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THE LEFT IN LATIN AMERICA: FROM THE
“PINK TIDE” TO ITS “EBB”?

The widespread political shifts to the Right that have increased in recent years in the re-
gion of Latin America, have called into question the political viability of the so-called “pink 
tide”projects. The development of Left-wing political strategies in various Latin American 
countries in the 2000s, which in many cases led to government change, served as a world-
wide reference for a concerted effort to form a framework for policy responses to the domi-
nation of neoliberalism. All of these projects, from their most radical versions to the most 
moderate ones, have based their electoral rise on the development of different types of links 
with polymorphous grassroots movements and on an attempt to politically express the de-
mands of the excluded in Latin American societies. The political programs of these political 
projects, although they have floated into a range of different rationales of redistribution 
and fight against the inherent in these societies extreme poverty and diverse exclusions, 
have gradually come to terms with the external and internal constraints that have forced 
them, in most cases, to accept compromises that undermined the very foundations of their 
political rise.

On the other hand, the Latin American Right, historically aligned with US strategy in the 
region and possessing strong leverage in all areas of social power, has exploited all the in-
stitutional, as well as the extra-institutional, capabilities that it could activate within the 
given contexts of the era, in order to undermine the “pink tide” governments and to shape 
the conditions for its political restoration. However, it would be inadequate to interpret 
the “pink ebb” solely on the basis of the attacks by the Right, as they have succeeded by 
pressing on the contradictions and failures of the Left-wing governments. These contra-
dictions and failures were not only the product of the constraints imposed by the inter-
national political economy, but also of the deviation of Left governments from both the 
political conditions of their rise—that is to say, the formulation of a new relationship of 
institutional politics with movements and society—as well as the goal of radical social 
transformation, which has given way to moderate political projects and more modest pro-
gressive administration practices. Two decades after the emergence of the “pink tide”, the 
Latin American experience, in addition to its self-evident significance for the contempo-
rary Left, is also an important guide for the European Left.

In this context, the Institute for Alternative Policies ENA addressed five academics, special-
izing in the study of Latin American politics, as well as “pink tide” politics, to discuss with 
them different aspects of recent developments.

Dr. Costas Eleftheriou, 
Co-ordinator of Political Analysis Unit

March 2020

1 The term “pink tide” has been used to describe left governments that have emerged in various Latin American countries from the late 1990s 
to the mid-2010s. The most emblematic were the governments of H. Chavez in Venezuela, the Kirchners in Argentina, Lula and D. Rousseff in 
Brazil, E. Morales in Bolivia, R. Correa in Ecuador and M. Bachelet in Chile.
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Are we witnessing the beginning of the end of the so-called ‘pink 
tide’ in Latin American politics?

Politics in the region – as in most of our countries – moves in cycles. We have 
certainly seen the end of the Pink Revolution of the mid 2000s if we define the 
Pink Revolution as a hemispheric quest to integrate, collaborate and co-operate 
to enhance social justice, reduce US continental dominance, and share the ben-
efits of commodity wealth. The success of Macri in Argentina, Bolsonaro in Bra-
zil, Pinera in Chile, Duque in Colombia, Moreno in Ecuador and Pena Nieto in 
Mexico marked a sharply rightward steer, in part driven by viscous campaigns 
against Pink Tide presidents – most notably against Lula and Dilma Rousseff 
in Brazil. This was very much a coordinated move to push back the left and 
center left and it marked a return to political control by the wealthy, (largely) 
US educated and connected traditional elite. But things are shifting quickly. 
Right wing governments are facing major social and political challenges – the 
centre left has been re-elected in Mexico and Argentina, protests are blazing in 
Chile and Colombia. The clock cannot be turned back despite violent repression. 
There is an unmet demand for more inclusive societies and fairer economic 
systems. The Pink Revolution may be over, but it leaves important legacies – 
most saliently of rights and a political voice for those historically excluded.    

How the ongoing crisis in Venezuela has affected the politics of 
the region?

The most significant impact region wide has been the outflow of people from 
Venezuela. Over 4 million according to the United Nations, rising sharply after 
2015 and with the majority (over 1.3 million) in Colombia, 800,000 in Peru and 
around 300,000 in Chile. While these are the main host countries, the exodus of 
people has impacted all states and islands in the hemisphere. 



The outflow has put pressure on housing and social services in host countries, 
had a depreciating impact on wages in some towns and has led to a xenopho-
bic backlash – most notably in Peru. Politics in the region has been focused on 
responding to and containing the Venezuela crisis – but the strategy chosen 
and led by Luis Almagro, the General Secretary of the Organisation of American 
States, has included sanctions, embargos, isolation, recognition of the Venezue-
lan opposition movement as the legitimate government, and threats of mili-
tary intervention. This has served to deepen the crisis, embolden the opposi-
tion and accelerate the outflow of people. Centre right governments have been 
in the driving seat of the regional response, including through the so called 
Lima Group of countries that cleaved off from the OAS with the intention of 
promoting a democratic exit to the crisis. The Lima Group has however been 
ineffective, partial and a distraction from more coherent efforts to promote 
dialogue including by Norway, the EU and Latin American countries includ-
ing Mexico and Uruguay. Domestic protests may force Lima Group countries to 
address their own national priorities so there is some hope that more credible 
interlocutors can move into the space of this discredited initiative.  

In which ways the Maduro government diverged from chavismo 
and what elements of chavismo are still present?

