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“Look at Chile to understand the kind of world they want us to live in”

The Chilean uprising began in October 2019 and spread like wildfire in the student
movement after the PiÃ±era government’s decision to raise the price of subway tickets. The
repression of Chile’s youth ended up mobilizing all of society, no longer against the increase
in transportation prices, but against the whole neoliberal system inherited from the Pinochet
dictatorship.

On October 22, when a dozen people had already been killed and more than 80 injured–some
of them shot by the Carabineros (Chilean national police) –while acts of torture and sexual
aggression were being committed by the military patrolling in Santiago, President Sebastián
PiÃ±era publicly apologized to the Chilean people.  And he announced social measures aimed
at “calming” the anger of the insurgents: an increase in the minimum wage, a 20% increase
in the lowest retirement pensions, the cancellation of the recent 9.2% increase in electricity
rates, the creation of a new tax bracket for those with incomes over 8 million pesos per month
($9,600 USD), a reduction in the salaries of parliamentarians, etc.

In addition, on October 24, the Chamber of Deputies voted (88 votes in favor, 24 against, and
27 abstentions) on a bill to shorten the working week from a maximum of 45 hours to 40
hours. The proposal will have to go through a committee and then through the Senate.

JérÃ´me Duval: There has been a change in the government’s attitude that seems, at first glance,
substantial. Why haven’t these announcements calmed the rebellion?

Franck Gaudichaud: In reality, the so-called “social agenda” has been completely forgotten by the government.
Announcements have been made, even a government website has been created showing the progress being made,
as if we would have reached 77% of the realization of this social program. If we look at the details, most of the
measures have not yet been implemented, and even less so now in the context of a global pandemic and when a
health catastrophe is looming, in a context of a health system devastated by decades of neoliberalism. Even when
some social measures are implemented, such as a slight increase in the minimum old-age pension, bonuses for
lower salaries or small improvements in health coverage, the logic remains neoliberal, i.e. that the state, with public
money, comes to “help” and support the market in education, health, or pension funds. Furthermore, what the
government is announcing is really the minimum and it’s quite pitiful. There could have been some progress with the
announcement of taxes on the rich, but nothing: PiÃ±era, who is part of the financial oligarchy, is completely
controlled by big business and has no intention of taxing the ruling class. As for a far-reaching program of social
reforms, the most developed proposal to date is that of the “Mesa de Unidad Social” (Social Unity Roundtable), which
included the CUT (Unitary Workers’ Central), several unions and many other organizations (feminists and
environmentalists in particular), until it broke down in recent weeks. It is a 10-point proposal to which the government
has not responded.

There is violent repression from the Carabineros and, at the same time, the judicial system is passing laws
that destroy the freedom to stop the mobilization. Is the most recent law adopted to prohibit the use of
masks during demonstrations an illustration of this?

FG: In fact, from the beginning of the movement, the government’s response was repression, a really fierce state
repression with the military in the streets, and the systematic use of lead bullets by the Carabineros. Today, Chile is
denounced internationally, but also within the country by the National Institute of Human Rights, which is a state
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institution. It counts more than thirty deaths, almost 400 eye mutilations and several thousand injured, including
hundreds by lead bullets. There have also been cases of torture and rape in police stations and there are reports of
thousands of people who have been in prison for months, considered by the demonstrators to be political prisoners:
there are currently more than 2,000 of these political prisoners still in prison, at a time when the coronavirus
threatens to destroy thousands of lives, and particularly in prisons. And the response of Parliament was to intensify
this repression with a recently passed law, including by the parliamentary left and the opposition, which criminalizes
social struggle. Today, people can go to jail because they have set up a roadblock and prevented traffic, or because
they wear a hood during a demonstration.

There is a strong protest movement against the pension model, against privatized pension funds. What is its impact,
and can we say that it finds echoes in France with the movement against the pension bill?

