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Abstract: 

Economic growth and the high prices of commodity prices are providing the resources, 

material and otherwise, for citizenship claims in Latin America or what are sometimes 

referred to as ‘post-neoliberal’ expressions of citizenship. These claims seek to challenge 

neoliberal understandings of state-society relationships and state responsibilities. We explore 

some of these new expressions of citizenship in Chile and Argentina. In Chile, citizenship 

demands from below that were contained by democratisation are articulated in opposition to 

the state, as the recent mobilisation of both miners and students demonstrate, whilst in 

Argentina, the windfall profits from natural resource exports are making possible a fresh 

articulation of government-sponsored nationalism and welfare politics from above. 

Contemporary citizenship demands, in other words, are framed by historical practices and 

memories and institutionalized state-society repertoires; and they should be understood not 

merely as contentious manifestations of the ‘post neoliberal’ but also as evidence of how 

patterns of citizenship, even in eras of growth, are shaped and constrained by historical power 

relationships between state and society.    
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From Above and Below:  

 Post neoliberal Patterns of Citizenship in Chile and Argentina  

 

 

Latin America is experiencing an unprecedented economic boom, based on global demand 

for the region’s abundant natural resources. But whilst the political economy of Latin 

America’s resource-dependent growth has been extensively examined (Humphreys 2007: 603; 

Karl 1997: 478; Collier 2011: 867), the implications of the recent boom for the models of 

citizenship have been insufficiently explored (see Bebbington 2012; Haarstad 2012; 

Schilling-Vacaflor and Vollrath 2012; Mazzuca 2012). It is now commonplace to assert that 

Latin America has begun to move away from strictly neoliberal models of growth and 

scholars are beginning to explore precisely what ‘post-neoliberalism’ in the region means 

(Macdonald 2009; Grugel and Riggirozzi 2007; 2009; 2012). We share Brenner et al’s view 

(2010) that the introduction of greater mechanisms of market regulation does not signify the 

end of neoliberalism as a development paradigm. But equally, we note that growth has given 

rise to articulations of citizenship that are significantly different from the previous decades of 

neoliberal democratisation, open markets and austerity.  

 

Grugel and Riggirozzi (2012) suggest that the new political economy in Latin America has 

given rise to ‘post-neoliberal’ expressions of citizenship; Radcliffe (2012), meanwhile, argues 

that neoliberalism always had the capacity to incorporate rights demands in ways that do not 

necessarily unsettle prevailing patterns of poverty or exclusion. We seek to take this debate 

further by exploring expressions of citizenship and the state-society relations they give rise to 

in two quite different national cases: Chile and Argentina. We ask: what kinds of citizenship 

demands are being made and what sort of state proposals around citizenship are on offer? We 

argue that the new politics of citizenship is a response to a new cycle of contention – in the 

language of Sidney Tarrow – where expressions of citizenship, repertoires of protest, and the 

nature of state responses are simultaneously shaped by historical patterns of 

contention/incorporation and redefined by the contemporary political economy of natural 

resource-led growth in the region.  

 

Understanding Citizenship 
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Citizenship is an ambiguous concept. Broadly speaking, it refers to the way that a 

‘community’ comes to see itself as occupying a belonging together, within a given place, 

usually within a nation state. Staeheli (2010: 393) writes that ‘citizenship is multifaceted… it 

takes on different aspects and significance for people in different contexts; and it seems to be 

defined as much by what it is not as by what it is… [It is] a legal category… a claim … an 

identity… a tool in nation building, and … an ideal.’ Fraser (2000) also adopts a broad 

understanding of citizenship which she regards as a composite mix of rights, recognition and 

representation. Citizenship, then, is fundamentally about the nature of the state-society 

bargain and the capacity and willingness of the state to respond to social or civic injustices 

and redistribute resources to remedy economic injustice. Giddens (1998) sees citizenship as a 

glue that holds communities together, but, in fact, the process of working out the terms of 

citizenship is generally highly conflictual.  

  

Patterns of citizenship shape up in distinctly national ways as different institutional frames 

support very different kinds of collective action and allow different sorts of claims to be 

made.  That is, institutional settings and regime features have significant impact on the 

rhythms and episodes of contentious actions, as well as on state capacity to respond Tarrow 

2012: 3, 124-125). These contingent chains of events are bounded by socio-economic and 

political institutions, meaning that contending actors are influenced by themes, symbol and 

tactical innovations of group and individual actions borrowed through past practices of 

collective action. In other words, although experiences of marginalisation are necessary 

elements to transform grievances into concrete political struggles, ‘citizenship pacts’ are 

inevitably shaped by iterative and cumulative engagements between states and social groups 

who frame and carry demands within specific governance frameworks. For Charles Tilly 

(2006, 1978), state-society relations can be understood through repertoires of contention, or 

‘the whole set of meanings that a group has for making diverse sets of claims on different 

people and groups’… and it is not only about ‘what they do when they make a claim but also 

what they know how to do and what society has come to expect them to do’ within a 

culturally sanctioned and historically confined set of options. Contentious actions are thus 

contextual, invented, and importantly, historically constituted. These organised collective 

responses indicate the interconnections between past and present understandings of state 

institutions and policy practices. Notwithstanding justice claims as central to the construction 

of shared social imaginaries, ordinary citizens are influenced by references to historical 

memories that symbolise a discrete set of categories constitutive of emancipatory politics.  
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In Latin America, disputes about the meaning of citizenship have always been part and parcel 

of political struggles for more inclusive democracy. As such, the notion of citizenship and 

social movements demands for broader recognition and inclusion have been determined by 

national political contexts in different countries at different times. Particular meanings of 

citizenship are the result of specific configurations of state and civil society relationships 

(Dagnino 2006). Disputes over citizenship during the high period of neoliberalism were 

defined to quite a significant degree by the shrinking of the social role of the state and the 

displacement of its significance to individual integration to the market through disciplinary 

processes of inclusion/exclusion. For this reason, demanding ‘citizenship’ now has become a 

‘weapon not only in the struggle against social and economic exclusion and inequality…but 

also in the widening of the dominant conceptions of politics itself’ (ibid: 150). 

