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parliamentary rights from five of the coalition’s deputies in 2002, and the
general disillusionment that goes with holding the reins of power for so
long. One might conclude, then, that the coalition is simply ready to expire.
Any of these forces, or some combination of them, could indeed
undermine the Concertación, but we do not regard these factors as
necessarily devastating to the coalition’sSTUDY
survival for a number of reasons.
In the first place, the Chilean economy has come through the last five years
in far better shape than that of any
of its by
Southern
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John Bell Cone neighbors, and
employment and growth figures rebounded in first months of 2003. The
Concertación may well be in a position in 2005 to claim credit for good
economic stewardship. Next, many of the issues surrounding the nondemocratic legacy of the Pinochet era —including the renowned
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not seem sufficiently powerful enough to modify the present
political system.

A mong its main proposals, the authoritarian regime in Chile had the

idea of terminating the pre-1973 party system.1 The official thesis was that
parties were an abnormal expression of politics, appropriate to an
underdeveloped society with an excessive weight of State control, which in
turn gave disproportionate importance to access mechanisms to itself via
militancy in parties and elections. The adhesions to parties and the interest in
politics, however, did not rest on ideological loyalties or cultural affinities but
on mere client ties. As a corollary, these adhesions would fade away with
economic development and the subsequent increase in consumer capacity,
with the extension of the market and the privatization of the provision of
benefits and services, as well as with an increase in the level of education of
the population.2
The continuity of the parties
The prohibition of parties and the repression of supporters of the
opposition, the freezing of democratic institutions, the suspension of elections,
the political censorship of the press, and the constant banning of public
speeches from the parties or about politics added up to a severe socioeconomic restructuring that drastically reduced the social and economic role

1

See Arturo Valenzuela and J. Samuel Valenzuela, “Party Opposition in an
Authoritarian Regime” (1986).
2
As Valenzuela and Valenzuela (1986) recall, the most complete exposition of
this thesis (which has deep roots in Chilean conservative thinking) is to be found in an
article by Jaime Guzman published in 1979 (“El Camino Politico”).
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democratic legacy of the Pinochet era —including the renowned with
completely new leaders. But to its surprise, it saw re-emerging the old parties
with leaderships that were generally faithful to the panorama of 1973. It
seemed that one of the fundamental objectives of the military regime had not
been achieved.
These facts show that J. Samuel Valenzuela and Arturo Valenzuela
were right when they warned that the aims of doing away with parties in Chile
were doomed to failure. In their judgment, Chilean political parties had their
origin in two fundamental generative cleavages: one that was formed around
the polarization of State v. Church and the other around the polarization
between workers and employers. Already consolidated at the beginning of the
20th century, both cleavages had constructed early on in Chile a solid “political
landscape”, which would survive the willful zeal of authoritarianism.3 This
interpretation is inspired by the thesis of Lipset and Rokkan, according to
which , once they have been formed by profound generative cleavages, party
systems tend to last for a time without any great changes.4 But this thesis was
proposed for the case of democracies that were installed and confirmed in
Western Europe. Arturo Valenzuela and J. Samuel Valenzuela introduced
something new, therefore, by suggesting that a party system could also
survive attacks from an authoritarian regime. In their opinion, the political
demobilization provoked by this type of government would lead to the
freezing of the principal characteristics of a party system, making it difficult to
create a new “political landscape”. So, paradoxically, the freeze that stirred up
such expectations in the authoritarian regime ended up by maintaining the
previous systems intact, instead of undermining the bases of the party system
that it had planned to destroy. At the end of the day, it is thus somewhat
ironical that authoritarian regimes are substituted by the same political leaders
and parties that they persecuted and repressed.This can be clearly seen in the
majority of the new democracies that appeared in Latin America in the 90’s.
Chile’s recent evolution apparently verifies the above interpretation. In
fact, the transition was led fundamentally by the same parties and the same