It is a debate that inflames passions on the left and right. Both ideological po-
sitions tend to see Maduro as continuity with Chavez and the early Chavista 
project, but I think there are significant differences. Chavismo spoke to a broad 
base of Venezuelan society, and this was reflected in the diversity and eclecti-
cism of the Chavista movement and also Chavez’s own governments. As a per-
sonality, Chavez was able to glue together different interests and elements – the 
military, the unions, grassroots and civil society organisations, the informal 
sector, rural workers, the young. That capacity came from his authority and 
his charisma. When first elected in 1998, Chavez represented something new 
and different; he was a political outsider who came to prominence through his 
leadership of an aborted coup attempt in 1992 and subsequent imprisonment. 
He was bold, irreverent, and ambitious but in particular favored by a unique 
confluence of beneficial factors – the Pink Tide, a distracted and weakened post 
9/11 US and surging international oil prices.
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Regionally – if not internationally, he personified frustration with orthodox eco-
nomic strategies, US led regional integration strategies, limited liberal democra-
cies and popular dissatisfaction with disconnected political elites. By the time of 
his brief fourth term (2012), if not his third (2006), limitations and contradictions 
were beginning to emerge, most particularly as the initially nationalist project of 
the Bolivarian Revolution evolved into the inchoate and ill-defined quest to build 
Socialism of the Twenty First Century. Nevertheless, Chavez retained a fiercely loyal 
base of support. Even as early social gains began to go into reversal, he continued to 
be identified with the possibility of building a fairer, more just society. 

Maduro by contrast lacks Chavez’s authority, charisma and intellectual leadership. 
Detractors see him as the accidental president, elevated to office in the catastroph-
ic circumstances of Chavez’s death in 2013. Maduro was more closely associated 
with the union movement, his connections to grassroots organisations is tenuous, 
and in office he has become wholly dependent on the military. While the military 
were always an important arm of the Bolivarian project, under Maduro a stark 
imbalance has emerged with the military dominating government. In contrast to 
Chavez, Maduro has shown himself not to be the biggest fan of election processes – 
constantly delaying and undermining the credibility of the ballot box. This in turn 
reflects the salience of the challenge that the opposition movement now poses. In 
this respect, Maduro has inherited a dramatically altered political landscape – the 
rise of the political right in once allied countries (Brazil, Argentina), the deteriora-
tion of the oil sector, a more aggressive US presidency under Donald Trump and 
of course the economic impact of US sanctions. Maduro also had to address some 
of Chavez’s more problematic legacies – corruption, social violence and insecurity, 
debilitating dependence on the oil sector, and weak institutions. Unfortunately he 
did not move quickly on these issues and they have become more pronounced and 
debilitating. Venezuelan society has also changed – it is now twenty years since 
Chavez’s dramatic 1998 election victory. Younger generations have no experience 
of the pre-Chavez period. The Revolution – in as much as it is still in process – has 
failed to revitalize, renew and reach into new generations. 
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What are the most important internal and external constraints 
that the Maduro government had to deal with?

Externally, US sanctions have been catastrophic for the Venezuelan people but 
ironically (and as predicted by many), enabled Maduro to stabilize and ‘normalize’ 
domestic political pressures. Rather than Maduro being wholly associated with 
economic mismanagement, the US sanctions are now recognized as they key 
driver of economic implosion – in turn enabling Maduro to rally around the anti-
imperialist flag. Maduro’s constraints are less the US and more the opinion and 
interests of his allies – China, Russia and Cuba. Venezuela has been drawn ever 
closer to these three countries, initially through ambitions to diversify histori-
cally close bilateral US ties, now because of an accumulation of debt (with Russia 
and China), for diplomatic support against the US, and for strategic advice. Exter-
nally then, these three countries are the most significant constraint over Maduro 
and I doubt any major policy decisions are taken without consultation with at 
least one of these governments. Internally, Maduro’s main constraint is no doubt 
the military and any policy decisions will be taken in consultation with the serv-
ing and retired military that staff senior positions in his government and which 
keeps his administration in power. As such, Maduro emerges as something of a 
lame duck figure – lacking in the authority to unilaterally determine the coun-
try’s policy course and ever vigilant in safeguarding their interests.

Is the survival of the Bolivarian Revolution possible?

What is the Bolivarian Revolution? Much as critics claim Venezuela has been on 
a linear path to authoritarianism (or socialism in the view of supporters) over the 
last twenty years, a more nuanced perspective sees major shifts and change over 
the course of the Chavez and Maduro governments. There has been significant 
pragmatism, expediency and flux as dictated by the needs of political survival 
rather than ideology - so shifts in direction and priority can never be discount-
ed. Key is how far these changes are accepted by the much diminished core of 
Chavista supporters. So survival is contingent on multiple factors: support from 
external allies, the support of the military, ongoing if reduced domestic support 
– but survival of what (in policy and ideological terms) is a different question. 
Maduro may be over confident in 2020 and push for early National Assembly elec-
tions, a move that could trigger a return to political turmoil, or he could concede 
to some opposition demands that diminish his administration’s political control 
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(judicial reform, overhaul of electoral authorities). In electoral terms and the con-
text of a clean and transparent process, I do not think Maduro is a viable politi-
cal proposition going forward. The extent to which the Bolivarian revolution can 
institutionalize, survive a period in opposition and remain a permanent political 
option on Venezuelan’s landscape depends very much on the circumstances in 
which new presidential elections might be convened.  
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Are we experiencing the end of the so-called ‘pink tide’?

The relatively recent coming to power of left of centre administrations of Lopez 
Obrador in Mexico and of the Kirchner wing of the Peronist Party in Argentina 
would suggest that the ‘pink tide’ is ebbing rather than in full scale retreat. How-
ever, even here it is questionable if we are looking at projects seeking profound 
societal change, which certainly was the objective, if not the ultimate reality of 
many of the previous projects. Much will depend on the success of the right-wing 
restorationist projects, that is the degree to which they can make irreversible a 
deep neoliberal restructuring of existing institutionality, decapitate left leader-
ship structures and deactivate grassroots left support  in each of the countries in 
which it has acquired power. 

What were the major contributions and the most significant fail-
ures of the ‘pink tide’ governments?

A. Each left government in the so-called pink tide was different, so it is difficult 
to generalize. These governments went from radical to mildly social-democratic, 
and few broke entirely with neoliberalism, although some tried. Indeed, there are 
so many differences between each government and each country that it could be 
questioned if all of these different experiences can be summed up in one concept 
labelled the ‘pink tide’. 