 

Recent episodes of neoliberal contention across Latin America involved creative experiments 

from outside of the traditional forms of collective action (indigenous organisations, 

movement of unemployed people, pensioners, students, neighbourhood assemblies, barter 

clubs) that, in part, challenged the old ways of interest aggregation (trade unions, political 

parties). But, post-authoritarian social movements also draw heavily from a long tradition of 

collective resistance and popular mobilisation framed around long-running struggles for 

rights, social citizenship, and meaningful democratic participation (Eckstein and Wickham-

Cromley 2003).  

 

The rising tide of citizenship demands in Latin America in the context of the region’s 

changing economic landscape emerges from a relational dynamics between novel tactics of 

mobilising ordinary people and new instruments of state co-optation to maintain social 

control. On the one hand, political leadership and material resources have been vital for the 

organisational strength of social groups in claiming rights from the state. On the other hand, 

expressions of citizenship are institutionally contextualised, in which active practices of 

resistance are contained through diverse forms of elite strategies to institutionalise co-

optation. In other words, state-society relations are deeply rooted in the changing interactions 

between states and citizens, embodied through the levels of conflict between governments on 

the one hand, and social movements, organised communities, and new associations on the 

other. Put simply, mobilisation around rights and social citizenship in Latin America, as 
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captured by ‘new social movements’, are in fact embedded in historic patterns of social 

control, and are locked in (and often in contradiction with) party politics and trade unionism. 

 

In explaining these apparently new expressions of citizenship in Chile and Argentina, the 

paper traces the linkages between the past and present repertoires of contention. For one, 

social mobilisation, like state crafting, is path dependent despite the shift in the nature of 

political regimes from state-led authoritarianism towards neoliberal democratisation. 

Although economic restructuring has weakened trade unionism and to a certain extent 

disenfranchised citizens in political decision-making (Burdick et. al. 2009; Oxhorn 2011), it 

is also the case that political spaces for labour and social movements have not fully eclipsed 

(see Cook 2007; Murillo 2001). More interestingly, social movements and labour unions also 

began to draw inspiration from past memories of collective action in their efforts to 

renegotiate a new citizenship pact.  

 

 Patterns, Practices and Imaginaries: Citizenship in the Southern Cone     

 

A narrative of Latin America’s history that emphasises the significance of waves of political 

contention and mass mobilisation against colonialism, neo-colonialism, military 

dictatorships, and elite domination would certainly be convincing (Silva 2009). Protest and 

mass insurrection in general are integral to the region’s socio-political fabric. Nevertheless, 

the traditions of popular mobilisation notwithstanding, the challenge to neoliberalism since 

the beginning of the twenty first century is unprecedented. This is particularly striking in the 

cases of Chile and Argentina, since Chile was long regarded as a stable, successful and 

consensual market democracy and the extraordinary and rapid processes of privatisation in 

Argentina initially went unchallenged. Yet, in both countries, protests ultimately emerged 

from a bewildering variety of social groups. Some protest movements were, inevitably, more 

episodic rather than sustained. But the cumulative impact has been to challenge the 

legitimacy of the market as the principal arbiter of social entitlement and dignity and a 

growing rupture between new social actors and the established political classes who were 

responsible for the introduction of a political economy of neoliberalism alongside 

democratisation.  

 

In Argentina, the rise of the nationalist left after 2002 created an opportunity for rethinking 

the role of the state in society, whilst in Chile, the conservative government of Sebastian 
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Piñera, elected in 2009, opened a real space for the first time since 1989 for vocal opposition 

and social demands from below. The result was the emergence of different expressions of 

contentious politics, all of which sought to challenge the marketised logic of citizenship. 

These expressions vary from the mobilisation of miners and students (Chile) to the 

proliferation of factory occupations neighbourhood councils and unemployed movement 

protests (Argentina). These demands coalesced around a call for a new state-society bargain. 

As Grugel and Riggirozzi (2012) show, calls to rebuild state capacity was as much about the 

perceived need for state activism in social provision as it was for management of the 

economy. But it is, nonetheless, the new capacity of the state to manage economic growth 

that has created the prospect of a more interventionist state in society.  

 

After years of sluggish growth and recession, Latin American economies are expanding in a 

genuinely unprecedented fashion in response to external demand for energy, minerals and 

agriculture (see Figure 1). Export growth was 21 per cent in 2010 (Inter-American Dialogue 

2011; The Financial Times 2012). That growth – especially in the context of global 

geopolitical transformation – implies a new confidence to rethink received wisdoms from the 

1980s. The rents from the resource boom mean that governments can no longer appeal to the 

need for fiscal discipline as a way of reining in demands from below and economic growth, 

almost inevitably, brings with it a debate on labour rights, wages, social entitlements and 

policy. The point here is not that market-led growth in the region has suddenly come to an 

end; patently it has not. But growth, even in the context of open markets, generates resources 

and the option of raising revenue from taxation which, for new Left governments in particular, 

makes it, theoretically, possible for them ‘to actually govern on the left’ (Levistsky and 

Roberts 2011: 10). Times are no longer hard.  
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Figure 1 Growth Rates in Latin America, Argentina and Chile, GDP per capita, 2003-

2010 

 

Source: ECLAC 2011 (Adapted), p. 77. 

 

 

 

Chile and Argentina are beneficiaries of rising global demand and high prices for minerals, 

energy and agricultural produces (ECLAC   : Jenkins and Dussel Peters 2010). But, in fact, in 

neither country, has resource growth just ‘happened’; in both Argentina and Chile 

considerable changes were introduced in the mining and energy sectors in the 1990s in an 

effort to revive profitability and combat declining profits, which meant they were well placed 

to take advantage of rising global demand (Nem Singh 2012). Mining, energy and export 

agriculture sectors were transformed through a combination of state encouragement, 

competition and private capital. Moreover, once prices began to rise, governments in both 

countries adopted novel forms of ‘resource nationalism’ precisely in order to generate income 

for the state (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2 Share of Resource Rents-Commodity Prices Relations, 2000-2010 

 

Source: World Bank Development and Commodity Markets Database 2011. 

