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Objective   

 

The objective of this course is to introduce students to the broad range of variables that drive political 

processes and governmental outcomes in Latin America.  In this class, students will address current issues 

in the region as manifestations of ongoing social, cultural and institutional dynamics, with the purpose of 

moving beyond simplistic statements in order to analyze the multiple challenges Latin America confronts 

today.  Students will explore select Latin American countries in comparative perspective, developing a 

preliminary discussion about the similarities and differences that exist among their politics.   

 

Specific objectives of this course include:    

 Learning the main theoretical perspectives of the field (covering, at least, the political culture, 

modernization, dependency theory and democratization approaches) 

 Becoming familiar with the basics of Latin America’s history, focusing on contemporary issues 

 Learning which/who are the key formal and informal political actors in the region, and in four 

countries in particular:  Argentina, Brazil, Mexico and Venezuela.  

 Discussing current issues of interest that are taking place in Latin America, such as the quality of 

democracy, the turn to the left, the efforts to develop the rule of law, the region’s political 

economy, recent developments in the international relations between the U.S. and Latin American 

countries, environmental challenges, policy reform and the role of the military, among others   

Outcomes 

 

Given the objectives above, students should be able to:   

 Identify the roles and relevance of different political actors in disparate scenarios across time and 

space 

 Explore and discuss commonalities and differences between the social, economic and political 

experiences of different Latin American countries 

 Address and analyze current political trends and events in the region with appropriate conceptual 

frameworks.   

 Explore Latin American countries on their own, finding, reading and analyzing political 

scholarship, news, quantitative indicators and other relevant sources, and developing the 

foundations for research projects that can be pursued further in the future. 
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Mission Statement 

 

Students will increase their knowledge about Latin America in general and select countries in particular, 

through a careful assessment of specialized literature. 

Required Materials 

 

The following books should be purchased (either from the campus bookstore or from your preferred 

source, brand new or used).   

 

Blake, Charles. (2008).  Politics in Latin America.  2
nd

 Edition.  Houghton Mifflin Co. 

 

Recommended – Skidmore, Thomas E., Peter H. Smith & James N. Green.  (Paperback, 2009).  Modern 

Latin America.  7
th
 Edition.  New York:  Oxford University Press.  Note:  This is a new version.  The past 

couple of versions are also OK for the most part, especially for the history part.   

 

Course Requirements & Outcomes 

 

This course’s success depends on the student’s personal commitment.  Students’ enthusiastic participation 

is not only welcome, but encouraged and required for making the most of the course.  Students should 

fulfill these requirements:   

 

Part I:  Midterm and Final Examinations (30% + 30%) 

Requirement:  The midterm and final examinations may include a combination of multiple choice 

questions, short essays and comprehensive essays, to cover issues addressed in class and included in the 

course’s materials.  The midterm will cover the general theory and history survey parts, and the final will 

be cumulative, including the specific countries discussed in class.  The final will take place the date, time 

and location assigned by the university authorities. 

Outcome:  To prepare for these exams, students should identify and summarize the relevant information 

provided and discussed in class; and read and critique the materials assigned.  The instructor may help 

students by posting study guides with important questions to consider, and/or slides presented in class 

shortly before the exam takes place.  To show a complete understanding of Latin American Governments, 

students will need to:  Identify the main theoretical perspectives to analyze Latin American Politics; 

summarize and understand different periods of Latin America’s history; understand the challenges 

regarding economic development, liberty and governance; learn the political structure of a select group of 

Latin American countries, and apply the aforementioned theoretical framework to these countries. 

Part II:  Research Project (Country Report) (30%) 

Requirement:  Each student will be assigned a Latin American country, and he/she will follow its news 

of political significance in a variety of outlets (in English or, if you speak Spanish or Portuguese, in any 

of these languages).  Over the course of the semester, students will write a 10-page, double-space, typed 

analytic news report, identifying the key politically relevant events of the semester, highlighting their 

importance and connecting them to the literature discussed in class as suitable.  There are several 

available sources students can use, and the instructor will share some of them with the class.  

Additionally, students are encouraged to explore Tulane’s Latin American Library, which has a superb 

collection of relevant materials.  We will schedule a session with the Library, so you can get familiar with 

these materials and use them for your reports.  Students should turn in the final version of the report 

on or before Wednesday December 1, at Noon.  Students should work on this project over time, so they 

can correct their own work and improve it all the way to its final stage.    



Outcome:  The report assignment seeks to help students getting familiar with the issues that Latin 

American societies face and their citizens experience day-to-day, and connect them with the theoretical 

viewpoints discussed in class.  Students will get familiar in great detail with a specific country, and at the 

same time improve their skills to conduct their own research about Latin America.  To do this, students 

will be able to:  Summarize, describe and interpret recent events; connect these events with general trends 

in the country in question; get familiar with the historical, social, economic and political background of 

the country; and produce an original paper in which they can start putting forward original arguments.   

 

Part III:  Participation (10%)   

Requirement:    Participation will be graded based on their active engagement in the course, which will 

be related to the readings and assignments for the session in question, to sharing information about their 

country report in class and offering constructive criticism of their peers’ opinions and work.  To ensure 

participation, students might be called in class to respond basic questions about the materials under 

discussion or their reports.  They are also expected to make questions about the issues discussed in class.  

