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Preface

Like most academics and pundits, we are increasingly surprised and worried at
the rise to power of political leaders such as Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, Nayib
Bukele in El Salvador, and Javier Milei in Argentina. Drawing on our know-
ledge of comparative politics and the far right in Europe, we believe that the
emergence of these leaders might not be merely coincidental but rather indica-
tive of an enduring trend with significant implications for democracy across
Latin America. However, the more we examined this phenomenon in the
region, the more we were struck by the similarities and differences among the
various instances of the far right in Latin America and beyond.

To address this puzzle, we were fortunate to secure funding from the Open
Society Foundations (OSF), which enabled us to establish the Laboratory for
the Study of the Far Right (ultra-lab). This initiative allows us to conduct
research on this topic and disseminate our findings to a broader audience.
We believe that to properly understand this phenomenon, it is crucial to engage
in a dialogue based on empirical evidence rather than existing preconceptions
or highly normative positions. While there are valid reasons to be concerned
about the rise of the far right in Latin America, our focus must be on compre-
hending this phenomenon rather than merely denouncing it or lamenting
its emergence.

The reelection of Donald Trump in , along with the growing electoral
support for populist radical-right parties across Europe, underscores the need
to view the far right not as an ephemeral trend, but possibly as a by-product of
deep structural transformations within contemporary societies – one that is
likely to persist and may even provoke a broader process of electoral realign-
ment. Latin America is now witnessing the rapid emergence of far-right actors,
and we hope this volume contributes meaningfully to the understanding of a
phenomenon that has become truly global. In this sense, we intend for the book
to be of interest not only to scholars focused on Latin America, but also to those
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engaged in the broader study of the far right. By providing cross-national and
cross-regional evidence, we aim to strengthen our collective capacity to analyze
this phenomenon and to more effectively reflect on how democracy can
be defended.

One of our initial undertakings was an academic workshop focused on the
ideas promoted by the far right in Latin America. This event was held at the
Institute of Political Science (ICP) of the Pontificia Universidad Católica de
Chile on August  and , . Over these two days, we discussed preliminary
versions of all the chapters included in this book and received valuable feedback
from several participants. We are particularly grateful for the insights provided
by David Altman, Kirk Hawkins, and Daphne Halikiopoulou. Additionally, we
appreciate the support from the Faculty of History, Geography, and Political
Science of the Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile, especially Umut Aydin,
Bernarda Gutiérrez, Margot Lagos, Valeria Palanza, Viviana Sepúlveda, Julieta
Suárez-Cao, Deborah Valenzuela, and Cristina Vidal. Following the workshop,
we collaborated with the Chilean Office of the Friedrich Ebert Foundation
(FES) to publish short pieces in Spanish on the far right in Latin America.
We then provided detailed feedback to each of the authors, who worked
diligently to revise and improve their original contributions.

Preliminary versions of several chapters were presented at the general con-
ferences of the European Consortium for Political Research (ECPR), held at
Charles University in Prague (September –, ) and University College
Dublin (August –, ), and at the International Congress of the Latin
American Studies Association (LASA), held at the Pontifícia Universidad
Javeriana in Bogotá (June –, ). The introductory chapter was pre-
sented and discussed in various academic settings, including the Eunadi Center
for International Studies at Cornell University (November ), the Fundação
Fernando Henrique Cardoso in São Paulo (March ), the Scuola Normale
Superiore in Florence (July ), and the Latin American Congress of Political
Science (ALACIP) in Lisbon (July ). Additionally, we have had the oppor-
tunity to discuss this project with various friends and colleagues, who offered
invaluable support and ideas at different stages. We would like to extend
special thanks to Lenka Bustikova, Manuela Caiani, Donatella della Porta,
Sofia Donoso, César Guzmán-Concha, Michael Minkenberg, Cas Mudde,
Catherine Reyes-Housholder, Kenneth Roberts, Javier Sajuria, Rocío Salas-
Lewin, and Sidney Tarrow for their invaluable insights and encouragement.
Moreover, the support of Cambridge University Press has been incalculable –

particularly the patience and enthusiasm of our editor, Rachel Blaifeder, who
embraced this project from the outset and successfully engaged two scholars
whose reviews provided exceptionally insightful feedback. We are deeply grate-
ful for the time and thoughtfulness they devoted to their assessments.

Last but not least, we would each like to acknowledge the specific funding
bodies that have supported our work on this project. Cristóbal Rovira
Kaltwasser gratefully acknowledges support from the Chilean National Fund

xvi Preface

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


for Scientific and Technological Development (FONDECYT Project )
and the Centre for Social Conflict and Cohesion Studies (COES, : ANID/
FONDAP/A). Carlos Meléndez gratefully acknowledges support
from the Agencia Nacional de Investigación y Desarrollo-Chile (SIA Project
SA and FONDECYT Regular Project ) and from the Centre
for Social Conflict and Cohesion Studies (COES, : ANID/FONDAP/
A). Talita Tanscheit gratefully acknowledges support from the
Chilean National Fund for Scientific and Technological Development
(FONDECYT Project ). Lisa Zanotti gratefully acknowledges the
support of the Centre for Social Conflict and Cohesion Studies (COES, :
ANID/FONDAP/A) and the ANID-Millennium Science Initiative
Program (Grant Number NCS_). We are also grateful to Fabián
Villalobos-Machuca for his dedicated support in the preparation of the final
version of the manuscript.

Unless otherwise stated, translations are by the authors.
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

The Far Right in Latin America

A Framework for Analysis

Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser

There is a broad scholarly consensus that, as the twenty-first century began,
Latin American countries experienced an inclusionary turn. Marking a signifi-
cant – and in many ways unexpected – break with the past, the region imple-
mented a series of reforms aimed at better incorporating historically
marginalized groups. As Kapiszewski, Levitsky, and Yashar (, p. ) aptly
observe, “politics and policies became more inclusive, allowing for the more
effective practice of citizenship by individuals who previously had been
excluded on the basis of class, race, ethnicity, gender or sexual preferences.”

Unlike the earlier episode of popular inclusion that occurred in the first half
of the twentieth century – meticulously documented in the seminal work of
Collier and Collier () – this more recent wave of incorporation, often
referred to as the “second incorporation period” (e.g., Roberts, ; Rossi
& Silva, ), has benefited a more diffuse and less organized set of actors. It
also brought increased recognition to cross-cutting issues such as gender and
sexual orientation, creating fertile ground for “culture wars” to gain traction
and potentially trigger a process of electoral realignment (Smith & Boas, ).
In this sense, the inclusionary turn encompassed not only socioeconomic but
also sociocultural dimensions.

Importantly, this inclusionary shift both predates and transcends Latin
America’s “pink tide” (Kapiszewski et al., ). While left-leaning adminis-
trations undoubtedly gave momentum to many of these reforms, several initia-
tives began prior to their rise to power. Moreover, what is particularly
noteworthy is that many of these reforms were not reversed by subsequent
right-leaning governments, such as those led by Mauricio Macri in Argentina
and Sebastián Piñera in Chile (Niedzwiecki & Pribble, ; Rovira
Kaltwasser, ). This suggests that, at the start of the millennium, there
was a broader consensus on inclusionary policies that spanned the ideological
spectrum.


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Today, the situation is markedly different, with far-right leaders dominating
headlines through fierce rhetoric that targets not only economic issues but also
cultural ones, thereby promoting an exclusionary agenda. This wave of extreme
right-wing actors, previously observed in Europe and more recently in the US,
now seems to be gaining traction in Latin America as well. The first signs were
the presidential elections of Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil in  and Nayib Bukele
in El Salvador in , with Bukele being reelected by a landslide in .
To the surprise of many academics and pundits, despite his incendiary rhetoric
and behavior, Javier Milei became the president of Argentina in .
Furthermore, the far right has been gaining electoral ground in other countries,
such as Chile (Partido Republicano), Peru (Renovación Popular), and Uruguay
(Cabildo Abierto). Interestingly, in the presidential election in Mexico in ,
no clear far-right candidate was present on the ballot, and the incumbent
candidate, Claudia Scheinbaum, won the contest. In summary, while there is
evidence that far-right forces are establishing themselves across the Latin
American context, their level of electoral success varies. Additionally, it is not
immediately clear what ideological traits are shared by figures like Bolsonaro in
Brazil, Bukele in El Salvador, Kast in Chile, and Milei in Argentina.

How can we understand the rapid and uneven rise of the far right across
Latin America? What are the similarities and differences between the emerging
far-right forces in the region? To what extent does their agenda align with that
of the populist radical right in Europe, Donald Trump’s Republican Party in the
US, and other extreme right-wing instances worldwide? These pressing ques-
tions have received limited academic attention so far. There are at least two
reasons for this oversight. First, far-right forces are relatively new in Latin
America, resulting in a lack of comparative research on the subject. Second,
despite growing academic and public interest in the far right, most research has
focused predominantly on Europe and, more recently, the US, especially with
the rise of Donald Trump. Consequently, there are few cross-regional studies
on the far right, and most existing research on Latin America tends to concen-
trate on individual cases – such as Bolsonaro in Brazil – rather than offering a
cross-national and cross-regional comparative perspective. This edited volume
seeks to address that gap in a systematic way, and the purpose of this introduc-
tory chapter is to set the agenda for the broader academic effort. The remainder
of the chapter is structured into three main sections.

We begin by presenting a conceptual framework that not only summarizes the
academic debate on the notion of the far right but also provides practical
guidelines for its study. By employing this framework, the contributors to this
edited volume demonstrate its utility. However, as we will argue here – as well as
in various country cases and in the concluding Chapter  – conceptualizations

 Partial exceptions can be found in the works of Borges and Zanotti (), Castro-Rea and
Solano (), de Jonge et al. (), Kestler (), Rovira Kaltwasser et al. (), and
Sanahuja, López Burian, and Vitelli ().

 Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser
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developed for studying the far right in Europe and beyond should be applied to
the Latin American context with caution. In other words, the aim of this section
lies in offering a conceptualization of the far right that fosters cross-national and
cross-regional dialogue while allowing for the discovery of specific national and
regional developments. As we will explain in more detail, we believe that using a
broader concept (far right) is more useful than narrower definitions (e.g., populist
radical right or extreme right). As Pirro () has convincingly argued, this
approach enables a more comprehensive understanding of the diverse manifest-
ations of the far right in different contexts.

Following this, we provide a summary of the case studies included in the edited
volume. Given the impossibility of discussing all Latin American countries, we
focus on a selection that allows us to identify different patterns across the region.
As we will explain in more detail, we look at countries where the far right is strong
enough to win executive office independently (Argentina, Brazil, and El Salvador),
where the far right has managed to enter the electoral arena and influence the
public agenda (Chile, Peru, and Uruguay), and where the far right is – at least until
now – almost absent from the political scene (Colombia andMexico). By covering
countries with varying levels of far-right electoral strength, the research design of
this project aims to distinguish the factors driving the success and failure of these
forces across the region. Additionally, we offer preliminary observations on the
diverse organizational trajectories of the far right in Latin America – an aspect
that differs markedly from the European context.

The third and final part systematizes existing explanations for the rise of the
far right in Latin America. While it is no coincidence that far-right forces with
diverse ideological and organizational backgrounds are gaining electoral trac-
tion across various Latin American countries, there is currently no single theory
that can fully explain this development. In fact, there is an ongoing scholarly
debate about the rise of the far right in Europe and beyond, characterized by
significant skepticism about the feasibility of developing a general theoretical
model applicable across different times and places (e.g., Berman, ; Mudde,
; Noury & Roland, ). Taking this into consideration, the final section
aims to identify contextual changes in Latin America that may help us under-
stand why far-right forces are gaining momentum in several countries. In line
with existing research on the far right in comparative perspective, we map these
contextual changes by examining demand-side and supply-side arguments as
well as national and international factors.

.       

 

Despite an ongoing debate about the utility of the left–right axis, scholars,
pundits, and citizens alike continue to use it as a framework to understand the
political landscape. The left–right concept is well-entrenched in how we typic-
ally analyze politics in the Western world and beyond. While we do not aim to
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provide a detailed analysis of the origins, evolution, and application of this
terminology here, we believe it is important to offer a brief conceptual clarifi-
cation. This is particularly necessary to arrive at a shared understanding of the
far right that can be applied both within and outside of Latin America.

As it is well-known, the origins of the left–right axis can be traced back to the
French Revolution, when the assembly that convened after the decapitation of
the king divided into two camps: defenders of the ancien régime positioned
themselves on the right side, while supporters of the revolution seated them-
selves on the left (Laponce, ; Ziblatt, ). Since then, the notion of left
and right has been associated with contrasting political positions. While the
specific issues at stake vary across time and place, a common denominator can
be identified at an abstract level: the dispute over (in)equality. As Norberto
Bobbio () famously noted, the left–right distinction is structured around
the idea of equality. The right views most inequalities as natural and difficult or
unwise to eradicate, whereas the left sees most inequalities as socially con-
structed and thus amenable to progressive governmental action.

This conceptualization of the left–right axis is commonly employed in com-
parative politics, as scholars often operationalize this ideological distinction
into a debate over the role of the state in the economy. The right typically
argues that most inequalities are natural and that the free market should prevail
over an interventionist state. Conversely, the left contends that inequalities are
socially constructed and advocates for active state intervention to regulate the
economy and counter these disparities. However, the notion that the left–right
distinction centers on (in)equality extends beyond socioeconomic issues to
encompass sociocultural issues as well. Fascism provides a pertinent example.
Scholars classify German National Socialism (Nazism) as right-wing not
because of its stance on state involvement in the economy but due to its strong
defense of perceived natural hierarchies, such as the existence of “inferior
races” (Untermenschen) and “superior races” (Übermenschen) (Eatwell,
, ). In summary, the left–right distinction is anchored in different
standards of equality, encompassing both socioeconomic and sociocultural
dimensions. The relative importance of these dimensions varies across time
and place, but existing research suggests that contemporary far-right forces
typically place greater emphasis on the sociocultural dimension than the socio-
economic one (Bustikova, ; Ignazi, ; Minkenberg, ; Mudde,
, ; Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, ; Rydgren, ).

 In the European context, scholars commonly describe political competition as structured by a
two-dimensional conflict space. The first dimension is the traditional economic left–right divide,
which centers on opposing views regarding the role of the state in the economy. The left advocates
for greater state intervention, wealth redistribution, social welfare programs, and economic
equality, while the right supports free markets, limited government intervention, lower taxes,
privatization, and individual economic responsibility. The second dimension is cultural and is
often captured by the GAL-TAN framework (Hooghe & Marks, ; Vachudova, ). GAL

 Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser
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However, how can we specifically define far-right politics? To answer this
question, it is essential to distinguish between two camps within the right-wing
bloc: the mainstream right and the far right. The academic literature on this
topic typically combines spatial attributes and attitudes toward democracy to
clarify this conceptual distinction (e.g., Akkerman et al., ; Ignazi, ,
; Mudde, ; Bale & Rovira Kaltwasser, ). In this context, the
difference between the mainstream right and the far right lies not only in the
intensity of their right-wing positions (moderate versus hardcore) but also, and
more importantly, in their relationship with democracy (acceptance versus
rejection). The far right is characterized by adopting hardcore right-wing
positions and maintaining either a semi-loyal or disloyal stance toward the
democratic system.

Taking this distinction into account, it becomes clear that the consolidation
of democratic regimes cannot be fully understood without considering the
crucial role played by mainstream right-wing parties (Ziblatt, ). These
parties have been instrumental in establishing democracy as “the only game
in town” and in promoting a gradual adaptation to increasingly progressive
cultural norms. However, this process of adaptation has also left segments of
society feeling unrepresented, thereby fueling a backlash against progressive
values (Bale & Rovira Kaltwasser, ; Ignazi, , ; Norris &
Inglehart, ). The contemporary far right should thus be understood as a
political project primarily aimed at resisting the social advancement of historic-
ally marginalized groups. It is no coincidence that classic modernization theor-
ies (Inglehart , ; Lipset & Raab, ; Scheuch & Klingemann,
) view the far right as a reactionary response to social change. Rather
than adapting to ongoing economic and cultural transformations, far-right
actors seek a return to an idealized national past, constructing a radically
homogeneous community through ethnic, cultural, or political exclusion
(Minkenberg, ; Mudde, ).

To paraphrase Bustikova’s (, p. ) geological metaphor, the far right’s
“magma” is “the historically entrenched hierarchy of groups that forms the
state’s agenda vis-à-vis minority group accommodation. The volcano’s erup-
tion is triggered by a sudden adverse shift in the status quo that undermines the
dominant group’s control over majority–minority relations and its status.” This
shift provokes resentment, which far-right actors articulate through nostalgia
for a past marked by the dominance of a particular group. As the chapters of
this book demonstrate, in Latin America, the shift in the status quo concerning

(Green, Alternative, Libertarian) reflects progressive positions on cultural issues, such as support
for environmentalism, multiculturalism, LGBTQ+ rights, and individual freedoms. In contrast,
TAN (Traditional, Authoritarian, Nationalist) represents more conservative views, emphasizing
law and order, national sovereignty, traditional family structures, and cultural homogeneity.
However, there is no general agreement on how this second dimension should be conceptualized.
See, for example, Bornschier () and Kriesi et al. ().
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majority–minority relations is closely linked to issues of gender and sexual
identity, whereas migration appears to be a more significant factor in
Europe. One of the central arguments we advance in this book is that the
inclusionary turn experienced in Latin America at the beginning of the twenty-
first century has helped lay the groundwork for a conservative counter-
reaction. The resilience of democracy, combined with a favorable international
environment that promoted liberal values (Levitsky & Ziblatt, ;
Mainwaring & Pérez-Liñán, ), created unprecedented and sustained
opportunities for the incorporation of historically marginalized groups.
In other words, the very success of these cumulative inclusionary efforts has
sown the seeds for a backlash – one that is now being articulated by the far
right. Because inclusionary reforms tend to produce, or at least generate the
perception of, “winners and losers,” they are particularly prone to triggering
opposition. As Kapiszewski, Levitsky, and Yashar (, p. ) observe, “this
is particularly true in societies marked by extreme inequality, where inclusion-
ary reforms may challenge long-standing social hierarchies and thus catalyse
intense resistance among historically privileged groups, who wield power both
behind the scenes and through democratic institutions.”

It is important to note that the far right is not a homogeneous political bloc.
The scholarly literature identifies two main variants within this camp. On the
one hand, there is the extreme right, characterized by its clear antidemocratic
positions. These political forces do not support a democratic system and are
quite outspoken about their authoritarian tendencies. In other words, the
extreme right defends antidemocratic ideas and behaviors, such as the use of
violence against political opponents or the abolition of elections. On the other
hand, there is the populist radical right, which is nominally democratic. This
means that while it presents itself as supportive of the democratic system, it
promotes ideas and behaviors that are at odds with the liberal component of
democracy. Notably, the populist radical right often criticizes the judiciary for
its alleged partiality and targets civil society organizations that defend historic-
ally marginalized groups or progressive values.

Given that democracy generally holds a positive connotation in the contem-
porary world, it is more common to see the rise of populist radical-right forces
rather than extreme-right ones. It is challenging for openly authoritarian actors
to secure a majority in free and fair elections. This has significant implications
for the impact of the far right on democracy. Since the populist radical right
primarily attacks the liberal dimension of the democratic system, it leads to a
gradual and often subtle process of democratic erosion rather than an abrupt
collapse of the regime (Levitsky & Ziblatt, ). Indeed, scholars emphasize
that the main democratic challenge today is the gradual weakening of key

 On this topic, see also the work of Borges and Zanotti (), Mayka and Smith () as well as
Escoffier, Payne, and Zulver ().
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institutions and norms due to increasing public support for political forces with
illiberal tendencies (Bermeo, ; Merkel & Lührmann, ; Minkenberg
et al., ).

As the populist radical right is the most significant force within the far right,
it has garnered substantial academic attention, particularly in Europe. The
populist radical right is now an integral part of party systems in almost all
European countries and has been in government in several, including Austria,
Italy, Hungary, Norway, and Poland. The concept of the populist radical right
originates from European academic literature, notably Mudde’s () frame-
work, which identifies three main defining attributes: authoritarianism, nativ-
ism, and populism.

First, authoritarianism within the populist radical-right framework refers to
the advocacy of a hierarchical society where any form of deviant behavior is
severely punished. While the definition of “deviant behavior” varies, most
populist radical-right forces argue that traditional values should be upheld
and depict “aliens” as not only misbehaving but also being incompatible with
national culture. This promotion of authoritarian ideas leads the populist
radical right to favor restrictive measures to maintain control and punish what
they consider abnormal. Consequently, the populist radical right often endorses
harsh policies against crime and holds strong conservative positions on moral
issues. By criticizing abnormality, the populist radical right implicitly or expli-
citly calls for the restoration of natural hierarchies to properly structure society.

Second, nativism is commonly understood as a form of xenophobic nation-
alism that asserts the political system should primarily serve the interests of
native inhabitants. This ideology posits that both foreign ideas and people pose
a significant threat to the cultural homogeneity of the nation-state (Betz, ).
In Europe, most contemporary populist radical-right forces commonly depict
immigrants in general – and Muslims and Roma in particular – as “aliens”:
non-natives perceived as threats to the cultural fabric of the nation. However,
outside of Europe, the population targeted by populist radical-right forces isn’t
exclusively immigrants, Muslims, and/or Roma. For instance, in societies
shaped by settler colonialism, populist radical-right actors often advocate for
a mono-culturalist view that supports the dominance of one nation, thereby
rejecting the coexistence of diverse national or ethno-racial identities and
populations (Rovira Kaltwasser & Zanotti, ).

Third, and finally, populism is defined as a set of ideas that not only divides
society into two antagonistic groups – “the pure people” versus “the corrupt
elite” – but also asserts that politics should prioritize popular sovereignty above
all else (Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, ). While not all populist radical-
right forces characterize “the pure people” and “the corrupt elite” in identical
terms, they typically depict “the establishment” as a coalition of powerful
entities who promote progressive values perceived to be at odds with the
interests and beliefs of the silent majority. Given that populist radical-right
discourse often emphasizes nationalist markers to distinguish between insiders

The Far Right in Latin America: A Framework for Analysis 

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


and outsiders, cosmopolitan ideas and figures are frequently portrayed as
malevolent forces that undermine the values and integrity of “the heartland”
(Taggart, ).

This conceptualization of the populist radical right, centered on three ideo-
logical pillars – authoritarianism, nativism, and populism – has gained prom-
inence in comparative politics. However, empirical evidence indicates that these
components do not always receive equal emphasis. Research on Western
Europe has shown that the populist element can sometimes be marginalized
(Art, ). Moreover, depending on the context, populist radical-right forces
may incorporate additional ideological elements to craft a compelling discourse
for broader segments of the electorate. For example, as highlighted in several
chapters of this edited volume, far-right actors in Latin America often capitalize
on negative partisanship toward the left (e.g., adopting anti-Communist/anti-
Chavista rhetoric) to depict a malevolent adversary supposedly undermining
the democratic system from within. Concurrently, driven by their strong oppos-
ition to the left – particularly to radical left-wing projects such as Chavismo –

they frequently advocate neoliberal economic policies.
As previously mentioned, the far right is a relatively new phenomenon in

Latin America, resulting in limited scholarly studies on the topic, with some
adopting the concepts discussed here (e.g., Campos, ; Díaz et al., ;
Kestler, ; Tanscheit, ). Moreover, scholars focusing on the mobiliza-
tion rather than electoral strategies of emerging right-wing actors in the region
have developed a similar conceptual framework. For example, Escoffier, Payne,
and Zulver () argue in their book The Right against Rights in Latin
America that this phenomenon represents a new political project aimed at
restraining and reversing gains made by historically marginalized groups (e.g.,
gender, sexuality, ethnic and racial minorities, environmental concerns, and
accountability for human rights abuses), seeking to restore traditional hierarch-
ical structures. Similarly, Mayka and Smith (, p. ) examine the “grass-
roots right” as “a diverse array of individuals and organizations seeking to
uphold social hierarchies perceived as traditional or natural . . . including
patriarchy, the economic dominance of large corporations or landowners,
and the subordination of LGBTQ+ individuals, Black, and Indigenous Latin
Americans.”

As previously mentioned, the primary goal of this edited volume is to
advance cross-national research on the far right in Latin America and analyze
it from a cross-regional perspective. To achieve this objective, it is essential to
adopt an analytical framework that is applicable across countries and regions.
This reflects a longstanding challenge in comparative politics: crafting concepts
that “travel” across contexts while preserving analytical clarity (Collier &
Mahon, ; Sartori, ). To this end, Figure . summarizes the defin-
itions discussed here and utilized throughout the chapters of the book.
Following a Sartorian approach, the diagram begins with the most abstract
distinction (left versus right), which revolves around the perception of whether
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most (socioeconomic/sociocultural) inequalities are considered natural and
challenging to eliminate (first question in the figure). Moving down the hier-
archy of abstraction, the second distinction allows us to differentiate between
the mainstream right and the far right. This is achieved by examining the
strength of defense of right-wing ideas (moderate versus hardcore) and the
stance toward democracy (loyal, semi-loyal, or disloyal) (second question in
the figure). Finally, we become more specific by distinguishing between the
populist radical right and the extreme right. This distinction hinges on whether
there is a conflict with liberal democracy or with democracy itself (third
question in the figure).

Before proceeding to the next section, it is pertinent to highlight that scholars
argue that the distinction between the populist radical right and the extreme
right has become increasingly blurred in recent times (e.g., Mudde, ; Pirro,
). Part of this challenge stems from the observation that the populist
radical right, particularly in Europe, has not moderated over time but has
instead become more radical on certain issues (e.g., Akkerman, ;

2

3

Left Right

Mainstream

right 
Far

right

(Populist)

radical right

Extreme 

right

1

1. To what extent are most (socioeconomic/sociocultural) inequalities seen as natural and 

difficult/unwise to eradicate?

2. How strong is the defense of right-wing ideas (moderate versus hardcore) and which 

relationship is developed toward democracy (loyal or semi-loyal/disloyal)?

3. Is there a tension with liberal democracy or rather with democracy per se?

FIGURE . Subtypes of right-wing forces.
Source: own elaboration.
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Akkerman et al., ; Twist, ; Wagner & Meyer, ). This trend is
also evident in the United States, most notably in the January  Capitol
attack, where supporters of Donald Trump – claiming electoral fraud –

attempted to prevent Congress from certifying Joe Biden’s victory. Similar
patterns can be observed in parts of Latin America. For instance, research on
the  attack on the Brazilian Congress has uncovered the existence of an
“insurrectionist playbook” (Bastos & Recuero, ) and suggests that
members of Jair Bolsonaro’s inner circle were involved in planning the uprising
(Melo & Pereira, ). Consequently, we anticipate that distinguishing
between these two subtypes of far-right forces may also prove challenging in
the Latin American context. Therefore, in this book, we prefer to conceptualize
the far right as an “umbrella concept” (Pirro, ). It remains an open
question to what extent populist radical-right and extreme-right forces can be
identified in Latin America. Different chapters in this volume address this issue
comprehensively.

.  

Our analysis of various far-right case studies across Latin America seeks to
generate cumulative knowledge and comparative evidence that highlights both
regional similarities and differences, as well as contrasts with far-right forces in
other parts of the world. As previously noted, systematic comparative studies
on the far right in Latin America remain notably scarce. To address that gap,
this book employs a case selection focusing on the varying levels of political
power held by far-right forces across countries in the region. Measuring polit-
ical power is no simple task, and research on Europe has shown that even when
populist radical-right parties are formally in opposition, they can exert signifi-
cant influence by shifting the political agenda toward issues they “own,”
thereby triggering a verrechtsing – or “right turn” – in European politics, with
important consequences for liberal democracy (Abou-Chadi, ; de Lange &
Böckmann, ; Minkenberg, ; Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, ;
Wagner & Meyer, ). This influence is further amplified when mainstream
competitors – particularly those on the right – are willing to adopt their policy
goals, public rhetoric, and political attitudes (Abou-Chadi & Krause, ;
Bale & Rovira Kaltwasser, ; Minkenberg et al., ). While we

 On this topic, the Panel Study of the MAGA Movement by Blum and Parker offers particularly
valuable insights. See https://sites.uw.edu/magastudy/

 At the time of writing, Brazil’s chief prosecutor has urged the Supreme Court to convict former
President Jair Bolsonaro for allegedly conspiring to stage a coup following the  election.
If found guilty, Bolsonaro could face up to forty years in prison; he has consistently denied the
charges. In a parallel development, US President Donald Trump publicly condemned the trial,
describing it as an “international disgrace” in a letter addressed to Brazilian President Luiz Inácio
Lula da Silva, and called for the proceedings against Bolsonaro to be halted.
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acknowledge that far-right forces often shape the political system in subtle and
cumulative ways, one practical approach to assessing their power is to examine
their electoral strength. In the European context, scholars have pursued this by
analyzing the vote shares that populist radical-right parties receive in parlia-
mentary elections over time (e.g., Art, ; Bale & Rovira Kaltwasser, ;
Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, ).

However, Latin America differs significantly in that it is characterized by
fluid rather than institutionalized party systems (Mainwaring, ) and by
presidential rather than parliamentary regimes. As a result, we argue that a
more appropriate proxy for assessing the electoral strength of the far right in
Latin America is its ability to reach executive office. It is worth noting that most
Latin American countries hold presidential elections with a runoff system
(ballotage), meaning the two candidates who receive the most votes in the first
round compete in a second round. As a result, voters are often faced with a
choice between two candidates they may not fully support, leading many to
vote for the “lesser evil” (Rovira Kaltwasser et al., b). We will return to
this point in Chapter , as far-right figures often win runoffs not because the
electorate fully endorses their programmatic proposals, but rather as a reaction
to dissatisfaction with incumbents – whether due to economic mismanagement
(e.g., Argentina) or involvement in corruption scandals (e.g., Brazil).

Table . outlines scenarios ranging from low electoral strength (no presence
of the far right in the electoral arena) to intermediate electoral strength (the far
right exists but remains in opposition or participates in government as a junior
partner and/or at the local level), and finally to significant electoral strength
(where the far right has secured executive office independently). Below, we
briefly discuss the countries included in each of these three scenarios. As we
will see, the current landscape we outline here may shift in the near future.
In upcoming elections, far-right forces could either gain or lose electoral
ground, underscoring the need for further research to better understand these
potential fluctuations. We will return to this point in Chapter .

 . Case selection

Level of electoral strength Countries

Significant electoral strength
(the far right has the capacity to conquer executive office by itself )

Argentina
Brazil
El Salvador

Intermediate electoral strength
(the far right is present but only in opposition or participates in

government as a junior partner and/or at the local level)

Chile
Peru
Uruguay

Low electoral strength
(the far right is not present in the electoral arena yet)

Colombia
Mexico

Source: own elaboration.
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In the context of significant electoral power, three prominent case studies
emerge in contemporary Latin America: the presidencies of Javier Milei in
Argentina (elected in ), Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil (elected in , not
reelected in ), and Nayib Bukele in El Salvador (elected in , reelected
in ). Gabriel Vommaro provides a compelling analysis of Javier Milei in
Argentina in Chapter , highlighting his ideological blend of libertarianism and
populism intertwined with conservative stances on moral issues and attacks on
some of the norms of liberal democracy. Milei shares similarities with the
populist radical right in Europe but also displays distinct features shaped by
the Argentine context, particularly his emphasis on libertarian rhetoric.
Chapter , by Lucio Rennó, delves into Jair Bolsonaro’s presidency in Brazil.
Bolsonaro’s rhetoric was marked by staunch advocacy for conservative moral
values, robust law-and-order policies against crime, and neoliberal economic
prescriptions. Rennó’s analysis reveals that Bolsonaro’s tenure saw an escal-
ation in criticisms of the democratic regime, prompting a nuanced classification
that oscillates between the populist radical right and elements of the extreme
right. Therefore, categorizing Bolsonaro’s leadership as an instance of the far
right appears more apt. Manuel Meléndez-Sánchez examines Nayib Bukele’s
presidency in El Salvador in Chapter . Notably, Bukele began his political
career as a left-wing figure but gradually embraced far-right ideas, particularly
regarding crime and moral issues. Meléndez-Sánchez posits that Bukele repre-
sents a form of opportunistic far-right leadership, aligning well with the notion
of the populist radical right. However, during his second term, authoritarian
tendencies have become more pronounced, suggesting that the label “far right”
may be more appropriate for describing this case.

The second scenario is characterized by intermediate electoral strength,
where the far right operates within the electoral arena but remains in oppos-
ition or participates in government as a junior partner and/or at the local level.
This category includes three countries: Chile, Peru, and Uruguay. In Chapter ,
Lisa Zanotti focuses on Chile, examining José Antonio Kast and the Partido
Republicano. Her analysis reveals that this case employs authoritarian, nativist,
and populist ideologies, marking it as a manifestation of the populist radical
right. Despite its opposition status, this far-right force played a pivotal role in
the failed  constitutional reform process and maintains significant ties with
the mainstream right. At the time of writing, Kast remains highly popular, and
polls indicate a strong likelihood that he will be the most voted-for candidate in
the first round of the presidential election scheduled for November .
However, it remains an open question whether public rejection of him will
remain as high as it was during the runoff election he lost to Boric in December
 (Rovira Kaltwasser et al., a). Carlos Meléndez analyzes the Peruvian
case in Chapter , spotlighting Rafael López Aliaga and Renovación Popular.
Meléndez illustrates that this far-right political project distinguishes itself from
other right-wing actors by emphasizing conservative moral positions and
employing populist rhetoric. Notably, López Aliaga’s position as Lima’s mayor
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highlights the potential subnational impact of the far right. In Chapter , Talita
Tanscheit discusses Uruguay, where a novel far-right force, Cabildo Abierto led
by Guido Rios Manini, articulates nationalist and traditionalist discourses to
defend conservative values and penal punitivism. Despite being in opposition,
this far-right entity collaborated with the executive at the parliamentary level to
pass legislation during the presidency of Luis Lacalle Pou (–) yet
secured only . percent of the vote in the  parliamentary elections.
As Tanscheit argues, this case highlights the risks that a newly formed far-
right party may face when choosing to support a sitting government.

Lastly, the third scenario encompasses countries where the far right holds
very low electoral strength, as it is not yet present in the electoral arena. This
category includes Colombia and Mexico, both currently considered negative
case studies. In Chapter , Sandra Botero and José Miguel Jaimes Prada
examine the situation in Colombia, presenting two significant arguments.
Firstly, despite the historical dominance of the right-wing bloc, clear instances
of far-right forces have not emerged up until now. Consequently, figures such as
former President Álvaro Uribe or the  presidential candidate Rodolfo
Hernández should not be classified as examples of the far right. Secondly, the
rise of left-wing President Gustavo Petro, advocating a progressive agenda in
socioeconomic and sociocultural terms, may set the stage for the emergence of
far-right ideas, possibly from within the mainstream right. Mexico, another
case study in this category, is analyzed by Rodrigo Castro Cornejo in
Chapter . He reveals that the relative insignificance of far-right actors can be
explained by Andrés Manuel López Obrador’s capacity to advance a leftist
rhetoric while avoiding endorsement of progressive sociocultural positions.
This unique ideological stance has attracted voters who might otherwise sup-
port the populist radical right in other contexts.

These case studies provide valuable insights into the far right across various
Latin American countries, with a particular focus on the ideological perspec-
tives they promote. In essence, the chapters in this edited volume predominantly
explore the “supply side”: the array of ideas articulated by far-right forces.
However, examining these case studies also allows us to discern diverse organ-
izational trajectories among the far-right entities currently active in the region.
In contrast to Europe – where populist radical-right parties tend to be relatively
well-institutionalized organizations with ties to various sectors of society (e.g.,
labor unions and youth groups), internal factions, and, in some cases, distinct
regional branches (Akkerman et al., ; Heinisch & Mazzoleni, ;
Mudde, ) – far-right entities in Latin America are generally more fluid
and highly reliant on personalist leadership. Part of this divergence can be
attributed to institutional differences: Europe is largely characterized by parlia-
mentary systems, whereas Latin America predominantly features presidential
systems, which create different incentives regarding the development and main-
tenance of party organizations. Additionally, structural social conditions play a
key role. In most Latin American countries, particularly following the
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implementation of Washington Consensus policies in the s and s, the
popular sector has become highly fragmented. This is reflected in the prevalence
of informal labor, low union membership, and, in some countries, the signifi-
cant presence of Indigenous communities – all of which pose challenges for
building stable, broad-based party organizations (Roberts, ). To conclude
this section, we turn to a brief discussion about this topic, which is summarized
in Figure ..

One key aspect to consider is distinguishing between old/traditional and
new/contemporary instances of the far right in Latin America. The primary
criterion for differentiation lies in their willingness to engage in electoral
competition. Historically, far-right actors in the region have wielded direct
political influence without entering the electoral arena, as exemplified by the
military dictatorships of the s and s. As Weyland () aptly notes,
although the insurgencies inspired by the Cuban Revolution were largely
unsuccessful, elites – driven by acute loss aversion – nonetheless pushed for
the establishment of dictatorships across the region. In contrast, contemporary
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FIGURE . Organizational trajectories of the far right in contemporary Latin America.
Source: Author’s own elaboration.
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far-right forces are defined by their active participation in elections and pursuit
of executive office. Nevertheless, as discussed in Chapter  by Rennó, on the
case of Bolsonaro in Brazil, it remains an open question whether these contem-
porary actors are prepared to accept electoral defeat.