Note: Total natural resources rents are the sum of oil rents, natural gas rents, coal rents (hard 

and soft), mineral rents, and forest rents. 

 

Chile: Claiming Citizenship in the Mines and on the Streets 

  

Citizenship demands in Chile were contained by democratisation through the embrace of 

market rules and marginalisation of organised labour in tripartite negotiations (Winn 2004). 

More precisely, the neoliberal model - privatisation and labour reform – changed Chile’s 

trade union and civil society movements out of all recognition and ‘wreaked havoc on a mode 

of political representation that was rooted in labour and popular mobilisations’ (Roberts 2007: 

116). Nevertheless, the mining unions, and the copper miners in particular, survived the 

destruction of the autonomous labour movement in the 1970s and 1980s more intact than 

other trade unions because of their key role in the national economy. But the introduction of 

private investment in the mining sector transformed the nature of labour representation in the 

mines. In particular, it led to an increasing stratification of the workforce by separating 

permanent workers from temporary or contract workers as part of globalised business 

management models in resource sectors. The result has been that in some extractive 

industries, for example large-scale mining, relatively generous packages on education, health 

0.00

20.00

40.00

60.00

80.00

100.00

120.00

140.00

160.00

180.00

0

5

10

15

20

25

C
o

m
m

o
d

it
y
 P

ri
c
e
 I
n

d
e

x
 (

re
a
l 
U

S
D

 i
n

 2
0
0
5
 =

 1
0
0
) 

N
a
tu

ra
l 
R

e
s
o

u
rc

e
s
 R

e
n

t 
(%

 o
f 

G
D

P
) 

Chile Argentina Metal Minerals Agriculture



 

 9 

and pensions continued to apply, to permanent workers but were not extended to 

subcontracted employees or in industries where extraction is small scale and dependent on 

domestic capitalism (Aguilera 2008; Nem Singh 2012; Vergara 2008). Ultimately, this 

‘divide and conquer’ strategy against labour was underpinned by the relative success of the 

post-authoritarian left in emphasising consensus over conflict. In Julia Paley’s (2001: 6) 

terms, the political classes were so successful in ‘marketing democracy’ that the infusion and 

shaping of democracy by neoliberal economics convinced ordinary people that there was no 

value in mobilisation. In political decision-making, the professionalisation of knowledge – 

the possession of technocratic credentials – became the standard for participation in public 

life; knowledge that was not developed through ‘impartial’ analysis was highly suspect. 

Inevitably, popular neighbourhoods or poblaciones were practically excluded from political 

processes whilst changes on the Left made it impossible even to speak of equality as a 

legitimate goal of policy. Under these new political circumstances, community organisations, 

trade unions, and students were encouraged to accept a version of citizenship that stressed the 

importance of civic and political rights but separated it from social rights and economic 

welfare. Social policies stressed deliverable, anti-poverty targets but were devoid of ideas 

about progressive realisation of rights (Grugel and Peruzzotti 2012). 

 

In the past miners drew their political identity from principles of workers’ solidarity, 

communitarianism and independent activism developed through years of labour militancy 

that led to the nationalisation of copper mining. However, market reforms in the copper 

sector sought to achieve modernisation by adhering to efficiency standards of the private 

sector, for example by embracing labour flexibility, downsizing the number of permanent 

workers, and crucially, delinking traditions of mobilisation between left parties and mining 

workers (Silva 2009;Vergara 2008; Klubock 1998). In both public and private mines, a dual 

system of corporatism was established, whereby compensations between permanent and 

subcontracted workers were unevenly distributed. This was legitimately accepted not only by 

the leadership among permanent workers, but also by Concertación elites themselves, whose 

development strategy centred on substantive reductions in poverty whilst avoiding the 

question of social inequality. The scale of poverty alleviation is, in fact, enormous, almost 

exceptional, by regional standards: Chile reduced the number of people living in poverty 

from 20.2 per cent in 2002 to 13.7 per cent in 2008 – the second best record in Latin America. 

The coalition brought down poverty rates from 13.7 per cent in 2006 to 11.5 per cent in 2009 

(ECLAC 2010), apart from having the lowest multidimensional poverty rates and lowest 
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monetary poverty rates, leading Marcus Taylor (2006) to call this feat the ‘real miracle’ of 

Chile. Similar to post-crisis Argentina, the ‘growth with social equality’ programme occurred 

thanks to the large transfer of copper rents towards health, education, and welfare 

entitlements.
1
 

 

However, economic growth also raised expectations among social movements and ordinary 

people regarding the substantive delivery of reforms in labour, health, and other areas of 

welfare provision – all of which point to the revival of debates on social inequality. Whereas 

austerity discourses had traction for civil society acquiescence in the 1990s, social groups – 

certainly the secondary students and mining unions – began to articulate new discourses 

based on social citizenship. In Nancy Fraser’s terms, social movements challenge existing 

manifestations of injustice by way of seeking more substantive forms of participation 

alongside a redistributive agenda. Whilst copper miners have sought for equal opportunities 

among different classes of workers, students launched a radical campaign to compel the state 

to take a more active role in providing education.  

