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Abstract- The comparative literature dealing with regime transItIon in 
Latin America since the 1970s has viewed critically the role of civil 
society, particularly organized labour, in promoting democracy. While 
seen as positive for furthering democratization and liberalization during 
early transitional stages, subsequent mass popular action has been 
considered an endangerment to the stability of democratization. The 
time is ripe to reconsider the value of a dynamic civil society -
exemplified by organized labour - in achieving quality democracy in 
Latin America. Specifically, since socioeconomic equality and 
inclusiveness are key aspects of quality democracy, it is not feasible to 
assume that this can be achieved without concerted efforts from those 
sectors that have been immobilized and excluded in current low quality 
Latin American democracies. 

Introduction 
The comparative literature dealing with regime transition in Latin America 

since the 1970s has largely overlooked the instrumental role of popular 
pressures in promoting democracy, focusing instead on individual political 
actors.1 In fact, the "resurrection of civil society 112 , and especially organized 
labor's role within this, has been viewed very critically. While seen as positive 
for furthering democratization and liberalization during early transitional 
stages, its subsequent activities have been considered an endangerment to the 
stability of democratization. According to much of this literature, civil society 
demobilization, or a "phase of restraint"3 , in later transitional stages is crucial 
to the transition's continuation in the face of ex-authoritarian elites'4 and 

I would like to thank Kenneth Woodside, Jorge Nef, )edn Franc;ois Mayer, and an anonymous reviewer 
for their helpful comments on earlier versions of this article. 
1 Collier, 1999: 6-7. 
2 Civil society is an arena of voluntarily organized, state-independent, self-sufficient social groups that are 

concerned with public issues and attempt to hold the state accountable without directly seeking political 
power (Diamond, 1994: 5-7). The "resurrection of civil society" refers to civil society's repoliticization after 
its frec'Cioms of expression and participation h,ive been suppressed by authoritarian regimes (O'Donnell and 
Schmitter, 1986: 48). 

3 V,ilenzuela, 1989: 4S0.
4 "Elites" are socially, economically, or politically powerful groups, including the upper-middle and upper 

classes; professionals, man,1gers, and big business; and political incumbents. They are the groups included 
in decision-making and negotiations with the regime, as opposed to those "without political rights or 

I 
,\Ccepted institutional avenues of particip,1tion" ~ the lower and lower-middle classes (Collier, 1999: 17-18). 
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