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There is something in common between the countries located in the Western
Hemisphere—and is not just the geographic position. Latin America’ boasts an
impressive string of coups, compared to the stable democracy of its American
neighbor. Recent events in Brazil after Lula was sworn in for a third term as president
against incumbent Bolsonaro, reminded us of the assault on the U.S. Capitol on
January 6, 2021, that disrupted a joint session of the Congress in the process of
affirming the presidential election results which kicked Donald Trump out of the White
House. The election protests in Brazil began shortly after the conclusion of the general
election’s second round on October 30, 2022, in which Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva was
elected president, and picked on January 8, 2023, when thousands of far-right
supporters of former President Jair Bolsonaro stormed all three branches
of Brazil’s government in the capital calling for military intervention. There are
similarities and differences between the Brazil attack compared to January 6 attack
in the United States. Both Bolsonaro and Trump have contested their electoral

defeats, amplifying unsupported conspiracy theories of voter fraud. Also, the

" The term Latin America encompasses all those countries in South America and Central America, from Mexico and
including Panama, Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and the Carribean, according to the
United Nations online publication Standard Country or Area Codes for Statistical Use (M49 Standard).
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Venezuelan presidential crisis which lasted from 2019 to 2023 was paved by fraudulent

elections?.

The public riots that followed the removal of President Castillo in Peru in
December 2022 confirm the weakness of a government system that mimics the US
without having similar and effective checks and balances. In the presidential system,
which is the dominant form of government in mainland America, with 18 of its 22
sovereign states being presidential republics?, the head of government is in most cases
also the head of state* and the legislature cannot dismiss the president except in
extraordinary cases. Such a system hides in itself the seeds of a “legal coup”. The
rules embodied in Latin American constitutions create the conditions for the
lawmakers to legally overthrow the executive, especially when the legislature

expresses a different majority from the one which elected the president.

On December 7, 2022, the Congress of the Republic of Peru approved the third
presidential vacancy (impeachment) process against President Castillo, declaring his
“permanent moral incapacity” under Art. 113 §2 of the 1993 Constitution®. It has been
observed that, due to broadly interpreted impeachment wording in the Constitution

of Peru, Congress can impeach the president without cause, effectively making the

2 Corrales, J. (2020). Democratic backsliding through electoral irregularities: The case of Venezuela. European
Review of Latin American and Caribbean Studies, vol. 109, pp. 41-65. http://doi.org/10.32992/erlacs.10598.

3 Canada, Belize, Guyana and Suriname are exceptions.

4 Only Argentina has a presidential systems with a prime minister.

5 Political Constitution of Peru, Enacted on December, 29, 1993, Congress of the Republic, Lima, September 2009.
Translated from Spanish into English by Juan Gotelli, Esther Velarde and Pilar Zuazo, members of the staff of the
Translation Bureau of the Congress of the Republic of Peru. Revised by Jonathan Potts and Joe Northover.
https://www.congreso.gob.pe/Docs/files/CONSTITUTION_27_11_2012_ENG.pdf.
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legislature more powerful than the executive branch®. After the removal of Castillo
from the presidency, Congress appointed Dina Boluarte as the new head of the
executive’. Public protests inflamed the country against the decision of the

congressmen to overturn the popular vote?®.

Although the Constitution of Peru indicates the “permanent moral or physical
incapacity” as grounds for a presidential vacancy, on the other hand, the Constitution
itself says in Art. 117 that the president can only be accused, during his term, for
treason; for preventing presidential, parliamentary, regional, or municipal elections;
for dissolving Congress, except in the cases provided for in Art. 134 of the
Constitution, and for preventing its meeting or operation, or those of the National

Election Jury and other electoral system bodies.

Pedro Pablo Kuczynski, who served as president of Peru from 2016 to 2018,
stepped down on March 23, 2018, following a successful impeachment vote and days
before a probable conviction vote, and in April 2019 was placed in pretrial detention
and sentenced to three years of house arrest on corruption and money laundering
charges®. The Congress, which was controlled by the opposition Popular Force, had
already initiated impeachment proceedings against Kuczynski in December 2017 but

lacked the majority of votes needed. After further scandals and facing a second

6 Asensio, R., Camacho, G., Gonzalez, N., Grompone, R., Pajuelo Teves, R., Pefa Jimenez, 0., Moscoso, M.,
Vasquez, Y. & Sosa Villagarcia, P. (2021). El Profe: cémo Pedro Castillo se convirtié en presidente del Pert y qué
pasard a continuacion (1 ed.). Institute of Peruvian Studies, Lima, p. 92.

7 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Peru. (2022). Comunicado Oficial 010-22. gob.pe (in Spanish), December 12, 2022.
https://www.gob.pe/institucion/rree/noticias/679338-comunicado-oficial.

8 Ministry of the Interior of Peru, Oficina General de Comunicacion Social e Imagen Institucional. (2023). Mds de
850 policias heridos y 43 sedes policiales afectadas dejan actos vanddlicos durante protestas en el pais, gob.pe
(in Spanish), January 30, 2023. https://www.gob.pe/institucion/mininter/noticias/694416-mas-de-850-policias-
heridos-y-43-sedes-policiales-afectadas-dejan-actos-vandalicos-durante-protestas-en-el-pais.

9 Pedro Pablo Kuczynski. (n.d.). https://ppk.pe.
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impeachment vote, Kuczynski resigned from the presidency on March 21, 2018. Before
Kuczynski, Alberto Fujimori, who was president of Peru from 28 July 1990 until 22
November 2000, resigned via fax from Japan, but his resignation was rejected by
Congress, which preferred to remove him from office by the process of impeachment
on charges of corruption and human rights abuses'®. Fujimori was pardoned by

president Kuczynski on health grounds in December 2017'".

