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Introduction

Ecuador, a nation nestled between the Pacific Ocean and the heights of the Andes, is a
country defined not only by its remarkable geography and cultural richness but also by
a political landscape of unique complexity. Its political evolution reflects centuries of
shifting alliances, transformative social movements, military interventions, and
enduring struggles to balance the ideals of democracy with the realities of governance
and economic development. At the heart of Ecuador’s political system lies a
representative democratic republic, yet the country’s recent history testifies to
recurrent episodes of instability, profound constitutional transformations, and a
population continually asserting its agency—both at the ballot box and in the streets.

The current structure of Ecuador’s government is the product of a long constitutional
journey that began with independence in 1830. Since then, Ecuador has enacted
numerous constitutions, each a response to internal challenges, popular demands, and
power struggles among elites, social movements, and the state. The most recent
constitution, adopted in 2008, codified important advances in rights and democratic
processes, recognizing the nation’s plurinational character and embedding a
framework for greater government accountability. Yet this framework has also been
tested by persistent political crises, executive-legislative deadlocks, and the ever-
present challenge of translating legal principles into effective governance.

Politics in Ecuador cannot be understood without considering the central roles played
by political parties, caudillos, indigenous groups, and the military. Political parties
have often been built around charismatic personalities rather than deep-seated
ideologies, and coalitions are the norm in a fragmented legislative landscape.
Indigenous movements, particularly since the late twentieth century, have repeatedly
reshaped Ecuador’s political agenda, compelling governments to address issues of
social justice, environmental protection, and indigenous autonomy. The military, too,
has left a lasting imprint—sometimes as a guarantor of order, other times as a political
actor in its own right.

The nation’s electoral system, a hybrid of majoritarian and proportional representation
mechanisms, has given rise to vibrant, sometimes volatile electoral contests and a
political arena marked by shifting allegiances. Suffrage is both universal and, for most,
obligatory—a reflection of the democratic aspirations underpinning Ecuador’s
constitutional order. Still, persistent inequalities and corruption remain obstacles to
fully realizing those aspirations, eroding confidence in institutions and fostering
recurring demands for reform.

Recent years have exposed new challenges and opportunities. The security crisis and
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economic hardships highlight the limitations of the state, while the “muerte cruzada”
mechanism and moments of popular mobilization reveal systemic vulnerabilities and
the resilience of Ecuador’s people. Internationally, the country has charted a path
between global powers, asserting its interests while grappling with the pressures and
responsibilities of regional and international engagement.

This book, “The Politics of Ecuador: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
Ecuador,” seeks to provide an accessible yet comprehensive overview of the forces,
institutions, and historical currents shaping Ecuadorian politics. Through a detailed
examination of its constitutional journey, the machinery of governance, the interplay
of social actors, and the day-to-day realities of democratic life, this work offers readers
the tools to understand both the enduring patterns and the dynamic changes at the
heart of Ecuadorian society and its political system.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of the Republic and Early
Political Struggles

Ecuador's journey as an independent nation began with a decisive break from the
larger political entity of Gran Colombia in 1830. This separation wasn't merely an
administrative reshuffling; it was the dawn of a new, albeit often tumultuous, era for
the territory that had previously been known as the Southern District. The decision to
forge a separate path was formalized through the Act of Quito on May 13, 1830, which
declared the formation of a free and independent state. This pivotal moment set the
stage for the first steps in establishing a distinct Ecuadorian political identity.

The immediate task after declaring independence was to build the framework for this
new state. A Constituent Congress was convened in the city of Riobamba in August
1830. This assembly, comprising twenty deputies, was tasked with the monumental
responsibility of drafting the foundational charter for the Republic of Ecuador. These
individuals, largely drawn from the Creole elite, military, and religious figures of the
time, gathered to debate and define the principles that would govern the nascent
nation. Their work culminated in the adoption of Ecuador's first constitution on
September 11, 1830.

This initial constitution, sometimes referred to as the Floreana Constitution after
Ecuador's first president, Juan José Flores, established a unitary and centralized
presidential system. It embraced the principle of separation of powers, although in
practice, the executive branch held considerable sway. The legislature was
unicameral, a single congress elected through indirect suffrage. This early charter,
influenced by preceding documents like the Quito State Charter of 1812 and the Gran
Colombia constitutions, also outlined specific requirements for citizenship. To be
considered a citizen with the right to vote and participate politically, one generally
needed to be married, over 22 years of age, possess a certain level of property or
income, and be literate. This effectively limited political participation to a small,
privileged minority.

