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LATIN AMERICAN PROGRAM

Repoliticizing Latin America: The
Revival of Populist and Leftist
Alternatives

By Kenneth M. Roberts

W O O D R O W  W I L S O N  C E N T E R  U P D AT E  O N  T H E  A M E R I C A S

O
ver the past decade, popular social
and political movements have been
revived in much of Latin America

following an extended period of fragmenta-
tion and demobilization. Popular move-
ments had been placed on the defensive for
most of the 1980s and 1990s by political and
economic events largely beyond their con-
trol—in particular, the region-wide debt
crisis, market-oriented economic reforms,
and restrictive democratic transitions. In
recent years, however, indigenous groups,
workers, and the urban and rural poor have
demonstrated a renewed capacity to engage
in collective action and political mobiliza-
tion. Grass-roots protest movements have
driven presidents from office in Argentina,
Bolivia, and Ecuador, and they have eclipsed
or realigned traditional party systems in a
number of countries. Meanwhile, a diverse
set of populist and/or leftist leaders have
been elected president in Venezuela (1998),
Chile (2000 and 2006), Brazil (2002 and
2006), Argentina (2003), Uruguay (2004),
Bolivia (2005), Peru (2006), Ecuador
(2006), and Nicaragua (2006)—countries
which comprise nearly two-thirds of the
regional population.

This revival of popular and leftist move-
ments has shaken up Latin America’s post-
Cold War political landscape, and it has star-
tled scholars and policymakers alike. After
the fall of the Berlin Wall and the diffusion
of the so-called “Washington Consensus”1

for free market or neoliberal reform,2 many
came to believe in the definitive triumph of
political and economic liberalism—or
democracy and capitalism—in the region.
Colburn,3 for example, claimed that the left
had “all but vanished” by the 1990’s, placing
Latin America at “the end of politics,” if not
Fukuyama’s “end of history.”4 With labor
unions in decline, populist and leftist parties
in disarray, and neoliberal technocrats in
control of policymaking arenas, Latin
America appeared to be locking in a new
model of development based on market
individualism and global economic integra-
tion. This model of development was
strongly supported by the United States and
international financial institutions, and it
seemingly confirmed the uncontested char-
acter of U.S. hegemony in the region fol-
lowing the demise of the Soviet bloc.

Today, however, the “end of politics”
appears to have been little more than a
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respite—or, more accurately, a critical juncture
that realigned states, markets, and societal actors
in ways that laid a foundation for new patterns of
political contestation. Latin America, in short, has
been “repoliticized” since the late 1990s: popular
mobilization has been revived, ideological and
programmatic competition has returned to party
systems, and policymaking arenas have been
opened to the input of new actors and ideas. This
repoliticization cannot be equated with the end
of the neoliberal era, given the uncertain political
and economic viability of the alternatives in ges-
tation. Nevertheless, repoliticization signifies that
the Washington Consensus has been punctured,
and that neither U.S. hegemony nor neoliberal
policies will reign uncontested—surely, a signifi-
cant shift in the region’s political landscape.

But what explains this shift, and what are its
implications for Latin American societies and
hemispheric relations? And how are we to make
sense of the bewildering variety of political forms
encountered within this revival of popular and
leftist movements? Indeed, is it even possible to
consider such disparate leaders as Venezuela’s
Hugo Chávez and Chile’s Ricardo Lagos as repre-
sentatives of same general political phenomenon?
To address these questions, this essay begins by
exploring the dual “fault lines”5 in Latin
American democracy that have contributed to

the rise of new popular and leftist movements—
namely, the tensions between democratic citizen-
ship and social inequality or exclusion, on the one
hand, and the contradictions between democratic
governance and the erosion of national sovereign-
ty, on the other. It then proceeds to examine the
diversity of political expressions found within the
revival of popular and leftist movements, moving
beyond the dichotomous categorization of “radi-
cal populist” and “social democratic” subtypes
that structures much of the debate on the topic.6

