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When one thinks of a stable democracy in the developing world, India is among the first 
countries that comes to mind. Since its independence in 1947 and its later transition to a 
republic in 1950, India has demonstrated the endurance of democratic governance, values 
and institutions, even in times of distress. On the other hand, Bolivia has been one of the 
most unstable countries of Latin America during the past century. It suffice to observe the 
1978-1982 period when the country saw the dismissal of one president due to fraudulent 
elections, the overthrown of two constitutional provisional governments, four military 
coups d’état, one military ‘junta’ (in addition to other two transitional juntas) and three 
other unconstitutional seizures of the presidency. But despite this turbulent past, 
democracy has progressed in Bolivia over the past three decades. Liberal theorist might 
argue that this advance is the reflection of the expansion of Western style values through 
forces of globalization and the dominance of a particular cultural model of state-
formation rooted on the liberal state. These ideas are much in tune to what Fukuyama 
proposes with his “last man”, Sir Anthony Giddens’ third way or Huntington’s (more 
extreme) notion of the clash of civilizations. But these liberal views do not entirely 
portray the kind of democracy that is progressing in this country, where social forces are 
finally finding a more responsive state under a more radical notion of democracy. But 
what is also relevant, is that similar to India, the democratic values in this society are not 
necessarily a cultural imposition but a reflection of a communitarian ethos that is finally 
emerging to formal processes of representation and governance.  
 
A broad overview of the basic institutional structure in these two countries helps to 
illustrate these arguments. Evidently, it is hard to compare a country as large as India, in 
terms of population and size, with much smaller Bolivia. But there are also many 
similitudes that stand out. Bolivia and India are ethnically diverse countries, this implies 
the existence of a great variety of languages and cultural patterns. These two countries 
also inherited particular colonial political and economic models, which have shaped their 
history and has created a unique sense of collective identity. Some of the democratic 
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efforts in these nations therefore, have been aimed at molding the state to satisfy a 
multiplicity of citizenships. While historically the Indian state has been relatively most 
successful at these tasks, Bolivia is also making substantial progress and is becoming a 
much more responsive state. But first, a simple comparison of the basic structure of the 
governments of these countries is in order.  
 
Since its foundation, a large country such as India required the implementation of a 
federal system that create some sort of “natural” political barriers to the potential 
dominance of certain groups and regions. But its political design is very unique. Different 
than most federal models, and of parliamentary ones for that matter, its intricate system 
of checks and balances is a good reflection of some sort of democratic compromise 
between the state, the many regions and society at large. The indirect election of the 
Primer Minister, perhaps the most influential political figure  in this system, is a case in 
point. Bolivian political scientists, like myself, always find difficult to understand a 
seemingly long distance between the electorate and the most important leader. But a 
further scrutiny shows that this is not necessarily the case. Part of the explanation lays in  
an institutional design that favors broad, but indirect, political participation at different 
levels. At the regional level, State Assemblies not only represent regional political and 
economic interests, but also influence (directly) the formation of the executive, making it 
accountable to this body. Specifically, the Assemblies participate in the conformation of 
India’s Upper House, the Rajya Sabha, which in turn appoints the President. But the 
Lower House, the Lok Sabha (directly elected by the citizens) also participates in this 
process. The Prime Minister, therefore, is accountable to several institutions at any given 
point in time. This means that his or her actions are always scrutinized. It is not my 
intention to provide a basic description of the conformation of the Indian government, but 
instead point out how an intricate system has been made functional because of its strong 
emphasis on broad participation and a regional balance that allows a diverse 
representation. But this system works for India, and it works because ultimately the high 
level political actors are accountable, in many ways to the population. But what can 
Bolivia learn from this model?  
 
