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The Latin American Endorsement of the Neoliberal Order

To end the fifth and final lecture of the series entitled “Latin American Challenges to the Neoliberal Order,” Paul Drake, professor of Latin American studies at UC San Diego, offered a look into Chile’s historically strong Left, and why it currently hosts such a weak opposition to the current world economic structure.  Of all the countries that have been represented in the series, Chile is the only country that is not presenting any challenge to the neoliberal order.  Although the government believes that adjustments need to be made to right the wrongs of social and economic poverty and inequality that are common occurrences in the neoliberal model, it also has prospered under the model and is hesitant to abandon it.  The government would like to consider Chile a part of the New Left in Latin America, but Drake argues that it is part of one of two strands that make up the region’s Leftist movement.  Chile belongs to the social democratic strand of the New Left that lobbies for reforms within the broad framework of neoliberalism without challenging the economic system as a whole, much like Lula’s administration in Brazil.  The second strand is harder to define and is similar to national populist governments, but not exactly populist.  These regimes are more radical and are openly anti-neoliberal and anti-imperial and include Venezuela, Bolivia and possibly Ecuador.


To better understand why the historically strongest Left in Latin America has become the moderate Social Democracy of today, it is important to look at the historical movement of the Left in Chile.  Drake points out that the Socialist Party was always intertwined with labor and the union movement.  It also has consisted of a combination of populist, Marxist, and social democratic ideologies that have each dominated the party at different times.  Drake broke down Chilean history into four periods, highlighting the ideologies that dominated Chilean politics in each of the phases.  The first phase Drake called the Populist Phase, which took place from 1932 until 1952.  It was during this time that the Socialist Party was birthed, and joined the Center-Left coalition knows as the Popular Front.  The Marxist Phase, which lasted from 1952 until the 1980s, was marked by the democratically elected Socialist President Allende.  Drake argued that his government became the most revolutionary in all of Latin America, carrying sweeping agrarian and economic reforms.  Unfortunately, this period coincided with the Cold War, and the United States saw the Allende government as a threat to democracy because of its socialist ideology.  A coup took place September 11, 1973, led by the U.S.-backed military leader Pinochet.  The period after the coup, from 1973 until 1990, was the turning point for the Chilean Left.  Pinochet crushed all possible threats to his military dictatorship, focusing much of the force against the labor movement by undercutting the political, institutional, and economic strengths that had given them the power to elect a socialist president.  Through brutal military tactics, like the torture and “disappearing” of political opponents, Pinochet instilled a fear into the Chilean Left that resonates until today.

The final phase of Chilean history discussed in the lecture began in 1990 with the end of Pinochet’s military dictatorship and the installation of the center-Left governance of the current Socialist Party.  Drake described it as a two-pronged system, made up of a support for neoliberal economics and “low intensity democracy.”  Chilean politics were focused on restoring democracy, leaving mass mobilization and the importance of the labor struggle as relics of the past.  Chile has benefited economically from the neoliberal model, and, as Drake pointed out, it would be nearly impossible for Chile to abandon neoliberal economics without a major economic crisis or change in the world structure.  It seems that once a country implements neoliberal reforms, there is little opportunity to turn back.  Perhaps that is why both Brazil and Chile are looking to improve the model within their countries, hoping to redistribute wealth in a more equitable manner, instead of rejecting the model to forge a difficult journey against the strong current of world politics and trade.

It is important to note that the neoliberal model that was implemented during the Pinochet dictatorship has continued to handicap its largest group of opponents, the working class.  As with other countries, like the U.S. and Britain, labor movements have been weakened to the point of offering no real political threat to the neoliberal order.  In the case of Chile, the labor parties were destroyed with such cruelty during Pinochet’s regime that the collective social memory leaves little desire to rise up again.  The working class has been reduced to flexible human capital, left with little job security, few benefits, and limited political avenues to gain support and strength.  Without a strong voice of opposition, the neoliberal model has found its greatest endorsement in Chile.