THE FAULT LINES OF DEMOCRACY IN

LATIN AMERICA

Latin America’s dual political and economic
transitions in the 1980’s combined with the col-
lapse of the Soviet bloc to create a post-Cold
War regional order with three primary corner-
stones: electoral democracy, free markets, and
U.S. hegemony. In Washington, this alignment
of political and economic liberalism was pre-
sumed to be a natural expression of their intrin-
sic complementarity—a presumption that was
powerfully reinforced by the parallel dual transi-
tions in post-Communist Eurasia. Latin
America’s historical record, however, suggests
that such an alignment of political and econom-
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ic liberalism is likely to be tenuous and fraught
with contradictions; indeed, the post-Cold War
liberal order may prove to have been more of an
anomaly than a natural expression of congru-
ence or elective affinities. The region boasts a
long history of economic liberalism attached to
oligarchic rule, and the contemporary manifes-
tation of “neo”-liberalism is indelibly marked by
its political birth defects in Pinochet’s Chile, no
matter how many presidents with democratic
credentials followed his lead in the 1980s.
Likewise, there is a long tradition of popular
movements that are democratizing (in the sense
of politically incorporating the working and
lower classes) but illiberal in their economic and
political forms. Classical expressions of pop-
ulism, such as Peronism in Argentina, marked
the onset of mass politics in Latin America, and
thus the very possibility of democracy; yet they
clashed with the individualist thrust of liberal
norms in both the marketplace and democratic
procedural arenas.

Indeed, the coincidence of political and eco-
nomic liberalism in the 1980s and 90s was facili-
tated by—and quite possibly predicated upon—
the demise of the mass party-labor blocs associat-
ed with state-led capitalist development in the
middle of the 20th century. This demise helped
clear the way to power of neoliberal technocrats,
while insulating them from popular democratic
pressures once they had gained control over the
levers of public policy. Technocratic autonomy
was reinforced by the narrowing of viable macro-
economic policy options in the context of the
debt crisis, hyperinflationary pressures, and tight-
ening global market constraints. By the end of the
1980s historic statist or labor-based populist par-
ties had become sponsors of technocratic market
reform in countries like Mexico, Bolivia,
Argentina, Costa Rica, and Venezuela, often in
defiance of their electoral mandates.7 In so doing
they turned the conventional wisdom derived
from the Chilean and Southern Cone experience
on its head: far from requiring the iron hand of
authoritarian rule to overcome popular resistance

to market competition, neoliberal reform could
be advanced by the democratic legitimacy and fis-
cal discipline spawned by competitive elections.8

Nevertheless, such a liberal equilibrium—
whereby free markets are democratically sustained
and reproduced—is vulnerable to several destabi-
lizing forces. Prominent among these are financial
crises (such as those in Brazil in 1998 and
Argentina in 2001-02) and the renewal of popular
mobilization (as in Venezuela, Ecuador, and
Bolivia). The former is a risk attendant to liberal-
ized capital markets; the latter is a latent response
to the dual fault lines of liberal democracy in con-
temporary Latin America. The first of these fault
lines concerns the inherent tension between
democratic citizenship rights and the extreme
forms of social inequality or exclusion found in
Latin America. Citizens who possess the right to
vote, assemble, and speak out often demand that
states provide a measure of protection from cer-
tain forms of market insecurities—that is, that
they establish rights of social citizenship as the
natural complement to political and civil rights.9

Rights of social citizenship that were created
under populism—such as employment security,
old age insurance, collective bargaining rights,
etc.—were often eroded as states relinquished
regulatory and redistributive responsibilities dur-
ing the transition to neoliberalism. Although this
transition undermined the capacity of the poor to
organize politically against social exclusion,
demobilization need not be a permanent condi-
tion.10 Popular mobilization has increased since
the late 1990s, and while it often includes a dif-
ferent set of actors and issues from the class-based
movements that took center stage during the
populist era, it has nevertheless taken direct aim at
the social deficits of new democratic regimes.
These deficits include a regional poverty rate of
over 40 percent, nearly half of all workers toiling
in the informal sector, and an average Gini index
of inequality that stands at .542, far above the
world average of .381.11