Resignation of the head of state in parliamentary systems, where the position
is largely ceremonial in most cases, is rare, and removal is almost impossible except
in case of impeachment due to serious charges. On the other hand, in some
presidential regimes, the ousting of the chief executive is a very remote hypothesis
and change occurs following the change in the leadership of the single or dominant
party, because of the resignation or death of the incumbent, or through coup d’état.
Republics formed after the break-up of the Soviet Union'? and post-colonial African
states'3 adopted a strong presidential system with few checks and balances, with
leaders who stay in office so long and with extensive powers that they can be
characterized as “republican monarchs”. The feature of such regimes is a “hegemonic

presidency” or “imperial presidency”', a “super presidency” which hardly can be

10 Burt, Jo-Marie, & Youngers, C.A. (2010). Peruvian precedent: the Fujimori conviction and the ongoing struggle
for justice. NACLA Report on the Americas, vol. 43, no. 2, pp. 6-8. doi: 10.1080/10714839.2010.11722203.

" Contesse, J. (2019). Case of Barrios Altos and La Cantuta v. Peru. American Journal of International Law, vol.
113, no. 3, pp. 568-574. doi: 10.1017/ajil.2019.28.

12 Hale, H.E. (2012). Two Decades of Post-Soviet Regime Dynamics. Demokratizatsiya, vol. 20, no. 12, pp. 71-77.

3 Van de Walle, N. (2003). Presidentialism and Clientelism in Africa’s Emerging Party Systems. The Journal of
Modern African Studies, vol. 41, no. 2, pp. 297-321. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3876122; van Cranenburgh, O.
(2008). ‘Big Men’ Rule: Presidential Power, Regime Type and Democracy in 30 African Countries. Democratization,
vol. 15, no. 5, pp. 952-973. doi: 10.1080/13510340802362539.

4 Kieh, G.K. Jr. (2018). The ‘Hegemonic Presidency’ in African Politics. African Social Science Review, vol. 9, no.
1, art. 5. https://digitalscholarship.tsu.edu/assr/vol9/iss1/5.
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limited or countered by the legislature. The presidential regime of banana republics®
does not have the same strength as countries located in Africa or Central Asia; such
weakness can be considered a positive or a negative feature of Latin American
democracy depending on whether it is seen as a democratic guarantee of stability or

as a lack of checks and balances.

{3

Impeachment is an institution borrowed from the American system: “a
constitutional remedy to address serious offenses against the system of
government”'®, The remedy is provided for by Art. 2 of the U.S. Constitution: “The
President, Vice President and all civil Officers of the United States, shall be removed
from Office on Impeachment for, and Conviction of, Treason, Bribery, or other high
Crimes and Misdemeanors”. So far, the House of Representatives has impeached four
presidents, all followed by acquittal in the Senate: Andrew Johnson (1868), Bill Clinton
(1998), and Donald Trump (2019 and 2021). Richard Nixon (1969-1974) is the only U.S.

president who resigned to avoid likely removal from office due to involvement

in Watergate.

During the 1810s and 1820s, Spanish colonies in the Americas sought
independence, and several new Spanish-speaking governments emerged in Latin
America. These countries drafted their fundamental charters inspired by the U.S.

Constitution, and thus presidentialism became the dominant political system in the

5 The term is first used in O. Henry (1904). Cabbages and Kings. Doubleday, Page & Company, New York City, pp.
132, 296.

6Brown, W. H., Johnson, C. W. (2003). House Practice: A Guide to the Rules, Precedents, and Procedures of the
House, chap. 27 (Impeachment). U.S. Government Publishing Office, Washington, D.C., p. 587.
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GPO-HPRACTICE-108/pdf/GPO-HPRACTICE-108-28.pdf.
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Americas'. The name of the legislative branch (Congreso in Spanish, Congresso in
Brazilian Portuguese) is adapted from U.S. Congress, while in Europe is termed
“parliament”'®, Latin American presidential systems have experienced varying levels
of stability, with many experiencing periods of dictatorial rule'®, to the extent that
the early nineteenth century is sometimes called “The Age of Caudillos” 2°. Right-wing
dictatorships, mostly run by the military?', characterized Central and South America
through most of the twentieth century: Getulio Vargas (Brazil, 1930-1945); Fulgencio
Batista (Cuba, 1933-1940, 1940-1944, 1952-1959)%2; Francois Duvalier (Haiti, 1957-

1971), succeeded by his son Jean-Claude Duvalier (1971-1986); Anastasio Somoza

7 Sundquist, J.L. (1997). The U.S. Presidential System as a Model for the World. In: Baaklini, A.l., & Desfosses, H.
(eds.). Designs for Democratic Stability: Studies in Viable Constitutionalism, pp. 53-72. Routledge, London/New
York. doi: https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315503578.

'8 This paper does not consider countries ruled by parliamentary constitutional monarchy, where the head of state
is the British sovereign, U.S. unincorporated territories and British, Ducth and French overseas territories,
regardless of their legal status.

19 Sondrol, P. (2005). The Presidentialist Tradition in Latin America. International Journal of Public Administration,
vol. 28, no. 5, pp. 517-530. doi: 10.1081/PAD-200055210; Mainwaring, S. (1990). Presidentialism in Latin America.
Latin American Research Review, vol. 25, pp. 157-179. doi: 10.1017/50023879100023256; Valenzuela, A. (2004).
Latin American Presidencies Interrupted. Journal of Democracy, vol. 15, no. 4, pp. 5-19. doi:
10.1353/j0d.2004.0075.

20 Hamill, H. M. (1996). Caudillismo, Caudillo. Encyclopedia of Latin American History and Culture Vol. 2. Charles
Scribner's Sons, New York, pp. 38-39.