However, examining the organizational ties that current far-right actors rely
on across Latin America reveals a variety of options. The most common
strategy is the creation of new personalist electoral vehicles, characterized by
weak organizational structures heavily controlled by a charismatic figure who
either convincingly presents himself as an outsider or genuinely lacks prior
political ties. Javier Milei in Argentina (discussed in Chapter ) and Nayib
Bukele in El Salvador (examined in Chapter ) exemplify this pattern.
Interestingly, in Uruguay, we also encounter a new electoral vehicle, Cabildo
Abierto (analyzed in Chapter ), which is more structured and less reliant on
personalism. A second observed pattern involves the appropriation of existing
political parties. In this scenario, a new leader assumes control of an established
political entity and steers its agenda toward the far right. Two notable examples
include Bolsonaro’s influence within the Partido Liberal in Brazil (discussed in
Chapter ) and López Aliaga’s impact on Renovación Popular in Peru (exam-
ined in Chapter ).

The third organizational pattern involves the establishment of a new far-
right party, stemming from close ties to former mainstream parties, indicating a
split from the latter. This trajectory mirrors developments seen in Europe,
where figures like Nigel Farage had a career within the Conservative Party
before founding various far-right parties in the UK, and Santiago Abascal, after
working within Spain’s Partido Popular at the subnational level, co-founded a
populist radical-right party (VOX) with like-minded officials seeking to estab-
lish a new right-wing project unafraid of political correctness. In Latin America,
as detailed in Chapter  on Chile, the example of José Antonio Kast and the
Partido Republicano vividly illustrates this pattern.

Finally, another trend involves the transformation of an existing mainstream
party into a far-right political entity. Emblematic instances include the
Republican Party in the United States (Roberts, ), and the potential for a
similar evolution within the Conservative Party in the UK remains an ongoing
topic of discussion (Bale, ). Hungary is another case in point, as Viktor
Orbán gradually transformed Fidesz from a mainstream conservative party into
a populist radical-right force that has significantly undermined the country’s
liberal-democratic system (Bánkuti et al., ). In the Latin American context,
the current political landscape in Colombia – analyzed in Chapter  by Botero
and Prada – suggests a potential trajectory toward the transformation of the

 Previously, Bolsonaro had already appropriated an existing party, the Social Liberal Party, which
he left in  with the intention of creating a new one. That project did not materialize, and he
eventually joined the Liberal Party, which has since positioned itself as Brazil’s main far-right
party.
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mainstream right into a far-right political force. Senator María Fernanda
Cabal, for example, is actively seeking to steer the Partido de Centro
Democrático in this direction. However, the success of these efforts remains
uncertain, and the outcome of the  elections will likely shed light on which
pattern ultimately takes shape in Colombia.

.         

  ?

While it is undeniable that far-right forces in Latin America exhibit varying
degrees of electoral strength, their overall ascendance in the region remains
evident. However, existing scholarship has yet to provide a comprehensive
explanation for this political phenomenon. Pundits and academics alike have
written extensively about this topic, often relying on the so-called losers of
modernization thesis, which posits that individuals unable to adapt to ongoing
economic transformations form the core base of far-right support (Kriesi et al.,
). However, empirical evidence suggests that this interpretation should be
treated with caution. Indicators such as absolute or relative deprivation and
unemployment do not consistently associate with far-right support (Arzheimer,
; Golder, ; Rooduijn & Burgoon, ). This does not imply that
economic factors are irrelevant; rather, their explanatory power may be
context-dependent and not easily generalizable across cases.

To offer a more nuanced explanation, scholars have proposed a reinterpret-
ation of the “losers of modernization” thesis. According to this perspective, far-
right supporters are not necessarily (economic) “losers” in objective terms, but
rather individuals who perceive themselves as being left behind by broader
societal changes (Gidron & Hall, ; Hochschild, ; Mudde & Rovira
Kaltwasser, ). In this view, the electoral rise of the far right is tied to the
formation of a constituency – predominantly male – that experiences economic
and/or cultural transformations as threats to their social status and sense of
identity (Abou-Chadi, ; Anduiza & Rico, ; Givens, ; Mudde,
). It is no coincidence that Piero Ignazi () famously described the rise
of populist radical-right parties in Europe as a “silent counter-revolution.”
During the s and s, sustained economic growth supported a gradual
shift toward more progressive cultural values – what Ronald Inglehart (,
) termed the “silent revolution.” According to this interpretation, these
cultural changes have the potential to provoke an authoritarian backlash
among socially conservative sectors. As Norris and Inglehart (, p. )
put it, “the once-dominant cultural majority has gradually become a minority,
endorsing views and norms that were considered normal during earlier eras but
are no longer widely respected by the rest of society.”

Immigration in Europe provides a paradigmatic example of how cultural
transformation can drive political realignment. As European societies have
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become increasingly multicultural and gradually adapted to this reality, far-
right parties have mobilized segments of the electorate who perceive these
changes as a threat. Notably, research indicates that the relationship between
immigration levels and support for the far right is not straightforward
(Bustikova, ; Norris, ; Rydgren, ). Instead, the salience of immi-
gration – how prominently the issue features in public discourse – tends to have
a greater impact on far-right support than actual immigration figures (Abou-
Chadi, ; Dennison & Geddes, ). There is indeed broad scholarly
consensus that xenophobia is one of the central – if not the most significant –
factors explaining individual-level support for populist radical-right parties
across Europe (Ivarsflaten, ; Van der Brug et al., ; van Hauwaert &
van Kessel, ).

From a cross-regional perspective, however, it is not evident that immigra-
tion plays a similarly central role in explaining far-right support outside of
Europe, particularly in Latin America. This highlights the need to examine
additional factors that may account for individual-level support for the far
right in different regional contexts. It is especially important to assess whether
certain attitudinal drivers – such as support for free-market policies, environ-
mental concerns, law-and-order preferences, moral conservatism, or xenopho-
bia – operate consistently across countries and regions, or whether their
explanatory power is more context-dependent. To our knowledge, no empirical
study to date has systematically explored these dynamics at a cross-regional
level. Nevertheless, at a more abstract level, a broader argument can be formu-
lated and applied to the Latin American context. Drawing on the idea that the
far right represents a radical reaction against processes of social change (Lipset
& Raab, ; Minkenberg, ; Mudde, ; Scheuch & Klingemann,
), a plausible explanation for the emergence of far-right forces in Latin
America lies in the region’s inclusionary turn at the beginning of the twenty-
first century.

Despite the many challenges Latin American democracies have faced since
the onset of the third wave, they have demonstrated remarkable resilience,
enabling the gradual implementation of reforms aimed at better incorporating
historically marginalized groups (Kapiszewski et al., ). While a detailed
analysis of the factors behind this democratic stability – particularly the institu-
tionalization of electoral competition – is beyond the scope of this book,
existing research highlights two key elements worth noting. First, the s
and s unfolded within a highly favorable international context: the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union diminished fears associated with leftist governments,
transnational organizations actively promoted democratic norms, and rising
global commodity prices boosted revenue flows to Latin American govern-
ments (Levitsky & Way, ; Weyland et al., ). Second, the economic
reforms adopted during this period largely avoided antagonizing business elites.
With the partial exception of the so-called radical-left governments in Bolivia,
Ecuador, and Venezuela, most countries implemented moderate policies – such
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as conditional cash transfer programs – that posed neither a significant fiscal
burden nor a direct threat to elite interests (Roberts, , pp. –). These
initiatives largely fall under what Holland and Schneider () describe as
“easy” redistribution: policies that are not fiscally onerous and do not challenge
the economic status quo.

While it is true that recent economic transformations have not triggered
major conflict – unlike what might have occurred with more contentious
initiatives such as genuine progressive tax reforms – one should not underesti-
mate the extent to which the broader incorporation of historically marginalized
groups beyond the economic sphere can provoke resentment. In fact, the central
argument we advance is that Latin America’s inclusionary turn carries the
potential to generate a counterreaction, particularly in the sociocultural domain.
Although greater inclusion of Indigenous peoples, LGBTQ+ individuals, and
women does not automatically lead to electoral mobilization, it can activate
segments of society that perceive these changes as a threat to the status quo
and that seek a return to a previous social order. In contrast to the incorporation
period Latin America experienced in the twentieth century, the current inclu-
sionary turn is not centered on unionized workers or corporatist modes of
interest representation. Instead, it is far more pluralistic, extending recognition,
access, and resources to a broader range of historically marginalized groups –

including urban unemployed and informal sector workers, rural peasants and
landless laborers, as well as Indigenous peoples, women, and racial minorities
facing various forms of discrimination (Roberts, , p. ).

Interestingly, contrary to popular belief, existing research suggests that the
rise of the far right is not primarily driven by a widespread shift toward
extremist right-wing positions among the electorate. On the contrary, recent
studies indicate that public opinion in Latin America has, in many respects,
become more progressive. For example, Abreu Maia, Chiu, and Desposato
() present groundbreaking findings using public opinion data that refute
claims of growing opposition to marriage equality or the political participation
of LGBTQ+ individuals across the region. Similarly, a recent study analyzing
public data from Argentina, Brazil, Chile, El Salvador, and Mexico (Rovira
Kaltwasser et al., ) shows that only a minority of the electorate in these
countries holds strong anti-feminist views, with the majority expressing rela-
tively low levels of anti-feminism. Indeed, many Latin American countries have
made significant progress in advancing gender equality and securing rights for
LGBTQ+ individuals and Indigenous peoples (Corrales, ; Díez, ;
Encarnación, ; Schwindt-Bayer, ; Yashar, ). This absence of a
strong cultural backlash at the mass level mirrors findings from scholars study-
ing similar dynamics elsewhere (e.g., Bartels, ; Walter, ).

To illustrate the argument that there is no widespread shift toward increas-
ingly right-wing positions among the general populace in contemporary Latin
America, we present three straightforward empirical pieces of evidence from the
Latin American Public Opinion Project (LAPOP), which provides comparative
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data across the region over time. Firstly, consider the evolution between
 and  regarding attitudes toward abortion when the mother’s health
is at risk. Figure . illustrates this trend for all Latin America, showing a clear
increase in support for this position. While this falls short of endorsing free
abortion, it underscores a notable shift toward more progressive viewpoints.
Furthermore, Figure . further substantiates this trend. It shows that approval
rates for same-sex marriage have increased by just over ten percentage points
between  and . Despite the fact that a majority of Latin American
citizens still express opposition to this issue, there is a discernible pattern of
movement toward more progressive stances over time.

Lastly, the third piece of evidence pertains to responses regarding ideological
self-positioning on the classic left-wing () to right-wing () scale. As depicted
in Figure ., the Latin American population exhibits practically a Gaussian
distribution, indicating that few voters occupy the extremes (either strongly left-
wing or right-wing), with a majority positioning themselves toward the center.
Interestingly, there has been no significant shift over time; if any movement
exists, it tends toward less support for the ideological extremes.

Therefore, examining this evidence presents us with a paradox: if Latin
American citizens are not increasingly leaning right, how can we explain the
electoral successes of figures like Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, Nayib Bukele
in El Salvador, and Javier Milei in Argentina, as well as the emergence of
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FIGURE . Approval of abortion when the mother’s health is in danger (in percentages
for Latin America).
Note: Given the available comparative data from LAPOP, countries included in the
analysis are Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican
Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama,
Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela (not in years  and ).
Source: Author’s own elaboration based on LAPOP data.

 In preparing this empirical analysis, I would like to acknowledge the support of Fabián
Villalobos-Machuca.
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far-right parties such as the Partido Republicano in Chile, Renovación Popular
in Peru, and Cabildo Abierto in Uruguay? At an abstract level, one of the main
arguments advanced in this book is that the rise of the far right in Latin
America represents a reactionary response to the progress made by democratic
regimes in integrating historically marginalized groups. Despite various short-
comings, Latin American democracies have gradually weakened the control of
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FIGURE . Approval of equal marriage (in percentages for Latin America).
Note: Given the available comparative data from LAPOP, countries included in the
analysis are Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican
Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua (not years
 and ), Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela (not in year ).
Source: Author’s own elaboration based on LAPOP data.
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FIGURE . Ideological positioning on the left () versus right () scale (in percentage
for Latin America).
Note: Given the available comparative data from LAPOP, countries included in the
analysis are Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican
Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama,
Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela (not in years  and ).
Author’s own elaboration based on LAPOP data.
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dominant groups over majority–minority relations and their status. This is
particularly evident in countries that experienced a leftward shift during the
s, where left-of-center governments implemented a range of socioeco-
nomic and sociocultural reforms. These reforms have enabled subordinate
groups to gain material and symbolic recognition through accommodating
policies of various kinds (e.g., Abreu Maia et al., ; Friedman, ;
Huber & Stephens, ; Silva & Rossi, ). In this light, the rise of the
far right in Latin America – and beyond – can be seen as a reactionary response
to the success of democratic regimes in effectively integrating historically
marginalized groups.

Despite the validity of this general argument, addressing the rise of the far
right in Latin America requires a more detailed examination through two
dimensions commonly used in academic literature on this topic (e.g., Mudde,
; Norris, ; Rydgren, ). The first dimension pertains to the
distinction between demand-side and supply-side factors: demand-side factors
encompass both occasional and structural changes that influence voter prefer-
ences, while supply-side factors encompass internal and external conditions
determining the electoral performance of political actors. The second dimension
involves distinguishing between national and international perspectives:
national factors are those within a country that affect far-right forces, while
international factors refer to global developments impacting the far right. Based
on these dimensions, Figure . summarizes key contextual changes in Latin
America that may shed light on the rise of the far right.

Before discussing each of the elements in the figure, it is worth noting that, in
line with some existing research on this topic (e.g., Berman, ; Mudde,
; Noury & Roland, ), we are skeptical about the feasibility of
developing a general theoretical model that is universally applicable across
different times and places. Therefore, our aim is not to advance a single theory
that can fully explain the rise of far-right forces in Latin America and beyond.
Instead, we seek to highlight contextual changes that can help elucidate why
these political actors are gaining traction across the region. Some of the argu-
ments presented might hold more validity in certain countries than in others,
but collectively they offer a preliminary diagnosis of the rise of the far right in
Latin America.

We begin by discussing the first box in the lower-left quadrant, which
represents the intersection of national and demand-side factors. One key con-
textual development here is the uncovering of major corruption scandals that
have shaken governments across the region, leading to widespread anger
against the establishment. Literature on populism has shown that such situ-
ations facilitate the activation of populist sentiments at the mass level (e.g.,
Busby et al., ; Hawkins et al., ). During the s, most Latin
American countries were governed by left-of-center forces, and the exposure
of corruption scandals significantly damaged their credibility. Far-right forces
have adeptly exploited this situation, depicting the left as a “corrupt
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establishment” that seeks to protect itself rather than govern for “the people.”
A prime example is Brazil’s mammoth Operation Car Wash (Operação Lava
Jato) and Odebrecht scandals, which exposed the corrupt relationships between
state-owned companies, politicians, and private construction companies. Jair
Bolsonaro capitalized on these scandals, portraying Lula da Silva, his Workers’
Party, and the political class in general as the main culprits behind these massive
corruption schemes (Hunter & Power, ; Lapper, ). Empirical research
has shown that the politicization of these corruption scandals triggered negative
sentiments against both the Workers’ Party and established political parties,
facilitating public support for Bolsonaro (Fuks et al., ; Rennó, ).

Another factor situated in the lower-left quadrant is increasing public sup-
port for penal punitivism. Over the past decades, Latin American societies have
become significantly more violent. Paradoxically, while democracies in the
region have better incorporated historically marginalized groups, they are
struggling with patterns of criminal governance, where state officials, political
authorities, and organized crime actors co-govern (Arias, ; Feldman &
Luna, ). As a result, significant segments of the population favor iron-fist
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FIGURE . Contextual changes in Latin America that have facilitated the rise of the
far right.
Source: Author’s own elaboration.
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policies against crime, even at the cost of eroding basic democratic norms. This
popular demand aligns well with far-right rhetoric, which capitalizes on it by
claiming that both the left and mainstream right are overly tolerant, and that
harsh measures are necessary. Unsurprisingly, all the far-right forces analyzed
in this book support penal punitivism, seeing it as an effective way to appeal to
the electorate.

Now, we turn our attention to the upper-left quadrant. A key contextual
change in this area related to political economy, namely the end of the com-
modity boom. Academic literature on Latin America’s “pink tide” has demon-
strated that the rise and endurance of left-of-center governments during the
s were partly due to a significant increase in the international prices of
natural resources, which allowed for increased public spending (Flores-Macías,
; Huber & Stephens, ). However, this boom cycle ended with the
Great Recession of the late s. In this new economic context, it is reasonable
for voters to become disillusioned with the ability of left-of-center governments
to deliver on their promises. Thus, part of the far right’s success can be
attributed to the electorate’s desire to punish incumbents, who have struggled
to secure economic growth due to the changing international economic situ-
ation (Luna & Rovira Kaltwasser, ). This suggests that support for the far
right in Latin America is not solely based on its ideological appeal; many voters
are motivated by a desire to penalize the existing administrations.

Moving to the upper-right quadrant, we examine the interaction between
international and supply-side factors. A significant contextual change here is
the global presence of far-right forces engaged in diffusion. Previously, populist
radical-right parties were mainly successful in Western and Eastern Europe.
However, the rise of figures such as Erdoğan in Turkey, Modi in India, and
Trump in the US indicates that the far right has become a worldwide phenom-
enon. Research on the global diffusion of the far right is still in its early stages,

but it is plausible that far-right forces in Latin America are learning from their
counterparts elsewhere. One might even argue that transnational advocacy
networks are promoting far-right frames and policies. Preliminary research
has indeed shown that the Spanish populist radical-right party VOX is playing
a crucial role in establishing an alliance between far-right forces in Europe,
Latin America, and the United States (Palestini & Rovira Kaltwasser, ).
Therefore, the international environment plays an important role in the expan-
sion of far-right forces in Latin America, which are willing to learn and emulate
frames, policies, and strategies from their brethren across the world.

Finally, we close by discussing the lower-right quadrant, which highlights
that part of the success of the far right is linked to the crisis of mainstream right-
wing parties. When these parties fail to advance programmatic proposals that

 For a partial exception, see for instance the work of Bob (), Caiani and Parenti (), and
Van Hauwaert ().

The Far Right in Latin America: A Framework for Analysis 
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are attractive to their voters or cannot deliver once in government, voters
become disillusioned and can easily turn to the far right. Contemporary Chile
serves as a prime example. Mainstream right-wing parties in Chile have
undergone significant programmatic moderation over time, leading to
disillusionment among some voters and party officials due to an alleged over-
adaptation (Madariaga & Rovira Kaltwasser, ; Rovira Kaltwasser, ).
Additionally, the second government of Sebastián Piñera (–), a key
leader of the mainstream right, faced extreme unpopularity due to the social
unrest of late  and the pandemic. Under these circumstances, as shown in
Chapter , it is no surprise that the far right has experienced a meteoric rise.

Another factor worth highlighting is the role that left-wing actors play in
modifying the electoral opportunity structure. When left-wing parties politicize
minority rights, they create fertile ground for the far right to advance a backlash
narrative. Conversely, when leftist forces downplay cultural issues while advo-
cating for the inclusion of historically marginalized groups, it becomes more
difficult for far-right actors to gain traction. The chapters on Colombia and
Mexico reveal that a significant part of the explanation for the absence of far-
right actors in these countries lies in the left’s approach. In Mexico, the left is
almost completely silent on progressive sociocultural issues, while in Colombia,
until recently the left has been virtually irrelevant in the electoral sphere.
By contrast, when the left decides to politicize sociocultural issues, the far right
can gain political traction by advocating a return to the status quo ante. Chile
provides an interesting example of this dynamic. The emergence of Gabriel Boric
as the president, with his marked progressive agenda on issues like feminism, has
facilitated the rise of far-right forces that claim it is time to defend traditional
values and push back against “wokeness” (Reyes-Housholder et al., ).

The country chapters of this edited volume demonstrate that many of the
arguments presented here are instrumental in understanding why far-right
forces are gaining traction across the region. Additionally, as we will discuss
in the concluding chapter, the contributions reveal additional insights that we
did not anticipate, further enriching our understanding of the far right’s emer-
gence in Latin America. In summary, we hope that this introductory chapter
and the book as a whole will stimulate academic debate about the rise and
impact of the far right in Latin America within a broader comparative perspec-
tive. Whether the inclusionary turn experienced in Latin America – and in many
other parts of the world – will consolidate and expand remains an open
question. Much will depend on the electoral strength of the far right and its
broader impact on democratic institutions. With this volume, we aim to con-
tribute to and help advance the growing scholarly debate on the far right in
Latin America and beyond.

 Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser
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 

SIGNIFICANT ELECTORAL STRENGTH
OF THE FAR RIGHT
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

Argentina

Milei’s Far-Right Project, Between Opportunism
and Innovation

Gabriel Vommaro

December , . On the fortieth anniversary of the beginning of the current
democratic cycle in Argentina, Javier Milei, libertarian influencer and econo-
mist, took office as president. After receiving the attributes of command from
the outgoing president, Peronist Alberto Fernández, according to custom and
tradition he was supposed to deliver a speech to the legislative assembly – the
meeting of deputies and senators in the National Congress. Instead, Milei
decided to deliver a speech to his supporters on the esplanade of the Congress
building, with his back to the chamber where he had just been applauded by
congresspeople. His decision to speak to his followers shows the centrality of
the anti-establishment dimension in his persona: criticism of the political elite, a
“caste” (la casta) opposed to “well-bred Argentines” (los argentinos de bien),
was a key resource for Milei to represent the dissatisfaction of a large part of
voters with the two coalitions that until then had dominated the Argentine
electoral scene. In fact, Milei became president after displacing in the first round
the center-right coalition Juntos por el Cambio (Together for Change, JxC), led
by the Republican Proposal party (PRO party), as the main opposition force,
and after contesting the second round with Peronism, which he defeated by a
wide margin (.% vs. .%). Just two years earlier, in the  legislative
elections, he had run for the first time in elections and was elected national
deputy for the city of Buenos Aires, after coming in third place with a surprising
 percent of the votes. What does Milei represent in terms of programmatic
offer? What explains his rapid rise in Argentine politics? This chapter aims to
answer those questions.

I am grateful for the collaboration of Mariana Bonazzi in the research on which this text is based
 The electoral data presented in this chapter come from the Dirección Nacional Electoral (National
Electoral Directorate). www.argentina.gob.ar/elecciones-


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Milei is a case of a far-right leader with populist radical components. The
main elements of his discourse are: (a) defense of a libertarian program of
radical criticism of state intervention and strong criticism of the left’s distribu-
tive programs; (b) anti-establishment criticism of la casta, as opposed to the
argentinos de bien, which is expressed both in the violence of his discourse
and in corporal and aesthetic elements associated with anger against the
political establishment; and (c) an opportunistic approach toward both mor-
ally conservative and “iron fist” positions regarding crime. Some elements
typical of the European populist radical right are absent in Milei, such as anti-
immigration positions. Others, such as climate-skeptic positions, take a very
secondary place in his appeal. In sum, Milei’s case fits the usual definition
of far right but does not fully fit the definitions of the extreme right
(Mudde, ), or of the populist radical right as defined in the introduction
of this volume.

Milei’s rise to power was a surprise, with a weak electoral vehicle, La
Libertad Avanza (Liberty Moves Forward, LLA), a coalition formed by the
new Libertario (Libertarian) and Unidos por la Libertad y la Dignidad (Unite
for Freedom and Dignity) parties, and long-standing small conservative parties
such as the Partido Demócrata (Democratic Party) and the Partido Renovador
Federal (Federal Renewal Party). The coalition has an enthusiastic if small
militant base made up of young libertarians who entered the public scene
through demonstrations against restrictions during the COVID- pandemic,
conservative groups active since the  and  anti-abortion demonstra-
tions (Vázquez, ), as well as small groups defending the military accused of
crimes against humanity (Salvi, ). These groups form part of the growing
grassroots of the political right in Latin America (Mayka & Smith, ).
Added to this is the significant presence of conservative digital influencers and
activists, highly engaged within the digital public sphere, who rose to promin-
ence by disseminating messages and framing narratives linked to Milei beyond
traditional media outlets (Kessler et al., ). However, the political structure
is weak. In the subnational elections that took place in , the candidates
supported by Milei obtained poor results. In some cases, Milei allied with small
or declining subnational conservative forces. In other cases, he placed on the
electoral lists leaders of Peronism or the Unión Cívica Radical (UCR) who were
marginalized in their parties (Morresi & Ramos, ). Certainly, starting in
, LLA began to benefit from the defection of PRO leaders who joined its
ranks, as well as from the establishment of electoral coalitions with the PRO in
some districts. Additionally, in the  midterm elections, a team of political
mediators associated with conservative Peronism was set in motion. This team
maintained the strategy of creating local candidate lists by incorporating
second- and third-tier leaders from traditional parties. None of the strategies
implied a centralized control of the party discourse and program, a strategy that
the mainstream right – the PRO party – used successfully in its territorial
expansion in Argentina (Vommaro, a).

 Gabriel Vommaro
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The reasons for Milei’s rise must be looked for elsewhere, especially in the
historical context and in the content and form of his ideational strategy. In the
following pages I maintain that the rise of Milei is based in the successful
strategy of connecting a libertarian discourse against the state – not very
popular in Argentina according to most opinion polls – with his criticism of
the political elites. The anticasta discourse, as well as his positions against the
state, placed Milei as a spokesman for the discontent of a section of voters
toward the two coalitions that had ruled Argentina in the previous two decades:
the center-left Peronist coalition, led by Kirchnerism, and the center-right coali-
tion JxC, led by the PRO. This is consistent with Stefanoni’s () argument
about the capacity of the global radical right to express social discontent in our
time. The discontent grew during the COVID- pandemic, especially with the
restrictions that the government placed on the movement of people and economic
activity, and with the prolongation of an economic crisis that began in ,
during the government of PRO leader Mauricio Macri, and continued to ,
with rising inflation rates (Oliveros & Vommaro, ). It should be added that
Milei emerged with the support of a center-right electoral base that was previ-
ously channeled by PRO and JxC, but which later showed itself willing to
support more openly right-wing options (Gené & Vommaro, ).

In the next sections, I proceed as follows. First, I briefly develop the charac-
teristics of the dominant political offer and the socioeconomic situation that led
to Milei’s rise. Then I present the figure of Milei and his party. Third, I develop
his ideational building in relation to his opportunistic strategy of political
growth and anti-establishment performance. I also show how this strategy
encountered two propitious junctures – the COVID- pandemic and the
prolonged social and economic crisis in Argentina – that allowed him to
intersect an anti-establishment discourse with a libertarian program. In order
to account for the adjustment of Milei’s ideological strategy, I also provide
some indications of the positions of Argentine voters in general andMilei voters
in particular regarding the issues that the libertarian leader included in his
political appeal. I conclude with some final remarks concerning the relationship
Milei has maintained with democracy and the mainstream right since coming to
power.

.      -

After the – crisis, the Argentine political system was significantly
reorganized. The crisis of the UCR and the dissolution of forces that had tried
to make their way into Argentine politics in the s from the center left

 See, for instance, “Una encuesta revela el mayor peligro para Javier Milei en caso de llegar al
balotaje,” El Cronista, June , . www.cronista.com/economia-politica/una-encuesta-revela-
el-mayor-peligro-para-javier-milei-en-caso-de-llegar-al-balotaje/

Argentina: Milei’s Far-Right Project 
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(Frepaso) and the center right (Acción por la República) created an opportunity
for the emergence of new parties and the reorganization of others.

With the arrival of Néstor Kirchner to power in , Peronism, after the
neoliberal turn of the s, again made a programmatic shift, this time to the
left. Not only did it recover part of its traditional program in favor of the
development of the internal market through industrial protection and wage
growth, but it also incorporated into its coalition three key sectors in the develop-
ment of that movement in the years that followed: the popular organizations of
the urban poor that had proliferated in the second half of the s and consoli-
dated in the following decade, after establishing a close relationship with the state;
the human rights movement, key to the democratization process in the s,
which participated in the opposition to Carlos Menem’s conservative Peronism in
the following decade; and the movements associated with gender demands (femi-
nist and LGBTQ+), which were part of the regional wave of demands for
advances in that field. These three sectors gained from the governments of
Néstor Kirchner (–) and Cristina Fernández de Kirchner (–)
policies that sealed their incorporation into the Peronist coalition. In all three
cases, moreover, leaders of these movements held positions on electoral lists and
in government offices. Peronism in the s was the Argentine version of the left
turn that took place in Latin America (Etchemendy & Garay, ).

In the context of the – crisis in Argentina, a new center-right
political force was formed. Businessman Mauricio Macri and a small group
of long-standing political leaders from conservative parties, as well as UCR and
Peronist leaders who had been sidelined from internal politics in their parties of
origin, created the PRO party. The party also welcomed newcomers from the
business world, foundations, and NGOs close to the economic elites (Vommaro
et al., ).

The new party initially focused on the subnational level and gained power in
the city of Buenos Aires in . It then consolidated organizationally and
programmatically. The party’s strategy involved expanding to other districts of
the country, tightly controlled by the party’s dominant coalition. It also
extended a network of close-to-the-party organizations, such as foundations
that recruited businessmen and upper-middle sectors in elite universities
(Vommaro, a).

However, it wasn’t until , when the party established JxC, a coalition
with the weakened UCR, that it became competitive at the national level.
In that same year, the party won the presidency, making it the first center-
right party to come to power through electoral means in Argentina. The party’s
moderate economic program and lack of clear cultural conservatism were
among the factors that contributed to its success (Vommaro, a).

The center-left Peronism, on the one hand, and the center-right JxC coali-
tion, on the other, organized the electoral competition in the following years.
They achieved important activist support and a significant national electoral
reach: together they captured between  percent (with Peronism divided in the

 Gabriel Vommaro
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 legislative elections) and almost  percent (with Peronism united in the
 presidential elections) of the votes in successive elections from  to
. However, these coalitions had feet of clay: the economic performance of
the governments of both coalitions was poor, particularly after the end of the
commodities boom. Macri’s government (–), despite its promise of
pro-market economic rationality, only intensified most of the inherited macro-
economic problems. His successor, the Peronist Alberto Fernández
(–), performed even more poorly, due to the external indebtedness
incurred by his predecessor, the effects of the COVID- pandemic, and the
deterioration of the international context (Oliveros & Vommaro, ). The
result, in one case, was a failed market-oriented reformism and, in the other, a
Peronism that, for the first time in its history since –, was unable to
offer society either political and social order or consumption capacity.

Since , GDP in Argentina has had little significant growth and, after
reaching its peak in millions of constant pesos (base ) in , it began a
slow decline in some years and accelerated in others, especially during the
financial crisis of  and during the pandemic of . Thus, GDP in 
was, in millions of constant pesos, lower than seven years earlier. Likewise,
starting in , a cycle of accelerating inflation began, which had its first peak
above  points in the last year of Macri’s government (.%), reaching .
percent in  and over  percent in . Income poverty, accordingly,
rose from . percent in  to . percent in  and, although
unemployment did not grow significantly, jobs created between  and
 were located mostly in the self-employed, formal, and informal sectors.

Argentina arrived at the  presidential elections with an economy in
crisis and a society in disarray due to high inflation. Far from being able to
respond to these challenges, the two main coalitions were embroiled in a strong
internal dispute: Peronism, due to its inability to coordinate between the
different factions reunified in ; JxC, due to its difficulties in dealing with
the internal dispute between the candidates for Macri’s succession.

.      :
’  

Milei is an economist and libertarian influencer who gained popularity in
political variety shows on television, starting in . His intense media expos-
ure since then allowed him to establish a relationship of relative closeness with
depoliticized audiences. Their radical positions on economic matters, his histri-
onics and aggressiveness, and his connection with mass audiences became
marks of his public behavior, which constitutes what I call an anti-
establishment performance capable of transferring the anti-establishment

 All data are from the Argentine National Institute of Statistics and Census (Indec).
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discourse to the level of a corporal truth. With this style, unlike the previous
Argentine extreme right (McGee Deutsch, ), Milei managed to transcend
the audience of the elites. In fact, Milei comes from a middle-class home and is
linked to popular culture: he was a goalkeeper in a soccer club, he had a rock
band, and, since his appearance on television variety shows, he has had affairs
with a popular singer and, later, with an impersonator of celebrities and
politicians. In , he transformed an economics column into a cable televi-
sion show, called “El consultorio de Milei” (Milei’s office), and into a play
directed by a well-known comedian and director. He toured this play around
Argentina’s summer resorts in .

Milei competed for the first time in the  midterm elections in the city of
Buenos Aires and obtained third place with  percent of the votes (see
Table .). Since then, LLA has been the third force at the local level and began
its expansion at the national level, threatening the bi-coalitional structure of
electoral competition that had existed for almost a decade in Argentina
(Oliveros & Vommaro, ). Convinced of the power of that direct contact
with the public, the power of a “celebrity” (West & Orman, ), Milei chose
not to invest in building a political organization, even with the prospect of
running in the  presidential election. Instead, he launched a personal
vehicle that maintained an aggressive communication strategy, run by his sister,
a handful of young digital activists, and specialists in the management of social
media. To build electoral lists at the subnational level, instead of promoting the
formation of local support committees, a few second-line political brokers
negotiated the establishment of a national coverage for LLA with local conser-
vative leaders or with leaders marginalized by the traditional parties (González,
). The weakness of this structure was demonstrated by its poor perform-
ance in the  elections for provincial governor. At the end of the round of

 . LLA election performances (national level)

 legislative elections 

primaries
 first
round

 second
round

LLA .%
(.% in the city of
Buenos Aires)

.% .% .%

Source: Dirección Nacional Electoral (National Electoral Directorate).

 On the website of LLA, he presents himself both as a son of the middle class and as an expert
economist, with a history of success and self-improvement: “I am the son of working-class
parents, my father was a bus driver and my mother was a housewife [. . .] when I was young,
I dabbled in soccer and music, but my true vocation was still waiting for me. After the hyperin-
flation of  I decided to study economics to understand the monetary and social phenomenon
that affected Argentina [. . .] I am the author of fifty-two academic articles, sixteen books and
more than five hundred articles in the print media” (see https://lalibertadavanza.com.ar/).

 Gabriel Vommaro
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provincial elections, despite Milei’s ever-increasing popularity and voting inten-
tions, LLA did not win a single governorship.

Unlike Trump, who was a long-time businessman and managed to be
nominated by the Republican party, and Jair Bolsonaro, who had been a
federal deputy for the state of Rio de Janeiro between  and  and
had the support of a good part of the armed forces and the evangelical churches
(see Chapter  in this volume), Milei is a personalistic leader with a weak
organization and very few political cadres.

A series of militant groups of different types began to coalesce around his
leadership. These groups appeared on the scene in Milei’s various campaign
events, and occupied the public space at the inauguration ceremony of the new
president. About , people attended to listen to Milei’s speech and showed
their enthusiasm for the arrival to power of a leader whose main resource is his
public performance. Among those present was a sample of Milei’s support base,
in line with what studies are beginning to show about the right-wing grassroots
in Latin America (Mayka & Smith, ): small conservative anti-abortion
groups (pañuelos celestes, light-blue scarfs), defenders of the military associated
with the authoritarian past, young libertarians, and politically unaffiliated
families, whose support for Milei is based on disenchantment and anger against
the established political elites. Likewise, a very active and well-organized
group of conservative influencers and activists managed to coordinate the
dissemination of messages and framing associated with Milei.

The context of Milei’s emergence offered a propitious opportunity structure
for his programmatic proposal and for his public performance. At the same
time, JxC and the PRO had left two important legacies that favored a radical
right-wing appeal: first, after the failure of Macri’s administration, a current
had grown inside the PRO that promoted radicalization of the program and
discourse (Gené & Vommaro, ); second, the JxC structure had organized
and channeled the expansion of voters who identified with right-wing positions
on both economic and security issues, which largely explains why JxC voters
overwhelmingly supported Milei in the second round of the  election
(Calvo et al., ; Kessler et al., ).

In the following section I deal with the programmatic strategy and its
interaction with this situation that favored Milei’s surprising rise.

.   - 

At Milei’s inauguration ceremony, his speech had foundational components:
“Today a new era begins in Argentina. Today we end a long and sad history of
decadence and decline and we begin the road to the reconstruction of our

 S. Morresi, E. Saferstein, P. Semán, M. Vázquez, M. Vicente, and N. Welschinger, “El pueblo
mileísta,” Anfibia, December , . www.revistaanfibia.com/el-pueblo-mileista/
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country. Argentines, in a resounding manner, have expressed a will for change
that has no return. There is no turning back.” And it was almost exclusively
based on a gloomy economic diagnosis supporting a proposed shock economic
program: “The conclusion is that there is no alternative to austerity and there is
no alternative to shock. Naturally, this will have a negative impact on the level
of activity, employment, real wages, the number of poor and indigent [. . .] this
is the last straw to begin the reconstruction of Argentina.” A good part of his
followers applauded passages of Milei’s speech where a severe austerity pro-
gram with negative social consequences was announced. T-shirts with the
inscription “No hay plata” (There is no money) were sold in the Congress
square. Milei’s supporters wore them proudly. In his speech, Milei stated that
there was no alternative, or rather that, “in the alternative case, the progressive
mushy proposal, whose only source of financing is the issuance of money, will
lead to a hyperinflation that will take the country to the worst crisis in its
history.” At the same time, he promised that the austerity measures would
affect the public sector and not the private sector, in an imprecise formula that
echoed one of his main campaigns claiming: “the austerity program will be paid
by la casta.” The speech ended with appeals to God and with the Argentine
libertarians’ battle cry: “Viva la libertad, carajo!” (Long live damn liberty!).

