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Introduction
Paraguay occupies a unique and intriguing place in South American political history.
Landlocked and often overlooked on the world stage, the country’s political trajectory
has been shaped by its geography, deep-rooted traditions, and moments of profound
upheaval. Although not as populous or globally influential as some of its neighbors,
Paraguay’s internal dynamics and external relations have far-reaching implications for
the region. This book aims to unravel the complexities of the Paraguayan political
system, trace its turbulent evolution, and provide a comprehensive guide for students,
observers, and anyone seeking a deeper understanding of Paraguayan politics.

For much of the twentieth century, Paraguay was synonymous with authoritarian rule,
most notably under the long shadow cast by General Alfredo Stroessner, whose
dictatorship straddled nearly four decades. The country’s journey from autocracy to
democracy has been neither straightforward nor free of obstacles. Following
Stroessner’s ouster in 1989, Paraguay embarked on the arduous task of building and
strengthening democratic institutions—a process marked by significant achievements
but also by enduring challenges such as corruption, patronage, and political instability.

The 1992 constitution heralded a new era by embedding principles of human dignity,
separation of powers, and pluralism at the heart of Paraguayan governance. Yet the
distance between constitutional ideals and political realities has often been significant.
The Colorado Party’s enduring dominance, the resilience of clientelism, and the
influence of organized crime have repeatedly tested the country’s commitment to
democracy, transparency, and the rule of law.

Throughout this guide, special attention is paid to how historical legacies and
institutional designs shape contemporary politics. The role and structure of executive,
legislative, and judicial branches are examined, as are the country’s complex party
system and the persistent divisions between and within parties. Local government
structures, the mechanics of electoral systems, and the importance of civil society and
the media are all explored in detail to reveal the nuts and bolts of political life in
Paraguay.

Paraguay today faces a host of pressing issues, from entrenched corruption and
judicial challenges to human rights concerns, economic inequality, and growing
threats from organized crime. The confluence of internal dynamics and foreign
relations—such as Paraguay’s unique ties with Taiwan and its position in regional
organizations like Mercosur—further illustrates the multidimensional nature of its
politics. 
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Ultimately, "The Politics of Paraguay: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
Paraguay" endeavors not just to describe Paraguay’s political institutions and actors,
but to offer insight into the ongoing struggle to build a more just, democratic, and
inclusive society. By the end of this book, readers should have a thorough grounding
in the workings of the Paraguayan state, the forces that shape its politics, and the
critical issues at stake for its future.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and People of Paraguay
Paraguay, a nation nestled in the heart of South America, is a landlocked country
bordered by Argentina to the south and west, Bolivia to the northwest, and Brazil to
the northeast and east. Its geographical position, far from ocean ports, has historically
shaped its development and contributed to a unique cultural and political identity. The
country is primarily defined by the Paraguay River, which flows from north to south
and effectively divides the nation into two distinct regions: the Eastern Region, known
as Región Oriental or Paraneña, and the Western Region, also called the Chaco Boreal
or simply the Chaco.

The Eastern Region, though smaller in area, is home to the vast majority of Paraguay's
population, including the capital city, Asunción. This area is characterized by a mix of
plateaus, rolling hills, and fertile valleys, and is well-watered by numerous tributaries
flowing into the Paraguay and Paraná rivers. The Paraná River itself forms a significant
portion of Paraguay's eastern and southern borders. The climate in the Eastern Region
is predominantly subtropical, with ample rainfall throughout the year and warm
temperatures, although cold southern winds can bring cooler temperatures in winter.

In contrast, the Chaco Boreal, which makes up about 60% of the country's total land
area, is a vast, flat, and largely sparsely populated plain. This region is an extension of
the Gran Chaco, a larger area that also stretches into Bolivia and Argentina. The Chaco
has a tropical wet-and-dry climate, bordering on semi-arid in some areas. It
experiences extreme variations in rainfall, leading to periods of flooding and drought.
The landscape is characterized by dry forests, savannas, and wetlands, and it is an
area facing significant environmental challenges, particularly from deforestation
driven by cattle ranching.

The rivers of Paraguay are more than just geographical features; they are vital arteries
for transportation and a significant source of hydroelectric power. The Paraguay River,
navigable for a considerable distance, connects many of the country's major towns
and serves as a crucial trade route. The Paraná River is also a major waterway, and
together with the Paraguay River, they form part of the vast Río de la Plata Basin.
Paraguay's reliance on these rivers for energy is highlighted by major hydroelectric
projects like the Itaipú Dam, a joint venture with Brazil, which is one of the world's
largest hydroelectric power generators.

Despite its significant water resources, Paraguay has relatively few proven mineral
deposits, with most found in the Eastern Region. While there have been reports of
minerals like copper, bauxite, iron, and uranium, and some prospecting for gold and
diamonds, mining and quarrying remain less developed economic activities.
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Limestone, gypsum, and clays are quarried primarily for construction. The country
lacks known natural gas or oil reserves and is reliant on imports for its petroleum
needs.

The economy of Paraguay has traditionally been heavily dependent on agriculture,
which continues to be a major driver of growth and a significant source of exports,
particularly soybeans and beef. The country's fertile land and favorable climate
support this sector. However, the economy also has a large informal sector, including
the re-export of consumer goods and numerous small enterprises. While the
government encourages foreign investment, particularly in agriculture, manufacturing,
and services, challenges such as corruption and judicial insecurity can hinder the
investment climate.

Paraguay's population is relatively young, with a nearly equal ratio of males to
females. The country's demographics have been shaped by a history of conflict and
migration. While the indigenous Guaraní people remain an important cultural
influence, the majority of the population identifies as mestizo, a result of intermarriage
between Spanish and Guaraní ancestors. Spanish and Guaraní are both official
languages, with Guaraní widely spoken. Paraguay is also home to smaller communities
of immigrants from various European and Asian countries, as well as Afro-
Paraguayans.

Religious life in Paraguay is dominated by Roman Catholicism, with a large majority of
the population adhering to this faith. There is also a notable minority of Evangelical
Protestants. While the constitution recognizes no official religion and emphasizes the
separation of church and state, Catholicism has historically held a significant place in
Paraguayan society.

The environment of Paraguay is rich and diverse, encompassing parts of the Gran
Chaco and the Atlantic forests. These ecosystems are vital for biodiversity and provide
essential environmental services. However, like its economy, Paraguay's environment
faces significant pressures, particularly from deforestation, which has led to a
substantial loss of forest cover in recent decades. Efforts are being made to address
these issues, including initiatives to promote sustainable forest management and
conservation, and the development of an environmental services market.

Understanding the geography, climate, and demographics of Paraguay provides a
crucial backdrop for comprehending its political landscape. The division of the country
by the Paraguay River, the distinct characteristics of its two main regions, and the
distribution of its population all play a role in shaping political power dynamics and
regional interests. The reliance on natural resources, particularly agriculture and
hydroelectric power, also influences economic policies and political decision-making.
Furthermore, the social and cultural makeup of the population, with its blend of
indigenous and European heritage and linguistic diversity, contributes to the
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complexities of political representation and identity in Paraguay. These fundamental
aspects of the land and people are the bedrock upon which the political system is built
and operates.
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