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This article aims to explore the conditions under which populist Received 13 February 2023
presidents undermine, preserve or improve democracy, with Accepted 1 September 2023
evidence from Latin America. We address five varieties of democracy
in the region (electoral, liberal, participatory, deliberative, and
egalitarian) from 1994 to 2019 in 18 countries and focus on the
backsliding or its absence during each presidential term. To do so,
we rely on a QCA approach, through which we interpret the
changes on each variety, acknowledging the presence/absence of
populist presidents, presidents’ popularity, political and economic
critical junctures, support for democracy, an institutionalised party
system and political stability. Results show an ambivalent
relationship between populism and democracy as highlighted by
part of the literature. Although populism emerges as an almost
necessary condition for democratic backsliding in any variety, there
are several cases where the presence of populist presidents led to
an improvement of democracy in the different aspects analysed.

KEYWORDS
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Dem; QCA; Latin America

Populism has become a central phenomenon in contemporary democracies. Since the
early 1990s, in Europe, Latin America and beyond, there has been a resurgence of populist
movements that has allowed a flourishing of a specialised academic literature both to
understand the phenomenon itself and its relationship with democracy.

The relationship between populism and democracy is still not entirely clear and is pre-
sented as ambiguous and paradoxical. However, it is known to be determined by popular
sovereignty and the role it plays within the democratic system. For some authors, popu-
lism represents the authentic form of democracy or, at least, a corrective to democracy
(Canovan, 1999; Tannsjo, 1992), whereas others see populism as a threat to democratic
institutions (Taguieff, 1995; Urbinati, 1998; Miiller, 2017). Those who have a positive
view of populism in relation to democracy, highlight the context of the crisis of represen-
tation in which democracy finds itself and understand that the political disintermediation
of popular sovereignty could help to fix, and even improve it. On the other hand, for those
with a different point of view, populism threatens the institutional framework (political
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representation, individual rights and checks and balances) that sustains democracy.
Muiller (2017) even describes populism as a disease of democracy, not only representative
but also classical, arising from the problems of representation in contemporary democra-
cies. For this reason, populism is associated in one way or another with the deepest
aspects of the functioning of democracy (Anselmi, 2017).

There is no established dynamic or constituted style that allows the evaluation of
democratic success, since it depends on each case and context (Rovira-Kaltwasser,
2012). In this sense, works such as those of Meléndez and Kaltwasser (2021) have
focused on the radical populist right as a threat to democracy, since this form of populism
also combines other pernicious elements such as nationalism and nativism. Before eval-
uating the impact of populism on democracy, it is necessary to understand what the lit-
erature refers to when it speaks of democracy. In this respect, Colalongo and Rivas (2022)
are clear in expressing the liberal-western sense of democracy, since it is based on the
need for mechanisms of representation of the popular will that institutionally order
social powers.

Most of the studies (De la Torre & Peruzzotti, 2008; Mény & Surel, 2001; Panizza, 2005;
Taggart, 2001; Urbinati, 1998) that work on the ambiguous relationship between popu-
lism and democracy tend to express normative and theoretical assumptions instead of
analysing and arguing from empirical evidence (Mudde & Rovira-Kaltwasser, 2012).

Thus, the impact of populism on democracy has tended to be less of an empirical ques-
tion and more of a theoretical question, answered mostly with speculations derived from
an ideal view of what democratic institutions should look like. However, some studies
(Huber & Schimpf, 2016; Ruth-Lovell, 2018; Ruth-Lovell et al, 2019) have tested this
complex relationship with empirical data, confirming that populist governments deterio-
rate the quality of democracy in its different liberal, electoral, and deliberative aspects. On
the other hand, in their recent article, Colalongo and Rivas (2022) question the central
idea of the deterioration of democracy by populist governments by showing that this
relationship is not as evident as the theoretical-normative approaches suggest.

Using data drawn from Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) as well as other public datasets,
this article aims to explore the conditions in which populist presidents, that almost always
undermine democracy, preserve, or improve it in Latin America. We aim to evaluate the
extent to which a populist president affects democracy while considering the interaction
of other structural conditions. Our purpose is to verify how the presence of a populist pre-
sident interacts with some of the classic variables in studies of the quality of democracy
(Bohigues, 2021). Furthermore, we follow a multidimensional approach on the study of
democracy and analyse not one but five dimensions, varieties, of democracy: electoral,
liberal, participatory, deliberative and egalitarian. This strategy provides us with the full
picture of the main focus of the paper: the relationship between populism and democ-
racy. Thus, previous works have already tested the impact of populism on different var-
ieties of democracy using V-Dem data (Colalongo & Rivas, 2022; Ruth-Lovell et al,,
2019). To do so we rely on a comparative approach, namely QCA.

Results show an ambivalent relationship between populism and democracy as high-
lighted by part of the literature. Two moments are observed in the relationship
between populism and democracy: a populist president is an almost necessary condition
for democratic backsliding’, but the foregoing is not incompatible with the fact that there
are cases in which democracy is maintained or improved despite a populist president. The
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first finding supports the common theme withing the pre-existing literature, while the
second finding raises the question of why, in some cases, populist presidents do not
deteriorate, but instead improve democracy. We conclude that populism does not
always lead to democratic backsliding, but that, in certain contexts, it may contribute
to the non-deterioration and/or improvement of some varieties of democracy.

Populism and democracy

This section reviews the literature on the relationship between populism and democracy,
highlighting the main discussions. To do so we gave priority to the richness of the existing
debates among different authors, rather than theoretical approaches, transferring their
Manichean view of this relationship. We also discuss those who argue the need to
analyse populism and democracy, taking into account the cases, places, and contexts
before generalising results.

The democratic project transformed the political arena into an open and dynamic
space due to the tensions and uncertainty that sustained it. There is no doubt that nowa-
days, democracy, especially liberal-western, is considered as the guiding principle of any
fair political order. The truth is that its founding principle (freedom) was always controver-
sial and imprecise. It was always a problematic solution to the aim of establishing a society
of free and equal people (Rosanvallon, 2020).

The uneasiness expressed about democracy is rooted in its foundational fluctuations
(Rosanvallon, 2020). The series of charms and disenchantments that have been pro-
voked throughout history are also associated with its lack of definition. Faced with
the number of definitions made over time, it is currently impossible to pinpoint
exactly what we mean when we talk about democracy, which explains the emergence
of its different understandings, be they liberal, electoral, popular, or plebiscite, among
many others. It is precisely between the disenchantment and democratic indeterminacy
where the populism is inscribed. This explains why the existing literature on the relation-
ship between populism and democracy is divided between those who understand
populism as a threat to democratic institutions and those who see it as a corrective
(Rovira-Kaltwasser, 2012).

At first glance, the contradiction between these two views seems easily explained by
an ambiguity in the conceptualisation of democracy. In this sense, advocates of populism
understand democracy as the direct rule of the people, and thus tend to equate populism
with democracy (Canovan, 2005). On the contrary, opponents of populism have a more
institutional conception of democracy, emphasising the importance of representation,
individual rights and the balance of powers and interests.