Milei’s anti-establishment performance is based on an ideational strategy
with two central and permanent elements, to which other elements mobilized
opportunistically must be added. The first is a libertarian discourse with a
strong anti-state bias and explicit theoretical references to the founding fathers
of the Austrian School of Economics. From his first interventions in the media,
Milei defined himself as a short-term “minarchist” – that is, an advocate of a
minimal state in charge of only security and justice. In the long term, on the
other hand, he claimed to support anarcho-capitalism, which implies the elim-
ination of the state. During an interview on a political television program,
Diario Popular, in July  he stated:

The State is taxing you to death all year long and . . . what does it tell you that it gives
you – security? The country is a bloodbath. It tells you it gives you education and we are
in the seventh place in the Pisa [Program for International Student Assessment] tests in
Latin America after being the first country to eliminate illiteracy. Health? % [of the
population] in a sanitary emergency. Roads? Not even Superman dares to drive in [. . .]
But yes, we have rich politicians.

In , the criticism of the state found an advertising image in line with Milei’s
anti-establishment performance: the chainsaw. The chainsaw embodies anti-
establishment rage in a tool for the destruction of the “privileges” of those who
live at the expense of the state. In the campaign for the legislative elections of

 Diario Popular, “Milei, recargadísimo: ‘El Papa Francisco es nefasto y es comunista,’” July ,
. www.diariopopular.com.ar/economia/milei-recargadisimo-el-papafrancisco-es-nefasto-y-
comunista-n, p. .

 Gabriel Vommaro
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that year, Milei presented a libertarian plan of radical pro-market reforms called
the “chainsaw plan,” which would be the platform of his presidential candidacy.
It included the total elimination of public works, the flexibilization of the labor
market, and charging fees for attending public universities. According to Milei,
in thirty-five years Argentina would again become a power – a nod to Donald
Trump’ slogan: “Make America Great Again.” It was argued that for this plan to
work it was necessary to continue the “cultural battle,” not defined in relation to
cultural issues (abortion, LGBTQ+ rights, etc.), but in an anti-establishment
version: as part of a “moral revolution” against the “parasitic, slutty, useless
political caste that is sinking this country.”

Drastic cuts in public spending as a form of restorative justice against the
privileges of the political establishment shaped most of the government’s positions
on different agendas and has been the most systematic and permanent aspect of its
program. In fact, according to research, the anti-state rhetoric is the common
ground for Milei’s voters. (Gené et al., ; Nazareno & Brusco, ).

The second permanent component of his strategy is the anti-establishment
dimension: a Manichean discourse –accompanied by a physical performance –
that accuses the political elites of being largely responsible for the country’s
problems, proposing their displacement as the solution. In the same way as in
the economic field, criticism of the political elites allowed him to gain a greater
audience when social discontent grew with the prolonged social and political
crisis experienced by Argentina from  (Murillo & Oliveros, ).
Coinciding with the  midterm elections, Milei began to systematically
use the idea of a political caste, as suggested to him by a political consultant,
imitating the experience of the Italian Five Star movement (González, ),
although the term had also been used by the leftist party Podemos in Spain.
Before the stabilization of the “anti-casta” discourse, Milei had already used
this term sporadically, to criticize the political class through libertarian
arguments. In , in a column published in a digital newspaper, he argued
that Trump’s triumph in the US elections implied a defeat of the “casta that
constitutes the political corporation,” (para. ), which he defined as “para-
sites” (para. ). The following year, in the conservative newspaper La Nación,
Milei published a column explaining libertarian thought in which he argued
that “state collection” is theft carried out by the only authority empowered to
obtain its revenues through coercion: the government. This explains, in his

 La Libertad Avanza, “Bases de acción política y Plataforma electoral nacional,” Dirección
Nacional Electoral, . www.electoral.gob.ar/nuevo/paginas/pdf/plataformas//PASO/
JUJUY%%PARTIDO%RENOVADOR%FEDERAL%PLATAFORMA%
LA%LIBERTAD%AVANZA.pdf

 Eltrece, “Milei: ‘Daremos fin a la casta política parasitaria, chorra, inútil que hunde a este país’”
[Video], August , . www.youtube.com/watch?v¼INLyrCClI

 J. Milei, “Trump y la derrota de la corporación política,” Infobae, November , . www
.infobae.com/opinion////trump-y-la-derrota-de-la-corporacionpolitica/
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view, the creation of a “parasitic casta.” As his public awareness grew, Milei
accentuated the deployment of this anti-establishment discourse in his public
appearances, with aggressive speeches and aimed at the political elites, embodied
in expressions such as “You may see the SHITS of politicians fighting hard but
they will always agree on one thing instantly: raise taxes on us. LITTLE SHITS
LOWER PUBLIC SPENDING THEIR FUCKING MOTHERFUCKERS. THEY
ARE SHIT. LONG LIVE LIBERTY DAMNED!”

In this vein, one of Milei’s  campaign ads said: “the political class
always puts itself ahead of you [. . .] You come first.” He also announced
that if he was elected he would work pro bono. Fulfilling his promise, in
January  he staged an anti-casta show that consisted in donating his
allowance as national deputy in a raffle among those who signed up to it.
The first raffle was held in Mar del Plata, Argentina’s main seaside resort city,
during the summer vacation period. It was replicated on his social media and
allowed him to reach a million followers on his Instagram account. Although
these performances did not include direct attacks on representative democracy,
they were disloyal to representatives and always advanced the idea that all
money destined to representative institutions was a form of theft. At this point,
anti-state libertarianism became a kind of populism against the institutions of
representative democracy. Over time, moreover, he began to use a term to refer
to citizens as argentinos de bien, a formula that reinforced the binary division of
society.

Why did the COVID- pandemic become a political opportunity for Milei’s
ideological stance, as well as for making libertarian discourse a popular mode
of expression of the discontent that proliferated among voters? First, because,
especially during the first stage of restrictions, JxC leaders cooperated with the
Peronist administration, leaving a vacancy for the expression of discontent
against the government-imposed restrictions on the movement of people and
commercial activity. As is well known, the growth tactic of radical right-
wingers – both in the digital public sphere and in political competition in
general – is largely based on occupying the space left vacant by moderate
mainstream right-wingers (Borges et al., ; Madariaga & Rovira
Kaltwasser, ). Second, because the discontent during the pandemic had
as its main target the state, which took on an unusually central role in regulat-
ing people’s daily lives, and which was perceived by some as responsible for the

 J. Milei, “Por qué, para los libertarios el Estado no debería existir,” La Nación, December ,
. www.lanacion.com.ar/economia/por-que-para-los-libertarios-el-estado-no-deberiaexistir-
nid/

 J. Milei, [@Jmilei], “Podrás ver a las MIERDAS de los políticos pelear fuertemente pero siempre
se pondrán de acuerdo en una sola cosa” [Tuit]. Twitter, October , . https://twitter.com/
JMilei/status/

 J. Milei, “La clase política se pone siempre por delante tuyo. . . Hoy nosotros venimos a
proponerte una nueva consiga: ¡Primero estás vos!” Facebook, September , . www
.facebook.com/watch/?v¼

 Gabriel Vommaro
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negative economic and social consequences of the pandemic (Balsa, ;
Semán, ). This was especially true among young people, a segment where
discontent proliferated and which Milei managed to penetrate with particular
intensity (Nazareno & Brusco, ; Vázquez, ). In this context, the
“lion” logo associated with the figure of Milei was born. It symbolized fury,
but also fierceness. It gave back to his followers an image of strength in contexts
in which the crisis made them particularly vulnerable. To the image of the lion,
Milei added a slogan that went in the same direction: “I do not come to lead
lambs, but to awaken lions.” A well-coordinated group of conservative
digital activists and influencers produced images and disseminated narratives
and messages that helped spread the idea that Milei was the great challenger of
the political establishment.

In other central issues of the public agenda and of the program of the far
right, Milei displayed unpredictable – opportunistic – behavior, showing prag-
matism in his public appeal. The debate around the legalization of abortion had
a high profile in Argentina between  and . Milei chose to expose
himself publicly on the issue only when he considered that there was an
opportunity for gain. In a first stage of activity in traditional and digital media
(–), cultural issues were not among the main topics of his discourse.
While sexual allusions to criticize politicians or the state were frequent, the
open debate on abortion and gender issues, such as inclusive language, were not
seen as relevant. In fact, in a newspaper article Milei defined libertarianism as
a person with “no moral hang-ups,” who “doesn’t mess with who you trade
with or who you get into bed with.”

From  Milei began to position himself on gender and LGBTQ+ issues.
In various interventions he took a position against inclusive language and the
legalization of abortion. That same year, President Macri proposed that
Congress deal with a Law on the Voluntary Interruption of Pregnancy (IVE,
in Spanish). It was the first time the right to abortion was examined in
Congress. Although the PRO did not support the measure in a unified way,
the fact of promoting the debate caused a part of the conservative constituency
to distance itself from the party. Social mobilization for and against the law
increased during the first half of . The pro-abortion movement consisted of
a broad coalition of social movements that, following the National Women’s

 Milei used this expression for the first time at the launch of his campaign in the  legislative
elections. See “Milei hizo ruido en Plaza Holanda: ‘No vengo a guiar corderos, vengo a despertar
leones,’” Perfil, August , .

 Among other expressions in poor taste, there are the tweets in which Milei compared politicians
to pedophiles, for example: “The political corporation is more dangerous for capital than an
army of pedophiles with withdrawal syndrome in a kindergarten” (June , . https://twitter
.com/JMilei/status/).

 J. Milei, “Por qué, para los libertarios el Estado no debería existir,” La Nación, December ,
. www.lanacion.com.ar/economia/por-que-para-los-libertarios-el-estado-no-deberiaexistir-
nid/
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Conference in , formed the Campaña Nacional por el Derecho al Aborto
Legal, Seguro y Gratuito (National Campaign for the Right to Legal, Safe, and
Free Abortion), established in . The movement grew in terms of social
support; the Ni Una Menos (Not One Less) movement against violence toward
women was launched in . Over the years, activists managed to influence
most of the parties represented in Congress, and by  they had built a
multiparty coalition in favor of the IVE (Lopreite, ). The bill was approved
in the Chamber of Deputies in June  ( votes in favor,  against), but
rejected in the Senate in August ( senators against,  in favor).

During those months, Milei maintained a position of open opposition to
abortion, but his public interventions in the matter were scarce and were limited
to answering questions when interviewed. In fact, there is no record that he
participated in the marches called by “pro-life” groups during  parliamen-
tary debates. However, coinciding with the fact that the conservative mobiliza-
tion against abortion lacked political representation, after that juncture moral
issues began to occupy more space in Milei’s discourse. In  he began to
respond to accusations that he was violent and offensive, claiming lack of
political correctness. In turn, he increased the sharing of videos and quotes
from conservative influencers. Imitating them, he adopted a more direct dis-
course against “gender ideology,” “abortionists,” and gender identity, and
shared offensive political jokes about the LGBTQ+ community. The publica-
tions in which he aired his point of view through quotes from his public
appearances were the ones with the highest number of “likes.” At the end of
, during the Peronist government of Alberto Fernández, the IVE was again
discussed in Congress. On this occasion, Milei took a more active position.
He participated in the International Congress “Hope and Life” organized by
Provida Latam between December  and  of that year; he denounced the JxC
deputies who voted in favor of the bill, and shared poems and slogans against
the legalization of abortion. In addition, unlike the  vote, this time Milei
participated in the calls and marches led by the anti-abortion movement.
Finally, for the  elections he recruited as a candidate for deputy a pro-
life activist, Victoria Villarruel, who became his running mate in the  presi-
dential election.

The cultural agenda ceased to occupy an important place in their discourse
once the conservative mobilization lost strength. As pointed out in Chapter  of
this volume, cultural backlash is not among the main causes of the rise of the far
right in Latin America. In fact, the evidence is against the existence of a cultural
backlash at the societal level (Maia et al., ). Argentina is not an exception
in this regard, as it has experienced a process of secularization in society’s
positions on cultural issues. As has been shown, since the end of the twentieth
century, positions on the main issues on the moral agenda have shifted toward
more progressive values (Kessler et al., ). Furthermore, studies show the
low weight of cultural issues among the reasons for voting for Milei in , as
well as the fact that a large proportion of these voters, although more

 Gabriel Vommaro
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conservative than Kirchnerist Peronist voters, are not predominantly supporters
of cultural backlash (Calvo et al., ; Gené et al., ; Nazareno & Brusco,
). However, while not standing still, resilient pockets of conservative
positions remain (Kessler et al., ). These pockets explain why Milei man-
aged to add supporters to his weak organizational structure due to his public
support for the anti-abortion movement. The Celeste Party, a small group very
active in the creation of iconographies in the  pro-life mobilization, joined
Milei’s coalition. In short, there is no evidence that conservative positions have
had a significant influence on the majority of Milei’s voters, but qualitative
evidence shows that anti-abortion activism is one of the sources nurturing the
support of conservative groups for LLA (Vázquez, ), in line with what has
been indicated for other Latin American cases (Borges et al., ).

Villarruel also brought together other minority but historically active groups
on the Argentine right: those associated with the defense of the authoritarian
period. Born into a military family involved in the last dictatorship, she is an
activist of revisionism regarding state terrorism, which grew from the new
impetus given to human rights policy during the years of center-left Peronist
governments (Salvi, ). Villarruel’s importance in Milei’s administration
declined rapidly due to internal power struggles. Likewise, Milei’s voters do
not show majority support for the authoritarian past (unlike far-right voters in
Chile, as shown in Chapter  of this volume). However, the low relevance of the
human rights agenda among these voters (who prefer to “leave these issues in the
past”), as well as the primacy of amano dura approach to crime and a repressive
stance toward social protest by Milei’s government, reflects a shift in
policies regarding the authoritarian past that should be closely examined (Gené
et al., ).

Within a mano dura general approach to security issues, Milei also followed
a trial-and-error strategy in this field. The organizing frame was “you do the
crime, you do the time,” openly opposed to the non-punitive approach identi-
fied with Kirchnerist Peronism. Likewise, following the PRO’s support for his
candidacy in the second round of the  presidential elections, Milei
appointed the JxC presidential candidate, Patricia Bullrich, as minister of
security. During Macri’s administration, Bullrich had promoted mano dura
policies, including supporting officers accused of abuse of force, as well as a
repressive approach to social protest. This approach guided the Milei govern-
ment’s actions on security policy. However, on specific issues, such as the free
carrying of guns, Milei’s position was ambiguous and vacillating. During the
 campaign, he openly declared himself in favor of the open carrying of
guns: “If honest people carried guns, there would be less delinquency [. . .]
Criminals do not care if there is a permit or not, therefore they carry guns.

 J. Milei, “El que las hace, las paga” (Excerpt fromMilei’s speech in the debate during the second
round of the presidential elections), YouTube (). www.youtube.com/watch?
v¼JXJQUxlDMU
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If you say that guns are not allowed [. . .] you leave them [honest people]
misaligned in terms of defense.” In , Milei addressed the subject again,
after a massacre in the state of Texas, in the United States, and this time he
framed his defense of guns in the libertarian ideology: “I am in favor of the free
bearing of guns, definitely. As a follower of Gary Becker [US economist],
adherent to his theory and empirical evidence, when you lower the cost of an
activity and increase the benefit, that activity expands.”

At the beginning of the  presidential campaign, however, Milei’s pos-
ition became more ambiguous. His running mate, Villarruel, pointed out that
he did not intend for everyone to arm themselves. “We never said that. This is
not the Wild West. We want the good citizen to be able to defend himself.”

Later, already the most voted-for candidate in the primaries, Milei argued that
the free carrying of guns was not on the LLA platform, despite the fact that its
treatment of the issue was ambiguous, with a proposal to deregulate the legal
market and protect the “legitimate and responsible use of weapons by the
citizenry.” This issue also reveals another strategic trait that Milei shares
with other far-right leaders: the proliferation of “trial balloons” in seeking to
impact public opinion and reinforcing the disruptive character of these leaders
(Forti, ). After testing the support that these trial balloons receive, far-right
leaders are willing to disavow them in the public sphere if the gains are less than
the losses. In this case, qualitative evidence shows that Milei voters are not
overwhelmingly in favor of the free carrying of guns, although their positions
on security issues are far more punitive than those of Peronist voters (Gené
et al., ).

Another important issue in radical-right leaders’ appeals, migration, is not
mentioned in LLA’s manifesto for the  presidential elections. When
Milei referred to the issue, he did so in economic terms, indicating the
need for foreigners to pay for public health and education services, and in
terms of crime, promoting the expulsion of foreigners who commit crimes.
Once in office, a reform of migration norms that Milei enacted by decree in
May , and was widely publicized by the pro-government media, promoted
changes in the regulations governing the care of foreigners in the public health
system and authorized national universities to charge tuition fees to students

 J. Milei, “Si los honestos portasen armas habría menos delincuencia,” Ámbito Financiero,
November , . www.ambito.com/politica/elecciones-/javiermilei-si-los-honestos-por
tasen-armas-habria-menosdelincuencia-n, paras.  and .

 Ambito Financiero, “Javier Milei: ‘Estoy a favor de la libre portación de armas,’”May , .
www.ambito.com/politica/javiermilei/estoy-favor-la-libre-portacion-armas-n, para. .

 Ambito Financiero, “Compañera de fórmula de Milei reconoció que tiene armas,” May , .
www.ambito.com/politica/companera-formula-milei-reconocio-que-tienearmas-n

 La Libertad Avanza, “Bases de acción política y Plataforma electoral nacional,” Dirección
Nacional Electoral (). www.electoral.gob.ar/nuevo/paginas/pdf/plataformas//PASO/
JUJUY%%PARTIDO%RENOVADOR%FEDERAL%PLATAFORMA%
LA%LIBERTAD%AVANZA.pdf, p. .
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without Argentine passports. Meanwhile, xenophobic rhetoric is absent from
the official narrative and has so far had little resonance among Milei’s voters
(Gené et al., ).

Finally, on issues with low salience in local public debate, such as climate
change, Milei’s opportunistic strategy has been, even since becoming president,
to address the issue in international forums, advancing his affiliation with the
positions of the global far right, but to avoid talking about it in the domestic
public sphere. In this vein, at the United Nations Assembly in September ,
Milei stated that the  Agenda for Sustainable Development was “socialist”
and announced that Argentina would no longer support it. Then, in January
, at the Davos Forum, Milei linked the climate change policies with
“wokism” and days later announced that Argentina would leave the World
Health Organization, in line with Trump’s policy. Argentina’s unconditional
support for Trump’s foreign policy is one of the main ways in which Milei’s
government expects to maintain the economic support Milei has enjoyed since
Trump returned to power, particularly through International Monetary Fund
(IMF) aid and even through direct financial aid from the United States to
address the country’s exchange rate instability, such as that received just before
the midterm elections in .

. 

Milei’s victory in the second round of the  presidential election put
Argentine politics in shock. At least four elements fueled this. First, Milei’s
rapid rise broke the organization of the electoral competition between the two
hitherto dominant coalitions. Just as Argentina was on track to channel elect-
oral competition in a relatively programmatic manner, the failure of the two
coalitions’ political economy ultimately undermined this fledgling structure.
Second, the new president is a true outsider who came to power with a weak
electoral vehicle, without solid organizational resources or support at the
subnational level. Milei’s victory is also surprising because of the radical nature
of his discourse, in both form and content. The combination of libertarian
components – radical anti-state positions that had always been marginal in
Argentina – with a violent criticism of the political establishment, produced a

 M. Centenera, “Milei anuncia una reforma migratoria para agilizar las deportaciones e impulsa
el cobro por salud y educación,” El País, May , . https://elpais.com/argentina/--
/milei-anuncia-una-reforma-migratoria-para-agilizar-las-deportaciones-y-cobrar-por-salud-y-
educacion.html

 C. Nugent, “Argentina’s Javier Milei Denounces UN’s ‘Socialist’ Agenda,” Financial Times,
September , . http://ft.com/content/fbd-dcd--b-fcfd?utm_
source¼chatgpt.com

 F. Rivas Molina, “Milei sigue los pasos de Trump y retira a Argentina de la Organización
Mundial de la Salud,” El País, February , . https://elpais.com/argentina/--/milei-
sigue-los-pasos-de-trump-y-retira-a-argentina-de-la-organizacion-mundial-de-la-salud.html
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combination that channeled much of the social discontent, also breaking with
the moderation of the right that the PRO had initiated. The fourth surprise of
Milei’s rise is the geographical and social extension of his vote. The LLA
displaced PRO and JxC in their strongholds in the country’s productive center,
showing that a large portion of mainstream right voters undermined this
coalition “from below,” while many of its leaders undermined it “from above”
by openly supporting Milei’s government and, in the case of the PRO, moving
forward with the formation of an electoral coalition with LLA in the mid-
term elections. In this sense, Milei represents a continuity but also a renewal of
the electoral right in Argentina. Due to its popular features, it also represents a
challenge to Peronism, which found itself in difficulties in some of its electoral
strongholds, especially in the northwest of the country.

The combination of organizational weakness and programmatic ambition
produced a paradox: Milei is the president with the most ambitious economic
agenda of the current democratic cycle, yet he has the fewest political resources
to implement it. This raises some questions regarding the future of his project.
The collaboration between the mainstream right and the far right has so far had
clear advantages for Milei’s government, which has gained parliamentary
support and territorial anchorage at the electoral level. But it is less clear
whether the affectio societatis is strong enough to endure in less favorable times
for LLA.

Milei’s fate is largely tied almost exclusively to the economic success or
failure of his government. Without the resilience of party building or the
establishment of a solid government coalition, it depends on his political
expertise to solve the economic Argentine crisis and show results to the sectors
that voted for him. So far, its support is growing as the government manages to
reduce inflation. The Milei government has shown a combination of pragma-
tism – tax increases instead of decreases – with orthodox components – drastic
reduction of public spending and liberalization of domestic prices. At the same
time, non-economic issues were displaced in its agenda, which reduces the risks
for democratic coexistence. On the other hand, economic difficulties remain.
The end of the crisis that helped Milei rise to power is still uncertain. Milei’s
voters’ trust in him could weaken if the economic situation gets worse, or it
could get stronger if people keep focusing their anger on the opposition, which
they see as a barrier to libertarian reform. Milei’s project was built on previous
polarization and stirred up the anti-Kirchnerist Peronism sentiment that JxC
had represented. Since coming to power, the president has not moderated his
anti-establishment performance, which has kept alive the flame of anger against
the political elites, and especially against Peronism, the main opposition.
Furthermore, we know from the cases of Brazil and the United States that
electoral support for the radical right, once established, can be resilient to
failure in government. But we also know that radical-right leaders find it
difficult to accept the failure of their projects, especially when these lead to
defeats in the electoral arena.

 Gabriel Vommaro
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

Brazil

The Far Right and Bolsonarismo

Lucio Rennó

Brazil has undergone consecutive and unrelenting episodes of economic crisis
and political turbulence since . Year after year, economic data indicated
continued recession and inflation, an extremely disheartening combination,
especially for the socially vulnerable. Indeed, the entire population suffered;
an overall feeling of disappointment and disgruntlement took hold, especially
after many prior years of economic prosperity and significant upward social
mobility (Peixoto & Renno, ; Rennó et al., ).

In addition, political instability became endemic. Dilma Rousseff, Lula’s
Workers’ Party (PT) successor, was impeached in . Aécio Neves, the
Brazilian Social Democratic Party (PSDB) president and presidential runner-
up in the  elections, who almost defeated Dilma, was implicated in
corruption scandals and fell in disgrace. Dilma’s vice-president, Michel
Temer, who took office after her impeachment, suffered the same fate. Both
Neves and Temer were prematurely ousted from the  presidential elec-
tions, caught in the whirlwind of the Lava-Jato Operation at the federal level.
In fact, the Lava-Jato Operation devastated the Brazilian political landscape,
exposing several corruption scandals and tainting all of the main political
parties in power since .

The population took to the streets, sometimes with diffuse and unclear
demands, such as the protests of ; sometimes with more specific requests
like the manifestations in favour of and against Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment,
starting as early as , only a few months into her second term.

Conditions were ripe for the perfect storm. The political vacuum generated
by the joint economic and political crises was an invitation for the emergence of
a political outsider – with an ‘us against them’ rhetoric in defence of a vague
concept of the people – to again contend for national power, as the script for
the rise of populist leaders dictates (Weffort, ). Jair Bolsonaro did not
hesitate. He took advantage of the situation and as early as , immediately
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after Rousseff’s successful re-election bid over Aécio Neves, launched his can-
didacy for the presidency.

Initially seen as an eccentric politician with no chance of winning, Bolsonaro
stubbornly held on to his presidential bid, slowly but steadily gaining popular
support. In mid , he appeared in polls to be doing relatively well, but still
was not taken seriously by his competitors or pundits. He had no political
party, almost no budget, very little free television time in the campaign, and no
mayors or governors to support him: he was depleted of all of the most
important electoral resources, decisive in prior Brazilian presidential elections.
Still, Bolsonaro won the  elections with a very consistent and coherent
conservative rhetoric, savvy use of social media, and the strong commitment
and enthusiasm of a core group of ‘true believers’. He established himself as the
far right in Brazil, based on issue positions and profiting on the rejection and
resentment against all major political parties, especially the PT and the left,
imprecisely described as communists.

Bolsonaro is a turning point in Brazilian political history because he single-
handedly and persistently defended and advanced a coherent conservative
agenda, at the national level, incorporating distinct policy dimensions simul-
taneously. He fits easily into the characterization of the far right, with a special
emphasis on sociocultural factors (Rovira Kaltwasser, ). Bolsonaro pro-
poses a backlash against progressive cultural positions; a liberal economic
agenda; is strongly against affirmative action for minorities groups and favour-
able to reducing state intervention in the economy; zero tolerance towards
crime and delinquency, adopting a mano dura approach to law and order.
Albeit strongly against affirmative action, Bolsonaro approached other social
policies, especially conditional cash transfer programs, ambiguously (Rennó,
). He understood the electoral impact of the ‘Bolsa Familia’, a PT inherit-
ance difficult to remove, but worked steadily to undermine and change it,
aiming at establishing a new brand for a similar program.

His supply of a consistent and coherent far-right rhetoric resonated with
parts of the public: issue positions on abortion, LGBTQ+ rights, and percep-
tions of crime are key attitudes among Bolsonaristas (Rennó, , ).
Indeed, Bolsonarismo can be understood as the far-right political alignment in
contemporary Brazil, very much distinct from the mainstream right, embodied
by the PSDB, or the catch-all, clientelist conservative parties of the past and
present (Montero, ).

It is important to highlight that the failure of the mainstream right in Temer’s
unpopular government and its prior radicalization led by Neves of the PSDB
when advancing the impeachment process further legitimized the far-right
project advanced by Bolsonaro. A weakened mainstream right led by the
PSDB and Brazilian Democratic Movement (MDB) (Temer’s party) was unable
to offer a ‘third way’ in the  and  Brazilian elections. The failure in
attenuating the economic problems while in government and involvement in
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successive scandals were strong determinants of the rise of the far right in
Brazil, to the detriment of the traditional right.

Neves had a particularly significant role in undermining democracy when he
questioned the results of the  elections. The PSDB employed a private,
third-party firm scrutinizing the election results, questioning the integrity of the
electronic ballot. Once his claims were proven to be mistaken, he and his
supporters were unwilling to acknowledge the results widely, leaving behind
a mistrust in the Brazilian voting system that Bolsonaro was able to build upon.

Bolsonaro was able to produce an electoral alignment based on policy
positions. His voters consistently agree with his harsh rhetoric – and actions
while in government. Later, these came to incorporate other dimensions, such
as strong rejection of science, spurred on while dealing with the COVID-
pandemic, and a clear defence of anti-democratic positions, proposing a mili-
tary coup to keep Bolsonaro in power.

In this sense, regarding the taxonomy proposed by Rovira Kaltwasser
(), Bolsonaro adopts positions of the populist radical right as well as the
extreme right – given his opportunistic ambiguity towards democratic back-
sliding. It can be said that Bolsonaro fluctuated from a populist radical-right
position – within the boundaries of illiberal democracy – to the extreme right,
especially after . The deadly wave of COVID- in early  severely
damaged Bolsonaro’s image and affected his popularity. With a possible elect-
oral defeat looming large on the horizon, the authoritarian temptation was
irresistible. He became increasingly prone to promote authoritarian solutions to
the country, only to back down when confronted by resistance from social and
political groups defending democracy. This was the tone of his performance in
office regarding democracy: bravado when among supporters; cowardice when
confronted by defenders of the regime.

In this chapter, we describe Bolsonaro’s rhetoric during his rise to power and
his tenure in office. We show how he has defended positions that are clearly
associated with the proposed understanding of what the far right represents.
We also discuss some of his actions in power, especially regarding the COVID-
 pandemic, but also his disruptive work, as Lawrence, Suddaby, and Leca
() define the concept, in specific areas, such as conditional cash transfer
programs.

Our argument is that within the far right, Bolsonaro oscillates between a
populist radical right and an extreme rightist, increasingly flirting with authori-
tarianism as his mandate progressed and the threat of losing re-election materi-
alized as a very likely outcome. As the fear of losing increased, and the
associated anticipation of possible punishments for his several challenges to
the rule of law during his term, Bolsonaro increasingly moved to the extremist,
authoritarian far right. In the end, it was this feeling of threat to democracy, of
democratic crisis, that marked the  Brazilian elections, when the defence
and attack of the regime became an electoral issue (Rennó, ).

Brazil: The Far Right and Bolsonarismo 
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.     

There is no question that Bolsonaro represents a rupture in the history of the
contemporary Brazilian right. In , Fernando Collor de Melo was the first
civilian directly elected president after an electoral interregnum of twenty-nine
years. He was impeached in , on accusations of corruption. Collor has
been classified as a right-wing populist, defending a heterodox economic
agenda as candidate, but shifting to neoliberal policies when in government
(Stokes, ; Weyland, ). He attempted to circumvent Congress in the
policy-making process and turned to the streets to seek support. Unfortunately
for him, his harsh economic policies, implemented by surprise early in his
mandate, reduced popular support. The streets did not respond well to his call –
instead of dressing in the Brazilian colours, as requested by the president on the
eve of his impeachment process, students flocked to the streets in  with
painted faces and wearing black to demand his ousting. The ‘cara pintadas’
movement, as the students became known, were decisive in strengthening the
congressional effort to oust the weakened president. Collor advanced a clear
neoliberal agenda with an inclination to weaken democratic institutions, espe-
cially Congress, but never openly defended anti-democratic solutions. He could
have been seen as populist, but not far right as it is understood today. At most,
he was a defender of illiberal solutions.

Between  and , Brazil was governed by the mainstream right –
with two consecutive Fernando Henrique Cardoso terms. The agenda was
predominantly socioeconomic, focusing on the control of inflation and estab-
lishing the roots for macroeconomic stability, in line with the prescriptions of
the Washington Consensus. The understanding was that attaining economic
stability through harsh fiscal and monetary policies and establishing the basis
for sustainable growth was the way to combat socioeconomic inequalities.
In line with this goal, the focus shifted to inclusive social policies, but this came
only in , late in the second term of Fernando Henrique Cardoso. Probably
too late to assure electoral success in the  elections.

The two consecutive PSDB administrations of Fernando Henrique Cardoso
between  and  were clearly of a moderate nature and could be
classified as centre right. Cardoso deepened reforms following Collor’s neolib-
eral agenda, especially with the consolidation of a politics of privatization, but
also of state reform to professionalize public administration and to increase
incentives to assure fiscal discipline. The control of inflation and assurance of
macroeconomic stability became the trademark of Brazilian social democrats.
The downside of such policies was slow and exclusive growth. Unemployment
and poverty were at the root of the PSDB’s defeat by Lula’s PT in the 
elections.

Bolsonaro had little to do with Collor de Melo and even less with the PSDB.
In fact, in , Bolsonaro was vehemently attacked by Geraldo Alckmin, the
PSDB presidential candidate, in a final, desperate attempt to avoid his inevitable
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victory. Different from the mainstream right and his predecessors, Bolsonaro
shifted the political agenda to sociocultural factors, leaving the socioeconomic
agenda to a secondary position. Bolsonaro also differs from his predecessors on
the right by strongly flirting with illiberal democracy and authoritarianism.
This completely sets him apart from the PSDB. Collor did have centralizing
inclinations and attempted to circumvent Congress, but never openly defended
authoritarian solutions – at best, as stated, he was an illiberal populist.
Bolsonaro also promoted a political platform that is coherent with modern-
day conservatism: he brought together and promoted issues that the main-
stream right avoided. Abortion, religion, disdain for human rights – issues the
PSDB and Collor never openly discussed – became central in Bolsonaro’s far-
right agenda. The emergence of this consistent alternative to the left and to the
mainstream right was key to boosting Bolsonarismo to centre stage of Brazilian
politics.

Bolsonaro, like most populists, thrives in conflict (Moffitt, ), and he
actively pursued controversial issues to set him apart from the competition.
In doing so, he naturally activated the innate or dormant conservatism that was
kept at bay during the fourteen years of PT rule (eight with Lula and six with
Dilma Roussef ). In fact, the concept of abashed right that Timothy Power
() employed to describe post-authoritarian Brazil no longer applies to
substantial portions of the population. On the contrary, parts of the public
responded promptly, as Bolsonarismo, or the right-wing multidimensional
electoral alignment in current Brazilian mass politics, has been surprisingly
consistent over the years and with solid popular backing (Avritzer & Rennó,
; Chaguri & Amaral, ; Fuks & Marques, ; Fuks et al., ;
Rennó, , ; Silva et al., ; Tanscheit, ; Tanscheit & Barbosa,
). As Rennó (, ) has shown, significant parts of the population,
one in five Brazilians, are ‘true believers’. This is enough to assure Bolsonaro as
a force to be reckoned with at the national level, placing him and his allies as
natural contenders for power and practically hegemonic on the right.

For instance, look at the  elections. Even after disastrous management
of the pandemic and a severe economic crisis, Bolsonaro entered the race with a
very high electoral floor, fending off any competition on the right. Hence, what
to some might seem low –  percent of the Brazilian voting population – is
sufficient to promote Bolsonaro and Bolsonarismo as the main contestant on
the right, becoming the strongest force to capture anti-Petismo, understood as a
strong rejection of the PT (Samuels & Zucco, ).

Bolsonaro constructed his career – from the early days as a Vereador
(Council member) in Rio de Janeiro in , when he received , votes –
on an electoral stronghold based on retired military personnel (he was a former
army captain and paratrooper). From  to , he held the office of
Federal Deputy, representing the state of Rio de Janeiro. His agenda was purely
clientelist, in favour of gaining and maintaining benefits and privileges for
military personnel and their families. However, his constituency increased
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significantly as he gained notoriety as a hard-core conservative and defender of
the military regime. His aggression against the left, and towards gender politics
in particular, became a trademark from early on, as well as his obstinate
defence of the harsh punishment of crime.

Bolsonaro’s electoral results as Federal Deputy show a staggering increase
from the , votes received in  to the , votes obtained in his last
election for the Chamber of Deputies, in . Over the course of his seven
mandates as Federal Deputy, also a record among Brazilian politicians, his
votes either remained stable or increased election after election, with a drop
in  and , but regaining momentum in  and then almost quadru-
pled in size in . There is no doubt that Bolsonaro’s strategy to run for
president is backed by his astonishing performance in , given Brazilian
standards. He was the most voted-for Federal Deputy in Rio de Janeiro after a
long time in the office.

Bolsonaro is so influential that he got his three eldest sons elected to public
office. Flavio Bolsonaro is a Senator of the state of Rio de Janeiro, elected in
, after four mandates as State Deputy, between  and . His
second oldest son, Eduardo Bolsonaro, is a Federal Deputy of the State of
São Paulo, first elected in  and now on his third term. His third son, also
publicly called by Bolsonaro ‘’, is Carlos Bolsonaro, a six-term Vereador in
the city of Rio de Janeiro, since . Hence, Bolsonaro’s family has been in
politics for a long time, signalling the force of the name in Brazilian politics,
especially Rio de Janeiro.

Bolsonaro has also fared extremely well in electing allies beyond his family in
the  elections. Several of his ministers won office. Tarcisio de Freitas,
Minister of Infrastructure in Bolsonaro’s cabinet was elected Governor of São
Paulo. Damaris Alvez, former Secretary of Human Rights, was elected Senator
by the Federal District. Ricardo Salles, Minister of Environment, was elected
Federal Deputy by São Paulo. And the list goes on. His party, the Partido
Liberal, elected ninety-nine federal deputies, becoming the largest party in the
Chamber of Deputies, followed by the PT with eighty elected deputies. In the
Senate, the president’s party elected fourteen senators and became the new
largest party, after twenty-five years. Of the fifteen elected governors in the first
round of , nine supported Bolsonaro in the second round, including those
elected in the larger and richer states: Minas Gerais and Rio de Janeiro. It is
impossible to deny that Bolsonarismo remains strong after the  elections.
Even with the defeat in the presidential election, Bolsonaro himself received
. percent of the vote in the second round – dividing the Brazilian electorate
in half. In , he obtained ,, votes in the first round and in  he
won ,, votes. Hence, his support remained significantly stable in the
two electoral cycles, even after his controversial presidential mandate during
the very harsh times of the COVID- pandemic.