In the case of Bolivia, the growing emphasis of political participation at the grassroots 
has marked the difference in terms of the quality of democracy. At the national level, the 
Bolivian system is much more simple. A President directly elected by the population but 
accountable to a relatively less powerful legislative, in this case the Plurinational 
Legislative Assembly (Asamblea Legislativa Plurinacional). At the intermediate level, 
Bolivia has regional governments that represent the nine Departments (the equivalents of 
Indian States), with governors at the head. But it is at the municipal level where 
democracy has been able to consolidate and flourish. The municipalization of Bolivia, 
however, is a relatively recent story. In an effort to redistribute political power, curve 
corruption and promote government efficiency, Bolivia embarked on ambitious 
decentralization reforms in 1994, which came to life with the signing of the emblematic 
Law of Popular Participation. It would be lengthy to describe the evolution of this law, 
but what is relevant to contemporary Bolivia is that decentralization, now in the form of 
regional, municipal and indigenous autonomies, has granted political participation to 
groups that were neglected in the past, opening in the process many spaces for civic 
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activism and the emergence of a new civic-minded leadership. The Bolivian democratic 
governance model, therefore, although it does not have the complexities of the Indian 
one, it also relies on direct and indirect forms of participation at different levels.  
 
With these general ideas I now move to provide some comments on recent political and 
democratic challenges in Bolivia in recent years. A good starting point is the historical 
election of Evo Morales Ayma to the Presidency in December 2005, the first President of 
genuine indigenous background. The election of Morales, and of his party the Movement 
Towards Socialism (acronym in Spanish MAS), with 53.7 % of the vote, brought many 
hopes to Bolivia as they symbolized not only the arrival to power of indigenous and 
social groups but also the emergence of a new paradigm in Bolivian politics. His arrival, 
therefore, signaled a historical opportunity to not only consolidate democracy but also to 
strengthen a model of state more responsive to the needs of this highly diverse society. 
But Morales’ tasks were monumental. Not only Bolivia continues to suffer poverty and 
inequality (with one of the highest Gini coefficients of Latin America of 57.2 in 2011), 
but it hasn’t also been able to materialize the objectives of its historical 1952 Revolution 
that sought to promote equal rights for all citizens, this is more than a generation ago. An 
initial step taken for Morales, therefore, was to address one of the most important 
pending issues in the political agenda, the re-writing of the Bolivian constitution. At this 
point, another broad comparison with India is necessary. Since the conformation of the 
Republic in 1950, India has had a single constitution. Of course there have been several 
amendments along the way, but what is important to this comparison is that perhaps the 
endurance of the Indian constitution  is related to its inclusive design from its inception. 
The current constitution, for example, recognizes 21 scheduled languages and 212 tribal 
groups. It took Bolivia 183 years and 17 constitutions to reach a similar point in which 
the state acknowledges the social diversity within the territory. The last constitution 
finally makes explicit the recognition of at least 37 languages still spoken throughout the 
territory and the ethnic diversity in the country, much of it indigenous. The effects of the 
constitutional re-writing in Bolivia on the quality of democracy, however, were mixed. 
The overall goal, a new, inclusive and progressive constitution, was achieved. This new 
Constitution was approved through a referendum in 2008 with 61.4 % of votes, therefore 
it brands an indisputable electoral legitimacy. But it was not the end in itself the 
problematic aspect, but instead the way in which this process was carried out, in which 
many of the institutional settings -precisely created for this purpose- were bypassed for 
the achievement of this final objective. There are many details to this story, but for 
brevity sake it suffice to mention a couple of cases. One of them was the election of 
Assembly members through electoral circumscriptions rather than allowing the direct 
representation of interest groups. This is a paradox in itself, as those groups that perhaps 
needed the constitutional changes the most, were not necessarily incorporated in the 
process. At least not in a direct and formal way as these groups were not concentrated 
around single electoral districts. Some examples are: smaller indigenous groups, Afro-
Bolivians, gay and lesbian activists and particular gremial associations such as miners, 
etc. Also, the Constituent Assembly did not operate as an autonomous body as it was 
expected. Instead it suffered from the continuous interference from both official and 
opposition forces. The agenda was also simplified in the pursuance of a particular set of 
political objectives, leaving aside important demands that might resurface in the future, 
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such as those claims by the Department of Chuquisaca to regain control of the executive 
and the demands for higher political and economic autonomy in the Lower-land 
Departments in the East. This recent event, therefore, helps to illustrate the difficulties 
enhancing the quality of democracy in Bolivia. In terms of lessons, learned, on the one 
hand there is a seemingly more responsive state, one that takes into account longstanding 
social demands. But on the other hand, the institutional settings are still too weak to allow 
the efficient functioning of relevant organs of the state in a truly democratic manner.  
 