Yet in general, it could be said that a principal achievement of all of these govern-
ments was to put the issue of inequality – in class, gender, sexuality and ethnicity 
to varying degrees – on the national and international agenda. And there were 
considerable progressive advances in all of these areas depending on the specific 
government and national context. Generally speaking, inequality and poverty 
was reduced, women began to take more prominent roles in government and in 
other sectors, and indigenous, black, and sexual minorities became more inte-
grated into national life. 



10

Moreover, the efforts to overcome inequality in these areas was also mirrored in 
efforts to overcome international inequality, as many of these governments be-
gan to make an impression on the international stage, putting Latin America on 
the geopolitical map. Brazil under the Workers’ Party (PT) was instrumental in 
forging a higher international profile for that country and for the region, through 
its expanded diplomatic activity, especially in the developing world, and in its 
sponsorship of regional fora such as UNASUR. All these activities questioned the 
hegemony of neoliberalism and its principal institutional instruments (IFI such 
as the IMF and the World Bank, for example) at a national and international lev-
el. This provided an important attempt at geopolitical rebalancing away from US 
hegemony. 

One of its main failures was its ultimate inability to transcend neoliberalism and 
forge a new, progressive and long-lasting political economy model. Yet this, of 
course, would be difficult for Latin American countries considering their subor-
dinate position in the international economic order, dominated by the G7 coun-
tries, although the emergence of China and Russia as global players tempered 
this somewhat. And while (white, male dominated) elites were profoundly shak-
en in some countries, and never entirely happy with the new-found political 
dominance of the left in any country, elite power, particularly over the state, was 
not really challenged to the degree necessary to break its historical dominance. 
This did happen in some countries more than others – in Venezuela, for example, 
as opposed to say Brazil. Yet, few of the so-called ‘pink tide’ countries, for example, 
managed to institute more progressive taxation policies, and hence greater state 
autonomy, and instead relied on the commodities boom to finance social change, 
perhaps its greatest failing. A number instituted new participative mechanisms, 
to empower grassroots power, such as in Venezuela and Bolivia, but even here 
these did not escape centralized dominance, and sometimes even led to outright 
hostility between central government and sectors of the social movements they 
depended on for support. Hence, we did not see the profound, deep societal trans-
formations in social relations to the degree that was promised by many of these 
governments. Part of this was the continued dependence of these experiments 
on charismatic leadership, largely through repeat elections, perhaps unsurpris-
ing in such presidential systems, but nonetheless leaving these governments 
vulnerable to charges of authoritarianism. The most recent example of this was 
the overthrow of the Evo Morales presidency in Bolivia. 
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What are the causes of the right-wing comeback in Latin America? 
Why the ‘pink tide’ governments failed to contain the power of the 
elites?

Much of this question is answered above, particularly the failure to really break 
elite power to the degree necessary to ensure a permanent shift in social pow-
er away from those elites. Central to this was the continued dominance of the 
United States in the region and its ability to provide support, both financial and 
strategic, to these self-same elites, a support provided by all US administrations, 
including that of Obama, but turbo-charged with the arrival of Donald J Trump 
to the US presidency. A further problem was the failure to foster new leaderships 
on the left which could command the same support as the historical pink tide 
leaders, leaderships emerging from and chosen by the grassroots, leading to disil-
lusion among those sectors. 

In which ways right-wing parties managed to undermine left-
wing governments?

A. In every way! In my book on the Latin American right (The Right in Latin 
America, Routledge, 2016), I put forward a theoretical structure derived from 
Michael Mann’s notion of social power based on ideological, economic, military, 
political and transnational power. While there were progressive changes in each 
of these areas during the pink tide, varying depending on the country and the 
radicalness of the government, these areas were not renewed entirely and re-
mained dominated by the old guard elites. Hence, for example, in the ideologi-
cal area, media conglomerates remained extremely powerful, with deep connec-
tions to local right-wing elites unleashing cascades of media campaigns against 
the left governments. Moreover, the penetration of right-wing think tanks into 
Latin America, financed by US billionaires or the US state itself, became deeper 
and more extensive across the region. Both these powerful ideological instru-
ments ensured a constant airing of neoliberal, including radical neoliberal ideol-
ogy in the public mind.  Additionally, church leaders remained very conservative, 
despite the rise of Pope Francis, and reactionary evangelical churches emerged as 
powerful supporters of radical right projects, as in Brazil with Bolsonaro.
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Economically, huge swathes of the economy remained in private hands, even in 
radical left countries such as Venezuela. Military elites were not overhauled in 
most states (except Venezuela). Politics, of course, was affected with the arrival of 
left governments, but existing state institutionality remained relatively intact in 
important countries such as Argentina and Brazil, a crucial factor in the downfall 
both of Dilma Rousseff and Lula in the latter country. And, as I said above, tran-
snationally the US still remained powerful with profound links to local right-
wing elites and the elements of power they controlled in ideology, business and 
in the military. Parties themselves were minor actors, rather it was the instru-
ments of social control dominated by right-elites which led to the left’s downfall 
in many countries. 

Are there any - ideological or organizational - variations among the 
Latin American right?

A. US political theorist Nancy Fraser’s distinction between progressive and reac-
tionary neoliberalism is useful here. Progressive neoliberalism is characterised 
by a neoliberal political economy privileging finance, and a progressive poli-
tics of recognition. It uses policies of ‘inclusion’ to help co-opt liberal currents 
within social movements, such as feminism, anti-racism, multiculturalism, 
and LGBTQ+ rights to the neoliberal project. Reactionary neoliberalism is pri-
marily characterised by “an exclusionary vision of a just status order: ethnona-
tionalist, anti-immigrant, and pro-Christian, if not overtly racist, patriarchal, 
and homophobic”. Moreover, US President Donald J. Trump is, according to Fra-
ser promoting a form of hyper-reactionary neoliberalism “doubl[ing]down on 
the reactionary politics of recognition.”  Nevertheless, Fraser emphasises, that 
all three variants support the same neoliberal distributive political economy of 
“‘free trade’, low corporate taxes, curtailed labour rights, the primacy of share-
holder interest, winner-takes-all compensation, and financial deregulation”. In 
this way they all share the same objective of the maintenance and extension of 
the existing highly unequal distributive political economy favouring elites but 
differ on electoral and implementation strategies. 

