns.   

Freedom Houses uses a checklist on political rights and civil liberties as an indicator 

for freedom in a country, and for this research and the analysis of a bottom-up perspective, the 

questions asked for electoral process, political pluralism and participation will be explored to 

have a better understanding of the reach civil society has through elections. For electoral 

process the questions are the following: (1) Is the head of government or other chief national 

authority elected through free and fair elections? (2) Are the national legislative representatives 

elected through free and fair elections? (3) Are the electoral laws and framework fair? For 

political pluralism and participation, the questions are: (1) Do the people have the right to 

organize in different political parties or other competitive political groupings of their choice, 

and is the system open to rise and fall of these competing parties or groupings? (2) Is there a 

significant opposition vote and a realistic possibility for the opposition to increase its support 

or gain power through elections? (3) Are the people’s political choices free from domination 
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by the military, foreign powers, totalitarian parties, religious hierarchies, economic oligarchies, 

or any other powerful group? (4) Do cultural, ethnic, religious, or other minority groups have 

full political rights and electoral opportunities?  

For the general overview of political rights and civil liberties, they assign scores from 

1 being the highest degree of freedom status, all the way to 7 representing the lowest degree of 

freedom. Looking at the world data for 2015, there are 59 states with a score of 1 for political 

rights being the category with most states in it, followed by 30 states with a score of 2, also 

considered free, the partly free states had scores of 3, 4, and 5 with 27,16 and 13 states 

respectively, and lastly the states that are not considered free where 24 states with a score of 6 

and 19 states with a score of 7. Civil liberties vary from political rights, and even though some 

states are considered free or not, these liberties are not necessarily the highest.   However, there 

were also more states with the high scores of 1 and 2 (81 states total) than the rest of the scores. 

In general, there are more free states than any other denomination, thus there will be more 

population having stronger and more positive civil liberties and political rights. According to 

the report of Freedom House (2015), 44% of the world is “free”, 30% is “partly free” and 26% 

is “not free”, which seems as if in the general overview the world is slowly becoming more 

free, however in terms of population there are more people living in countries that are “not free” 

than those living in “partly free” countries.  

The general overview of the world supports the understanding of current democratic 

situation, and elections represented by civil liberties and political rights are an important factor 

to consider when looking into freedom within a country. However, to grasp more insightful 

trends or patterns, the detailed look into a region or specific country is necessary. The 

combination of political rights and civil liberties makes better sense when considering the 

institutions and local environment in which a state acts.  
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4.2 Elections in Latin America 

 Democratization in Latin America brought many changes to the forms of governance, 

and as mentioned before, it aimed to finish dictatorships, whether military or civil, and with 

that came the focus on elections. To have elected governments as a constant factor has been an 

understanding of governing according to the people’s will, and therefore being democratic in 

the process. With the history of Latin America and its militarization period, the enforcement 

of ordered and timed governing periods has been of highly importance. However, in many 

cases, elections are not the best of processes to expect the empowerment of the people’s will, 

with corrupt institutions being part of the electoral processes, and it becomes harder to expect 

that elections are the ultimate solution. Nonetheless, elections are still very important, for the 

governing competing arena, as well as for civil society and the options they have to elect their 

representatives.  

 Institutions play an important role during elections, both in the national and 

international arena. Although this research is aimed to look into national governance, it is worth 

mentioning international efforts of aiding elections and democracy and a couple of specific 

international institutions. For the case being, the American continents are part of the 

“Organization of American States” (OAS) which focuses on the cooperation between all 

member states to achieve a series of defined goals such as democracy, economic development, 

as well as social development. Founded in 1948 by the region’s hegemon USA, the 

organization started with a few member states and within its duration, it is now all inclusive. 

For the most part after its creation, most of the states acted in accordance the policies 

implemented by the US, however with time that changed, this has been attributed to the election 

of governing leaders with different ideology, economic growth and diversified international 

relations.  
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The OAS has as a main purpose to “promote and consolidate representative democracy”, 

and with that the attention will be turned to the fund it has for Strengthening Democracy. The 

activities covered by this fund are directed to electoral observation missions, the Commission 

on Human Rights and the assistance for electoral bodies. Once again, democracy is outlined 

through indirectly empowering civil society by making use of the mechanism that define 

democracy, such as human rights and elections, and the way to ensure this is through the 

promotion of elections, defense of human rights and institutional strengthening such are the 

ideals of the OAS democratic promotion. In 1991, the OAS signed a Declaration for the defense 

of elected governments and the prevention of unconstitutional seizure of power, issues that 

have been previously discussed in this research. Elections in Latin America are internationally 

monitored, with better practices that have been developing since the early 1990s to the date, 

and the OAS is an example worth mentioning of the region’s cooperation among states.  