But Bolivian democracy has moved forward in other fronts. As mentioned before, at the 
grassroots there is a stronger sense of civic participation and local governments (339 in 
total at the moment) have proven to be resilient institutions despite its recent creation. 
The emblematic 1994 Law of Popular Participation has been replaced by a new Law (Ley 
Marco de Decentralización y Autonomías), which building on the initial model, has 
added the notion of regional, municipal and indigenous autonomies to the mix. The 
challenges are many, as the issue of autonomy also means a new conception of a 
territorialized state. Once again, perhaps there is more to learn from the experiences in 
India. The practical aspects of this country, perceived as a “quasi-federal” state, has 
shown that the conception of state-building is not necessarily static. While the larger 
national political agenda is still controlled in New Delhi, other states in the country have 
shown that certain political autonomy is feasible. One of the commonly cited examples is 
that of the state of Kerala, and the relative political success of India’s communist party. 
Kerala shown the world the first victory for communism in a democratic election in 1957. 
The dismissal of the communist government a few years later, showed the limits of 
ideological aperture during the cold war period. But eventually communist parties 
returned not only to this region but also to other states such as West Bengal, which has 
had one of the longest serving democratically elected communist governments anywhere 
in the world. Of course, this is an oversimplification of a complex political evolution 
(which must include the different views and objectives of different communist factions in 
India) that has had many significant events, some successful and some tragic, along the 
way. But the important thing is that this particular experience teaches a great deal in 
terms of political tolerance, particularly to a country like Bolivia that is trying to find a 
sound balance between political, territorial and economic autonomy at different levels. 
An important lesson in terms of democratic quality, therefore, is that the notion of 
autonomy implies a great degree of flexibility at the center, which has to accommodate 
the many particular ideological, political and social demands that co-exist within a 
territory. This has been precisely another problematic issue in Bolivia. An interesting, but 
tragic example was the confrontation near the community of Porvenir in the Department 
of Pando between personnel of the regional government (under the hands of an 
opposition political force) and peasant sympathizers of MAS in 2008, an episode that left 
at least thirteen people death. Although it is still unclear where most of the responsibility 
lies (the Bolivian authorities continue working on this case), an important repercussion 
was the arrest of this department’s governor for his alleged participation, but without 
proper due process, and following a state of siege imposed only to this region. What this 
case illustrates, is that Bolivian democracy not only is still prone to levels of political 
intolerance -that in many cases lead to strong confrontations and violence- but also that 
the rule of law is still elusive.  
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In general terms, therefore, it is hard to make substantial claims on the quality of 
democracy in Bolivia in recent years. There have clearly been improvements in terms of 
allowing direct participation through democratic channels, the expansion of 
decentralization is certainly a good example. Also, the use of referenda is a new 
phenomenon in Bolivian politics and the few instances in which it has been used have 
proven to be relatively effective such as the approval of the new Constitution. On the 
other hand, the pursuance of particularistic political objectives and the sometimes 
existing political intolerance still hinders the potential of democratic governance. It is not 
that India has a perfect system, after all democracy is a philosophically flawed notion, but 
instead that further understanding of some of the successes from the world’s largest 
democracy, might help smaller countries like Bolivia find that fine balance between 
participation and tolerance, which are perhaps the most important values of democratic 
governance.  
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