 

For mining workers, the commodity boom opened new opportunities to reorganise corporatist 

arrangements between the state and labour (Zapata 2009). Social conflicts managed by state 

managers through paternalistic relationships escalated as subcontracted workers, this time 

with support from permanent workers, rejected the company offers to end labour conflicts 

since 2006. In the past, representation in corporate governance was left in the hands of 

centralised mining unions (FTC mainly), leaving temporary workers with no recourse to 

defend their economic interests. With higher expectations of miners to increase redistribution 

of mineral rents between states and the workers, periodic episodes of class contentions 

became more confrontational, and progressively more systematic in the breadth of issues 

being discussed. Subcontracted workers in private mining companies with limited traditions 

of unionism (as a result of strong public sector extraction) began to organise and demand 

better compensations for outsourced workers. In some ways, they also move beyond 

permanent workers’ demands narrowly focussed on wage increases and bonuses; 

subcontracted workers who face worse working conditions – most evident in the mining 

accident in the San José mine in August 2010 – have sought for tighter regulations on health 

                                                           
1
 CODELCO’s contribution at one point amounted to as high as US$ 37,830 million or 22 per cent of total fiscal 

contribution in 2006 (COCHILCO 2010). 
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and safety as well as equality in treatment between those with permanent and temporary 

contracts. This, of course, generated tensions between the state and organised labour, but also 

among the workers themselves (Nem Singh 2012; 2010). 

 

What is striking about these claims is that they resonate old repertoires of contention, which 

can be traced back to the pre-1973 demands on social equality, labour autonomy, and 

nationalisation of resources. The workers’ strike against Minera Escondida in October 2006 

led by Pedro Marin of the Federación Minera del Chile (FMC) for twenty-five days was, if 

anything, emblematic of the militant strikes in the mines that sought for the nationalisation of 

copper mining. In astonishingly similar tone, the government accused workers of demanding 

more than what the state (and the industry) can offer; workers were also beset with 

difficulties of mobilising against powerful business groups, only this time, companies were 

offering large sums of bonuses as a way of ending labour conflicts (see Vergara 2008).
2
 The 

main difference was that the left government before Pinochet relied heavily on labour 

compliance whilst the post-authoritarian left severed its ties with labour in favour of political 

stability and social peace. Nevertheless, mining workers – especially after 2011 when 

government-sponsored labour pacts collapsed – were, and remain, powerful actors who 

challenge the neoliberal model employed in public and private mines.  

 

Whilst there is no question that the Chilean New Left was far from ‘post-neoliberal’, there is 

something novel about class mobilisation in Chile’s post-authoritarian unions. Firstly, the 

miners’ strikes took place at a critical juncture when consensual politics pioneered by 

Concertación was unravelling and the growth model was gradually put into the test. In state 

enterprise CODELCO, the permanent workers rejected Alianza Estratégica Phase IV in 2009. 

In the private sector, subcontracted workers in Minera Escondida – the second biggest copper 

producer in Chile – challenged existing labour accords despite the high costs of strikes. In 

both cases, workers’ mobilisations intensified after the exit of the centre-left government and 

the rise of Alianza coalition into power. Secondly, and the student protests also demonstrate 

this, a philosophy of solidarity based on shared critiques of neoliberal mining management 

has brought together mining workers across different classes. For the first time, temporary 

                                                           
2
 In the end, Escondida backed down and offered a five-per cent rise alongside US$ 17,000 bonus in the 40-

month contract to end the conflict (BBC 2006). The workers’ strike subsequently compelled the mining 

company to avoid labour conflicts in the succeeding October 2009 negotiation through a generous package 

of wage, bonus, and social benefits, which FMC accepted (Vial 2009).  
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and permanent workers overcame the ‘free rider’ problem by rejecting collectively and 

expressing public support for a more active state in copper mining. For CODELCO workers, 

the Right government in power cannot be entrusted to deliver a fair deal for the unions, and 

there are serious concerns regarding the government agenda on corporate governance 

reforms.
3
 For the miners in the private sector, the height of their protest was encapsulated by 

the decision of 31 trapped miners to file a lawsuit against the state (and not the private 

company) for its failure to carry out proper inspections in the safety and working conditions 

of private mines. The Chilean government has constantly and iteratively applied minimal 

standards, the miners argue, which makes it hardly surprising that two further deaths were 

incurred in 2005 and 2007 even before this tragedy came to pass. Overall, the concrete 

struggles of resistance cause frictions between Chile’s tradition of channelling social conflicts 

through institutionalised party politics and novel forms of expressing political subjectivity 

that is not confined to ‘defensive’ political actions.
 

 

Demanding Social Equality in Education 

 

The more visible challenge against consensual politics in neoliberal democracy is reflected in 

the student protests that began in July 2011. For over a decade, Concertación’s education 

policy was an effective instrument of expanding opportunities for young people, and was 

consequential to its successful anti-poverty strategy that allowed social mobility for the poor. 

However, the distinctive variant of open markets, liberalisation, and privatisation of social 

services in Chile presented tensions regarding the ability and commitment of the state to 

bestow equal opportunities for the citizens, and this contradiction was invariably captured in 

the stratification of peoples’ access to education (Bellei 2010; Portillo 2010). In this context, 

the students framed their demands around the outstanding obligation of the Chilean state to 

guarantee free, high quality public education. Their demands are rooted in the failure of 

Concertación government, especially Michelle Bachelet (2006-2009), to make significant 

advances in curbing the private sector in the delivery of education for the poor. Political 

mobilisation represents the collective expression of frustrations to the government’s view of 

                                                           
3
 The 24-hour stoppage jointly conducted by 15,000 permanent and 30,000 subcontracted workers completely 

paralysed CODELCO amounting to a loss of US$41 million (El Mostrador 2011b). Despite claims by 

Minister of Mining Laurence Golborne of the illegality of the strike and that the state was in fact 

‘strengthening CODELCO through its investment programme’, both temporary and permanent workers have 

promised to resist any further moves in the direction of introducing further changes in company management 

(El Mostrador 2011a; 2011c). 
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education as a ‘consumer good’ rather than a fundamental right of people as enshrined in 

international agreements and in the Chilean constitution. Not only do students seek to 

challenge existing understandings of what education is for, they offer a more radical critique 

on the role of markets in the state provision of public goods as well as the limitations of 

neoliberal democracy in generating political spaces for citizens to participate in political 

decision-making. This, of course, becomes more evident if one pays close attention to the 

technocratic governance styles typically followed by bureaucrats and national elites in 

making decisions that affect the life chances of young people (see Jara Reyes 2012 for 

technocratic governance in education reforms).  