We can see this typology in action in the Right in Latin America, with for ex-
ample, the Mauricio Macri administration in Argentina closer to the progres-
sive neoliberal type and the Jair Bolosonaro regime in Brazil to the hyper-reac-
tionary neoliberalism of Donald Trump. 
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Of course, we must make allowances for regional and national divergences (for 
example, few right-wing governments in Latin America will be in favour of 
abortion rights for women, no matter how progressive they are on gender is-
sues) and Bolsonaro seems determined to out-Trump Trump in his enthusiasm 
to undermine and demonise every minority, except of course, the rich.

Can you find any similarities of the recent Latin American expe-
rience with the recent European experience during the econom-
ic crisis?

Absolutely! Indeed, I think it is essential to observe the ‘pink tide’ period and its 
right-wing sequel as instructive for Europe. Central to such a reading is the per-
nicious role of inequality in creating the conditions for both a turn to the left and 
to the right. It was the successful identification of inequality with neoliberalism 
by the left which allowed for its breakthrough into government. Yet, it was the 
left’s ultimate failure to abandon neoliberal logic, including the implementation 
of austerity after the commodities bust of 2013 in many countries (such as Brazil 
and indeed Venezuela), that weakened further leadership-grassroots links. This, 
as well as the incessant undermining of these governments by elites (both na-
tional and transnational) opened the way for the right to gain power again. Ad-
mittedly, this was often by underhand means, but most did involve close electoral 
contests with narrow margins for the left winners opening up space for institu-
tional manoeuvres or more overt grabs for power to provide the opportunity for a 
return of the right (i.e. Dilma in Brazil, Maduro in Venezuela, and Evo in Bolivia).

We can see similar processes taking place in Europe. The continuation of the 
long night of neoliberalism, albeit of a mostly progressive variety, led to the dra-
conian implementation of austerity after the financial crisis, and most spectacu-
larly during the so-called debt crisis of 2011-13, increasing inequality. This opened 
the way for some left successes, such as with Syriza in Greece, but even here the 
dogged implementation of austerity at the insistence of the ‘troika’ ensured that 
these few left successes failed in their objectives and were punished at the polls. 
This in turn created the space for a turn to the radical neoliberal right, who fur-
ther instrumentalised immigration and anti-EU sentiment (i.e crude national-
ism) as further leverage to gain electoral success. Rather than abandon austerity 
and adopt the necessary policies to ensure a reversal of inequality, a complacent 
centre-right and left in some cases at least court the radical right or steal its dis-
cursive and policy clothes. 
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This can only further embolden and radicalize the radical right. The best hope 
in the current context is the kinds of compromises made in Portugal and more 
recently in Spain between the centre- and radical left. However, these left-led 
governments still need to manoeuvre within a tight EU controlled fiscal space. 
Moreover, more radical progressive discourses are being adopted by the Labour 
Party in the UK and among the left of the Democrat Party in the US, although it 
remains to be seen how successful these will be, and even if they do gain power, 
to what extent they will be able to implement their programme without fierce 
elite resistance. The fate of the Left in Latin America underscores the dangers of 
the failure of such a left project in Europe leading to an even more reactionary, 
radical right project achieving power.
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PROTESTS AND REFORMS IN CHILE

Since last October Chile has been shaken by massive protests calling for a 
change to the country’s economic and political model and demanding great-
er justice. Protesters have principally expressed outrage at very low pensions, 
poor quality public education and healthcare, high prices of transportation 
including increasing tags of privatized highways, exorbitantly high prices of 
medicine and the scarcity of water. Support for protests has been massive (polls 
conducted at the end of October demonstrated that it stood at close to 85%, at 
a time when the president’s approval rating plunged to almost 10%, a histori-
cal low) and their breadth and strength intensified in response to the govern-
ment’s heavy-handed reaction which included a curfew (introduced for politi-
cal reasons for the first time in democracy) and sending the army to the streets, 
which altogether woke up the traumas of the Augusto Pinochet dictatorship 
(1973-89).

The reaction of the right-wing government of the billionaire Sebastian Piñera 
(in office since march 2018) has once more demonstrated that Chile’s political 
elite, which also happens to represent the corporate world, is out of touch with 
the situation of the majority of Chileans, a symptom of the country’s exorbitant 
inequalities. Intellectuals and international organizations have long pointed to 
the necessity of curbing inequalities (the Gini rate was 0.46 in 2017), improving 
the quality of jobs (close to 24% of wage earners are in informal jobs, majority 
of which are in low skilled occupations1), and addressing growing indebtedness 
of Chilean households (according to the recent data from the Chilean Central 
Bank the rate of indebtedness of households is 75% of the annual disposable in-
come; in addition, 35% of adult Chileans are in the register of defaulted debtors 
and this percentage is increasing steadily). However, it was convenient to pay 
a blind eye especially that Chile’s health insurers, private pension funds, pri-
vate administrators of highways, and the banking system have been reporting 
record earnings. The feeling of injustice has been exacerbated by the recurring 
detection of cases of corporate fraud and collusions to raise prices (the most 
recent ones included baby diapers, chicken, salmon food and medication) and 
the perceived lack of punishment for these crimes (the sentences involved low 
fines and compulsory ethics classes). In addition, Sebastian Piñera’s main elec-
toral promise was the return of high rate of economic growth experienced dur-
ing his first presidential term (2010-13) which effectively translated into rais-
ing wages and employment rate. 