Although some authors consider populism to be a threat to democracy understood in
an institutional/constitutional sense, most experts argue that the relationship is more
ambiguous (Mény & Surel, 2001; Panizza, 2005). That is, while populism can potentially
pose a danger to democracy, it can also be a redemptive force or promise of greater
democracy (Arditi, 2003). In this sense, populism has been analysed as a means of reveal-
ing and even redressing the deficiencies and unfulfilled promises of the representative
system (Taggart, 2001). By definition, populism is not anti-democratic (Rovira-Kaltwasser,
2012). If anything, it is the opposite, as it offers a series of responses to the main tensions
present in democracy (Postel, 2007).
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Among the variety of views and interpretations are those that understand that popu-
lism simultaneously represents the regeneration of participatory ideals and equality of
democracy. Likewise, there are those that possibly deny the plurality of the social body
without which the democratic ideal may degenerate into autocratic and plebiscitary
forms of acclamation to a leader constructed democracy as the incarnation of the
people and the nation (De la Torre & Peruzzotti, 2008). To answer the question of
whether populism is a good or a bad thing for democracy depends on the subtype of
democracy one favours. Taking a liberal view, we can understand how populism could
be seen as a threat to ‘checks and balances and to the protection of minorities’
(Moffitt, 2020, p. 96). Whereas from a more radical perspective, populism can be seen
as ‘opening a space for the reconstitution of “the people” and the shaking up of a mor-
ibund post-democratic political landscape’ (Moffitt, 2020, p. 96).

Others (Canovan, 2004), inscribe the debate to only one conception of democracy, the
liberal, and affirm that modern liberal democracy results from a combination of two
different sets of fundamental principles, one liberal and the other populist-democratic.
Modern liberal democracies have always wrestled with a tension between the two funda-
mental principles, and populist movements threaten this fragile compromise by arguing
the need to create pure democracies with a direct exercise of public power (Canovan,
2004).

Modern democracy requires a level of institutionalisation and complexity to function
that ends up undermining its main mission of empowering the people, causing disillu-
sionment and disenchantment among its members. This facilitates the emergence of
populists who claim that the cause of popular discontent lies in the fact that power
was taken away from them. In other words, it is not possible to build a democratic
system without some degree of populism (Canovan, 1999; 2004; Laclau, 2012).

On the other hand, there are those (Plattner, 2010) who claim that populism fills the
gap left by the growing gulf between the rulers and the ruled in today’ democratic
systems and is therefore neither negative nor positive, but rather fulfils a practical func-
tion, especially in highly bureaucratised European democracies. Inversely, the minimalist
approach, which identifies populism as an ambivalent democracy (Rovira-Kaltwasser,
2012), differs from the two previous definitions as it does not make major claims about
the effects of populism on democracy, but rather considers that this impact will be tran-
sitory and will depend on the cases analysed (Cardoso & Faletto, 1996; Dornbusch &
Edwards, 2007; Weyland, 2001).

Thus, the minimalist approach (Rovira-Kaltwasser, 2012) has certain advantages over
other definitions. First, the organisational elements of populist movements and their
structural conditions are contingent, which sometimes but not always, accompany popu-
lism (Hawkins & Rovira-Kaltwasser, 2017, p. 514). It allows us to understand the ambiva-
lences of democracy. In addition, the effects - positive or negative — of populism
depend on each case, place, and context. This approach also offers a two-pronged analy-
sis — political competition and participation — which helps to understand that the balance
between popular will and constitutionalism is always precarious and in a continuous
process of adjustment. Fourth, it proposes a minimal definition of populism that allows
us to consider different democratic governments. Finally, considering Dahl’s approach
to the study of democracy, Rovira-Kaltwasser (2012) argues that populism is shown to
be negative in relation to public contestation, but positive in terms of political inclusion.
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It is necessary to define what is meant by populism and democracy before proceeding
further in the research. In this case, a minimal approach understands populism as being a
‘thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homo-
geneous and antagonistic groups, “the pure people” and “the corrupt elite”, and argues
that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the
people’ (Mudde & Rovira-Kaltwasser, 2012, p. 8). While this is not the only definition of
populism, it is the most complete, in our opinion, because it allows us to consider the
basic elements that are common to the rest of the conceptualizations. For example, a
moral vision of politics where society is divided into two large antagonistic groups, the
pure people and a corrupt elite. Both groups share the characteristic of being ‘empty sign-
ifiers’, since it is populism (Laclau, 2012) that defines the people and the elite (De la Torre,
2010; Stanley, 2008). In Laclau’s theory, the populist leader is the more important empty
signifier to represent the people and articulate heterogeneous social demands in the
struggle for political hegemony (Laclau, 2012). However, in a media context of fragmen-
ted audiences, hyper-partisanship and echo chambers, the leader becomes an ‘overflow-
ing signifier’, with different meanings and readings depending on who perceives him, his
followers or his political opponents; likewise, new forms of communication through the
Internet and social networks allow the populist leader to interact with his followers
without intermediaries, creating in them a sense of direct representation and thus man-
ifesting an ‘overflowing excess’ (Ostiguy & Moffitt, 2020, p. 67).

Therefore, populism understood as a focused ideology (thin-centered) has three main
elements: the people, the elite and the general will with two direct opposites, elitism and
pluralism (Rovira-Kaltwasser, 2018). However, when an attempt is made to empirically test
the three elements, we find that ‘the items do not fully cover the constitutive dimensions
of the concept. Moreover, not all items clearly separate populism from adjacent concepts
often associated with populism, such as corruption and referendums’ (Meijers & Zaslove,
2021, p. 376) the same is true of the opposites of elitism and pluralism (Akkerman et al.,
2014).

Although this is not the place to delve into the debate about what is meant by democ-
racy, we believe that, to make more sense of our research, it is relevant to mention some-
thing about the way democracy has been conceptualised, particularly when it comes to
studying its relationship with populism. We will offer a brief summary of our understand-
ing of three key concepts used in debates about populism: democracy, liberal democracy
and radical democracy.

