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When Democracy Isn't All That Democratic
Social Exclusion and the Limits of the Public Spherein Latin America

Philip Oxhorn, McGill University

During much of the 1970s and 1980s, the principa politica struggles throughout Latin America
revolved around the creation of democratic politica regimes based on theright to vote. Now that thisright
has been effectively esteblished in virtudly every country of the region,® the limits of the of political
democracy astraditiondly defined are becoming increasingly gpparent (Oxhorn and Ducatenzeiler, 1998;
Aguero and Stark, 1998; Chdmerset d, 1997). These countries are undisputably political democracies, yet
the quality of democratic rule leaves much to be desired. Recent studiesof the democratic deficitsin Latin
America have focused on a variety of dimensions (including extremes of economic inequdity, poverty,
growing levels of crimindity, limits on dtizenship rights, the weskness of cvil society, problems of
representation and weak of political parties, anong others).

Sgnificantly, given theincreasang emphasi s on the public spherein democratic theory moregenerdly
(Elster, 1998; Bowman, 1996, Nino, 1996; Putnam, 1995), very littlework hasfocused specificdly onthe
nature of the public sphere Latin American democracies and its reationship to the qudity of democratic
regimes in the region. While no longer formaly circumscribed,? in practice the public sphere in Latin
American democraciesislimited in wayswhich contributeto agrowing distance between apalitica diteand
the peoplethey are supposed to represent. This paper will argue that many of the challengesfaced by Latin
American democracies today and the long term implications of those chdllengesfor democratic stability in
the region can be usefully understood in terms of their impact of the public sphere. In the first section, |
develop atheoretical framework for understanding the public sphere asthe nexus between civil society and
the sate. In the second section, | examine the nature of the public spherein Latin Americaand thewaysin
which large segments of the population are effectivdy margindized from actively participating in it. More
specificdly, | examine the narrowness of the public sphere in terms of two inter-related dimensions: the
dominant mode of interest intermediation, whet | cal neopluralism, and the growing gap between the
generd population and the politica dlite. | concludethis section with acase sudy of Chileafter thereturn of
democratic government in 1990. Inthefind section of the paper, | briefly discussthe need tofill the growing
public void in Latin American and some possible stepsto take.

The obvious exception is Cuba now that Mexico appears to be firmly locked into a processin
which governments will be selected on the basis of relatively free and fair dections.

“Chileis perhapsthe most notorious exception given the continued enforcement of censorship laws
inherited from the military regime.



Understanding The Public Sphere: The Civil Society-State Nexus

In this section, | argue that the public sphere is best understood as being the nexus between civil
society and the state. Assuch, it the public sphereis shaped by both civil society and the Satein avariety of
fundamenta ways. To appreciate this, | adopt the following definition of the public sphere:

The public sphere denotes a contested participatory site in which actors with overlapping

identities as legd subjects, citizens, economic actors and family and community members

form apublic body and engagein negotiations and contestations over politica and socid life

(Somers, 1993:589).

As such, the public sphere can be characterized according to itsinclusivenessin terms of the multiplicity of
actorswhich can actively participate in it and the capacity of those actorsto “ater patterns of integration or
the overdl exercise of power” through such participation (Cahoun, 1993: 278). In other words, the public
gphere should be eva uated according to who isincluded init (and who is not), aswell asthe significance of
that incluson in terms of the ability of those actors to pursue their self-defined interests.

Thelatter point about theeffecti veness of the public sphere needsto be emphasi zed. AsHabermas
(1992: 452) warned, “ discourses do not govern.” The public spherebecomespaliticaly relevant “...only to
the extent to which it enables the participants in the economy, via their satus as citizens, to mutualy
accommodate or generdizethar interests and to assert them so effectively that state power istransformed
into a fluid medium of society’s salf-organization” (Habermass, 1992: 431).2 The proliferation of identity-
based groups based on gender and ethnicity, for example, which undoubtedly has been very important to
their members and, probably to alesser degree, the communitiesin which they have emerged, need to be
seeninthislight. Theexigtence of such organizationd activity issignificant and unprecedented given literdly
centuries of oppression that groups represented in such organizationd activity have experienced (Alvarez,
Dagnino and Escobar, 1998). Yet their exisence is ultimately insufficient unless it is accompanied by
meaningful changesin state policies, indtitutions and socid practices. Thisis especidly truein developing
countries like those of Latin America, where the noticeable lack of impact from such movements can feed
frugtration and, perhaps paradoxicaly, further shrink the public sphere as people withdraw from it.
Moreover, socid heterogeneity has higtoricaly created collective action problemsamong Latin America s
lower classes that have served to reinforce socid hierarchy rather than empower subatern groups (Oxhorn,

*Habermasstendsto limit his andysisto economic status and socid dlass, athough hisgenerad point
about theimportance of gauging the effectiveness of the public sphereisequaly applicableto other kinds of
socid actors. See Cahoun, 1993.



1998a).*

*I will return to both pointsin later sections.



Smilarly, localy-based actors (which include most identity- based organizationd activity) needtobe
Stuated in larger nationa contextsto understand their ultimate impact on the societiesin which they emerge
(Oxhorn, forthcoming a). Unless such actors are able to project their influence onto national agendas and
begin to influence larger socio-economic and politica processesthat effect their ability to pursuetheir self-
defined interests, their concrete achievements will a best be quite limited. Whether it be to influence the
digribution of resources by the central State, seek protection from the negative consequences of
globdization, reverse and/or compensate for discriminatory socid practices, pursue environmentaly
sustainable devel opment with someleve of socid equity, to name but afew examples, many of theprincipa
objectivesof socid actors cannot be achieved inisolation from decision-making processeswhich determine
the overdl direction of the larger societies of which they form a part. This is particularly true in Latin
America, where centuries of nationd centralizing tendencies il predominate, despite recent efforts at Sate
decentraization in many countries®

This perspective on the public sphere suggestsits closere ationship with civil society. Indeed, much
of theliterature seemsto conflate the mere existence of civil society with the public sphere, thereby ignoring
important questions about the composition and effectiveness of the public sphere (Cahoun, 1993). As
digtinct from the public sphere, civil society is defined as the socid fabric formed by amultiplicity of sdf-
condituted territoridly- and functionaly-based units which peacefully coexist and collectively resist
subordination to the state, at the same time that they demand inclusion into nationd politica structures
(Oxhorn, 1995D).

°0n Latin America's “ centralist tradition,” see Viz, 1980. Thisis not to deny the important role
played by local and regiond actors in mediating nationd level processes of socio-economic and politica
change. On the Mexican case, for example, see Rubin, 1997 and Vaughan, 1997.



Thisdefinition focuses attention on power relationswithin agiven society, capturing thetendency of
civil societies to mirror the exigting distribution of power within those societies (Phillips, 1999). The dua
dynamic of resstance and inclusion characteristic of civil societiesimpliesthat strong civil societiesreflect a
relative dispersion of political power throughout entire polities® By looking at civil society in terms of this
dud dynamic, | am highlighting the aspect of civil societieswhichisof particular relevanceto understanding
Latin America. Civil society sinceitsinception in the West has ways been characterized by multiple, even
contradictory dimensions (Black, 1984). In consolidated democratic regimes, this dynamic may be more
latent than gpparent. The voluntary organizationswhich arethe hdlmark of civil society in countrieslikethe
United Stateswould not generdly be expected to ether actively demand inclusion (Sncepoliticd inclusonis
dready firmly established more broadly) or actively resist subordination to the Sate (given that avariety of
inditutions exist for negotiating the limits on sate action within civil society). Organizations of civil society
are often quite active & dl levels of government as they attempt to influence policy making and determine
the appropriate boundaries of sate action within civil society through well established channels. Yet evenin
the U.S.,, some of the mogt influentid socid movements since the 1960s, particularly the aivil rights and
feminist movements, have had indusion as their explicit god.” Historicaly in the West, this dynamic was
central to the emergence of both civil society and consolidated democratic regimes—and their srength today

iIsameasure or earlier “victories’ (Bendix, 1964; Keane, 1988). In most of Latin America, both politica
incluson and the autonomy of civil society organizations from the state are much more problemetic.