Among the accumulated experience of social mobilizations in recent years is the mass movement “No + AFP”, which
basically means “we don’t want any more pension funds”. This struggle has succeeded in demonstrating a massive
rejection of this capitalization system by the population, simply because Chile’s pension payout rate is one of the
lowest in the world. Some workers who have worked all their lives find themselves retired with less than 20% of their
last salary. Although half of all workers earn less than $500 USD “net” per month… This is a practical demonstration
of the total failure of the funded system. Chile is the country with the greatest neoliberal experience in the world
(since 1975) and is one of the most radical. Private pensions were brutally introduced under the dictatorship by
Sebastian PiÃ±era’s brother, José PiÃ±era, who was Pinochet’s minister. At the height of the dictatorship, everyone
had to go through this violent reform… except the military, who kept their system of contributions. In opinion polls, the
demand to end the private pensions system, or to reform it, comes first, after the demand for a new Constitution. If
we want to understand why the capitalization system and the privatization of our pensions is dramatic, we have to
look at the catastrophic results of the Chilean experience. Therefore, this also has a direct relationship with the
mobilizations of recent months in France, as we can see that the unions, the French workers, were resisting the
reform of the Macron government and the project of a “points” based system that – in the long run – will facilitate the
introduction of capitalization and private pension funds of the “Black Rock” type and others.

Another central demand of the people’s movement calls for a change in the Constitution inherited from
Pinochet. On November 15, 2019, the parties represented in Parliament signed an “Agreement for Social
Peace and a New Constitution. This initiative proposed a vote for April 26th, during which voters will be
asked to answer two questions. The first, “Do you want a new constitution?” will be followed by a second
asking voters to choose between a “constitutional convention” composed exclusively of members of civil
society and a “mixed assembly”, including citizens and parliamentarians. Which option do we go for? Could
this process proposed by the government divert attention and be a way to calm the fervor in the streets?

FG: The Agreement for Social Peace and a new Constitution was negotiated in Parliament just after the second
major national strike that marked this round of mobilization, in late November 2019. This agreement seeks, as its title
indicates, “social peace”, thus calming and channeling the popular rebellion in streets facing big business who feared
a blockade of the economy. The agreement was also obtained under pressure from the military, as rumors have
circulated that, without an agreement at the parliamentary level, a coup d’état could take place. Among the
signatories are, of course, the right, the center and even some representatives of the Frente Amplio (the “new” left). It
is therefore a question of trying to put an end to the popular mobilization and at the same time to integrate in part the
main demand of those mobilized: a new constitution. In a sense, this is a victory for the mobilizations “from below”
because, for the first time, the Chilean political elite recognizes the need to change the Constitution inherited from
Pinochet in 1980. But the agreement provides ample room so that they can try to control this process.

In April, if the pandemic allows, which is very unlikely (1), the vote should result in a “yes” to a new constitution and a
constitutional convention, in other words the most “progressive” of the options proposed by the parliamentary
agreement. [1] But it is a “constitutional convention” in which the “old” parties in power for thirty years since 1990
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want to keep control of the process of change, and in which there is no guarantee that the independent lists of
citizens can be kept in the convention until the end. Negotiations are still under way on the representation of
indigenous peoples, which some on the right do not want, and on gender parity, as this was not included in the initial
agreement. Above all, the right tried to shut down the constitutional discussion and has imposed a two-thirds majority
to approve each article of the future Magna Carta, while another sector of conservative parliamentarians rejects all
together any prospect of changing Pinochet’s Constitution. This does not mean that the left should refrain from
intervening in this future referendum: large sectors of the social and political left (including libertarian sectors) intend
to break into this space of domination, and try to facilitate a constitutional opening of the system and to destabilize
the strategy of control “from above” of the government to achieve a true democratic constituent process, or at least
put central issues on the table, like an end to the privatization of water, education, and health. It also aims to put
forward new political rights, for example, recognition of the rights of self-determination of the Mapuche people or the
renationalization of copper. Other sectors of the left and of popular assemblies, for their part, are calling for an active
boycott of the referendum to denounce what they see as a new electoral charade and a “rehash” of the “consensus”
democracy agreed upon by the dominant classes, which has existed since the 1990 transition. Both sides have
arguments for and against.

The constituent process is a central theme of the citizens’ assemblies, sometimes called cabildos, that have
flourished throughout the country. How do these assemblies function and is there any coordination?

FG: One of the most interesting self-managed and democratic aspects of the movement is, in fact, these territorial
and neighborhood assemblies. There was a small debate between “cabildos” and “assemblies”, since the “cabildos”
were often convened by parties or constituted forces and the “assemblies” by people not belonging to a
political-social organization. However, today this debate seems to me to be obsolete. There are dozens of
assemblies in Santiago and in several other cities in the country, such as Antofagasta or Concepción. These are
moments of collective elaboration, of debate about what kind of society to build, what kind of constitution, what kind
of economic model, of health or education, but also how to protect oneself against repression, or sometimes the
looting of shops and stores, etc.