3

See also A. Valenzuela and J. S. Valenzuela, “Los orígenes de la democracia
chilena” (1983).
4
S.M. Lipset and S. Rokkan, “Cleavage Structures, Party Systems and Voter
Alignments: An Introduction” (1967).
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panorama that re-emerged as a result of the transition from authoritarian
government, at the end of the 80’s, were not very different from those that had
predominated during the 70’s. Just like the party system prior to its
dismantling in 1973, it is possible to observe the re-appearance of, basically,
three underlying tendencies in Chile: the Right, the Left and the Centre”.6
Even when he admits that the party system has changed significantly, Scully
discards the emergence of a new division with sufficient strength to reorganize the basic contours of the political panorama. In his opinion, the
principal divisions in party conflicts in the 90’s will be ones based on class
differences and there will be no space for the emergence of a new “generative
cleavage”.7
The purpose behind this brief essay is to put the thesis on the
continuity of the pre-1973 party system into a post-authoritarian Chile to the
test, and to revise the most recurrent affirmations regarding cleavages in the
system. With almost ten years having passed since the beginning of the
transition to democracy and six elections having been called (two presidential,
three parliamentary and two municipal) plus the fact that for eight of those
years the country has been governed by the same Centre-Left coalition, one
cannot go on asserting the validity of old historical divisions as being
fundamental elements in the present party system. In fact, the continuity of the
party system is more apparent than real. Almost all the same components
persist, but they are structured in a different way: many of the same actors
continue being centre stage but they now play different roles.
5

In fact., opinion polls show that the self- identification of Chileans as Left,
Centre and Right was basically unaltered between 1958 and 1992. See Table Nº4 in
Felipe Aguero, Eugenio Tironi, Eduardo Valenzuela and Guillermo Sunkel, “Votantes,
partidos e informacion politica: La fragil intermediacion politica en el Chile postautoritario” (1998).
6
Timothy R. Scully Los partidos de centro y la evolucion politica chilena
(1992), page 250.
7
T. R. Scully “Reconstituting Party Politics in Chile” (1995), page 122. Scully
points out how improbable the strengthening of an authoritarianism/democracy break is:
“A new political fissure, democracy versus authoritarianism, appears with a certain
amount of strength in the general elections of December 1989. But even though there are
indices that there are opposing visions about what the most appropriate political regime
for Chile might be, it does not seem probable that electoral tendencies will centre on this
division in the future” (Note Nº 56, page 497).
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Centre (with the Left on one extreme and the Right on the other) and whose
dynamic tends to be centrifugal, to a bipolar system lacking a Centre where
the pivots of the party system are the two poles (no matter how many parties
exist) and whose dynamic tends to be centripetal. The second change is the
step from “polarized pluralism” (which was prevalent up to 1973), where
there is a great ideological distance between the parties, with not one capable
of creating coalitions, and centrifugal competition, to a “de-polarized or
moderate pluralism”, with less ideological differences, a “bi-polar
configuration of coalitions” and centripetal competition, that is where both
coalitions compete for votes from the Centre.9
What marked the end of the previous political landscape of the “three
thirds” and inaugurated the present moderate bipolar system was the division
among Chileans in the plebiscite called in 1988 to decide if General Pinochet
should continue as President of the Republic or not. It was there, facilitated by
the manner in which a plebiscite is conducted, that the generative cleavage of
authoritarianism/democracy materialized and has governed party rivalry ever
since. This event was preceded by numerous occasions and instances that,
after 1983, expressed the fashioning of two of the three thirds into a pole of
political democratic opposition to the authoritarian regime and to the political
groups that had supported it since 1973. But it was only with the plebiscite
that the coalition of the “No”, which got 53.7% of the votes, came together in
a formal way and later became known as the Concertacion de Partidos por la
Democracia (the Grouping of Parties for Democracy), always made up of the
Christian Democrat Party, the Socialist Party, the Party for Democracy and
the Radical Party :the other pole, the coalition of the “Yes”, which got 43%,
has been called by different names but has remained constant in its
composition as being supporters of the military regime. In all the elections that
have been carried out since the 1988 plebiscite, the same two coalitions have
always confronted each other and always with the similar electoral support.
The reproduction of both coalitions feed on each other reciprocally, in that the
continuing existence of one stimulates the continuing existence of the other,
8

(1966).

