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 The present topic is rich, complex, and honestly can be qualified 

as a thorny topic. In the context of our meeting, the same might risk to 

raise more questions than answers. Hopefully, an open and fruitful 

dialog as well. For the sake of the purpose of our discussion, if I might 

be permitted, I will mostly address some of the critical aspects of the 

situation that is obviously multi-dimensional: humanly profound and 

delicate, intellectually and politically challenging, socially involving. In 

fact, we are basically standing at the intersection of hope, contradict-

tion and political creativity in Latin America. My central objective is the 

clarification of basic concepts in the contexts of their diversified evolu-

tions. 

 The ideas of liberty and liberation in Latin America have rarely 

been abstract principles; they have been and are authentic experien-

ces, filled processes rooted in inequality, colonial legacies and social 

exclusion. Liberty has frequently been framed in terms of political 

independence and formal rights, whereas liberation has emerged as a 

broader, more transformative project, aimed at overcoming structural 

inequalities rooted in colonialism, economic dependency and social 

exclusion. In these contexts, popular movements, from peasant up-

risings to urban grassroots organizations, have historically framed 
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liberty not just as individual freedom, but as collective liberation from 

structural domination. 

 For example, let us think of movements influenced by figures like 

Simon Bolivar, who envisioned political independence, sovereignty and 

emancipation from colonial rule, versus later currents such as Paulo 

Freire, who emphasized conscientizaçào, the awakening of critical 

awareness among the oppressed. Here, liberty evolves into liberation: 

not merely freedom from control, but the capacity to reshape society, 

the conditions of everyday life. 

 The experience of Development from Below. Across the region, 

especially in countries like Bolivia, Brazil and Mexico, popular move-

ments have experimented what is often called development from be-

low. These experiences include: indigenous self-initiatives, coope-

rative economies, participatory budgeting (famously in Porto Alegre 

(Brazil) and Landless Workers’ Movements also like in Brazil. In Bolivia, 

the rise of Evo Morales and the subsequent constitutional reforms of 

2009 institutionalized the concept of plurinational state, recognizing 

the rights and autonomy of indigenous communities. These efforts 

redefine development as something driven by communities rather 

than imposed by elites or global markets. Liberty in this sense becomes 

material access to land, education and political voice. Inherent to these 

experiences, there is a built-in tension. Grassroots processes are slow, 

plural and often fragmented and fragile. They require deep partici-

pation which can be difficult to sustain over time, especially under 

economic pressure. This relationship is inherently ambivalent, invol-

ving both collaboration and conflict. Bolivia under Evo Morales offers a 

particularly illustrative case. The government’s alignment with Indige-

nous and social movements enabled significant policies and symbolic 

recognition. However, tensions emerged when state-led development 
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projects clashed with the priorities of the local indigenous communi-

ties. 

 The rise of populism: opportunity and risks. Populism can 

amplify popular demands. It can redistribute resources, expand politi-

cal inclusion, give symbolic recognition to marginalized groups. But it 

also carries risks. Populist regimes often centralize power, sometimes 

weakening the very grassroots autonomy that “development from 

below” depends on. The people become represented, but less often 

self-organized. Figures such as Juan Perón (Argentina) in mid-twentieth 

century and Hugo Chavez (Venezuela) in the early twenty-first century, 

exemplify this tradition. Chavez’s government, for instance, imple-

mentted social programs (las misiones) that expended access to 

healthcare, education and housing for marginalized populations. These 

initiatives aligned, at least in part, with the goals of popular move-

ments by addressing material inequalities and enhancing social rights. 

 We are then facing a double challenge. On the one hand, how 

to sustain bottom-up development without it being co-opted, diluted, 

or exhausted? On the other hand, how to engage populist politics 

without loosing democratic populism and autonomy? In practice, 

popular movements often navigate a very delicate balance: either 

collaborating with the state when it opens space, or resisting it when it 

becomes controlling. This dynamic is visible in tension between social 

movements and left-wing governments across the region in the 21st 

century. 

 Can we imagine a possible synthesis? Up to my words, one way 

to think about the future is not as a choice between grassroots autono-

my and populist leadership, but as a search for hybrid models: 

• A strong local participation plus accountable national 

leadership; 



4 
 

• Institutional reforms that protect community power; 

• Political cultures that value dissent, not just unity. 

In the light of these complexities, the pursuit of liberty and 

liberation in Latin America cannot be understood as a linear pro-

gressssion towards a fixed goal. A possible path forward lies in the 

construction of a hybrid model that combines the strengths of both 

approaches: robust local participation alongside accountable and 

pluralistic state institutions. Such models should require mecha-

nisms to protect community autonomy, encourage civic engage-

ment, and ensure that political leadership remains responsive ra-

ther than dominant.  

Ultimately, the experience of popular movements in Latin Ame-

rica underscores that liberty and liberation are not merely 

institutional arrangements but lived experiences, practices. They 

depend on the continuous effort to expand participation, challenge 

inequality, and sustain democratic life in its most substantive sense. 

The doble challenge of development from below and populism, far 

from being a problem to be solved once for all, constitutes the very 

terrain (ground) on which these struggles concretely unfold. 

Liberty and liberation are the fruits of multiple conquests; a 

project always in process (in the making). Never a final accomplish-

ment, but an ongoing movement, a creative tension. Messy, contested, 

very often, but moreover a continuous “waking-up of dynamics” 

towards the respect of human beings, the explosion of their dreams 

and lives, their cultures, the self-determination of their communities, 

who knows even more, also a mysterious dynamism paving the way to 

a better understanding of the very soul of a plural Latin America.  

Prof. Msgr. Guy-Réal Thivierge, 

Vatican City, May 29, 2026. 