21 Military or civil-military junta leaders include: Carlos Roman Delgado Chalbaud Gomez (Venezuela, 1943-1950),
German Suarez Flamerich (Venezuela 1950-1952), Marcos Pérez Jiménez (Venezuela, 1952-1958), Wolfgang
Larrazabal (Venezuela, 1958), Edgar Sanabria (Venezuela, 1958-1959), Victor Elby Vifas Roman (Dominican
Republic, 1963), Emilio de los Santos (Dominican Republic, 1963), Donald J. Reid Cabral (Dominican Republic,
1963-1965), Antonio Imbert Barrera (Dominican Republic, 1965), Bolivar Urrutia Parrilla and José Maria Pinilla
Fabrega (Panama, 1968-1969), Anastasio Somoza (Nicaragua, 1972-1974), Eduardo Lonardi (Argentina, 1955), Pedro
Eugenio Aramburu (Argentina, 1955-1958), Juan Carlos Ongania Carballo (Argentna, 1966-1970), Roberto Marcelo
Levingston Laborda (Argentina, 1970-1971), Alejandro Agustin Lanusse (Argentina, 1971-1973), Jorge Rafael Videla
(Argentina, 1976-1981), Roberto Eduardo Viola (Argentina, 1981), Carlos Lacoste (Argentina, 1981), Leopoldo
Galtieri (Argentina, 1981-1982), Alfredo Oscar Saint Jean (Argentina, 1982), Reynaldo Bignone (Argentina, 1982-
1983), Humberto Castelo Branco (Brazil, 1964-1967), Artur da Costa e Silva (Brazil, 1967-1969), Aurélio de Lira
Tavares, Marcio Melo, and Augusto Rademaker (Brazil, 1969), Emilio Garrastazu Médici (Brazil, 1969-1974), Ernesto
Geisel (Brazil, 1974-1979), Joao Figueiredo (Brazil, 1979-1985), Gabriel Paris Gordillo (Colombia, 1957-1958),
Guillermo Rodriguez Lara (Ecuador, 1972-1976), Alfredo Poveda (Ecuador, 1976-1979), Juan Velasco Alvarado
(Peru, 1968-1975), Julio Lozano Diaz (Honduras, 1954-1956), Oswaldo Lopez Arellano (Honduras, 1963-1971; 1972-
1975), Juan Alberto Melgar Castro (Honduras, 1975-1978), Policarpo Paz Garcia (Honduras, 1978-1982), Carlos
Enrique Diaz de Ledn (Guatemala, 1954), Elfego Hernan Monzon Aguirre (Guatemala, 1954), Carlos Castillo Armas
(Guatemala, 1954-1957), Oscar Mendoza Azurdia (Guatemala, 1955-1957), | Efrain Rios Montt (Guatemala, 1982-
1983), Adolfo Arnoldo Majano (El Salvador, 1979-1980), Jaime Abdul Gutiérrez (El Salvador, 1980), José Napoleon
Duarte (El Salvador, 1980-1982), Dési Bouterse (Suriname, 1980-1988), lvan Graanoogst (Suriname, 1990).

22 After the revolution that overthrew Batista in January 1959, Cuba become an authoritarian regime under a one-
party communist government which exercises dictatorial control.
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(Nicaragua, 1967-1972, 1974-1979); Rafael Trujillo (Dominican Republic, 1930-1938,
1942-1952); Alfredo Stroessner (Paraguay, 1954-1989); Augusto Pinochet (Chile, 1974-
1990); Dési Bouterse (Suriname, 1980-1988); and Oscar Humberto Mejia Victores
(Guatemala, 1983-1986)23. Rulers who held de facto power and governed under an
authoritarian regime can be termed “strongmen” —Rafael Trujillo served as president
of the Dominican Republic (1930-1938, 1942-1952) ruling for the rest of the time as
an unelected military strongman (Generalissimo) under puppet presidents?*. Enrique
Peralta Azurdia, who ruled Guatemala from 1963 until 1966, never officially occupied
the post of Constitutional President of the Republic of Guatemala, and signed decrees
under the title of “Head of Government of the Republic of Guatemala” (Spanish: Jefe
del Gobierno de la Republica). Dictators and military officers who were the de facto
rulers of Panama-Omar Torrijos (1968-1981), Rubén Dario Paredes (1982-1983), and

Manuel Noriega (1983-1989) -were never officially presidents?.

Brazil adopted the presidential system in 1889 after the country became a
presidential republic following a military coup d’état. Dilma Rousseff, who served as
the 36th president of Brazil, held the position from 2011 until her impeachment and

removal from office on August 31, 2016, by the Senate, finding her guilty of breaking

3 For a discussion, see: Lentz, H. M. (2014). Heads of States and Governments Since 1945: A Worldwide
Encyclopedia of Over 2,300 Leaders, 1945 through 1992. Routledge, London/New York; Fitzgibbon, R. H. (1960).
Dictatorship and Democracy in Latin America. International Affairs (Royal Institute of International Affairs 1944-
), vol. 36, no. 1, pp. 48-57. doi: https://doi.org/10.2307/2609309.

24 Rafael Estrella (1930); Jacinto Peynado (1938-1940); Manuel Troncoso (1940-1942); Héctor Trujillo (1952-1960);
Joaquin Balaguer (1960-1962). For a definition of puppet government, see: Marsili, M. (2022). The Servant of Two
Masters: Italian Diplomats in World War Il. Story of a Diplomatic Civil War and its Implications and Consequences
on Post-war Foreign Policy. Journal of Modern Italian Studies, vol. 27, no. 1, pp. 19-40. doi:
10.1080/1354571X.2021.1950342.

5 For a discussion, see: Harding, R. C. (2006). The History of Panama. Greenwood Press, Westport, CT.
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budgetary laws in violation of Art. 85, V and VI, of the Constitution of Brazil?¢, and
Art. 36 of the Complementary Law on Fiscal Responsibility (Lei Complementar No.

101)77.

Before Rousseff’s removal, Fernando Collor de Mello, the first president
democratically elected in 1990 after the end of the Brazilian military government,
was forced to resign in December 1992 after a failed attempt to stop his impeachment
trial by the Brazilian Senate on charges of corruption?. He was later acquitted of
ordinary criminal charges in his judicial trial before Brazil's Supreme Federal Court,

for lack of valid evidence.

Brazil has a long string of impeachments and military coups. Joao Café Filho
took office as the 18th president of Brazil following a series of brief presidential reigns
after the suicide of President Getulio Vargas on August 24, 1954%°, Café Filho was
temporarily removed from the presidency on November 3, 1955, due to a
cardiovascular disorder3®. On November 8, he was replaced by Carlos Coimbra da Luz,
the president of the Chamber of Deputies, who served for only three days as acting
president—the second of three presidents in a brief period of 16 months and the
shortest-serving president of Brazil. Luz was in turn ousted through impeachment by

Congress under pressure from the military. He was declared unable to fulfill his duties

26 Constitution of the Federative Republic of Brazil of 1988.

27 PBrazil, Presidéncia da Republica (2000). Lei Complementar n. 101, de 4 de maio de 2000.
http://bibliotecadigital.economia.gov.br/handle/777/208.