9

G. Sartori, “European Political Parties: The Case of Polarised Pluralism”
G. Sartori, Parties and Party Systems: A Framework for Analysis (1976).
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new political landscape, they have shortened and lost their intensity in several
important aspects. This is principally determined by two factors. The first is
the closeness of almost all sectors, mainly because of both changes in the
ideology and programmes of the old Left and Centre, as regards a
development model based on the preponderance of the market and
unrestricted integration into the international economy.11 The second factor
that has played a part in shortening the distance between the parties is the
impact, both programmed and ideological, of the dynamic of centripetal
rivalry, which is a result of the bipolar organization of a system that tends to
moderate its approaches in reaching out to the Centre vote. Despite this, the
arrangement of this system around a new division points to the existence of
important differences as regards the form of political government, the
interpretation of the historical process that gave birth to the present situation
as well as the evaluation of the authoritarian regime and its leader, General
Augusto Pinochet, especially as to the violation of human rights.

The divisions in the transition
Ten years have passed, together with two multi party governments
(those of Aylwin and Frei), both of which have counted on solid support from
the coalition parties, and it seems the time has arrived to admit that the new
political environment is more stable than what was predicted. This
environment is founded on a generative cleavage that stems from the
experience of authoritarianism and that is composed of diverse phenomena,
only some of which it is necessary to mention here. It includes, in the first
place, the crisis of the democratic system in 1973, provoked to a large extent,
by the collapse of the party political system, which precipitated the military

10

For characterisitics of the Chilean electoral system, see A. Valenzuela and P.
Siavelis, “Ley electoral y estabilidad democratica: Un ejercicio de simulacion para el
caso de Chile” (1991).
11
As Genaro Arriagada recalls, the political changes in Chile coincided with the
fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War, which “had been a fundamental
factor in determining the principles of identity and contradiction” in what he calls the
“the third party system”: i.e. that characterised, since 1957, by the confrontation between
three global utopian projects. See Hacia un Big Bang del systems de partidos?
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framework which, once it has been crystallized, will tend to maintain itself for
some time.13 Said in another way, a large part of the citizens of today formed
their political consciences and identities with reference to the framework of
the authoritarianism/democracy polarity which characterized the period.
Those who supported or played a role in the “capitalist revolution” that, from
the establishment of the military regime onwards, reduced the role of the
State and privatized and opened up the economy to the exterior, and those
who opposed the regime and its reforming efforts and paid a high cost for
doing so, both constructed common marks of reference and profound
relationships of affinity and loyalty, which found their expression in the “Yes”
and “No” vote of the 1988 plebiscite and have been reproduced since then.14
Lastly, the continuation of this new division exists by feeding itself on
different visions of political government, which are updated by the periodic
efforts made by the Concertacion to reform the institutions inherited from
authoritarianism, especially those aspects that act as a strong counter balance
to the sovereignty of the people (institutional Senators, Constitutional Court,
National Security Council). To this can be added the discrepancy that persists
regarding the possibilities that the Chilean justice system investigates and
sanctions the cases of violation of human rights during the military regime.
The fact that these issues are still a source of conflict and controversy reaffirms on an almost daily basis the continuing existence of an
authoritarianism/democracy polarity.
The development of the political process in our democracy, instead of
weakening the new political landscape, has crystallized it to such a point that
it is, in many ways, more solid than it was at the beginning of the 90’s. In the
“No camp”, coexistence in the functioning of government has reinforced the
transversal networks created during the authoritarian period in the bosom of

12

(1978).