2 OECD. 2018. Economic Surveys: Chile p.134-5

https://www.defensadeudores.cl/nuevo-record-46-millones-de-morosos-en-chile/
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The growth, however, can be mainly explained by high international prices of 
primary goods and the reconstruction following the massive 2010 earthquake, 
conditions which were not present after 2018. In this context, the call made by 
the Minister of Public Finance to pray for the economy, became a household 
joke in the weeks leading up to the explosion of social protests. 

In the light of the massive support for the protests the government was forced 
to admit that changes were needed and it announced an introduction of mod-
est social reforms such as increase in basic pensions and cash subsidies to em-
ployees earning the minimum wage, restructuring of the public health service, 
transparency and anti-corruption measures (increase in sentences and fines 
for corporate collusions and frauds), agreed with the opposition to hold a plebi-
scite (on the 26th of Abril) on whether the constitution should be replaced and 
scrapped the project to lower corporate taxes, one of its main electoral prom-
ises.

However, Piñera’s support continues to be extremely low and he has been wide-
ly criticized for lack of leadership, the criminalization of social protests and 
failure to address in an adequate and timely manner the cases of dispropor-
tional and indiscriminate violence of the armed police. At the beginning of the 
protests, Piñera spoke of the country being “at war with a powerful enemy” and 
subsequently the government claimed that protests are orchestrated by foreign 
infiltrators and organized groups with high-level technology, the accusation 
which was even refuted by the district attorney’s office, and confirmed once 
again that the government is out of touch with the sentiments of the many. 
The security forces responded to the protesters with disproportional violence, 
including arbitrary arrests, torture, rape and indiscriminate use of anti-riot 
shotguns. They also provoked outrage because of shooting in the eyes with rub-
ber bullets filled with led, which resulted in at least 285 people suffering severe 
eye trauma. In the light of these facts, the Minister of the Interior was accused 
constitutionally by the opposition and the motion was approved by the parlia-
ment. And yet Piñera stood by and praised his former Minister, who also hap-
pens to be his cousin.

The government has been sending confusing political signs, a consequence of 
its internal disputes between center and extreme right on how to address the 
mobilizations, and lack of political skill characteristic of corporate elites. 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25423&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25423&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25423&LangID=E
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/19/world/americas/chile-protests-eye-injuries.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/19/world/americas/chile-protests-eye-injuries.html
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It has also faced an important contradiction: in order to calm the situation it 
must introduce structural changes to the economic model which failed to keep 
its promises but which it staunchly defends (for example, in 2000 the associa-
tion of private pension funds argued that by 2020 pensioners will receive 100% 
of their wages, but today the average pension replacement rate is around 35% 
and pension funds are one of the most profitable sectors of the economy).  

THE CRADLE OF NEOLIBERALISM

Chile’s current economic model was established during the Augusto Pinochet 
dictatorship (1973-1989) by a group of Chilean economists mostly educated at 
the University of Chicago under Milton Friedman and it is frequently consid-
ered to be the first attempt in the world at the introduction of a thorough pro-
gram of neoliberal restructuring: many of the reforms established by Ronald 
Reagan in the US and by Margaret Thatcher in the UK were first “tested” in Chile 
in the second half of the 1970s. 

The reforms included unprecedented at that time liberalization of trade (it in-
cluded a flat 10% rate on all imports and suppressed non-tariff barriers to trade), 
establishment of a new labor code which practically prohibited collective bar-
gaining, financial liberalization (which contributed to greater macroeconomic 
instability and in particular the huge crisis in 1982 followed by a massive public 
bailout of private banks and debtors equivalent to 35% of annual GDP)2, priva-
tization of public companies, diminished per capita social spending (in 1989 it 
was 16% lower than in 1970 and most affected was spending on education as 
it fell by 37% and spending on healthcare dropped by 30%)3, regressive tax re-
form (capital and income taxes were diminished just as VAT was increased and 
exemptions for basic necessity products were suspended), privatization of pen-
sions, and reform of education and healthcare system which led to the creation 
of a dual public (underfinanced) and private systems, making access to educa-
tion and healthcare responsibility of individuals through their participation in 
the market.

2 Sanhueza, cf. Ffrench-Davis, Ricardo. 2018. Reformas Económicas en Chile 1973-2017. Santiago: Penguin Random House : 225.
3 Ffrench-Davis: 242



19

The reforms conducted during the dictatorship (as well as the 1982 economic 
crisis) contributed to increased inequalities and poverty rate (in 1987 close to 45% 
of population lived under the poverty line), great concentration of wealth, fall in 
real wages and increase in unemployment4. But they also opened the country to 
the importation of luxury products and expansion of financial services, which 
particularly benefited Chiles’s upper classes boosting their adherence to the re-
gime.

During most of the post-dictatorship period Chile was governed by center-left 
coalitions (between 1990 and 2009 and then 2014 and 2017, with the first right-
wing Sebastian Piñera government in the interim), which focused on address-
ing extreme poverty and Chile’s rampant inequalities, but within the frame-
work of the economic model inherited from the dictatorship (so for example 
increased educational funding was in large part based on transfers to private or 
public providers of services through a voucher system, just as it was envisioned 
by Milton Friedman). 

Members of the coalitions have frequently pointed to the 1980 Constitution 
written by Pinochet’s advisers and approved in a fraudulent plebiscite, as a 
structural limitation on any major reforms to the economic model (the consti-
tution was reformed on numerous occasions and the reforms mainly focused 
on its authoritarian aspects; the major reform occurred in 2005 under the so-
cialist Ricardo Lagos government and it removed such elements as the figure of 
senators designated by the armed forces). The constitution approves the state’s 
removal from the provision of social services such as health, education and pen-
sions allowing the public sector to intervene only when necessary; it virtually 
prohibits strikes of public sector employees; obliges workers to join private pen-
sion funds; gives the president substantial control over Congress in legislative 
matters; and makes it extremely difficult to reform the armed forces and the 
police, as well as the electoral and educational systems, because of extremely 
high quorum required for the approval of the reforms.