Moreover, by defining civil society intermsof sdlf-condtituted units, theimportance of organization
in generating political power isemphasized. In particular, the capacity of subatern groupswithin asociety to
organize themsdlves autonomoudy from other actors is a key defining characteristic of developed civil
societies capable of supporting stable democratic regimes® Whether it be peasant groups organizing to
asrt tharr rights vis-a-vis feudd lords in Europe at the end of the Middle Ages (Brenner, 1976; Putnam,

® Theterms* power” and “ power resources’ are used to refer principally to economic resource, and
organizationd capacity to autonomoudy define and defend collective group interests. The latter can be
based on astrong sense of collectiveidentity, anideology and/or organizationd sKill. It can dso derivefrom
the avallability of sdective incentives for members. Coercive power is not relevant here because it is
generdly used for ends which are antithetica to development of civil societies.

"Moreover, resistence to state subordination has been a historical demand of civil society in the
U.S, semming back at least to the War of Independence. One must not forget that the associationa
tendencies so admired by Tocqueville laid the foundation for successful armed struggle againgt the digtant,
closed gtate of the British Crown. Today, it is best reflected in the American Civil Liberties Union and
Nationd Rifle Association, not to mention various rightwing militia groups and a variety of conservative
political groups.

8 This is not to say tha the organization of subaltern groups will necessarily contribute to the
emergenceof political democracy, let donecivil society. Revolutionary groups seeking to capturethe Sate,
for example, areantithetica to theideaof civil society expressed here. The organization of subatern groups
aso has frequently led to an authoritarian backlash.



1993), the great working class struggles of the 19th and early 20th centuries for basic rights of citizenship
(Bendix, 1964), or the poor creating self- help organizationsin the shantytowns of Latin America (Eckgen,
1989; Escobar and Alvarez, 1992), the capacity of disadvantaged groups to organize affords them the
potentid to define and defend their interestsin larger political processes. This contributesto the dispersion
of political power in their favor. Such organizationd minimizes the tendency in capitaist societies for the
interests of dominant actorsand socid classesto completely subordinate theinterests of other less powerful
actors and socid classes.

It should be apparent from the above that civil society needs to be understood in terms of its
specific relationship with the state. While the autonomy of civil society from the state must be stressed, this
autonomy does not imply isolation. Rather, such autonomy refers to the ability of the societd units that
compose civil society to definether collective interests and act in open pursuit of them, in competition with
oneanother. As part of that competition, these societd units seek toinfluence sate policy. Their relationship
with the ate may befluid and mutudly-reinforcing, asisthe casein established liberal democratic regimes.
But it can dso be more sdlective, with preference given only to certain groups, asis the case with many
newly democratic governments. It can even be openly antagonistic in countries where civil society is
engaged in on-going struggles againgt authoritarian regimes.

Thepossihility of such an antagonist relationship between civil society and the state underscoresthe
higtoricaly strong association between what are generdly considered strong civil societies and politica
democracy. Therdative strengthof acivil society's composite unitsultimately forcesreuctant ditesto open
closed palitical systems as away of maintaining societal peace (Rueschemeyer, Stephens and Stephens,
1992). Indeed, inthe absence of any societal consensus and after astalemated palitical strugglereflectinga
relaively equa distribution of power resources, democracy may be the second-best dternative acceptable
todl actors (Rustow, 1970). In societieswhere political power ismore concentrated, civil society isweaker
and the prospects for long term democratic stability correspondingly are lower.

The relationship between a strong civil society and democracy is a direct reflection of the link
between civil society and the public sphere. As Calhoun (1993:273) noted, the public sphere is “an
operationdization of civil society’ s capacity for self-organization.” From this perspective, the public sphere
isinredity the definitive demand of civil socigiesand itscreationisone of their principd victories. In effedt,
it is a the leve of the public sphere that the dua dynamic of resstance to state subordination and the
demand for incluson plays itsdf out, and the interaction of civil society and the state through the public
sphere higoricaly has been responsible for shaping the principd rights of citizenship actudly enjoyed by
citizens (Oxhorn, forthcoming b; Somers, 1993). The public character of the various socia actors which
compose civil society and drivethisdynamic definesthe limits of the competition among them for influence,
effectively dlowing them to peacefully coexist (Oxhorn, 1995b). Conversdly, as will be discussed in the
following section, the weskness and nature of civil society in much of Latin America has had an important
condraining effect onthe expansion of the public sphere under democratic regimes in the region. To the
extent tha civil society remains atomized and fragmented, the public sphere necessarily excludes large
segments of the population.

Just as civil society cannot be understood in isolation from the State, the state dso plays an
important rolein structuring the public sphere. In extreme cases, the public sphereis severdly circumscribed
asareault of the state’ s physical repression civil society actors. States dso play aroleindirectly creating



and/or grengthening civil society actors, thereby conditioning the nature of the public sphere through the
kinds of relaions it establishes with these actors. This has been the case higtoricdly in the United States
(Skocpoal, 1996), and is a hdlmark of corporatist modes interest intermediation both in developed and
developing countries (Schmitter, 1974). The public sphere reflects this, both through the kinds of actors
which are present in it, as well as through the specific channd sthe state establisheswith these civil society
actors.

Moregenerdly, the state directly structuresthe public spherein severa import wayswhich reflect a
“datein society” perspective for understanding patterns of socid domination (Migda, 1994). Fird, State
ingtitutions create both opportunitiesand incentivesfor different groupsto organize and attempt to influence
policies (Skocpol, 1985; Tilly, 1981; Oxhorn, 1998b). The degree of openness of date inditutions
determines the kinds of groups which have access and how such accessis achieved. The policies a State
addresses, the scope of itsinfluence in the economy and society, and the actua resourcesthe state has at
its digposd for digribution are dl key variables which hep determine the contours of the public sphere.
Smilarly, sateinditutions vary in terms of the degree to which they enable citizensto rel ate to one another
inavarigty of different waysthat can help indtitutiondize the participation in the public sphere of theplurdity
of socid identities present in any society (Bickford, L.,1999; Bickford, S., 1999).

A second way in which gtates condition the public sphere is through the provison of rights of
citizenship. Important forma rights such as freedom of expresson and association, as well as universal
suffrage, are obvious prerequisitesfor any public sphereto function democraticaly. Theeffective provison
of other rightsof citizenship, particularly basic civil rights, isaso very important for understanding the neture
of the public sphere in Latin America This because such rights often are anything but “universd” and in
practice lead to the excluson of large segments of the population from active participation in the public
sphere.?

More generdly, it is important to recognize that citizenship rights are socidly congructed.
Higtoricdly, ther limits (or, more positively, ther breadth in terms of who enjoys them and their depth in
terms of what such rights entail) have been the result of “ struggle and bargaining between expanding states
and their subjects|[that] created citizenship whereit had not previoudy existed” (Tilly, 1996: 9). The nature
of citizenship rights, both de jure and de facto, reflectsthis process of state- civil society interactions, and
as such it has important repercussions for the scope of the public sphere that will be explored in the
following section.

Before looking specificaly at the nature of the public sphere in Latin America, it is important to
briefly discuss two important intervening variables which aso condition the nature of the public sphere: the
mediaand politicd parties. In hisorigind discussion of the public sphere, Jirgen Habermas (1989) saw the
modern mass media, with its commercidization of public discourse and the manipul ative power it provided
to those who controlled it, as a principa threat to the rationd, ddiberative reasoning he saw as the

*Thisishardly uniqueto Latin Americain the present period. A similar process, for example, can
be observed in England during the 18" and 19" centuries (Somers, 1993), despite the fact that thissame
period in English higtory is generdly recognized as having given hirth to the modern ided of universa
citizenship rights (Marshdl, 1950).



fundamenta characteristic of the public sphere. In later work Habermas found such fears to be “too
amplidic” (Habermas, 1992: 438), suggesting a more ambiguous affect of the mass media on the public
sphere.