The strength of this movement is its territorial anchorage and its horizontality. While most unions remain weakened
and the main political parties are totally discredited, there is strong politicization “from below”, especially when the
assemblies are well structured. During the last two weeks there have been attempts to coordinate in Santiago around
twenty-five territorial assemblies or organizations that try to give a clearly anti-neoliberal, feminist and democratic
perspective to these struggles. This is very clear in their speeches and forms of deliberations. Obviously, now with
COVID-19 everything is more or less paralyzed, but contacts and solidarity networks already exist, and this is
fundamental.

A few weeks back, there were murders of football fans, including Jorge Mora, who was dragged away by a
police truck, and Ariel Moreno Molina, 24 years old, who was shot dead during a protest over Mora’s death. It
seems that the social movement is reviving. What do you think?

FG: During the Christmas holidays, the summer holidays in Chile, there has been a drop in protests, although every
Friday in the “Plaza de la Dignidad”, as it has been renamed, there was a demonstration and confrontations with the
Carabineros. In a way, it’s a Chilean-style ‘yellow vest’ movement! Until the health crisis and the pandemic arrived,
other mobilizations continued, such as that of the young students of middle and high school who have been very
active in recent weeks. They have boycotted the “PSU”, an elitist and very unequal university entrance exam.

But the repression also continues, and protesters have been killed. The population’s rejection of the government is
massive: PiÃ±era’s approval rating has fallen to 6%, below Pinochet’s approval rating, which is historic. We saw this
very well during the ViÃ±a del Mar music festival in February, where the public and various artists (such as Mon
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Laferte) expressed all their rejection of PiÃ±era’s policies, taking up the demands of the social movements and
denouncing the repression, all of which was seen live by tens of millions of spectators in Chile and throughout Latin
America!

In fact, it was announced that there will be a very strong continuation of the popular mobilizations in March, when the
school and university year begins, but the coronavirus is changing that, as it is all over the world, and the government
is trying to take advantage of this situation to dismantle the popular rebellion. The opposition parties of the center and
center-left (the former “Concertación”) have already announced that they are willing to make a new “pact” with the
right and PiÃ±era in the name of maintaining “national unity,” “social peace,” and now the health emergency,
confirming once again their role in the service of the “order” of the democracy of consensus and the radical
neoliberalism that reigns in the country and that they have administered for decades.

The last word?

FG: We should really look at what is happening in Chile: “Chile is close”, as they used to say in the 1970s, at the time
of the Allende experiment and after the 1973 coup d’état, in the circles of the European radical left. I think this is still
the case today, to read and understand the neoliberal world we live in today. It is urgent to denounce the ongoing
repression by all means and to organize our international solidarity with the resistance there, in particular now with
the political prisoners and all the wounded. It is important to understand what is happening in the “Global South” in
order to know in which world the neoliberals and their ideologues want us to live.

The globalization of capital is very clear in this sense: Chile is the laboratory of neoliberal capitalism, and is also a
distorted mirror of global trends, including what is happening in the “rich countries” of the North, trends that we see
here in France working, on a daily basis, under the Macron government, especially through the counter-reform of
pensions, with the growing repression of the French social movement and now with the management of the
pandemic. The best way to express our solidarity with the resistances of the peoples of Chile is also to collectively
resist, here and now, against the steamroller of Macronism.

(1) Finally, in the face of the pandemic, PiÃ±era decided to postpone the referendum until October.

 17 April 2020

This interview was conducted by JérÃ´me Dual for www.elsaltodiario.com and translated to English by Héctor A.
Rivera for Pressenza.

PS:

If you like this article or have found it useful, please consider donating towards the work of International Viewpoint. Simply follow this link: Donate

then enter an amount of your choice. One-off donations are very welcome. But regular donations by standing order are also vital to our continuing

functioning. See the last paragraph of this article for our bank account details and take out a standing order. Thanks.

[1] Finally, in the face of the pandemic, PiÃ±era decided to postpone the referendum until October.
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