A second democratic fault line concerns the
erosion of national sovereignty and the extreme
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forms of political and economic dependency
embedded in the new liberal order. Since democ-
racy presumes self-government, it stands in ten-
sion with many forms of economic transnational-
ization found in Latin America—and thus,
implicitly, with U.S. hegemony in the region.
Democracy is diminished when global markets
dictate or severely restrict the policy options of
national governments, and citizens often expect
states to defend national policy autonomy and
local control over economic and natural
resources. It is hardly surprising, then, that the
revival of popular mobilization in Latin America
has not only repoliticized social inequalities, but
also resurrected expressions of economic nation-
alism that frontally challenge both U.S. hegemony
and market-based globalization.

It must be recognized, however, that these fault
lines, while present throughout the region, have
not elicited a uniform pattern of popular
response. Social mobilization has been strong and
sustained in some countries, but muted, frag-
mented, or episodic in others. Similarly, resistance
to market insecurities has been mobilized through
institutionalized partisan and electoral channels in
some countries, while in others it is manifested
through extra-institutional forms of social
protest—“on the streets,” so to speak. Most
important, perhaps, the nature of the challenges
posed by renewed popular mobilization to the
three central pillars of the liberal order—electoral
democracy, free markets, and U.S. hegemony—
vary widely across the region. While it is beyond
the scope of this paper to explain the sources of
this variation, what follows is a preliminary
attempt to identify and categorize it.

BEYOND POPULISM AND SOCIAL

DEMOCRACY: EXPLAINING POLITICAL

DIVERSITY IN LATIN AMERICA

The revival of populist and leftist alternatives has
generated considerable scholarly debate about the
causes, significance, and forms of political change

in Latin America. While some of these alternatives
clearly belong to the region’s storied populist tra-
dition, others have roots in a Marxist tradition that
has redefined itself and spawned a variety of off-
shoots. To sort through this variation, it is critical
to recognize that in Latin America, as elsewhere,
“leftist” and “populist” are separate analytical cate-
gories that sometimes, but not always, overlap.
The defining features of the political Left are a
commitment to using popular participation and
state power to alleviate socioeconomic inequalities
and protect individuals or groups from market
insecurities. Populism, on the other hand, refers to
the top-down political mobilization of mass con-
stituencies by personalistic leaders who challenge
established elites (either political or economic) on
behalf of an ill-defined pueblo, or “the people.”

Leftist leaders who subordinate or bypass parti-
san intermediaries to appeal directly to mass con-
stituencies may also be considered populist; those
held accountable to autonomous social move-
ments or institutionalized bases of support are
not. Similarly, populist leaders can be located on
the ideological Left when they challenge the pre-
rogatives of capital and redistribute income
towards the poor. By nature, however, populism
tends to be ideologically eclectic and malleable,
and some variants—particularly those which
combine militarism with authoritarianism, cross-
class alliances, and exclusive expressions of
nationalism or racism—have more in common
with the ideological Right than the Left.
Consequently, populist figures such as Perón or,
in contemporary times, Ollanta Humala in Peru,
cannot easily be located along the conventional
Left-Right ideological spectrum. Indeed, they
may even draw support from both ends of the
ideological continuum. The revival of leftist and
populist alternatives in contemporary Latin
America may thus be rooted in similar reactions
against technocratic neoliberalism, but they are
hardly synonymous, and the latter should not be
presumed to be a subset of the former.