At aminimum, it isimpossble to think of a public sohere in the complete absence of afree media,
and redtrictions on the mediaare one way in which states attempt to deliberately (and sometimes violently)
congtrain the public sphere. “Freedom” of the media, however, cannot €limate important media biases. In
Latin America(as dsewhere), tdlevison in particular is often dominated by conservative agendas linked to
bus nessintereststhat complicate the ability of leftist political partiesto win dections by limiting their ability
to publicize their agendas (Lawson, 1999). Still, populist political leaders such as Alberto Fujimori in Peru
and Hugo Chévez in Venezuaa have been able to win dramatic dectord victories by championing the
interests of society’s excluded majority despite mass media opposition.™® In both cases, severe economic
and politica crises combined to help them overcomeinitia mediaopposition and set thepublicagenda. Ina
gmilar fashion, opposition to the Pinochet military regime was able to successfully use the mass mediato
defeat Pinochet in the 1988 nationd plebiscite and thus begin atranstion to democracy. Thiswasachieved
despite harsh authoritarian controls over the media and the often extreme rightwing bias of the mgor
television networksand most (but not al) newspapers™ Andin Brazil, the mass mediasuccessfully backed
the Socid Democratic candidate, Fernando Enrique Cardoso, over the his more leftist opponent, Luis
Inécio (“Luld") daSiva, inthelast two presdentid eections. Moreover, the obvioudy commercia nature of
television has to a certain extent neutralized its ability to influence actua policy debates™ Still, the mass
media often has a powerful impact on popular fears, particularly concerning crime and officia corruption,
and these fears can have the perverse effect of narrowing the public sphere as public opinion shiftsin
support of authoritarian, nondemocratic remedies.

The second mediating variableis politica parties. While itisarguable whether palitical partiesshould

OFyjimori’s dectord victory is particularly impressive. A virtua unknown prior to the 1990
presidentia eections, he decisvely defeated the world renown novelist Mario Vargas Llosawho enjoyed
overwheming support from both the business community and mass media

"The opposition was aided by the free provison of teevision time by the military regime, but its
successwas dueto the oppostion’ s skillful public rdations campaign that was able to reduce the legitimate
fears of many Chileans of the consequences of voting againgt the incumbent regime.

2Persond interview, Gaston Zamora, La Paz, Bolivia, July 16, 1999. Zamora was one of four
people responsible for successfully mobilizing popular support for a series of mgor inditutiona reforms
implemented by the Government of Bolivian President Gonza o Sénchez de Lozadain themid-1990s. The
reforms met with anintense effort by avariety of oppositiongroupsto mobilize popular support againg their
enactment. Zamoraa so noted that the government also could not rely on nationa radio networks publicize
its reforms given the high levels of distrust of any outside influencesin most rurd communities, particularly
indigenous ones. Public campaigns instead had to be broadcast on local community radios stations, often
with ranges of lessthan 5 kilometers. Garreton (1999) dso noted the limited effect of television on policy
debates.



be consgdered part of civil society given that they uniquely compete to win control over the State, their
influence on the public sphereis determined inimportant ways by their rootsin civil society. This inturn, hes
important implications for the public sphere. The weakness and loss of legitimacy that traditiond politica

parties experienced in Venezuela and Peru, for example, were important factors explaining the electora

victories of populists such as Fujimori and Chavez, who successfully campaigned againg traditiona parties
and politicians. Conversdly, the strength of political parties in Chile was a principa reason for the
opposition’ sultimate successthere, at the sametimethat they had to overcome years of represson and the
direct assault on their legitimacy by the military regime.

More generaly, the nature of the ties between voters and political parties often crystdizesitsdf in
the public sphere. Thisispart of their unique representationd functionin political democracies. Parties affect
the public sphere directly, both through the agendas or platforms that they debate, and through the state
policies that they advocate or oppose. The weaker the links between politica leaders and the grassroots,
the more distant and inaccessble the public sphere will gppear. Indeed, this is one reason behind the
widespread popular support of populists, both today and in the past: they appear to listen to the common
person when other dites do not.

Figure 1 about here

Theaboveargumentsare summarized schematicaly in Figure 1. The public sphereisconditioned by
both civil society and the dtate, a the same time that civil society mediates their own interaction. The
drength of civil society, in particular, providesfor amoreinclusionary public sphere, while the state shapes
the public sphere through the ingtitutional spacesit creates for participation and the provison of citizenship
rights. The mass media dso have a clear, dbeat ambiguous, effect on the public sphere. Politicd parties
amilarly play an important role in shaping the public spherein avariety of ways. Whether politica parties
promote or restrict the public sphereisto alarge extent determined by the kinds of linkages they have to
civil society. Viewed in thisway asthe nexusfor civil society-gate relations, the nature of the public sphere
offersimportant ingghts into the quality of democratic regimes and the principa challenges they face.

The Return of Democracy and the Poverty of Latin America’s Public Sphere

The resurgence of politicd democracy in Latin America has generdly been accompanied by
increasing guarantees of free and fair eections, noticeable declinesin palitica represson and relatively few
forma regtrictions on the freedom of the mass media to express divergent points of view.™® Somewhat
paradoxicaly, these postive trends associated with the return of eected civilian governments have had a

3Colombia and Peru are magjor exceptions due the extensive human rights abuses associated with
on-going military insurrectionsand, particularly inthe former, government effortsto control thedrug trade. It
is dso important to emphasize that there are a variety of informa controls on the mediain a number of
countries, dthough thereislittle evidence of extensive sdlf- censorship resulting from these controls—muchto
the media s credit.



much more muted impact on the nature of the public sphere. The reason for thislack of synchronizationis
found in two inter-related dimensions of thekind of democratic regimesthat generdly have emerged inthe
region: thair neopluralist mode of inter est inter mediation and the growing gap between the politicd dite
and the generad population.

Neopluralism is a market-centered pattern of political incorporation.™ It has replaced the state-
centered pattern of incorporation associ ated with corporatism and the devel opmentdist Sate that dominated
the region up through the 1970s, and is closely associated with current neoliberal economic policies
emphasizing freetrade, open marketsand aminimd rolefor the statein both the economy and society. The
pluraist aspect of neopluralism revolves around

the belief that the best balance of interests and values within a given polity is

produced by some form (however limited) of free competition among

individuals in the rational pursuit of their self-interest. In much the same

way that the market is characterized in liberal economics, the rational

maximization of individual interests (which are reconciled through the

mechanism of the market when they conflict) is portrayed as the driving

force behind progress. Individual freedom is valued above all, and this

requires respect for private property and (ideally, at least) the rule of law

(Oxhorn, 1998b: 201).

What digtinguishes neoplurdism from themoretraditiona pluralist modd associated withdemoaracy
in the United States (eg, Dahl, 1961) is its marked authoritarian bent. Ultimate political authority is
essentidly decided upon through a free amarket of votes. But once eected, officias have few checkson
their power and frequently bi- passrepresentative democratic ingditutions (Oxhorn and Ducatenzeiler, 1998;
Weffort, 1998; O’ Donnell, 1994). Moreover, avariety of uneected (and unaccountable) power holders,
particularly the military, exercise control over key state decisons (McSherry, 1999).

The logic of neopluralism, undergirded by market-based economic reforms, permesates entire
politica sysemsin avariety of ways. In particular, market principal s and market- based incentives cometo
play adefining rolein collective action. An individua's persond economic resourceslargely determinethe
extent and nature of her political and socid incluson. They dso directly affect the quaity of education,
hedlth care and even the legd protection a person enjoys. Just as the date is assgned aminimd rolein
insuring the smooth functioning of the market in the economic redm, the Sate largdly abdicatesitsrolein
providing incentives (both positive and negative) for collective action. The public and private goodsformally
available a the date leve to those mohilized earlier periods, as well as the coercive incentives for the
hierarchicd organization of economic interests under state corporatism (Schmitter, 1974), nolonger exist or
have been significantly reduced. Group identities and collective interests lose any intrinsic vaue, and
organizationd activity within civil society reflects individud, self-interested decisonsto join.

Neoplurdism adversdy affectsthe public oherein at least threeways. Thefirg isthrough growing
economic insecurity. Economic insecurity underminesthe public sphere by directly decreasing the ability of

For amore extensive discussion of neopluralism, see Oxhorn, 1998b.
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workers to engage in it, both individudly and collectively. This increased insecurity is a direct result of
neoplurdism’s reliance on the market for determining the best allocation of resources and
opportunities for dl members of society. As a result, labor codes throughout the region have been
modified to generdly make it easier for firms to hire temporary workers and fire current employees
(Oxhorn, 1998b). The resulting labor market flexibility dlows for the maintenance of internaiond
competitiveness on the basis of low wages. Moreover, governments increasingly “informalize themselves
vis-a-vis their own laws in their quest for even more foreign investment” by creating Soecia production
zonesthat exempt foreign firmsfrom labor legidation and taxation policies goplicablein therest of thenation
(Portes, 1994: 168). Where existing rights are not taken away outright, their systematic violaion isoften
ignored by the dtate.