 

In terms of the repertoires of contention between the state and movements, secondary school 

and university students historically staged mobilisations to criticise the general educational 

system, and therefore occupied an important space in the national political landscape 

(Donoso Knaudt 2013). When compared to the labour movement, students articulate a 

distinctive (although still embedded in class politics and social cleavages) political discourse, 

and due to their young age, have been forced to consciously fight for their right to speak for 

themselves in state-created political spaces. Similarly, the factions within the movement have 

typically led to conflicts regarding who has legitimate voice to negotiate with the state. In 

other words, it is erroneous to think of the student movement – even the most successful one 

in 2011 –as naturally homogenous and intrinsically united. These internal struggles that 

challenged the claims of student bodies affiliated with the party machinery are, in part at least, 

quite fundamental for new student organisations and horizontal social networks to emerge 

and take leading roles to replace existing political organisations into more inclusive forms of 

political activism. For example, Donoso Knaudt (2013) shows the confrontations and the long 

drawn process of establishing the Asamblea Coordinadora de Estudiantes Secundarios 

(Coordinating Assembly of Secondary School Students, ACES), which played a central role 

in the mobilisation of the 2001 (Mochilazo movement) and 2006 (Revolución Penguïno) 

protests.
4
 Some of the leaders in these movements have moved onto the university and 

became key actors in the 2011 protests.  

 

                                                           
4
 The student movement was preceded by organised school occupations between April and 

June 2006 led by secondary students. This mobilisation is famously referred to as the Penguin 

Revolution, a name that is characteristic of the black and white colours in secondary students’ 

uniform. 
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At face value, their demands were very concrete and limited to specific policy changes, for 

example, reducing transport fees and costs of education. However, they certainly share the 

criticisms of labour unions, human rights, and environmental groups regarding the limits of 

neoliberal democracy in Chile (see Barton et. al. forthcoming; Donoso Knaudt 2013). The 

tenacious refusal of student leaders to compromise with the national government brought to 

bear changes in the education system, including the commitment of the Chilean government 

to create a new state enterprise to manage the loans and credits of students. Perhaps the less 

tangible outcome, but of equal importance, is the process by which the student movement 

have awakened the political consciousness of what Eduardo Silva (2004) considers a highly 

depoliticised society with limited possibilities for inclusive politics. For Portillo and Reyes 

(2010), the student protests signify the explosive manner upon which political frustrations 

were silenced in Chilean society. Rather than dividing the public, the movement has drawn 

support across the political spectrum, far more successfully than the traditional labour 

movement and specifically incorporated those members of the social classes deemed to have 

been missed by the Chilean miracle. By September 2011, Piñera’s popularity ratings 

plummeted to 22 per cent, never to recover again despite his robust image after the rescue of 

the Chilean miners, whilst the national ratings for the student movement was at an astounding 

72 per cent (Goldman 2012). Finally, as the movement gained momentum, it was the first 

time really that explicit references on social inequality in national political debates began to 

take place, and subsequently, the question as regards the value of education as a strategy of 

tapering the sharp divisions between social classes was finally opened up for discussion. By 

insisting on a vision of bottom-up decision-making and greater state oversight on the 

provision of education, the supremacy of favouring social peace and consensual politics over 

the obviously conflictual debate on equitable access in welfare entitlements finally ended.  

 

In some ways, the student movement is reflective of what Nancy Fraser refers to as 

repositories of emancipatory politics. Without falling into the trap of romanticising the 

movement, it is fair to say that the radical demands of the student leaders were novel in part 

precisely because they echoed ideas about equity and justice that dates back to pre-1973 

politics – albeit in a form updated for the contemporary era. So, for example, the students 

called for the establishment of a state enterprise to manage the burgeoning educational debts 

which families and students were expected to shoulder, alongside root-and-branch reforms on 

taxation and greater spending on public education across all levels. Their argument, 

expressed in plain language, is that education, far from theoretical expectations, neither 
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produces greater social mobility nor increases the chances of the poor to gain equal access to 

opportunities as the rich. Put somewhat differently, the old strategy of education as a tool for 

poverty reduction and social inequality had reached its limitations, and from the students’ 

viewpoints, it was unreformable and in need of a complete overhaul (El Mostrador 2012). 

What is even more striking is that among policy makers, there appears to be a political 

consensus (in light of the protests) of a radical shift in terms of the role of the state in 

education from a subsidiary towards a more active role. This, inevitably, involves some 

reconfiguration of power and renewed emphasis on redistributive politics. 

 

As the Chilean Left moves towards the centre in their policy preferences, the distance 

between the political parties and their social bases with unions and popular classes also 

widens (Pribble and Huber 2011). The student movement challenged the manner by which 

consensual politics has been embedded in political and institutional settings, thereby 

producing a new cycle of contention between the state and movements. Whilst institutional 

inertia was reproduced in the early years of the democratic transition, leaving very little room 

for societal demands to be articulated, steady economic growth with little improvements in 

social inequality has triggered social dissatisfaction. The changed economic landscape was 

vital for the consolidation and radicalisation of the student movement. In 2006, secondary 

students negotiated with the Bachelet government who promised a ‘government of citizens’ 

but who ultimately retained technocratic control. By 2011, student leaders opted for a more 

radical stance against the government and political parties (René Reyes 2012). The state did 

not concede and the violence that ensued with images of embattled police forces and student 

counter-offensives spread across the world’s media, buried the view of Chile as a place of 

prosperous market rule.  

 

In sum, the protests by the miners and the university students resemble old patterns of 

contentious politics, shaped by social cleavages and class politics and they are, challenging 

post-1989 consensual politics through resistance, agency and active practices of citizenship 

claims making. In different ways, both the miners and the students are looking for 

institutional reforms that break the mould from the neoliberal model of development. On the 

one hand, their demands are clearly about material benefits and group interests. Whilst 

miners demand workplace reforms and a firm commitment to maintain state ownership in the 

copper industry, the students articulate a distinctive politics of redistribution that challenges 

the marketised vision of education, social citizenship, and public participation in decision-
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making. On the other hand, the breadth and scale of mobilisation – especially by the student 

movement – suggest an attempt to revitalise a different discourse of emancipatory politics. 

