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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
This course is an introduction to the politics of Latin America. Since independence in the 19th 
century, Latin American countries experienced decades of authoritarian rule.  In the last 40 years, 
there have been significant efforts towards democratic governance with a number of important 
successes.  There remain, however, significant challenges to democratic consolidation throughout 
the region.  Thus, this course centers on the following question: What  are the challenges to 
democracy in Latin America and how  do they prevent democratic consolidation?  We will 
focus on four overarching themes: 1) authoritarian legacy 2) inequality 3) violence and 4) 
contentious politics.  We will apply these themes to specific countries and current events to 
understand democratic challenges in the region today. 
 
COURSE OBJECTIVES: 
 
§ Depict the regional/national historical and social contexts in which politics occur 
§ Identify key political actors and institutions throughout the region 
§ Describe important political, economic, and social dynamics throughout the region 
§ Talk knowledgeably and critically about political outcomes and current events in the region 
§ Analyze and explain political outcomes using theories introduced in this course 
§ Explain the factors that prevent democratic consolidation in the region 
 
COMMUNICATION POLICY 
 
I will communicate with you through your Colorado email account and D2L.  Please be in a habit of 
checking these accounts on a daily basis.  Students are responsible for any and all information sent 
via these mediums, including any changes made to the syllabus, schedule or assignments.  Students 
should contact me via my email provided above and expect a response from me within 24 hours.  
Additionally, students may come to my scheduled office hours or make an appointment for another 
time.   
 
COURSE READINGS 
 
There is one required textbook.  It is available at the CU Bookstore and most online stores of your 
choice. 

Vanden, Harry E. and Gary Prevost.  2017.  Politics of Latin America: The Power Game.  6th 
edition. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.  

 



All other readings I will post to D2L.  On this syllabus, readings from Vanden and Prevost are 
abbreviated (VP).  The course is not self-paced, and it is essential that students remain current 
with required readings. 
 
Students will also read current event articles related to themes discussed in this class.  I recommend 
the following sources: 

§ The New York Times (http://www.nytimes.com/pages/world/americas/index.html) 
§ The Economist (http://www.economist.com/world/americas) 
§ The BBC (http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world/latin_america/) 
§ National Public Radio (http://www.npr.org/sections/latin-america/) 
§ La Jornada (Mexico, in Spanish) (http://www.jornada.unam.mx/ultimas/) 

 
TECHNICAL REQUIREMENTS 
 
You need a consistent, high-speed Internet connection to view the online content in this course.  
Below are more specific technical requirements, by operating system: 
•  Microsoft Windows 

–  Windows XP (Service Pack 2), Vista, or Windows 7 and above 
–  Minimum 2GB RAM 
–  High speed Internet connection: 500 kbps or above (Cable, DSL, FiOS) 
–  Working sound card and speakers/headphones 
– Mozilla Firefox browser is recommended with Java and cookies enabled (Internet         
    Explorer 10 and 11 are not supported by D2L) 
–  Sun Java Runtime Environment (JRE) 

•  Macintosh 
–  Mac OS X (Lion 10.7 and above) 
–  Minimum 2GB RAM 
–  High speed Internet connection: 500 kbps or above (Cable, DSL, FiOS) 
–  Working sound card and speakers/headphones 
–  Mozilla Firefox browser is recommended with Java and cookies enabled  
–  Sun Java Runtime Environment (JRE) 
 

Personal technical issues are not acceptable as excuses for failing to satisfy course policies. Please 
ensure in advance that you have reliable and consistent access to the Internet, including especially 
your CU email address and D2L.  You are expected to be able to navigate D2L in order to complete 
all assignments.  This includes following links to readings, posting threads in the weekly discussions, 
taking exams directly on D2L, and uploading written documents to the Dropbox folder on 
D2L.  Aside from the technical skills needed to navigate D2L, you are expected to be able to 
conduct online research for news articles and scholarly publications.  Paper assignments for the class 
must also be typed in a compatible software program. 
 
Also please note that Technical  Support  is available via CU’s Help Desk at 303-735-4357 or 
help@colorado.edu. Services are available Monday through Friday from 7:30am to 7:00pm, and 
Saturday and Sunday from 12:00pm to 6:00pm. If you anticipate requiring technical support services, 
please plan accordingly.  
 



ASSESSMENT 
 
Reading Quizzes (4.5% each,  40% total) :   Each week, there will be a reading quiz to be 
completed online.  Quizzes are intended to assess your comprehension of the readings and will 
include 10 questions specific to factual information from the readings for the week.  The quizzes will 
be composed of short answer, multiple-choice, true/false, and fill-in-the-blank questions.  Quizzes 
will be administered online and will be due at 11:59 pm each Sunday.  Students will not be able to 
make up quizzes.  You will be able to earn back missed points on quizzes by participating in the 
weekly discussions (see below). 
 