The consequences of thishave been significant. Latin American economiesgrew approximately 15
percent in the firg haf of the 1990s yet unemployment aso rose, while red wages fdl. Thisisin part
because 90 percent of al new jobs created in the 1990s were in the informal sector (Vilas, 1999:15)."
Poverty levels remained unchanged from 1990 to 1995, with 1 in 3 people living below the poverty line
(Heury, 1998: 5-6). Employment isno longer aguarantee of even aminima standeard of living. For example,
70 percent of dl poverty isaccounted for by low wagesin Argentina (Vilas, 1999: 17). More generdly, a
World Bank study concluded that 50 percent of al poverty in the region is “excessve’ in that economic
conditions were sufficient to diminateit.*® Thesetrendsreflect structural problemsin the economy that can
be corrected only through state intervention. As Diaz (1991:89) concluded:

...animportant portion of the poor in the 1990swor k and receive regular wages. However,

their employment is precarious, unstable and subjected to authoritarian |abor relations. This

means that poverty no longer is generated by “excluson” from the system, but is

reproduced thanksto the expl oitation of theworkforce. The consequenceisthat economic

growth will not by itsdf solve problems of poverty or inequdity, but will more likely

>Chileis a partia exception, with real wages showing moderate growth between 1992 and 1992.
Yet among the poorest 10 percent of workers, the proportion earning less than the minimum wage
increased from 48 percent to 67 percent. Moreover, the overal pattern of income distribution at best
remained the same, and may even have worsened during the same period (MIDEPLAN, 1994; Barrera,
1998; Altimir, 1998).

1°Cited in Fleury, 1998: 7. This conclusion was based on a comparison of poverty levelsin other
regions with asmilar level of economic development.
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reproduce them.

These same trends are dso responsible for the weakening of [abor movements, the principa
representatives of thelower classesin Latin America, throughout theregion. Workersintheinforma sector
and mogt free trade zones are only rarely organized (Barrera, 1999; O.1.T., 1996). Declining union
membership and organi zationd fragmentation have combined to reduced the collective bargaining power of
organized labor, independently of legal changes designed to have a amilar effect (O.1.T., 1993:29).
Increasingly, organized labor has become a narrowly sdlf-interested actor, competing with other groupsin
civil society in the pursuit of the particularistic interests of its reduced membership. Moreover, labor union
eliteshave often bargained € ected governments over concess onsintended to preservetheir ownindividua
gatus and indtitution position through control over worker pension funds, government posts and so on, in
exchangefor their acquiescenceto legidative changes curtailing organized | abor’ s effective power (Zapata,
1998; Murillo, 1997; Buchanan, 1997). This has further weakened organized labor by contributing to a
growing distance between the union rank-and-file and their leaders.

Asde from the obvious effect of economic insecurity on the capacity of workers and other
economically disadvantaged groupsto participatein the public sphere, another important consequencehas
been the erosion of their will to participate. As Vilas (1999: 20) notes, the growing phenomenon of the
working poor isradicaly dtering what he calls “the culture of work:”

Theideaof employment as the means which permitsaliving to be earned...isnow diluted

by the evidence that having ajob does not necessarily permit oneto live better. Thevison

of the union as the instrument of the defense of rights and access to benefits is likewise

losing ground. Theidea of belonging to agroup of fellow-workers—aclass-isbrought into

question by fragmentation. The sentiment of solidarity with felow workersisundermined by

the competition for dl againgt dl for adecent job.

Under these circumstances, the necessity of day-to-day surviva may make public participation and
collective action seem a best aluxury one can no longer afford, and a worst awasted effort. As Victor
Mejia, President of the Association for Community Development in San Sdvador, explained, thereisan
unavoidable decline in organizationd activity when “the peoplein the communities are thinking about what
they will eat today, despite dl their other problems’ (Persond interview, San Salvador, May 1997).

Risng crime rates and the predominant responses to them reflect the second way in which
neoplurdism affects the public sphere negatively. Crimerrates, in part fed by growing economic insecurity,
have risen subgtantialy in dmost every country in theregion (Nelld, 1999; NACLA, 1996). Thishaslead
to the crimindization of pverty (Méndez, O’ Donndl, Pinheiro, 1999), a marked increaese in State
repression (Neild, 1999; McSherry, 1998) and the de facto marketization of the rule of law (Oxhorn,
forthcoming b).

Toded with risng crimerates, the poor are often targeted by police effortsto control crimeinwhat
amounts to criminalizing poverty. As Pinheiro (1999:2) explains, “...the poor continue to be the preferred
victimsof violence, crimindity, and human rightsviolations.” Despite recent transitionsto democracy and a
subgtantia reductionin the systematic violation of human rights by the state (with the exceptions of Peru and
Colombia due to ongoing civil wars), the overdl level of state violence in these countries has generdly not
declined. Ingsteed, it has undergone a quditative change, asit is no longer directed againgt the political
opposition, but the poor (M éndez, 1999a: 19- 20). Moreover, themilitary isincreasingly becominginvolved
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inbadclaw enforcement, particularly inthe growing areaof drug-related crimes(McSherry, 1998). Insome
cases, the crimindization of poverty is even formdized in law. For example, the eected government of El

Sdvador passed severd laws (portions of which were eventualy declared uncongtitutiond) in March 1996
which dipulated that individual s were to be considered potentia criminas subject to imprisonment and the
loss of basic rights Smply because of their gppearance (Oxhorn, forthcoming b).

What ismogt surprising isthat lack of opposition such trends generate. Becausethe poor remainthe
principd victimsof crime, even lawslike thosein El Sdvador generdly receive widespread popular support
among the poor (Neild, 1999; Méndez, 1999a). Thiswasthe casewith thelawsin El Savador. Smilarly, a
1998 poll conducted by theWall Street Journal (April 16, 1998: A15) found that fears of socid violence,
corruption and upheava led more the than a quarter of the respondents in Brazil, Colombia, Guatemala,
Mexico, Paraguay and Venezuda, as well as a mgority in Ecuador, stated explicitly that they preferred
more authoritarian governments.

Public support for repressve police policiesinvolves morethan just asmplefear of growing crime
rates. Abuse of the legal system by dlites, corruption and widespread perceptions thet officids enjoy a
certain impunity regardiess of what they do hasaso undermined trust in legd ingtitutions. Throughout Latin
America, with the exception Chile, public confidence in the judiciary isadarmingly low. Thisis particularly
true for low income groups, including the poor in Chile (Garro, 1999: 279). It reflects not only the
continued distrust of stateingtitutions caused by high levels of abuse under authoritarian regimes, but dsothe
fact that such practices do not end with thetransitionto democracy. Laws and personnel areheld over from
the authoritarian regime and are difficult to change. People become accustomed to pursuing extra-legd
remedies for their grievances. Moreover, eected officias have contributed to the pervasive lack of
confidenceinjudicid inditutionsdueto their own palitica intervention in the courts (Méndez, 1999b). Asa
result, people are reluctant to cooperate with law enforcement agencies, even to the extent of reporting
crimes. In Chile, for example, up to haf of al burglariesand thefts go unreported, despitethefact that thisis
the only country in the region where most citizens gpprove of police performance (Neild, 1999: 5).

Thislack of citizen cooperation leavesfew dternativesto goplying more violence because effective
law enforcement and crime prevention are dependent upon community involvement. Y et repressive police
measures ultimately do littleimprove theimage of law enforcement agencies. Instead, thereisarea danger
that the stuation will only be exacerbated aslocad communitiesfurther withdraw from thelega community.
AsNeild (1999: 13) warns.

itisprecisaly therecord of authoritarian policing that built up socid control and repressve

functions at the expense of crimina investigation and crime prevention [and] generated the

high levels of public mistrust that exist today. Thereisared danger of aviciouscirclein

which a failure to act reinforces public perceptions that government is week, while

overreaction with “war on crime” and “fireforce” policing measures|eavestheimpresson

that little has changed and will, in the end, only degpen the loss of confidencein theforma

judtice system.