The first president of Ecuador was indeed Juan José Flores, a Venezuelan-born general
who had fought alongside Simén Bolivar in the wars of independence. Flores, who had
been appointed governor of the territory during its time as part of Gran Colombia, was
appointed interim leader with broad powers to organize the new state. His early
presidency, however, was marked by the beginning of a recurring theme in Ecuadorian
politics: intense rivalry and power struggles between ambitious leaders and different
regions of the country.
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The deep-seated tensions between the Sierra (the Andean highlands), with Quito as its
historical center, and the Costa (the coastal plain), dominated by the port city of
Guayaquil, quickly came to the fore. Quito, a more conservative and traditionally
clerical city, was the stronghold of a landed aristocracy. Guayaquil, on the other hand,
developed into a bustling, commercially oriented port, controlled by wealthy
merchants and generally holding more liberal views. This regional divide, fueled by
differing economic interests and ideologies, would shape Ecuadorian politics for
decades.

Juan José Flores found significant support in Quito, while Vicente Rocafuerte, another
prominent figure from the independence era, drew his strength from Guayaquil. Their
rivalry was a defining feature of the period between 1830 and 1845. While their
hostility wasn't constant, and they even agreed to alternate in the presidency for a
time, their power struggle underscored the fragile nature of the newly formed
republic.

The early years of the republic were characterized by significant instability. A rapid
succession of rulers and frequent changes in government became a pattern. The
period between 1830 and 1860, in particular, was a time of considerable turmoil as
various factions vied for supremacy. This era witnessed civil strife and the constant
challenge of integrating the different regions of the country into a cohesive state.
Local autonomous powers emerged, often clashing with the central government and
managing their own resources, further complicating the task of establishing a unified
authority.

The 1830 constitution, while a foundational document, proved to be just the first in a
long line of charters. Ecuador has had numerous constitutions throughout its history, a
reflection of its often turbulent political journey and the recurring attempts to redefine
the nation's political framework. The early constitutions, including that of 1830, clearly
defined the stringent requirements for citizenship, emphasizing property ownership,
professional status, and literacy. These requirements effectively excluded the vast
majority of the population, particularly indigenous peoples and those without
significant wealth, from formal political participation.

Despite the limitations of early suffrage, the idea of a popular and representative state
was present in the foundational documents. However, the reality on the ground was
that political space was largely confined to the landed gentry and wealthy individuals.
This disconnect between constitutional ideals and practical realities would become
another persistent feature of Ecuadorian political history, fueling social movements
and demands for broader inclusion in later periods.

The early republic also saw the establishment of a unicameral congress, with deputies
allocated equally from the three main districts: Quito, Azuay, and Guayaquil. A Council
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of State was also created to assist the executive and act in place of Congress when it
was not in session. This structure, outlined in the 1830 constitution, aimed to provide
a basic framework for governance, but it was frequently challenged by the political
infighting and regional divisions of the time.

The political landscape of the 19th century was largely defined by the rivalry between
Liberals and Conservatives. These labels, while perhaps not always representing
deeply entrenched ideologies in the modern sense, broadly aligned with the regional
divide and differing views on the role of the church and the state. Conservatives, with
their base often in the Sierra and close ties to the Catholic Church, favored a more
centralized and traditionalist approach. Liberals, more prominent in the coastal areas,
advocated for secular reforms and a more open economy. This ongoing tension
between these two forces added another layer of complexity to the already unstable
political environment.

The first few decades after independence were a period of continuous struggle to
consolidate the new state and define its identity. The political foundations laid in 1830
were constantly tested by internal conflicts, regionalism, and the personal ambitions
of leaders. This turbulent beginning set a precedent for a political history marked by a
cycle of constitutional change, instability, and the ongoing quest for a more inclusive
and stable democratic order. The challenges faced in these early years—regionalism,
the concentration of power, and limited political participation—would continue to
resonate throughout Ecuador's political evolution.
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