Democracy ‘without adjectives’ (Mudde & Rovira-Kaltwasser, 2012) is understood as
the combination of popular sovereignty and majority rule — as simple and comprehensive
as that. Liberal democracy is a system characterised not only by free, fair, and periodic
elections, popular sovereignty, and majority rule, but also by constitutional protection
of minorities, ‘and consequently, cannot allow a majority to deprive a minority of any
of its primary political rights, since this would imply a violation of the democratic
process’ (Mudde & Rovira-Kaltwasser, 2012, p. 13). Finally, there is radical democracy,
developed by Laclau and Mouffe (1985) to oppose the concept of liberal democracy. In
general terms, we can say that the core attribute of radical democracy relies on the
denunciation of oppressive power relations and the struggles for transforming this situ-
ation (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985; Mudde & Rovira-Kaltwasser, 2012).
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It is important to keep in mind that this article addresses the relationship between
populism and democracy in Latin America, a region characterised by presidentialism. In
European parliamentary democracies, and in the United States to a certain extent, popu-
lism is a relatively recent phenomenon, supported by various social sectors, focused on
moral debates and immigration and, with some exceptions in southern Europe, ideologi-
cally linked to the extreme right. In Latin America, populism and populist presidents have
been present for decades, its social bases have been the popular classes and those mar-
ginalised from the political system; in this region populism has prioritised issues of socio-
economic inequality and social justice and has adopted positions on both the left and the
right (Mudde & Rovira-Kaltwasser, 2013; Weyland & Madrid, 2019; Rovira-Kaltwasser & Van
Hauwaert, 2020). All these features make Latin America the best case study to explore the
relationship between populism, namely populist presidents, and democracy with a com-
parative approach, given the disparities between Latin American countries in terms of
levels of democracy, economic performance, and party systems, among others.

Populist presidents and democracy in Latin America

Before we begin to talk about populist presidents, we must establish why we consider
these presidents as populist. First, because part of the literature establishes that they
are populist (Laclau, 2012; De la Torre, 2017, 2014; Peruzzotti, 2017; Casullo, 2019; Rosan-
vallon, 2020; Colalongo & Rivas, 2022; Ruth-Lovell & Grahn, 2023). Second, because they fit
within the definition of populism as a thin-centred ideology, that is, in their way of under-
standing the world. Elements such as the people, an elite and the general will be clearly
noted, where the elite, understood in a pejorative and corrupt way, snatches power from
the people and transforms them into political-economic hostages of their selfish actions.
The people, in their condition of sovereignty and through the general will, perceive this
situation of injustice and decide to change it through the election of a populist leader
who watches over, respects and puts into practice the interests of the people as a
nation. A context of political-economic-institutional crisis can foster the awakening of
the people and the emergence of leadership with these characteristics. Both elitism
and political pluralism automatically become the enemies of the people because they
threaten their unity and are presented as external threats that seek to break the
people-leader and people-people bonds.

On the other hand, each of the cases analysed as populist finally lead to the embra-
cing of broader and more complete ideologies, that may even be contradictory among
themselves, to materialise the will of their people, thus allowing the emergence of
populists of different ideological cuts. For example, Kirchner in Argentina, Uribe in
Colombia, Morales in Bolivia, or Zelaya in Honduras all show diverse results in their
impact on the strength of democracy. The definition, their contexts, their speeches,
and their political actions were taken into account to include them in the category
of populist presidents. Nevertheless, it is important to clarify that our main objective
is not to determine why some presidents are populists or not. Thus, we justify our
cases in the literature review.

Thus, our thesis is that populism is not by itself always ‘negative’ or ‘positive’ for
democracy, but it depends on a combination of factors. In this sense, the literature on
democratisation and the quality of democracy do provide us with some conditions
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that, combined with a populist leader, may prevent democratic backsliding or, on the con-
trary, strengthen it. The article does not aim to explain democratic backsliding, but to
explore the channels through which populist presidents, who almost always undermine
democracy, preserve, or improve it, with evidence from Latin America.

Methodological approach

To analyse the link of populism and democracy we rely on a crisp set Qualitative Compara-
tive Analysis (csQCA) (Ragin, 2000). The main advantage of this technique is that, unlike
statistical methods, QCA is based on the interaction between conditions to produce an
outcome and not on the isolated effect of each of the independent variables on the
dependent variable (Ragin, 2008). By applying a csQCA, both the conditions as well as
the outcome are binary coded, classifying their presence (=1) or absence (=0) for
each case. The solutions obtained are causal configurations that combine different con-
ditions that may be present or absent.

This technique has been used in recent work on other topics such as the representation
of women in national parliaments (Krook, 2010), the politics of private-heavy pension
systems (Gelepithis, 2018) and the Constitutional Integration and Resurgence of Tra-
ditional Political Institutions (Holzinger et al., 2020), and also to study topics similar to
ours, such as the conditions that enable or hinder populist presidents from eroding hori-
zontal checks and balances (Ruth-Lovell, 2018).

QCA speaks of necessary and sufficient conditions, or configurations (if they combine
more than two conditions) that are necessary or sufficient (Goertz & Starr, 2002). Another
advantage of QCA is that it allows us to identify different configurations that point toward
the same outcome, i.e. equifinality (Schneider & Wagemann, 2012).

Thus, since QCA combines conditions, present or absent, into configurations that are
sufficient for the outcome, we can identify the different paths toward an improvement
or backsliding of democracy, name varieties of democracy, and suggest whether a popu-
list president is a necessary and/or sufficient condition for such democratic change. In
other words, QCA allows us to observe the effects of populist presidents in different
contexts.

We consider a total of 92 cases, namely presidential terms or rather presidencies,
between 1994 and 2019 in 18 Latin American countries (see online Appendix). It must
be noted that QCA was originally designed for small-N or even medium-N studies;
however, QCA has also been successfully applied in large N investigations (Rihoux &
Ragin, 2009).

For the condition ‘populist president’, we code all presidential terms as populist or not
populist, based on the literature view (see section ‘Populist presidents and Democracy’
and online Appendix).

In addition to populist presidents, we include five additional conditions: the absence of
a critical juncture, political stability, the president’'s popularity, popular support for
democracy, and the institutionalisation of the party system. We expect that the
absence of presence of such conditions will have an impact on the relationship of populist
presidents and democracy.

For presidents’ popularity we rely on the Executive Approval Project-EAD (Carlin et al.,
2019); approval above 50% is coded as 1. We expect that unpopular presidents will have
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less impact on democratic backsliding, either present or absent, since unpopular presi-
dents are, almost by definition, weak presidents (Carlin et al., 2020, p. 1359).

To consider the political and economic juncture during the presidential term, we rely
on the World Uncertainty Index-WUI (Ahir et al., 2018), which counts the frequency of the
word uncertainty (or its variant) in the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) country reports.
The indices are normalised by total number of words and rescaled by multiplying by
1,000. A higher number means higher uncertainty and vice versa. Here we use the
median of our cases and years (0.214): where higher values indicate the presence of
uncertainty (1), and lower values, its absence (0).

We also consider political stability and the absence of violence during the presidential
term, with evidence from the World Bank (Kaufmann et al., 2011). This indicator ranges
from —2.5 (low) to +2.5 (high), and we split the results at —0.5. Overall, the presence of
uncertainty, instability and violence, we expect, will hinder democracy (Munck, 2007; Bohi-
gues, 2021, pp. 90-95), and may pave the way for democratic backsliding by populist
presidents.

Regarding support for democracy, we rely on Latinobarémetro and the question
‘Which of the following statements do you agree with most?’. If more than two thirds
(66%) of citizens agree that ‘Democracy is preferable to any other kind of government’,
we code it as the presence of democratic support (1). Accordingly, high support for
democracy will have a positive impact on democracy (Claassen, 2020), and, we argue,
will hamper the possibility of democratic backsliding by populist presidents.