The criminalization of poverty and resort to repressive police methods a so reflect the widespread
marketization of the rule of law. Badc civil rights are in effect alocated according to people's “buying
power.” Although equa protection under thelaw exists on paper, the poor cannot accessit because of their
limited economic resources. The stateisincapabl e (because of corruption and its own lack of resources) of

13



filling the void. Instead, lega systems serveto further reinforce structurd problems of inequdity and socid
excluson. AsPinheiro (1999: 4) argued, “police and other indtitutions of the crimind justice system tend to
act as ‘border guards,’ protecting the dites from the poor.” At the same time, “middle class and dlite
crimes,” including corruption, fraud, tax evasion, and the explaitation of child or davelabor, areignored by
judicid systems which focus on the crimes committed by the poor (Pinheiro, 1999: 5). At the sametime,
particularly among the rdaively wdl-off, thereisan increasing privatization of law enforcement throughout
the region as people purchase persond security by contracting private policeforces. For thosewho lack the
economic resourcesto hirearmed guards or pay corrupt judges and policein order to attain justice, taking
justiceinto one’ sown handsin theform of vigilantism or “popular justice’ isagrowing phenomenon (Neild,
1999).

Risng crime and the increasingly violent and arbitrary responses to it inevitably have harsh
consequencesfor the public sphere. Aspotentid victims of crime, people can losetheir “ sense of minimum
security...which dlows them to look for aternative ways to improve their Stuation” (Persond interview,
Victor Mgia, San Savador, May 1997). After dl, why “bother” to strive to move ahead if one can o
easily loose everything?'” Studies from a number of developing countries in various parts of the world
demondtrate that high levels of crime not only diminish economic opportunities for the poor, but o lead
directly to decreases in school attendance, community invesment in housng and infrastructure, and
participation in community- based organizations (Neild, 1999). Looking beyond thelocd level, theresultis
not only an eroson of public confidence in ate inditutions, but the perpetuation of fear of them. The
increased role played by the military in internal policing only serves to exacerbate neoplurdism’s
authoritarian tendencies, further reducing the space for popular sector participation in the public sphere—
assuming the poor are even willing to try.

The latter point underscores the third way in which neopluralism undermines the public spherein
much of Latin America the fragmentation and atomization of civil society. Popular sector organizations
often remain small, atomized and dependent on external (state and/or non-governmental

"The vulnerability of the poor only increases as aresult of their poverty. For example, “Juan,” a
sreet vendor in Santiago, Chile, in 1986 was bardly able to make ends meet selling newspapers and
periodicals near the centra downtown metro station-a choice oot given it location near the University of
Chile, and downtown offices. When he was robbed by neighborsin his own shantytown, he was cut off
from his suppliers. Monthslater, when he somehow mangaged to save the necessary money to purchasea
new stock to sell, he had dlready lost his choice location at the corner of the metro exit and was forced to
move elsewhere to aless “lucrative’ spot elsawhere on Santiago’ s crowded downtown Streets.
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agencies) largesse. Their efficacy—so essential for understanding the impact of th public
sphere-thus remains severely circumscribed.

This fragmentation reflects a variety of factors associated with neopluralism,
including the demobilization of popular sector organizational activities during democratic
transitions (Oxhorn, forthcoming b and 1998b). Efforts to reform both the state and society
to conform more closely to market principals have often exacerbate this problem. Social
welfare reforms, for example, emphasize helping people participate in the market by
targeting those most in need for assistance until they can resolve their situation through
participation in the labor market. This can generate political apathy as people's efforts are
devoted to participating in the market, and they have less time and perceived need to
become politically active. State agencies frequently play popular organizations off against
one another in a competitive scramble for limited resources, particularly when social
welfare budgets remain tight in order to curtail government spending ( Piester 1997; Gay
1990; Cardoso 1992; Eckstein 1988). Decentralization of social welfare services, moreover,
can further fragment potential popular social movements, restricting popular sector
organizational activity to narrowly circumscribed communities. At the same time, popular
sector mobilization is also circumscribed by fear of provoking a backlash from
authoritarian elements in the state, particularly the military, leading to further withdrawal
from the public sphere (McSherry, 1998; Oxhorn, 1995). Combined with problems of social
organization created by increased economic insecurity and the effects of anti-crime efforts,
the public “space” available to Latin America’s lower classes is quite limited, while their
ability and willingness to try and occupy it remains in doubt.

It isimportant to note that the mass media accentuates the impact of many these deleterioustrends
on the public sphere. Popular fears concerning crime arefueled by the mass media s often intense coverage
of crimeand violence (Nelld, 1999; McSherry, 1998). The poor and minority groups are often shownina
negdtive light, ether asin need of charity or something to be feared. Positive images thet reflect their daily
lives rardly appear n the mass media, “transforming [the media] into powerful instruments of symbolic
extermination of whole groups in the population (blacks, indigenous people or smply the poor)” (FHeury,
1998: 12). One consequence of thisisthat work with disadvantaged groups often hasto begin with postive
programs of identity-affirmation in order to overcome individua sdf-perceptions of “shame’ and
inferiority.*® The continued atomization of civil society itsdf isreinforced symbolicaly by the mass media s

8personal interview, Jose L uis Nufiez, director, Y outh Program “ Cadi Intiwatana,” LaPaz, Bolivia,
June 5, 1999. In countries with sgnificant indigenous populations, racism is dso often an obstacle to full
participation the citizenry in the public sphere. | will return to the issue of postiveidentity affirmetioninthe
concluding section.
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rgection of al collective referents, such as the “working class,”when deding with issues relaed to the
formation of people's identities as a way to minimize socid conflict (Vilas, 1999: 20). Even if
commercidized televison cannot substantively influence policy debates, it and most other mediado directly
affect the cultura and discoursive contextsin which those debates unfold. And crime and violence appear to
be mogt effective in attracting viewers and readers.

The second dimension of democratic rule which adversely condrains the public sphere in Latin
America is the generd distance between citizens, on the one hand, and politica dlites and democratic
indtitutions on the other. While clearly accentuated by neoplurdism, this dimension dso reflects a certain
convergence of deep historica legacies, particularly those relating to authoritarianism, and modern political
trends that are not limited to Latin America or developing countries in the world.

Democracy asasystem of government ranks high in Latin America, whereit enjoysthe support of
well over havethe popul ation according to the 1996 regional L atinobarémetro public opinion survey.™ Ina
region that has historicaly been characterized morefor itslack of consensus (Chdmers, 1977) and frequent
authoritarian lgpses, this is very dgnificant. Indeed, Marta Lagos (1997: 136), the director of the
Latinobarometro, concluded that “democracy...is the only thing that citizens agree upon so massively.”

Such massive support, however, does not reflect a necessary sense of satisfaction with existing
democratic regimes. According to the 1996 L atinobardmetro data, theleve of citizen satisfaction with how
their democratic regimes actudly functioned was generdly 24 to 50 percentage lower than their declared
support for democracy ineach country. Only in Uruguay and Costa Ricadid morethan amgority of people
express satisfaction with the actua performance of their repective democratic governments. More recently,
public opinion polls show that only 27 percent of Latin Americans have confidence in existing democrétic
inditutions (New York Times, March 25, 1998: A7).