Current Event  Papers (40%): 
There will be four current event papers, one for each theme of the course (authoritarian legacy, 
inequality, violence, and contentious politics).  The purpose of these papers is to assess current 
events happening throughout Latin America and to explain how those events are impacting 
democracy in the region today.  The guidelines for the assignment are posted on the course website. 
 
Final Exam (20%):  There will be a comprehensive final exam that will cover all the material 
from the class, including readings, lectures, in-class activities and discussions, and current events.  
The exam will consist of multiple-choice, true/false, and short answer questions.  There will also be 
short essay questions.  You will have 48 hours to complete the exam and you may use notes and 
readings but must work individually.  I anticipate the exam taking about three to four hours. 
 
Weekly Discuss ions:   Each week, I will post a few discussion questions to the discussion board on 
D2L.  Students are encouraged to participate actively and frequently in online class discussions 
throughout the semester.  It is the primary venue through which students will interact with the 
instructor and with their peers. The purpose of our online discussions is to allow students to offer 
their critique of the readings and current events, to respond and learn from our peers, and to 
propose alternate questions.  To encourage participation, I will credit one point to that week’s quiz, 
which, in essence, raises your quiz grade by one whole letter grade.  (For example, if you received a 7 
on the week’s quiz and you participate in that week’s discussion, I will add one point to your quiz, 
which would give you a final score of 8.)  To earn credit, you must post your comments by 11:59 pm 
each Sunday night.  Additionally, your comments must reflect concerted effort and quality to receive 
credit. 
 
Etiquette Expectations in Discussions: I absolutely promote difference of opinions and 
encourage you all to challenge each other in order to facilitate a productive and constructive 
discussion.  It is absolutely critical, however, that we respect each other's opinions and backgrounds. 
When responding to each other's comments, I expect critical, thoughtful, and above all, respectful 
responses that advance the discussion and do not attack your colleagues on a personal basis or 
generalize about groups of people that we will be studying.  If I deem any language to be 
inappropriate or intolerant of others' perspectives, I reserve the right to give you a failing grade for 
the assignment and, in repeated circumstances, to remove you from the course. 
 
 
Grading and Plagiar ism Pol i c i es :  

§ You must complete all course requirements laid out above to receive a non-failing grade 
in the course. 



§ Late assignments are penalized 10% per day that it is late (includes weekends). 
§ There are no extra credit assignments in the course beyond what I am already offering 

via weekly discussions. Your course grade will be calculated based solely on the 
assessments/assignments described above.   

§ If I suspect plagiarism on an assignment or an assessment, I will turn the matter over to 
the CU Honors Council. Should you be found to have plagiarized, you will receive a zero 
on that assignment or assessment, in addition to whatever penalty that the Honors 
Council imposes. 

§ Final course grades will be assigned based on the following scale: 
o A: 94-100% 
o A-: 90-93% 
o B+: 87-89% 
o B: 84-86% 
o B-: 80-83% 
o C+: 77-79% 
o C: 74-76% 
o C-: 70-73% 
o D+: 67-69% 
o D: 64-66% 
o D-: 60-63% 
o F: 59 and lower 

 
 
DUE DATES: 
Quizzes 1-9:  Every Sunday by 11:59 pm 
Paper 1:  October 1 by 11:59 pm and uploaded to D2L 
Paper 2:  October 15 by 11:59 pm and uploaded to D2L 
Paper 3:  October 29 by 11:59 pm and uploaded to D2L 
Paper 4:  November 12 by 11:59 pm and uploaded to D2L 
Final Exam: Opens November 13 at 12:00 pm and closes November 15 at 5:00 pm 
 
 
COURSE SCHEDULE 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Week 1 (Sep 11-17):   Latin America Overview: Central Themes & Historical Context 

• VP Chapter 1 
• VP Chapter 2 
• Diamond, Larry.  1999.  “Defining and Developing Democracy.”  Chapter 1.  In Developing 

Democracy: Toward Consolidation.”  Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press. 
 
 
SECTION I:  AUTHORITARIAN LEGACY 
 
Week 2 (Sep 18-24):   Dictatorships and Transition 

• VP Chapter 3 



• VP Chapters 16 and 17 (Chile and Argentina) 
• Mainwaring, Scott, Daniel Brinks, and Anibal Perez-Linan. 2001. “Classifying political regimes 

in Latin America, 1945-1999." Studies in Comparative International Development 36(1): 37-65. 
 
Week 3 (Sep 25-Oct 1):   Political Culture, Power, and Institutions 

• VP Chapter 8 
• VP Chapter 9 
• Diamond, Larry.  1999.  “Consolidating Democracy.”  Chapter 3.  In Developing Democracy: 

Toward Consolidation.”  Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press. 
 
 
SECTION II:  INEQUALITY 
 
Week 4 (Oct 2-8):   Economic Inequality 

• “Gini Back in the Bottle" Oct. 2012. The Economist. 
• Lustig, Nora, Luis F. Lopez-Calva, and Eduardo Ortiz-Juarez. 2013. “Declining Inequality in 

Latin America in the 2000s: The Cases of Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico." World Development 
44: 129-141. 