Finally, regarding party systems, we take data from the V-Dem Party Institutionalisation
Index, which ranges from low to high (0-1); the natural break here is 0.5. Week deinstitu-
tionalised party systems will hinder, rather than strengthen, democracy (Pifieiro Rodri-
guez & Rosenblatt, 2020), and just like the juncture, may pave the way for democratic
backsliding by populist presidents.

Table 1 displays all the conditions and the QCA calibrations>:

Importantly, since our cases are presidencies, not country-years, in all cases we have
calculated the average data for the years (quarters for EAD and WUI) of the presidential
term. The full dataset, with original values and dichotomised scores (truth table plus
prime implicants) is available in the online Appendix.

Along similar lines with previous work (Bohigues, 2021; Mainwaring & Pérez-LiAan,
2023), we expect that the presence of uncertainty, and the absences of democratic

Table 1. Measurement of conditions.

Condition Indicator Calibration Source
Populist president (POP) Own elaboration from literature Non-populist = 0; Own elaboration
Populist =1
President popularity (EAD) Average approval rating <50%=0;>50%=1 Executive Approval
(smoothed) Project
Critical juncture (WUI) World Uncertainty Index <median (0,214) =0; Ahir et al. (2018)
>median (0,214) =1
Popular support for Support for democracy <66% =0;>66%=1 Latinobarémetro
democracy (DEM)
Institutionalisation of the Party Institutionalisation Index <0,5=0;>05=1 V-Dem
party system (PIl)
Political stability (PSAV) Political Stability and Absence of <-0,5=0;>-0,5=1 World Bank

Violence/Terrorism

Source: own elaboration.



CONTEMPORARY POLITICS (&) 73

support, political stability and an institutionalised party system will contribute to the pres-
ence of democratic backsliding in all five varieties of democracy. Undoubtedly, democracy
will be in jeopardy in contexts of uncertainty, political instability, lack of mass support, and
weak parties.

As a result of an interest in both the improvement and backsliding of democracy, we
run QCA for the presence and the absence of the outcomes, with a special emphasis on
the condition ‘populist president’. We consider there to be a presence of the outcome
(backsliding) if the difference of the variety of democracy between the beginning and
the end of the president office is negative, whereas the absence of such a difference is
classed as positive (no-backsliding), including no changes (0).

In the following section we present the sufficiency analysis for both the presence and
the absence of the outcome for each variety. Given that the paper builds on the idea of
populist ambivalence regarding democracy, and due to spatial limitations, we will be
focusing on a subset of configurations. Those which we are especially interested in
include: the configurations that need the absence of a populist president when outcome
=1 (there is backsliding), and in the configurations that need the presence of a populist
president when outcome =0 (there is no backsliding).

Although we have 92 cases (i.e. presidencies) distributed across 18 Latin American
countries, we only examine in detail the most telling and revealing configurations in
terms of our thesis, the ones that can help us understand when and how populism can
undermine or strengthen democracy. We specifically focus on configurations where
there was a democratic backsliding with a non-populist president and where there was
no democratic backsliding with a populist president. Following Seawright and Gerring
(2008), these would be deviant cases. For this reason, the cases of Argentina, Bolivia,
Colombia, Ecuador, Honduras, Peru, the Dominican Republic, and Venezuela are exam-
ined in detail, while the other countries are not.

Sufficiency analysis: populism and presence of democratic backsliding

Table 2 displays the sufficient configurations that lead to backsliding in all five varieties of
democracy. Because we want to explore on the impact of populism on democracy, we
cannot rely on a single index of democracy. Focusing only on electoral or liberal aspects,
as previous works (Ruth-Lovell, 2018), is not enough to disentangle the latent link of populism
and different aspects of democratic regimes. Populism, as seen before, may behave differ-
ently with elections, referendums, deliberation, or minority rights. This is the reason why
we rely on the V-Dem multidimensionality of democracy (Papada & Lindberg, 2023). More-
over, in view of the number of definitions and conceptualizations of democracy seen in
the literature review, if we are to understand how populism and democracy, thick concepts
on their own, are related, one must include all dimensions of democracy.

Turning to the results, according to the sufficiency analysis on Table 2, in almost all
scenarios in which democratic backsliding took place in Latin America there was a popu-
list president. This trend is similar in all varieties of democracy. In line with previously dis-
cussed works, the presence of democratic backsliding goes hand in hand with populists in
power. However, some democratic backsliding can be observed with non-populist presi-
dents (cells in grey). Because QCA is a case-based method, following Schneider and
Rohlfing’s (2013) proposal on the combination of QCA and other methods, we now
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Table 2. Sufficiency analysis: presence of backsliding.’

_ Coverage Cases with membership =1 in configuration and
Configuration Raw  Unique outcome
EDI  POP*WUI*PII*PSAV 0.17 0.15 KIRCHNER, EVO3, EVO1, CHAVEZ, NMADURO,
CHAVEZ3, CHAVEZ2
~EAD*~WUI*~DEM*PII*PSAV 0.09 0.10  ZELAYA, MADURO, LOBO, RCALDERA
POP*~EAD*WUI*~DEM*PII 005 002  EVO3, ORTEGAT
~POP*EAD*~WUI*DEM*~PII*~PSAV  0.02 0.02 LEONEL3
POP*EAD*~WUI*~DEM*PII*~PSAV 002 002  ORTEGA2
POP*~EAD*~WUI*DEM*PII*~PSAV 0.02 0.02 EVO2
~POP*~EAD*WUI*DEM*~PII*PSAV ~ 0.02 0.02 SAMPER
Solution coverage 0.39
LCl  POP*WUI*PII*PSAV 0.2 0.17  KIRCHNER, EVO3, EVO1, CHAVEZ1, NMADURO,
CHAVEZ3, CHAVEZ2
POP*~EAD*WUI*~DEM*PII 006  0.03  EVO3, ORTEGAT
~POP*EAD*~WUI*DEM*~PII*~PSAV  0.03 0.03 LEONEL3
POP*EAD*~WUI*~DEM*PII*~PSAV 0.03 0.03  ORTEGA2
Solution coverage 0.29
DCl  POP*WUI*PII*PSAV 0.16  0.14  KIRCHNER, EVO3, EVO1, CHAVEZ1, NMADURO,
CHAVEZ3, CHAVEZ2
POP*~EAD*WUI*~DEM*PII 0.04 002  EVO3, ORTEGAT
POP*~EAD*~DEM*PII*PSAV 0.04 0.02 EVO3, ZELAYA
POP*EAD*~WUI*~DEM*PII*~PSAV 002 002  ORTEGA2
POP*~EAD*~WUI*DEM*PII*~PSAV 0.02 0.02 EVO2
~POP*~EAD*WUI*DEM*~PII*PSAV 0.02 0.02 SAMPER
Solution coverage 0.27
PCl POP*~EAD*WUI*~DEM*PII 005 002  EVO3, ORTEGAT
POP*WUI*~DEM*PII*PSAV 0.05 0.02 EVO3, CHAVEZ1
POP*~EAD*WUI*PII*PSAV 0.10  0.07  EVO3, NMADURO, CHAVEZ3, CHAVEZ2
POP*EAD*~WUI*~DEM*PII*~PSAV 0.02 0.02 ORTEGA2
POP*~EAD*~WUI*DEM*PII*~PSAV 002 002 EVO2
~POP*~EAD*WUI*DEM*~PII*PSAV 0.02 0.02 SAMPER
Solution coverage 0.22
ECI  POP*~EAD*WUI*~DEM*PII 0.07 0.03 EVO3, ORTEGA1
POP*~EAD*~DEM*PII*PSAV 0.07 0.03  EVO3, ZELAYA
POP*WUI*~DEM*PII*PSAV 0.07 0.03 EVO3, CHAVEZ1
POP*~EAD*WUI*PII*PSAV 0.14 oM EVO3, NMADURO, CHAVEZ3, CHAVEZ2
POP*EAD*~WUI*DEM*~PII*~PSAV 0.03 0.03 CORREA3
POP*EAD*~WUI*~DEM*PII*~PSAV 003 0.03 ORTEGA2
POP*~EAD*~WUI*DEM*PII*~PSAV 0.03 0.03 EVO2
Solution coverage 0.36