This dissatisfaction sems from severd sources, as revealed by the Latinobarémetro data. Apart
from voting, which on average 53 percent of respondentsfdt alowed them to influence political outcomes,

*The Latinobarometro datais based on asurvey of 17 countriesin the region and was reported in
Lagos, 1997. Theonly exception to mgority support for democracy was Honduras, wherejust 42 percent
of the population prefered democracy over authoritarian rule. Conversdy, average support for
authoritarianism in Latin Americawas only 16 percent.
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the mgority of Latin Americans had little sense of politica efficacy. Only 43 percent of respondents
regiondly fdt that the palitical tendency they most identified was aslikely as other tendenciesto assumeto
power. Even more seriousfor democracy, an average of just 14 percent of respondentsfelt that politicians
offered solutions to the problems faced by their respective countries®

These gtati sticsrefl ect widespread perceptions of excluson from palitica power and diengtionfrom
forma palitics. Other indicatorsinclude increasing voter gpathy in many countries—despite the majoritarian
belief that voting made adifference. Themost graphic examplesof thiscome most recently from Venezuela
and Guatemala, where votersfaced critica choicesyet failed to show up a thepalls. In Venezuela, only 39
percent of eigible voters participated in dections for a condtituent assembly to be charged with writing a
new conditution and completely revamping the country’s 40 year old democratic regime (El Nuevo
Herald, April 28, 1999, Internet edition). The May 1999 rgection in Guatemaaof congtitutional reforms
that would have officidly recognized the country’s 24 indigenous groups and indtitutionalized important
channdsfor them to influence public policy isan even more poignant example. The proposed conditutiona
reforms slemmed from the peace agreements that ended more than three decades of bloody civil war in
1996. Yet in a country where over 60 percent of the population is indigenous, the historic condtitutiona
reformswere rgected in anationd referendum in which only 18.5 percent of registered voters cast ballots
(New York Times, May 18, 1999).

“Not surprisingly, given the magnitude of the problems people confronted a the time, the lowest
scores—6 percent—camefrom regpondentsin Argenting, Brazil, Colombiaand Panama What issurprisng is
that the highest scores were found in Nicaragua (41%), Ecuador (40%), and Honduras (19%), countries
that in many respectsfaced far more daunting chalenges. Alsosurprising isthat thetwo countriesranked as
the most democratic in the region, Uruguay and Costa Rica (Argentinawas a distant third), had very low
scores of 10 percent and 16 percent, respectively.
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Politicd dlites, particularly those exercising power, seem disconnected from society. Inthis context,
the percaived effectiveness of voting underscores neoplurdism’sbasisin plebiscitary fomsof democraic
practice. Presdents, for example, are eected to exercise power with few or any checks until the next
electionsareheld. Citizens, a best, arereduced to “ consumers’ of public discoursesrather than producers
of agenuine, participatory public sphere. This passve characterigtic of paliticsis further reinforced by a
growing tendency throughout the region (and world) to govern on the basis of polling.?* Asidefromwell-
known (and rather obvious) problems of bias and volatility which severdy limit the usefulness of public
opinion palls for determining policy, polling epitomizes the limits of the public spherein Lain America the
decison to “participate’ is ddiberately random and initidly made by others, the participant has no choice
but to remain anonymous, there can be no inter-action (much less debate) among participants, and the
decision about wheét is to be subject of such participation is not made by the participant.?

This distance between political leaders and the average person reflects various factors. In many
countries, theseinclude thelingering impact of high levelsof represson prior to thereturn of democraticrule,
which had the effect of severing inditutiona links between the palitical dite and any mass base (Oxhorn,
1995). It dso often reflectsthe weskness of palitica parties, which are often little morethan vehidesfor the
persona advancement of asmall group of “leaders’ who founded them (Mainwaring and Scully, 1995). It
a0 reflects the weakness of civil society more generdly. Organizations, as noted, often remain week,
fragmented and circumscribed to locd activities. They are often incapable of projecting the interests of the
people they represent onto national agendas and influencing the public sphere in ways that can generate

sgnificant change.

?IAn extreme example of thisisthe proposal put forth by aleading opposition presidential candidate
in Mexico to conduct a public opinion poll in order to sdect a sngle oppostion candidate for the
presidentia dections to be held in 2000.

22This is not to say that polls cannot provide useful information. On the contrary, polls like the
L atinobarometro provide extremey important ingghtsinto compelling politica chalenges. The problemlies
in recognizing the limits of polling data and their gppropriate use. In particular, they can supplement policy
debate by providing participants with useful information, but should not supplant participation or debate.
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A paticularly good example of this lack of efficacy is the experience of women's movementsin
Latin Americaafter thereturn to democracy. Organized women generdly played pivotd rolesin the struggle
to achieve trangtions to democracy. One consequence of this has been to place women' sissuesfirmly on
the politica agendain most countries of theregion. Y &, has Habermas warned, “ discourses do not govern.”
Despiteimportant ingtitutional and legidative changesin anumber of countriesin recent years? theinfluence
of women’'s movements has generaly been quite limited (Wayland, 1994; Jacquette and Wolchik, 1998).
Without strong organizations cgpable of ensuring that thereis actudly some follow-through on the promise
of the discourse, frudtration only grows. Monica Herrera, of the Salvadoran women's organizetion

“Many such legidative changes aso owe their successful passage to internationa factors,
particularly the 1995 United Nations Conference on Women held n Bdijing. In Bolivia, for example,
nationd preparationsfor the meeting and theinteractions at the meeting itsdf gavanized asmall, fragmented
women's movement. Aided by women legidators and areformist president, the women's movement was
able to push through important legidative initiatives, including the creation of a nationd Gender Affairs
Secretariate and a legidative commitment to address femae participation in comprehensive projects for
date decentrdization. Commenting on the smal number of organized women, Maria Lourdes Cebala (a
congressperson a thetime of the reforms), explained that “ some women say we are not even amovement.
But we are because of our impact!” Persond interview, Cochabamba, Bolivia, July 13, 1999. In the
aftermath of the successful reforms and the Beijing Conference (along with the subsequent eection of a

consarvative president), the“ movement” again found itself in agtate of fragmentation and growing politica
margindization.
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Asociacion de Mujeres por la Dignidad y la Vida“ Las Dignas,” explained the limits of women's
influence well:

Both the Dignas and the women's movement lack a mechaniam for political influence

through their organizations. There are spaces thanks to internationa conferences like the

onein Bging and others. Discrimination against womenisarecognized discourse, thanksto

projects implemented by NGOs in this country, thanks to the actions of the women's

movement. But they are small spaces....The women's movement is till not consdered a

legitimate interlocutor. It is seen as being a the margin of politics, focused only on gender

(personal interview, San Salvador, May 1997).*

Theinability to ensure that discourse or “promises’ are transformed into successful policiesitsdf is
ancther reason why civil society remains week. Many members of organizations which were active during
the struggle for democracy, for example, often gave up on such activities after the trangtion when their
ability to affect change proved much less than they previoudy had anticipated (Oxhorn, 1996). Alienation
and frudration further undermine the incentives for people to organize in pursuit of common interedts,

Asisthe case with the consequences of neopluraism more generdly, such experiences reinforce
another dominant trend intheregion: “...the shortfal of interpersond trust thet lies closeto the heart of what
als Latin American socid and political culture’ (Lagos, 1997: 127). This shortfdl is reflected in the
Latinobarometroin three setsof findings. Fird, levelsof interpersond trust are extremely low. When asked
if they felt they could trust most people, the highest score was for Uruguay where 1 out of 3 respondents
replied they could. In the other countries, positive responseswerein the low twentiesand teens. Similarly,
when asked if they fet if their fdlow citizens were honest, aclear mgority in dl but 2 countries-Uruguay
(where only 33 percent felt this was the case)and Paraguay (41 percent)—said no. Findly, when asked if
ther fellow citizensobeyed thelaw, in Peru, Brazil and Argentinaover 80 percent said no, whilethe highest
score was Uruguay, where haf the population fdt this was the case.

So endemic is this lack of trust thet it is reflected in the region’s public and private indtitutions
(Lagos,1997). For example, Lagos notesthat thisisthe source of “ endless certifications and proofs of good
fath,” including in someingtancesthe need for peopleto provideletters of recommendations before abank

?*One exception to this may prove to be indigenous movements, particularly in Bolivia, Ecuador,
Guatemaa and Mexico (Y ashar, 1998). In these countries, indigenous movements in recent years have
successfully placed issues of concern onto the nationd political agendaand achieved important congtituiondl
and legd reforms. Yet the Sgnificance of such reforms for actudly improving the living conditions of the
members of communities remains unclear and will be dependent on continued mobilization (Davis, 1999;
Oxhorn, forthcoming b).
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will accept their deposgits. Thisinditutiondization of distrust only servesto reinforce the perception, if not the
redlity, of aclosed public sphere. As Lagos (1997: 129) warns.