Finally, Bolsonaro has switched parties many times. As president, he was for
a long time unaffiliated to any party after he left the Social Liberal Party (PSL).
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He only joined the Liberal Party (PL) in November of , where he still
remains, a year before the  elections. He was a member of eight different
parties during his career. But he never really constructed a new personalist
electoral vehicle for himself. The PSL, probably the smallest party he joined,
was the closest he came. All of the parties he joined were already established
organizations. Hence, Bolsonaro clearly falls into the appropriation of an
existing party strategy, jumping between parties by convenience and using them
to advance his own personal agenda. With the PL it has been a bit different, as
his move to that party propelled it to become one of the largest in the country.

Given this impressive trajectory, what does Bolsonaro and Bolsonarismo
stand for? What are the issue dimensions associated with Bolsonarismo, pro-
moted by his incendiary rhetoric? We focus here on the supply side, provided
by Bolsonaro himself, highlighting what he has been saying and defending over
the years. It is clear that Bolsonaro and Bolsonarismo represent a shift in
Brazilian politics, openly promoting agendas that the right had previously
avoided. He has advanced a new alignment in Brazilian politics.

.  

The study of the far right in Brazil has made steady headway since Bolsonaro’s
debut as a central actor in the country’s political scene. Studies have turned
their attention to the supply side of radical discourse, focusing on elite speeches,
in addition to the growing literature on the demand side, on mass voting
behaviour. The growing academic interest is just another indication of how
Bolsonarismo represents a change in the undercurrents of Brazilian politics,
introducing something that was not there before and that some insist on
neglecting or stubbornly choose to ignore.

Studies about Bolsonaro’s rhetoric tend to focus on the question of whether
or not he is a populist. Tamaki and Fuks () study Bolsonaro campaign
speeches from July to October of . They claim Bolsonaro promotes a
mixture of populist, patriotic, and nationalist rhetoric. He ranks the highest
among Brazilian presidents in the use of populist jargon, but much lower than
his contemporary counterparts around world. Tamaki and Fuks () rely on
Team Populism’s coding strategy to quantify populist rhetoric. The codification
process, obviously, focuses on the presence of populist traits in Bolsonaro’s
speeches, including, among others: a Manichean view of politics, exaltation of
the will of the people, labelling enemies and fiercely attacking them. The
authors use official speeches and Facebook live streams as sources to collect
the data. People-centrism, vilification of the elite as selfish and corrupt, espe-
cially the PT, and a Manichaean division of Brazilian politics, stressing the
polarization with the PT, are fundamental qualitative traits of Bolsonaro’s
choice of words. This final division brings into the mix derogatory comments
about communists, personified by the case of Venezuela in Latin America, on
one hand, and a defence of traditional family values as being on the correct side
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of history, on the other. Hence, it is in the presentation of a simplistic division
of Brazil between communists on the left and people of good will on the right
that Bolsonaro’s conservative agenda emerges in the analysis of his
populist inclinations.

Feres and colleagues () pose the exact same question – is or isn’t
Bolsonaro a populist? – focusing on the  elections, and come to relatively
similar conclusions. They claim that Bolsonaro is not a ‘classic’ populist.
Bolsonaro innovates, according to the authors, in his emphasis on the concept
of corruption, alongside his strong anti-left stance, covering diverse areas of
public policy while doing so. As was the case with Tamaki and Fuks (),
Feres and colleagues () argue that a notion of patriotism and nation are
more central to the Bolsonarista rhetoric than that of the people, which dis-
tances Bolsonaro from the prototypical populist. Also, in accordance with
Tamaki and Fuks (), the Bolsonarista discourse ‘constructs a leftist scare-
crow against which it articulates its stance as a champion of conservative,
individualistic, God-fearing values’ (Feres et al., , p. ). Again, the left
and the PT in particular are presented as communists who will turn Brazil into a
chaotic and dictatorial Venezuela and must be confronted and defeated.

In addition, Bolsonaro relies heavily on the use of the word corruption,
which cuts across all of the policy topics he mentions and is used to further
distinguish himself from the PT. In spite of advocating for conservative
Christian values, especially regarding issues of gender and LGBTQ+ politics,
the latter are not seen as morally corrupt. Corruption is something that political
elites in Brazil have repeatedly engaged in. It is not something of the people,
even of those Bolsonaro clearly disagrees with on the basis of issues. Militarism
becomes an antidote to corruption, in Bolsonaro’s rhetoric, linking the military
presence in his government as a guarantee of honesty and dedication to the
nation, free of the corrupt inclinations of the political class.

Hence, Bolsonaro is a populist of sorts, who relies on some traditional
strategies that populists of the past used but introduces new themes and topics.
In any case, he seems to weave together several aspects that move his populist
appeal in a clear ideological direction, motivated by positions on issues. His
aggressive anti-left rhetoric is constructed upon concrete policy themes. It is
also through this strategy that Bolsonaro engages the ‘us against them’

approach, so common to populists (Feres & Gagliardi, ). Therefore, if it
is questionable whether Bolsonaro is a classic populist, there is no doubt that he
represents a shift in the Brazilian right and embodies radical and extreme far-
right issues.

According to Feres and Gagliardi (), Bolsonaro mobilizes factors that
emerge repeatedly in his savvy and extensive use of social media as the preferred
locus for his political communication, something he also pioneered in Brazilian
politics. They go on to argue, similarly to prior studies, that Bolsonaro defends
militarism and military rule as a solution to the corruption problems in Brazil.
He associates himself with Christianity, in particular the moral agenda of

 Lucio Rennó
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Evangelical churches. He also demonizes the left and the PT. Bolsonaro exacer-
bates his vulgarity and crudeness, as a way to identify with the common man in
the streets. He oversimplifies themes as a form of reaching out to the direct,
everyday communication of mass politics. Hence, Bolsonaro has adopted cer-
tain ways of presenting himself that differentiate his political platform from all
others in Brazil. He has chosen his words carefully and has become the spokes-
person of a significant portion of the Brazilian public that holds similar ideas
about politics.

Still, the studies above focus too much on Bolsonaro the populist. We are
more interested in a less explored angle: Bolsonaro, the leader of the far right in
Brazil and Latin America. The focus here is not on discussing if Bolsonaro is a
populist. Instead, we want to map his positions on political issues – how
different topics appear on his statements: therefore, we propose to map
Bolsonaro’s political agenda according to how he describes it in his own words.
The emphasis is not on a systematic, quantitative content analysis of expres-
sions and words, as in the studies cited above. The chapter uses Bolsonaro’s
own words, as they have appeared in media outlets, to exemplify his adherence
to far-right ideas. Hence, the emphasis is on identifying how he has been
portrayed by the media based on his own self-presentation: what he has said
and done through the eyes of media outlets. In this way, we can advance on the
findings of prior studies by more closely focusing on the right-wing content of
Bolsonaro’s rhetoric. I also focus on what the media has echoed, and not just
the analysis of what came out of Bolsonaro’s mouth. This provides insights
about how third parties have seen Bolsonaro and associated him with certain
topics and issues.

.       

First, Bolsonaro, as a military man himself, is in favour of harsh confrontation
of crime and delinquency. Bolsonaro defends that policing should be repressive
and that consideration of human rights should be a secondary concern. He
clearly adopts a ‘mano dura’ approach to combating crime. In this sense,
Bolsonaro clearly adopts a stance of penal punitivism, politicizing public secur-
ity and relying on it as a central policy position in his agenda. Given that crime
and corruption have consistently ranked very high among the main national
problems in the population’s view and that there is significant support for
punishing criminals (Renno, , ), defending the harsh treatment of
crime, disregarding human rights, is a favourable position for Bolsonaro.

Furthermore, Bolsonaro’s position fits well with Harig’s () central thesis
that the militarization of public security in Brazil is not driven by the military’s
ambition to seize power, but by a ‘demand-side’ from politicians and society.
According to Harig (), the public, disillusioned with failing civilian insti-
tutions (like the police), increasingly trusts the military and demands its deploy-
ment in internal security roles. Politicians, in turn, are persuaded to use the
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armed forces for public security because it is a popular and politically expedient
option. The military, on the ‘supply-side’, agrees to these new roles because it
justifies its budget and maintains its relevance. This creates a vicious cycle that
further erodes civilian institutions and normalizes the military’s expanded role.
There are many instances where Bolsonaro’s words reinforce penal punitivism.
For instance, he has said on several occasions that killer cops should be
rewarded and not punished: ‘The [policeman] enters, solves the problem, and,
if he kills ,  or , with  or  bullets in each one, he should be decorated
and not put on trial.’

He went on, in his  campaign, to argue that criminals are not normal
human beings. They should not be respected or be seen as victims of society;
instead, they should be killed. ‘This type of people (bandits), you cannot treat
them as if they were normal human beings, ok? One who should be respected,
who is a victim of society. We cannot allow that police officers continue to die
at the hands of these guys.’

Bolsonaro also defended filling prisons with criminals by restricting meas-
ures that attenuate imprisonment, such as assuring family visits at Christmas.
Criminals should rot in prison and should not be given any rights. ‘We have to
make the punishment harsher for these guys. If it was for me, this guy would rot
in jail.’ Indeed, his campaign symbol was a sign of a gun made with a hand
gesture, with the index finger pointing straight and the thumb pointing up.
He encouraged children to make the hand signal, a direct promotion of
violence.

As a Federal Deputy in , Bolsonaro repeatedly and openly defended the
killing of criminals. In a speech in the Chamber of Deputies, he claimed
that until the state has the courage to adopt the death penalty, killings by
paramilitary groups should be welcomed. He invited groups from Bahia, where
the incidents took place, to go to Rio de Janeiro, Bolsonaro’s state, to kill
criminals there.

 www.cartacapital.com.br/politica/bolsonaro-em--frases-polemicas/. ‘O conteúdo de CartaCapital
está protegido pela legislação brasileira sobre direito autoral. “[O policial] entra, resolve o problema
e, se matar ,  ou , com  ou  tiros cada um, ele tem que ser condecorado, e não
processado”’ (). All translations by the author.

 https://g.globo.com/politica/eleicoes//noticia////bolsonaro-diz-ao-jn-que-crimin
oso-nao-e-ser-humano-normal-e-defende-policial-que-matar---ou-.ghtml. ‘Esse tipo de
gente (bandidos), você não pode tratá-lo como se fosse um ser humano normal, tá? Que deve
ser respeitado, que é uma vítima da sociedade. Não podemos deixar os policiais continuarem
morrendo nas mãos desses caras.’

 www.gazetadopovo.com.br/politica/republica/eleicoes-/na-jovem-pan-bolsonaro-diz-que-
vai-entupir-a-cadeia-de-bandidos-cbwxlctzatcknldi/. ‘Temos que agravar a pena desse
cara. Se depender de mim, esse cara mofa na cadeia.’

 www.brasildefato.com.br////-vezes-em-que-bolsonaro-fez-apologia-a-violencia-
usando-criancas-eca-tem-que-ser-rasgadoandhttps://veja.abril.com.br/coluna/veja-gente/como-
os-filhos-de-bolsonaro-fazem-da-pauta-do-armamento-um-estilo-de-vida
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I want to say to our comrades in Bahia – I just heard a Parliamentarian criticize the
extermination groups – that until the state does not have the courage to adopt the death
penalty, the crime of extermination, in my understanding, will be very much welcome.
If there isn’t space for it in Bahia, you can come to Rio de Janeiro. If it depends on me,
they will have all my support, because in my state only the innocent people are
decimated. In Bahia, by the information I have – of course they are illegal groups –

marginality has decreased. Congratulations!

It is very important to highlight in this extract of Bolsonaro’s rhetoric the
open defence of the death penalty. This is a clear policy position associated with
Bolsonarismo, linked to the harsh view on law and order it promotes. If the
death penalty is not introduced, given the cowardice of the state, people should
take the law into their own hands and indiscriminately kill bandidos (bandits),
obviously without any trial. Hence, the rule of law is obviously secondary until
the law reflects exactly what Bolsonarismo defends.

Regarding the killing of hundreds of prisoners by policemen in Carandiru
Prison, São Paulo, in , he wished more had been killed. This was a tragic
episode in Brazilian history in which the São Paulo police invaded Carandiru
Prison, in the centre of the North Region of São Paulo, to contain an ongoing
riot and massacred  prisoners, of whom  were still awaiting trial. Soon
after, the prison was closed down and completely removed from the premises,
providing space for a public park. Still, despite its traumatic consequences,
Bolsonaro went on to defend the killings: ‘Few died. The Military Police should
have killed a thousand.’

The theme, obviously, was part of the  campaign, when Bolsonaro said
he would propose laws that prevented policemen from being charged for
having killed criminals in the line of duty. He went on to conclude that
criminals would die like cockroaches in the streets if such a policy was adopted.
‘The guys will die in the street like coach roaches, yeah!’

As president, Bolsonaro very consistently followed through on his prior
comments and went on to increase access to guns by the population to defend
itself from criminals. He passed over forty decrees that facilitated access to
gun ownership, which significantly increased the purchasing of weapons by

 https://congressoemfoco.uol.com.br/area/pais/bolsonaro-apoiou-grupo-de-exterminio-que-cobrava-r-
-para-matar-jovens-da-periferia/. ‘Quero dizer aos companheiros da Bahia – há pouco ouvi um
parlamentar criticar os grupos de extermínio – que enquanto o Estado não tiver coragem de adotar a
pena de morte, o crime de extermínio, no meu entender, será muito bem-vindo. Se não houver espaço
para ele na Bahia, pode ir para o Rio de Janeiro. Se depender de mim, terão todo o meu apoio, porque
no meu estado só as pessoas inocentes são dizimadas. Na Bahia, pelas informações que tenho – lógico
que são grupos ilegais – a marginalidade tem decrescido. Meus parabéns!’

 www.cartacapital.com.br/politica/bolsonaro-em--frases-polemicas/. ‘Morreram poucos. A PM
tinha que ter matado mil.’

 https://oglobo.globo.com/politica/os-caras-vao-morrer-na-rua-igual-barata-po-diz-bolsonaro-
sobre-criminosos-. ‘Os caras vão morrer na rua igual barata, pô!’
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Brazilian citizens during his administration. He also defended the passage of
laws that would reduce the age of criminal responsibility, another of his
preferred policy positions. He failed in doing so during his first term, but
promised to implement it if re-elected, especially because he expected a much
more conservative Congress in his second term.

Thus it is clear that the discourse against human rights, when it comes to
combating crime, is a central dimension of Bolsonaro’s far-right positions. The
police should be allowed to kill, and citizens should be allowed to arm them-
selves to fend off criminals. There is no such thing as human rights in the
Bolsonarista law-and-order rhetoric.

. -+  - 

A second controversial and constant theme in Bolsonaro’s agenda is his fight
against gender politics and LGBTQ+ issues. He has repeatedly criticized homo-
sexuals and related homosexuality to a disease that can be cured – especially
through strict disciplining by the father, a strong male figure. He has also
adopted positions that are detrimental to women’s rights in the labour market
and is strongly against the legalization of abortion, a theme that has become
central to Bolsonarismo. In this case, the sociocultural dimension of
Bolsonaro’s right-wing agenda clearly differentiates him from the moderate
nature of the mainstream right – as does his harsh law-and-order rhetoric.
The mainstream right in Brazil, with the PSDB as its main representative, has
never openly defended intolerant positions towards minorities or ignored
human rights. Similar to the left, when pressed to position itself on the theme
in the  elections, both the PT and the PSDB adopted ambivalent positions
(Rennó & Ames, ). Again, similar to issues regarding public security and
crime, abortion is a taboo that the left and moderate right have not found a
clear way to position itself on.

Indeed, positions on LGBTQ+ rights and gender politics, especially abortion,
are favourable topics for the right because of massive popular rejection of the
latter and a divided electorate regarding the former, as Rennó (, ) has
shown. Using public opinion data from Brazil, Rennó provides evidence of a
majoritarian and temporally consistent popular rejection of the right to abor-
tion, hovering above  percent between  and . Same-sex marriage

 www.brasildefato.com.br////apos-mais-de--decretos-de-bolsonaro-brasileiros-com
pram---armas-por-dia

 www.cnnbrasil.com.br/politica/bolsonaro-volta-a-defender-reducao-da-maioridade-penal-caso-
reeleito/#:~:text¼Bolsonaro%volta%a%defender%redu%C%A%C%Ao%
da%maioridade%penal%caso%reeleito,-Em%evento%de&text¼O%pre
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and the adoption of children by same-sex couples is supported by about half of
the population. In addition, when analysing the internal consistency of
Bolsonarismo, by correlating support for Bolsonaro as composite measure
combining vote for Bolsonaro and positive evaluations of his government with
several issue positions, views on abortion and LGBTQ+ rights strongly correl-
ate with Bolsonarism. These findings are consistent over time as well. In fact, in
a more recent study that includes , Rennó () finds that even once out
of government, and facing substantial crisis, Bolsonarismo remained stable,
internally coherent, and consistent over time.

Even if across Latin America, there isn’t a strong backlash against policy
advances on gender and LGBTQ+ rights, as Abreu Maia, Chiu, and Desposato
() show, this does not mean that, in the particular case of Brazil, the topic
was not extensively explored by Bolsonaro and that it did not resonate with his
core electorate. Indeed, data above from Rennó (, , ) shows just
the opposite: Bolsonarismo remains strong. Indeed, as will be clear here,
Bolsonaro has consistently explored the topic in his speeches. Regarding gays,
Bolsonaro repeatedly made homophobic statements as Federal Deputy. In 
he said that he preferred a dead son to a gay one. ‘For me, it’s death. I say more:
I rather he dies in an accident than shows up with another guy with a mous-
tache. To me he will have died anyway.’

In , he stated that a boy who is starting to act like a ‘little faggot’ will
change if beaten. Again, violence is the cure for homosexuality. It is also
interesting how his concern is with male homosexuality, always making refer-
ence to gay man, never to gay woman. ‘The son starts to act like a little faggot,
takes a beating, he changes his behaviour. Ok?’

He clearly positioned himself against the adoption of children by gay
couples, stating that they will certainly become homosexuals and hustlers, call
boys. Hence, a family cannot be constituted by same-sex partners. This is
another issue that his supporters also back (Rennó, , ), positioning
themselves against adoption by same-sex couples. Once again, the reference
here is to male homosexuality only: ‘% of the adopted boys [by a gay couple]
will become homosexuals and will be call boys for sure’.

Finally, he stated he would never help people with Aids because the majority
became infected through sharing syringes and homosexuality. In other words,
people’s so-called deviant behaviour caused their health condition and society
should let them die. Notice also the use of foul language, another trademark of
Bolsonaro. Also notice the pejorative, derogatory use of the term aidéticos to


‘Para mim é a morte. Digo mais: prefiro que morra num acidente do que apareça com um
bigodudo por aí. Para mim ele vai ter morrido mesmo.’

 ‘O filho começa a ficar assim meio gayzinho, leva um couro, ele muda o comportamento dele.
Tá certo?’


‘% desses meninos adotados [por um casal gay] vão ser homossexuais e vão ser garotos de
programa com toda certeza.’
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refer to people who are HIV-positive. In this sense, Bolsonaro and Milei are
similar in their use of colloquial language that the population, or at least a part
of the population that they share views with, also uses frequently. Foul lan-
guage is part of this jargon, as it also reinforces these leaders’ image of strong,
aggressive males, who do not hesitate to say things as they see them and how
the everyday person, other men in particular, also sees them. ‘The guy comes to
ask money to help people with aids [aidéticos]. The majority is because of
sharing needles or homosexuality. No fucking way I will help! I will help the
decent boy.’

Regarding gender issues, Bolsonaro has clearly positioned himself against
the legalization abortion. As noted, in the  elections, Marina Silva, an
evangelical left-wing candidate, profited electorally when she adopted a clear
position against abortion, in opposition to the moderate PSDB candidate and
the then PT candidate, Dilma Rousseff (Rennó & Ames, ). This is a theme
that has strong popular support, and Bolsonaro never hesitated to mobilize it.

He has also adopted misogynistic and sexist positions throughout his career.
In a very well-known episode in the Chamber of Deputies, while in a very
aggressive discussion with a female Federal Deputy from the Rio Grande Sul
Workers’ Party, Maria do Rosário, he said: ‘I would never rape you because
you don’t deserve it.’

He also justified women’s lower salaries because they get pregnant and
employers have to pay for six months’ leave: ‘That is why the employer pays
less to a woman (because she gets pregnant).’ This issue also came up in his
important campaign interview with Globo TV in , when he accused the
broadcast station of paying different salaries to the male and female anchors
who were interviewing him.

The two core themes of Bolsonarismo – penal punitivism as a zero-tolerance
stance towards crime and anti-gender politics and gay rights – are the pillars of
far-right ideology in Brazilian politics. These are political positions that most of
the Brazilian population tend to agree with (Rennó, , ). Hence, it is
quite comfortable and natural for Bolsonaro to openly defend them in his
campaign; something other candidates, especially on the mainstream right
and left, hesitate to do and are ambivalent towards.

 ‘O cara vem pedir dinheiro para mim para ajudar os aidéticos. A maioria é por compartilha-
mento de seringa ou homossexualismo. Não vou ajudar porra nenhuma! Vou ajudar o garoto
que é decente.’ All of the above statements available at www.cartacapital.com.br/politica/bolso
naro-em--frases-polemicas/. O conteúdo de CartaCapital está protegido pela legislação brasi-
leira sobre direito autoral.

 www.cartacapital.com.br/politica/bolsonaro-em--frases-polemicas/. ‘Eu jamais ia estuprar
você porque você não merece.’

 www.cartacapital.com.br/politica/bolsonaro-em--frases-polemicas/. ‘Por isso o cara paga
menos para a mulher (porque ela engravida).’

 www.em.com.br/app/noticia/politica////interna_politica,/renata-vasconcellos-
bolsonaro-entrevista-vira-meme-redes-sociais.shtml
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As president he was coherent with his past trajectory, as he had been outspoken
about these topics throughout his career as a federal deputy. He was never taken
seriously by fellow politicians and always considered an eccentric. However, what
history went on to show was how in tune Bolsonaro was with a considerable part
of the Brazilian population, who did not hesitate to elect him president with a safe
margin in  and almost re-elected him in .

. -

Another defining trait of Bolsonarismo is anti-communism and anti-Petismo –

resentment against the Workers’ Party, in particular, and the left in general.
Bolsonaro also associates anti-communism with the glorification of the armed
forces in Brazil, especially the army, and the  coup. In this view, the
military were responsible for avoiding the take-over of Brazil by communist
forces. In addition, there is a religious connotation to Bolsonaro’s anti-
communism, opposing it to the defence of the family and God.

In , this issue came up in his re-election bid, in a speech in which the
focus was attacking Lula, who he called a ‘cachaceiro descondenado’ (a de-
convicted drunk). Bolsonaro ‘asks God daily that Brazil never feels the pain of
communism’. The link between Lula da Silva, and the PT, with communism is
common in Bolsonaro’s rhetoric. Furthermore, he adds to it religiously charged
language. For instance, in the  campaign, he refers to Lula da Silva as ‘the
devil that will instal communism in Brazil’.

On the same occasion, Bolsonaro indicated General Braga Netto as his vice-
presidential candidate, substituting General Hamilton Mourão, who was vice-
president on his slate in the first term and stepped down to run and win a seat in
the Senate. Hence, the military has always been a strong ally and base of support
for Bolsonarismo. Regarding Braga Netto, Bolsonaro said a vice-president cannot
be somebody who conspires against you, a clear reference to Michel Temer’s
relationship with Dilma Rousseff, and because of that he chose an army general.
Hence, Bolsonaro uses anti-communism and anti-Petismo to praise the military,
who are seen beyond any doubt as honest patriots. Again, in relation to Braga
Netto, he refers to the military as the people’s army, which fights corruption and
fraud: ‘Braga Netto is our army, it is the army of the people, who are in our side.
It is the army that does not admit corruption, that does not admit fraud. This is the
army that wants transparency: wants, no, will have.’

 https://valor.globo.com/politica/noticia////bolsonaro-fala-de-comunismo-stf-e-elogia-
lira-em-primeiro-discurso-como-candidato.ghtml

 https://noticias.uol.com.br/eleicoes////em-discurso-bolsonaro-chama-lula-de-capeta-
que-quer-impor-o-comunismo.htm?cmpid¼copiaecola

 ‘’Este, Braga Netto, é o nosso exército, é o exército do povo, que está no nosso lado. É o exército
que não admite corrupção, não admite fraude. Esse é o exército que quer transparência; quer,
não, vai ter.’
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Anti-communism is used to criticize the left, with religious language relating
it to the devil and the rejection of God, and to praise the military, who are
trustworthy and reliable enemies of communism and defenders of the people.
The army is above and beyond corruption.

For these reasons, the military was the backbone of the Bolsonaro govern-
ment. He appointed many of them (Schmidt, ), including to leading
managerial and central cabinet positions. Additionally, for the first time after
re-democratization, a general became Minister of Health during the pandemic.
Bolsonaro’s vice-presidential candidates were both generals. Hence, his govern-
ment was intrinsically linked to the army and brought the armed forces, once
again, after an interregnum of almost forty years, to the centre of Brazilian
public administration.

Indeed, during the Bolsonaro administration, Brazil has seen an unpreced-
ented return of military personnel to prominent political roles (Amorim Neto &
Acácio, ; Hunter & Vega, ). This heightened military involvement is
not due to a traditional coup, but rather to an invitation from a democratically
elected leader, marking a unique phase in Brazil’s civil–military relations. Both
analyses highlight that President Bolsonaro, lacking a strong conventional
political base, turned to the armed forces as a crucial source of support and
stability for his government.

The military’s willingness to engage in this political alliance is explained by
several converging factors (Amorim Neto & Acácio, ). Historically, the
Brazilian armed forces possess an ‘internalist’ orientation and a self-perception
as the ‘moral guardians of the nation’, often intervening in politics during times
of institutional instability. They also sought to regain prestige and defend
corporate interests, which they felt had been diminished under previous admin-
istrations through measures like cuts, the creation of a civilian-led Ministry of
Defence, and the findings of the National Truth Commission that named
alleged human rights perpetrators from the military regime. Bolsonaro, an ex-
captain, appealed to these ideational and material motivations, promising to
restore their standing and provide financial benefits and support for strategic
defence projects.

However, this symbiotic relationship has generated significant concerns for
the health of Brazilian democracy and the principle of civilian supremacy.
Amorim Neto and Acácio () as well as Hunter and Vega () agree that
placing military representatives, from an opaque and vertical organization, at
the heart of a political regime based on transparency and horizontal relations
inherently weakens civilian control and blurs the lines between military and
civilian functions. This shift not only suspends the progress towards civilian
supremacy but also risks pushing Brazil back to a stage where military inter-
vention in political conflicts becomes a tangible threat. Furthermore, the
military’s professional integrity is jeopardized when they are tasked with
non-defence, often civilian, functions, particularly when associated with an
increasingly unpopular government.
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Despite the initial mutual benefits, the alliance has faced growing tensions as
Bolsonaro’s approval ratings declined. The military leadership, recognized for
its professionalism, has shown increasing reluctance to be drawn deeper into
the political fray, especially when presidential demands threaten the institu-
tion’s cohesion and reputation (Hunter & Vega, ). This suggests a limit to
the military’s backing, indicating a desire to protect their long-term institutional
image, especially in anticipation of future political transitions.

. -  

 

A final topic in Bolsonaro’s political platform is his critical position towards
affirmative action and redistributive policies. Bolsonaro is a harsh critic of any
type of quota system. He has openly criticized it throughout his career. For
instance, Bolsonaro would never enter an airplane piloted by a ‘cotista’ – a
person helped by affirmative action to enter the university – or agree to be
treated by a ‘cotista’ doctor. Furthermore, he argues that those who use the
quota system are admitting to being incompetent, to being less competitive and
capable than those who don’t use the system. ‘Whoever uses quotas, in my
understanding, is admitting to being incompetent. I would never enter an
airplane flown by a “cotista”. Nor would agree to be operated on by a cotista
doctor.’

As late as , Bolsonaro argued that quotas treat minorities as if they were
incompetent and should be pitied. In the extract below of Bolsonaro’s speech,
all of his prejudices are exposed as he lists those who are incompetent, in his
view, and that benefit from societies pity: black people, women, homosexuals,
people from the Northeastern Region in Brazil, in particular from the state of
Piaui, one of the poorest in the country. In this speech, Bolsonaro summarizes
the set of prejudices that mark Bolsonarismo. Hence, the criticism of affirmative
action is a vehicle to express discrimination and intolerance in its many forms:
racism, sexism, prejudice against the northeast, against the poor. ‘This cannot
continue existing. Everything is based on pity. Pity of the black, pity of the
woman, pity of the gay, pity of the Northeasterners, pity of the Piauiense. Let’s
end this.’

However, Bolsonaro is ambivalent towards the Bolsa Família, the Workers’
Party conditional cash transfer programme. Prior to his tenure in the

 www.cartacapital.com.br/politica/bolsonaro-em--frases-polemicas/. ‘Quem usa cota, no meu
entender, está assinando embaixo que é incompetente. Eu não entraria num avião pilotado por
um cotista. Nem aceitaria ser operado por um médico cotista.’

 ‘Isso não pode continuar existindo. Tudo é coitadismo. Coitado do negro, coitado da mulher,
coitado do gay, coitado do nordestino, coitado do piauiense. Vamos acabar com isso.’ www

.folha.uol.com.br/poder///vamos-acabar-com-coitadismo-de-nordestino-de-gay-de-
negro-e-de-mulher-diz-bolsonaro.shtml
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presidency, Bolsonaro considered the Bolsa Família in a similar vein as affirma-
tive action, as a way to unfairly reward the less competent. He tweeted in
 that ‘Bolsa-Farelo (bolsa-crumps) would keep the PT in power’.

He also stated that ignorant voters would be coopted by the PT with the
Bolsa Família. Indeed, in this speech, Bolsonaro states his view that those who
receive the Bolsa Familia are ignorant and pitiful, unable to be in control of
their own lives, and are easy targets for PT clientelism. ‘More often than not,
the poor thing, ignorant, while receiving the Bolsa Familia, become corralling
(cabresto) voters of the PT.’

Finally, he anticipated somewhat his position as president, stating that there
should be a transition of the Bolsa Familia to a new project because it removed
money from those who work to those who don’t work: ‘The Bolsa Familia is
nothing more than a project to remove money from those who produce and give
it to those who don’t, to use their vote to maintain those in power.We should put
if not a stop, a transition to an end to projects like the Bolsa Família.’

When in office, and following his predecessor, Michel Temer, Bolsonaro
kept as Minister of Citizenship Osmar Terra, who had worked diligently to
disrupt and undermine the Bolsa Familia programme through intensive scrutiny
and accusations of corruption in the distribution of funds. Alternative social
policies were attempted. But when the pandemic hit, Bolsa Familia was funda-
mental to distributing funds as part of the Emergency Aid, which actually
reduced inequality in the country in  – amidst the pandemic. Emergency
aid was also quite important to reverse Bolsonaro’s falling popularity in
 and  (Rennó, ). In , Bolsonaro changed the Bolsa
Familia programme’s name to Brazil Aid, as he had done to other social
programmes of the PT, aiming at establishing a new brand and shifting its
electoral impact in his favour. The same occurred with the Minha Casa
Minha Vida Programme, the PT housing programme, which was changed to
Casa Verde-Amarela (Green and Yellow House), alluding to the colours of the
Brazilian flag. In the case of the Brazil Aid, the differences from Bolsa Familia
were significant – conditionalities were weakened, exit doors were amplified,
and merit rewards were introduced. Thus, as president, Bolsonaro acted con-
sistently with his proposals and with ideas he has defended throughout
his career.

 https://congressoemfoco.uol.com.br/area/governo/bolsa-farelo-e-voto-de-cabresto-as-contradi
coes-de-bolsonaro-sobre-o-bolsa-familia/

 https://congressoemfoco.uol.com.br/area/governo/bolsa-farelo-e-voto-de-cabresto-as-contradi
coes-de-bolsonaro-sobre-o-bolsa-familia/. ‘O Bolsa Família nada mais é do que um projeto para
tirar dinheiro de quem produz e dá-lo a quem se acomoda, para que use seu título de eleitor e
mantenha quem está no poder. Nós devemos colocar, se não um ponto final, uma transição a
projetos como o Bolsa Família.’

 Interviews with bureacrats from the Bolsa Familia programme.
 www.cnnbrasil.com.br/economia/macroeconomia/fim-do-bolsa-familia-e-comeco-do-auxilio-

brasil-como-fica-agora/
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. 

As president, a new defining trait of Bolsonarismo emerged: denial of the
pandemic and of science. Bolsonaro has been a spokesperson of denialism in
confronting the COVID- pandemic worldwide (Bertholini, ; Borges &
Rennó, ; Meyer, ; Rennó et al., ). He defended alternative cures
and was against social distancing, the use of masks, and lockdowns. He actively
participated in illegal rallies during lockdown, promoted social gatherings, and
resisted the use of masks in public. He was actually fined in the state of São
Paulo for not wearing a mask in public.

Politicizing the pandemic was a way for Bolsonaro to keep conflict as an
active part of his political style and of maintaining himself in the political
spotlight. Still, when the pandemic’s fourth and fifth waves hit the country
hard in early , Bolsonaro saw his popularity plummet and was fiercely
criticized and accused of downplaying the pandemic, with tragic consequences
to the population (Rennó, ). This was also a  campaign topic that he
had a very hard time responding to and it probably cost him re-election.

In  he stated that the virus was not so destructive and that it was being
exaggerated for economic reasons. In March , he said that COVID-
was a minor flu (gripezinha) and that Brazilians would be immune to it because
they swim in sewers and nothing happens to them. When death rates increased,
he stated that Brazil should stop being a country of faggots (maricas).

Regarding vaccination, he strongly positioned himself against it, stating that
it is very dangerous to mess with people’s immune systems, and that if you get
vaccinated against COVID-, you could transform into an alligator: ‘If you
turn into an alligator, it’s your problem. If you turn into superman, if women
grow beards or a man starts to have a shrill voice, they won’t have anything to
do with it. Even worst: to mess with people’s immune system.’

Those who defend vaccinations ‘are idiots’. He went on to lie that ‘whoever
got infected, became immunized’. Hence, Bolsonaro continuously reverted to
lies and questionable humour to ridicule vaccination and to downplay the
pandemic.

. - ,  ,  ?
- 

There is no question that Bolsonaro represents the far right in contemporary
Brazilian politics and that he is the first political leader who has been able to

 All of the quotes below come from: www.poder.com.br/coronavirus/-anos-de-covid-relem
bre--frases-de-bolsonaro-sobre-pandemia/

 ‘Se você virar um jacaré, problema de você [sic]. Se você virar super-homem, se nascer barba em
alguma mulher aí ou algum homem começar a falar fino, eles não vão ter nada a ver com isso.
O que é pior: mexer no sistema imunológico das pessoas.’

Brazil: The Far Right and Bolsonarismo 

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

http://www.poder360.com.br/coronavirus/2-anos-de-covid-relembre-30-frases-de-bolsonaro-sobre-pandemia/
http://www.poder360.com.br/coronavirus/2-anos-de-covid-relembre-30-frases-de-bolsonaro-sobre-pandemia/
http://www.poder360.com.br/coronavirus/2-anos-de-covid-relembre-30-frases-de-bolsonaro-sobre-pandemia/
http://www.poder360.com.br/coronavirus/2-anos-de-covid-relembre-30-frases-de-bolsonaro-sobre-pandemia/
http://www.poder360.com.br/coronavirus/2-anos-de-covid-relembre-30-frases-de-bolsonaro-sobre-pandemia/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


align right-wingers in the country around a clear, specific, and coherent ideo-
logical platform based on issues. Conservative leaders prior to him gained local
prominence defending similar issues – Carlos Lacerda in Rio de Janeiro in the
s and Paulo Maluf in São Paulo in the s – but none scaled up their
support to the national level as Bolsonaro has or included such a broad
spectrum of political themes (Rennó, ).

However, it is more difficult to classify Bolsonaro when it comes to the
subdivision within the far right. Bolsonaro is clearly a radical-right populist –
his conflict with the Supreme Court in Brazil, but within the realm of the
constitution, which he likes to stress using a soccer analogy – ‘dentro das quatro
linhas da constituição’ (within the four lines of the constitution) – leaves no
doubt of that. Nonetheless, Bolsonaro also significantly flirts with anti-
democratic extremism. As president, he increasingly did so as the  elections
approached, and he saw Lula da Silva’s lead in polls increase. He raised issues
about the integrity of the Brazilian vote counting system, claiming that it was
prone to fraud, creating an environment disposed to questioning unfavourable
election results if necessary.

In addition, from  he participated in popular protests against lock-
downs that demanded a military coup, only to reconsider his position and step
back from his statements when criticized by the media and politicians for his
authoritarian positions. It is true that as a federal deputy, throughout his career,
he has always been a defender of the military dictatorship in Brazil and of the
 coup. He was also a defender of military torturers, saying that the
dictatorship should have killed more socialists in the country. Bolsonaro con-
tended that the military coup should be commemorated in Brazil as a new
Independence Day: ‘March , we should celebrate this date. In the end, it
was a new  September (Independence Day) [. . .] Brazil deserves the values of
the military of  to .’