13

See Arturo Valenzuela, The Breakdown of Democratic Regimes: Chile

For the idea of a “framework of political reference” and of a generational one,
see S. M. Lipset, El hombre politico (1977).
14
The cleavage between the “Yes” and “No” has re-emerged with particular
intensity at every critical political moment, like for example the one precipitated by the
detention of Senator for Life Augusto Pinochet in London on the petition of the Spanish
judicial system.
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cultural identity associated to the experience of the military regime and figure
of General Pinochet, both in its leadership and in its social and electoral
support. This fundamental identity has not been weakened as an result of
being in opposition: on the contrary it has remained fully in force, helped by
the influence that several powerful think tanks created by the military regime
and backed by businessmen have over its political elite.17
The prevalence of this authoritarianism/democracy split is exactly the
explanation as to why the Chilean party system has remained relatively
immune, up to now, to a phenomenon common to modern democracies,
which is volatility. This phenomenon consists of an electorate that fails to
align itself behind historical party structures and that during electoral periods
floats indecisively between the different political alternatives available, one of
which they opt for at the last moment but without any great commitment of
loyalty.18 The Chilean electorate, on the other hand, remains faithful to the
two coalitions that emerged from the 1988 plebiscite. Even though the old
loyalty to parties has weakened consistently since 1992, according to polls
carried out by the Centro de Estudios Publicos (the Centre for Public Studies),
the coalitions that emerged from that plebiscite have managed to maintain a
notable support from their electorate. The surprises —when there are any—

15

Proof of the transversalism of the elite of the Concertacion can be found in
the debate generated in 1998 about two documents (one of which was titled “self
satisfied” and the other “self critical”), signed by intellectuals and political leaders from
different parties, who put forward global visions opposed to those of the Concertacion
and their vision of the future.
16
It is symptomatic of the fact that the majority of the candidates (in both
municipal elections and parliamentary ones) omit explicit references to their parties, and
in the case of the Concertacion, accentuate their identification with the coalition. Several
party leaders have rebelled against this tendency and wanted to have a greater presence
of party symbols on the campaigns but the candidates, for strictly electoral motives, pay
scarce attention to this type of instruction.
17
Such is the case of the Instituto Libertad y Desarrollo that exercises a great
deal of influence over the political, economic and cultural thinking of the Centre Right,
and in particular, over the legislative actions of its parliamentarians.
18
On the concept of volatility, see Paul A. Beck, Russell J. Dalton and Robert
Huckfeldt, “Intermediation and Electoral Volatility in a Multi-Message Environment:
The Case of the United States”. An investigation prepared for the Cross-National
Election Project meeting held in Madrid, June 1996.
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thirds”. The experience of authoritarianism had the effect of creating a
fundamental generative cleavage, which has re-organised the profile of the
Chilean political landscape. The change is to be found not so much in the
parties (which continue to be basically the same as before) than in their
grouping in two coalitions that act in practice like “macro-parties”. For its
part, the transition has contributed to the consolidation of this new political
landscape, by not generating or encouraging events that could lead to the
breaking or weakening of the two political blocs born in 1988, while the
incentives for maintaining the present political scenario remain very much
alive, especially for the coalition that wins an electoral majority.19 This
development has demolished the thesis that announced the extinction of
coalitions once the authoritarian period became a thing of the past, leading
once again to the traditional three thirds. Political strategies based on this
premise have not, up to now, borne fruit.20

The Concertacion
The most successful creation that the experience of authoritarianism
left was, without a doubt, the coalition of the “No” or the Coalition for
Democracy, which institutionalized the fusion of the Centre and the Left. Its

