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Last Thursday, April 19th, the first lecture of the five part series titled “Latin American Challenges to the Neo-Liberal Order” was kicked off by visiting speaker, Forrest Hylton. A Ph.D. candidate in Latin American History at New York University (who prefers publishing books rather than completing his doctorate), Hylton’s talk was titled “Re-thinking Revolution and Reaction: Bolivia and Colombia in Historical Context.” Bolivia, where the election of Evo Morales has placed it in what the press is calling the “Move to the Left in Latin America,” has both a present day and historical background that differs greatly from the pro-neoliberal (free market and privatization), pro-Bush government of Colombia according to Hylton. As the title of the talk suggests, Hylton believes that the present differences in political stance between Colombia and Bolivia is rooted in their unique and differing political histories. 

In front of a diverse audience of students, professors, and guests, Hylton began giving his hour long talk by delineating the personal histories of Evo Morales, President of Bolivia, and Álvaro Uribe, President of Colombia.  Evo Morales upon election became the first indigenous head of state in Latin America. His personal history is one of poverty and hardship. Morales grew up in rural Bolivia where he witnessed four of his brothers die in harsh poverty. His father was a seasonal worker, and Morales had his first job by the age of four. After working as a bricklayer and a trumpet player Morales eventually began his career in trade unions where he quickly reached the higher echelons and slowly began his greater career as an organizer and then presidential candidate. The story of Álvaro Uribe stands in stark contrast to that of Morales. Uribe grew up middle class. According to Hylton, Uribe’s father, who was continually in debt, finally brought the family a reversal of fortunes with the rise of the cocaine industry in Medellín. The family’s close connections with the narco-traffickers helped to put Uribe on the fast track through school and then into municipal government. As mayor of Medellín in 1982 (he only lasted five months in office), narco-traffickers experienced a time of considerable tolerance and power. Uribe remained in politics as a neo-liberal supporter, and eventually was elected President in 2002. 

As the two personal histories of the leaders of Bolivia and Colombia show, different political and social factors influenced the history of these two men and their nations. According to Hylton, there are three conjectures or time periods that illustrate the different political historical paths of Bolivia and Colombia (See table below). As the table shows and Hylton argues, the trajectories of these two nations are rooted in unique and contrasting historical contexts. 


	
	Bolivia
	Colombia

	1946-1953
	success of National Revolutionary Movement (popular movement of indigenous and proletariat groups) land reform, nationalization of tin mines


	period known as “La Violencia,” violence privatized, assault on organized labor movements, new political order formed “The National Front”



	1977-1982
	national popular bloc overturned, time of three dictatorships, new convergence to democratic state with catastrophic economic results


	labor repressed and weakened, rapid growth in guerilla insurgencies, economic transition to export state



	2000-Now
	success of second national popular movement, Morales and the move to the left


	Growth of the armed paramilitary right, beginning of a Mafia state under Uribe, reign of neoliberalism 


After delineating the specific histories of Bolivia and Colombia, Hylton opened the talk up for questions and discussion. Questions ranged from the importance of indigenous culture in Bolivia to the many varying aspects of the cocaine trade in Colombia, the most asked about topic of the day. Irrelevant of your personal view on the neoliberal order and the move to the left in Latin America, Hylton presented an explanation for the differing histories and present day situations of these two countries in a way that many and maybe all people can agree with. 