With workers in a weaker position to challenge capital and state, the students have staged 

protests against the neoliberal model to challenge the legitimacy of state practices. There is, 

then, a kind of dual track protest dynamic emerging, both of which are rooted in past motifs 

of contention – a strong labour movement approach, focused very much on the workplace, 

and a street protest approach, emphasising emancipation and justice. They simultaneously 

echo, and update, different strands of Chilean pre-1973 political culture.  

 

Reclaiming politics in Argentina: post-crisis manifestations of citizenship  

 

With democratisation, Argentina’s complex and vibrant civil society found itself led, by 

middle class, liberal activists, concerned above all with liberal and political rights (Sikkink 

2008; Peruzzotti 2002). Trade unions, meanwhile, the vehicle for working class articulations 

of welfare citizenship, were tamed and moderated, but hardly eliminated by the embrace of 

neoliberalism in the 1990s. Narratives of nationalism and class politics, as well as new bonds 

between the poor and working classes and Peronism were leading factors framing contention 

in the context of neoliberal collapse.  In fact in addition to corporatist forms, non-

institutionalised forms of protest led by workers emerged as privatisation of state-owned 

companies, public sector reforms and company restructuring led to unprecedented levels of 

unemployment in the mid to late 1990s. For this reason, the spectacular collapse of 

neoliberalism in a manner that was without precedent in the region was a watershed in 

citizenship politics in a way that simply was not possible in Chile. As such, it provided an 

opportunity for the public sector and a range of new social groups, particularly from 

unemployed workers, to articulate new visions of political participation and citizenship. As 

the process of contestation of neoliberalism led to the formation of a new collective identity, 

the unemployed workers movement, post-neoliberal contention marked the beginning of a 

new policy matrix that sought not simply to re-establish the role of the state in terms of the 

economic management but, more profoundly, to recreate the terms of democratic politics. 

 

Undeniably, the crisis that erupted in Argentina, as in much of the region, with the onset of 

the twenty-first century was due to more than the embrace of the Washington Consensus in 

the 1980s and 1990s. In fact, the episodes of December 2001 in Argentina must be seen as an 

episode in a drama that has been played out since the 1930s over the direction of the nation’s 
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political economy (Garretón 2002:1) and, as such, the events of post-2002 should be viewed 

through the lens of historical debates about the social question and the notion of ‘citizenship’. 

 

Peronism adopted a language of nationalism and socio-economic citizenship, as opposed to 

individual and political rights, to frame claims for social benefits and inclusion (Calvo and 

Murillo 2012). As such, it pioneered a ‘pact’ that was founded on the creation of a strong 

corporatist state. Inclusion was delivered through the development of welfare state 

institutions and conscious state engineering of growth as a means to absorb and maintain the 

(male) labour movement. Nevertheless, the rapid growth in social spending, the expansion of 

social programmes, and the expansion of regulation was founded in a problematic 

contradiction: as it developed, the process of industrialisation became heavily dependent on 

the surpluses provided by agricultural exports, which meant in turn not only an external 

vulnerability but also continuous negotiations to balance the interests of the landowners, 

tenants and exporters and, at the same time, deliver for the working class (Teubal 2001: 36). 

There was not, in other words, an agreed, hegemonic understanding of citizenship (in contrast, 

for example, to social democratic approaches in Western Europe). For this reason the 

Washington Consensus generated conservative agreement as economic reforms sought 

growth through the redefinition of the relationship between state, society and markets 

(Palermo and Novaro 1996: 124), whilst democratisation seemed, above all, the triumph of 

economic and political liberalism.  

 

The crisis of 2001 and the social protest that erupted with it was a call not simply to restore 

the capacity of the state to secure economic growth and development but more profoundly to 

reestablish social citizenship for the unprotected, urban unemployed, lower middle classes, 

especially in the public sector, and unionised workers who suffered shrinking pension and 

wage cuts. The post-crisis manifestations of contentious politics thus called into question the 

morality and policy process sustaining what was associated with neoliberal democracy. In 

parallel to historical forms of unionised mobilisation, new forms of public organisations 

emerged through neighbourhood assemblies and popular consensus-building initiatives, 

which became important forums for political debates in the framing of anti-neoliberalism 

proposals. Likewise, barter clubs came into existence and some bankrupt factories went into 

production as cooperatives, or recovered factories, by unemployed workers (Pearson 2003; 

Barnes 2005; Ranis 2005; Böhm and Dinerstein 2007). These innovative models of social 

engagement from below offered some answers to the problems of political legitimacy in the 
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immediate post-crisis. Unlike established and routinized places of mobilisation such as trade 

unionism, the boundaries between individuals and their communities, their sense of 

belonging, language of inclusion and public, were defined and practiced outside vertically-led 

state politics, in what some scholars identified as ‘horizontalism’ (Sitrin 2012). Horizontal 

social activism was led by new ‘political entrepreneurs’ (McAdams et al 2001: 141) outside 

state politics (Ruggeri 2006), not the old political brokers and its values were ones of 

‘dignity’, ‘justice’ and ‘self-governance’, and democracy (Dinerstein 2009: 25). This marked 

a dramatic shift from the corporatist approach to citizenship that had dominated in the past; 

but, as we will see, the independence of the new citizenship movements in Argentina was 

quickly to come under threat.  