28 Figueiredo, A. C. (2010). The Collor Impeachment and Presidential Government in Brazil. In: Llanos, M., &
Marsteintredet, L. (eds.). Presidential Breakdowns in Latin America. Palgrave Macmillan, New York.
https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230105812_7.

2 Vargas served as the 14th and 17th president of Brazil, from 1930 to 1945, under a provisional presidency
following an armed revolution, remaining until 1934 when he was elected president under a new constitution, and
democratically from 1951 after winning the 1950 Brazilian general election.

30 Ferreira, J. (2011). Jodo Goulart (in Portuguese) (3 ed.). Civilizacao Brasileira, Rio de Janeiro, p. 165.
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and replaced by the vice president of the Senate Nereu de Oliveira Ramos, next in line
of succession to the presidency?'. Nereu Ramos served briefly as provisional
president3?. Recovered, Café Filho tried to reassume presidential powers, but his
removal was approved by Congress on November 22, and confirmed by the Supreme
Court in December. Café Filho was removed through impeachment by Congress which,
after military pressure, declared him unable to discharge his duties33. He was ousted
by a coalition of high-ranking military officers who staged a countercoup to secure the
inauguration of President-elect Juscelino Kubitschek, threatened with a military coup.
Kubitschek and Vice President Jodo Goulart took office on January 31, 195634, Goulart
served a second term as vice president on the ticket with Janio Quadros. When
Quadros resigned from the presidency on August 25, 1961, military ministers formed
a junta®®at his suggestion, and the President of the Chamber of Deputies Ranieri
Mazzilli took interim office as Brazilian president3¢. The impeachment of Mazilli and
military ministers for the crime of responsibility was requested in the Chamber of
Deputies but never discussed®. On August 29, Congress rejected also the
impeachment of Goulart3®. Eventually, Goulart took office after a parliamentary

system of government was installed on September 1, 1961, as part of a settlement to

3 Ferreira (2011), p. 161.

32 Ramos served as interim president from November 11, 1955 until January 30, 1956, and as acting president from
November 11, until November 22, 1955.

3 Llanos, M., & Perez-Linan, A. (2021). Oversight or Representation? Public Opinion and Impeachment Resolutions
in Argentina and Brazil. Legislative Studies Quarterly, vol. 46, no. 2, pp. 357-389. doi: 10.1111/lsq.1228.

34 As vice president, Jodo Goulart was also president of the Federal Senate of Brazil, in accordance with the 1946
Constitution.

3 Military ministers were: Odilio Denys (Army), Gabriel Griin Moss (Aeronautics), and Silvio Heck (Navy).

36 Ferreira (2011), p. 228.

37 Ferreira (2011), p. 229.

38 Ferreira (2011), p. 247.
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the political crisis3®. A plebiscite held on January 6, 1963, to confirm or reverse the
changes made to the Constitution, was overwhelmingly rejected in the referendum

(82% of no votes), and then Goulart assumed full presidential powers.

In 1964 a military coup overthrew Goulart*’ and installed a military dictatorship
which ended in 1985. After an interim presidency held by President of the Chamber
of Deputies (Speaker of the House) Ranieri Mazzilli (April 2-14, 1964), the office was
assumed by Army Gen. Castelo Branco until 1967. When Army Marshal Artur da Costa
e Silva, who was elected indirectly, under the Constitution of 1967, by an absolute
majority of both houses of Congress, as the candidate of the military-backed National
Renewal Alliance (Alianca Renovadora Nacional, ARENA), suffered a severe stroke, he
was removed and replaced by a military junta*' that ruled the country from August
31, 1969, to the investiture of Army Gen. Emilio Garrastazu Médici as president of
Brazil, on October 30. The junta declared vacant both the presidency and the vice
presidency to prevent Pedro Aleixo, the civilian vice president, to become acting

president under the sixth Constitution of 196742,

Under the previous Constitution of 1946, elections for executive offices would

be held in a single round, and voters could freely choose candidates of any party,

39 Ferreira (2011), p. 251; Schneider, R. M. (1991), “Order and Progress”: A Political History of Brazil. Westview
Press and Oxford, Boulder, CO, pp. 214-216.

40 Goulart served as the 24th president of Brazil from Septermber 8, 1961, until a military coup d'état deposed him
on April 1, 1964.

41 The three individual members of the military junta were: General of the Army Aurélio de Lira Tavares, General
of the Air Force Marcio Melo, and Admiral of the Navy Augusto Rademaker. A previous military junta overthrew
President-elect Julio Prestes de Albuguerque, and governed Brazil from October 24 to November 3, 1930, when
the junta leaders—General Augusto Tasso Fragoso, head, Admiral Isaias de Noronha, and General Jodo de Deus
Mena Barreto—handed power over to GetUlio Vargas.

42 The sixth Consitution replaced the fifth, that was written in 1945 after Vargas was forced to resign—it was later
largely amended in 1969 to increase the powers of the president.
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including for vice president. The powers of the presidency were also reduced to
prevent authoritarian excesses. These provisions fueled legitimacy crises (presidents
were usually elected by less than a majority of votes) and conspiracies (the vice
president was usually from another party). It is nhoteworthy that the official name of
the country was the United States of Brazil (Portuguese: Estados Unidos do Brazil)
until the Constitution of 1967 entered into force; this feature makes it even more

evident that the Brazilian political system mimics the American one.

For this study, what is interesting are the events that occurred in the early
years of the military dictatorship that ruled Brazil after 1964; the military changed
the constitution to interrupt the line of succession to the presidency. As a matter of
fact, before the new Constitution of 1967, the next in line to the presidency was the
vice president, and then the president of the Chamber of Deputies. This feature of
the presidential regime in Latin America, borrowed by the U.S. constitutional system,
together with the remedy of impeachment, allows the replacement of the president
with a substitute who is not elected by universal suffrage, but who is chosen from and
by an inner circle of congressmen—it is a kind of palace intrigue. Under the
presidential regime, the head of government, who is also the head of state, is elected
independently of the legislature, while in parliamentary systems the head of
government answers directly to the lawmakers through the vote of confidence®.
Indeed, in presidential regimes, the president is elected independently of the

legislature, and the two powers can be in opposition if they represent a different

43 Von Mettenheim, K. (1997). Presidential Institutions and Democratic Politics. The Johns Hopkins University
Press, Baltimora, MD, pp. 2-15.
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majority. Accordingly, presidential interruptions in Latin America can be explained by
the opposition’s primary motivation for challenging the president, and the degree of
undemocratic behavior demonstrated by the president and opposition during the

crisis*.