The governments of center-left coalitions did manage to decrease poverty 
(households in extreme poverty declined from 10.6 to 3 percent between 1990 
and 2011; those in poverty from 22.7 to 6.2 in the same period) and income in-
equalities (from Gini 0.52 in 1990 to 0.49 in 2011, still very high). 

4 Ffrench-Davis: 237
5 OECD. 2018. Economic Surveys: Chile: 40



However, access to quality social services remains highly unequal and rela-
tive poverty rate is very high (16% in 2017). Chile’s tax system has very low 
redistributive characteristics (76% of taxpayers are exempted from paying 
taxes5 and property tax revenues are extremely low), public social expendi-
ture is also tiny (it is just 11% of GDP, the average among the OECD countries 
is 20% of GDP, while their GDP is much higher) which translates into low 
quality public social services. In addition, the job market is highly segment-
ed and a high share of the population works with temporary contracts or is 
self-employed in low skilled jobs6 meaning that their access to social services 
is also limited.

WHAT NEXT?

Social mobilizations have shaken the political scene and they have demon-
strated that the perception of the injustice of the economic system is com-
mon to most of the political spectrum. Even politicians on the political right 
have called for the need to strengthen free competition laws, prosecute tax 
evaders, address the question of social inequalities and increase social wel-
fare.

At the same time, the government resists to increase public social spend-
ing and to raise taxes to finance the social agenda, let alone to eliminate the 
pension system which relies on individual savings and is administered by 
private funds. Instead, it speaks of the necessity to address the inefficiency 
of the public system and a third of the spending on new social policies will 
be financed by cuts elsewhere in the public sector. It also aims at introducing 
more competition with the hope of lowering prices (for example, allowing 
for medicines to be sold online or possibly allow cooperatives to administer 
pension funds).

It is expected that mobilizations will resume in March, after summer holi-
days. It is unlikely for the police repression to wane. Some of the members 
of the governing coalition questioned the feasibility of holding a plebiscite 
on the constitution in April if mobilizations continue and this may further 
escalate the conflict (mobilization lowered in intensity after the readiness to 
hold a plebiscite was announced).

Mobilizations in Chile have no explicit leadership or organization. They have 
been typically convoked through social and neighborhood organizations, and 
through the social media. 
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The lack of political leadership raises questions about their durability and 
long-term resistance to government’s manipulation, which controls most of 
the press and the TV.

The parties of the political left, such as the Socialist Party, have long been per-
ceived as a part of the establishment. They governed Chile during more than 20 
years proposing the need for structural changes but showing little willingness 
and courage to pursue them, a characteristic of social democracy worldwide 
since 1990 and of the “Third Way” politics. They were particularly affected by 
corruption scandals (scandals related to the relationship between corporate 
money and politics affected the whole political spectrum but they were par-
ticularly hurtful to the left).

The Broad Front, a coalition of left-wing parties and movements founded in 
the run-off to the 2017 elections, founded on the basis of the principle of par-
ticipative democracy and calling for the establishment of a new social order, 
entered the parliament with 20 deputies and 1 senator in 2018. Since the social 
explosion it was ridden by conflicts related to the strategy vis-à-vis the Pinera 
government and it was ridden by conflicts. So far there is no explicit force on 
the left capable of directing the movement.

The hegemony of neoliberalism in Chile was built not so much upon the domi-
nance of a particular set of ideas but upon a real promise of a better life for all.

Today the general feeling is that this promise has not been fulfilled: getting 
into debt to finance education does not guarantee a decent job, saving dili-
gently through private pension funds is not a guarantee of an acceptable pen-
sion, and having a health insurance (either private or public) does not assure 
against getting into bankruptcy in the event of a serious sickness of a family 
member. At the same time, it appears that the real benefits were bestowed upon 
a narrow corporate and political circle: politicians colluded with businessmen, 
members of the police and the armed forces who have diverted public funds 
to private needs, owners of universities, horizontally and vertically colluded 
corporations, pension funds and health insurers, and Chilean business groups 
whose expansion in the region was largely financed by pension savings.

Will the Piñera government be able to calm the moods through such measures 
as increasing cash transfers to the poorest, raising the rate of compulsory pay-
ments to pension funds, and promising to expand the coverage of the public 
healthcare system? The persistence of marches and protests seems to demon-
strate that its success so far has been mixed. 



Will the government survive tensions between the right and center in its 
own coalition on the question of public spending and debt? Will it continue 
backing the brutal repression of the protests by the police risking losing the 
remaining residues of the legitimacy of the repressive apparatus? Finally, 
will the opposition be able to regroup to become the speaker of the popular 
discontent? And will the left emerge as an important electoral force in mu-
nicipal elections this year and presidential elections in 2021? 

The volatile situation makes it hard to make predictions but it is fair to say 
that Chile reached a breaking point as the neoliberal policies as they have 
been known so far appear socially and politically unsustainable.
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Are we witnessing the end of the so-called ‘pink tide’ in Latin 
America?

As a matter of fact, it seems that the Latin American pink tide has ended a few 
years ago. However, this does not necessarily mean that we would be witnessing a 
counter “blue” tide. Latin American countries have, for the great part of them, in-
corporated the democratic principle (by democratic I mean the liberal/electoral 
version of democracy), which is marked by alternation in power. There are some 
exceptions, for sure (Venezuela is the most well known case), and some authori-
tarian temptations (Nicaragua, Bolivia, Equador… Brazil?) that led to different re-
actions within the political and party systems.

In the meantime, what seems to be happening is a growing polarization of po-
litical competition. Right-wing parties use the failed example of Venezuela as a 
repulsive (see the “Chilezuela” campaign designed by Sebastián Piñera against 
his main competitor, but Macri, Bolsonaro and others have (ab)used the same 
argument). On the other hand, the Latin American rights appear pretty much di-
vided, between Bolsonaros and Macris/Piñeras/LacallePous…. It appears that the 
Piñeras are beginning to be defeated… It is a bit too soon to talk about a reborn of 
extreme polarization (as in the 60s - 70s) but this is a real threat. 