19

The ex-President of the Christian Democrats, Senator Alejandro Foxley, has
stated the theme of incentives from the point of view of the Concertacion very clearly:
“The incentives for continuing together are much greater that those which could cause
the Concertacion to fall apart and they have to do with the possibility of forming part of
the corps of this country’s leaders”, La Epoca, September 21, 1997.
20
Various political strategies have been based precisely on the idea of the
transitory character of the post-authoritarian political landscape. Thus the Communist
Party as well as the leadership of Andres Allamand of Renovacion Nacional wagered at
some moment or other that the present coalition structure of Chilean politics would pass.
It was because of this that the Communist Party tried to put back together the CP-SP
(Communist Party-Socialist Party) axis that used to be the Left’s third of the electorate,
while Allamand tried to create a post authoritarian RN-DC (Christian Democrat) one.
Both attempts failed: Allamand’s thesis was defeated on the Right, even though it was
returned to more recently by the Presidential candidate Joaquin Lavin, with what luck
remains to be seen, while the CP for its part has to content itself by creating an axis that
groups together all the old ultra-Leftists, but that does not count on historical Socialism
among its support.
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focus of public dissent to the authoritarianism of the government. The
coalition of the Centre-Left also has its antecedents in the intense academicintellectual discussion that unfolded in independent sectors from the end of the
70’s. In this debate influential intellectuals from both those political currents
came together and reached a considerable degree of concurrence and affective
agreement.21 Lastly one has to underline the extraordinary importance for the
union between the Centre and the Left of the anti-authoritarian mobilizations
in which both sides participated (together with the subsequent reprisals),
especially the so-called “national protests” from 1982 - 1985, together with
their common experience in creating and leading social organizations, such as
those that grouped together teachers and workers.
The capacity the Concertacion has demonstrated to keep united
together the old sectors of the Centre and the Left, to triumph in all the
elections so far and to administer central government relatively successfully,
is a good indicator of the continual presence of an authoritarianism/democracy
generative fissure. We have to add to this its capacity to go on creating a
political culture of its own that integrates the historic past of its participants
with programmes and proposals of democratization, social justice, freedoms
and economic and social modernization.
From the beginning the Concertacion has managed to superimpose the
generative authoritarianism/democracy fissure over the historical one of social
or class origin, with the result that its electoral support integrates both antiauthoritarian political and cultural currents as well as the lowest income
sectors of the population who have historically voted for the Left and Centre
as representing the popular or workers pole. This can be seen in Table 1,
below, based on a CNEP poll carried out immediately after the December
1993 Presidential election, which shows how the social self-identification of
the interviewees is associated with their voting preferences, in such a way that
those who admitted to low incomes voted more frequently for the
Concertacion.22

21

See Jeffrey M. Puryear, Thinking Politics: Intellectuals and Democracy in
Chile, 1973 –1988 (1994).
22
The CNEP (Cross-National Election Project) is an international academic
project that has been developed since 1992 in various countries throughout the world
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Total

41.9%
36.2%
21.9%
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17.8%
28.3%
53.9%
100%

Source: CNEP- Chile, December 1993.

It is necessary to add the capacity the “No” coalition has demonstrated
to also integrate the historical lay/confessional division, to the point where,
instead of being what one supposed, a source of tensions, and with time, a
reason for the breakdown of the union between the Centre and Left, it has
been transformed into a source of reinforcing the same. In fact the
governments of the Concertacion have actively pushed certain “lay” themes
forward —the elimination of censorship, the end of discrimination, legislation
about the family and divorce, prevention of AIDS etc.—so as put them up for
public debate and on the legislative agenda. From the moment when it could
incorporate themes of a moral or cultural nature into its agenda without
affecting its unity, the Concertacion has extended its identity beyond either
social questions or questions of democracy. On the other hand, the
incorporation of these themes has unleashed polemical debates with the
coalition of the Right, who have adopted “conservative” or “confessional”
values as their own, thereby reinforcing the bipolar configuration. In other
words, the reappearance of the old lay/confessional division has not interfered
with the authoritarianism/democracy split nor has it fragmented the political
groupings that grew out of it, such as the Concertacion. On the contrary, the
bipolar system of coalitions that emerged out of the experience of
authoritarianism has proved its resilience, by being capable of successfully
processing and incorporating those themes of the lay/confessional fight within
the present political landscape, without affecting the existing party political
order and even strengthening it.

under the direction of Paul A. Beck (Ohio State University) and John Curtice (University
of Strathclyde, UK). In Chile the CNEP questionnaire was applied, using a panel type
sample, in Greater Santiago in two stages (one before and one after the election of
December 12th 1993) by the Department of Sociological Studies (DESUC) at the
Universidad Catolica de Chile.
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divisions and thereby re-ordering the whole Chilean political landscape. In
fact new divisions have emerged, such as the one between protection of the
environment and economic growth, but here as well, in the same way as the
division that exists in the so called “moral themes”, they have produced
transversal splits that in no way put the dominant alignment (i.e. the
Concertacion) in danger.23