He thought the military regime should have killed more people: ‘The mistake
of the dictatorship was to torture and not kill.’ He defends torture in general,
stating that he, like the Brazilian people, is in favour of torture: ‘Torture works.
I am favourable towards torture, you know that. And the people are favourable
as well.’

As president he was silent on torture but packed his government – civilian
positions – with military men and women. Towards the end of his tenure, he

 www.cnnbrasil.com.br/politica/todos-andarao-dentro-das-quatro-linhas-da-constituicao-apos-
eleicao-diz-bolsonaro/

 The next quotes are from: www.folha.uol.com.br/poder///veja--frases-polemicas-de-
bolsonaro-sobre-o-golpe-de--e-a-ditadura-militar.shtml. ‘ de março de , devemos,
sim, comemorar esta data. Afinal de contas, foi um novo  de setembro [. . .] O Brasil merece os
valores dos militares de  a .’


‘O erro da ditadura foi torturar e não matar.’


‘Pau-de-arara funciona. Sou favorável à tortura, tu sabe disso. E o povo é favorável também.’
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showed clear signs that he would not accept election results unfavourable to
him – trying several times to change the electronic vote counting system in the
country. He constantly encouraged his followers to doubt the election results.
Indeed, after the  elections, Bolsonaro and his party questioned the
results.

The positions in favour of the military and the military regime were central
to his government. When president, in a UN meeting he denied that the change
in power in  was a military coup. He defended the narrative of the
military, that it was a legitimate movement backed by Congress and the
judiciary as part of the fight against communism.

In particular, the celebrations of  September, Independence Day in Brazil, in
 were marked by a strong articulation in favour of a coup to keep
Bolsonaro in power. Bolsonaristas protested on the streets across the country
and especially in Brasilia, where truck drivers loudly paraded into town.
A strong intervention by the chief justice, Luiz Fux, was fundamental to
avoiding an attempted invasion of the Supreme Court that night. In fact,
the Supreme Court worked diligently to avoid a military coup in Brazil in
. Hence, another national symbol, one of the most important dates in
Brazil, Independence Day, was politicized by Bolsonaro and became a day of
Bolsonarista resistance in  and .

Brazil seems like a case in which a radical populist mutated into an anti-
democratic extremist as his re-election prospects stalled: a case in which the
authoritarian tendencies of the far-right populist naturally surfaced in the face
of an adverse scenario. As it seems, populists instrumentalize democracy, using
it to their benefit and then quickly shifting to undermine the regime when it is
no longer useful for them. The line between delegitimizing democracy into its
illiberal form and the actual defence of authoritarianism is a very thin one.
Hence, we might want to reconsider the difference between radical populists
and authoritarian extremists. Certainly, in the case of Brazil, it is difficult to tell
where one starts and the other begins.

The evidence leaves no doubt that Bolsonaro inaugurated his government as
a clear radical populist. In his first two years in power, he systematically
avoided Congress, preferring to use decrees to govern. He was also a fierce
critic of negotiating with or constructing a solid basis of support in Congress,
criticizing coalition presidentialism – the term dubbed to classify Brazil’s

 www.cnnbrasil.com.br/politica/bolsonaro-volta-a-questionar-seguranca-da-urna-eletronica-
nao-e-inviolavel-e-penetravel-sim/

 https://vladimirherzog.org/em-evento-na-onu-governo-brasileiro-se-recusa-a-reconhecer-o-
golpe-de-/

 www.bbc.com/portuguese/brasil-  www.bbc.com/portuguese/brasil-
 https://blogs.oglobo.globo.com/bela-megale/post/atuacao-de-ministros-do-stf-para-evitar-que-

bolsonaro-incendeie-atos-do--de-setembro.html
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multiparty presidential system. According to Bolsonaro, this was the basis for
corruption in the country, and he would change how politics was done.

However, after significant threats of impeachment and a growing independ-
ence of Congress, with the Executive Branch tracking behind, Bolsonaro
changed his relationship with Congress and engaged in a coalition with the
traditional centrist parties that have always been essential for governability in
Brazil. The second half of Bolsonaro’s term witnessed a smoother relationship
with Congress. Bolsonaro shifted his artillery towards the Supreme Court in
this second period, especially regarding the alleged attacks by the court against
him on the question of fake news and his questioning of the reliability and
integrity of the electronic ballot system. The Supreme Court and some justices
in particular – Luiz Roberto Barroso and Alexandre de Moraes – both of whom
presided over the Supreme Electoral Court from  onwards, were the
preferred targets. In fact, the Supreme Court itself was a victim of an attack
by radical Bolsonaristas in , with firecrackers simulating the sound of guns
and protesters demanding if the justices ‘got the message’.

Finally, the movement in favour of a military coup to keep Bolsonaro in
power was repeatedly present in manifestations against lockdowns during the
pandemic. Bolsonaro participated in these movements enthusiastically and
made initial statements supporting the idea, only to back down when pressed
to clarify his statements. This was a consistent pattern of behaviour in the
Bolsonaro years: he pushed the envelope as far as he could in holding contro-
versial and threatening positions towards democracy, only to roll back on his
statements when reactions were negative.

His criticism of the vote-counting system appears as a legal and institutional
claim at first, a stance to improve elections in Brazil and, therefore, completely
legitimate. However, it hid an intent to delegitimize elections and create distrust
in the system so that he could claim fraud if the results were unfavourable.

. 

Jair Bolsonaro governed Brazil between  and . He won an election
that followed deep political and economic crisis, with significant popular
distrust of democratic institutions and dissatisfaction with democracy.
Bolsonaro was strongly inspired by Donald Trump in the United States and
followed his playbook by promoting democratic destabilization based on fake
news and escalating conflict. It is no surprise that the aftermath of Bolsonaro’s

 https://g.globo.com/politica/noticia////grupo-de-apoiadores-de-bolsonaro-lanca-
fogos-de-artificio-contra-o-predio-do-stf.ghtml

 www.folha.uol.com.br/poder///datafolha-metade-dos-brasileiros-diz-acreditar-que-bol
sonaro-pode-dar-golpe.shtml and www.brasil.com/poder/presenca-de-bolsonaro-em-ato-
contra-a-democracia-causa-mal-estar-na-ala-militar
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electoral defeat is marked by clear attempts at overthrowing democracy in
Brazil, something not seen since democratization in the late s.

Bolsonaro’s administration represented a significant threat to democracy.
The  elections witnessed the discussion of regime stability as an electoral
topic. Views on democracy were a factor that influenced voting behaviour (Fuks
& Casalecchi, ; Rennó & Avritzer, ). The crisis of democracy that
intensified in the country after  – with the violent and diffuse street protests
being a watershed moment – peaked during the Bolsonaro years. The authoritar-
ian element of the extreme far-right rhetoric and corresponding popular support
for a military coup deepened, legitimized by Bolsonaro’s inflammatory rhetoric.
The country will have to remain vigilant in the years to come. Democratic
resistance is only needed when the regime is under stress, in crisis, and there is
no denying that Brazilian democracy is under significant stress.

The criticism of the Brazilian voting system promoted by Bolsonaro, inaug-
urated by Aecio Neves’ PSDB in , led to substantive street protests after the
election in . The conduct of radical Bolsonaristas based in army headquar-
ters across the country in the months after the election, which culminated in the
violent attacks on the Supreme Court, National Congress, and the Presidential
Office on  January , along with a handful of prior attempts against
democracy, are the pinnacle of a prolonged process of democratic crisis in Brazil.

On a more theoretical note, the case of Bolsonaro in Brazil indicates the very
thin line that distinguishes, on one hand, the effort of delegitimizing liberal
democracy and pushing it into illiberal forms and the open defence of authori-
tarianism and the overturn of the democratic regime. In Bolsonaro’s Brazil,
these differences have been blurred by the former president’s insistence on
moving back and forth between them – one moment defending authoritarian
solutions, only to back down, and then attempt some type of regime reform in
line with illiberal rule. We might want to reconsider the difference between
radical populists and authoritarian extremists: in Brazil, they were one and the
same. Bolsonaro fluctuated between both positions.

Unquestionable, however, is the fact that Bolsonaro has been able to align
the far right in Brazil. Bolsonarismo is issue-based: solid and consistent for two
consecutive elections. Bolsonaro is clearly anti-abortion, anti-LGBTQ+ rights,
pro-police killings of criminals and penal punitivism, economically liberal, and
a distrust of science. Furthermore, he combines a pro-family religious discourse
with patriotism backed by the armed forces, in a fight against communism and
the left and, during his term in office, the Supreme Court.

Research on public opinion has shown that Bolsonaro’s core supporters hold
identical positions to his own. Bolsonarismo – the right-wing alignment spear-
headed by Bolsonaro – is issue-based. Bolsonaro supporters strongly embrace
penal punitivism – there is a predominant view among Bolsonaristas that a
‘good criminal is a dead criminal’ – and support for the reduction of the age of
criminal responsibility. Bolsonaristas are also strongly against the legalization
of drugs. Additionally, a cornerstone of Bolsonarismo is its rejection of the
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legalization of abortion and opposition to LGBTQ+ rights of same-sex
marriage and adoption of children (Rennó, , , ). The core
Bolsonaro supporter is defined by Rennó as those who voted for Bolsonaro
and positively evaluated his government – and they consistently hover around
 percent of the population since . This proportion, one in every five
Brazilians, is more than sufficient to ensure that Bolsonaro, or someone sup-
ported by him, is a strong contender for the second round of any Brazilian
presidential election. Hence, Bolsonaro has become the key player on the right
in Brazil.

Indeed, on  September , Jair Bolsonaro was convicted of leading a
coup attempt in Brazil and sentenced to twenty-seven years and three months of
incarceration. He is currently under arrest in a federal penitentiary in the
Federal District. However, in polls held between October and December
, which still included Jair Bolsonaro, he appeared as the most competitive
candidate on the right, in a race against Lula da Silva. In , his eldest
son, Senator Flavio Bolsonaro, has been indicated by Jair Bolsonaro as his
successor, receiving the explicit support of other potential politicians that could
occupy that spot – including the Governor of São Paulo, Tarcísio de Freitas,
and former First Lady, Michele Bolsonaro. Flavio Bolsonaro now appears
extremely competitive in the polls, in a close race against Lula da Silva.

Therefore, even facing a very adverse political setting, Bolsonaro remains a
political giant, and there are no signs that his hold over the far-right vote
will diminish.

Because of Bolsonaro’s authoritarian inclinations, intolerance towards
gender and LGBTQ+, and his denial of science any agreement with the moder-
ate, mainstream right seems impossible. The PSDB has always been deeply
committed to democracy and to political tolerance, making them unlikely
partners. Instead, Bolsonaro engaged in a coalition with the centrist, more
clientelist parties that control a significant portion of seats in the Chamber of
Deputies, but only in the second half of his term. He relied on the negotiation
practices he so vehemently criticized as a candidate and in the early days of his
mandate. But this was never done based on pragmatic rather than ideological
terms. There was never any policy concession by Bolsonaro when he broadened
his coalition. Unlike other leaders on the far right, Bolsonaro monopolized
control over his coalition and always openly defended his ideological and
political platform, without compromise.

Since the  elections, developments have been adverse for Bolsonaro.
The immediate aftermath of the election saw intense political turmoil.

 www.cartacapital.com.br/politica/pesquisa-testa-cenarios-eleitorais-com-lula-tarcisio-e-mich
elle-para--veja-os-resultados/; https://pt.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pesquisas_eleitorais_para_a_
elei%C%A%C%Ao_presidencial_de__no_Brasil
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Bolsonaro unwillingly condemned highway blockages that followed the
announcement of his defeat, given the negative repercussions. He did so reluc-
tantly, as the video of his declarations clearly shows. He was silent regarding
the attacks on the Federal Policy Building in downtown Brasilia on
 December , when the elected representatives received their confirma-
tory diplomas, including President Lula, who was staying in a nearby hotel.
He fled Brazil to Miami on  December to avoid formally transferring power
to Lula. Finally, he had to repeatedly defend himself against accusations of
involvement in the terrorist attacks on the buildings of Brazil’s key democratic
institutions on  January .

Bolsonaro has been trialled and convicted for abuse of political power by the
Supreme Electoral Court and is unelectable for eight years. He won’t be able
to run for office until . He has also been fined by the São Paulo govern-
ment for illegal participation in social gatherings without masks. Still,
Bolsonaro has raised over R$ million in donations from supporters to pay
his fines.

The main platform of Bolsonaristas in Congress is the defence of an amnesty
law for those involved in the acts of  January, in the hope that Bolsonaro
would also benefit. Several political rallies and meetings have occurred in many
Brazilian cities over the past years calling for Bolsonaro’s amnesty, with many
of his allies present.

On  August  another development rocked the political system in
Brazil. Because of his disrespect for rulings by Judge Alexandre de Moraes in
an investigation regarding Eduardo Bolsonaro, who is in the United States
working to mobilize the Trump administration to pressure Brazil to grant
amnesty, Jair Bolsonaro was placed under house arrest. Part of the
Bolsonaro family’s strategy has involved the United States government, which
in an unprecedented move to impose taxes against Brazilian exports, clearly
associating the policy change with the ‘witch hunt’ against Bolsonaro. In
addition, the US government has imposed the Magnitsky Act against Judge
Alexandre de Moraes – a punishment associated with war crimes and corrup-
tion. Hence, US policy has been designed to favour a specific Brazilian politician
and influence another country’s domestic policies solely on ideological terms.

 www.folha.uol.com.br/mercado///bolsonaro-pede-desobstrucao-de-rodovias-mas-diz-
que-outras-manifestacoes-sao-do-jogo-democratico.shtml

 www.tse.jus.br/comunicacao/noticias//Outubro/tse-declara-inelegiveis-bolsonaro-e-braga-
netto-por-abuso-de-poder-no-bicentenario-da-independencia

 www.cnnbrasil.com.br/politica/bolsonaro-e-multado-em-r--mil-pelo-governo-de-sp-por-
nao-usar-mascara-em-ato-do--de-setembro-em-/

 www.folha.uol.com.br/poder///bolsonaro-recebeu-r--milhoes-via-pix-neste-ano-
aponta-relatorio-do-coaf.shtml?utm_source¼whatsapp&utm_medium¼social&utm_campaign
¼compwa

 www.gazetadopovo.com.br/republica/prisao-domiciliar-de-bolsonaro-quais-sao-os-proximos-
passos-no-processo/
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This has never been seen before in the current democratic period of Brazilian
history.

In protest against Bolsonaro’s arrest, members of his PL party seized and
occupied the directing table of the Chamber of Deputies and Federal Senate,
impeding the normal transaction of legislative business for over twenty-four
hours. Jair Bolsonaro remains in control of media attention and is extremely
influential over a party that is becoming a national force. In fact, the perform-
ance of his PL in the  municipal elections was astounding, winning the
most overall votes in the country and gaining a substantial number of mayoral
offices, performing especially well in big cities.

The increased tariffs on Brazilian exports had a somewhat negative impact
on Bolsonaro and boosted President Lula’s faltering popularity. Evaluation of
Lula’s government improved along with vote intention, compared to Bolsonaro
and his ally Tarcisio de Freitas. Both, however, remain very competitive,
especially Jair Bolsonaro.

Even though unelectable, Bolsonaro has successors within the far right, and
his support will be decisive to assure a good electoral outcome for
Bolsonarismo in . The  elections saw significant victories of
Bolsonarismo. The fact that Bolsonaro won . percent of the valid votes in
the first round, much higher than polls forecast, and . percent in the second
round – the highest vote of any defeated candidate in Brazilian history – shows
how popular his agenda is. The fact that his party, the PL, elected the largest
caucus in the Chamber of Deputies and that his supporters won difficult races
for the Senate and governorship of several states including São Paulo, Minas
Gerais, and Rio de Janeiro, shows the strength of the far right nationwide. The
 municipal elections confirmed the growing strength of the PL and
Bolsonaro.

Jair Bolsonaro’s absence from the electoral competition while incarcerated
brings back memories of Lula da Silva’s situation in , when he was the
official PT candidate even behind bars up to a month before the election. Lula
remained influential, but obviously less so than if he were the candidate or if he
were free to campaign for Fernando Haddad, who substituted him on the slate.
The same fate might wait for Bolsonaro in . What is clear is that
Bolsonarismo will remain a strong electoral force in the upcoming presidential
election of , independent of who will finally be the candidate.

 www.cnnbrasil.com.br/politica/adesivos-na-boca-e-correntes-como-foram-as--h-de-ocupa
cao-do-congresso

 www.gazetadopovo.com.br/eleicoes//pl-encerra-eleicoes-como-o-mais-votado-mas-dis
tante-da-previsao-de-mil-prefeituras/ and https://g.globo.com/politica/eleicoes//eleicao-
em-numeros/noticia////pl-de-bolsonaro-e-o-maior-vencedor-nas-grandes-cidades-pt-
de-lula-cresce-em-relacao-a-.ghtml

 www.bbc.com/portuguese/articles/cvgjjeydo and www.bbc.com/portuguese/articles/
cdjxjrnno

 Lucio Rennó
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

El Salvador

Nayib Bukele’s Turn to the Far Right

Manuel Meléndez-Sánchez

Advertised as ‘the largest and most influential gathering of conservatives in the
world’, the  Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC) featured
appearances by some of the most prominent champions of the international far
right, including the likes of Nigel Farage, Javier Milei, and Donald Trump. Yet
perhaps the most effusive welcome of all was reserved for the president of
El Salvador, Nayib Bukele. After taking the stage to a standing ovation, Bukele
delivered a speech befitting the occasion: he railed against global elites (includ-
ing ‘George Soros and his cronies’), boasted that globalism had been defeated in
El Salvador, and warned that those same ‘dark forces’ were ‘taking over’ the
United States. ‘Put up the fight’, he beseeched the American conservatives in the
audience, ‘and you will have your country back’. The speech reflected – and
cemented – Bukele’s status as a ‘new hero on the right’.

It also marked the culmination of a striking political transformation. A little
over a decade earlier, in , Bukele had launched his political career as a self-
styled ‘radical progressive leftist’. Seven years later, he won the presidency as
an anti-establishment populist with no clear ideological orientation. Only after
becoming president in  did Bukele begin to shift towards the (far) right.

 A. Gómez Licón, ‘El Salvador’s President Gets Rock-Star Welcome at Conservative Gathering
outside Washington’, Associated Press,  February . https://apnews.com/article/cpac-nayib-
bukele-trump-conservative-dcbafadbbeacfbe

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), YouTube video,  February . www.youtube.com/watch?
v¼hOFErQLbdk

 K. Linthicum, ‘Inside the Growing Cult of El Salvador’s Nayib Bukele, Latin America’s Political
Star’, Los Angeles Times,  July . www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/--/grow
ing-cult-of-nayib-bukele

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Speech to the Legislative Assembly, . www.presidencia.gob.sv/
wp-content/uploads///Discurso-a-la-nacion-en-la-AL-.pdf


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What explains Bukele’s transition from self-proclaimed leftist to far-right
standard-bearer? In this chapter, I argue that Bukele should be understood first
and foremost as a populist. And in the tradition of many of Latin America’s
most notable populists – including Argentina’s Juan Perón, Brazil’s Getulio
Vargas, and Peru’s Alberto Fujimori – Bukele has skilfully adapted his ideo-
logical appeals in response to evolving incentives, challenges, and opportun-
ities. In other words, Bukele came to embrace (far) right positions because,
beginning during his first presidential term, doing so constituted a rational –
and remarkably effective – political strategy.

As the mayor of Nuevo Cucatlán (see Table .), Bukele’s leftist rhetoric
allowed him to become a rising star in the notoriously dogmatic Farabundo
Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN) – and to win the party’s nomination
for mayor of San Salvador, arguably the second most coveted elected office in
the country. But with this nomination secured, and particularly as he began to
eye a presidential bid, Bukele’s incentives changed. For reasons I describe
below, by  the FMLN leadership had signalled that it would not allow
Bukele to be the party’s presidential candidate in . Moreover, Salvadorans
were beginning to grow increasingly disenchanted with the political establish-
ment embodied by the FMLN and the right-wing Nationalist Republican
Alliance (ARENA). With the FMLN blocking his presidential ambitions, and

 . Nayib Bukele’s electoral results

Year Election Candidate Party Share (%)

 Mayor of Nuevo
Cuscatlán

Nayib Bukele FMLN-CD .

Tomás
Rodríguez

ARENA .

 Mayor of San Salvador Nayib Bukele FMLN-PSP .
Edwin Zamora ARENA-PDC .

 President of El Salvador Nayib Bukele GANA .
Carlos Calleja ARENA-PCN-

PDC-DS
.

 President of El Salvador Nayib Bukele NI .
Manuel Flores FMLN .

Source: Data are from the Supreme Electoral Tribunal. Only the top two candidates are included for
each election.

 I broadly adopt the definition of populism as a ‘thin-centered ideology that considers society to be
ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, “the pure people” and “the
corrupt elite”, and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale
(general will) of the people’ (Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, , p. ). My analysis of how
Bukele has deployed populist ideas into a cohesive – and evolving – political narrative fits nicely
into the ‘populist myth’ framework developed in Casullo ().

 Manuel Meléndez-Sánchez
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sensing an opportunity to appeal to disenchanted voters, Bukele embarked on
what I refer to as his ‘populist turn’: he abandoned much of his leftist rhetoric,
split from the FMLN, and redefined his message primarily around a populist
anti-establishment narrative. This strategy set the stage for Bukele’s landslide
victory in .

Upon being elected president, Bukele’s objectives shifted once more. In a bid
to concentrate power under the executive, Bukele declared open war on insti-
tutions of horizontal accountability. To help bolster and sustain his popular
support, he adopted punitive anti-crime policies and conservative positions on
social issues like abortion and LGBTQ+ rights (see Figures . and .).
Especially as a result of his mano dura security policies, the Salvadoran presi-
dent soon attracted – and increasingly embraced – new allies and admirers
among the international far right, as well as new enemies among NGOs, left-
leaning governments, and the international press. These shifts were not only
compatible with Bukele’s populist narrative, which remained at the core of his
rhetoric, but in fact helped support and legitimize it. This was Bukele’s ‘right
turn’. In short, I argue that Bukele came to embrace (far) right positions
gradually and strategically in response to specific – and fairly mundane –

political incentives.
Below, I describe each stage of Bukele’s transformation in greater detail.

My focus is on the period between  (when Bukele first ran for elected
office) and the end of  (when he was entering the final months of his first
presidential term). In the final section of the chapter, I briefly discuss how two
subsequent events – Bukele’s re-election to an unconstitutional second term and
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FIGURE . Share of Salvadorans opposing abortion and LGBTQ+ rights (–).
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the return of Donald Trump to the American presidency – have helped consoli-
date both Bukele’s turn to the far right and El Salvador’s descent into
authoritarianism.

.   ()   

Between the mid s and the late s, the history of the Salvadoran right
was, by and large, the history of one party: ARENA. During the early s – a
period when widespread reforms promoted by a succession of military juntas
and the rising FMLN guerrilla insurgency threatened the shared interests of
economic elites, (para)military officers, and other right-wing actors – ARENA
emerged as ‘a political expression of right-wing extremism’ (Wade, ,
p. ). However, by the end of the decade, the party had moderated, aban-
doned many of its more extremist appeals, and refocused its agenda on three
core prongs: security, neoliberal market policies, and social conservativism.
This platform helped ARENA secure the presidency in  and remain in
power until , when the FMLN won the presidency for the first time.

Once in the opposition, ARENA (and, by extension, the Salvadoran right)
experienced two processes that would reshape Salvadoran politics and help lay
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FIGURE . Salvadorans’ attitudes towards crime (–).

 On ARENA’s history and evolution, see Loxton () and Wade ().

 Manuel Meléndez-Sánchez
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the foundations for Bukele’s rise. First, ARENA lost the so-called granitic unity
(Loxton, , p. ) that had helped it establish a near-monopoly over
partisan right-wing politics. Most notably, after the presidential defeat of
, the party’s leadership accused President Antonio Saca (–) of
having betrayed ARENA’s principles and swiftly expelled him. Saca and his
closest allies, including several ARENA deputies, then formed a new centre-
right party, the Grand National Alliance (GANA).

Second, and more importantly, ARENA began to experience a silent ideo-
logical crisis. Before winning the presidency in , the FMLN had fiercely
opposed ARENA’s conservative and neoliberal agenda. This constant clash
between the (ruling) right and the (opposition) left helped define ARENA’s
ideology and cement the party’s brand for a generation. But after , the
two parties began to converge. Once in power, the FMLN largely favoured
policy continuity over the far-reaching progressive reforms it had championed
while in opposition. Consider the two issues that most preoccupied Salvadorans
during this period: the economy and crime. On the economic front, FMLN
governments left ARENA’s neoliberal policies largely untouched (Ching, ,
p. ). And on the issue of crime, except for a short and ill-fated gang truce
negotiated by President Mauricio Funes (–), the FMLN opted to
adopt and expand the mano dura policies introduced by the previous two
ARENA presidents (Aguilar Vásquez et al., , pp. –). Between
 and , then, ARENA, a quintessential right-wing party, found itself
in the unexpected and unwelcome position of serving as the main political
opposition to two successive administrations that had promised to rule from
the left – and claimed to do so – but that in fact appeared to govern from the
centre right.

As a consequence of its internal divisions and its (involuntary) programmatic
convergence with the FMLN, ARENA’s brand as the undisputed standard-
bearer of the right quickly diminished. To make matters worse, beginning in
, a string of high-profile corruption investigations plagued both ARENA
and the FMLN, leaving many voters with the impression that the two parties
were similar not only in their policy positions but also in their political modus
operandi. By , more than  percent of Salvadoran voters said they
agreed with the statement that ‘the parties of the left and right criticize each
other a lot, but really they are the same thing’. Within a year, Bukele would

 On the Saca split and the emergence of GANA, see Galeas and Galeas ().
 On party brands and brand dilution, see Lupu ().
 O. Pocasangre, ‘Why El Salvador’s Multi-Party System Is on the Brink of Collapse’, El Faro,
 February . https://elfaro.net/en//columnas//Why-El-Salvador%E%%
s-Multi-Party-System-Is-On-the-Brink-of-Collapse.htm

 Instituto Universitario de Opinión Pública (IUDOP), ‘Encuesta sobre el proceso electoral ’,
Universidad Centroamericana José Simeón Cañas, San Salvador, . www.uca.edu.sv/iudop/
wp-content/uploads/INFORME-.pdf, p. . For an alternative view, see Perelló and Navia
().
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leverage these conditions to win the presidency and ‘upend the ARENA-FMLN
duopoly’ (Meléndez-Sánchez, , p. ).

.   :  á (–)

In  Bukele was chosen as the FMLN’s candidate for mayor of Nuevo
Cuscatlán, a small municipality eight miles outside of San Salvador. The then
thirty-year-old had never competed for public office and was largely unknown
to the public. Like any other left-leaning politician with national ambitions,
Bukele thus needed both to establish his reputation among Salvadoran voters
and to secure the backing of the FMLN – which, together with ARENA, still
dominated electoral politics.

Bukele sought to establish himself first and foremost as an innovative and
highly effective administrator who could find practical solutions to his constitu-
ents’ most tangible needs. Most of the projects through which Bukele aimed to
improve the ‘quality of life’ of Nuevo Cuscatlán citizens were relatively small in
scale, including, for example, ‘[free health] clinics, scholarships and the con-
struction of cultural and recreational spaces’ (Roque Baldovinos, , p. ).
Bukele also focused on improving access to and delivery of public services,
particularly drinking water and trash collection. Bukele also launched a ‘secur-
ity model’ that combined community policing, new technologies, and crime
prevention strategies. These and other municipal projects established Bukele’s
initial reputation as a ‘centre-left’ mayor ‘committed to improving the living
conditions of the most vulnerable’ (Roque Baldovinos, , p. ).

While he focused on high-impact municipal projects in Nuevo Cuscatlán,
Bukele became an increasingly outspoken participant in broader debates on the
national scale. It was during this period that Bukele most often spoke of
himself – and the issues of the day – in traditional ideological terms and
declared himself a ‘radical progressive leftist’. As he explained in a 
interview:

I identify with the left, which is those of us who believe that the state must guarantee
opportunities for all: health, education, productive infrastructure. To sustain that we
must tax private business, the people who have the most, with the end of subsidizing and
carrying out the projects necessary for everyone to have the same opportunities.

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  July . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele, Speech to the Legislative Assembly, . www.presidencia.gob.sv/wp-content/
uploads///Discurso-a-la-nacion-en-la-AL-.pdf

 J. J. Dalton, ‘Nayib Bukele: Soy de izquierda radical’, Contrapunto,  September . https://
web.archive.org/web//http://www.contrapunto.com.sv/partidos/nayib-bukele-
soy-de-izquierda-radical

 Manuel Meléndez-Sánchez
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‘“The right”, added Bukele, “believes in the law of the jungle, that there should
be no rules and that business owners [should] do whatever they want, because
in the end business owners will generate a surplus that will reach the poor.”’

Bukele railed against right-wing economic policies (‘The neoliberal model
only brings inequality, poverty, and debt’ and against ARENA and ‘the
oligarchy’, which, he claimed ‘had so hurt El Salvador’) and now ‘yearn[ed]
to reclaim political power’ from the FMLN. In contrast, he noted, without the
FMLN ‘our people would not be free’. Bukele also publicly campaigned for
Salvador Sánchez Cerén, the  FMLN presidential candidate; constantly
critiqued the Salvadoran right (particularly ARENA and the business elites);
and cheered on leftist candidates and governments across the region. In since-
deleted tweets, Bukele heaped praise on Nicaragua’s Daniel Ortega, shared
inspirational Che Guevara quotes, and wrote that the left – represented by a
photograph of Argentina’s Cristina Fernández de Kirchner, Chile’s Michelle
Bachelet, and Brazil’s Dilma Rousseff – was Latin America’s path to the future.

During his time as mayor of Nuevo Cuscatlán, Bukele also positioned
himself as a progressive on social issues. In , Bukele said he believed that
‘the civil rights issue of our time is the LGBTQ+ community’. ‘I want to be on
the right side of history’, he added, comparing the LGBTQ+ community’s
efforts to obtain equal rights with the abolitionist and feminist movements in
the United States. ‘Truly, I am an ally’, he continued. ‘I would like us to change
society’. Additionally, in a since-deleted  tweet, Bukele appeared to
distance himself from ‘pro-life’ abortion activists. Referring to the high-profile
case of a twenty-two-year-old Salvadoran woman who was denied access to an

 Ibid.
 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  June . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  February . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  February . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  October . https://web.archive.org/web/

/https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/
 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), YouTube video,  January . www.youtube.com/watch?

v¼vmMaceaW-
 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  June . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/

; https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/; https://
twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  January . https://web.archive.org/web/
/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  June . https://web.archive.org/web//https:/
twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/; https://web.archive.org/web//
https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/

 ElSalvadorG.com (@ElSalvadorG), ‘Nayib Bukele habla sobre el Respeto a la Diversidad Sexual
en El Salvador’, Youtube Video,  November . www.youtube.com/watch?
v¼edHsVmxhVM

El Salvador: Nayib Bukele’s Turn to the Far Right 

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/477293888663584768
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/477293888663584768
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/477293888663584768
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/436950461783220224
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/436950461783220224
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/436950461783220224
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/436954305619582976
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/436954305619582976
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/436954305619582976
https://web.archive.org/web/20210831141717/https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/256217441112293376
https://web.archive.org/web/20210831141717/https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/256217441112293376
https://web.archive.org/web/20210831141717/https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/256217441112293376
https://web.archive.org/web/20210831141717/https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/256217441112293376
https://web.archive.org/web/20210831141717/https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/256217441112293376
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vmMac2eaW-0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vmMac2eaW-0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vmMac2eaW-0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vmMac2eaW-0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vmMac2eaW-0
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/351502826855333888
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/351502826855333888
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/351502826855333888
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/402163455370608640
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/402163455370608640
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/404063471018733568
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/404063471018733568
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/404063471018733568
https://web.archive.org/web/20200521080023/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/419285585279602688
https://web.archive.org/web/20200521080023/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/419285585279602688
https://web.archive.org/web/20200521080023/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/419285585279602688
https://web.archive.org/web/20200521080023/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/419285585279602688
https://web.archive.org/web/20200521080023/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/419285585279602688
https://web.archive.org/web/20210503003906/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/211607998957752320
https://web.archive.org/web/20210503003906/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/211607998957752320
https://web.archive.org/web/20210503003906/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/211607998957752320
https://web.archive.org/web/20210503003906/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/211607998957752320
https://web.archive.org/web/20210503003906/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/211607998957752320
https://web.archive.org/web/20200521081353/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/213391336219484160
https://web.archive.org/web/20200521081353/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/213391336219484160
https://web.archive.org/web/20200521081353/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/213391336219484160
https://web.archive.org/web/20200521081353/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/213391336219484160
https://web.archive.org/web/20200521081353/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/213391336219484160
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=edHsVm4xhVM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=edHsVm4xhVM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=edHsVm4xhVM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=edHsVm4xhVM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=edHsVm4xhVM
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


abortion even though her life was at stake, Bukele asked: ‘Why don’t those who
“defend life” defend Beatriz’s right to live? Maybe they defend fanaticism,
which is different’. Such explicitly progressive appeals were never a central
component of Bukele’s rhetoric. Nonetheless, they were noteworthy and unam-
biguous statements, especially coming from a rising politician in a traditionally
conservative society (see Figure .).

Between  and , this was the first iteration of Nayib Bukele that
Salvadorans were introduced to: in broad strokes, a highly effective and popu-
lar mayor who was unafraid to ‘speak truth to power’ and who, particularly via
his online presence, positioned himself squarely on the left on economic, social,
and partisan issues. Given the context, combining effective governance with
leftist rhetoric was a particularly fruitful strategy. First, his good management
of Nuevo Cuscatlán turned Bukele into one of the most visible and popular
mayors in the country – no small feat for the mayor of a small municipality in a
country that, at the time, remained deeply polarized along party lines.
Simultaneously, his vocal commitment to left-wing ideas helped Bukele’s stock
rise within the FMLN, which, at the time, retained its virtual monopoly on
electoral politics on the left: the party was still ‘the only expression of the left in
El Salvador’, per Bukele’s words. Bukele’s strategy soon paid off, allowing
him to secure the FMLN’s nomination for mayor of San Salvador – a common
launching pad for presidential bids.

.   :   (–)

As he moved from Nuevo Cuscatlán to San Salvador, Bukele continued to place
visible, effective, and popular municipal projects at the core of his governing
strategy. Bukele’s landmark policy in San Salvador was ‘Una Obra X Día’,
roughly translating to ‘one public work per day’. Many of Bukele’s most popular
accomplishments involved building or restoring public spaces. In particular,
Bukele was able to clean up San Salvador’s overcrowded and crime-ridden city
centre, a task that had long vexed the capital’s mayors. Doing so was no small
feat: it involved relocating thousands of street vendors into formal markets,
restoring the city centre’s built environment, and reducing violence in an area
rife with inter-gang turf wars (Roque Baldovinos, , p. ).

Above all, however, this was a period during which intra-party politics and
evolving public attitudes provided Bukele with powerful incentives to shed his
leftist rhetoric, break with the FMLN, and embrace populism.

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  April . https://web.archive.org/web/
0101132219/https:/twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/324982191882911745

 J. J. Dalton, ‘Nayib Bukele: Soy de izquierda radical’, Contrapunto,  September . https://
web.archive.org/web//http://www.contrapunto.com.sv/partidos/nayib-bukele-
soy-de-izquierda-radical
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In , and again in , the FMLN had given Bukele the best, if not the
only, viable path to electoral victory in Nuevo Cuscatlán and San Salvador,
respectively. But by , Bukele stated publicly that the FMLN leadership
would not allow him to run for president on the party’s ticket. ‘I view it as
almost impossible’, said Bukele. ‘It is more likely that I choose not to run for
personal reasons’, he added, ‘than for the . . . party to change a decision it has
already made’. According to one analyst, the party had refused to even
consider Bukele as a vice-presidential candidate (Roque Baldovinos, ,
p. ).

This development had major implications for Bukele’s aspirations: were he
to seek the presidency, he would not only have to run outside of the FMLN, but
also against it. In other words, Bukele would have to devise a strategy to defeat
both the partisan right (ARENA) and the partisan left (the FMLN) – something
no presidential candidate had come close to accomplishing in El Salvador’s
modern political era.

But popular attitudes had also evolved in the short time since Bukele first ran
for office: Salvadorans were becoming increasingly dissatisfied with the two
major parties. Between  and , the share of Salvadorans who said they
supported the FMLN declined from . (the most out of any party) to
 percent. Meanwhile, the share of voters who said they did not support
any political party climbed from . to  percent. By , . percent
of Salvadorans thought that at least half of all politicians were involved in
corruption and only . percent said they trusted the political parties. And
more than  percent of Salvadorans said they agreed that ARENA and the
FMLN were ‘really the same thing’.

Against this backdrop, Bukele began to shed his FMLN identity almost
as soon as he had secured the party’s nomination for San Salvador.
In September , during his first major event as candidate, Bukele launched
‘Nuevas Ideas’ (or New Ideas), a ‘citizen consultation’ that would serve as the

 R. Valencia, S. Arauz, and C. Martínez, ‘Nayib Bukele: “Mi candidatura presidencial por el
FMLN la veo como casi un imposible”’, El Faro,  July . https://elfaro.net/es//el_
salvador//Nayib-Bukele-%E%%CMi-candidatura-presidencial-por-el-FMLN-la-
veo-como-casi-un-imposible%E%%D.htm

 Instituto Universitario de Opinión Pública (IUDOP), ‘Encuesta de evaluación del año ’,
Universidad Centroamericana José Simeón Cañas, San Salvador, . https://uca.edu.sv/iudop/
wp-content/uploads/informe.pdf, p. .