What was the role of social movements for the rise of the ‘pink tide’ 
governments? What are the  main similarities and differences be-
tween basic national cases?

Well, this is a good question but it depends on several cases. In the Chilean case, 
for instance, the central-left governments used to co-opt the social movements 
for almost 20 years… once they lost the presidency, a separation appeared quite 
clearly. In other cases, the progression of left-wing parties came together with 
the structuration of social movements (see Equador, Uruguay and, somehow, Ar-
gentina). Left wing governments used to create solid relationships with particu-
lar movements… and in some cases they used them, even once in the opposition 
(see Correa in Equador, Kirchner in Argentina…). Uruguay is a bit different. The 
relationship is more symbiotic and less clientelistic.
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You have argued for the ‘autonomization’ of social movements 
from the parties in Latin America. What were the forms and the 
causes of this development?

I argued, indeed, that some (not most) Latin American cases have experienced 
the autonomization of their political parties from social movements… a kind of 
disconnection in which parties (even left wing ones) have ceased to encounter 
their legitimacy and organization with the streets. Three main reasons seem to 
have appeared. First of all, internal reasons, the incapacity of creating alterna-
tive speech and propose alternative (credible) policies. Many left-wing parties 
started to follow and propose policies that would have easily been proposed by 
right-wing ones. In other words, they have lost  part of their identity which used 
to be structured in opposition to neoliberal policies (Washington Consensus). 
Voters can hardly identificate what is left and right and what would a left-wing 
government do once in power. This is pretty similar with the fall of the European 
social democracy. By the same token this led to the rising of new left-wing par-
ties, more radical (following the example of Die Linke in Germany or La France 
Insoumise, in France).

On the other hand, the downsizing of the state is another, external, explanation. 
Social movements began to seek alternative interlocutors.

You have talked of a ‘Chilean model of governance’ which it has 
opened a set of opportunities for social movements. Can you elabo-
rate on this argument?

The Chilean model is the perfect combination of what I exposed earlier, with one 
additional ingredient: the remaining in power of the principal parties able to 
socialize and mobilize. Chilean politics was marked by the leadership of a centre-
left coalition for 20 years (1990-2010). The Chilean Socialist party formed with the 
Christian Democrats a stable coalition… which contributed to blur the partisan 
lines. Left-wing parties within this coalition (PS, PPD and, somehow, PRSD) had 
to moderate their programs and proposal in order to keep the stability. Also, this 
stability in power made them stop seeking to keep their base in a state of alert 
(i.e. mobilized).. Therefore, the bottom-up circulation way of information, ideas 
and claims did not occur anymore. These parties became kind of “hydroponic 
parties”.
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By the same token, the minimal state in vigor in Chile forced the civil society to 
organize differently, without any expectation from the state and its agents (the 
parties).

This is the “perfect combination of hydroponization”. The perfect example of its 
beginning is the 2011 social movement, in which students and workers emerged 
spontaneously against a right-wing president (Piñera1)… but with no links to ex-
isting parties.

How the present protests in Chile occurred and what are their basic 
characteristics? Is it possible a re-invigoration of the social move-
ments’ links with the left parties?

The present protest that emerged from a spontaneous movement is pretty simi-
lar in its inception to the one of 2011, although it is much bigger. It was born from 
a student protest against the price of transportation (mostly underground). The 
brutal response from the government contributed  to its very quick spread and 
sympathy among the society. Again left-wing parties, even the more radical ones, 
did not expect this emerge. They acted as spectators. There is no clear links be-
tween this movement and existing parties, and the creation of a new party (like 
Spanish Podemos) from this movement is quite improbable.

For sure, we may expect an electoral impact in favor of a right-wing government… 
but the next general election will take place in 2022. What seems to be more clear 
is the impact on the possible referendum and the formation of the constituent 
convention that should occur next year. Nobody knows what exactly would occur 
then…
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What are the causes of the recent right-wing electoral success in 
Brazilian politics?

The recent right-wing electoral success in Brazil can be attributed to six fac-
tors. First, as explored in more depth below, there are international factors. In 
many spaces of the world, there has been a surge of right-wing political leaders, 
of which Brazil is part. In the case of Latin America, since the end of the com-
modities boom in 2013, there have been interacting economic, social and political 
crises. Brazil’s case is thus not an outlier, and the electoral success of the right-
wing goes beyond the presidential election (i.e. the legislative and sub-national 
executives have broadly swung to the right as well).

Second, the policies and actions of the PT from 2013 until the 2016 coup against 
former-president Dilma Rousseff alienated growing sections of the population 
and tarnished the party’s image. The PT implemented initial austerity policies 
and cut back on labour rights after the re-election of Dilma Rousseff in 2014 – pol-
icies which were massively expanded after the 2016 coup but were nevertheless 
started under the PT’s governments. Instead of gaining back the support of capi-
tal and the middle-class, these policies led to a growing social, economic and po-
litical crisis. As a result, the PT just lost more support amongst the working-class 
and the party became isolated.

Third, all major parties have had large numbers of members convicted in cor-
ruption scandals over the past years, with the PT being by no means an excep-
tion (other parties on the left, such as PSOL, were not implicated). This has led to 
growing disenchantment with ‘politics as usual’, paving the way for those who 
could paint themselves as outsiders – hence the success of new or hitherto-small 
parties in the elections, as well as of demagogues who could project themselves 
as outsiders in spite of being in institutional politics for decade (i.e. Bolsonaro).

Fourth, during the presidential campaign of 2018 the PT refused to build broader 
alliances with the left and contemplate the possibility of not acting as a hegem-
onic force, but instead presented former-president Lula as a central figure who 
could by his own force deliver the country from its crisis. To this extent, the cam-
paign lacked in concrete proposals but offered more of the same policies, did not 
discuss the failings of the PT during its time in power, and was dismissive of 
potential left-wing allies. Simultaneously, other forces on the left were incapable 
of launching platforms of broad popular appeal, revealing that they did not have 
the organising capabilities, resources and tactics necessary to make electoral in-
roads at that juncture.
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Fifth, the selective, politicised, and at times rigged use of justice against the PT 
played a major part in defining the rhythm and results of the elections. If this 
does not excuse the party from its key mistakes and several corrupt practices, it 
also shows that there were institutional factors successfully working against the 
PT, which had a decisive influence.

