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contend, the vibrancy of civil society in most Latin American countries may 
constitute a rich resource for democratic consolidation. Higher levels of civil 
society engagement, as in Latin America compared to the United States, may 
also reflect less robust democratic practice and governmental functioning. 
That is, civil society may fill holes in the fabric of recently established democ-
racy. Additionally, it may offset lesser economic development. These compen-
satory notions about how civil society may function can explain the lower 
levels on display in the United States and Canada with their older democracies 
and more developed economies.

Guatemalans, Dominicans, Paraguayans, Bolivians, and Salvadorans take 
the prize for most intense civil society engagement. Most of these countries are 
poor and suffered long periods of extremely heavy-handed dictatorship. 
Several also have large indigenous or African-origin populations and/or mul-
tiple languages spoken. We suggest that civil society may have thrived under 
dictatorships (and later persisted) as a means to promote local interests with-
out challenging the authoritarian state. Further, ethnic/racial and language 
divisions may stimulate group formation as different associations organize to 
protect and advance their communities’ interests.
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Figure 6.2  Civil Society Activism

Source: AmericasBarometer 2010 surveys, www.LapopSurveys.org.

Note: Cases weighted for equal size per country.

Error bars: 99% CI.
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