  In terms of institutions, another interesting one to look briefly into is the Bolivarian 

Alliance of the Americas (ALBA, for its words in Spanish), which has a different impact on 

member states, because it has proven to have a more presidential focus. As known, Latin 

American states function under presidential systems, and being the head of state, many 

presidents have used their power try to become almost inimitable, sometimes even 

undermining the legislative and judicial branch. The way to achieve this was by extending 

presidential periods, and as shown in Figure 4.2, former presidents Hugo Chavez, Rafael 

Correa, Evo Morales and Daniela Ortega are not only examples of presidentialism, but also 

member of the ALBA. In 2001 former Venezuelan president Hugo Chavez communicated his 

intention of creating an institution for the solidarity and cooperation between Latin America, 

and in 2004 with the help of former president Fidel Castro, a declaration was signed thus 

creating ALBA. Member states are still limited to join, and the strongest are Bolivia, Cuba, 

Ecuador, Nicaragua and Venezuela, and some islands of the Caribbean. Honduras was a 
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member state during the presidency of Manuel Zelaya, and ceased being so in 2010 after the 

political crisis.  

Figure 4.2 ALBA Presidents 

 

Note: from left to right, Daniel Ortega, Hugo Chavez, Fidel Castro and Evo Morales 

Source: www.cubadebate.cu 

These presidents have been known to be “caudillos”; which can easily be interpreted as 

authoritarian, making the presidential system even more oriented to themselves.  Although 

ALBA is not an election oriented institution, it is worth mentioning because it affects 

presidential terms and calls for a populist approach to gain support. Under the creation of 

former president Chavez, the institution strongly focuses on economic cooperation, and aside 

from that it works as a platform to spread his ideology and a strong opinion against the United 

States’ hegemony, creating influence that transcends far beyond one state, and into the member 

states. The claim is socialism over USA’s capitalism. From a civil society standpoint, these 

states have a populist scheme to enhance or pretend to enhance the participation of the people 

and increase the executive power, for example; the “Popular Power” in Venezuela is aimed for 

the establishment of communes that report to the president, Nicaragua during Ortega had the 

“Citizen Power” that were local committees that reported to the first lady, and Bolivia during 
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Morales focused on the indigenous organization (Hirst), making the citizens feel their 

participation truly a part of the democracy.  

After only two years since the creation of ALBA, the pattern between the countries 

previously mentioned became clear. Figure 4.3 demonstrates the type of elections schedule in 

Latin America from November of 2005 to December of 2006, and it also shows the political 

ideology at the time. Interestingly enough, countries that are not members of the ALBA also 

have had leftist ideologies, meaning that the ALBA is the only representation of leftist 

governments. In addition, it also indicates the status for presidential elections in Venezuela- 

with Chavez and his new age socialism discourse in power again, and being followed by 

Nicaragua with former president Ortega again, thus demonstrating the pattern of the member 

states of the ALBA hitherto mentioned. As can be noted, elections are constant in every country 

of Latin America, since the last wave of democratization. Some democracies are representative, 

and others, as the ones mentioned, try to be participative, in an attempt to engage the favor of 

civil society and keep in power a single president. Democracies in Latin America, although 

existent, are still not the most stable, and the schemes to remain in power are cause of 

presidentialism, bipartisanship, constitutional change, reduction of power of state branches, 

among others. Multi-national institutions, such as the ALBA in the case of Latin America, that 

try to prevent US’ hegemony, are still weak and lack support of the majority, making their 

cause seem unstable. The USA is still an important player in the democracies of Latin America, 

and the relationship between them is of high dependency, making of little importance the 

socialist association under Chavez’s ideology institution.  
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Figure 4.3 Latin America’s elections 2005-2006 

 

Source: The Economist, www.theeconomist.com 

 Regarding local institutions and individual states in Latin America, voting is mandatory 

in every Constitution of each country, except in Colombia, Nicaragua and Venezuela 

(Pignatario, 2014). For every Constitution, voting is obligatory and in some countries it goes 

without sanctioning (generally established in the Electoral Code), but in general, sanctions are 

not really applied to citizens that choose not to vote. The intention of enforcing the action of 

voting is aimed to maintain governance democratic, acknowledging the importance of citizen 

participation.  
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 As mentioned previously, institutions play an important role in every state and its 

elections. Local political institutions are a tool for power elites and political parties, from a top-

down perspective they can enable or limit new political parties for electoral competition. For 

civil society; bottom-up perspective, these same political institutions allow for political 

pluralism and therefore having more of a choice, in some cases, and also enable the electoral 

process for civil society to participate in. Political parties play a crucial role in handling the 

interaction between civil society and the government specially during the electoral process. For 

the most part in Latin America, political parties are almost historical; deeply established in 

civil society, gaining the favor of vote from time to time again. This often leads to partisanship, 

and such are the cases for Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Honduras and Paraguay, to name 

a few.  

 However, the constant flaws in the region causes political parties to also lose the faith 

from civil society. Legitimacy of political parties often has to do with the institutional electoral 

process. Figure 4.4 shows a survey carried out in Latin American states, where the citizens 

were asked “How much trust do you have in political parties?”, and for most of the countries 

over 35% of its citizens responded they had no trust in political parties, and the following 

majority falls into little trust in political parties. Countries with citizens with the highest trust 

in the political parties are Nicaragua, Dominican Republic, Guatemala and Honduras, however, 

none of these exceed 9% of trust. Countries with the least of trust in their parties are El Salvador, 

Costa Rica and Brazil. This survey helps understand that the majority of Latin-Americans are 

not in agreement with the political parties they have in their governance, leaving the question 

of whether it has to do with the local public institutions, that might limit the creation of new 

and different political parties, or if it simply comes down to the general distrust in the system 

which has too many detailed factors such as corruption, poverty, conflict crisis, etc. all which 

make the citizens distrust anything that is politically related.  
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Figure 4.4 Trust in political parties 2015 

 

Source: Latinobarometro, www.latinobarometro.org 

 Although democratic in form, political parties in the region have served as an 

instrument for authoritarian rule such as Cuba and Venezuela, and also for power elites that 

control the economy, therefore need to maintain alliances with policies that benefit them. The 

concentration of power in most of the states usually reclines on presidentialism, limiting the 

political pluralism. Reelection in Latin America ascribes for authoritarian tendencies, such are 

the cases of Ecuador and president Rafael Correa since 2007 to the day, as well as president 

Daniel Ortega in Nicaragua also since 2007, undermining the opposition’s political parties like 

it also happens in Venezuela. 