In Latin America, which includes almost 40% of the world’s presidential
systems, ten presidents from six countries were removed from office by their
lawmakers via impeachments or declarations of incapacity between 1978 and 2019%.
National legislations differ regarding both the consequences and definition of
impeachment, but the intent is nearly always to expeditiously vacate the office on
charges of misconduct or serious abuses of their office. The validity of an
impeachment trial is a political question that is nonjusticiable (i.e., is not reviewable
by the courts). Impeachment may be understood as a unique process involving both

political and legal elements“.

Although the purpose of this article is not to scrutinize the rulings of
parliaments or national courts, it would be appropriate to investigate the decisions
that led to the removal of presidents—and eventually their imprisonment. Indeed,
there are well-founded grounds to consider such decisions sometimes politically
driven. Since the latter half of the 19th century, the United States government has

participated and interfered, both overtly and covertly, in the replacement of many

44 Abbott, A. (1983). Sequences of social events: Concepts and methods for the analysis of order in social processes.
Historical Methods, vol. 16, no. 4, pp. 129-147.

4 Arana Araya, |. (2019). To Impeach or Not to Impeach: Lessons from Latin America. Georgetown Journal of
International Affairs, December 13, 2019.

46 Gerhardt, M. J. (2018). Impeachment: What Everyone Needs to Know. Oxford University Press, New York, N.Y.,
p. 20; Gerhardt, M.J. (2019). The Federal Impeachment Process: A Constitutional and Historical Analysis (3rd ed.).
University of Chicago Press, pp. 106-107.
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Latin American governments*. After military regimes in Latin America ended in the
years from 1979 to 1991, new constitutions introduced methods to remove presidents
under extraordinary circumstances, such as a president committing a crime or
becoming incapacitated*®. These provisions are so broad that they leave room for
political purposes and impeachment replaced coup d'état as a legal means to change

leaders.

José Maria Velasco Ibarra became president of Ecuador five times, in 1934-
1935, 1944-1947, 1952-1956, 1960-1961, and 1968-1972, and only in 1952-1956 he
completed a full term. In his four other terms, he was removed by military force, and
several times he was installed as president through a military coup. He was eventually
removed by a military coup d’etat and replaced by junta leader Guillermo Rodriguez
(1972-1976), later removed from power and succeeded by Alfredo Poveda (1976-

1979).

After the end of military governments (1972-1979) and the return to
democracy, Ecuador overthrew several presidents. Abdala Bucaram (Ecuador, 1996-

1997) was dismissed without impeachment or prior medical analysis by Congress just

47 Age, P. (1975). Inside the Company: CIA diary. Stonehill, New York; Dix, R.H. (1994). Military Coups and Military
Rule in Latin America. Armed Forces & Society, vol. 20, no. 3, pp. 439-456.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/45347010; Diedreich, B. (1981). Somoza and the Legacy of US Involvement in Central
America. Dutton, New York; Ameringer, C. D. (1990). U.S. Foreign Intelligence: The Secret Side of American
History (1990 ed.). Lexington Books, Lanham, MD; Musicant, |. (1990). The Banana Wars. MacMillan Publishing Co.,
New York; Schmitz, D. (1999). Thank God They're on Our Side: The United States & Right-Wing Dictatorships.
University of North Carolina Press; Schenoni, L., & Mainwaring, S. (2019). US hegemony and regime change in Latin
America. Democratization, vol. 26, no. 2, pp. 269-287. doi: 10.1080/13510347.2018.1516754; Gilderhusrt, M.T.
(2000). The Second Century: U.S.-Latin American Relations Since 1889. Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Lanham,
MD; Blakeley, Ruth (2009). State Terrorism and Neoliberalism: The North in the South. Routledge, Abingdon;
Esparza, M., Huttenbach, H.R., & Feierstein, D. (eds.). (2011). State Violence and Genocide in Latin America: The
Cold War Years. Routledge, Abingdon.

48 For the scope and purpose of this work, only presidential regimes after World War Il are taken into account.
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six months after he took office, following massive protests due to the economic crisis,
on grounds of alleged mental incapacity based on Art. 100 of the Constitution of 1995,
although the supreme law of Ecuador did not regulate or establish the procedure to
justify the use of that article*. Based on the constitutional concept of succession,
vice president Rosalia Arteaga assumes the presidency without authorization from
Congress. At the same time, the Congress designates then President of Congress,
Fabian Alarcon, as interim president although the position was not outlined in the
Constitution. This gave way to the event known as “the Night of the three presidents”.
The constitutional court determined the congressional resolution to be anti-
constitutional and rejected it, but the lawmakers ignored the court resolution and
restored Alarcén with the support of the armed forces. The seventeenth final provision
of the 1979 Constitution was implemented, which gave way to the Ecuadorian
Constitution of 1998 under the presidency of Fabian Alarcon. Alarcon, who will be
arrested in 1999 on corruption charges, but later released, filed charges against
Bucaram for the mishandling of public funds during his presidency. In 2005 Ecuador’s
Supreme Court dropped the charges against Bucaram, and he returned home, eight
years after his ouster®®. Within a month of his return, however, President Lucio
Gutiérrez (2003-2005), an ally of Bucaram, was impeached and the charges filed by

Alarcon were reinstated.