Notes: Symbol {~} means absence of the condition. In grey configurations with non-populist presidents. Complex sol-
utions. Consistency of all configurations and solutions is 1 (100% of cases of each configuration have the outcome).
Frequency and consistency cut-off: 1.

focus on the cases of Ernesto Samper and Leonel Fernandez, which are the most telling
for the purpose of this article: these two non-populist presidents have democratic back-
sliding. In the classification of case selection by Seawright and Gerring (2008), these would
be deviant cases.

During the Ernesto Samper* presidency (1994-1998), Colombia experienced a setback
in electoral, deliberative, and participatory democracies. Shortly after starting his
mandate, the president was involved in a legal process for financing his electoral cam-
paign with money from drug trafficking (8,000 Process). Although Samper was exonerated
by Congress for lack of evidence, some of those responsible for his campaign were pro-
secuted and convicted (CIDOB, n.d; Pérez-Lifidan, 2007). This scandal hampered Samper’s
government, and internationally discredited the country. This critical juncture was
accompanied by low presidential popularity and a crisis of the party system.
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Another case of democratic backsliding with a non-populist president occurred in the
Dominican Republic during the third presidency of Leonel Fernandez (2008-2012). On
this occasion, the electoral and liberal democracies were affected. Although his
mandate coincided with the international financial crisis, the country did not suffer critical
junctures and his popularity remained high. This favourable context and the poorly insti-
tutionalised party system led the president to promote a constitutional reform in 2009
that expanded the powers of the executive and restricted some civil rights, stipulating,
for example, that the ‘right to life is inviolable from conception to death’, which prevented
any attempt to regulate abortion in the future. This reform was passed by Congress, con-
stituted through a Review Assembly, while a Constituent Assembly was not convened,
which caused an important social rejection. Likewise, the corruption scandals of the
ruling party and the deterioration of public security undermined political stability
(CIDOB, n.d; Jiménez-Polanco, 2010).

In both cases, there was democratic backsliding with an absence of a populist president,
along with additional conditions. In Colombia, during Samper’s presidency, democracy
regressed due to the critical juncture the country experienced (8000 Process). The president
lacked popularity and the party system was in a crisis. Although there was no critical juncture
and the president was popular, the same thing happened in the Dominican Republic during
Leonel’s third term as the country had a poorly institutionalised party system and suffered
political instability due to the 2009 constitutional reform.. These cases show that, although
in recent decades in Latin America when there has been democratic backsliding there was
a populist president present, in certain circumstances the backsliding can also occur with
non-populist presidents, as Samper and Ferndndez show.

Sufficiency analysis: populism and absence of democratic backliding

Table 3 displays the sufficient configurations that lead to the absence of backsliding in all
five varieties of democracy. In sharp contrast to the previous section, this table shows that
the presence of populist presidents is not at all an obstacle for democracy to be main-
tained or improved. Thus, although the presence of democratic backsliding goes hand
in hand with populism in power, such populism in power does not necessarily go hand
in hand with democratic backsliding. There were numerous cases in Latin America in
which varieties of democracy were maintained or improved under populist presidencies
(cells in grey). Furthermore, there are examples of populist governments on both the right
and the left. We now focus on these cases of presence of populism and absence of back-
sliding; that is, the deviant cases (Seawright & Gerring, 2008).

Returning to the initial question regarding the conditions under which populism does
not lead to democratic backsliding affect each of the varieties of democracy in Latin
America, QCA shows different paths. First, for a populist president to maintain or
improve the electoral democracy, the context is one of absence of critical juncture, pre-
sidential popularity, popular support for democracy, absence of institutionalisation of
the party system and political stability (Correa and Fujimori during their third period
and Uribe during his second period).

As for liberal democracy, the context in which a populist president maintains or
improves it is one absence of critical juncture, popular support for democracy, institutio-
nalisation of the party system and political stability and absence of violence/terrorism
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Table 3. Sufficiency analysis: absence of backsliding.
Coverage

_ OVRIG9F  Cases with membership =1 in configuration and
Configuration Raw  Unique outcome

EDI  ~POP*~EAD*~WUI*~DEM*~PI*~PSAV ~ 0.02  0.02 PPK
POP*EAD*~WUI*DEM*~PII*~PSAV 002 002 CORREA3

~POP*EAD*WUI*~DEM*PII*~PSAV 0.04 004  DILMAT, FFLORES
~POP*~EAD*WUI*DEM*PII*~PSAV 0.02 002  EPBALLADARES
POP*~EAD*~WUI*DEM*~PII*PSAV 0.02 0.02 FUJIMORI3
POP*EAD*~WUI*~DEM*PII*PSAV 0.02 0.02 URIBE2
Solution coverage 0.14

LCl  ~POP*~EAD*WUI*DEM*PII 0.05 002  DUHALDE, RUA, EPBALLADARES
~POP*~EAD*WUI*DEM*PSAV 0.05 0.02 DUHALDE, RUA, SAMPER
POP*~WUI*~DEM*PII*PSAV 0.03 0.03 URIBE2, ZELAYA

~POP*~EAD*~WUI*~DEM*~PII*~PSAV ~ 0.02  0.02 PPK
POP*EAD*~WUI*DEM*~PII*~PSAV 002 002 CORREA3

~POP*EAD*WUI*~DEM*PII*~PSAV 0.03 0.03  DILMA1, FFLORES
POP*~EAD*~WUI*DEM*PII*~PSAV 002 002 EVO2
~POP*EAD*~WUI*DEM*PII*~PSAV 0.07 007  LEONEL2, FACUSSE, TABARE1, MUJICA
POP*~EAD*~WUI*DEM*~PII*PSAV 0.02 002 FUJIMORI3
Solution coverage 0.28