Venezuela, without former president Chavez and his strong leadership, has had a rough 

couple of years, and is now facing a deep economic crisis which has also influenced for citizens 

to be against the now president Nicolas Maduro. This year the opposition is making use of the 
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National Electoral Committee for a revocatory referendum against the president, through the 

collection of signatures of people in favor of the referendum as part of the established process 

by the institution. The opposition’s political party and civil society are trying to take action 

through electoral institutions in sanctioning the bad governance in Venezuela.   

Another interesting present-day case is Brazil under the second term of presidency of 

Dilma Rousseff. The political party she represents has been in power since 2003, and after 

scandals of corruption accusations and economic crisis, president has recently gone through a 

presidential impeachment. Civil society in Brazil has grouped as a movement against the 

president, called Free Brazil Movement (MBL for its words in Portuguese) protesting in more 

than 250 cities and towns. In addition, Congress has voted in favor of an impeachment and its 

execution awaits. In both cases, civil society has a strong pronunciation against the current 

presidents, and although their reach of changing the outcome is limited by institutions, these 

same institutions are doing something about it, perhaps not because of civil society, but in the 

same need of change.  

However, not all presidents are in danger of losing their power or end their presidential 

term beforehand. As a matter of fact, according to the report of Latinobarometro (2015), 

regarding trust in democracy and its institutions, the trust for presidents has increased over the 

years in Latin America, scoring higher trust than democratic institutions such as Congress, 

Judicial Branch and political parties. This does not mean that trust is high for civil society, it 

is still low on the overall of governance trust. In addition, the same report shows an increase in 

trust of electoral institutions for the whole region, Uruguay being the country with the highest 

73% of trust and El Salvador with 22%. It can be said that civil society votes with the hope it 

creates a change, and in the process it considers electoral institutions able to handle the process. 

Corruption in Latin America is often considered as a cancer; hard to fight and get rid of. 

Governments that are often known to be corrupt; as in the aforementioned case of Brazil and 
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Venezuela, but many times despite of their corrupt leadership, citizens choose to vote on behalf 

of them and their political parties whether they trust them or not.  

The reason for this is often economic, given in countries with high percentages of 

poverty, an improvement in the economic conditions is most likely to maintain and gain  votes. 

This was the case for the second term of presidency of Cristina Kirchner in Argentina, although 

corruption was a known factor, economic conditions were enhanced and that got the majority 

of votes (Rosas, 2015).  But it is not always like that, some citizens do use their vote to hold 

accountable corrupt or bad governance, whereas some others might just simply feel 

discouraged by the totality of the public administration and simply not vote.  

Another factor that is common in Latin America and the electoral process is clientelism. 

To understand clientelism, the definition of Robinson and Verdier (2013,262) will suffice: “a 

politician gives patronage in exchange for the vote or support of a client”. This also helps 

explain the pattern conduct in the region.  In countries with need of economic development and 

job opportunities, clientelism also plays an important role for voters to give support in 

exchange of a quick solution to their personal needs. Once again, rational choice plays a role 

in the individual, making their decision based on personal opportunity rather than the benefit 

of the common good. Clientelism also leads to party loyalty, regardless of social stratus, 

however; elites always benefit the most. This is another reason for citizens to vote for the same 

political parties; because some might obtain a direct benefit.  

Focusing on civil society and their role in elections, participation has to be another of a 

state’s aim. “Participation demands a change in the attitude of citizens who choose to 

participate, as well as the promotion of social organization spearheaded by society and the state 

to facilitate civic processes” (del Pino 2013, 48). While the aforementioned factors of electoral 

processes are causes of electoral participation, they can also be the reason why some citizens 

choose to abstain from taking part of elections. The change in the citizens’ attitude can be in 
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favor of political parties or against. Table 4.1 demonstrates the percentage of voter turnout for 

every Latin American state, considering the registered voters and the population with age of 

voting for the last presidential election in each country.  