• Gudynas, Eduardo. 2013. “Development Alternatives in Bolivia." NACLA Report on the 
Americas 46(1). 

 
Week 5 (Oct 9-15):   Ethnic and Gender Inequality 

• VP Chapter 4 
• VP Chapter 5 
• Friedman, Elisabeth Jay. 2009. “Gender, Sexuality and the Latin American Left: Testing the 

Transformation." Third World Quarterly 30(2): 415-433. 
• Hooker, Juliet. 2005. “Indigenous Inclusion/Black Exclusion: Race, Ethnicity and Multicultural 

Citizenship in Latin America." Journal of Latin American Studies 37(2): 285-310. 
 
 
SECTION III:  CRIME AND VIOLENCE 
 
Week 6 (Oct 16-22):   Narcos, Autodefensas, and Society 

• VP Chapter 13 (Mexico) 
•  “A Broken System: Crime in Latin America." July 2014. The Economist. 
• “Why are the World's Most Violent Cities in Latin America?" Nov. 2014. The Economist. 

 
Week 7 (Oct 23-29):   Courts and Police 

• Watch: Presunto Culpable (YouTube) 
• “Cleaning up Latin American Democracy." Mar. 2015. The Economist. 

 
 
SECTION IV:  CONTENTIOUS POLITICS 
 
Week 8 (Oct 30-Nov 5):  Social Movements and Protests 

• VP Chapter 10 
• VP Chapter 20 (Nicaragua) 



 
Week 9 (Nov 6-12):   Populism, the Left, and Patronage 

• “The Return of Populism." 2006. The Economist. 
• Weyland, Kurt. 2013. “The Threat from the Populist Left." Journal of Democracy 24(3): 18-32. 
• Castaneda, Jorge G. 2006. “Latin America's Left Turn." Foreign Affairs 85(3): 28-43. 

 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Week 10 (Nov 13-19):   Final Exam



UNIVERSITY POLICIES 
 
1. Disability Accommodations 
If you qualify for accommodations because of a disability, please submit to me a letter from 
Disability Services in a timely manner so that your needs may be addressed. Disability Services 
determines accommodations based on documented disabilities. Contact: 303-492-8671, Willard 322, 
and at http://www.colorado.edu/disabilityservices 
 
2. Campus Policy Regarding Religious Observances 
Campus policy regarding religious observances requires that faculty make every effort to reasonably 
and fairly deal with all students who, because of religious obligations, have conflicts with scheduled 
exams, assignments or required attendance. Please follow the special accommodations procedure 
stated above. See full details at http://www.colorado.edu/policies/fac relig.html 
 
3. Campus “Classroom Behavior” Policy 
Students and faculty each have responsibility for maintaining an appropriate learning environment. 
Those who fail to adhere to such behavioral standards may be subject to discipline. Professional 
courtesy and sensitivity are especially important with respect to individuals and topics dealing with 
differences of race, culture, religion, politics, sexual orientation, gender, gender variance, and 
nationalities. Class rosters are provided to the instructor with the student’s legal name. The teaching 
staff will gladly honor your request to address you by an alternate name or gender pronoun. Please 
advise us of this preference early in the semester so that we may make appropriate changes to my 
records. See policies at http://www.colorado.edu/policies/classbehavior.html and 
http://www.colorado.edu/studentaffairs/judicialaffairs/code.html#studentcode 
 
4. Discrimination and Sexual Harassment 
The University of Colorado at Boulder policy on Discrimination and Harassment, the University of 
Colorado policy on Sexual Harassment and the University of Colorado policy on Amorous 
Relationships apply to all students, staff and faculty. Any student, staff or faculty member who 
believes s/he has been the subject of sexual harassment or discrimination or harassment based upon 
race, color, national origin, sex, age, disability, creed, religion, sexual orientation, or veteran status 
should contact the Office of Discrimination and Harassment (ODH) at 303-492-2127 or the Office 
of Judicial Affairs at 303-492-5550. Information about the ODH, the above referenced policies and 
the campus resources available to assist individuals regarding discrimination or harassment can be 
obtained at http://www.colorado.edu/odh/ 
 
5. Academic Integrity 
All students of the University of Colorado at Boulder are responsible for knowing and adhering to 
the academic integrity policy of this institution. Violations of this policy may include: cheating, 
plagiarism, aid of academic dishonesty, fabrication, lying, bribery, and threatening behavior. All 
incidents of academic misconduct shall be reported to the Honor Code Council 
(honor@colorado.edu; 303-735-2273). Students who are found to be in violation of the academic 
integrity policy will be subject to both academic sanctions from the faculty member and 
nonacademic sanctions (including but not limited to university probation, suspension, or expulsion). 
Other information on the Honor Code can be found at 
http://www.colorado.edu/policies/honor.html and 
http://www.colorado.edu/academics/honorcode 
 