 Instituto Universitario de Opinión Pública (IUDOP), ‘Evaluación del país a finales de  y
perspectivas electorales para ’, Universidad Centroamericana José Simeón Cañas, San
Salvador, . https://uca.edu.sv/iudop/wp-content/uploads/BOLETIN_-.pdf, p. .

 Numbers based on the  wave of the Americas Barometer by Latin American Public Opinion
Project (LAPOP).

 Instituto Universitario de Opinión Pública (IUDOP), ‘Encuesta sobre el proceso electoral ’,
Universidad Centroamericana José Simeón Cañas, San Salvador, a. www.uca.edu.sv/iudop/
wp-content/uploads/INFORME-.pdf, p. .
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foundation for his municipal campaign platform. At the event, Bukele stood
at a podium emblazoned with the Salvadoran shield, flanked by Salvadoran
flags and against an imposing blue backdrop displaying the words Nuevas
Ideas. There was no mention of the FMLN, and the overabundance of blue
hues drew an implicit but powerful contrast with the Frente’s ubiquitous red
branding. The event set the tone for Bukele’s stint as mayor of San Salvador:
even if Bukele was running on the FMLN ticket, he would not be an
FMLN mayor.

Nor would Bukele continue to position himself as a leftist. During his first
twenty-eight months as mayor of San Salvador, for example, Bukele wrote
, tweets. None of them explicitly mention neoliberalism, the oligarchy,
or structural economic reform. There are no mentions of abortion and only one
passing mention of LGBTQ+ rights. Mentions of ‘left’ and ‘right’ were few and
far between. In Nuevo Cuscatlán, Bukele had regularly taken to Twitter to
cheer on the region’s leftists (and lightly mock their right-wing rivals). But after
arriving in San Salvador, Bukele rarely commented on ideological debates at
home or abroad – at least not in traditional ideological terms.

Instead, Bukele redirected his attention towards the Salvadoran establish-
ment. During his time as mayor of San Salvador, . percent of his tweets
mentioned establishment actors (compared to  percent from his time as mayor
of Nuevo Cuscatlán), including ARENA, the FMLN, the media, business elites,
and courts and prosecutors. Bukele tweeted about the establishment  times,
almost four times as often as he tweeted about economic or security issues (
and  tweets, respectively). The number of tweets about projects and accom-
plishments in San Salvador – nominally at the core of Bukele’s political strat-
egy – also paled in comparison ().

In these  tweets, Bukele began to craft a quintessentially populist narra-
tive: he framed all establishment actors, and particularly ARENA and the
FMLN, as indistinguishable elements of a morally corrupt elite that sought to
protect its own interests at the expense of the people. Examples abound: ‘The
FMLN should build ARENA a monument’, he mockingly tweeted; ‘The only
thing that’s missing is for many in the FMLN to start singing [the ARENA
anthem] and put on [ARENA] vests’; ‘One thing I have noticed’, he wrote in
another tweet, ‘[is that] the FMLN and ARENA can be totally on the same page

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  September . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Facebook,  September . www.facebook.com/nayibbukele/
photos/a.//

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  July . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  September . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/

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on something. As long as it doesn’t benefit the people’. Bukele repeatedly
accused the FMLN of forming pacts with ARENA and siding with the
oligarchy. He took to referring to the FMLN simply as ‘ARENA .’ – and
‘anyone who doesn’t see it’, he added ‘is because they are either for ARENA .
or for ARENA .’. ‘Apparently there is no difference between ARENA and
the FMLN’, he lamented. ‘How sad politics is in my country’.

Bukele relentlessly mocked, denounced, and villainized the establishment
that ARENA and the FMLN epitomized under this new populist narrative.
He routinely referred to El Diario de Hoy and La Prensa Gráfica – the
country’s two main newspapers – as ‘pamphlets’ of the ruling class. He
accused the members of the Legislative Assembly, then led by FMLN stalwart
Lorena Peña, of being ‘cowards’ eager to harm ‘the people’ but unwilling to
hold establishment elites accountable. He accused the attorney-general of
working for ‘the same ones as always’ instead of for ‘the people’ and warned
that the country’s electoral tribunal had lost all credibility. He labelled all of
his establishment critics ‘thieves, murderers, and losers’. He accused the ‘same
ones as always’ of having ‘pillaged’ the people and ‘[leaving] them without
medicines, without schools, without jobs’. ‘They will try to destroy any
attempt for our country to belong to everyone’, Bukele warned his followers.

In short, beginning in , Bukele abandoned his leftist positions and fully
embraced an ideologically ambiguous, quintessentially populist narrative.
Where he had once railed against conservative elites and right-wing ideas,

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  September . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  October . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  September . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  March . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  September . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  May . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/
;https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  February . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  February . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  March . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  July . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  April . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  February . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/

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Bukele now drew little distinction between the Salvadoran right and the
FMLN-dominated left: both were part and parcel of a ‘corrupt and bureaucrat-
ized political class’ (Roque Baldovinos, , p. ) that had conspired with
economic elites to harm and subjugate the Salvadoran people. Narrative battle-
lines were redrawn: an ideological and partisan contest between left and right
was eclipsed by a Manichean struggle between a deprived, unredeemed people
and a depraved, irredeemable establishment. As befitted this new battle, Bukele
no longer sought to present himself as a leftist (or indeed as a traditional
ideologue of any kind), or as merely an effective administrator who could
deliver tangible results, but rather as an authentic representative of the
Salvadoran people who could vindicate ‘the population’s exhaustion, disen-
chantment, hopelessness, and indignation’ (Roque Baldovinos, , p. ).
This was Bukele’s populist turn.

It proved to be a winning strategy. The populist turn helped the presidential
hopeful accomplish three key objectives. First, Bukele rewrote the logic of
electoral competition in his favour. By portraying ARENA and the FMLN as
twin enemies of the people, and by de-emphasizing traditional ideological
cleavages, Bukele successfully began reframing the  presidential election
as a contest not between left and right but between the people and its morally
bankrupt oppressors: in other words, Bukele transformed what might have
been a difficult three-way race into a much more favourable up-or-down
referendum on the status quo.

Second, the strategy helped Bukele position himself as the best-qualified
candidate to meet the growing demand among voters for an alternative to the
ARENA–FMLN ‘partyarchy’ (Roque Baldovinos, ): a politician of
undeniable anti-party credentials (he was, after all, willing to disparage even
his own party), who did not speak in the traditional ideological language of
ARENA and the FMLN, and who had delivered results in Nuevo Cuscatlán
and San Salvador while ‘the same ones as always’ had failed to solve the
country’s most pressing problems.

Last but not least, the strategy helped Bukele free himself of the FMLN.
In October , with roughly six months remaining in his mayoral term, the
party’s Ethics Tribunal voted to expel Bukele. As Roque Baldovinos (,
p. ) notes, the FMLN’s decision ultimately provided Bukele with two major
boosts. First, it allowed him to overcome a crucial legal hurdle: if Bukele had
voluntarily left the party to run on another ticket, El Salvador’s recently enacted
laws against party-switching could have prevented him from registering his
candidacy. Second, Bukele’s expulsion from the FMLN greatly bolstered his
populist, anti-establishment credentials. Despite building his political career

 On partyarchy, see Coppedge ().
 S. Arauz, ‘FMLN expulsa a Nayib Bukele y este se declara “independiente” en un tuit’, El Faro,

 October . https://elfaro.net/es//el_salvador//FMLN-expulsa-a-Nayib-
Bukele-y-este-se-declara-
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within the FMLN, Bukele leveraged his expulsion from the party to perfect his
image as an outsider. Bukele was no longer a mere ally in Salvadorans’ plight
against the political establishment: he was, like them, a victim.

.   : ’   

(–)

In October , less than a week after being expelled from the FMLN, Bukele
announced that he would run for president in . Doing so, however,
required him to find a new party and register his candidacy on short notice.
Initially, Bukele announced that he would form his own party: Nuevas Ideas
(New Ideas, NI), a name repurposed from his San Salvador campaign plat-
form. But, predicting that Nuevas Ideas would be unable to clear a series of
legal prerequisites in time for the election, Bukele began to explore an alterna-
tive strategy: launching a candidacy through one of a handful of small, pre-
existing parties. Bukele ultimately secured his nomination through GANA, the
party founded by Saca and his allies after the  ARENA schism. At the time,
GANA was nominally a centre-right party, but in practice operated as ‘a sort of
non-ideological “party for hire”’ (Loxton, , p. ).

On the presidential campaign trail, Bukele’s appeals were dominated by the
anti-establishment populism he had embraced in San Salvador. Table ., for
example, shows that  percent of Bukele’s tweets during the campaign men-
tioned establishment actors. This strategy allowed Bukele – already the undis-
puted frontrunner – to seal his victory by successfully framing the  election
as a referendum on the deeply unpopular political class embodied by ARENA
and the FMLN.

As he entered the presidency in June , Bukele’s objectives again evolved
in a predictable direction. The central goal was no longer to obtain formal
political power but to maximize and sustain it over time. Though widely
popular, Bukele faced a legislature dominated by ARENA and the FMLN,
courts and prosecutors that had gained significant independence over the
previous decade, a constitutional ban on re-election, and other meaningful
sources of horizontal accountability on the presidency. His relationship with
GANA, meanwhile, was little more than an alliance of convenience, and, with
legislative and local elections scheduled for , his own party remained
embryonic.

To navigate these challenges, Bukele expanded, complemented, and updated
his populist narrative in at least four notable ways, which I examine in turn.
First, Bukele began to attack not only the actors that constituted the political

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Facebook video,  September . www.facebook.com/nayibbu
kele/videos//

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  October . www.facebook.com/nayibbukele/videos/
/
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establishment but also core institutions of horizontal accountability. Second,
Bukele adopted conservative positions on social issues (particularly on abortion
and LGBTQ+ rights) and began to incorporate Christian rhetoric into his
populist narrative. Third, and perhaps most famously, Bukele declared war
on the country’s criminal groups, abandoning the more balanced approach he
had advocated in Nuevo Cuscatlán and San Salvador in favour of punitive
mano durismo. Finally, Bukele began to align himself with the international far
right and to promote common anti-globalist tropes. Together, these four
changes constituted Bukele’s rightward turn.

It was a strategy that helped Bukele consolidate power in at least two
important ways. First, it brought him into closer ideological and programmatic
alignment with the average Salvadoran voter. As I describe in more detail
below, most Salvadorans viewed religion as important and self-identified as
Christian. Abortion and LGBTQ+ rights were widely unpopular – or, at a
minimum, deeply polarizing – issues. At the same time, an overwhelming
majority of Salvadorans viewed security as the most important issue facing
the country. It seems likely, therefore, that Bukele’s decisions to incorporate
Christian rhetoric into his populist narrative, move toward the right on social
issues, and adopt a hard-line approach to crime were motivated at least in part
by a desire to bolster and sustain his public support.

Second, Bukele’s right turn allowed him to update and revitalize the populist
narrative as circumstances evolved. Bukele built his original populist brand by
framing ARENA, the FMLN, and the political establishment as the central
enemies of the Salvadoran people. With his landslide  victory – and
especially after his party swept the  legislative and local elections – these
enemies had been virtually eliminated. But the right turn allowed Bukele to
recast the populist narrative around two new enemies: the domestic ‘pest’ of
criminal gangs and the ‘dark forces’ of globalism.

For these reasons, the right turn helped Bukele maintain his popularity,
legitimized the concentration of power under the executive, and contributed
to sweeping electoral Bukelista victories in  and .

.. ‘Pantomime Democracy’

Beginning on the presidential campaign trail, Bukele began to frame
El Salvador’s political system writ large as a ‘false democracy’ that amounted
to little more than a façade erected by ‘the same ones as always’ to advance
their anti-majoritarian interests.

This was a subtle but consequential extension of Bukele’s populist narrative:
what stood between the people and their redemption was no longer merely a
cabal of self-interested elites but rather a set of formal political institutions.
These institutions – and particularly those related to Salvadoran democracy’s
horizontal or counter-majoritarian dimension – were little more than weapons
of elite domination. Undoing them was a mandate of historical proportions.
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‘For  years’, said Bukele in June , ‘democracy was a pantomime.
We had elections, yes, but when politicians got to power, they forgot about the
people.’ This was because, he explained, ‘in our country there was always a
powerful group behind the government, an invisible government that no one
elected’. ARENA and the FMLN were merely ‘two sides of the same coin’,
Trojan horses through which elites had weaponized left–right ideologies to
‘divide the people’ and legitimize their democratic pantomime. Underneath
the façade of formal electoral competition, this ‘powerful group’ had controlled
every branch of the Salvadoran government, sinking Salvadorans in ‘crime,
corruption, inequality, and poverty’ to ‘increase the privileges of a few’. ‘Was
that democracy? Of course not!’ ‘For the first time in our history, we
Salvadorans are truly taking the reins of our own destiny’, he announced.
‘We are building a real democracy. We are not building a false democracy like
the one installed by the forces of the status quo.’

Bukele attacked, undermined, and eventually captured or dismantled virtu-
ally every institutional check on the executive. In February , Bukele’s
party and its allies won a supermajority in the Legislative Assembly. In May, a
few hours after the new legislators were sworn in, Bukele used his supermajor-
ity to pack the constitutional court and replace the attorney-general.
By November, Bukele had forced a third of the country’s judges into retirement.
These blows against the judiciary allowed Bukele to undermine another crucial
check on the presidency: the constitutional ban on presidential re-election.
In September , the new constitutional court – hand-picked by Bukele –

issued a controversial ruling that cleared the path for him to seek re-election in
. During his first two-and-a-half years in power, Bukele also reduced and
centralized funding for municipal governments; restricted access to public infor-
mation; increased the executive’s control over sixty-nine autonomous or semi-
autonomous agencies; and named loyalists to head nominally independent
accountability bodies, including the electoral tribunal, the financial oversight
court, and the human rights watchdog.

Bukele framed each move against institutions of horizontal accountability as
a necessary step in ‘building a real democracy’: checks and balances were,
under Bukele’s narrative, obstacles to the realization of the people’s will. For
example, in May , as his coup against the judiciary was unfolding, Bukele
tweeted: ‘The people are now represented. And those representatives must

 The quotes in this paragraph are from N. Bukele, Speech to the Legislative Assembly, .
www.presidencia.gob.sv/wp-content/uploads///Discurso-a-la-nacion-en-la-AL-.pdf

 This and the next three paragraphs draw directly from M. Meléndez-Sánchez, ‘La ultraderecha
en El Salvador: El peculiar caso Nayib Bukele’, Friederich Ebert Siftung, November ,
pp. –. https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/chile/.pdf
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deliver to the people. That’s all, it’s called DEMOCRACY. In  years, our
people have not savoured it, [but] now we do’.

.. ‘An Instrument of God’

As Table . suggests, Bukele has generally used religious rhetoric sparingly.
But the role, if not necessarily the frequency, of religious appeals changed
during Bukele’s first term as president: he began to use religion strategically
to frame his populist crusade not only as morally just but also as being aided –

and indeed guided – directly by God.
Most tellingly, Bukele began to brand himself explicitly as ‘an instrument of

God in our new history’ (Aguilar Vásquez, , p. ) – going as far as to
imply that he could communicate directly with God, who in turn guided him in
his battles against ‘the same ones as always’. This was a direct relationship with
God that Bukele and his allies habitually emphasized during moments of crisis
or amid conflicts with his political adversaries (Aguilar Vásquez, ,
pp. –).

The most high-profile example of this pattern took place in early . For
several weeks, Bukele and the opposition-held Legislative Assembly had been in
a standoff related to his security initiative, the Territorial Control Plan. Bukele
eventually threatened to dissolve the legislature. On  February, surrounded by
soldiers and police officers, Bukele forced his way onto the Assembly floor and
sat on the speaker’s dais, ready, it appeared, to carry out his threat. Instead,
Bukele paused: ‘The decision we will make today, we will put in God’s hands’,
he announced. Bukele then closed his eyes, lifted his hands over his head, and
sat in silent prayer for several seconds. In that moment, with the eyes of the
country upon him, Bukele claimed that he had spoken to God: ‘I asked God
directly’, Bukele soon told a crowd of his followers gathered outside the
legislature. ‘And God said to me: patience. Patience. Patience’. But, Bukele
added, ‘if these scoundrels don’t approve the Territorial Control Plan this week,
we will convene here again on Sunday, we will once again ask God for wisdom,
and we will tell him: “God, you asked us for patience, but these scoundrels
don’t want to work for the people.”’ ‘God is wiser than us’, he concluded over
the crowd’s loud objections. ‘One week. One week. One week. No people who
have disobeyed God have ever triumphed’.

Bukele also began to express support for conservative social values: to
defend a sort of ‘religious morality’ (Aguilar Vásquez, , p. ). For

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  May . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 Revista Factum (@revistafactum), ‘F: El retorno de los fusiles – Cap.  (final): Con los
fusiles y Dios’, YouTube video,  February , min. :. www.youtube.com/watch?
v¼bucj_xXk

 Ibid., min. :.  Ibid., min. :.
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example, in a March  interview, when asked about his views on abortion,
Bukele explained that he opposed interrupting pregnancies even in cases of
rape, adding that he ‘would never kill anyone . . . especially not someone who
is defenseless’ and that abortion rights constituted ‘a great genocide’. The
following year, when rumours spread about the contents of a proposal to
reform the constitution, Bukele clarified that he would veto any reforms ‘related
to the right to life (from the moment of conception), to marriage (maintaining
only the original design, [between] a man and a woman) or to euthanasia’.
Salvadorans ‘need a constitution that brings us into the future’, he added, ‘but
always maintaining our principles and our faith in God as the force that guides
all of our actions. Because El Salvador will only be able to make progress if
He wills it’.

Bukele most likely embraced this ‘religious morality’ at least in part because he
could expect it to be widely popular among Salvadorans (see Figure .).
In , . percent of Salvadorans said that religion was ‘very important’ in
their lives, . percent of respondents identified as Christians of various denom-
inations, and . percent said they attended religious services at least once a
month. More than three in four said they disapproved of same-sex couples’
right to marry, and only . percent expressed strong support for ‘homosexuals’
right to run for office’. In other words, most Salvadorans were, or at least claimed
to be, deeply religious and predominantly conservative. Bukele’s emphasis on
Christian rhetoric and his shift towards the right on social issues almost certainly
helped him consolidate his support among this electorate.

.. The War on Gangs

If religion and social issues provided Bukele with a straightforward opportunity
to strengthen his popularity, no single issue had the potential to jeopardize it as
much as crime. Though homicide rates were on the decline by the time Bukele

 La Mega . (@LaMegaHonduras), ‘Residente y Bukele / Entrevista Completa’, YouTube
video,  March , min. :. www.youtube.com/watch?v¼FdtTaMMleY

 Ibid., min. :.  Ibid., min. :.
 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Facebook,  September . www.facebook.com/photo.php?%

fbid¼
 Notably, . percent identified as Catholic and . percent identified as Evangelical (IUDOP,

‘Los salvadoreños evalúan el cuarto año de Gobierno de Salvador Sánchez Cerén y opinan sobre el
pasado proceso electoral’, Universidad Centroamericana José Simeón Cañas, San Salvador, .
www.uca.edu.sv/iudop/wp-content/uploads/Bolet%C%ADnPoselectoral.pdf, p. ).

 Unless otherwise noted, data from this paragraph are based on the  Americas Barometer
wave, available online at www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/about-americasbarometer.php. There is,
however, some evidence that abortion was a more divisive issue. In a different  survey,
Salvadorans were nearly evenly divided on whether they would support abortion to interrupt an
unviable pregnancy or when the mother’s life is at stake. Yet  percent said they would not
support abortion in a hypothetical scenario in which an underage girl was raped by a relative
(IUDOP, ‘Los salvadoreños’, p. ).
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became president, the maras remained a powerful threat: operating in (and
exercising effective control over) much of the country’s territory, they ran
extortion schemes and continued to inflict significant violence upon a large
portion of the population. The year before he was elected president, more than
 percent of Salvadorans said security issues were the most important problem
faced by their country (see Figure .).

In San Salvador, Bukele had advocated for a progressive approach to secur-
ity. His  platform identified ‘social vulnerabilities’ as the root cause of
crime and vowed to improve security in the capital by ‘giv[ing] its inhabitants
more and better opportunities’. ‘The solution to insecurity is education,
culture, and inspiration’, wrote Bukele in a September  tweet. ‘The rest
is like trying to stop the sea with a wall of sand’. In a  interview, he spoke
eloquently about the importance of rebuilding the country’s ‘social fabric’ and
articulated a firm critique of hard-on-crime approaches:

Here in San Salvador, the vast problem that we have cannot be tackled by police . . . You
have a social problem. . . . But right now we’re just thinking that [gang members] are
sociopaths that are wanting to kill so we have them arrested all [sic]. But that won’t solve
the problem . . .we have to understand that . . . our social fabric is ripped, and we have to
rebuild it again. And if we want to rebuild it then we have to understand the problem
that we have, which is not a violence problem: [violence] is a consequence of our
problems, which is huge, huge, huge inequality and social destruction of the fabric that
makes our society work.

During the first three years of his presidency, Bukele’s security approach
included three main components. The Territorial Control Plan, focused on law
enforcement, aimed to strengthen and modernize El Salvador’s coercive appar-
atus (with a strong emphasis on the role of the military) and to gradually regain
state control over gang territories. But, along with the Territorial Control Plan,
Bukele emphasized a ‘root-causes’ approach that echoed his strategy in San
Salvador. For example, his presidential platform noted that crime ‘must not be
treated exclusively from the optic of fighting crime, because it is a social
problem in which a lack of opportunities and life options produce a vicious
cycle of poverty, crime, and violence’. ‘Organized crime and criminal groups
will be combated’, the document stated. ‘But special emphasis will also be given
to the lack of opportunities that derive from the exclusionary economic model
that has been in place in the country’.

The third – and arguably most consequential – component of Bukele’s early
anti-crime strategy unfolded behind closed doors: Bukele and his team engaged

 Nuevas Ideas, Nayib : Plataforma de Gobierno Municipal San Salvador, , p. .
 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  September . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 BBC, ‘The Real Story: Tackling Urban Violence’, BBC Sounds,  January . www.bbc.co.uk/

sounds/play/pmwrz
 Nuevas Ideas, Plan Cuscatlán: Seguridad, , p. .  Ibid., p. .
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in extensive negotiations with the country’s main gangs, expanding on a
strategy they had first embraced in San Salvador. According to journalistic
reports and US court filings, Bukele and the gangs struck a series of agreements
through which, in broad terms, the gangs lowered homicide rates and provided
Bukele and Nuevas Ideas political support in exchange for special privileges for
incarcerated gang members, a reduction in repressive policing tactics, and the
possibility of more permissive legislation. Thanks in large part to this pact,
homicide rates fell from  per , in  – the year before Bukele
became president – to  per , in  (The World Bank, n.d.).

Then, in March , Bukele’s gang pact collapsed. When the MS-
launched a wave of retaliatory homicides – murdering eighty-seven people over
the course of seventy-two hours – Bukele responded with what would amount
to ‘one of the most intensive crackdowns against criminal organizations ever
recorded in Latin America’. On  March, Bukele and his legislative allies
declared a national state of emergency, suspended a wide range of constitu-
tional rights, and began conducting mass arrests. Soon, Bukele’s legislators also
approved reforms that ‘instituted harsh new sentencing guidelines for gang-
related crimes, lowered the age of criminal responsibility from  to , and
introduced a gag rule banning journalists from spreading “gang messages”’.

The crackdown transformed Bukele’s rhetoric. As Figures . and . show,
Bukele’s attention turned almost exclusively to the gangs, which he began to
attack with the same intensity he had previously reserved for the members of
the establishment. Bukele referred to gang members as ‘terrorists’, ‘murder-
ers’, ‘idiots’, and ‘Satan worshippers’. He boasted that incarcerated gang

 See, e.g., C. Martínez, G. Cáceres, and Ó. Martínez, ‘Gobierno de Bukele negoció con las tres
pandillas e intentó esconder la evidencia’, El Faro,  August . https://elfaro.net/es//
el_salvador//Gobierno-de-Bukele-negoci%C%B-con-las-tres-pandillas-e-intent%C%
B-esconder-la-evidencia.htm) and the September  indictment in United States of America
v. Vladimiro Antonio Arevalo-Chavez et al., especially pages –, available online at www
.justice.gov/usao-edny/press-release/file//dl?inline¼

 These homicide data, originally collected by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
(UNODC), are available online via the World Bank at ‘Intentional homicides (per ,
people) – El Salvador’, World Bank Open Data.https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/VC.IHR
.PSRC.P?locations¼SV

 M. Meléndez-Sánchez, ‘Bukele Has Defeated El Salvador’s Gangs – for Now. How? And What
Does It Mean for the Region?’, Lawfare, March . www.lawfaremedia.org/article/bukele-
has-defeated-el-salvadors-gangs-now-how-and-what-does-it-mean-region

 Ibid.
 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  April . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  March . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  March . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  March . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


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members would not see ‘even a ray of sunlight’ and threatened to stop
providing them with food. He mocked the idea that gang members should
have human rights. Through this rhetoric, Bukele villainized and dehuman-
ized the gangs, drawing a clear dichotomy between the ‘pest’ they represented
and the ‘common’ and ‘honourable citizens’ who made up the true Salvadoran
people. Gang members, said Bukele, had murdered, extorted, and terrorized
the Salvadoran people. Now, thanks to the crackdown, the people could finally
‘enjoy their rights’. ‘When you catch a wolf, you save the sheep’, read one
tweet.

As Aguilar Vásquez and colleagues (), Brown Araúz and Casullo
(), and others have noted, this rhetoric marked a qualitative shift in the
orientation of Bukele’s populist narrative: its central enemy was no longer the
establishment, but rather the country’s criminal gangs. In other words, Bukele
no longer identified a powerful elite as the people’s main enemy. Instead, the
populist crusade became a campaign to cleanse the population of the ‘pest’ of
gang members. Put differently, if Bukele’s war-on-establishment populism most
resembled the leftist populism of a Hugo Chávez or Rafael Correa, then his new
war-on-gangs populism more closely mirrored the logic of the xenophobic
populism of European far-right parties (e.g., Mudde, , pp. –).

At any rate, the emergence of a new enemy helped reinvigorate Bukele’s
populist appeal. By March , Bukele and his allies controlled virtually all
public institutions, while ARENA and the FMLN had been reduced to minor
parties. If populist appeals are only as powerful as the enemies they invoke,
then the traditional political establishment presented Bukele with increasingly

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  March . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  April . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  August . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  March . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  December . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  April . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  October . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/
. Bukele’s attacks on ‘the same ones as always’ were eclipsed by this
anti-gang rhetoric – and began to focus increasingly on how the old establishment had tolerated
(if not enabled) the rise of the gangs and now opposed the war against them. Beginning on
 March , for example, . percent of the tweets in which Bukele mentioned the
establishment also mentioned security issues, compared to only . percent of tweets before
the state of exception began. In one tweet, Bukele went as far as to suggest that the gangs had
served as the old establishment’s ‘armed flank’ (N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  April
. https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/).

 Manuel Meléndez-Sánchez

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1508103206232113164
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1508103206232113164
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1508103206232113164
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1511160179135586308
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1511160179135586308
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1511160179135586308
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/156256657383951974
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/156256657383951974
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/156256657383951974
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1508586960448802820
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1508586960448802820
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1508586960448802820
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1598966208459509760
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1598966208459509760
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1598966208459509760
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1515438083784822788
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1515438083784822788
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1515438083784822788
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1584429209229078533
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1584429209229078533
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1584429209229078533
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1510776783116902406
https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/1510776783116902406
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


limited fuel for his populist narrative. By contrast, in the gangs Bukele found a
fresh, powerful, and much-despised foe.

Above all, however, the crackdown strengthened Bukele because it suc-
ceeded in curbing crime. By March  – a year after the crackdown began –

Salvadoran authorities had arrested more than , people (equivalent to
over  percent of the population), homicides and extortions had plummeted,
the gangs were virtually ‘disarticulated’ and more than  percent of
Salvadorans said they supported the crackdown.

.. ‘We Are Not Your Colony’

Bukele’s shift to the right soon spilled over into the international arena. Bukele’s
choice to align himself with the international right was a fundamentally defen-
sive and reactive tactic, triggered above all by growing criticism from ‘globalist’
actors. The international right provided Bukele with a ready-made arsenal of
allies, tropes, and narrative devices with which to effectively reframe and
counter these criticisms. Moreover, Bukele’s rightward turn abroad proved to
be a natural – and useful – extension of the populist narrative: the Manichean
logic of populism was easily adapted to frame foreign critics as enemies of the
Salvadoran people, a move that, in turn, helped strengthen and reinvigorate
Bukele’s populist appeal at home.

By late , Bukele’s authoritarian manoeuvres were drawing criticism
from a wide range of international actors, including NGOs, multilateral organ-
izations, the international press, and left-leaning governments. Bukele responded
by framing his international critics as meddlesome bullies who wanted to con-
spire with domestic elites to undermine the sovereignty and best interests of the
Salvadoran people (Brown Araúz & Casullo, , p. ). In his
 Independence Day speech, for example, ‘Bukele accused the “international
community” of “financing a perverse opposition who does not care if it harms
children and the elderly”’ (Brown Araúz & Casullo, , p. ). Online, the
Salvadoran president frequently mocked the international community,

 C. Martínez, and E. Lemus, and Ó. Martínez, ‘Bukele Government Dismantled Gang Presence in
El Salvador’, El Faro,  February . https://elfaro.net/en//el_salvador//Bukele-
Government-Dismantled-Gang-Presence-in-El-Salvador.htm

 Instituto Universitario de Opinión Pública (IUDOP), ‘La población salvadoreña opina sobre la
continuación del régimen de excepción ’, Universidad Centroamericana José Simeón Cañas,
San Salvador, . https://uca.edu.sv/iudop/wp-content/uploads///La-poblacion-salva
dorena-opina-sobre-la-continuacion-del-Regimen-de-Excepcion.pdf
In El Salvador – and in Latin America as a whole – crackdowns have generally failed to

dismantle criminal groups. For an explanation of why Bukele’s crackdown succeeded, see
Meléndez-Sánchez and Vergara ().

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  January . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/

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disparaged its supposed hypocrisy, and warned it not to meddle in
El Salvador’s private affairs. These attacks were increasingly tinted with far-
right tropes and undertones. International human rights advocates, read one
September  tweet, ‘would rather impoverish the Salvadoran people, as long
as they can achieve their political objectives and promote their globalist
agenda’. On several occasions, Bukele accused George Soros and his Open
Society Foundations of financing an international campaign to discredit his
government.

Bukele’s evolving relationship with the United States government is particu-
larly illustrative of these trends. During Donald Trump’s first term in office,
Bukele appeared to take great pride in his good relationship with the United
States. In September , when Trump appointed a new ambassador to
El Salvador, Bukele extended him an effusive welcome and noted that ‘our
[countries’] priorities are the same and for that reason we will achieve great
things together’. By December, Bukele would boast that ‘our relationship
with the United States [is] in its best moment’.

But this relationship quickly soured with the arrival of the Biden adminis-
tration – particularly as Democrats in Congress and the White House, express-
ing concerns about some of Bukele’s authoritarian actions, moved to cut
military support for El Salvador. By December , Bukele had gone on
the offensive: ‘It is clear that the interests of the United States government have
nothing to do with democracy, in any country’, he wrote. ‘[It] does not accept
collaboration, friendship, or alliance. It is complete submission or nothing’.

In February , when a group of US senators introduced legislation to

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  September . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  May . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  September . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  October . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/
; N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  May . https://twitter.com/
nayibbukele/status/

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  July . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  September . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  December . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 J. Goodman, ‘US Cuts Military Aid to El Salvador Amid Intense Lobbying’, Associated Press,
 December . https://apnews.com/article/donald-trump-honduras-el-salvador-lobbying-
nayib-bukele-cccbebffaadcf

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  December . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/
/

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  December . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 Manuel Meléndez-Sánchez
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‘mitigate potential risks’ to the US financial system posed by El Salvador’s
adoption of bitcoin, Bukele’s response was equal parts sardonic and pugna-
cious: ‘OK boomers’, he tweeted. ‘You have  jurisdiction on a sovereign and
independent nation. We are not your colony, your back yard, or your front
yard. Stay out of our internal affairs’. Bukele’s jabs increasingly riffed on
right-wing tropes: ‘US taxpayers should know that their government is using
their money to fund communist movements against a democratic [sic] elected
government in El Salvador’, he wrote, in English, in December .

In January , Bukele retweeted a New York Post article about shoplifting
in the United States: ‘Is there a deliberate plan to destroy the United States from
within?’.

Bukele’s right turn abroad intensified after March . The war on gangs
drew Bukele widespread international attention – both positive and negative.
When human rights organizations and the international press began to report
on widespread human rights abuses at the hands of Salvadoran authorities,

Bukele again went on the offensive. He claimed that human rights advocates
‘want to see our people bleed to death, that is their business model’, accused
his international critics of conspiring with the gangs (‘now the Salvadoran
people will know who has been behind the blood their families and friends
have spilled’), warned that foreign politicians ‘want our country to return to
a past of death and destruction’, and attributed negative press coverage
to the ‘Open Society media’. At the same time, Bukele’s hard-on-crime

 Foreign Relations Committee, ‘Risch, Menendez, Cassidy Introduce Legislation to Mitigate
Risks of El Salvador’s Adoption of Bitcoin’, United States Senate,  February . www
.foreign.senate.gov/press/rep/release/risch-menendez-cassidy-introduce-legislation-to-mitigate-
risks-of-el-salvadors-adoption-of-bitcoin

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  February . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  December . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  January . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 For two notable examples, see Human Rights Watch, ‘“We Can Arrest Anyone We Want”:
Widespread Human Rights Violations Under El Salvador’s “State of Emergency”’,  December
. www.hrw.org/report////we-can-arrest-anyone-we-want/widespread-human-
rights-violations-under-el and N. Kitroeff, ‘In El Salvador, the President Cracks Down on
Civil Liberties, and Is Beloved for It’, The New York Times,  April . www.nytimes
.com////world/americas/el-salvador-bukele-gangs.html

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  April . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  April . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  September . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  April . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


El Salvador: Nayib Bukele’s Turn to the Far Right 
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approach held natural appeal among international conservatives and, as his
CPAC appearance underscores, Bukele began to actively foster and embrace his
new status in right-wing circles.

By the end of  – as Bukele was embarking on the final months of his first
term in office – the Salvadoran president, once a self-proclaimed leftist, had
established himself as one of the most prominent figures of the international far
right. Indeed, by this time, Bukele had adopted at least four common charac-
teristics of the populist radical right: he () attacked counter-majoritarian
institutions; () adopted religious rhetoric and conservative positions on social
values; () drew increasingly on anti-globalist tropes; and, perhaps most
notably, () embraced punitive populism, espousing attitudes towards gang
members whose logic closely echoed the xenophobic populism of many
European right-wing parties (Mudde, , pp. –).

However, as the discussion above has illustrated, this right turn was strategic
and piecemeal. Bukele adopted these far-right positions not as a result of a
cohesive agenda, a far-sighted strategy, or a guiding set of ideological commit-
ments. Nor was Bukele’s transformation a case of cultural backlash against
progressive ideas, actors, or policies – a recurring theme in this volume.

Rather, Bukele’s transformation was the cumulative result of many tactical
responses to evolving political incentives, challenges, and opportunities. For
this reason, Bukele’s right turn was also partial and selective. He skilfully
embraced right-wing positions when doing so could help him consolidate
power and bolster his public support. But when these objectives were best
served by other means, Bukele was equally adept at staking out centrist (or
even leftist) positions.

Two important developments during his first term help illustrate this point.
The first is pension reform. In December , Bukele announced a pension
reform that increased monthly retirement payments by  percent for most
recipients, raised the return rate on retirement savings by one percentage point,
and allowed El Salvador’s pension administrators to invest  percent of their
holdings in government bonds. This reform package was, at least on paper,
progressive and redistributive. Not only did it increase benefits for all but the
highest-earning Salvadorans, but it also paved the way for what would be, in
practice, a nationalization of El Salvador’s pension system: measures, in other
words, that would be difficult to reconcile with a pure far-right agenda.

 During El Salvador’s pre-Bukele era, culturally progressive ideas were primarily advanced by
feminist, pro-environment, and LGBTQ+ rights groups within civil society. The FMLN, mean-
while, historically sought to strike a balance between publicly advocating for some culturally
progressive causes without isolating an overwhelmingly conservative electorate. On the whole,
compared to many other countries in the region, the salience and advancement of progressive
cultural causes in El Salvador remained stunted. This agenda therefore played a negligible role
in Bukele’s rise, as evidenced by the limited appearance of language related to values in his
online rhetoric during – and, indeed, since – that time (see Table .).

 Manuel Meléndez-Sánchez
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Crucially, Bukele turned to the left on pension reform because doing so could
help address an important challenge: how to continue financing his heavily
leveraged, cash-strapped government in the short term without resorting to
more austere measures that could cut into his public support.