Table 4.1 Latin America’s voter turnout 

Country Year Voter Turnout (%) 

Argentina 2015 80.77 
Bolivia 2014 91.86 
Brazil 2014 78.9 
Chile 2013 41.98 

Colombia 2014 47.9 
Costa Rica 2014 55.64 

Dominican Republic 2012 70.23 
Ecuador 2013 81.08 

El Salvador 2014 60.17 
Guatemala 2015 56.32 

Haiti 2011 22.36 
Honduras 2013 59.14 

Mexico 2012 63.14 
Nicaragua 2011 79.09 
Panama 2014 76.76 

Paraguay 2013 68.02 
Peru 2011 82.54 

Uruguay 2014 88.57 
Venezuela 2013 79.64 

Source: Elaborated by author with data from Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance 

The majority of the countries in the region have over 50% of voter turnout, with the 

exception of low citizen participation in Haiti, Chile and Colombia. Participation in elections 

is higher for the rest of the countries, and it adds to the consideration of civil society being 

empowered by elections to participate in choosing the best candidate to them and/or hold 

accountable political leaders, parties, etc. The motivation to vote can be attributed to various 

factors that influence personal choice such as the already mentioned; clientelism, party loyalty, 

opposition to corruption, and economic factors, all which influence voting in Latin America. 

In terms of social stratus, voters with lower income in the region tend to vote for candidates 
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that are “left” oriented, as mentioned before, considering that populism is a common approach 

for leftists in the region. This might help explain why countries like Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil 

and Venezuela have some of the highest percentages of voter turnout.  

A closer look at the countries’ voter turnouts in the last elections since the third wave 

of democratization show that some states instead of having an increased percentage in 

participation have had instead a significant decrease, such are the cases of Chile, Costa Rica 

and Mexico. Interesting cases in the region are Chile and Costa Rica, which scores a low 

participation of civil society in voting. If corruption and economic crisis is the catalyst for civil 

society to vote in the majority of Latin America, it makes sense looking into Chile. In a stable 

democracy with constant economic growth, civil society does not consider their right to vote 

as crucial as in other countries, simply because they are in a stale environment that facilitates 

development without too much focus on politicians. In addition, the dependency on 

partisanship is not deep because these are not the mediators of their problem solving. In this 

case, civil society is not empowered by the electoral process, instead it is highly diminished. 

Similar is Costa Rica, achieving a stable democracy and political system has been a reason for 

civil society not to worry about voting to cause a great change in their system. Stability in 

developed or more stable democracies can be accounted for less citizen participation in the 

electoral process.  

Participation in the electoral processes in Latin America is not low, and it can be 

attributed to the constant struggles civil society has to confront with almost on daily bases, 

motivating them to hold the government accountable by partaking in elections.  

 

4.3 Elections and Civil Society Empowerment in Honduras 

 Elections have been one of the most important changes Honduras has experienced 

under its transition to democracy since 1982. Programmed elections every four years is another 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

	

	90	

important achievement that marks the demilitarization and the end of authoritarian regimes. 

The 1982 Constitution strengthens political parties as institutions of public rights, guaranteeing 

and allowing their free operation within the established in the law. In addition, it also created 

the National Election Tribunal (TNE, for its words in Spanish) which is in charge of electoral 

procedures, and is now the Supreme Electoral Tribunal (TSE). The Constitution established 

the term for programmed elections, and furthermore strengthened political parties and the 

institutions pertinent to elections, as it considered the need to provide effective political 

participation of civil society for a better transition to democracy.  

 Previous to the change of Constitution in 1982, there were already four out of the five 

strongest political parties throughout Honduran history; those being the “Partido Nacional” 

(National Party), “Partido Liberal” (Liberal Party), PINU-SD (Innovation Party) and the 

“Partido Democracia Cristiana” (Christian Democratic Party). It must be emphasized that the 

Partido Nacional and Partido Liberal have been the strongest throughout history, with their 

creation as political movements in the 1900s after independence, and gathering more strength 

within time. It wasn’t until late 1960s and 1970s when Partido Democracia Cristiana and 

PINU-SD appeared in the political spectrum respectively. And the fifth political party that has 

been part of the electoral process is the “Unificacion Democratica” (Democratic Unification), 

which has been in force since 1992, and is the fusion of insurgent movements which could not 

have been part of the political spectrum before this moment, where in Central America there is 

an acceptance for left oriented political parties through the democratization and the inter-state 

agreement of the “Tratado de Esquipulas” (Treaty of Esquipulas).  

These five political parties have been the only political parties for over twenty years, 

until the elections of 2013 when new parties emerged from the political crisis. However, even 

with five political parties, elected presidents from 1982 to the day have only been from the 

Partido Liberal and Partido Nacional, and the other parties have only been able to acquire seats 
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in the legislation. Therefore, a strong sense of bipartisanship has made some of civil society to 

lose faith in the politics of the country.  

Considering the checklist of Freedom House (2015), Honduras scores as a “partly free”, 

and regarding civil liberties and political rights, it has a score of 4 in both, on a scale where 1 

is the highest and best and 7 being the worst. The scores for both political and civil liberties 

are demonstrated in Table 4.2, where the most frightening scores are in the functioning of the 

government and the rule of law. Honduras keeps suffering from violence, drug war and 

trafficking, as well as gangs and organized crime, all of which are also sometimes linked to 

corruption. All these negative factors are another setback to the development of the country, 

and have been also a cause for civil society to lose hope in the ability of the government to 

guarantee their civil rights. Democracy, although existent, is still not mature in Honduras.  

 

Table 4.2 Freedom House checklist – Honduras 2015  

 Political Rights  Civil Liberties 

Electoral Process 7/12 
Freedom of Expression 

and Belief 
10/16 

Political Pluralism and 

Participation 
9/16 

Associational and 

Organizational Rights 
6/12 

Functioning of 

Government 
4/12 Rule of Law 5/16 

Note: scores are based on Freedom House methodology, which assign from 0 to 4 points for 

every question on each indicator. 