To elaborate, political diversity within Latin
America’s “left turn” is sometimes reduced to a
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core differentiation between social democratic
and populist alternatives.12 This dichotomy is
problematic on several fronts, however. First, it is
too quick to attach familiar labels to new phe-
nomena in different contexts. The social demo-
cratic label, for example, is often attached to con-
temporary governments in Chile, Uruguay, and
Brazil, where relatively institutionalized leftist
parties have been elected to national office behind
moderate reformist agendas. Like European social
democracy, these parties embrace liberal democ-
racy and multi-class alliances, and they seek to
redress inequalities through social programs rather
than large-scale property redistribution. In the
aftermath of neoliberal restructuring, however,
labor movements in these countries are dramati-
cally weaker than those which prevailed histori-
cally in the West European prototypes of social
democracy. The densely organized class con-
stituencies that provided a foundation for redis-
tributive policies and corporatist patterns of inter-
est intermediation in European social democracy
are thus lacking in Latin America. Likewise, in
light of prevailing global market constraints (and
the absence of extensive oil rents), it is unlikely
that these new leftist governments in Latin
America will have the political capacity to redis-
tribute income, decommodify labor markets, and
construct welfare states on the scale associated
with European social democracy. Latin American
variants of democratic social reform may thus
require a more contextualized set of conceptual
tools for the purpose of comparative analysis.

Second, and even more problematic, the con-
ventional dichotomy lumps together too many
disparate cases under the populist concept.
Indeed, it transforms populism into a residual cat-
egory for the more economically radical or less
politically institutionalized alternatives, such as
those in Venezuela, Ecuador, and Bolivia, despite
dramatic differences in the nature of leader-mass
relations in these countries. So used, populism
becomes more of a political epithet than an ana-
lytical construct—a crude signifier employed to
demarcate the “good” or “responsible” left from

the demagogues and “idiots” (in Vargas Llosa’s
contemptuous parlance). Such usage conflates
political and economic characteristics that are
analytically distinct and may or may not go
together. It also tends to delegitimize socioeco-
nomic alternatives that depart from neoliberal
orthodoxy without submitting them to serious
scrutiny—in essence, artificially reducing Latin
America’s options to one or another variant of
populism or neoliberalism. Scholarly understand-
ing would be better served by conceptualizing
populism in political terms—as a mode of politi-
cal mobilization or linkage between leaders and
mass constituencies—and then developing a more
fine-grained set of analytical tools to assess statist,
nationalist, or redistributive policies that chal-
lenge neoliberal orthodoxy.

By focusing on political and organizational
dimensions, it quickly becomes apparent that
several quite different patterns exist within the
revival of populist and leftist alternatives in Latin
America. A good starting point is the basic dis-
tinction between governments formed by estab-
lished parties—i.e., parties founded prior to the
adoption of neoliberal structural adjustment
policies—and those formed by new political
movements or parties that emerged during the
period of economic transition or its aftermath.
Where established parties have played a lead role,
a further differentiation can be made between
those with roots in Latin America’s Marxist or
socialist tradition and those which originated in
the populist tradition under import substitution
industrialization (ISI).

One sub-type includes the aforementioned
cases of Chile, Brazil, and Uruguay—countries
where socialist or Marxist parties that were
formed prior to the adoption of neoliberal
reforms have come to power in the aftermath
period. These cases share several features in com-
mon. First, in each case the governing leftist party
(or coalition, in the Uruguayan case) has under-
gone an extensive process of ideological “renova-
tion” and moderation. The Chilean Socialist
Party, the Workers’ Party in Brazil, and the Broad
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Front in Uruguay are all, in essence, post-Marxist
parties. This process of moderation followed the
intense ideological polarization of the 1960’s and
1970’s, when significant portions of the Left in
each country challenged the legitimacy of liberal
democracy, defined socialism in class terms, flirt-
ed with revolutionary tactics, and ended up being
crushed by bureaucratic-authoritarian military
regimes.13 In each case, a chastened Left emerged
from this repression with a renewed commitment
to democracy and a pragmatic willingness to
compromise socialist objectives in the interests of
democratic co-existence and stability. Leftist par-
ties thus played a significant role in the recon-
struction of democratic regimes during the mid-
to-late 1980s in all three countries.