The second aspect of Bukele’s presidency that highlights his strategic ideo-
logical versatility concerns the economy. During his first term, Bukele began to
promote a vision for El Salvador’s economic development that Marroquín
Parducci (, p. ) has memorably described as a ‘Central American
techno-utopia’: ‘a technological future of great illuminated highways, beaches
that welcome tourists, an army that delivers justice, a huge prison that punishes
any threat, and cryptocurrencies that make everyone rich’. This was a vision
that deftly blended right-wing and leftist ideas. Cryptocurrencies, foreign
investment, and law-and-order values were among its central components.
But the ‘techno-utopia’ model also called for the state to play an outsized role
in directing the country’s development. And Bukele framed the vision in terms
of progressive goals, such as ‘help[ing] provide financial inclusion to thousands
outside of the formal economy’ and reducing transaction costs related to
remittances, a key source of support for low-income Salvadorans.

This extraordinary track record of ideological adaptability highlights another
central claim of this chapter: that populism has been the constant and defining
characteristic of Bukele’s political discourse. On his path to the presidency,
Bukele framed domestic elites as the central enemy of the Salvadoran people.
By the beginning of his first term, these attacks on domestic elites had expanded
to include institutions of horizontal accountability. The populist narrative then
evolved to encompass two new villains – domestic ‘undesirables’ (i.e., the gangs)
and ‘globalist’ international elites – and to embrace religious rhetoric.
In ideological terms, these changes meant that, on the whole, Bukele veered
sharply to the right during his first term. But populism remained the guiding
principle and defining characteristic of Bukele’s legitimation strategy throughout.

.     ? -,
 ’ ,     

 

Shortly after the period upon which I focus in this chapter, two developments
ushered yet another stage in Bukele’s evolution: his re-election to an unconstitutional

 G. Labrador, ‘Gobierno usará la reforma de pensiones para financiarse hasta las elecciones
’, El Faro,  December . https://elfaro.net/es//el_salvador//Gobierno-
usar%C%A-la-reforma-de-pensiones-para-financiarse-hasta-las-elecciones-.htm

 N. Bukele (@nayibbukele), Twitter,  June . https://twitter.com/nayibbukele/status/


 C. Nugent, ‘El Salvador Is Betting on to Rebrand the Country – and Strengthen the President’s
Grip’, Time,  October . https://time.com//bitcoin-el-salvador-nayib-bukele/
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second term in  and the return of Donald Trump to the presidency of the
United States in .

Bukele was re-elected in February  with almost  percent of the vote.
His party, meanwhile, won almost complete control of the Legislative
Assembly, securing fifty-four of sixty seats. Bukele’s overwhelming popularity –
bolstered in no small part by the successful gang crackdown – and the weakness
(as well as unforced errors) of ARENA, the FMLN, and other opposition
parties contributed to these resounding victories (Perelló & Navia, ).

But, as I have noted elsewhere, Bukele ‘had rewritten and circumvented the
rules of the game to tilt the electoral playing field decisively in his favour’ well
before election day: in addition to violating term limits – the Salvadoran consti-
tution has long barred sitting presidents from seeking re-election – Bukele and
his allies gerrymandered the electoral map to favour Nuevas Ideas and system-
atically abused the powers of the state to disadvantage their rivals (Meléndez-
Sánchez, ). The ensuing vote count, too, was riddled with irregularities.

In practice, the  election did little to change the balance of power: by the
time it arrived, Bukele already held the presidency, boasted a legislative super-
majority, and exercised de facto control over the courts and all other insti-
tutions of horizontal accountability. Nonetheless, Bukele’s willingness to tilt the
electoral playing field in his favour marked a clear hardening of the Salvadoran
regime: it not only cemented El Salvador’s descent into competitive authoritar-
ianism, but also signalled that Bukele may be prepared, if necessary, to fully
undermine the vertical (and not just the horizontal) dimension of democracy.
More generally, Bukele’s re-election raised concerns that his second term would
see a deepening of the ‘crackdown on dissenting voices that began under the
state of emergency’ (Wolf, , p. ), as well as fresh efforts to further
extend Bukele’s time in office (Perelló & Navia, , p. ).

The return of US President Donald Trump to the White House in January
 exacerbated these concerns. In Trump, Bukele found a natural ally with a
much weaker normative commitment to democracy and to human rights than
his predecessor. The result has been a hardening of both El Salvador’s competi-
tive authoritarian regime and Bukele’s right turn, as evidenced by three major
developments during the first six months of Trump’s second term.

In March , Bukele and Trump reached an agreement to send immi-
grants deported from the United States to the Terrorism Confinement Center
(CECOT), El Salvador’s notorious – and secretive – megaprison. Despite a US
court ruling blocking the move, the Trump administration soon deported more

 M. Meléndez-Sánchez, ‘How the World’s Most Popular Dictator Wins’, Journal of Democracy
Online,  February . www.journalofdemocracy.org/elections/how-the-worlds-most-popu
lar-dictator-wins/

 R. Gressier and G. Labrador, ‘Chaos in El Salvador Legislative Recount Fuels Opposition
Accusations of Fraud’, El Faro,  February . https://elfaro.net/en//el_salvador/
/Chaos-in-El-Salvador-Legislative-Recount-Fuels-Opposition-Accusations-of-Fraud.htm
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than  immigrants – including at least  Venezuelans – to be imprisoned in
the CECOT indefinitely and without due process. Although the Trump
administration initially claimed that most of the prisoners were members of
the Venezuelan Tren de Aragua, the Salvadoran MS-, or other criminal
organizations, independent investigations found that almost none of those
deported had criminal records or other known links to those groups.

These developments marked a stunning ‘transnationalization of El Salvador’s
state of emergency’.

During the first months of , Bukele also intensified his efforts to repress
dissenting voices. Most notably, on  May, authorities arrested Ruth López, a
prominent human rights activist and anti-corruption lawyer. Her organiza-
tion, Cristosal – El Salvador’s most high-profile human rights organization –

soon pulled its entire staff from the country. El Faro – the country’s most
prominent investigative newspaper – followed suit after its leaders uncovered a
plot to arrest them. During this period, authorities also arrested at least half
a dozen other high-profile activists, lawyers, and critics. The arrests amounted
to a qualitative escalation in the regime’s repressive tactics. In the words of two
of the exiled El Faro reporters, ‘May and June [of ] marked the great
exodus of Salvadoran journalists and human rights and environmental activ-
ists. A growing exile had been trickling since Bukele came to power but had
never been as massive and evident as it is now’.

Finally, in late July , Bukele’s legislators approved a series of constitutional
reforms that completely abolished term limits on the presidency and extended the
length of the presidential term from five to six years. The reforms also replaced
El Salvador’s traditional presidential run-off system with a single-round contest.

The move appeared designed to extend Bukele’s tenure indefinitely.

 National Immigration Law Center, ‘Tracking the CECOT Disappearances’, . www.nilc
.org/resources/tracking-the-cecot-disappearances/

 E.g. ‘About % of Migrants Deported to El Salvador Had No US Criminal Record’,
Bloomberg News,  April . www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/--/about--of-
migrants-sent-to-salvador-lacked-us-criminal-record/

 M. Paarlberg, ‘El Salvador, Trump, and the Transnational State of Exception’, Center for
International Policy,  May . https://internationalpolicy.org/publications/el-salvador-
trump-and-the-transnational-state-of-exception/

 E. Peralta, ‘El Salvador Arrests Prominent Human Rights Lawyer’, NPR,  May . www
.npr.org////nx-s-/el-salvador-arrest-prominent-human-rights-lawyer/

 A. Salcedo, ‘Facing Threats, Leading Human Rights Group Exits El Salvador’, NPR,
 July . www.npr.org////nx-s-/facing-threats-leading-human-rights-
group-exits-el-salvador/

 Ó. Martínez and C. Martínez, ‘A First-Hand Account of a Salvadoran Exodus’, El Faro,
 July . https://beta.elfaro.net/en/spotlight/a-first-hand-account-of-a-salvadoran-exodus/

 Ibid.
 S. Peñate, ‘EN VIVO: Reformarán Constitución para extender período presidencial a seis años y

permitir la reelección indefinida’, El Diario de Hoy,  July . www.elsalvador.com/
noticias/nacional/reformas-a-la-constitucion-asamblea-presidencia-de-republica//
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Bukele serves as a case study of how a savvy far-right politician, when
boosted by high levels of popular support and a permissive international
environment, can accelerate democratic backsliding and consolidate authori-
tarianism. Indeed, as recent developments suggest, El Salvador is likely to
continue its downward slide into authoritarianism as long as Bukele remains
in office. The country’s competitive authoritarian regime had already hardened
significantly a little more than a year into his second term. Especially if Bukele’s
popularity declines to the extent that the ballot box is no longer a reliable
avenue to remain in power, or if serious challengers emerge from within the
ranks of the opposition, the Salvadoran regime is likely to begin resembling a
purer form of authoritarianism.
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Appendix: Additional Tables and Figures

 . Number of tweets by topic during different periods (percentages in
parentheses)
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FIGURE . Number of Bukele tweets about security and the establishment over time.
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

Chile

The Far Right and Its Strategies of Otherization

Lisa Zanotti

In recent years, Latin America has witnessed a significant political shift
characterized by the emergence of far-right leaders and parties, challenging
the traditionally left-leaning political landscape (Mayka & Smith, ).
This phenomenon, seen across various countries including Brazil with Jair
Bolsonaro (Chapter , this volume), Argentina with Javier Milei from
La Libertad Avanza (LLA; Chapter , this volume), and Peru with Rafael
López Aliaga of Renovación Popular (RP; Chapter , this volume), necessitates
an analysis of changing political ideologies within the region. The rise of the far
right in Chile, embodied by José Antonio Kast and the Republican Party (PR),
mirrors this regional trend. This chapter aims to dissect the rise of the far right
in Chile, examining José Antonio Kast and the PR’s political discourse within a
broader Latin American and global context. It considers the similarity with far-
right movements in neighboring countries and globally, while also situating the
Chilean case within its historical context, particularly the legacy of Augusto
Pinochet’s dictatorship (Chapter , this volume; Borges & Zanotti, ;
Rovira Kaltwasser et al., ; Zanotti et al., ). Furthermore, the chapter
examines the complex relationship between the far right and democracy in
Chile. In this respect, it is crucial to recognize that the far right’s presence in
Chile is not a novel phenomenon; its roots can be traced throughout the
country’s political history. A significant exemplar of this is the Independent
Democratic Union (UDI), following the country’s return to democracy. With its
origins deeply entrenched in Pinochet’s legacy, the UDI has long represented a
conservative, right-wing faction within the Chilean political spectrum (Loxton,
). The current rise of José Antonio Kast and the PR can be seen as a “re-
mainstreaming” of far-right ideas – a reinvention and reaffirmation of positions
that, though always present, are now gaining renewed prominence and visibil-
ity in national political discourse (Zanotti, ).


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This phenomenon reflects not just a continuity but also an evolution in the
expression of right-wing politics in Chile, marking a period where far-right
ideologies, once marginalized, are finding new momentum and acceptance in
the contemporary political landscape. This re-mainstreaming of far-right ideolo-
gies is not limited to Latin American democracies. In other new democracies, a
similar phenomenon is observable. For instance, in Spain, the rise of VOX, a far-
right political party, exemplifies this resurgence. VOX has revitalized and politi-
cized the concept of Spanish unity, a central tenet of Francoist ideology, which
had been marginalized in the country’s political discourse since the transition to
democracy (Rama et al., ). This reinvigoration of an ideology once seen as a
relic of an authoritarian past highlights a common pattern in new democracies:
the reemergence and reintegration of far-right ideas in mainstream political
discourse. The Spanish case, like that of Chile, demonstrates how historical
legacies and contemporary sociopolitical dynamics intertwine, leading to a
renewed prominence of ideologies that align with far-right principles, even in
societies that have moved away from authoritarian rule.

The chapter is structured as follows: First, it examines the dynamics of the
emergence and the current situation of the Chilean far right, providing insights
into the historical and contemporary factors that have contributed to its rise.
Second, the chapter delves into the ideological tenets of the Chilean far right,
exploring the core beliefs and values that underpin this political faction, as well
as the issue politicized by this force. Third, the relationship between the far
right and democracy is scrutinized, assessing how these ideologies interact with
democratic principles and practices in Chile. Fourth, the chapter identifies and
analyzes the factors that might influence the future trajectory of the Chilean far
right, considering both internal dynamics and its relationship with conventional
right-wing forces. Finally, the chapter concludes with a synthesis of the key
findings and their implications for understanding the far right in Chile and its
potential impact on the country’s political landscape.

.        

While comparative research on the far right has been substantially centered on
Europe, in recent years far-right leaders and parties have emerged in other parts
of the world, from Asia to the Americas (Mudde, ). In Latin America, the
far right, at least in its current fashion, is a more recent phenomenon. One of
the earliest manifestations of this trend is epitomized by the figure of José
Antonio Kast in Chile.

Broadly speaking, the emergence of the far right in Chile can be seen as a
response to the gradual programmatic convergence of the coalitions that
governed the country during the post-dictatorship period (Madariaga &
Rovira Kaltwasser, ). Kast, a former member of the UDI and deputy,
chose to leave the party in , arguing that “the great mistake of the right
in recent years has been to abandon its principles and adjust its values to gain

 Lisa Zanotti
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the sympathy of certain sectors.” A year later, running as an independent, he
competed in the presidential election and unexpectedly obtained almost  per-
cent of the votes (Rovira Kaltwasser et al., b). During the right-wing
government led by Sebastián Piñera (–), Kast progressively intensified
his criticism of the government, focusing mainly on his perception of incompe-
tence in handling crime and public security, and the adoption by the conven-
tional right administration of policies that contradicted conservative values.
Kast’s views on Piñera’s government became particularly critical during the
large-scale protests that shook the nation in October and November , the
so-called social outbreak (estallido social). At that juncture, Kast advocated for
a strong military intervention to halt the protests and vehemently opposed the
agreement that led to a constitutional referendum, which ultimately took place
in October .

The referendum resulted in an overwhelming popular consensus on
establishing a constituent assembly tasked with drafting a new constitution
(Meléndez et al., ). In , Kast founded a political party, the PR, which
is predominantly composed of independent figures and former members of
conventional right-wing parties (particularly the UDI). This development is
quite common when examining other examples of far-right parties. Although
their leaders often present themselves as distant from traditional politics, their
histories frequently reveal affiliations with conventional right-wing parties.
In this regard, the emergence of the far right at a global level has followed
different types of trajectories, sometimes influenced by institutional incentives
(Chapter , this volume). The first type of trajectory is represented by the
Republican Party in the United States, which has undergone a transformation
from being a conventional right-wing party to becoming a far-right party. This
evolution has been characterized by the adoption of positions and political
leaders that promote more radical ideologies and have a semi-loyal relationship
with the principles of liberal democracy. Another type of trajectory is the
emergence of a more radical sector within a traditional party, which eventually
forms a new far-right party. This is the case with the PR and its leader José
Antonio Kast in Chile, where a more radical faction separated from the UDI to
establish the PR. This same trajectory unfolded in Spain, where the main
promoters of VOX were previously associated with the Popular Party (PP)
(Rama et al., ).

In the  elections, Kast launched his campaign for both the parliament
and the presidency. The “Republican Party” achieved notable success, securing
fifteen seats in the lower chamber and one seat in the Senate. Kast himself led
the first round of the presidential race, receiving  percent of the total votes.
However, he was surpassed in the second round by the left-leaning candidate,

 J. A. Kast, “Para volver a creer,” Programa presidencial de José Antonio Kast, Santiago, ,
p. . www.servel.cl/wp-content/uploads///Programa_Jose_Antonio_Kast_Rist.pdf
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Gabriel Boric – leader of the coalition known as Apruebo Dignidad – who
obtained  percent of the votes cast.

Figure . illustrates that from the first democratic election post-Pinochet
until , the two main coalitions of center-left and center-right dominated
the political competition. After being defeated by center-left coalition candi-
dates in four consecutive election (, , , and ), the right
managed to prevail in the second round of the  election with Sebastián
Piñera. This election began a cycle of alternation of the two coalitions in power.
However, a new political cycle commenced in . The  electoral reform,
which replaced the binomial system with a system of proportional representa-
tion, had several significant effects on Chilean politics. Its primary effect was to
allow for greater representation of smaller parties in Congress, leading to an
increase in the fragmentation of the party system. Furthermore, the new elect-
oral law also altered the dynamics of political competition, facilitating the entry
of new political actors, such as José Antonio Kast and the “Republican Party,”
and the parties comprising the “Frente Amplio” on the left flank of the system.

Kast capitalized on this new landscape. After a strong performance that took
him to the run-off in the  presidential election, he was ultimately defeated
by Gabriel Boric. However, his political fortunes surged in the aftermath.
By leading the successful “Rechazo” (Reject) campaign against the first, left-
leaning constitutional proposal in September , Kast and the Republican
Party gained significant momentum. This culminated in their triumph in the
May  elections for a new Constitutional Council, where they secured a
dominant plurality with  percent of the vote, positioning themselves as the
central force in shaping Chile’s future.

This journey, however, took an unexpected turn in the December 
plebiscite, where the new constitution drafted under the Republican Party’s
leadership was also rejected, by a  to  percent margin. This outcome
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Source: Elaboration of the author with SERVEL data.
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represented a significant setback for the far right but, more broadly, it offers a
crucial perspective on the “backlash hypothesis” (Bustikova, ). While the
rejection of a left-leaning draft in  could be interpreted as a conservative
backlash, the subsequent rejection of a right-leaning draft suggests a more
complex dynamic. As other research on Latin America indicates (Abreu Maia
et al., ), this result may not signal a simple reaction against progressive
policies, but rather a societal preference for moderation and a rejection of
comprehensive constitutional changes proposed from either political extreme.

Figure . illustrates a narrative that counters the backlash hypothesis
within the context of Chile’s sociopolitical environment. The graph shows the
trend of high and low acceptance of homosexuality and abortion since the
return to democracy. On the one hand, the consistent, linear liberalization of
attitudes toward homosexuality challenges a simple backlash narrative. High
acceptance grew steadily through every period to . percent while low
acceptance fell to . percent, indicating that the far right’s mobilization has
so far failed to reverse the underlying societal shift on this issue. On the other
hand, the trajectory for abortion offers evidence of a potential backlash or, at
minimum, a hard limit to progressive change. The sharp reversal after  –

with high acceptance falling from a peak of . percent to . percent and
low acceptance rising from  to . percent – coincides with the period of
intensified political polarization and the rise of an organized far right under
Kast. This divergence suggests that the far-right backlash is not a monolithic
reaction, but a strategic one that has been effective in halting or even reversing
public opinion on a highly salient and contentious issue like abortion, creating a
polarized stalemate where it had previously lost ground.
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FIGURE . Acceptance rate of abortion and homosexuality over time in Chile
(–).
Source: Own elaboration with World Values Survey data.
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The significant shifts in public opinion toward progressive values, as illus-
trated in Figure ., were not spontaneous. They were the result of decades of
mobilization by a combination of key actors. Foremost among these have been
social movements. The powerful Chilean feminist wave (ola feminista), which
gained massive visibility in , was instrumental in placing gender equality
and reproductive rights at the center of the national debate, building on the
momentum that led to the  law decriminalizing abortion under three
specific circumstances. Similarly, LGBTQ+ rights organizations, such as the
Movimiento de Integración y Liberación Homosexual (MOVILH), have waged
a long and strategic campaign through both public advocacy and legal action,
culminating in major legislative victories like the Anti-Discrimination Law
() and the Equal Marriage Law ().

This activism in civil society found institutional expression mainly through
left-wing political parties. The student movements of  and  nurtured a
new political generation that formed the Frente Amplio, the coalition that
eventually brought President Gabriel Boric to power with an explicitly progres-
sive cultural agenda. Even prior center-left governments under Michelle Bachelet
were responsible for passing key legislation such as the Civil Union Agreement
(). It is precisely this string of successes by progressive forces that provided
fertile ground for a far-right emergence. José Antonio Kast and the Republican
Party’s discourse is, in large part, a counter-mobilization against these very
advances. They frame these changes not as societal progress but as an imposition
by a “leftist elite” and a dangerous “gender ideology” that threatens traditional
Chilean values, family, and security, thus mobilizing voters who feel alienated by
rapid cultural transformation (Bellei & Cabalin, ).

On the other hand, globally, a decline in the democratization process has
been observed, contributing to various regime dysfunctions (Levitsky &
Ziblatt, ). This trend mirrors the situation in Chile, which for years has
shown an increasing public perception of unfair inequality (PNUD, ) and a
sharp, growing distrust in core institutions such as the government and
Congress. This widespread discontent has created fertile ground for a readi-
ness to compromise democratic ideals, a phenomenon confirmed by recent
regional surveys where support for democracy has fallen, and a significant
portion of Chileans express indifference toward the type of political regime if
it delivers on security and economic stability. The Chilean experience with the

 www.movilh.cl/achievements/
 www.americasquarterly.org/blog/bachelet-signs-law-allowing-same-sex-civil-unions/#:~:text¼By%
AQ%Editors%%C%April%,X%LinkedIn%Threads%Email%Share

 Centro de Estudios Públicos (CEP), Estudio Nacional de Opinión Pública No. , June–July
 [National Public Opinion Survey No. ]. https://static.cepchile.cl/uploads/cepchile//
/CEP-ANEXOS-COMPLETA-.pdf

 Corporación Latinobarómetro, Informe anual : La recesión democrática de América Latina
[Annual Report : The Democratic Recession in Latin America]. www.fundacioncarolina.es/
wp-content/uploads///Latinobarometro_Informe_.pdf

 Lisa Zanotti

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

http://www.movilh.cl/achievements/
http://www.movilh.cl/achievements/
http://www.movilh.cl/achievements/
https://static.cepchile.cl/uploads/cepchile/2023/07/CEP89-ANEXOS-COMPLETA-2.pdf
https://static.cepchile.cl/uploads/cepchile/2023/07/CEP89-ANEXOS-COMPLETA-2.pdf
https://static.cepchile.cl/uploads/cepchile/2023/07/CEP89-ANEXOS-COMPLETA-2.pdf
https://static.cepchile.cl/uploads/cepchile/2023/07/CEP89-ANEXOS-COMPLETA-2.pdf
https://static.cepchile.cl/uploads/cepchile/2023/07/CEP89-ANEXOS-COMPLETA-2.pdf
http://www.fundacioncarolina.es/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Latinobarometro_Informe_2023.pdf
http://www.fundacioncarolina.es/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Latinobarometro_Informe_2023.pdf
http://www.fundacioncarolina.es/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Latinobarometro_Informe_2023.pdf
http://www.fundacioncarolina.es/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Latinobarometro_Informe_2023.pdf
http://www.fundacioncarolina.es/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Latinobarometro_Informe_2023.pdf
http://www.americasquarterly.org/blog/bachelet-signs-law-allowing-same-sex-civil-unions/#:~:text=By%20AQ%20Editors%20%7C%20April%2014,X%20LinkedIn%20Threads%20Email%20Share
http://www.americasquarterly.org/blog/bachelet-signs-law-allowing-same-sex-civil-unions/#:~:text=By%20AQ%20Editors%20%7C%20April%2014,X%20LinkedIn%20Threads%20Email%20Share
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


constitutional plebiscite reflects these wider trends, underscoring a growing
disillusionment with traditional democratic processes and institutions. This
discontent may potentially pave the way for more radical and populist political
alternatives, such as Johannes Kaiser’s Partido Libertario (Libertarian Party).

.       

Far-right ideologies are underpinned by at least two principal beliefs, as delin-
eated in scholarly discourse: nativism and authoritarianism (Mudde, ).
Nativism fuses xenophobic sentiment with nationalism, advocating for the pri-
macy of native inhabitants’ interests over those of immigrants, and adopting an
exclusionary posture against those not considered “native.” Authoritarianism
posits a belief in a strictly regulated society where infractions are met with
stringent sanctions. While Latin American far-right parties share commonalities
with their Western European peers, distinctive differences have been under-
scored. Nativism is the core ideology of the far right in Europe. In contrast, the
far right in Latin America tends to gravitate toward authoritarianism, marked by
a predilection for a hierarchical and ordered society in which infringements to
this order should be harshly punished (Campos, ; Díaz et al., ; Kestler,
; Rovira Kaltwasser & Zanotti, ; Zanotti et al., ).

.. Authoritarianism and Nativism

In Chile, previous literature has positioned José Antonio Kast and the
Republican Party within the framework of the populist radical right (PRR), a
subgroup of the far right (see Mudde, ). As with most far-right actors in
Latin America, the Chilean far right has been associated with social authoritar-
ianism as the primary ideological stance. Drawing from Adorno’s ()
conception of authoritarianism, this individual predisposition suggests a strong
belief in conformity, submission to authority, and the sanctioning of those who
deviate from conventional norms. In defining authoritarianism, Stenner ()
points out that the experience of normative threat (defined as challenges to
group authority and uniformity) is related to higher levels of intolerance, which
constitutes the main behavioral manifestation of authoritarianism. In this sense,
authoritarianism manifests as unease or intolerance toward individuals
belonging to certain groups, which may result in dynamics of otherization.
“Otherization,” a fundamental mechanism in far-right ideology, involves con-
structing certain groups as fundamentally different or alien, effectively creating
a dichotomy between “us” (the ingroup) and “them” (the outgroup). This
phenomenon is instrumental in the rhetoric and policies of far-right leaders
and parties, as it helps to rally support by identifying common “enemies” or
scapegoats, often based on nationality, ethnicity, or political beliefs. Moreover,
it is associated with a conformist orientation that includes an unwillingness to
permit others to step out of narrowly defined limits of what is proper and
acceptable.
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Thus, a conformist orientation implies “not only intolerance of deviant
political belief but also intolerance of any beliefs thought to be threatening to
the social order – religious beliefs, ethnic and racial identifications, even beliefs
about proper dress and deportment” (Feldman& Stenner, , p. ). Given
that authoritarianism is the principal orientation of the Chilean far right, it
shapes the range of issues the movement politicizes. Indeed, while it is import-
ant to evaluate the ideological characteristics of the far right in different
contexts, it is also relevant to highlight how these ideologies are politicized or
translated into political preferences. In this regard, the European experience
generally shows that authoritarianism translates into a preference for more
severe measures in law and order – so-called hardline policies. In some cases,
the far right also exhibits its social authoritarianism in terms of defending
“traditional society” by upholding traditional moral values such as the preser-
vation of the heteronormative family against sexual minorities and the defense
of traditional gender roles (Rama et al., ; Zanotti & Meléndez, ).
In the case of Kast and the Republican Party, we can observe that social
authoritarianism applies to both spheres: defense of hardline policies and of
traditional society (Díaz et al., ). Thus, for example, in the field of law and
order, on the website of an expert group associated with the party, Kast argues
that:

The left always blames others and seeks explanations to defend drug trafficking. “It’s the
fault of education,” some will say; “It’s inequality,” others will argue. The boldest will
blame neoliberalism for all evils and will not courageously assume the decision to
confront the drug traffickers and fight them with the full force of the law. Of course,
there are many factors that influence and explain, but there is none more relevant than
the weakening of the rule of law and the loss of the State’s capacity to confront these
organized criminals.

This statement exemplifies how Kast instrumentalizes penal punitivism far
beyond a simple policy preference. He uses the issue of crime to construct a
Manichean narrative that pits ordinary, law-abiding citizens against both crim-
inals and a “corrupt elite” – particularly the left – whom he accuses of being
morally complicit and weak. This discursive strategy serves two goals: it
reframes complex social problems as a simple matter of will and repression,
and it positions him as the sole defender of order against chaos. This approach
is a cornerstone of the far-right playbook in the region. The parallels with his
regional counterparts are clear. In Brazil, Jair Bolsonaro built a political career
on a similar foundation, famously encapsulated in his slogan, “bandido bom é
bandido morto” (a good bandit is a dead bandit). For both Kast and Bolsonaro,
the punitive discourse is a performance of masculine strength and a rejection of
human rights guarantees, which are framed as privileges for criminals defended
by a weak elite. Similarly, while Javier Milei’s primary axis in Argentina is

 https://partidorepublicanodechile.cl/los-narcos-en-chile/

 Lisa Zanotti
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economic, he strategically incorporates a hardline security discourse, often
amplified by allies like Security Minister Patricia Bullrich. For Milei, this mano
dura (iron fist) stance on crime complements his anti-state message, portraying
him as tough on all forms of disorder – be it economic inefficiency or street
crime – thereby reinforcing his credentials as an outsider willing to take decisive
action where the establishment has failed (Zanotti et al., ; Chapter ,
this volume).

Regarding the defense of traditional moral values, Kast advocates for trad-
itional gender roles, opposes sexual minorities, and criticizes so-called gender
ideology. To give just one example, Kast and the Republican Party strongly
oppose the gender identity law which supposedly: “Establishes in Chilean
legislation the gender ideology, which by distorting the sexed nature of the
human being ‘relativizes the concept of family that arises from the sexually
diverse and complementary modalization, with the purpose of union and
fecundity.’”

Further aligning with his advocacy for traditional moral values, José
Antonio Kast’s  electoral program proposed additional measures reflect-
ing this stance. Notably, he called for the repeal of Chile’s law allowing
abortion under three specific circumstances: to save the life of the mother, in
cases of fetal nonviability, or in instances of rape. Additionally, Kast proposed
disbanding the Ministry of Women and Gender Equity, advocating instead for
the establishment of a “Ministry of the Family.” This move underscores his
commitment to traditional family structures and contrasts sharply with more
progressive and inclusive gender policies (Rovira Kaltwasser & Zanotti, ).
This political platform is powerfully reinforced by his personal life; as the father
of nine children, Kast not only preaches but also performatively embodies the
traditional, large Christian family ideal he champions, lending a potent sense of
authenticity to his conservative base. Although Kast retracted his proposal to
disband the Ministry of Women and Gender Equity during the second round of
the election and released a revised electoral program, this seemed more like an
adjustment to public sentiment and political dynamics rather than a genuine
shift in ideological or policy preferences.

Moreover, the far right in Chile advocates for the idea that society should be
culturally homogeneous (Betz, ; Mudde, ). The Republican Party
discursively constructs another alien group, represented by native populations.
In this sense, the “otherness” of the Chilean far right is directed toward the
Mapuches, especially those living in the southern Araucanía region, who have
recently been fighting the state for their native lands. In this sense, the far right
often frames the preservation of the homogeneity of the nation-state in terms of
external threats, but occasionally it applies to internal national claims, such as

 https://elpaisonline.cl/images/accion_republicana/familia_nucleo_fundamenta_sociedad.pdf
 Atrévete Chile (s.f.) [Programa José Antonio Kast]. https://static.emol.cl/emol/documentos/
archivos////file_.pdf
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those of native populations. Such perspectives are evident in regions affected by
colonialism, where the dominant class often becomes the colonizing group.
Indeed, the far right in countries like Australia, Brazil, and Chile advocate for
a unified national identity and oppose the recognition of separate Aboriginal,
Amazonian, and Mapuche nations. It is important to underline how the nativist
attitude toward these indigenous groups also carries a marked racial nuance
(Moffitt & Sengul, ; Rovira Kaltwasser & Zanotti, ). In Chile, the
“otherness towards external groups,” such as immigrants, is also present, albeit
inconsistently. Kast and the Republican Party discursively construct an external
group composed of undocumented immigrants prominently including both
Haitian and, more recently, Venezuelan arrivals attempting to enter the coun-
try. In his  electoral manifesto, Kast proposed the construction of a trench
to prevent the entry of undocumented migrants, and also made a video to
defend this idea, in which the arguments presented resemble those proposed by
Trump in defending the construction of a wall on the border between Mexico
and the United States (Rovira Kaltwasser et al., ). This anti-immigrant
sentiment is voiced even more stridently by figures from the party’s orbit. A key
example is Johannes Kaiser (now leader of the Libertarian Party), a controver-
sial deputy originally elected for the Republican Party in . After leaving its
congressional bloc and subsequently forming his own political party, he has
become a key voice for the most radical fringe of the far right, often taking
more extreme positions than Kast and competing for the same electoral base.
In an interview in July , Johannes Kaiser pointed out the need for a
tougher policy against immigration:

These people cannot continue into Chilean territory; they have to end up in a camp until
they are forced to leave the country . . . And the guy who gets out of the camp, you have
to grab him with a stick (a palo), or whatever is necessary to force him back into the
camp.

.. The Additional Ideologies of the Chilean Far Right

While nativism and authoritarianism are central to the ideological framework
of far-right parties, the full spectrum of their ideology often incorporates
additional elements that vary according to context. For José Antonio Kast
and the Republican Party in Chile, this ideological repertoire is expanded to
include populism, neoliberalism, and anti-communism. Regarding populism,
while it is a defining ideology of the PRR, it does not uniformly characterize the
broader far right, which is an amalgamation of two party families: the PRR and

 J. A. Kast, “Programa de gobierno –: Atrévete Chile,” Partido Republicano, Santiago,
. https://centrocompetencia.com/wp-content/uploads///Jose-Antonio-Kast-Programa-de-
gobierno--.pdf

 www.youtube.com/watch?v¼KDduKFgSYU

 Lisa Zanotti

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://centrocompetencia.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Jose-Antonio-Kast-Programa-de-gobierno-2022-2026.pdf
https://centrocompetencia.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Jose-Antonio-Kast-Programa-de-gobierno-2022-2026.pdf
https://centrocompetencia.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Jose-Antonio-Kast-Programa-de-gobierno-2022-2026.pdf
https://centrocompetencia.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Jose-Antonio-Kast-Programa-de-gobierno-2022-2026.pdf
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KDduKFgS4YU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KDduKFgS4YU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KDduKFgS4YU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KDduKFgS4YU
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


the extreme right (Mudde, ). Therefore, within the far-right spectrum,
there are parties and leaders who may not adopt populist rhetoric. Populism, in
its ideational fashion, is described as a thin-centered ideology that draws a stark
contrast between “the pure people” and “the corrupt elite,” advocating that politics
should be an expression of the “volonté générale” (general will) of the people
(Hawkins, ; Mudde, , p. ; Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, ).

.. Populism

In the case of the discourse of the Chilean far right, the portrayal of the
“corrupt elite” often takes precedence, depicted as a series of influential entities
accused of undermining “common sense.” Although the establishment is per-
ceived to include various actors, Kast and the Republican Party are particularly
vehement in their criticism of the broader political sphere, with a specific focus
on left-wing factions. The sentiment of anti-elitism within the far-right dis-
course in Chile is more pronounced than their advocacy for the “pure people.”
This latter term typically refers to those who cherish Chile’s history, customs,
and principles. This concept extends beyond a simple appreciation of civic
nationalism, which emphasizes shared civic values and participation. Rather,
it includes individuals who adhere to specific moral beliefs in line with far-right
ideology. This aspect of the far right’s narrative is not merely about pride in
national heritage; it also involves alignment with certain moral convictions.
This perspective, while ostensibly similar to civic nationalism on the surface,
represents a more exclusive and ideologically driven viewpoint. It differentiates
a particular group as the true embodiment of Chilean values, distinct from the
rest of society, including the political and social elite. Special emphasis is placed
on preserving conventional heteronormative family unity, emphasized in the
 presidential manifesto as needing defense through “convincing a substan-
tial and silent majority” which somehow “feels the repercussions of family
breakdown.” In this context, Kast and the Republican Party’s opposition to
what they label as “neo-Marxist postmodernism” is not accidental. They
portray it as an assault on the “pure people” through “the calculated exploit-
ation of issues such as human rights, gender, sexual orientation, immigration,
and environmental concerns.” In summary, Christian principles are consist-
ently invoked by Kast to delineate the members of the “pure people,” implicitly
addressing both Catholic and evangelical audiences (Díaz et al., ,
pp. –).

.. Neoliberalism and the Idea of Freedom

The concept of neoliberalism and the idea of freedom serve as a pivotal
framework in understanding the far right’s ideological stance in Latin
America, setting it apart from European counterparts. The Latin American
far right is distinctively marked by a strong commitment to neoliberal economic
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policies, diverging notably from the welfare chauvinism often observed in
European far-right movements. In Argentina, for instance, Javier Milei’s rise
within the political landscape is characterized by his unwavering advocacy for
free-market principles and minimal state intervention, a stance that aligns with
the core principles of neoliberalism (Chapter , this volume). Similarly, in
Brazil, the tenure of Jair Bolsonaro as president was marked by initiatives
aimed at liberalizing the economy, reducing public spending, and encouraging
privatization efforts (Chapter , this volume). These cases in Argentina and
Brazil exemplify the integration of neoliberalism into the ideological fabric of
far-right parties in Latin America, often merging with other ideologies such as
anti-communism and nationalism.

In the Chilean context, the far right’s alignment with neoliberal principles is
notably pronounced. This ideological orientation significantly contrasts with
European far-right parties, which tend to promote a form of “welfare chauvin-
ism” that suggests state services and benefits should be reserved for native citizens
(Rovira Kaltwasser & Zanotti, ; Schumacher & Van Kersbergen, ).
The Chilean far right’s preference for a neoliberal approach to the economy is
deeply rooted in the nation’s historical context, particularly during the dictator-
ship of Augusto Pinochet. José Antonio Kast, starting his political career within
the UDI, a right-wing party whose origins date back to Pinochet’s government,
embodies this neoliberal legacy. The influence of the “Chicago Boys,” a group of
economists trained in neoliberal economics, was paramount in shaping policy-
making during Pinochet’s regime, marking a significant shift toward a techno-
cratic decision-making process that favored neoliberal policies over the previ-
ously dominant Keynesian ideologies (Silva, ).