If asociety has inditutiondized distrust so thoroughly that you need to furnish a persond

referencein order to persuade abank to takeyour money, theimplicationsfor democracy

can only beimagined: peoplewho lack “connections’ often cannot get benefitsor services

or exercise rights that are formaly teirs because the entryways to the “system” are

guarded by impenetrable thickets of red tape.

Under such circumstances, any involvement in the public sphere, rather than itslack, would be the most
difficult to explain.

The experience of Chile since the return to democratic rulein 1990 offers a particularly important
indghtsthelimitsof the public spherein Lain America. Thisisbecause the country’ sunpardleed economic
and palitical achievements. Economically, Chile experienced an average annua economic growth rate of 6
percent through the end of 1998 (when Chile, aswell astherest of theregion, entered into recesson). This
thrust Chile to the highest position (34) of al Latin American countries according on the Index of Human
Development (UNDP, 1999). Over amillion and ahdf people were able to escape poverty in just seven
years, asthe poverty rate declined from 46.6 percent in 1987 to 28.5 percent at the end of 1994. Inflation
remained in check and unemployment hit new lows.

Pdliticaly, Chil€ s trandtion to democracy was the result of a successful opposition campaign to
defeat Pinochet’ s candidacy for the presidency in a 1988 plebiscite. The victorious opposition partiesthen
went on to form the Center and Center-Left Concertacion de Partidos por la Democracia codition,
which won thefirst two presidentia eections and appears poised to win athird in December 1999. Under
the Concertacion’ sleadership, successve democratic governments substantialy increased socid spending
(paid for by anegotiated tax reform) and successfully reformed the Congtitution imposed by the military
regimeto alow for the popular dection of municipa governments® Moreover, Chile sdemocratic stability
is undergirded by a strong, inditutiondized political party system with roots literdly going back over a
century, aswell asitslong experience with democratic government prior to the 1973 military coup that was
unique in the region in terms of stability and socia incorporation. Y et despite this economic and politica
“auccess,” the combination of which is unpardleed in the region, Chile' s public sphere exhibits the same
limitations found in e swhere,

Indeed, the United Nation’ s Devel opment Program in their 1998 Chile Human Devel opment Report
concluded that thisisthe* paradox” of Chilean development: *acountry with notable economic devel opment
wherethe peopledo not fed happy.” Based on a1997 survey of human security (long beforetherewasany
indication Chile would be heading into a deep recession at the end of 1998), the report found “important
dissonance between [Chil€e 5] objective achievements and the perception of the people’ (PNUD-Chile,
1998: 3). In one poll on which the report was based taken in the Southern zone of Santiago, for example,
amogt 83 percent of the respondents said they were not happy, regardiess of their impression of the

|t should be noted, however, that the reforms did not provide for the direct dection of mayors.
This has limited the accountability of loca government toward loca populations by increasing mayors
dependence upon nationd party apparatus their position (Posner, 1999).
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country’s economic Stuation.

This dissonance semmed from the high leve of insecurity perceived by the mgority of Chileans.
Such security had 3 sources according to the study. First was what the authors identified as “fear of the
other,” including ones' own neighbors, which transformed the “the city into a hogtile territory” (p. 3). The
second source of insecurity was peopl€e sfear of economic exclusion. Findly, the report found the pervesve
impression that “things were out of control,” a*“fear of the sensdess’ semming from perceptions of urban
disorder, drugs and “ diffuse experience of ‘chaos” (p. 3).

Two good examples of these subjective fedings of insecurity that are difficult to fully comprehend
from more objectiveindicators of the redity peopleface ded with crime and hedthcare. Almost 80 percent
of respondentsto the nationd survey felt it likely that they would be the victim of robbery in a public space,
and 60 percent feared they would be robbed intheir home. Such fears, however, seemed far removed from
the redlity in that over the pervious 12 months, only 17.4 percent of the respondents reported that they or
someone in their household had been robbed in the Street without violence, and 6 percent said they or a
family member were robbed in a public placein aviolent act. Only 6 percent of respondents reported that
they or family member had been robbed intheir home. Similarly, asubstartid mgority of respondents (with
the exception of respondents in the high income), said they did not trust ether the public or private
hedlthcare systems to provide opportune attention of good qudity and, in particular, they doubted their
ability to pay for it. Thisisdespitethefact that per capita public hedthcare expenditures more than doubled
from 1989 to 1996 and “today the population has the best levels of hedlth in its history” (PNUD-Chile,
1998: 7-8).

Such high leves of insecurity created, according to the report, “anoticeable weakness n the daily
sociahility of Chileans (PNUD-Chile, 1998: 6). Two-thirds of the respondents expressed serious doubts
about the ability to organizetheir neighborsor receive help from them. Most tdlingly, dmost no onethought
they would receive helpif attacked in apublic place. Civil society remainswesk and fragmented, incapable
of retaking theinitiative it had demondrated during the 1980s under the military regime (delaMaza, 1999,
Oxhorn, 1995). For example, on average less than 2 percent of digible voters participate in eections for
loca neighborhood councils Juntas de Vecinos)-inditutions that were firs established and legdly
recognized in the mid- 1960s (Posner, 1999: 70). Instead, politica parties have dominated Chilean politics
with anoticegble inability to resolve these problems so intimately tied to the public sphere (Posner, 1999).
In effect, the trangtion resulted in a “... politica framework that does not stimulate participation and is
increasingly ditist” (delaMaza, 1999: 24). Even the women’'s movement, which been akey actor during
the years of authoritarian rule and was ableto firmly place gender relations on the political agenda after the
transition, has been largely displaced from palitical influence (de la Maza, 1999).%°

Given the prominence of politica parties, the problemsin Chil€ s public sphere inevitably revolve
around their leadership, which in many fundamenta respects has been lacking. Frugtrations with enduring
authoritarian legacies and what often appears to be a noticeable lack of change (for example, Pinochet’s

*Thisisdespite often glaring inequities. For example, Chile hasoneof thelowest levelsintheregion
of representation of women a dl levelsof government, and whilethe average earningsfor men are $19,000
per year, women earn on average just $5,000. See Serrano, 1999.
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continued poalitica presence, first as Command in Chief of the Army and then as Senator for Life, the
important veto role played by designated senators and rightwing political parties over-represented in the
legidature due to Chile€'s unique binomid eectord system) have contributed to the public’'s growing
disenchantment with the performance of the democratic regime. Such disenchantment emerged quickly,
from 20 percent of the population to 45 percent of the population in just the first 18 months of the new
democratic regime. By 1996, only 27 percent of Chileans were satisfied with their the performance of the
regime (Lagos, 1997).

Not surprisingly, voter gpathy has been risng in Chile. In the 1992 municipa eections, thefirg in
over 20 years, therewas a 12 percent abstention rate and another 10 percent of voters submitted blank or
void ballots. A trend seemsto be emerging, and in the 1997 congressiond e ections, 20 percent of digible
voters (mainly youth) did not register and another 18 percent of voterscast blank or void balots (compared
to just 6 percent in 1993) (Posner, 1999: 70, 74). Voter apathy is particularly pronounced among the
young, who see their future opportunities as limited and have not memories of the tumultuous 1970s and
early 1980s.

Theleadership of the Concertacién has been unableto devel op an effectivelong term strategy for
dedling with these chdlenges. In effect, they wasted vauable opportunities for inditutiona change in the
early yearsof theregime, when their overwheming victoriesin the 1988 plebiscite and 1989 dectionsgave
the Concertaci 6n government an unprecendented leve of legitimacy and authority that would have helped
to neutrdize oppostion from the military and the right to needed reforms (Garreton, 1995). Moreove,
Garreton (1999:259) notesthat much of thisis related to the closed nature of Chile€ s paliticd elite, to the
extent that “... any potentid criticisms from the intellectuas close to the Concertacidn was silenced by the
officid palitica dass...” Pinochet’ sarrest in London in October 1998 only served to highlight many of these
problems as the Concertacion government of Eduardo Fre failed to devise a coherent strategy that
reflected the overwhelming desire of amgority of Chileans for justice:

...this episode has produced the widest distance and degpest gap between the political

class, responding self-referentidly and introvertedly to the Situation, and a public opinion

that watched perplexed as the former got entangled in the issues of nationd sovereignty,

spun a double discourse and was incagpable of representing the demand for justice of the

great mgjority of Chileans...(Garreton, 1999: 267).