The new landscape: strengths and threats
The stability that the new political landscape has shown is, without a
doubt, linked to the effects of substituting the electoral system of proportional
representation that favoured a fragmentation into multiple parties, for a
binominal majority system that favours candidates for the two major
coalitions and severely hampers any third force. It is a known fact that the
conditions induced by “electoral engineering” contribute to making more solid
those alignments that had their origin in cultural, social or political splits to the
point that the effect of those divisions and their politico-institutional variables
play off each other and become intertwined.
Even though there are intentions to reform the electoral law both in the
heart of the Concertacion and among the forces marginalized by it, it will be
difficult for them to obtain the majority required in parliament and it is also
difficult to envisage this as being a central theme of the legislative agenda in
the near future. In any case, even if the reform was approved, it would be
limited to introducing some level of proportionality in the actual majority
system, since there is a strong consensus for disregarding the idea of a return
to the old system of proportional representation, which, as we have noted
before, bears a heavy responsibility for the crisis in Chilean democracy at the
beginning of the 70’s. However, while this reform does not materialize, the
23

A “Green bench” has been created in Congress, with parliamentarians from
both coalitions giving considerable weight to environmental matters. This is the first
stable political grouping that has overcome the authoritarianism/democracy split.
Despite this, international experience shows that the theme of the environment is far
from having a capacity for structuring the political landscape and even giving birth to
stable political parties. See, for example, Herbert Kitschelt, “La gauche libertaire et les
ecologistes francais”, pages 339-365.
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means that they can quite easily go on reproducing themselves within new
politico-institutional frameworks, such as has already occurred in the case of
the municipal elections.
The nomination of the Presidential candidate for the elections that will
take place in 999 is an event which is subject to strong tensions in both
coalitions. In 989 and 993, the Presidential election coincided with
parliamentary elections, which helped to extend the bipolarity of the
binominal system itself. The 1999 election will be an exclusively Presidential
election, which will reduce the incentives to look for a “sole” candidate from
within the coalitions. Because of this, both coalitions have reached agreements
over procedures (in the case of the Concertacion, an open primary) that tend
towards the nomination of a common candidate. Nevertheless, even if this
does not work and more than one candidate presents themselves in each
coalition, the system of a second round or ballot that is contemplated in the
constitution can, in the long run, generate the same glutinous effect of
encouraging the binominal system within the parliamentary ambit, always and
when the first two majorities come from different coalitions.
More worrying for the present political climate could be the results of
the efforts of those on the Centre Right if they find it too difficult to gain the
Presidency. These efforts will be directed at discarding the present coalition
system, based on the authoritarianism/democracy cleavage. This can be seen
in the case of the Mayor of Las Condes, Joaquin Lavin, who appears to be in a
leading position according to opinion polls and who is looking to put his
personal attributes and leadership potential above party identification. This is
also the idea of some people on the Centre Right who have realized the
convenience of not having their own candidate, someone who would be
identified inevitably with the “Yes” campaign which would limit their
political appeal, and of pledging their support to one of the candidates of the
Concertacion.24 And we can see how successful this strategy is, in both its
variants, when faced with a Presidential election where the public look for a
more global identification in the candidates.
24

If one remembers, the thesis of not having one’s own candidate and
supporting the candidate of the Concertacion Andres Zaldivar was insinuated by Senator
for Life Pinochet himself and supported by leading members of Renovacion Nacional.
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democratic legacy of the Pinochet era —including the renownedthat are
demonstrated by the polls, show an estrangement, distrust and dissatisfaction
towards politics in general, which include government, parliament, coalitions,
parties and politics in the shape of people. For several analysts, these are
symptoms of a situation that coincides with the idea that the present party
system is no longer applicable and that there is no system to replace it.25
The indicators that show a kind of “cooling off” or apathy of the
population towards politics are numerous. There is, for example, a significant
reduction in electoral participation, principally among the young. In fact,
around a million and a half young people refused to register for the
parliamentary elections of 1997. We can also see a consistent increase in
abstentions that rose from 2.5% in the 1988 plebiscite to 15.6% in the
municipal election of 1996 and reaching 13.7% in the parliamentary election
of 1997. In the latter, the null vote grew spectacularly, reaching 13.6% while
spoiled votes grew to 4.2%. Although the motivations are different, if we put
the non-registered, null and spoiled votes together, on this occasion they come
to 40% of the Chileans, men and women, with the right to vote. As an
indicator of dissatisfaction we need to point out also a severe deterioration of
the image of political institutions in the eyes of the population. Given this, it is
not so strange that, in the context of personal relationships, conversations
about politics are also reduced as time passes and the transition process
consolidates itself. (Table No. 2).