Second, structural adjustment policies were
adopted in these three countries by centrist or
conservative leaders, allowing the partisan Left to
gradually strengthen electorally by articulating
concerns about the social deficits of their respec-
tive neoliberal models. These parties have been
cautious and pragmatic reformers in office, how-
ever; they accepted the core of inherited neolib-
eral models, tried to steer clear of conflicts with
capital, and appealed to broad multi-class
constituencies by promising to strengthen social
policies while defending democratic stability and
fiscal responsibility. The parties have become
increasingly professionalized and detached from
historic patterns of labor and social mobilization,
and they generally try to channel discontents into
the electoral arena. This moderation is especially
notable in the Chilean case, where the democrat-
ic regime has been most successful at generating
sustained economic growth and reducing poverty
levels under neoliberalism, even if it has made lit-
tle headway in battling social inequalities.

The paradox, then, is that the dual transitions
towards democracy and neoliberalism trans-
formed some of the most radical parties and
movements into what are today the most moder-
ate and institutionalized left-of-center alternatives
in the region. This transformation thoroughly
realigned their respective party systems and con-

tributed to their stabilization. Indeed, governing
leftist parties in all three countries operate within
relatively institutionalized party systems that pro-
vide them with serious centrist and conservative
competitors—a factor that undoubtedly con-
tributes to their moderation in office. Although it
is tempting to interpret these cases as a Latin
American variant of social democracy, the afore-
mentioned qualifications suggest that it may be
more accurate to treat them, following
Panebianco, as a professional-electoral Left that is
organizationally designed to win elections rather
than mobilize civil society behind far-reaching
socioeconomic reforms.14

A second sub-type can be found in Argentina
and Peru, where established parties from the pop-
ulist tradition have returned to power in the after-
math of economic adjustment. In classic “bait and
switch” fashion, market reforms in both countries
were adopted by a leader who had been elected as
a populist figure—the Peronist Carlos Menem in
Argentina and the personalist Alberto Fujimori in
Peru. These transitions were marked by severe
economic crises and political trauma in both
countries, producing a breakdown of the party
system in Peru and a realignment in Argentina
that was followed by the collapse of the anti-
Peronist side of the party system after 2000. The
primary legacy of Argentina’s transition was the
political hegemony of the Peronist party machine,
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a product of successive economic crises that con-
centrated their political costs on the anti-Peronist
bloc and allowed the Peronists to reap the divi-
dends of stabilization—ironically, by embracing
neoliberalism under Menem in the 1990s and
then turning left under Néstor Kirchner follow-
ing the collapse of the model in 2001-02. The
party’s organizational and programmatic flexibili-
ty allowed it to adapt to rapidly changing political
and economic contexts, contain the social
protests that toppled the Radical Party govern-
ment of Fernando de la Rua in 2001, and revive
its populist trajectory under Kirchner when
Argentina’s neoliberal model faltered.15

In Peru, the remarkable restoration of Alan
García and APRA to power in 2006 was indicative
of the institutional fluidity bequeathed by the
country’s turbulent transition from ISI to neoliber-
alism, when hyperinflation and a severe recession
coincided with the trauma of political violence
unleashed by the Shining Path insurgency. The pri-
mary legacies of this transition were a breakdown
of the party system in the 1990s and a domination
of the political arena by a fluid set of independent
personalities and electoral movements. Although
APRA was virtually extinguished as an electoral
force under Fujimori, it was revived when García
returned from exile following the implosion of the
Fujimori regime in 2000. APRA capitalized on
García’s personal appeal and his improbable emer-
gence as the most viable “establishment” alterna-
tive to the more radical and polarizing populist
outsider Ollanta Humala in the 2006 electoral
campaign. After running for office as a populist
critic of neoliberalism in 2001, García turned
increasingly cautious and conservative in the runup
to the 2006 race, demonstrating the ideological
malleability of populist leaders and their party
machines. As such, the Peruvian case should not be
coded as one of the new leftist governments in the
region; like Argentina, however, it is an example of
the revival of a historic populist machine under rein-
vigorated populist leadership.