DCl  EAD*~WUI*DEM*~PII*~PSAV 0.04  0.04  LEONEL3, CORREA3
~POP*~EAD*DEM*PII*~PSAV 0.21 0.21 CHINCHILLA, FIGUERES, ABELPACHECO, ARIAS2,

MARODRIGUEZ, EPBALLADARES, TORRLOS,
CALDERON, SANGUINETTI2, BATLLE
~POP*~EAD*~WUI*~DEM*~PII*~PSAV  0.02  0.02 PPK
POP*~EAD*~WUI*DEM*~PII*PSAV 002 002 FUJIMORI3

POP*EAD*~WUI*~DEM*PII*PSAV 0.02 002 URIBE2
~POP*EAD*WUI*~DEM*PII*PSAV 0.08 0.08 MESA, SANTOS1, FCALDERON, FOX
Solution coverage 0.39

PCl  EAD*~WUI*DEM*~PII*~PSAV 0.04 0.04 LEONEL3, CORREA3
~EAD*~WUI*~DEM*PII*PSAV 0.08 0.06 ZELAYA, RMADURO, LOBO, RCALDERA
~POP*~EAD*WUI*DEM*PII 0.06 0.06 DUHALDE, RUA, EPBALLADARES
POP*~WUI*~DEM*PII*PSAV 0.04 002 URIBE2, ZELAYA

~POP*~EAD*~WUI*~DEM*~PII*~PSAV  0.02 0.02 PPK
POP*~EAD*~WUI*DEM*~PII*PSAV 002 002 FUJIMORI3

POP*EAD*WUI*DEM*PII*PSAV 0.04 0.04 KIRCHNER, EVO1
Solution coverage 0.27

ECl  ~POP*EAD*~WUI*DEM*~PSAV 0.08 0.08 LEONEL2, LEONEL3, FACUSSE, TABARE1, MUJICA
~POP*~EAD*WUI*DEM*PI| 0.05 0.1 DUHALDE, RUA, EPBALLADARES
~POP*~EAD*WUI*DEM*PSAV 0.05 0.01 DUHALDE, RUA, SAMPER

~POP*~EAD*~WUI*~DEM*~PII*~PSAV  0.01 0.01 PPK
~POP*~EAD*~WUI*~DEM*PII*PSAV  0.05 0.05 RMADURO, LOBO, RCALDERA

~POP*EAD*WUI*~DEM*PII*~PSAV 0.03  0.03  DILMA1, FFLORES
POP*~EAD*~WUI*DEM*~PII*PSAV 001 001 FUJIMORI3
POP*EAD*WUI*~DEM*~PII*PSAV 005 0.05 URIBE1, CORREA1, CORREA2
POP*EAD*~WUI*~DEM*PII*PSAV 001 001 URIBE2
POP*EAD*WUI*DEM*PII*PSAV 003 0.03  KIRCHNER, EVO1

Solution coverage 0.34

Notes: Symbol {~} means absence of the condition. In grey: configurations with populist presidents. Complex solutions.
Consistency of all configurations and solutions is 1 (100% of cases of each configuration have the outcome absent).
Frequency and consistency cut-off: 1

Source: Own elaboration.

(Zelaya, Correa, and Fujimori during their third term, and Uribe and Evo during their
second term). Regarding deliberative democracy, populist presidents will improve it
when there is an absence of critical juncture and political stability (third term of Fujimori
and second term of Uribe).

Participatory democracy will improve under populist presidents when a president is
popular and there is political stability, absence of critical juncture and an institutionalised
party system (Kirchner, Zelaya, Evo in their first term, Fujimori in his third term, Correa in
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his first two terms, and Uribe in his two terms). Finally, populist presidents do not deterio-
rate the egalitarian component of democracy when there is political stability, and the pre-
sident is popular (same examples from on participatory democracy except for Fujimori
and Zelaya).

We now turn to specific cases to better understand the ambivalence of populism and
democracies in each case. Alberto Fujimori’s case in Peru is counterintuitive and deserves
some attention. During the first years of Fujimori's presidential term (1995-2000), Peru
continued to be an authoritarian regime. The Peruvian president, who had come to gov-
ernment for the first time in 1990, led a self-coup two years later, in which, with the
support of the Armed Forces, he ordered the dissolution of Congress and the suspension
of the activities of the Judiciary (CIDOB, n.d; Degregori, 2013). Numerous human rights
violations were committed during his government (Laplante & Theidon, 2007), so, why
was there an improvement in democracy indices between 1995 and 2000? The 2000 elec-
tions, in which Fujimori was re-elected for the third time, were described as fraudulent by
the opposition and international observers. Opposition parties organised mass protests
against the government, who they accused of being authoritarian. The political crisis
intensified when a corruption scandal was uncovered involving one of his closest collab-
orators, Vladimir Montesinos. Fujimori reacted to the crisis by dismissing his collaborator
and announcing new elections, but strong political pressure caused him to resign a few
months later. Congress rejected his resignation and removed him for ‘moral incapacity’
(Degregori, 2013). Consequently, the improvement of varieties of democracy in Peru in
2000 was due to the fall of the authoritarian regime and the beginning of the transition
to democracy that would culminate in the democratic elections of 2001.

Another case that appears in Table 3 and is worthy of attention is that of Alvaro Uribe
(2002-2010). He came to the presidency of Colombia with the promise of fighting the
guerrilla groups after the failure of the peace negotiations led by the previous govern-
ment. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, Colombia, which has suffered an
armed conflict since the 1960s, was considered a failed state due to its inability to exercise
sovereignty over part of its territory (Bejarano & Pizarro, 2004). Uribe had authoritarian
temptations: during his government he ‘attacked critics as subversive and terrorist,
spied on opponents and journalists, tried to weaken the courts, and twice sought to
modify the constitution to run for another term’ (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019, p. 176). Further-
more, we know today that there were numerous cases of corruption in this government
(Uribe is currently charged by the justice department for procedural fraud and bribery), as
well as murders and forced disappearances. Between 2002 and 2008, the Special Justice
for Peace (JEP in Spanish) estimated 6402 ‘false positives’, that is kidnappings and sys-
tematic homicides of young people from marginal neighbourhoods committed by
members of the Armed Forces to pass them off as guerrillas fallen in combat (JEP,
2018; Pizarro, 2017). However, during his two terms, electoral rules were respected,
direct participation mechanisms were used (referendum, Community Action Boards)
and judicial rulings against the president were respected (Uribe complied with the Con-
stitutional Court and did not try to reform the Constitution to stand for a third re-election).
Despite Uribe’s actions, Colombia not only did not experience democratic backsliding
after his term in office, but even improved in some of the varieties of democracy. The
favourable socioeconomic situation, the stability of the party system and political stability
contributed to sustaining Colombian democracy, which had deteriorated in its electoral,
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participatory, and egalitarian dimensions during the government of the non-populist
Andrés Pastrana (1998-2002).