In 2007, President Rafael Correa (Ecuador, 2007-2017) called a constituent

assembly to expand presidential powers and to give the president the ability to dismiss

49 Conaghan, C. (2007). Bucaram en Panamd. Las secuelas del populismo en Ecuador. LDIS, Quito.
0 Tikkanen, A. (2022). Abdala Bucaram. Encyclopedia Britannica. https://www.britannica.com/biography/Abdala-
Bucaram-Ortiz.
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Congress®'. The request was approved by the Electoral Tribunal. Congress, which was
controlled by Correa's opposition, reacted by trying to impeach the president of the
electoral tribunal. The Electoral Tribunal then removed from office the 57 members
of Congress who tried to impeach the president of the Electoral Tribunal, on the
grounds of attempting to intervene in an electoral process. Alternative deputies were
sworn in and pledged to support the presidential request, but the Constitutional Court
decided to reinstate 51 of the 57 Congressmen who had been fired by the Electoral
Tribunal, and Congress fired all nine judges of the Constitutional Court for their
“unconstitutional actions”. Correa was indicted and sentenced in absentia to eight
years in jail for alleged corruption—the former president has always denied all the
allegations. An arrest warrant requested by the Ecuadorian justice in 2018, 2020, and
2021 was rejected all three times by Interpol (2018, 2020, and 2021) as politically
motivated®2. Belgium, where Correa resides since 2017, granted him political asylum
and refused to extradite the former president to Ecuador on grounds of political

persecution?.

Guillermo Lasso, the incumbent president of Ecuador, is also under
investigation over his repeated appearance in the Pandora Papers in October 2021,

which linked him to offshore companies and trusts including in Panama and the U.S.

> Sanchez, F., & Polga-Hecimovich, J. (2019). The Tools of Institutional Change under Post-Neoliberalism: Rafael
Correa’s Ecuador. Journal of Latin American Studies, vol. 51, no. 2, pp. 379-408. doi:
10.1017/50022216X1800072X.

52 teleSUR (2021). Interpol Rejects Red Alert Against Rafael Correa for Third Time. teleSUR, August 18, 2021.
https://www.telesurenglish.net/news/Interpol-Rejects-Red-Alert-Against-Rafael-Correa-for-Third-Time-
20210818-0013.html.

53 Realfonzo, U. (2022). Belgium blocks extradition request against former Ecuador President. The Brussels Times,
May 10, 2022. https://www.brusselstimes.com/223765/belgium-to-reject-extradition-request-for-former-
ecuador-president-correa.
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state of South Dakota®*. A motion to impeach Lasso was rejected by the National
Assembly, the unicameral legislature which replaced the National Congress in 2009

following reforms under the 2008 Constitution.

Political instability is a feature of Latin American countries, with 20 coups
d’etat, 451 political assassinations, 217 riots, and 113 crises that threatened to bring
down the sitting government between 1971 and 2000%. Instability in the region is
linked to presidential regimes, and to the wanton use of impeachment>®, as well as to

corruption®’.

When democracy was restored in Paraguay, after almost forty years of military
dictatorship under Alfredo Stroessner (1954-1989) and Andrés Rodriguez (1989-1992),
the country experienced the impeachment of four presidents. Raul Cubas Grau (1998-
1999) was forced to resign after violent demonstrations led by striking workers
following the assassination of Vice President Luis Maria Argana®®. Cubas had survived
a first attempt of impeachment only two votes short of that necessary in February
1999, but the Chamber of Deputies voted overwhelmingly in March. After the

resignation, Cubas fled into exile, and returned to Paraguay in 2002; he was

% Francis, E. (2022). Ecuador’s president faces tax investigation after Pandora Papers. The Washington Post,
October 22, 2022. https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2021/10/22/ecuador-president-tax-investigation-
pandora-papers/.

5 Blanco, L., & Grier, R. (2009). Long Live Democracy: The Determinants of Political Instability in Latin
America.  Pepperdine  University, = School of Public Policy Working Papers. Paper 33.
https://digitalcommons.pepperdine.edu/sppworkingpapers/33.

% Pérez-Linan, A. (2014). A Two-Level Theory of Presidential Instability. Latin American Politics and Society, vol.
56, no. 1, pp. 34-54. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43286513.

7 Abofarha, E.A., & Nasreldein, R.l. (2022). Explaining Presidential Instability in Latin America: Evidence from
Brazil, Argentina and Ecuador. Review of Economics and Political Science, vol. 7, no. 1, pp. 56-70.
https://doi.org/10.1108/REPS-04-2021-0041.

58 Ortiz de Zarate, R. (2002). Raul Cubas Grau. CIDOB (in Spanish).
https://www.cidob.org/biografias_lideres_politicos/america_del_sur/paraguay/raul_cubas_grau.
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immediately arrested and tried for corruption and conspiracy to murder Argana, but
acquitted of all charges. After the resignation of Cubas, Luis Angel Gonzalez Macchi
(Paraguay, 1999-2003) ascended to the presidency as president of the Senate. He
became unpopular due to political and economic crises, and he suffered a coup
attempt in 2000 and an impeachment attempt in 2001, though both failed>®. In 2006,
Gonzalez Macchi was sentenced to eight years in prison for fraud and embezzlement,

but he was released after the appeal court annulled the conviction®.

Political corruption, i.e. the illegitimate use of public power to benefit a
private interest, which includes bribery, influence peddling, misappropriation, money
laundering, and drug trafficking, is common in many authoritarian or dictatorial
governments but is systematic also in democratic governments®’. In Latin America such
corruptive policies will take place with ease,®? boosted by political instability®3. In the
1990s, political corruption affected a long-established democracy like Venezuela. The
country returned to democracy in 1958, after ten years of military dictatorship. A
triumvirate of military personnel ruled the country until 1952 when it held fraudulent
presidential elections that led Marcos Pérez Jiménez to the presidency®. In 1953,

Pérez instituted a constitution that granted him dictatorial powers, and following

> Ortiz de Zarate, R. (2003). Luis  Gonzdlez ~ Macchi. CIDOB (in Spanish).
https://www.cidob.org/biografias_lideres_politicos/america_del_sur/paraguay/luis_gonzalez_macchi.

0 Corte Suprema de Justica (2007). Sobreseen al ex presidente Luis Gonzalez Macchi. Corte Suprema de Justica,
Asuncion, May 24, 2007. https://www.pj.gov.py/notas/643-sobreseen-al-ex-presidente-luis-gonzalez-macchi.

61 Weyland, K. G. (1998). The Politics of Corruption in Latin America. Journal of Democracy, vol. 9, no. 2, pp. 108-
121. doi: 10.1353/jod.1998.0034.

2 Warf, B., & Stewart, S. (2016). Latin American Corruption in Geographic Perspective. Journal of Latin American
Geography, vol. 15, no. 1, pp. 133-155.