 

Capturing citizenship ‘from above’  

 

In the immediate chaos that followed financial collapse in 2002, the chief task identified by 

the governments of Eduardo Duhalde and then Nestor Kirchner was simply to re-establish 

governance. This vision came together as a project for what Kirchner called a ‘more 

intelligent state’ (cited in Vilas 2006) or a project to harness export-led economic growth for 

social stability. Natural resource growth quickly became the motor of a new state-society pact 

that would offer a new corporatist approach to inclusion and serve to marginalise or control 

the spontaneous social movements that had erupted in the wake of financial crisis. In 

Argentina, in other words, the impact of growth on models of citizenship was far more 

immediate and direct than in Chile. New policies of taxation on export earnings in particular 

became the primary mechanism of state control over society, allowing the government to 

develop new programmes of food distribution, health and workfare plans and subsidies, 

which also had the advantage of bringing key  civil society groups to the negotiating table 

(Grugel and Riggirozzi 2007: 28). New policies of renationalisation along with control of 

prices of some basic services also proved politically popular and gave the government the 

image of returning to a more radical political economy.  

 

Politically, the new corporatism also sought to re-create the alliance between industrialists, 

labour and the public sector that was typical of Peronist economic expansion in the 1940s-

1960s. But as Wylde (2011) and Grugel (2009) note, there were also significant points of 

departure in this new version of Peronism. In particular, the mechanisms of control are much 

less formal than in the past. The governments of Nestor Kirchner and Cristina Fernandez 
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could not entirely rely on dialogue or control over the labour movement as their chief means 

of co-optation of the working class. The scale of social mobilisations after 2001 meant that 

protests came from non-unionised as well were led by unionised workers, ‘new poor’ 

segments of the middle class, informal workers and unemployed movements, all of whom 

were demanding inclusion. Instead, therefore, the government had to offer policies that would 

appeal across the social spectrum of middle-lower classes (Riggirozzi 2009). 

 

 Targeted cash transfer programs, which were initially short-term, were extended by the plan 

Argentina Trabaja, supporting cooperative enterprises in poor neighbourhoods (Piscetta 

2012). The government of Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner (2006-present) has also introduced 

a targeted program for children, the Universal Child Benefit (Asignación Universal por Hijo 

or AUH) in 2010. It provides around 200 Argentine pesos (50 US$) a month for nearly 4 

million children and families (Cogliandro 2010: 995). The program is significant in that, 

really for the first time, the government is extending welfare programs directly to children 

and to workers who are not unionized. In fact, numerically most beneficiaries will be from 

within the informal or self-employed sectors (Página 12, 2 December 2010), groups that 

were particularly active in the protests of 2001. Further evidence of state mediation in welfare 

in Argentina includes the creation of a ‘reasonable’ minimum wage for non-unionized 

workers (including domestic servants) in 2008 and pressure on the private health companies 

to extend their coverage and reduce their charges (La Nación, 18 December 2008).  

 

What does all this mean for citizenship? In the first place, governments were largely 

successful in recapturing the initiative and channelling demands for inclusion back into 

manageable forms. Citizenship is now, once again, chiefly understood as access to socio-

economic entitlements not as an alternative envisioning of belonging or the nation. Inclusion 

is, essentially, a matter for the state, which has been able to deploy ‘national-popular’ rhetoric 

against neoliberalism very effectively, while depoliticising social movements through the 

institutionalisation of workfare plans, social programmes, subsidies to state-sponsored 

cooperatives, and granting recognition through expropriation to self-managing practices of 

workers in their fabricas tomadas (Böhm and Dinerstein 2007; Sitrin 2012). A political 

normalisation of post-crisis society has taken place and, in the process it became difficult for 

the new horizontal forms of social contention to survive.  These novel manifestations of anti-

neoliberal contention were gradually being absorbed by more conventional forms of resource 

boom economic incentives.  
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The Meaning and Tensions of Post-Neoliberal Citizenship  

 

It is clear that the dominant conceptualisation of what it means to be a citizen left over from 

the high period of neoliberalism – a model that offered theoretically unlimited consumption, 

depending on income, along with limited civic duties and rights – no longer commands 

consensus in the Southern Cone.  But there is a key and unresolved tension around what 

citizenship in the Southern Cone does and should mean in the new era of economic growth: is 

it about fundamentally distributional struggles in the context of persistent social inequality, or 

is it about extending the terms of participation, the nature of the nation and the space for 

deliberation and meaningful voice? This is, of course, the key question that was buried in the 

early stages of democratisation across Latin America and it is perhaps no surprise that it has 

resurfaced. One might argue it was bound to, eventually.  

 

Sader (2008) argues that post-neoliberal citizenship is, above all, about affirming human 

rights in the face of markets, changing the values that underpin production, the creation of 

socially responsible economies and the opening up of new public spaces for debate. In fact, 

however, the boom has tipped the scales in favour of the state, at least temporarily, because it 

is able to offer states much-needed resources to undercut demands for autonomy. This is not 

to say that states are not offering – sometimes - something new in terms of citizenship – 

certainly in Argentina, that is the case in part. But what is on offer inevitably stops short of 

broader and more radical versions of citizenship that have emerged, at different moments, in 

both countries. In Chile, the push for new expressions of citizenship reflects, perhaps above 

all, a rejection of consensual politics and technocratic governance that delimited quite 

significantly the terms of citizenship since 1989. On the one side, democratisation and the 

changes in the Left meant that the state managed popular demands through the full restoration 

of political and civic rights whilst the distance between left parties and popular classes 

widened; on the other, the specific endorsement of market-led growth set real limits on root-

and-branch reforms on taxation and across key service sectors, including education, health 

and pensions. The result was, despite massive reductions in poverty through the 1990s 

policy-making was elitist, highly technocratic, and evasive of deeply political questions (such 

as social inequality). It is also the case that civil society groups often found themselves 

ignored, if not co-opted, in decision-making processes (Foweraker 2001), which perhaps 

makes it unsurprising that by 2009, only 12 per cent of Chileans thought that income 
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distribution was ‘just’ (Latinobarometro 2010:2 cited in Donoso Knaudt 2011). As the 

patterns of contentious politics in Chile unravel, it has become patently clear that these 

protests were not only about distributional conflicts of material resources at a time of plenty; 

organised collective action likewise attempts to create new political spaces for democratic 

engagement in an otherwise technocratic polity, as well as to seek alternative expressions of 

social belonging beyond class politics. Tellingly, their radical critique adds new voices into 

an elitist – and generally male, technocratic and middle-aged policy agenda. In the public and 

private mines, the protests of subcontracted workers reflect historically constituted tensions 

within mining unionism, but more broadly, these strikes call for workers’ solidarity within 

and outside the mining industry as subcontracting is a widely practised business strategy of 

employers across sectors. In other words, the recent strikes in the context of a boom 

challenge not simply existing patterns of disenfranchisement among workers but also the 

credibility of traditional forms of pact-making in tripartite negotiations. Taken together, 

collective organising against reforms set in motion by the Right government have been 

framed around distributional struggles, new identities beyond class politics, and a new 

philosophy of solidarity that questions the ‘growth without equity’ agenda in national 

political debates. 