Néstor Kirchner (2003-2007) is an example of the ambivalence of populism with
democracy. During his presidency, Argentinian democracy slightly deteriorated in its elec-
toral, liberal, and deliberative components (see Table 2) but improved in its participatory
and egalitarian components. Kirchner won the presidency in 2003 with only 22.25% of the
vote, after his rival in the second round, Carlos Menem, withdrew from the race. Argentina
was beginning to emerge from the serious economic crisis of 1999-2002 and, due to the
lack of initial legitimacy, he built his own social base by appealing directly to citizens, and
allying to unions, human rights defence associations, and other social organisations
(Romanin, 2012; Lucca, 2014). Policies promoted by his government, such as the increase
in the minimum wage, the promotion of collective bargaining, the increase in pension
coverage and universal social policies, among others (Alonso & Di Costa, 2012), contrib-
uted to improving the egalitarian dimension. At this time, populist president Kirchner,
although facing a critical juncture, maintained high popularity ratings, and built cross-
cutting alliances in Congress that stabilised the party system and favoured political
stability.

Another case of ambivalence is Manuel Zelaya (2006-2009). During his term, Honduras
experienced backsliding in the electoral and egalitarian varieties of democracy (see Table
3). It should be noted here that the president suffered a military coup that removed him
from power in June 2009. This fact conditions the scores in the V-Dem democracy indices.
Despite the above, the country maintained or improved in the liberal and participatory
components of democracy. Zelaya's first measure as president was to sanction the
Citizen Participation Law, promoted by his party in Congress. His government alternated
traditionally right-wing policies, such as the militarisation of public security, with left-wing
policies such as decreeing free enrolment in educational centres, raising the minimum
wage, promoting environmental protection policies, and confronting foreign transna-
tionals (CIDOB, n.d). However, his riskiest political move was in foreign policy, promoting
the entry of Honduras, first, in Petrocaribe, and later, in the Bolivarian Alliance for the
Peoples of Our America (ALBA), which brought his government closer to the governments
of Cuba, Nicaragua and Venezuela (Peetz, 2014). Likewise, Zelaya showed authoritarian
attitudes by confronting Congress, the high courts, the media, the Armed Forces and
even his own political party (Balderacchi, 2017). His proposal to install a ‘fourth ballot
box’ to consult the people on the opening of a National Constituent Assembly, rejected
by the Supreme Electoral Tribunal and the Supreme Court of Justice, was the argument
used by the military to remove him from power by force (Felipe Otero, 2013). In a politi-
cally stable country, but with little popular support for democracy, Zelaya’s populist gov-
ernment reflected the dilemma between two ways of understanding democracy very well:
as a system of checks and balances to prevent abuses by the executive power or as a
mechanism to achieve popular sovereignty and provide greater participation to citizens
(Rivas, 2020). He opted for the second option, undermining some components of democ-
racy, while, at the same time, improving other aspects including the participatory
component.

Evo Morales is a peculiar case that appears as an example of both democratic backslid-
ing and, at the same time, of no backsliding or improvement, depending on his presiden-
tial period and the varieties of democracy considered. During his first period (2006-2009),
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Bolivia maintained or improved the participatory and egalitarian components of democ-
racy but regressed in the liberal and deliberative components. Morales promoted a con-
stitutional process that culminated in a new constitution approved with strong popular
support. The new constitution expanded civil rights, gave the regions greater self-govern-
ment, recognised the national peculiarities of indigenous populations, and abolished the
official status of the Catholic religion (Albro, 2010; Wolff, 2016). However, the increase
seen in the mechanisms of participatory democracy was accompanied by an increase
in the attributions to the executive power and the deterioration of the autonomy of
civil society (Schilling-Vacaflor, 2011). Likewise, the social policies of his government
reduced illiteracy, poverty, and inequality, while expanding health coverage and promot-
ing a more inclusive democracy that was not exempt from contradictions due to the sus-
tainability problems of the economic model (Anria, 2016; Bohoslavsky, 2020). In his first
years of government, Morales faced a critical juncture with high popularity rating, an insti-
tutionalised party system, popular support for democracy and favoured political stability.

After the second presidential period (2010-2014), and on the contrary, Bolivia experi-
enced democratic backsliding in all varieties of democracy, except in the liberal com-
ponent. The 2012 Media Law that reduced private sector licences and expanded state
licences (Molina, 2014), and Morales’ candidacy for a second re-election even though
the new constitution prevented a third consecutive term, were some of the facts that con-
tributed to the backsliding during this period. Conditions had changed: Bolivia was not
experiencing a critical juncture, but the president had lost popularity and some of his pol-
icies had caused political instability.

Morales’ third presidential term consolidated the trend and Bolivia regressed in all
dimensions of democracy. His candidacy for a third re-election, after having been rejected
by the people in a referendum, the accusations of fraud during the 2019 elections and,
above all, the coup that removed him from power that same year (Colalongo & Rivas,
2022), caused Bolivia to suffer significant democratic backsliding. Added to the presi-
dent’s low popularity was a deterioration in popular support for democracy. Unlike
what had happened in Argentina during the Kirchner government, the populist
Morales government in Bolivia started out ambivalent in democratic terms but ended
up deteriorating all varieties of democracy.

The case of Rafael Correa in Ecuador is quite different from that of Morales. After his
two first presidential periods (2007-2009 and 2009-2013), Ecuadorian democracy
suffered a slight degree of backsliding, except in the egalitarian component. As had hap-
pened during the governments of Zelaya, Kirchner and Morales, the improvement of the
socioeconomic situation and the development of infrastructure and social protection pol-
icies (Grugel & Riggirozzi, 2018; Nehring, 2012) contributed to the improvement of the
indicators of this last component. However, as in other populist cases mentioned,
Correa exercised an authoritarian style of government, took advantage of the consti-
tutional process to strengthen the powers of the Executive, changed the constitution
to be re-elected for a third time and strongly confronted the opposition and the media
(De la Torre, 2014). Additionally, and unlike Kirchner and Morales, his government also
confronted Ecuadorian social movements, especially the indigenous movement (Becker,
2013). During his third presidential period (2013-2017), in contrast to what was observed
in Bolivia, Ecuador improved in all varieties of democracy, except in the egalitarian com-
ponent. Rather than seeking re-election for a fourth time, Correa decided to cede the
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party’s leadership to Lenin Moreno. In addition, new civil rights were consolidated, such as
granting the vote to people between 16 and 18 years of age, the equalisation of rights in
de facto unions between heterosexual people, the recognition of the rights of emigrants
and immigrants and the prohibition of working for those under 15 years of age, among
other policies (CIDOB, n.d.). In his first two terms, Correa had faced a critical juncture
with high popularity ratings, political stability, a non-institutionalised party system and
little popular support for democracy; while in his third term, in the absence of a critical
juncture, he preserved his popularity in conditions of popular support for democracy
and a lack of political stability.