25

This is the thesis of Genaro Arriagada, for whom “the reasons that justified
the emergence of the present parties have run out, without having been replaced by any
new realities that might have given birth to a distinct party order or a radical reform of
the present system” (op.cit. page 73).
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Family:
Often
Sometimes
Almost never
Never
No answer

17.0%
27.6%
27.7%
27.7%
0.1%

11.5%
24.2%
26.0%
37.4%
0.9%

Friends:
Often
Sometimes
Almost never
Never
No answer

13.7%
24.0%
19.9%
38.7%
3.8%

7.9%
20.2%
20.1%
50.6%
1.0%

Colleagues at work:
Often
Sometimes
Almost never
Never
No answer

12.1%
15.8%
14.3%
38.9%
19.0%

9.8%
14.8%
18.2%
54.3%
3.0%
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Source: CNEP and DESUC-COPESA polls 1966, Greater Santiago.

It is not the place here to analyze the factors that influence this
“cooling off” or apathy towards politics —among those that have been
mentioned are the consensual style of the transition, the perception that there
are very few differences between the coalitions in their programmes, the role
of the media, the extension of the market etc.— but it is certain that this is the
newest phenomenon to appear and the one with the most perspectives to
expand in the present political climate. Nevertheless, in the short term, the
“cooling off” is not a threat to prevailing political landscape. On the contrary,
it tends to fix the present alignment, characterized as it is by the dominance of
the authoritarianism/democracy split, and to make any change more difficult.
In effect, the possibilities of revitalizing old divisions that could reestablish the
three thirds or the radical ideology of yesteryear, as well as the idea of
generating new political splits or new forces capable of questioning or
checkmating the present system, are very remote given an environment where
interest and participation in politics is frankly in decline. In this sense, it is
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either questioning the present political alignment or actively trying to replace
it. Nevertheless, further on from the short term, it is possible to speculate that
apathy and a subsequent decrease in political participation will create electoral
pockets ready for sectors of the elite or charismatic leaders with anti-political
programmes to try and mobilize them “from above”, thereby threatening the
present forms of political alignment. But it is also possible that these sectors
will remain demobilized, or that they might eventually be incorporated into
the present coalitions if they are made an attractive offer in terms of
programmes, style and leadership or finally that they reduce their participation
to an anti-system pole that plays no part in the present coalitions, but also does
not seriously affect the physiognomy of the political landscape. All this leads
to the point that there is a phenomenon of uncertain effects that could need to
be addressed in the future.

Conclusion
The authoritarian experience from 1973 to 1989 gave birth to a
fundamental generative cleavage (the authoritarianism v. democracy split) that
re-aligned political adherences and reconfigured the Chilean party system.
This split is a predominantly cultural one and has superimposed itself on those
historical ruptures of a religious and social character that had their origins in
the 1 9th century and on the three thirds effect of this that marked the political
landscape prior to 1973. The two great coalitions that emerged from this new
split have been able to integrate both old and new dimensions into their
fundamental identity. If they manage to resolve, in an adequate fashion, the
problem of the nomination of their respective Presidential candidates for the
1999 elections, then the stability of the new Chilean political landscape will be
assured for various years.
Nevertheless the dissatisfaction of the population with politics,
although it has not led to a reconfiguration of the party system, could well lead
to various changes in the long run, which will have to be watched attentively.
In its most radical version it might induce a total estrangement of the
population from the political system, through a dramatic reduction in
26

See Carla Lehmann, “La voz de los que no votaron” (1998).
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further, such a tendency would make all actual divisions obsolete and destroy
the present political landscape: however what is certain is that, up to now, the
split engendered by the experience of authoritarianism and deepened by the
transition to democracy, continues to be prevalent.
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