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the 1970s, scholars’ attention to Latin American political culture ebbed until the 
1990s. A major cause of this lacuna was that authoritarian governments 
impeded research on political attitudes and values. After the spread of 
democracy, however, scholarly inquiry into political culture renewed. Resources 
developed—nationally and internationally funded opinion surveys on many 
countries across the region—so that by the 2000s a steady stream of new 
analyses appeared.

In the next sections, we present brief overviews of Latin American history 
and political culture scholarly literature on Latin America. These serve as back-
ground and benchmarks for the following chapters.

Latin American History:  
Centralized Systems, Caudillos, Authoritarian Rule43

The early literature on Latin American political culture drew mainly upon 
inferences from the history of pre-Columbian and postconquest political and 
cultural institutions.44 It noted that the entire Ibero-American region and its 
major institutions and cultures were authoritarian. The main pre-Columbian 
civilizations of Mesoamerica (the Mayas and Aztecs) and South America (the 
Incas) had centralized and unchecked political structures supported by reli-
gious authority. When the Spanish and Portuguese arrived, they used military 
force (and, later, depopulation from imported European diseases) to seize ter-
ritory; to subjugate, slay, or scatter the native populations; and to govern. After 
the conquests of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, each crown imposed on 
the resulting colonies its particular authoritarian bureaucratic structure, 
headed by viceroys assisted by Catholic clergy and religious orders. The 
Church was responsible for Christianization of the indigenous peoples and 
exercised a near monopoly over education. It accumulated great wealth and 
extensive landholdings. The patronato real of 1508 gave the Spanish monarch 
the power to collect tithes, found churches, and nominate church officials. 

Political culture
and behavior
(individuals)

Political
system’s rules

(society)

Figure 1.1 � Reciprocal Influence Between Political Culture and 
System Characteristics