Overcoming the problemsof Chil€ spublic sphereinevitably will revolve around the politicd parties
which have exacerbated (if not actualy created) them, and their relaionswith civil society. Asauthorsif the
1998 Chile Human Development Report concluded, “itisfundamentally apolitical chalenge: to develop the
capacity of politicsto name, accept and take charge of the fearsand dreams, of the doubts and motivations
of the people’ (PNUD-Chile, 1998: p. 11).

Conclusions:. Filling the Public Void

Growing gpathy and socid atomization as people delve deeper into their own narrow private
spheres have been clear consequences of the exclusionary nature of the public spherein Latin America. The
continued erasion of civil society only further reduces the scope of the public sphere and the distance
between citizensand their elected leaders. More dangeroudy, the dienation and insecurity thisbreedshelp
feed rigng crime rates. In many respects, the narrowing of the public sphere, the deterioration of avil
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society’ s organizationa capacity and the effects this is having on the qudity of democracy in the region
exhibit ements of a classic vicious circle, as the three inter-related dimensions of state, society and the
public sphere get trapped in adownward spird. The questionissmple: how long canit last until something
dramatic happens? And in the meantime, what can be done to revert such processes?

Regarding the first question, whet is clear is that a resurgence of populism may be the ultimate
consequence of such viciouscircle. Socia heterogeneity and the lack of over-arching identities cgpable of
mobilizing large segments of the lower classesin Latin America have made the region apropitious breeding
ground for populists who clam to represent “the people’ and promise to defend their interests againgt
dominant groups.?” While such populist leaders inevitably seem to betray the long term interests of those
who initialy support them by reinforcing socid hierarchy and inequdity at the expenseof genuinereformand
politica democracy, populists have higtoricdly capitaized on growing popular frustrations and discontent
during periods of rgpid economic change and the apparent inability of representativeingitutionsto respond.
The smpligtic dichotomy of “the people’ againg some dleged enemy can be a powerful mechaniam for
mediating the differencesthat divide Lain America slower dassesand prevent their effective mobilization.
In the current period, not surprisingly, the “enemy” for some of theregion’ smost popular leaders (populist
or otherwise) like Alberto Fujimori in Peru and Hugo Chavez in Venezuela, are corrupt, ditist political
parties and democratic ingtitutions. Because “democracy” is part of the problem, authoritarianismmay be
the only solution. The sentiments of one dum-dweler in Caracas, Venezuda, is typicd of the kind of
support populists generate: “We're not as supid as [Chéavez' s critics] think. | don’t want my two girlsto
grow up inthesame hdl | livein. Chavez isthefirg to stand up for the poor. If he needsastrong hand, then
| say useit” (g.d. Washington Post, July 27, 1999:A01).

The black/white, smplistic nature of this discourse and its effectiveness attest to the poverty of the
public sphere. It dso suggests a possble starting place for beginning to fill the void in amore democratic
fashion. Oneway to avoid the populist dternative and creste amoreinclusionary public sphereistoretrieve
the organizationd experiences—"“socid capital—devel oped in many countries as part of the struggle against
authoritarian rule. It is a chalenge to adapt such experiences to a democratic context, where there is no
dictator to mobilize againgt. Already, a the societd leved there is evidence of important changesin vaues
semming, in particular, from past human rights struggles under authoritarian regimes thet is potentialy
conducive to aricher, more participatory public sphere under democratic rule (Avritzer, 1999; Peruzotti,
1999). To take advantage of this, it is important to develop the organizationd capacity of the digtinct
disadvantaged segments of Latin American societiesin order to overcome civil society’ s atomization and
project the various competing interests onto the public sphere where they caninfluence processes of change
and participation.

Populism mediates difference and overcomes the consequences of extreme societd heterogeneity
by over-amplification, ultimately permitting those directing the mohilization to pursue their own particulandic
interests. To avoid this, dternative ways of mediating difference need to be developed, again at thelevd of
organized civil society. Only inthisway will dl citizensbe able to assumetherole of protagonist—something

"These ideas are developed more fully in Oxhorn, 1998a.
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many did in the unique cortext of authoritarian rule—in ademocratic context in which different actors can
compete, negotiate and reach compromises democratically. The shallowness of the elite compromisesthat
ensured rdatively smooth trangtionsto democracy during much of the 1980s, however necessary they may
have been athetime, becomesincreasingly clear as public aienation and frustration grows. This point was
brought home most dramatically with Pinochet’ sdetention in London for human rights abuses asit became
“increasingly clear that Chil€e's apparent consensuswas anilluson...” (Garretdn, 1999: 259).

Paradoxicaly, thekey tofinding dternative waysfor mediating difference and overcoming extremes
of socid heterogeneity must start with  concerted efforts to affirm collective identities in positive ways.
Efforts must be systematicaly untaken at the grassrootsleve to begin to empower people by heping them
to be proud of who they are-regardless of their socid class, gender, ethnicity, religion, and so on. Studies
have dready demondtrated the success of such efforts to overcome peopl€e s symbolic excluson (Feury,
1998). Thisisparticularly important in Latin American countrieswith large ethnic minorities. In Bolivia, for
example, the principa challenge for people working with margindized groupsis re-establishing asense of
sdif-worth that is necessary to alow people to begin to participate.”®

Once again, however, it important to recall Habermas warning that discourses do not govern.
|dentity affirmation is only a starting point. Unless such collective efforts-of which there are an increasing
number throughout the region (Alvarez, Dagnino and Escobar, 1998)—can form dliances among different
groups within society and project themsdvesinto the public spherein order to begin to achieve meaningful
change, the ability to empower people through participation in these movements will be extremely
circumscribed and civil society will become more fragmented.

®Persond interviews, Maria Eugenia Chogue, Taller de Historia Oral Andina, and Jose Luis
Nuriez, La Paz, Balivia, June 1999. Here, problems ranged from the feding of inferiority experience by
indigenous peoplewhen they found themsalvesin meeting with white people and the tensions creasted when
immigrantsto the city haveto ded with their own ethnicity. In particular, important inter-generationd issues
arise when children are ashamed of their parents or deliberately cut off from their rura familiesand history
by their parentsin afutile effort to escgpe their ethnic identity. While discrimination isamost impossbleto
escape, thelack of apogitive sdf-identity only makesit moredifficult for young people (aswell asadults) to
cope.
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The state has an important role to play, both in identity affirmation and in helping civil society to
organizeitsaf. As Wazer (1999) argued, only the state can provide the necessary unity within society to
prevent civil society’s inevitable tendencies toward fragmentation and inequdity from becoming sdf-
defeating. Moreover, according to Walzer, only the state has the necessary resources to enable society’s
disadvantaged to participate effectively. What is often needed, aside from poalitica will, is the necessary
imagination to devise Srategies by which the state can play the samekind of rolein Latin Americathat it has
historically played in the West in helping to build civil society’s organizationa capacity.?

The task of reinvigorating, if not recregting, effective public spheresin Latin Americaisin many
waysdaunting. Theeconomic, political and socid didocationsof the 1980sand 1990s have converged with
higtorica problemsof excluson and inequality. Y et the prospectsfor achieving real change areaso greater
than they ever had been. The existence of political democraciesin virtualy every country in theregion, the
discrediting of more traditiond authoritarian dternatives and the experience within Latin American civil
societies of organizing to struggle againg dictatorships and in favor of basic human rights beginning in the
1970s represent a unique confluence of positive changes throughout the region compared to even just 20
years ago. It may now be possible for the three inter-related dimensions of state, society and the public
sphere to reverse their downward spird and breath new life into moribund public spheres. This
unprecedented opportunity should not be allowed to pass. Hopefully, politica leadersand membersof civil
society throughout Latin Americawill be up to the challenge.

®For provocative proposals along these lines, see Cohen and Rogers, 1995, and Schmitter, 1995,
It is dso worth noting the role internationa factors can play, as was the case, for example, of the 1995
United Nations Conference on Women in held in Beljing and the numerous regiona women's conferences
held in Latin America (Saporta Sternbach et a, 1992).
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Figure 1: Understanding The Public Sphere: The Civil Society-State Nexus
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