Source: Freedom House 

  

International institutions are present during elections; and the previous elections were 

not an exception, with observation missions such as the EU, the OEA, and other organizations 

which added up to 20,000 observers both nationally and internationally (La Prensa, 2013). All 
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these organizations were in the lookout for civil society to have its freedom of choice 

manifested through votes, and that the electoral process was as transparent as possible. 

According to the report of the Electoral Observation Mission of the EU (2013), the Honduran 

legislation has a well-grounded base for the execution of democratic elections. This of course 

should not be considered as if the whole electoral process was well established, like in the rest 

of Latin American countries, Honduras has clientelism, bribe, and even threats of violence in 

some cases.  

 The Honduran electoral institutions are still to develop stronger foundations and 

increase their credibility, and improve general procedures and regulations concerning political 

party funding. However, the TSE has upgraded some measures regarding the accreditation of 

observers for better transparency of the process, and a new system for transmission and 

publication of results.   

 Regardless of all the elements that are lacking in the electoral process, and the factors 

of manipulation of vote, citizens are still willing to manifest through voting.  Bipartisanship 

has been the only option for presidential competition, therefore limiting representation of the 

civil society’s and consequently their choice. The lack of options might have caused civil 

society not to be encouraged to vote, and in Figure 4.5 it can be noted that when asked if they 

had voted in the last elections, less people responded to have voted when asked in 2013 which 

then refers to the elections of 2009, than the people that where asked on 2015 about the 

elections of 2013. The difference between these elections is the result of the 2009 political 

crisis and consequently; the increase in political parties, therefore the increase in options for 

civil society to choose in a broader political spectrum.   
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Figure 4.5 Participation through vote 

 

Source: Elaborated by author with data from Latinobarometro  

 After the 2009 political crisis, civil society underwent an intense separation regarding 

political views. As mentioned, demonstrations were often during 2009, some turning violent, 

and they were carried out not only by the opposition, but also the group that favored the 

removal of former president Manuel Zelaya. With an interim president at the moment, elections 

were carried out as scheduled, as a manifestation that democracy was to be respected through 

elections, and that it was no intent for an authoritarian regime. These elections were no different 

than the ones before, it was the same five political parties, with greater representation for the 

Partido Nacional, since former president Zelaya used to belong to the Partido Liberal, and given 

the causes and results of the political crisis, this party went through a separation and lost a lot 

legitimacy for civil society. The elected president belonged to the Partido Nacional, and during 

this presidential term, civil society with strong political views had the time to organize into 

political parties, specifically the opposition after the 2009 crisis. Until this moment of crisis 

was civil society indirectly empowered to opt for different choices in the political spectrum, 

and through the already established articles of the 1982 Constitution, they are in all liberty to 
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organize and form political parties, as a representation of their civil rights and a form of 

political participation.  

However, that was not the only case, new and different parties were being formed, this 

being the first time in Honduras with the most political parties. To be able to organize from 

movements to actual political parties, these groupings of civil society have to follow art. 65 of 

the Electoral Law; where it enlists the requirements for inscription which include a declaration 

of principles, action plan, and a minimum of 2% of the total valid voters manifesting through 

their name and signature the backing up of the application. As a result, three political parties 

were created and became part of the latest election in 2013, as shown in Figure 4.6.  

Figure 4.6 Presidential ballot 
 

Source: Supreme Electoral Tribunal  

The new parties had very interesting presidential candidates; the political crisis 

opposition party “Libertad y Refundacion” (aka Libre; Freedom) had the presidential candidate, 

because reelection is forbidden in the Constitution, Xiomara Castro, the wife of former 

president Manuel Zelaya, even though he was and still is the leader of that party. The party 

Patriotic Alliance “” (Alianza Patriotica in Spanish) which was the political party of former 

Chief of Armed Forces; retired General Romeo Vasquez, who was perhaps one of the most 

controversial additions to the political spectrum as he was chief during the 2009 crisis. It must 

be clarified that although the 1982 Constitution prohibits active soldiers and military officials 
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to vote, once they retire they have all civil liberties available, therefore the formation of a 

political party for retired General Vasquez is not against any law, this is the first time since the 

demilitarization that a military officer has been candidate of anything in an election. Last but 

not least was the party “Anti-Corrupcion” (aka PAC, Anti-Corruption in Spanish), whose 

presidential candidate and leader of the party is Salvador Nasralla, popular television presenter 

and sport journalist, whose popular character through television has made him acquire many 

sympathizers and voters.  