Participation is graded based on ten (10) points, ranging from ‘no participation’ (0 points) to ‘most active’ 

participation (10 points).   

Outcome:  Active class participation is essential for the course’s success.  It helps keeping students in 

track with the information and materials addressed in class.  Preparing for class allows students to avoid 

procrastination, and to get feedback for their own work. 

 

Attendance Policy 

 

Students are expected to attend every session, and the instructor will take attendance.  Attendance means 

to arrive in class punctually, and to leave only after class had ended.  Students will be able to miss up to 

two (2) classes without any penalty.  Then, students will lose two (2) points for each absence, up to ten 

(10) points.  A number of absences greater than seven, or several absences in a row, may force the 

instructor to speak with the student directly and with his/her academic advisor about why this is 

happening, the negative consequences that might have for his/her grade, and any remedies or sanctions as 

applicable, included failing the course.  Medical, sport or other kind of truly compelling excuses will need 

to be documented and informed in advance.        

Grading Scale 

 

A 92.5 and above  A-  90 to 92.4 

B+  87.5 to 89.9  B 82.5 to 87.4  B- 80 to 82.4 

C+  77.5 to 79.9  C 72.5 to 77.4  C- 70 to 72.4 

D+  67.5 to 69.9  D 62.5 to 67.4  D- 60 to 62.4 

F 59.9 and below 

Note:  The instructor reserves the right to curve the grades to benefit the students if necessary. 

Make-up Policies and late assignments 

 

Make-ups for the midterm and final examinations will be truly exceptional, and only allowed after talking 

to the instructor and documenting any reason that forced the student to miss the exam.  Late assignments 

will be accepted in exceptional cases, and penalized with one less grade every day past the due date. 

 



Honor Code 

 

Academic dishonesty shall be enforced based on the Newcomb-Tulane College Code of Academic 

Conduct (http://college.tulane.edu/code.htm) and any other applicable regulations.  Students are 

encouraged to get familiar with these regulations and observe their tenets in all instances.  Cheating and 

plagiarism are completely unacceptable, will result in a zero (0) grade in the assignment in question, will 

be reported, and may eventually lead the offending student to face other regrettable academic 

consequences.  The instructor reserves the right to check the authenticity of your work through careful 

assessment of your writing and the sources employed.  Each student must complete all work alone, and 

shall refrain from colluding with other students to complete individually assigned work.  Students will 

respect their peers and instructors, and their opinions, at all times:  Diversity is one of the academic 

community’s priceless assets and students should cherish the opportunity they have in this class to be 

respectfully exposed to viewpoints that differ from theirs.  Failure to comply with these guidelines might 

negatively affect the student’s grade in this course, and in extreme cases could even lead the instructor to 

report them or pursue other pertinent measures.   

Outline:  (Additional articles/chapters will be added throughout the Semester) 

 

Week 1 – August 23 and 25  

Introduction:  Why Latin America? & Preliminary discussion about Latin American history 

    Read:  Skidmore & Smith:  Prologue.  Why Latin America? 

 

Week 2 – August 27 (Friday) and 30 (Monday) 

Latin American History before Independence 

   Read:  Skidmore & Smith:  Chapter 1 

September 1 – Special Session with Librarian on Latin American Politics Research 

 

September 3 and 6 – No Class 

Week 3 – September 8 and 10 

Latin American History between Independence and Modernity  

   Read:  Skidmore & Smith:  Chapter 2 

 

Week 4 – September 13, 15 and 17  

Latin American History – Modernity and Current Events 

 Read:   Blake:  Chapter 3 

 

Week 5 – September 20, 22 and 24 

Issues and Challenges - A Theoretical Framework to study Latin America (I) 

 Read: Blake:  Chapter 4 

 

Week 6 – September 27 and 29, October 1 

Issues and Challenges - A Theoretical Framework to study Latin America (II) 

  Read:   Blake:  Chapter 4.     

Week 7 –  October 4, 6 and 8 

Debate:  The Turn to the Left in Latin America 

  Readings  to be assigned 

 

Week 8 – October 11:  Midterm – October 13:  Discussion of the Midterm 
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October 14 – 17:  Fall break (no classes) 

 

Weeks 9 and 10 – October 18, 20, 22 and 25 

Argentina – Assessing the Kirchners 

   Read: Blake:  Chapter 5.  Articles posted in Blackboard. 

 

Weeks 10 and 11 – October 27 and 29; November 1 and 3 

Brazil – From Authoritarianism to Lulismo 

   Read: Blake:  Chapter 6.  Articles posted in Blackboard. 

Weeks 11 and 12 – November 5, 8, 10 and 12 

Venezuela – A Militaristic Past, a Democratic Present? 

   Read:   Blake:  Chapter 11.  Articles posted in Blackboard. 

      

November 15 and 17:  Film (Probably Oliver Stone’s South of the Border) 

Weeks 13 – 15 – November 19, 22, 29 and December 1 

Mexico – The stable PRI era – Post PRI:  a democratic present? 

   Read:   Blake (Chapter 10) 

 

December 1 (Noon):  Final Report Due 

 

December 3:  Last day of Class, final session 

 

Final Exam:  Date and Place TBA 