3 Dimant, E., & Tosato, G. (2017). Causes and Effects of Corruption: What Has Past Decade's Empirical Research
Taught Us? a Survey. Journal of Economic Surveys, vol. 32, no. 2, pp. 335-356. doi:10.1111/joes.12198.

64 After a kidnapping that ended in the murder of President Delgado Chalbaud, the Military Junta renamed itself
‘Government Junta’, and installed German Suarez Flamerich (1950-1952) as puppet president manoeuvred by Pérez
Jiménez.
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massive public demonstrations was deposed in a military coup, and replaced by a
Provisional Government Junta.®® Pérez fled to the United States, where he lived until
1963 when he was extradited to Venezuela, and convicted of embezzling during his

presidential tenure®®,

Corruption is not an exclusive feature of dictatorships; it affects also
democratic regimes. In 1993, as a result of the crisis produced by the impeachment
of President Carlos Andrés Pérez for the misappropriation of a presidential
discretionary fund, Congress appointed Ramén José Velasquez President of the
Republic until the end of the term in 1994, after the President of the Senate Octavio
Lepage Barreto had held the provisional presidency from May 21 to June 5, 1993. The
Senate voted to strip Pérez of his immunity, but the president refused to resign and

was forcibly removed by Congress—he was later sentenced to 28 months in prison®’.

The Venezuelan institutional crisis which lasted from 2019 to 2023 is a
benchmark for the pitfalls of the presidential system in Latin American countries.
Following the disputed results of the 2018 presidential election, the opposition-
majority National Assembly®® declared Nicolas Maduro a usurper of the presidency on
the day of his second inauguration. A week later, the Supreme Tribunal of Justice, the

highest court in Venezuela loyal to Maduro, declared that the presidency of the

% The junta was constitued by Adm. Wolfgang Larrazabal, Commanding General of the Navy, as president along
with Cols. Luis Carlos Araque, Pedro José Quevedo, Roberto Casanova and Abel Romero Villate. Casanova and
Villate were forced to resign and were later replaced on January 24 by Eugenio Mendoza and Blas Lamberti.

% Ewell, J. (1977). The Extradition of Marcos Perez Jimenez, 1959-63: Practical Precedent for Administrative
Honesty?. Journal of Latin American Studies, vol. 9, no. 2, pp. 291-313.

7 Kada, N. (2003). Impeachment as a punishment for corruption? The cases of Brazil and Venezuela. In:
Baumgartner, J. C., & Kada. N. (eds.). Checking executive power: presidential impeachment in comparative
perspective. Greenwood Publishing Group, Westport, CT.

%8 The Constitution of 1999 converted the formerly bicameral Congress into a new single-chamber National
Assembly.
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National Assembly was the “usurper” of authority and declared the body to be
unconstitutional. The National Assembly declared its President Juan Guaido to be the
acting president and he swore himself under Art. 233 of the 1999 Constitution®’.
Guaido received support from the president of the Supreme Tribunal of Justice of
Venezuela in exile, based in Panama. With Maduro that continued to control
Venezuela’s state institutions and began to be increasingly perceived as a de facto
dictator, the nation and the world divided in support of the contenders”™. The
presidential crisis ended in January 2023, after the opposition parties voted to dissolve

the Guaido interim government and his presidential claim.

Political corruption is not the only cause of removal by the impeachment of
leaders in Latin America. Fernando Lugo, a laicized Catholic bishop who was President
of Paraguay from 2008 to 2012, was removed from office through an impeachment
process motivated by insecurity, nepotism, and controversial land purchase, following
a deadly clash between police and landless farmers. Lugo was defended as legal and
constitutional by its supporters’'. Neighboring countries deemed the removal through
impeachment a coup d’état and announced that they would not recognize Vice

President Federico Franco as the new head of the executive’?. The incumbent

% The first paragraph of Art. 233 states that “when the president-elect is absolutely absent before taking office,
a new election shall take place [...] And while the president is elected and takes office, the interim president
shall be the president of the National Assembly”.

70 U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs. (2017-2021). Venezuela: A Democratic Crisis.
https://2017-2021.state.gov/a-democratic-crisis-in-venezuela/index.html.

71 Merco Press. (2012). “Institutional coup” removes Paraguayan president Lugo from office. MercoPress. June 22,
2012. https://en.mercopress.com/2012/06/22/institutional-coup-removes-paraguayan-president-lugo-from-
office.

2 AFP, EFE, Télam, AP. (2012). Argentina ‘no convalidara el golpe en Paraguay’ mientras que Brasil sugirio6 que
quedaria fuera de la Unasur y el Mercosur [Argentina 'will not support the coup in Paraguay' and Brazil suggested
that it would be left out of Unasur and Mercosur]. La Nacién (in Spanish), June 23, 2012.
https://www.lanacion.com.ar/el-mundo/unasur-y-mercosur-tomaria-medidas-severas-ante-la-remocion-de-lugo-
nid1484357/.

NEWSLETTER OF THE ACADEMY OF YUSTE N° 28. June 2023 19
ISSN 2695-7027

FUNDACION

YUSTE




president of Paraguay, Mario Abdo Benitez, elected in 2018, faced the possibility of
an impeachment procedure in mid-2019 for having signed an agreement with Brazilian
President Jair Bolsonaro on the Itaipu Dam, which was considered to be unfavorable

for Paraguay’3.

South America has a long record of authoritarianism, but Uruguay experienced
a different regime that led to the gradual usurpation of power from civilian presidents
who continued to serve as head of state’4, and which distinguished it from
dictatorships in other South American countries in which senior military officers
immediately seized power and directly served as head of state. The civic-military
dictatorship of Uruguay ruled the country for 12 years (1973-1985). Executive and
legislative power was in the hands of de facto presidents ruling by decree as a non-
democratically elected authority. The dictatorship interrupted the brief restoration
of the one-person presidency under the new Constitution of 1967. After the short
presidency of Oscar Diego Gestido, who died in office after 9 months in 1967, and
Jorge Pacheco Areco (1967-1972), Juan Maria Bordaberry staged a self-coup in
December 1973, before he turned his first year in office’>. Bordaberry dissolved
Congress, suspended the Constitution, and ruled by decree with the assistance of a

National Security Council (Spanish: Consejo de Seguridad Nacional). Indeed, under the

73 Carneri, S. (2019). Paraguay anula el acuerdo energético con Brasil que amenazaba con hacer caer el Gobierno.
August 1, 2019 [Paraguay cancels the energy agreement with Brazil that threatened to bring down the government].
El Pais (in Spanish). https://elpais.com/internacional/2019/08/01/america/1564674648_241391.html.