The Sandinistas’ return to power under Daniel
Ortega in Nicaragua borrows elements from both

of these two subtypes. Like the governing leftist
parties in Chile, Uruguay, and Brazil, the
Sandinistas have roots in Latin America’s Marxist
tradition; unlike these others, the Sandinistas first
came to power through an armed insurrection.
Although they have moderated over time, it is less
than clear whether this moderation is rooted in a
reflective process of ideological renovation or
simple political opportunism. Given the
entrenchment of Ortega’s authority within the
Sandinista Front, and the widespread exodus of
other prominent leaders, the party has increasing-
ly operated as a personal vehicle with a malleable
political profile—in short, as a type of post-revo-
lutionary populist machine. Ortega’s victory in
2006 did not reflect a vote shift toward the Left;
indeed, his vote percentage declined from the
levels he obtained in 1990, 1996, and 2001.
Instead, his victory was made possible by a change
in the electoral law and a split within the conser-
vative opposition to the Sandinistas that allowed
Ortega to capture the presidency with only 38
percent of the vote.

In these six countries, then, three quite dif-
ferent types of established parties have spon-
sored new populist or left-leaning governments
in the aftermath of economic adjustment. In
Venezuela, Bolivia, and Ecuador, on the other
hand, new political movements forged during
the period of economic transition or its after-
math undergird the leftist alternative. In all
three countries, these new movements articulat-
ed widespread social disenchantment with
neoliberal reforms adopted by traditional par-
ties. Indeed, the rise of the new movements
both reflected and contributed to the break-
down of established party systems, as traditional
parties have now been thoroughly eclipsed in all
three countries. The Venezuelan and Bolivian
cases clearly anchor the more radical, nationalis-
tic, and fervently anti-neoliberal wing of the
regional shift to the left. In striking contrast to
the evolutionary patterns on the left in Chile,
Uruguay, and Brazil, the new movements led by
Hugo Chávez in Venezuela and Evo Morales in



Bolivia openly identify with Latin America’s
socialist and revolutionary Marxist traditions.
They combine the discourse and imagery of this
revolutionary tradition with a strong dose of
Bolivarian regionalism, a trenchant critique of
U.S. hegemony, and—particularly in the
Bolivian case—an identification with indige-
nous cultural influences.

These similarities aside, however, the two
movements differ in important respects, and they
are associated with distinct sub-types of new left-
ist governments. The most important differences
involve the weight of populist leadership and the
degree of autonomous, grass-roots social mobi-
lization. In Venezuela, Chávez’s charismatic pop-
ulist leadership has defined the movement and
largely structured lower-class social mobilization
from above. Although mass protests greeted the
initial adoption of austerity measures by Carlos
Andrés Pérez in 1989, and scattered resistance
continued among workers and community or left
party activists thereafter, no national movement
predated or spawned the rise of chavismo. His
movement was born in a civil-military conspira-
cy, then captured the public imagination with a
failed coup attempt against the unpopular Pérez.
Transformed into a symbol of disillusionment
with Venezuela’s political establishment, Chávez
ran for president as the leader of a new independ-
ent movement, an outsider who could appeal to
diverse groups but was beholden to none.16 The
small leftist parties and civic groups that
embraced his candidacy were subordinated to his
leadership, while many supporters were incorpo-
rated into new community-based chavista organi-
zations that played central roles in the social pro-
grams or “missions” of the Bolivarian govern-
ment in areas like land use, health care, food dis-
tribution, and education.

The rise of chavismo thus displaced, split, and
subordinated the more partisan-based leftist alter-
natives in gestation during the 1980s and 90s, a
process that continues with Chávez’s recent call to
consolidate a plethora of loyal organizations within
a single unified revolutionary party. From the out-

set, his movement’s official party organ has been
poorly institutionalized and directly subordinate to
his authority, and Chávez has tolerated or encour-
aged a proliferation of grass-roots chavista groups
that have little or no relation to the party. Once
elected to public office, he used state social pro-
grams to direct populist mobilization from above,
using charismatic linkages and oil resources to
weave together the disparate strands of grass-roots
chavismo. Chávez, then, was the fulcrum of a new
political movement that formed under his leader-
ship and remained subordinate to his authority,
with high levels of social mobilization but low lev-
els of political autonomy. His government thus
represents a type of populist left that combines top-
down political mobilization with a commitment to
significant redistributive policies (and, increasingly,
changes in property ownership as well).