All the new parties brought new ideals and perspectives, and civil society was therefore 

more motivated to vote, as aforementioned, having more choices that perhaps represented them 

more than before. Their creation represents a diversity in political representation, as it goes 

further than the bipartisanship that had ruled the country. Although the presidential election in 

2013 resulted in the win of the Partido Nacional candidate, Juan Orlando Hernandez with 36.89% 

of the votes, the strongest and second most voted president nominee was Xiomara Castro which 

represented the opposition political party of “Libre”, with 28.78% of the total votes for 

presidency (TSE, 2013). Challenging bipartisanship, weakening the Partido Liberal, the 

opposition party Libre demonstrated; more than the other political parties, that a fair section of 

civil society is in agreement with their ideals and political points of view. As mentioned, the 

opposition party Libre under the leadership of Manuel Zelaya, is a reminder of his ideals, and 

the threat to democracy he represented in 2009. The populist approach of Libre was the base 

of all speeches, mentioning the continuum of struggle between the elites and the people, and 

therefore gaining more popularity by appealing directly to all groups against the political crisis, 

poverty, and all social problems that helped make people stop choosing the Partido Nacional 

and Liberal mostly. During the time of campaign, this particular party never ceased promoting 

that a new constitution was needed and would be the course of action if they won the elections.  
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Another positive outcome of the political crisis and the empowerment of civil society 

was their interest in politics. Figure 4.7 demonstrates the change in civil society towards the 

interest in politics, showing a decline of interest in 2010, after the political crisis and an 

increment in the percentage that had no interest. After the inscription of new political parties 

and during the year of elections in 2013, people that responded to be interested in politics 

increased by 4.6%, people who have no interest declined in 4% as well, and even the people 

whose answer equals to null declined by half of the previous year of the poll. Civil society has 

become more politically aware, and in it being so, more motivated to vote and exercise their 

civil freedoms.  

 

Figure 4.7 Interest in politics 

 

Source: Elaborated by author with data from Latinobarometro 

 

It can’t be expected for all of civil society to be represented through political parties, 

but perhaps having a diversity of political parties and ideological representation during 

elections and resulting in having their representatives in National Congress is a close call to it.  
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According to the records of the Supreme Electoral Tribunal, the valid votes for 

presidential elections on national level in 2005 accounted for 2,001,908 voters, and in the 

elections of 2013 post-political crisis with the new political parties the amount of valid votes 

for president on national level summed to 3,115,448 voters. The increase in the total amount 

of valid votes from the elections of 2005, compared to the more diversified elections of 2013 

resulted in a 4.08%. The increase in total amount of voters between elections was of 1,084948 

voters, representing the increase of voters empowered by the events and diversified political 

parties. 

Elections have been important since the last change of Constitution although the 

institutions that deal with the electoral processes are still to improve. The formation of new 

political parties represents a form of civil society empowerment in Honduras, as has been 

previously stated. The upcoming elections are scheduled for 2017, in which from the previous 

elections only the new parties of Libre and PAC will be participating again, since the TSE 

states that parties are to acquire at least 2% of votes for its continuity. This upcoming elections 

also has brand new political parties, two have met the requirements stated by law and are ready 

to participate, these being the party Let’s go (Vamos in Spanish) and the party Democratic 

Liberation (Liberacion Democratica de Honduras in Spanish), and there were various parties 

that were not able to participate because they did not meet the requirements.  

This can be considered as a new way in which civil society is finding different 

approaches to reach better representation in the State, through the rights acquired with the 

Constitution.  The political crisis of 2009, the challenge of bipartisanship and the rise of new 

political parties, all have contributed to civil society to pronounce themselves in favor of their 

political opinion, act through vote in elections, and even form new political parties.  
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4.4 Conclusion 

 Elections are an important part of any democracy, as a manifestation of civil rights and 

the freedom of choice for civil society. It is through elections and political parties that the 

citizens have a way of interaction with their State, choosing their representatives based on 

personal choice and political ideology. The formation of political parties should be based on 

the representation of the people’s needs, making use of distinctive policies to create a change 

in governing, and better accountability for the people. In this process, representation is 

important to civil society, as they are more prone to vote when they can identify themselves 

with a candidate or political party, considering that voters employ rational choice in the sense 

of preference. 

 Rational choice is different depending on the social setting of the voters; for Latin 

America, many factors add to the rationale of a citizen, including economic stability, perception 

of legitimacy of the ruling party, security issues, clientelism, etc. Therefore, choice can be 

based on need, and the rationality to it becomes personal instead of oriented for the benefit of 

the State. In addition to social calamities in the region, in the State level, many institutions are 

still weak, despite the many years of democracy. From a top down perspective, powerful elites 

can benefit from elections and especially from political parties to maintain in power through 

mandate, and that can many times lead to corruption cases. From a bottom up perspective, 

elections are a way to hold accountable past bad governing, through voting for a different party 

or representative, as well as an opportunity to exercise civil rights and participation in the 

outcome of choosing candidates for government.  

 Honduras is no different, but with the political crisis of 2009, civil society has found 

that elections are important to manifest their civil liberties, but also are political parties that 

represent civil society, therefore the formation of new parties is now a growing matter.   
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Chapter 5 Conclusion  

The relationship between a State and civil society can be best understood by looking at 

the interaction between both based on the instruments they have. Civil society is subject to the 

rules of the State, and therefore can either be limited or enhanced by them. Regime types are 

an easy way to slightly understand a civil society, under the assumptions that democracies 

empower civil society, whereas non-democratic regimes limit them. In reality democratic 

regimes are not at always at their best performance and can vary from types and different 

denominations of democracies. For many regions in the world, struggles are present to both 

the State and civil society regardless of them interacting in a democratic regime, the harder 

struggle to obtain democracy are for the most part still struggling to improve it; and as a 

consequence, many times their civil society can get neglected in the transition.  