7,4 Juan Maria Bordaberry (1973-1976), Alberto Demicheli (1976-1976), Aparicio Méndez (1976-1981), Gregorio
Alvarez (Uruguay, 1981-1985), and Rafael Addiego Bruno (served as acting president for 17 days in 1985 before
Julio Maria Sanguinetti was sworn in as president-elect).

75 Kaufman, E. (1979). Uruguay in Transition: From Civilian to Military Rule. Transaction Books, New Bruwnswick,
NJ, p. 1.
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previous constitutional text, which had been in force since 1952, the country was
ruled by a similar body, the National Council of Government (Spanish: Consejo
Nacional de Gobierno), which had previously existed as the National Council of
Administration (Spanish: Consejo Nacional de Administracion) between 1918 and

1933.

In Argentina, democratically elected governments were regularly interrupted
by military coups during the 20th century: in 1930, 1943, 1955, 1962, 1966, and 19767°.
In the 53 years since the first coup in 1930, until the last dictatorship fell in 1983, the
military ruled the country for 25 years, imposing 14 dictators under the title of
“president”, thus detaining one of the longest strips of authoritarian regimes in Latin
America. In February 1976, weeks before being overthrown by a U.S.-backed military
coup in March, the Radical Civic Union (Spanish: Union Civica Radical, UCR)
initiated impeachment proceedings against President Isabel Perdn, who held the

presidency for almost two years following her husband’s Juan Peron death in office”’.

Honduras and Guatemala share many features with the above-mentioned South
American regimes. We are non-talking about stories of dictatorships, but of presidents
who were ousted or were forced to resign under an impeachment attempt—for this
reason, we have not covered countries like Mexico, Bolivia, Chile, or Colombia. In
Central America, only Honduras and Guatemala have experienced impeachment

and/or forced removal of the president by Congress.

76 Centro Editor De América Latina (ed.). (1980). Historia Integral Argentina. Centro Editor De América Latina,
Buenos Aires.
7 Also the second presidential term of Juan Peron (1952-1955) was ended early by a military coup.
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In 2009, the National Congress of Honduras began to discuss impeaching President
Manuel Zelaya, who received massive support through street demonstrations’®. The
Supreme Court issued an order to detain Zelaya, who was subsequently captured by
the military and taken into exile in Costa Rica “to avoid mob violence”, and Congress
President Roberto Micheletti assumed the presidency. The United Nations, the
Organization of American States, and the European Union condemned the removal of
Zelaya as a military coup and did not recognize Micheletti as de facto provisional
president. He was not acknowledged as de jure president by any government or
international organization, which on the other hand called for the reinstatement of
the ousted president. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (Comision de la
Verdad y la Reconciliacion or CVR) was created to clarify the events that occurred
before and after the withdrawal of Zelaya. In its final report submitted in July 2011,
the Commission found that it was illegal for Congress to oust Zelaya and appoint
Micheletti as provisional president, and concluded that the removal of the former was
a military coup d’etat. Xiomara Castro, the wife of Zelaya, assumed the presidency of

Nicaragua in 20227°.

Some Guatemalan presidents were forced to resign by Congress: Jorge Serrano

Elias and Gustavo Espina in 1993, after an attempted self-coup, and Otto Pérez Molina

78 Stein Barillas, E. (ed.). (2011). Para que los hechos no se repitan: Informe de la Comision de la Verdad y la
Reconciliacién, Tomo I, Il. Comision de la Verdad y la Reconciliacién (CVR), San José, July 2011 (in Spanish).
https://www.sedh.gob.hn/index.php/odh/publicaciones/informes-uscvr.

7% Presidencia de la Republica de Honduras. (2002). Administracién 2022-2026. Presidencia de la Republica,
Tegucigalpa (in Spanish). https://www.presidencia.gob.hn.
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in 2015 for corruption—in December 2022 former President Molina was sentenced to
16 years in prison®. With a political history marked by military leaders, Guatemala
experienced many coups staged by army officers. The army is still influential after the
junta era (1954-1957) when a ClA-orchestrated coup inaugurates four decades of
military rule.®' The Institutional Democratic Party (Spanish: Partido Institucional
Democrdtico, PID), a military-backed founded in 1963 by Enrique Peralta Azurdia after
he had seized power in a coup, dominates national politics until 1982. The military
rule Guatemala until 1986, when Oscar Humberto Mejia Victores, who served as de
facto president from 1954 to 1983 after taking power in a coup d'état, handed over

power after democratic elections held under a new constitution.

Conclusions

Instability is a hallmark of Latin America, with presidents remaining in office
for even a few days or hours. The region has a long string of coups and dictatorships,
often led by the military, and several presidents accused, convicted, or arrested for
embezzlement, fraud, corruption, money laundering, drug trafficking, gross human
rights violations, and even murder. Latin America also has a long record of political

instability; civilian presidents freely elected after the era of military dictatorships

8 The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica. (2022). Civil war years.
https://www.britannica.com/place/Guatemala/Civil-war-years; Moving toward peace.
https://www.britannica.com/place/Guatemala/Moving-toward-peace. Encyclopedia Britannica.

8 |saacs, A., & Schwartz, R. A. (2020). Guatemala: The Military in Politics. In: Thompson, W. R., & Bou Nassif, H.
(eds.). Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Politics. Oxford University Press, New York.
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.013.1893.
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have often suffered “institutional coups” through impeachment, a legislative power
that is often used to overthrow rulers “proved to be inefficient”. Therefore,
impeachment seems to be a remedy for getting rid of unsuitable leaders. The removal
of elected presidents by lawmakers after an impeachment vote opens a political crisis
and triggers the reaction of the supporters of the ousted chief executive, and leads
to widespread and bloody protests, which can end up in bloodshed. Constitutional
remedies and proper democratic political behavior can balance the weaknesses of the

presidential system.
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