In Bolivia, however, the level of autonomous
social mobilization has been much higher, and it
played a formative role in the gestation of the
political leadership of Morales and his Movement
Towards Socialism (MAS). In contrast to
Venezuela, where political resistance aborted the
process of neoliberal reform, Bolivia adopted one
of the most thorough programs of market restruc-
turing in the region during the 1980s. Although
the initial process of market reform decimated
Bolivia’s historically-powerful, mining-based labor
movement, over the course of the 1990s diverse
new expressions of popular resistance emerged to
contest the neoliberal model.17 Morales’ political
leadership was a direct outgrowth of this social
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The greater radicalism of the governments in
Venezuela, Bolivia, and (possibly) Ecuador
should not be attributed simply to political
voluntarism—that is, to the preferences or
whims of their individual leaders. In part, rad-
icalism also reflects the political and economic
contexts in which leaders operate.



mobilization, as he began his political career as a
leader of the largely indigenous coca growers’
union. The union of cocaleros drew support from
laid-off miners, and it grew rapidly by mobilizing
opposition to U.S. drug eradication programs. It
also developed ties to other sectors of organized
labor, as well as peasant groups with land claims
and both lowland and highland movements for
indigenous rights and cultural autonomy. A series
of popular mobilizations subsequently wove
together indigenous cultural claims, communal
demands for control over natural resources, and
class-based demands related to land and labor.

Despite the heterogeneous nature of these
demands, they converged on their opposition to
Bolivia’s neoliberal model, which had long been
seen as a showcase for the region. For example,
mass protests against the privatization of munici-
pal water supplies and foreign control over natural
gas exports—the so-called “water wars” of 2000
and the “gas wars” of 2003—expressed popular
demands for local and national economic autono-
my from transnational corporate interests. These
protests toppled two presidents and provided
political and organizational momentum for the
reconstruction of the Bolivian Left under the
banner of MAS, which sponsored Morales’ suc-
cessful presidential campaign in 2005.

Bolivia’s new leftist government, then, is the
direct outgrowth of widespread and autonomous
social mobilization from below, and while it often
aligns itself internationally with Chávez, it repre-
sents a quite different mode of socio-political
organization. The MAS and the political leader-
ship of Morales are both extensions of the social
protest movements that swept across the country
after 2000. Indeed, Bolivia offers a rare example
of social movements that move beyond mass
protests to develop overarching appeals, enter and
contest the electoral arena, and capture state
power by electoral means. Obviously, capturing
state power is not the same as exercising it; the
MAS cannot govern Bolivia as a social move-
ment, and tensions are bound to arise between
the government and its mobilized grass-roots

constituencies. Nevertheless, the political leader-
ship of Morales and the MAS are far more rooted
organically in autonomous social mobilization
than that of Chávez in Venezuela. Bolivia, then,
has not experienced the top-down mobilization
of mass constituencies that is integral to a political
conceptualization of populism. Whatever his
international alignments and economic policies,
Morales’ leadership has a different political source,
social composition, and organizational logic. It is
a logic that channels social mobilization into for-
mal institutional arenas and translates it into polit-
ical power—the logic, in short, of a movement Left
that is the very antithesis of populism.