The last case of populist ambivalence with democracy which is examined here is the
first government of Nicolas Maduro (2013-2019). It must be noted here that Venezuela
is an exceptional case. Unlike most Latin American countries with left-wing populist pre-
sidents, the country not only experienced deterioration in all dimensions of democracy,
but also went from a democratic regime to an authoritarian one (Colalongo & Rivas,
2022). During the Maduro government, Venezuela has maintained or improved the par-
ticipatory and egalitarian components of democracy. Maduro came to the presidency
after the death of Hugo Chavez in 2013 and won the elections in April of that year
with serious suspicions of fraud. The serious economic crisis that the country has experi-
enced since 2014 provoked massive protests against the government that were answered
with strong police repression. In the 2015 parliamentary elections, the opposition won a
majority in the National Assembly and began a recall process against the president, but
the process was rejected as the ruling party controlled, and still controls, the mechanisms
that could enact such a recall (judicial power, electoral power). Unable to control the leg-
islative power, Maduro called a Constituent Assembly in 2017 in which only pro-govern-
ment parties participated, with the aim of emptying the National Assembly of power
(Pantoulas & Mccoy, 2019; Salmerdén & Salmerdn, 2019). The government’s authoritarian
turn was met by massive protests at home, and with international sanctions against
officials and companies abroad, which further aggravated the country’s economic crisis
(Seelke, 2020). Despite the serious crises, Maduro’s authoritarian government has survived
not only due to repression, but also to the tactic of ‘granting existing institutions the
ability to perform a variety of functions traditionally reserved for other institutions’ (Cor-
rales, 2020, p. 40). The communal councils are a good example of this. These mechanisms
of participatory democracy have existed since 2006 and play an important role in
decision-making at the local level, especially in rural areas (Rivas, 2016; Lopez-Maya,
2018). In fact, one of the main policies to fight the economic crisis, the Local Supply
and Production Committees (CLAP) — a mechanism for distributing subsidised food - is
based on the participation of these community organisations (Pérez, 2019). The country’s
non-regression in the participatory and egalitarian components could be due to these
types of policies that have been implemented since the Chavez governments.

Conclusions

A detailed examination of the cases shows that the effects of populism depend on the
circumstances. Regardless of the ambivalence of this phrase, what it actually means is
that there does not seem to be an unequivocal relationship between populism and
democracy, but that it is, precisely, ambivalent. The QCA sheds light on the fact that
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not only does the presence of populism not always lead to democratic backsliding, but
also that populism can even contribute to the improvement of democracy.

The analysis has confirmed that most of the populist leaders who did not cause demo-
cratic backsliding in some periods, specifically maintained, or improved the participatory
and egalitarian components of democracy. The necessary condition for the above to
occur is that there needs to be political stability. In line with previous studies (Huber &
Ruth-Lovell, 2017), populists may promote the participation and the equality of partici-
pation but erode others such as electoral or liberal. This is not contradicted by the fact
that, in almost all scenarios in which there was democratic backsliding in Latin
America, there was a populist president. As Rovira-Kaltwasser (2012) notes, the impact
of populism on democracy depends on the cases analysed. We add that it also
depends on the presence or absence of other specific conditions.

One of the conditions present in most causal configurations in which populism does
not lead to democratic backsliding is the absence of critical junctures. We can conclude
that the absence of critical juncture is a necessary condition for a populist president
not to deteriorate the electoral democracy or the liberal and deliberative components
of democracy. When populist leaders rule in stable times, they tend to moderate their
authoritarian impulses related to the concentration and perpetuation of power and
promote their democratic aspirations for social and political inclusion. When populist
leaders rule in unstable times, they tend to liberate their authoritarian impulses, in
terms of transforming the existing institutional framework into one that is more oriented
to their personal interests and those of their people.

Our analysis thus confirms that the absence of critical junctures, political stability, pre-
sidential popularity, popular support for democracy, and institutionalisation of the party
system prevent democratic backsliding when populists are in office. The main finding is
that populist presidents may erode any variety of democracy, given the aforementioned
(absent or present) conditions. It is not populism per se that erodes democracies, but a
combination of conditions, that may include or not a populist president. However, at
the same time, populism may also lead to a strengthening of democracy, any variety of
democracy, actually. These findings may seem ambivalent, but that was precisely the
main aim of this research: to explore the theoretical and empirical ambivalence of popu-
lism regarding democracy, more specifically varieties of democracy.

Thus, electoral democracy requires all the sufficient conditions except institutionalisa-
tion of the party system, the absence of which favours the maintenance/improvement of
electoral democracy. In liberal democracy, three sufficient conditions are needed: popular
support for democracy, political stability, and an institutionalised party system. In partici-
patory democracy, in addition to these three, the popularity of the president is needed.
Finally, in deliberative and egalitarian democracies, the only sufficient condition is politi-
cal stability.

The findings also stress the need to continue with empirical studies, either quantitative
or qualitative, to nuance the existing literature to bring it more in line with existing popu-
list governments, and not so much with the researchers’ prejudices. Discussions about the
effects of populism on democracy take place in a theoretical-normative field and the pos-
itions respond, above all, to speculations based on how democratic institutions should
work (Mudde & Rovira-Kaltwasser, 2012).
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Literature on populism and democracy needs more in-depth empirical studies to dis-
entangle the puzzle. In this sense, scholars should continue to conduct studies that allow
us to understand how populism works in democracy. Only in this way will we be able to
see the whole picture. For now, this article shows that populism is not a homogeneous
phenomenon, it seems to be neither good nor bad per se for democracy.

Notes

1. We chose ‘democratic backsliding’ instead of other concepts such as ‘autocratization’
because it is not limited to electoral democracy (Lihrmann & Lindberg, 2019, p. 1096) and
it is also a broad term that can ‘constitute democratic breakdown or simply the serious weak-
ening of existing democratic institutions for undefined ends’ (Bermeo, 2016, p. 6).

2. We are fully aware of the temporal variance and time-sensitivity of the outcome condition;
still, since the cases are presidencies and not presidents themselves, we believe by imple-
menting a crisp-set QCA the time variance can be addressed, because in the sufficiency ana-
lyses, we can identify individual presidents in different presidencies and different varieties of
democracy.

3. We tried alternative calibrations of the conditions, and results do not significantly differ from
those displayed in the article.

4. Do not confuse the last name of the presidents with the last name of authors cited in the text.

5. Coverage represents the proportion of cases that have documented outcomes and are
included in the configuration; the higher the coverage, the higher the proportion of out-
comes explained (i.e., covered) by the configurations and the solution (group of configur-
ations). Consistency measures the proportion of cases that belong to the configuration or
solution, and in fact do have the outcome; the higher the consistency, the more explanatory
power (i.e. consistency) the configuration/solution has. In our case, consistency is always 1.
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