Democratization provides the tools for civil society empowerment, through 

constitutions that abide by the social needs, a clearer division of power, and through the 

electoral process as well. This research aimed to have a better understanding of factors that 

empower civil society in democratic regimes in Latin America, and specially the case of 

Honduras, and considers constitutions to be one of the most essential aspects for it. Similarities 

within the region are constant in many factors; the transition to democracy from militarized 

and authoritarian regimes, the social struggles that shaped many constitutions, and the way 

some State leaders govern. For a better interpretation of the situation in Latin America, its 

democratic governance and its empowerment to civil society, three elements were considered 

in this research; constitutional engineering, demilitarization and elections to understand the 

setting in which civil society interacts. Nevertheless, further research is needed to have a better 

understanding of all the dimensions in which civil society is empowered or limited. Regarding 

this perspective, the transition to democracy in Latin America has been best represented 

through the empowerment of its civil society and the relation it has with the State. 
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Constitutional engineering develops the foundation of change for both the State and civil 

society, and the established in them becomes the basic day to day rules. Lengthy constitutions 

are characteristic in the region, and have been necessary to specify the solution to social needs. 

For many countries a new constitution has been the best approach to attend to social needs, 

however, this has not been the case for Honduras.  

The Honduran Constitution of 1982 is still in force; marking the process of over twenty 

years of democracy, and it has been the shield of various democratic actions, such as the 2009 

political crisis. It includes a set of values which declare Honduras to be sovereign, democratic 

and republican, in addition; the civil rights to guarantee a better protection and the defense of 

human rights as a form of empowerment for civil society. Furthermore, it contains the basic 

structuring of the State’s power and the framework for many institutions. The changes made 

in the constitution and the defense of keeping the same constitution amidst some groups of 

civil society, has awaken civil society and led them to bigger participation through public 

demonstrations, organized grouping of movements and also through elections. This research 

proves that the Constitution is not taken for granted, and has an impact on civil society when 

it comes to its defense.  

Latin America went through a lasting period of military and authoritarian regimes, and 

the last democratization wave brought with it new constitutions or constitutional changes, 

which have been oriented to empower civil society through the conceding of social guarantees, 

human rights, and the return of power to civilians. In doing so, it has also established the 

ensuring of power to civilians, foundations for State institutions, and created the necessary 

processes for participation and representation. The frameworks created through constitutions 

are necessary for the interaction between the state and civil society, as well as the 

empowerment of rights and freedoms granted within.   
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The majority of Latin American states have included the armed forces in their 

constitutions. The most common description for the armed forces defines their function as 

obedient and non-deliberative, and subordinate the institution to the state and constitution. 

Civilian power for the most part, focused on redefining the role of the military, limiting the 

possibility of military ruling, and increasing civilian control.  

The need to yield governing power to civilian traces from the forms of government 

before the democratization in a region with more than 100 coup d’états in its history. In a region 

where a lot of the history of every State includes military governments and dictators, the need 

to limit their power was crucial. The same history has many cases of oppression, abuse of 

power, limited or non-existent freedom of speech and association, as well as the general 

violation of human rights, making the process of demilitarization directly empowering for civil 

society that had been largely repressed. With help of the international community and the 

spreading change of democracy, the demilitarization process was possible. Interestingly 

enough, during this change the armed forces have become for the most part, sentinels of 

political stability. Latin America has states that are still ruled by former military officers such 

as Cuba, or states with no armed forces whatsoever like the case of Costa Rica, to the vast 

majority which has managed to establish a concise role of the institution. Civil-military 

relations have been one of the most drastic changes for Latin America, demonstrating the path 

from civilian oppression caused by the armed forces to civil empowerment through the 

regulation of their function. The trust in the armed forces nowadays is different, more on the 

positive side specially in states with legitimate environment. Not an exception to the case, 

Honduras had many military coups and one dictator. The change that brought demilitarization 

was the direct empowerment of civilian rule, and in the process it changed the role of the armed 

forces quite considerably. The Constitution indicates that its armed forces are obedient and 

non-deliberative, and are subjected to defend the constitution when the executive, legislative 
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and judicial power endanger it. The demilitarization in the country functioned as the 

deliverance of power to civilians, and in addition, the return of trust for civil society in the 

armed forces institution.  

Honduras has a higher dependency of the military as a response to the help of local 

security because of corruption cases in the national police, making the armed forces an 

institution of trust for civil society. Trust in the armed forces was put to test during and after 

the 2009 crisis, as they were instructed to physically take outside the country former president 

Manuel Zelaya. According to its constitutional role, they acted appropriately. However, the 

debate of whether it was a military coup or not is still ongoing, making the armed forces not of 

complete trust to all sectors of civil society, specially to the groups that have taken an opposing 

position against the presidential impeachment.  

Elections are another element of civil society empowerment, and its rendering is 

perhaps the most direct and interacting with civil society. The freedom of choosing the leaders 

to represent civil society is an important part of the relationship between a state and its people. 

In the electoral process, different sectors of a society are represented by political parties in 

accordance to policy preferences, and is also a form for civil society exercising their political 

rights and civil liberties, in addition to being able to hold accountable former governments and 

their political party. The expectancy that governments are the exact representation of the 

citizens’ will, is by far overstating the reach of elections, and Latin America is a fair example 

of a few reasons why.  