Finally, the stabbing of then-candidate Bolsonaro during the campaign worked 
to his great favour. Fundamentally, this allowed him not to participate in any de-
bate, saving him from himself. In light of all the above, it was sufficient for him to 
win – although the other reasons show that the phenomenon was not restricted 
to Bolsonaro or Brazil, but are part of a larger shift to the right.

Why the Brazilian left failed to prevent this from happening

A large part of the answer is discussed above – the PT’s adherence to a concilia-
tory approach that is more interested in maintaining the party’s image and the 
standing of its members than advancing class politics, with ineffectual results; 
the incapacity of other left-wing forces to mount an alternative platform; a gen-
eral disillusionment with politics, and so on. More broadly, however, we are likely 
witnessing the end of a cycle of left politics in Brazil: the cycle of the PT and ‘new 
trade unionism’ which began in the late 1970s (these were the independent, com-
bative trade unions that sprung towards the end of the military dictatorship). 
Building the grassroots movements and connections, organising communities 
and workers, and defining a vision for a new successful cycle of left-wing poli-
tics in Brazil is likely to take a long time. There has been a strong and inspiring 
growth of several social movements in Brazil, such as the several black, feminist 
and intersectional movements, which have been able to resist and at times gain 
ground, but they have so far been incapable of launching an articulated, national 
platform for change. This is not something that can be organised quickly for an 
election, but rather requires strong, solid connections at the grassroots and artic-
ulations and negotiations. Until these conditions are in place, it is unlikely that 
electoral successes of the left, if they do happen, will be translated into strong, 
transformative policies.

What are the basic features of Bolsonaro’s government policies?

It has become increasingly clear that Bolsonaro himself has no real interest but 
that of securing privileges for him and his direct family. He will create constant – 
and very dangerous – distractions through outrageous and oppressive proposals 
and remarks, but with a clear view to benefit directly from it.
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The (so-far failed) attempts to indicate one of his sons as the Brazilian ambassa-
dor to the US is a perfect example. In this sense, Bolsonaro himself is just instru-
mentally ideological, as his only true commitment is to himself and his family.

Regarding Bolsonaro’s government more broadly, it is a mix of neoliberal eco-
nomics with extreme right-wing ideologues. The policies proposed by the gov-
ernment are thus, on the one hand, focused on a broad liberalisation and priva-
tisation of the economy, reducing labour and social rights, further entrenching 
austerity, cutting back on environmental protection and so on. On the other 
hand, there are reactionary and punitivist policies on social and moral issues, 
such as attempts to attack LGBTQ+ and women’s rights, giving the police even 
more leeway to act violently, removing academic freedom and so on.

So far, however, it is the legislative that has taken the reins of policy-making, es-
pecially in the economic sphere. This is due both to Bolsonaro’s lack of inherent 
interest in such issues – as stated above, his only interest is in his clan – and the 
lack of competence of the government team. As a result, this apparent vacuum 
of power has been filled by the legislative and other forces that act through it. 
The approval of the pension reform is perhaps the clearest example of this. The 
version of the reform that was ultimately approved is very similar indeed to the 
one that was being discussed under the previous government. The most impor-
tant changes that Paulo Guedes (the current finance minister) proposed, such as 
implementing a pay-as-you-go system and eliminating the floor of social ben-
efits, were removed from the final version. Indeed, it can be said that the reform 
was implemented by the leader of the lower house (Rodrigo Maia) in spite of Bol-
sonaro.

What are the prospects for a left revival after Lula’s release?

As discussed above, a successful revival of the left that can lead to transformative 
changes is likely to require a much longer and broader process. Whether the PT 
will reflect upon the successes and failures of its past strategies, reinvent itself and 
contribute to such a revival, or whether it will continue to try and hegemonize the 
left in Brazil and hinder the emergence of new movements and leaders, remains 
to be seen. It would be foolhardy to think the PT will not be part of the left in Bra-
zil for the foreseeable future, but it is dangerous and counterproductive to expect 
that a re-hash of the recent unsuccessful strategies of the party and its leader will 
benefit the left and the Brazilian population more broadly.
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Moreover, Lula’s release might re-energise the right, and more specifically Bol-
sonaro, in Brazil. Whether this will happen or not depends on the strategies 
of all contending camps, and it of course does not bear on the justice or not of 
releasing the former president. Nevertheless, there is the possibility that Lula’s 
release offers a platform, as a personified enemy, for Bolsonaro, thus helping him 
mobilise his supporters.

Are the developments in Brazil connected to a general trend in Lat-
in American politics? 

In fact, the recent developments in Brazil are part of a global trend. At their bot-
tom, they include a broad frustration with the exclusionary and un-participative 
forms of politics the world has been witnessing in many spaces. This is partially 
the failure of the left, for not listening to and communicating with people in 
Latin America, thus failing to offer an inspiring vision and feasible means 
to achieve it. This also involves tougher international economic conditions, 
particularly the end of the commodities boom since 2013, which has reduced 
policy space and made it harder to promote inclusive forms of growth in the 
region. The population has thus opted for other solutions, which so far has 
mostly meant to bet on outsiders who offer simple answers for complex prob-
lems, wherein scapegoating is a key political strategy. Importantly, these 
‘solutions’ increasingly show their contradictions and deep flaws as they un-
fold, which in the case of Brazil can be seen in the very low approval ratings 
of Bolsonaro (around 25%) and, for Latin America, in growing protests that have 
sprung in many countries. Without any clear strategies that can address the 
underlying causes of frustration and propose viable solutions, political insta-
bility and social unrest will always be one step away.