 

In Argentina, where national patterns of engagement with citizenship are shaped as much by 

nationalism as class and where state elites have been historically implicated with working 

with unions to create corporatist model of inclusion, the story is quite different. Whilst in the 

case of Chile the students and the miners (in different ways and with different motivations) 

emerged as novel actors carving out what was a new public space, opening new democratic 

spaces for actors who were depoliticised by neoliberal authoritarianism has been crucial in 

reclaiming citizenship rights. Participation through mobilisation in this case brought civil 

society as a central protagonist with strong associational power and a commitment to 

inclusive and critical debate, close to what Fraser (1992: 134) defined as ’strong publics’ yet 

unable to secure an authoritative place in the political space of the state. In Argentina, on the 

contrary, ‘resource governance’ or more cynically the ‘rentier state’ has effectively managed 

to reconfigure (neo)corporatist structures for the inclusion of social actors and demands 

through new forms of intervention that allow the state to capture export rents deriving from 

the agricultural boom and settle long-standing social problems. The resource boom in this 

sense acted as a ‘political opportunity structure’ (Tarrow 1998), providing actors with a 

discrete set of material incentives to undertake collective action. For export sectors 
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particularly engaged in the production of soya beans, economic elites mobilised to secure 

wealth, whilst the middle and working classes exercised consumerism and the poorest in the 

scale desired to become part of the system through recognition expressed in social and 

workfare programmes. Most importantly, the boom was significant enough for the 

government to mitigate the traditional power of agricultural exporters to position themselves 

as political veto players and to foster a different state-society pact through a reworked version 

of Peronism. For some this is another manifestation of populism (Roberts 2007; Richardson 

2010) that benefits and sustains the unity of an heterogeneous coalition, or as Richardson 

(2010: 232) puts it, ‘the rural sector provides fiscal resources, via export taxes, for purchasing 

urban mass support... and subsidise working-class consumption.’ However, it can also be 

argued that the linkages between resource wealth and state policy in Argentina served as 

organising frames for new politics of inclusion beyond politics of protest or co-optation. 

Whilst expressions of citizenship from below have had a profound impact on the state and 

democracy, resource boom governance allowed a new settlement where civil society moved 

on from a radical rejection of politics and the political class (most emblematically, que se 

vayan todos), to contentious engagement with the state through policies and institutions. 

 

During the high period of austerity, deregulation, and limited participation it was possible to 

argue that the opportunities for claiming more than basic citizenship rights were extremely 

limited. How far has the new political economy of growth, transformed the political and 

institutional context for social actors? Judging from the experiences of Chile and Argentine, 

the answer appears to be – to an extent. The resurgence of growth certainly offers 

opportunities for mobilisation. But there is no guarantee for social movement success in 

terms of policy change or in maintaining autonomy. In Argentina protest politics were tamed 

by nationalisations, repossessions and workfare and welfare plans that were able to deflect 

the consolidation of creative repertoires and a ‘meta narrative’ or ‘master frame’ of civic 

opposition (Snow and Benford 1988). In Chile, the success of Concertación government in 

poverty reduction, in combination with the hegemony of consensus building, depoliticised the 

once militant labour and student movements. But the era of citizenship through consumption 

was threatened by both bread and butter claims and idealistic opposition to education as a 

marketised commodity. Furthermore both these claims – for greater material and ideational 

benefits for ordinary people - resonate with pre-1973 demands for citizenship.  
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The point is that economic growth and resource booms tend to produce varied, highly 

contextual, and even contrasting effects to contentious politics. For this reason, we can see 

emerging distinctive pathways of citizenship claims-making in the Southern Cone – different 

form the past and different from each other. Both pathways are decisively marked by 

historically-constituted patterns of contentious engagements between the state and the public. 

However, whilst the Argentine state has been relatively successful in containing citizenship 

claims by deploying – through national populist imaginaries drawn from Peronism and a 

combination of social spending in support of recognition of new rights and inclusion, and 

populist politics of participation and often cooperation of workers, in Chile it really was old 

wine in a new bottle. The state remains unresponsive, and even acted repressively – 

something that it has largely been able to get away with without major internal disruption.  

 

Conclusions 

 

Our paper argued that economic growth and resource booms are highly consequential for 

contentious politics. But those consequences are not necessarily straightforward, uniform or 

uni-directional. As Argentina and Chile shows, post-authoritarian social movements draw 

strongly from historical memories; collective action has deep roots to repertoires of 

contentions reflecting demands for social equality. The differences in the pathways of 

citizenship regime in the two countries, however, are marked not only by institutional 

capacities and state strength. They also reflect the extent to which social movements 

reinterpret their politico-economic environments as able to both deliver material welfare 

entitlements and open political spaces for social groups to negotiate political decisions with 

the state. During the heyday of neoliberalism, the challenge for social movements was to 

influence policy outcomes in favour of more inclusive forms of citizenship as well as to hold 

states accountable to their economic decisions. But in times of growth, expectations are even 

higher and demands intensified. Social groups are thus required to demand from the state at 

the same time as exercise their autonomy, voice, and agency. In these circumstances, the post-

neoliberal moment offers an opportunity for movements to claim rights and demands that 

were otherwise unavailable during the period of austerity and open markets. But it is equally 

clear that states can also respond effectively with either repression or co-optation. 
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