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Breaking the Imposed Silence of Neoliberalism: The Voice of Democracy 


Latin America, while considered by most a homogenous region is marked by stark contrasts.  A perfect illustration of the diversity of the region can be found in the comparison of current and historical Bolivia and Colombia.  The first lecture in a series entitled “Latin American Challenges to the Neo-Liberal Order” began by highlighting the polar trajectories of Bolivia and Colombia.  Forrest Hylton, a graduate student from New York University and the author of two books which extensively discuss both Bolivia and Colombia, visited the University of Washington and lectured to a crowd of about fifty interested faculty and students.  The title of his lecture, “Rethinking Revolution and Reaction: Bolivia and Colombia in Historical Context” stressed the contrasts that are found in the histories and current governments of Colombia and Bolivia.  

Mr. Hylton began his lecture with a proposition.  He said, “In both countries, dramatic ruptures and imposed silences, as well as unresolved tensions, have really defined and determined people’s sense of what they can do by themselves and with others.”  In other words, the way in which the two countries have handled their social histories has dramatically shaped the current regimes of today.  The explanation of why Bolivia has turned to leftist social revolutions, while Colombia has remained a staunchly conservative country aligning with the capitalist United States, can be understood by tracing the historical roots of distribution of power within the marginalized populations in the two countries.  He later stated that the key to understanding why each country has taken such a divergent course can be found looking at three different conjunctures in the histories of both countries.   

The first conjuncture identified by Mr. Hylton took place between 1946 and 1953, the second was between 1977 and 1982, and the third began in the year 2000 and continues to the present.  Bolivia began its social movement to the left in the first conjuncture by launching the National Revolutionary Movement (NRM) in 1952.  The indigenous peasantry and tin miners began rebelling in 1946 and by the end of the NRM in 1953 the landlord and mine owner oligarchy had lost its control.  Agrarian reform and the nationalization of the tin mines followed.  Now, during the third conjuncture, Evo Morales, the current president of Bolivia, inspired the Bolivian people with stories of the past and promised to reverse the neoliberal reforms that had privatized land and industries.  It is important to note that Evo Morales is the first indigenous president in the history of Bolivia, which seems amazing since Bolivia is the only Latin American country with a majority population of indigenous.

Colombia, however, has been unable to ever oust the oligarchic form of governance.  Throughout the three conjunctures, Colombia has seen the peasantry and working class quieted by violence, while the powerful minority has enjoyed impunity at the highest levels.  Throughout the three conjunctures, the masses of Colombia watched while their country was militarized, privatized, and power was concentrated in the hands of fewer people.  Unlike the case in Bolivia, the elite landlord class has stayed in power and capitalized on the neoliberal transformation in Colombia, gaining wealth and power from the export-oriented, privatized economy.  The Colombian president, Álvaro Uribe Vélez, can be considered a representative of the class that has controlled the country throughout its history and currently has ties to the narco-trafficking mafia that has largely taken the place of the traditional coffee oligarchy.  He, himself, is the owner of extensive land in the heart of paramilitary territory.

The most striking difference between Colombia and Bolivia is the access to power of the peasant and working class.  Bolivia has a history of successfully overthrowing liberal and neoliberal regimes, while Colombia maintains a neocolonial form of liberalism.  Although the United States claims to be the champion of democracy, its closest ally in Latin America, Colombia, has used or allowed various forms of military control to ensure the voice of the masses was and continues to be silenced.  Bolivia, on the other hand, has seen the democratic election of the first indigenous president, but remains a questionable example of democracy in the eyes of the U.S. because of the anti-neoliberal reforms Morales has made.  Indeed, Bolivia is a perfect example of a Latin American challenge to the neoliberal order, but also an example of the beauty of democracy giving voice to the people who have been silenced in the past.