The Correa government in Ecuador embod-
ies an intriguing set of hybrid features from the
Bolivian and Venezuelan examples—that is,
from the populist Left and the movement Left.
Like Bolivia, Ecuador developed an unusually
powerful indigenous movement over the course
of the 1990s with linkages to other popular con-
stituencies. Indeed, cycles of social protest led to
the removal of three consecutive elected presi-
dents starting in the late 1990s. In contrast to
Bolivia, however, Ecuador’s popular movements
have found it much more difficult to compete
effectively in the electoral arena, despite the for-
mation of an indigenous-based political party.
Unable to spawn a nationally competitive politi-
cal leadership of its own, the indigenous move-
ment has resorted to supporting a series of inde-
pendent presidential candidates (and, in the case
of Lucio Gutiérrez, turning on him when it
became clear he would continue neoliberal poli-
cies). Although Ecuador’s popular movements
are currently supporting Correa, his leadership,
like that of Chávez in Venezuela, is hardly an
organic expression of these movements. Instead,
it is highly personalistic and independent.
Unlike Chávez, however, Correa has little
capacity to control popular mobilization from
above; the movement long predates his leader-
ship, and he has no significant social or political
organization of his own to mediate his relation-
ship to mass constituencies. As such, he must
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contend with powerful and autonomously
organized social movements that have repeatedly
demonstrated their ability to paralyze (or bring
down) governments. In no other Latin
American country does there exist such a chasm
between mobilized popular constituencies and
formal representative and governing institutions.

The greater radicalism of the governments in
Venezuela, Bolivia, and (possibly) Ecuador should
not be attributed simply to political volun-
tarism—that is, to the preferences or whims of
their individual leaders. In part, radicalism also
reflects the political and economic contexts in
which leaders operate. Those operating in com-
petitive and institutionalized party systems have
less room for maneuver than those operating in a
political vacuum without institutionalized parti-
san opposition. Indeed, the latter context is likely
to exacerbate the tension between two quite dif-
ferent conceptualizations of democracy—one
based on the principle of institutionalized plural-
ism, and the other on the principle of popular
sovereignty. Leftist parties that lived through the
trauma of military repression in the 1960s and
1970s and subsequently helped to reconstruct
democratic regimes typically understand democ-
racy as institutionalized pluralism—that is, as a set
of procedures to reconcile a plurality of compet-
ing societal interests. Some of the newer move-
ments born in the throes of economic transition,
social mobilization, and party system collapse,
however, are more likely to understand democra-
cy as the exercise of popular sovereignty. Such a
conceptualization can empower popular majori-
ties, but it may unnerve political minorities who
fear that their rights or interests will not be pro-
tected. As such, the social and political polariza-
tion seen in contemporary Venezuela, Bolivia,
and Ecuador are not a simple response to the con-
tent of the policies adopted by new leftist govern-
ments; they also reflect the fears of political
minorities (including but not limited to socio-
economic elites) who lack parties to defend their
interests and institutional checks and balances to
restrain newly mobilized popular majorities.

CONCLUSION

The diversity of popular political alternatives in
Latin America is not adequately captured by the
simple dichotomous categories of populism and
social democracy. To the extent that a dichotomy
exists, it is between the cases where institutional-
ized pluralism survives—such as Chile, Uruguay,
and Brazil—and those where it does not, either
because institutions have evaporated or because
pluralism is in jeopardy, or both. Although pop-
ulism thrives in the latter set of cases, so do other
forms of autonomous social mobilization that
defy the populist label.

However they are labeled, the popular social
and political movements that have emerged since
the late 1990s represent alternative responses to
the uneasy coexistence of political democracy and
social exclusion. The “repoliticization” of social
inequality suggests that the region has reached the
end of the “end of politics,” if in fact such a state
ever existed. That is far from saying that Latin
America has reached the end of the neoliberal era;
given global market constraints and the uncertain
viability of the alternatives outlined above, it is
certainly possible that a more socially conscious
variant of market liberalism will prove to be the
only sustainable option. The point, though, is that
a broader range of alternatives is once again being
debated and politically contested at both elite and
mass levels; the aura of technocratic omniscience
that surrounded the neoliberal model during the
period of economic adjustment has been punc-
tured, and popular actors have returned to center
stage and broadened the issue agenda. Politics, it
appears, has only just begun.

Some of the material from this paper is drawn from “La
Repoliticización de América Latina: Una Interpretación
del Giro a la Izquierda,” published in the Argentine
journal Umbrales de América del Sur (April-June
2007).The author and the Woodrow Wilson Center
thank Sebastián Etchemendy and the editors of
Umbrales for permission to use this material.
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