The electoral process in Latin America has a wide variety of elements in favor and 

against it. The representation of civil society through elections is, although highly important 

and relevant to the empowerment of the people through vote, still lacking well-structured 

institutions. For the most part, the strongest parties are formed or maintained by already 

powerful elites, often leading to corruption. In addition, other factors such as security issues 
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and clientelism are part of the rationale of civil society. The quest for power continuum is now 

not dependent on military regimes, but on political parties and even individual cases of personal 

leadership, such are the cases of Venezuela, Nicaragua and Ecuador. In these cases, the 

interaction between citizens and governments works different, based on the sense of 

participation through communities. However, with the process of democratization many states 

have improved the responsiveness of governing politics to the people. This research has proven 

that countries with more social problems have, for the most part, more participation during 

elections. Whereas countries with more stable democracies and economies have fewer 

participation during elections, such as the case of Chile. Therefore, it can be understood that 

civil society expresses itself through voting, being elections a source of empowerment for 

accountability and participation.  

In the case of Honduras, the electoral process was challenged the most after the 2009 

political crisis. Presidential bipartisanship had been the only variation during elections with 

few political parties, the overall being limited representation for civil society. The crisis of 

2009 divided civil society into strong opposing ideals, nevertheless, civil society was 

empowered to form and be part of new groups of society and unite in terms of political matters, 

to the point of being enabled to form new political parties. These new parties have not only 

been part of the former elections and the scheduled ones for 2017, but also have inspired more 

movements and organized groups to form new parties and keep challenging bipartisanship and 

provide pluralism in choice for civil society.  

This research has proven that through and after the time of crisis, civil society has been 

indirectly empowered to enhance democratic governance and awaken to be more receptive and 

participative in the political spectrum, most of Latin America and specifically in Honduras. All 

of these actions have been facilitated because of the democratic foundation. It has been 

presented that the elements of constitutional engineering, demilitarization and elections have 
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been all important and empowering factors for civil society in Latin America, particularly in 

Honduras. However, focusing only on these three elements has been a limitation for a broader 

understanding of all factors that can cause an influence in the empowerment of civil society 

and thus should be considered for future research and supplementary analysis.  Regional and 

local governance should also be included in future research about Honduras. In addition to that, 

external factors that influence the Latin American region are also important to the 

understanding of civil society, making this research possible to expand to other regions of the 

world with similar historic content.  

Understanding the constitutional framework provides a clearer understanding of what 

should and shouldn’t be expected from any state. From a top-down perspective, all most 

changes in governing policies are made at a hierarchy, particularly in Latin America, 

considering elites in power. However, from a bottom-up perspective, all the changes made 

based on constitutional and democratic rights are opportunities for empowerment, making use 

of the tools granted by rights.  Democratization has indirectly empowered civil society through 

changes in the structures of governing; specially under constitutional change, demilitarization 

and elections. These elements are not the ultimate solution in Latin America, let alone 

Honduras. Nevertheless, as demonstrated in this research, they are of much advantage for 

improving social rights, civil liberties, and better representation and participation. The 

transition to democracy has been within processes of change for establishing better states, 

institutions and a more politically active civil society. The change in all these factors in 

Honduras has created an indirect empowerment of its civil society, as a process through the 

years of democratic governance. To this day, Honduran civil society is perhaps more politically 

active, having mayor participation than before and as a result, enhancing democratic 

governance.  
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Appendix  
 
Appendix 1 
Art. 272 

The Armed Forces of Honduras are a National Institution of permanent and essentially 

professional, apolitical, obedient and non-deliberative character.  

They are established to defend the territorial integrity and sovereignty of the Republic, to 

maintain peace, public order and the rule of the Constitution, the principles of free suffrage 

and alternation in the exercise of the Presidency of the Republic.  

 

Appendix 2 

Art. 277 

The Armed Forces shall be under the direct command of the Commander-in-Chief of the 

Armed Forces [Jefe de las Fuerzas Armadas]; through him, the President of the Republic 

shall perform his constitutional function relating to them, in accordance with the Constitutive 

Law of the Armed Forces.  

 

Appendix 3 

Art. 374 

The foregoing article, this article, the articles of the Constitution relating to the form of 

government, national territory, the presidential term, the prohibition from reelection to 

President of the Republic, the citizen who has served as President under any title, and to 

persons who may not be President of the Republic for the subsequent period may not be 

amended.  
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Appendix 4 

Art. 79 

Everyone has the right of peaceful assembly, without arms, in a public demonstration or 

temporary assembly, in connection with their common interests of whatever nature, without 

the need of notice or special permission.  

Outdoor meetings and those of a political character may be subject to a regime of special 

permission, with the sole purpose of ensuring public order. 

 

Appendix 5 

Art. 37 

The following are rights of citizens:  

1. To vote and be elected;  

2. To be a candidate for public office;  

3. To form political parties; to join or renounce membership from them; and  

4. Those others recognized by this Constitution and the laws.  

 

Citizens on active duty in the Armed Forces and Security Forces of the State may not 

exercise suffrage, but may be elected to office in cases not prohibited by law.  

 

Appendix 6 

Art. 47 

Legally registered political parties are institutions of public law, whose existence and free 

functioning are guaranteed by this Constitution and the Law, in order to achieve the effective 

political participation of the citizens. 