Kast and the Republican Party in Chile advocate for minimal state interven-
tion, strong constitutional protections against state interference in economic
and social matters, and extensive property rights. This stance reflects a belief
that private property, viewed as an extension of individual freedom, is funda-
mental to fostering a genuinely free and socially responsible community. Their
perspective on economic policies and societal organization dovetails with con-
servative cultural beliefs, highlighting a unique brand of freedom that differs
from the concept embraced by the left. This right-wing version of freedom, as
conceptualized by Norberto Bobbio (), emphasizes the absence of state
interference and the preservation of individual liberties.

The far right’s invocation of “freedom” in policy areas such as economics
and immigration underscores the strategic employment of this notion across
different factions within the right-wing political spectrum. This usage of the
concept of “freedom” necessitates a nuanced examination to fully grasp the
complexities of right-wing political discourse and the specificities that define
their ideological stance (Zanotti et al., ). In the current political climate,
the intensification or “renewal” of references to “freedom” by conservative
political figures is particularly notable. This resurgence, seen as a strategic
reclamation or rebranding effort, occurs in response to evolving political

 Lisa Zanotti
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dynamics, such as the ascent of populism, challenges posed by multicultural
societies, and economic uncertainties. In this milieu, “freedom” acts as a
unifying ideological banner for various conservative groups, serving as a con-
duit for expressing collective concerns, ambitions, and policy directions,
ranging from anti-immigration policies to economic deregulation initiatives.
This resurgence represents not just a repetition of past usages of “freedom” by
the political right but involves new articulations adapted to contemporary
sociopolitical challenges.

In Latin America, right-leaning political factions have traditionally aligned
with neoliberal economic philosophies, underscoring the significance of eco-
nomic liberty as a cornerstone for progress and development. This advocacy for
a neoliberal framework translates into a clear policy agenda – reduced state
intervention, free trade, and privatization – justified by the belief that fostering
competitive markets and individual initiative are the most effective drivers of
economic growth. Embodying this ideological heritage, José Antonio Kast and
the Republican Party have made the promotion of free enterprise and limited
government interference the heart of their political project.

This perspective is clearly reflected in their approach to environmental issues.
The neoliberal bent of Kast and the PR informs their views on environmental
protection – they argue against what they term “environmental ideological fanati-
cism.” They posit that extreme environmentalism can be detrimental, especially
when co-opted for political ends. According to this view, the pursuit of economic
freedom includes a critique of environmental policies that they believe may hinder
economic development and infringe upon the free-market principles they cham-
pion. This stance not only highlights their commitment to economic liberalization
but also illustrates a specific application of the broader concept of “freedom”

within right-wing ideology, where it is utilized to validate their environmental and
economic policy positions. Unlike some far-right leaders like Bolsonaro and
Trump, Kast does not deny the importance of environmental concerns.
However, his inconsistent stance on issues such as climate change mitigation
measures is notable. This inconsistency was highlighted when one of his advisors
in the  campaign questioned the validity of climate change data, a position at
odds with most experts (Díaz et al., ; Rovira Kaltwasser et al., ).

Although Kast’s electoral manifesto emphasizes the importance of devising
novel solutions to environmental challenges, it lacks specific policies to address
problems like global warming or water scarcity. His program advocates more for
the continuation of Chile’s integration into the global society to access energy
and other resources, underscoring the neoliberal focus on economic growth over
explicit actions for environmental conservation (Rovira Kaltwasser & Zanotti,
). Although Kast’s stance on environmental issues may not be openly
denialist, as is the case with other far-right leaders globally, it is essential to
consider the broader ideological landscape in which he operates.

Within the Republican Party, there are voices that express skepticism toward
the scientific consensus on climate change. A notable example is Johannes
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Kaiser. While serving as a deputy for the party, he publicly questioned the
severity and even the existence of the climate crisis. In a tweet from December
, he posed a rhetorical question that casts doubt on the urgency of measures
to contain rising sea levels, a key concern related to climate change. He wrote: “If
climate change is real and is going to raise sea levels by  to  meters in the next
 years, can someone explain to me why banks are financing -year invest-
ments and mortgages for condominiums and beach houses in Florida, London,
the Netherlands, Denmark, etc.” This statement not only revealed a skepticism
that contrasts with the majority scientific opinion but also highlighted internal
inconsistencies in the Republican Party’s approach to environmental issues.

Regarding the COVID- pandemic, José Antonio Kast’s position on
COVID and vaccines was not at all conspiratorial. In March , in fact,
Kast was the first presidential candidate in Chile to contract COVID-. The
leader of the Republican Party called on the public to take self-care measures to
avoid infection with the virus. He stated: “The infection curve is rising, and
although the vaccination process has been very successful, the results will only
be evident in the coming weeks.”

On the other hand, regarding measures to limit the spread during the second
half of , he indicated that the state of emergency should be ended, and that
freedom should coexist with individual responsibility. In more detail, he
tweeted:

It’s time to end this real Health Dictatorship that is suffocating entrepreneurship,
liquidating businesses, preventing learning, and stalling the country.

No more quarantines
No more curfews
No more state of emergency.

.. “Freedom and Responsibility Now!”

There were representatives of the Republican Party who fueled doubts about
the danger of vaccines. In March , Johannes Kaiser stated that “I will not
receive the booster doses, although I did receive the first two doses, because my
body produces blood clots.” Beyond his personal situation, the legislator

 https://twitter.com/Jou_Kaiser/status/
 https://ellibero.cl/actualidad/primer-presidenciable-con-covid--jose-antonio-kast/
 https://twitter.com/joseantoniokast/status/?ref_src¼twsrc%Etfw%

Ctwcamp%Etweetembed%Ctwterm%E%Ctwgr%
Ebccebdcddddacccbe%Ctwcon%Es_&ref_url¼https%A%
F%Fwww.t.cl%Fnoticia%Fpolitica%

 https://twitter.com/joseantoniokast/status/?ref_src¼twsrc%Etfw%
Ctwcamp%Etweetembed%Ctwterm%E%Ctwgr%
Ebccebdcddddacccbe%Ctwcon%Es_&ref_url¼https%A%
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complained: “If the solution for a medication to work is to take more medica-
tion, then I would like a better explanation.”

.. Anti-communism

Anti-communism has been a pivotal theme in the discourse of Kast and the
Republican Party, not only serving as a point of contention against the govern-
ment coalition led by Gabriel Boric, the Broad Front (FA), and the Communist
Party, but also as a reminder of the era of Salvador Allende and the Popular
Unity. This stance mirrors the deeply ingrained anti-communist sentiment in
Chilean political history, which was notably prominent during the military
junta led by Augusto Pinochet. This connection is not merely ideological for
Kast, but deeply biographical. His brother, Miguel Kast, was a key minister in
Pinochet’s government and a prominent “Chicago Boy,” shaping the regime’s
neoliberal economic model. Furthermore, José Antonio Kast himself began his
political life with an active defense of the dictatorship, most notably by
appearing in the televised propaganda for the “Sí” (Yes) campaign in the
 plebiscite, which sought to extend Pinochet’s rule. These personal and
familial ties demonstrate that Kast’s position is not simply one of historical
admiration but is rooted in active participation in and defense of the dictatorial
regime. Pinochet’s regime was characterized by a vehemently anti-Marxist and
anti-communist rhetoric, aligning with a broader historical context where anti-
communism was a central force in the Chilean political conflict throughout the
twentieth century (Casals, ). Numerous political entities in Chile defined
their identities in opposition to Marxist ideologies, and at various times the
state actively excluded and persecuted entities identified as “communist.” Anti-
communism in Chile was underpinned by three main frameworks: Catholicism,
nationalism, and liberalism, all integral to the Republic’s foundation since the
nineteenth century. Different interpretations within these frameworks led to
varied expressions of anti-communism, ranging from pro-fascist movements
and nationalist groups to the conservative-liberal right wing, the Social
Christian center, and even moderate socialists. Particularly in the latter half of
the twentieth century, anti-communism was often perceived as a defense of
varying forms of capitalism.

Not unique to Chile, anti-communism was a global ideology, influencing
how Chile received global events and ideas and facilitating transnational net-
works among like-minded actors. The Law of Permanent Defense of
Democracy, enacted in , which outlawed the Communist Party, symbol-
ized Chile’s alignment with the Cold War’s bipolar world. However, the
Marxist left regained prominence during the “long s,” influenced by

 www.t.cl/noticia/politica/diputado-kaiser-no-se-pondra-vacunas-refuerzo-quiero-mejor-
explicacion
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events like the Cuban Revolution (Casals, ). The rise of the Popular Unity
government crystallized anti-communist fears, laying the groundwork for the
 coup and the subsequent military dictatorship, which adopted anti-
communism as its state ideology. This ideological stance was used to legitimize
human rights violations during the dictatorship. Anti-communism began to
wane by the late s, paralleling the decline of socialist systems globally.
Senator “Rojo” Edwards – a former Republican Party MP – has argued that
commemorating the  September military coup, which ended Allende’s gov-
ernment, is complex due to the human rights violations that occurred. He also
criticizes the current government for turning the commemoration into a tribute
to Allende, whom he blames for the loss of democracy. This perspective is part
of a broader narrative within the Chilean far right, where anti-communism
remains a potent political tool.

Furthermore, Luis Silva, an elected constitutional advisor for the Republican
Party, acknowledged having an “admiration” for the dictator Augusto
Pinochet, describing him as “a man who knew how to rearm the state that
was in tatters.” Similarly, Luís Arturo Squella, the current president of the
Republican Party, emphasizes that Chileans are free to form their own opinions
about the governments of Allende and Pinochet, criticizing the current govern-
ment’s attempts to “uniform minds” as a threat to democratic values. Anti-
communism is also a characteristic of sectors of conventional right-wing polit-
ics, as exemplified by UDI senator Moreira. It should be remembered that the
UDI is a party with roots during the dictatorship, being defined as an authori-
tarian successor party (Loxton, ). Moreira argues that the deaths, torture,
and disappearances during the dictatorship were the price to “save Chile.”
He rejects the notion of any outstanding debt in relation to human rights
violations and downplays the fact that the dictatorship ended a democratically
elected government, claiming that the latter had “delegitimized itself.”

The ideological congruence between conventional right-wing sectors such as
the UDI and the rising far right, exemplified by José Antonio Kast and the
Republican Party, can be conceptualized as a derivative phenomenon or “spin-
off.” As mentioned above, Kast, a prominent political figure, began his career
within the UDI, representing the party in the Lower House from  to .
His departure from the UDI was based on his assertion that conventional right-
wing parties had strayed from their foundational identity. Even at that time,
this split was indicative of a broader ideological drift within the UDI, which had
gradually distanced itself from unconditional support for the authoritarian
regime to increase its electoral viability (Madariaga & Rovira Kaltwasser,
). However, given the historical origin of the UDI and its defense of the

 www.horas.cl/proceso-constituyente/luis-silva-reconoce-admiracion-por-pinochet-fue-un-esta
dista

 www.lacuarta.com/cronica/noticia/yo-apoyo-al--de-septiembre-y-no-soy-un-negacionista-
ivan-moreira-justifica-el-golpe-de-estado/BFQKGYCRLBVTYJDROSU/

 Lisa Zanotti

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

http://www.24horas.cl/proceso-constituyente/luis-silva-reconoce-admiracion-por-pinochet-fue-un-estadista
http://www.24horas.cl/proceso-constituyente/luis-silva-reconoce-admiracion-por-pinochet-fue-un-estadista
http://www.24horas.cl/proceso-constituyente/luis-silva-reconoce-admiracion-por-pinochet-fue-un-estadista
http://www.24horas.cl/proceso-constituyente/luis-silva-reconoce-admiracion-por-pinochet-fue-un-estadista
http://www.lacuarta.com/cronica/noticia/yo-apoyo-al-11-de-septiembre-y-no-soy-un-negacionista-ivan-moreira-justifica-el-golpe-de-estado/B5F37QKGY5CRLBVTYJ57D2ROSU/
http://www.lacuarta.com/cronica/noticia/yo-apoyo-al-11-de-septiembre-y-no-soy-un-negacionista-ivan-moreira-justifica-el-golpe-de-estado/B5F37QKGY5CRLBVTYJ57D2ROSU/
http://www.lacuarta.com/cronica/noticia/yo-apoyo-al-11-de-septiembre-y-no-soy-un-negacionista-ivan-moreira-justifica-el-golpe-de-estado/B5F37QKGY5CRLBVTYJ57D2ROSU/
http://www.lacuarta.com/cronica/noticia/yo-apoyo-al-11-de-septiembre-y-no-soy-un-negacionista-ivan-moreira-justifica-el-golpe-de-estado/B5F37QKGY5CRLBVTYJ57D2ROSU/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


neoliberal and conservative principles of the dictatorship, it is not surprising
that radical elements within the conventional right find ideological resonance
with the far right. This ideological alignment has become particularly relevant
as some factions within the UDI have radicalized, seemingly to emulate or
counteract the growing influence of José Antonio Kast and the Republican
Party. The shared ideological backgrounds between these radical elements
and the far right highlight the complex interaction between conventional and
ultra-right politics in the current landscape.

.      

In assessing the relationship between the Chilean far right and democracy, it is
imperative to understand that the far right, while not explicitly opposing
democracy, often exhibits a complex and strained relationship with its liberal
form. The spectrum of political groups and ideologies within the Chilean far
right generally endorses the concept of democracy. However, their interpret-
ation often deviates from the liberal-democratic ideals rooted in pluralism, civil
liberties, and inclusive political participation. This key distinction sheds light on
the far right’s nuanced approach to governance and political discourse. They
sometimes reinterpret or apply democratic principles in ways that favor nation-
alist or conservative values, overshadowing the broader liberal-democratic
norms. This nuanced relationship with democracy highlights the dynamic and
sometimes contentious interplay between far-right ideologies and the demo-
cratic framework in Chile’s political context.

A closer examination of the interaction between José Antonio Kast, the PR,
and democracy, set against the backdrop of Chile’s recent political history,
reveals that the historical context plays a fundamental role. Chile’s transition
from authoritarian governance to democracy bears inherent complexities, dis-
tinguishing it from European contexts where much of the far-right literature
has been developed. This transition period in Chile saw the traditional right,
historically aligned with authoritarianism, grappling with its stance on demo-
cratic principles. The traditional right, while advocating for the neoliberal and
conservative ideals of the Pinochet regime, has also seen segments distancing
themselves from Pinochetism. This shift is notably reflected in President
Sebastián Piñera’s mention of “passive accomplices” around the fiftieth anni-
versary of the military coup. Piñera himself was a key figure in this effort to
anchor the conventional right within democratic norms, often acting as a
moderating force against more radical elements. His unexpected death in
February  prompted a widespread, cross-partisan recognition of his com-
mitment to democratic institutions, leaving an open question as to how the
conventional right will evolve in the absence of its most significant modernizing
leader.

This historical complexity extends to far-right entities like the PR, which
shares ideological origins with the traditional right. The alignment between the
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radical elements within the traditional right and the far right becomes more
evident as both factions resonate with anti-communism and historical support
for the military coup that ended the government of the Popular Unity. The
theme of anti-communism in this context often aligns with support for the
military coup, based on the belief that such intervention was necessary to avert
a communist threat. This perspective indicates a complex interplay between
semi-loyal attitudes toward democracy and anti-communism. While some far-
right elements may display support for democratic processes, they simultan-
eously hold anti-communist views that rationalize or justify past authoritarian
actions. In respect to this point, it is important to note that in the Chilean
context, the far right’s engagement with authoritarianism manifests in two
distinct yet interconnected forms. The first, as discussed, is deeply rooted in
the nation’s authoritarian past, where the far right’s ideological lineage can be
traced back to the Pinochet regime. This historical connection is not just
symbolic but profoundly influences their contemporary political stance, par-
ticularly in their approach to governance and social policy. The far right in
Chile often glorifies aspects of the Pinochet era, especially its anti-communist
rhetoric and authoritarian governance style, viewing it as a necessary interven-
tion to maintain national stability and prevent perceived threats. This nostalgic
affiliation with an authoritarian past serves as a key underpinning of their
political identity and policy propositions.

The second form of authoritarianism present within the Chilean far right
aligns more closely with Adorno’s concept of social authoritarianism, and it is
characterized by support for harsh punitive measures and a rigid enforcement
of societal norms. In this framework, the far right champions policies that
reflect a strict, often moralistic view of social order.

However, it is also essential to delve into the attitudinal component within
this network of relationships. Observations of far-right leaders in other coun-
tries have shown a propensity to directly attack democracy and refuse to
recognize election outcomes, as seen with Donald Trump after the  elec-
tions and Jair Bolsonaro in . In contrast, José Antonio Kast’s behavior
after the  presidential elections in Chile offers a different perspective.
Kast’s prompt acknowledgment of his defeat and his congratulatory message
to his opponent signify a willingness to accept electoral results and adhere to
democratic norms, marking a divergence from trends observed in some other
far-right leaders.

Further, within the Chilean far right, emerging differences are beginning to
surface regarding their broader relationship with democracy. Figures like
Johannes Kaiser or Gonzalo de la Carrera, though not part of the PR, act in
line with the party’s ideological direction and exert significant influence from
outside its formal structures. This development points to a division within the
far right. Some leaders exhibit a conciliatory approach towards democracy,
showing respect for democratic norms and working within its limits.
Meanwhile, others adopt a more confrontational stance, displaying skepticism

 Lisa Zanotti
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or even hostility to certain aspects of democracy. This division, while less
pronounced than in other international contexts, underscores the complexity
of attitudes within the Chilean far right toward democracy at large.

The exploration of these dynamics within the Chilean far right illustrates a
multifaceted political landscape where democracy, in its liberal form, is both
embraced and challenged. The nuanced positions of various far-right leaders
and factions reflect a broader trend of adapting democratic principles to align
with specific ideological goals. This adaptation process, while unique to the
Chilean context, resonates with global trends in far-right movements, where
democracy is often viewed through a lens that emphasizes nationalistic and
conservative priorities. As such, understanding the far right’s stance on democ-
racy in Chile requires a comprehensive analysis that considers historical influ-
ences, ideological positions, and the evolving political environment.

.      

      

In assessing the trajectory and potential future influence of the far right in Chile,
it becomes crucial to understand the intricate dynamics between this political
faction and other key players, including traditional right-wing parties (Bale &
Rovira Kaltwasser, ). The gradual yet significant rise in electoral relevance
of the far right is a pivotal factor in shaping the contemporary political landscape
of Chile, highlighting the need for a nuanced analysis of these evolving inter-
actions and their implications for the country’s future political direction.

The far right in Chile has progressively gained electoral relevance, a phe-
nomenon that cannot be ignored in the analysis of the contemporary Chilean
political landscape. However, it is crucial to understand that the rise of this
political variant in the right-wing field does not operate in a vacuum; to a large
extent, its future will depend on the strategic decisions taken by conventional
right-wing politics. In this sense, conventional right-wing politics faces a critical
crossroads: it can choose a stance of moderation and adherence to democratic
principles, or it may decide to radicalize. As the November  presidential
election approaches, the central tension within the Chilean right reflects a well-
documented dynamic in comparative politics: the risk of the conventional right
being absorbed by its radical flank (see Bale & Rovira Kaltwasser, ).
Following the far right’s  constitutional defeat, a dominant narrative
emerged among Chilean political observers and actors, particularly in the
center and on the progressive left. This was the expectation – indeed, the hope –
that a robust and credible traditional right was the necessary condition to
displace Kast and the Republican Party. The presidential candidacy of Evelyn
Matthei was widely seen as the embodiment of this “firewall” strategy: a figure
from the traditional right perceived as capable of defeating Kast, thereby
containing the far-right threat and stabilizing the political landscape. This
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perspective framed the election as a crucial test for the traditional right’s ability
to reassert control and defend democratic norms against its radical flank.

However, the political reality in the final months of the campaign has
severely tested this hypothesis. The “firewall” has proven less robust than many
had hoped. Contrary to expectations of a decline, José Antonio Kast has
demonstrated remarkable electoral resilience, consistently leading or co-leading
in the polls. Meanwhile, Matthei’s campaign, despite positioning her as the
main alternative, has struggled to consolidate a decisive advantage, with recent
polls showing her path to the second round is far from secure and increasingly
challenged by the leftist candidate, Jeannette Jara. This scenario reveals a
crucial insight: the failure of the traditional right to decisively subordinate its
radical flank has become a defining feature of the election. The key question is
no longer simply whether the traditional right can defeat the far right, but what
the consequences are of its apparent struggle to do so, leaving the final outcome
of the presidential election highly uncertain and the far-right threat as potent as
ever.

Another aspect that deserves attention is the internal dynamics of the far
right. While José Antonio Kast remains the most prominent leader of the
Chilean far right, his hegemony is increasingly contested by a fragmentation
on his right flank, transforming what were once internal party tensions into
direct electoral competition. The most significant challenge comes from deputy
Johannes Kaiser, who broke away from the Republicans to found the
Libertarian Party. Representing a more extreme pole, Kaiser now directly
competes with Kast for the most radicalized voters. This trend of fragmentation
is also exemplified by Senator “Rojo” Edwards, a former Republican Party
president who resigned to create his own platform, Movimiento Libertad,
before joining the Social Christian Party, appealing to a more libertarian-
conservative electorate. These schisms demonstrate that Kast’s leadership,
while still dominant, is contingent, making the future direction of the Chilean
far right a more open and unpredictable question.

. 

This chapter presents an analysis of the emergence and consolidation of the far
right in Chile, particularly focused on the figure of José Antonio Kast and the
Republican Party. It explores the ideological characteristics of this political
phenomenon in the Chilean context and how issues such as penal punitivism,
the defense of traditional moral values, anti-communism, and neoliberalism are
politicized, as well as its relationship with democracy, and the opportunities
and constraints going forward. In the broader context of Latin American

 www.latercera.com/politica/noticia/rojo-edwards-confirma-su-renuncia-al-partido-republicano-ini
ciara-formacion-de-nueva-agrupacion-politica-de-caracter-libertario/EYOUDBMGUNCFVDLUJA
MVBDPOA/
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political trends, the far right in Chile prominently features authoritarianism as
its main trait. This characteristic is aligned with other regional counterparts
such as the former president of Brazil, Jair Bolsonaro, where authoritarianism
often translates into the politicization of law-and-order issues, notably penal
punitivism. However, authoritarianism of the Chilean far right also extends
beyond stricter security measures to encompass a preference for traditional
gender roles and define the place of certain minorities within society.

Contrasting with the European far right, where nativism typically holds
central ideological importance, in Latin America, and specifically in Chile,
nativism is less pronounced. Nevertheless, due to the significant influx of immi-
grants in recent years, there has been a noticeable shift; immigrants are increas-
ingly becoming a group that is discursively excluded from the national identity by
the far right. In this respect, while there is an emerging anti-immigrant discourse
in Chile, paralleling European tendencies, a distinct feature of Chilean national-
ism is its politicization of indigenous populations, particularly the Mapuche. This
dual narrative of “otherness” in Chile targets both external immigrant groups
and internal indigenous communities, creating a complex landscape of exclusion
within its nationalistic discourse. This approach bears some similarity to the
situation in Eastern Europe, where the Romani people often face similar forms
of internal otherization (Minkenberg, ).

As mentioned, alongside these central ideological pillars, the Chilean far
right also integrates additional ideologies such as populism, anti-communism,
and neoliberalism. Populism is apparent in the use of rhetoric appealing to the
“common will” against a perceived elite, anti-communism reflects a deep-
rooted and ongoing opposition to leftist ideologies, and neoliberalism is evident
in the strong advocacy for economic liberalization and free-market policies.

This amalgamation of ideological elements not only delineates the unique
political stance of the Chilean far right but also significantly influences its
approach to governance, policymaking, and its overall relationship with demo-
cratic principles in the national context. This chapter also points out the
delicate relationship of the Chilean far right with democracy, especially with
respect to the authoritarian government led by Augusto Pinochet. In this
respect, it is important to note that the manifestations of authoritarianism,
both as a psychological inclination and as a historical heritage, are crucial in
understanding the ideology and attitudes of the far right in Chile. They under-
line the importance of considering the multifaceted nature of authoritarianism
when analyzing the far right’s impact on contemporary political discourse and
society, especially as the nation reflects on its complex political history and
navigates its democratic future (see Chapter , this volume).

Finally, it is evident that within the Chilean far right there exist notable
ideological differences between the leader José Antonio Kast and other leaders.
This distinction is primarily evident in both the radicalism of the ideas and the
populist style in which they are conveyed. While Kast has cultivated a more
presidential image, figures such as Johannes Kaiser have embraced a more
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extreme and populist rhetoric. This dynamic has evolved from an internal
tension to open fragmentation, with Kaiser leaving to form his own political
party. This development points not only to the ideological diversity within the
Chilean far right but also to a new phase of competition and potential realign-
ment on the most radical edge of the political spectrum.

This scenario points toward a complex internal dynamic within the Chilean
far right, characterized by the presence of diverse ideological currents. The
analysis conducted throughout this chapter suggests the coexistence of a “mod-
erate” faction, represented by Kast, and a more “extreme” wing, embodied by
individuals like Kaiser. This internal diversity is indicative of the multifaceted
nature of the far right in Chile. It underscores the intricate ideological compos-
ition and the varied political strategies that the party employs, reflecting
broader trends and patterns observable in both Latin American and
European contexts of far-right politics.

In conclusion, this chapter has proposed a nuanced perspective that, while
recognizing ideological parallels with European cases, acknowledges the
regional idiosyncrasies and national specificities of the far right in Chile. The
Chilean context is distinct due to its inclination toward neoliberalism and a
potent anti-communism, both deeply intertwined with the legacy of the
Pinochet dictatorship. This dual approach offers a comprehensive view of the
unique elements of far-right politics in Chile, but the ultimate trajectory of these
elements remains an open and highly contested question. Following the presi-
dential election, José Antonio Kast’s electoral victory has rendered a reevalua-
tion of the Chilean case unavoidable, shifting it from a country with a far right
of “intermediate” strength to one of “significant” electoral power, with pro-
found implications for its democratic future. This dynamic underscores that the
consolidation or fragmentation of the Chilean far right is not predetermined
and demands continuous scholarly attention.

 Lisa Zanotti
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

Peru

The Far Right as an Expected Output of a Polarized
Pluralism

Carlos Meléndez

Studies about the contemporary political right in Peru have mostly focused on
Fuerza Popular (FP), the political party created after Fujimorismo. The special-
ized literature has explored several of its most relevant aspects, including its
authoritarian origins (Crabtree, ; Loxton, ), partisan organization
(Levitsky & Zavaleta, ; Vergara & Augusto, ), party substitutes
originally linked to evangelical churches (Rivera & Pérez, ), and corporate
links with de facto powers (Lynch, ), among others. Few of them have
addressed its ideological offering and compared it to other right-wing political
projects in Peru (Meléndez, ) and in the Andean region (Meléndez, ).
However, the Peruvian rightist camp is not limited to the Fujimorista party. The
relatively recent process of hyper-fragmentation of the Peruvian party system
has brought to the fore an array of right-wing organizations. Simultaneously,
the process of polarization has made the political extremes attractive to grow-
ing sectors of Peruvian society.

This scenario of polarized pluralism (Sartori, ) has been very convenient
for the rise of competitive ideological extremes. Renovación Popular (RP), a
rebranded political organization led by Opus Dei and businessman Rafael
López Aliaga, has drawn the attention of the public due to its combination of
social conservatism and anti-establishment style that is in tune with rising far-
right projects in the region. In this chapter, I show the rise of a far-right
personalistic party in Peru, which originated in a context of polarized plural-
ism. I also explore its successful access to the local government office in the
capital, Lima, based on a politics of confrontation and the politicization of a
conservative agenda. This chapter is divided into five sections. The first
describes the simultaneous processes of political fragmentation and polariza-
tion as a propitious environment for the emergence of radical projects. The
second focuses on the formation of RP as the result of the appropriation of a
pre-existent personal party – Solidaridad Nacional – and the evolution to a


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personalistic organization, still far from an institutionalized party. Then, it
explores the characteristics of the far right in the Peruvian arena in comparison
to the right-wing mainstream alternatives, focusing on the ‘thick ideological’
(third section) and ‘thin ideological’ (fourth section) characteristics. Finally, the
chapter elaborates a partial analysis of RP’s administration in the Peruvian
capital as a proxy to project what a far-right public administration might look
like and its potential consequences for democracy.

.   :   

 -    

From  to , the right-wing camp in Peru used to be controlled by two
forces: FP – the political organization that former first lady Keiko Fujimori put
together based on her father’s legacy – and Peruanos por el Kambio (PPK) – the
personalistic organization that former finance minister Pedro Pablo Kuczynski
created to run for the presidency. This temporary duopoly of the right wing was
relatively successful. Although Keiko Fujimori lost the presidency in three
consecutive ballots, FP obtained the first legislative majority in both the
 and  elections, while Kuczynski gained access to the Executive in
. Each of these two right-wing projects were different: FP being more
popular and conservative, and PPK more technocratic and liberal. But both
defended the neoliberal model established in the s (Meléndez, ). They
were two sides of the same coin and in the  elections, their electoral
support in the first round totalled  percent of the valid vote. With PPK in
the Executive and FP in the Legislature, it seemed to be the most successful
moment of the Peruvian right wing.

However, Peruvian politics entered a period of severe instability. Corruption
scandals, triggered by the investigations of Lava Jato, put most of the political
leaders under preventive arrest (including former presidents Alejandro Toledo,
Ollanta Humala, and Pedro Pablo Kuczynski, and former first lady Keiko
Fujimori, while former president Alan García committed suicide to avoid being
detained). Considering this shocking lack of leadership by the political elite,
political players were not willing to wait for the next electoral cycle to attempt
to gain access to power. Political pacts were replaced by betrayals and conspir-
acies. Consequently, since , Peru has had six presidents and two attempts
at the dissolution of Congress (one of them successful). The already diverse and
weak party system became even more fragmented (the right-wing camp, once a
duopoly, split into several factions).

 Lava Jato (Operation Car Wash) was a massive anti-corruption investigation launched in Brazil
that uncovered widespread bribery and money laundering schemes across Latin America, involv-
ing top political and business elites.

 Carlos Meléndez
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Radical positions also rapidly gained leverage on both sides of the left–right
ideological spectrum. Although public opinion surveys show that in the last
fifteen years Peruvian society’s ideological self-positioning has been around the
centre but inclined to the right, Peruvians’ positions have changed from a
normal distribution to a multinominal distribution with three peaks: one at
each extreme and one in the centre. Although the average score on a – left–
right scale remained stable at the centre right (. in , . in , .
in ) and recently turned slightly to the centre left (. in ), the
proportions of individuals placed at the extreme ends of the scale increased
steadily, making it attractive to politicians to appeal to extremist positions on
both sides. In addition to the fragmentation of both camps, the increasing
polarization made political competition centrifugal. Thus, the opportunity for
relatively small but radicalized (left-wing and right-wing) parties emerged
(Figure .).

The political landscape in Peru shifted to a polarized pluralism of weakly
organized parties featuring factors that threaten democratic stability: the sali-
ence of anti-systemic forces (e.g., former cadres of Shining Path endorsed by
legal parties), partisanships shaped into negative partisanships (e.g., anti-
communism and anti-Fujimorism), the predominance of centrifugal drivers
over the centripetal ones, ideological patterning, and irresponsible coalitions
(Sartori, ). This context was propitious for the emergence of a far-right
project, more radicalized in conservative terms than its predecessors.

When political animosities and distrust among the Peruvian political elites
were settled as the new ‘common sense’, each ideological camp fractured,
revealing its more radical versions. In the case of the right, the  presidential
election was an opportunity for right-wing newcomers to compete for the
electorate once dominated by Fujimorismo (now discredited) and PPK (already
vanished). Despite its discrediting, FP remained the most solid bloc with .
percent of the valid vote, followed by new organizations: RP with . percent
and Avanza País (AvP) with . percent. While the former is a rebranded
political party led by Opus Dei Rafael López Aliaga, the latter is an electoral
vehicle of the renowned economist Hernando de Soto. Two more candidacies
completed the right-wing offering: subnational leader Cesar Acuña’s Alianza
Para el Progreso (APP) and former soccer goalkeeper George Forsyth’s Victoria
Nacional won . and . percent shares of the vote, respectively (Figure .).
This high fragmentation allowed Keiko Fujimori to qualify for the  ballot,
in which she was defeated, as usual, by anti-Fujimorismo. Unusually, on the
other hand, a radical conservative presidential candidate ended up as the third
most significant force in the Peruvian political arena. What happened to
Peruvian public opinion to benefit RP, an alternative that is further right than
Fujimorismo?

Peruvian society has not remained static on topics that matter to right-wing
conservative politicians. While in socio-economic topics, public opinion prefer-
ences have remained relatively stable (e.g., support of the economic model), in
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FIGURE . Distribution of ideological self-positioning on a – scale in Peru
(–).
Source: LAPOP & Ipsos, www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/peru.php. Prepared by the author.
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the socio-cultural realm, individuals’ predilections have changed significantly.
In the last decade, the percentage approval of same-sex marriage has notably
increased from . percent () to . percent (), more than a twenty
percentage point rise in seven years. In the same period, the proportion of
individuals who approve of abortion in cases where the mother’s life is in
danger also increased from . to . percent (Figure .). Optimistic

FIGURE . (cont.)
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interpretations considered that it was the ideal time for an alliance between
leftist projects and progressive social movements, one that could promote a
post-materialist agenda against the traditional elites, at least in the capital,
Lima, as had happened in other capitals in the Andean region (Vergara &
Baraybar, ).

Yet this cultural liberalization was not merely spontaneous. It was the
product of a broader wave of politicization that began after the fall of
Fujimori, when Peru experienced a brief progressive opening. Transitional
justice initiatives gained traction, driven by pressure from human rights
NGOs and international allies who successfully influenced judicial actors to
pursue accountability for past abuses (Gonzalez-Ocantos, ). This judicial
momentum was complemented by increasing mobilization from civil society
organizations around gender violence, LGBTQ+ rights, and the recognition of
indigenous peoples (Ilizarbe, ). Despite this shift in public discourse, no
political party was able – or willing – to fully incorporate this progressive
agenda into its platform. Instead, individual legislators, often acting independ-
ently, championed these causes with just enough visibility in the media to spark
reactions from conservative actors.

The advances of socially progressive sectors in promoting an agenda focused
on moral values sparked the reaction of conservative sectors that considered
traditional values ‘at risk’. In line with other Latin American countries, ‘pro-
life’ social movements and anti-‘gender ideology’ commentators decided to
confront this agenda with public manifestations (Mayka & Smith, ).
‘Con Mis Hijos No Te Metas’ (Don’t Mess With My Children) and other
similar social movements, led by the Catholic Church and Evangelical and
Pentecostal Organizations, have been very active in the last decade (via street
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FIGURE . Electoral share of right-wing parties in first-round , , and 
presidential elections.
Source: ONPE, https://eg.onpe.gob.pe/. Prepared by the author.
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protests, judicial activism, and legislative lobbying), trying to stop a new school
curriculum based on gender equality (Rousseau, ), and, more generally, to
counterbalance the public discussion on minority rights, homosexuality, and
abortion, by imposing a religious morality (Rivera, ). This process has
made moral issues salient in the last decades and opened the possibility of
political radicalization around these matters (not only in relation to the eco-
nomic model). Survey evidence in Peru, as in the rest of Latin America (Abreu

FIGURE . Evolution of approval of same-sex marriage and abortion in case the
mother’s life is in danger.
Source: LAPOP, www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/peru.php. Prepared by the author.
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Maia et al., ), does not indicate a conservative reaction in terms of an
increase in the size of this sector. But in Peru we observe a reaction in terms of
the unveiling of the most conservative elite. Therefore, when analysing the
political supply of the fragmented rightist camp, it is important to consider
the positioning of the elites regarding moral issues. The activation of grass-
roots conservative movements should be considered an antecedent to the rise of
a congruent partisan vehicle. Seen in this light, RP should be conceived as the
partisan effect of the traditional sectors’ reaction.

Another possibility of radicalization in the Peruvian party system emerged
with the  presidential candidacy of Pedro Castillo, a far-left politician,
union leader, and candidate of Perú Libre, a Marxist-Leninist political party,
that included among their rank-and-file members individuals associated with
former terrorist groups. The election of Castillo, and then his tenure in office,
intensified the already centrifugal competition, providing a political opportun-
ity for the far right to consolidate. Most of this polarization was shaped in
terms of democratic defiance. When FP, with a scant  percent of the valid
vote, qualified for the  ballot against Castillo, most of the right-wing
political parties backed Fujimori’s candidacy, considered it the ‘lesser of two
evils’ against Castillo, seen as a representative of communism, the regional left,
and even the Shining Path. The results of the ballot favoured Castillo, with a
difference of less than , votes. All the right-wing parties denounced it as a
‘fraud’ after learning the first count results; they initiated a national and
international process to invalidate the elections but ultimately failed. A month
later, Keiko Fujimori admitted the legitimacy of Castillo’s victory, but other
right-wing politicians continue to believe that Castillo won due to fraud. López
Aliaga, to this day, remains sceptical about the legitimacy of that electoral
process and has demanded the dismissal of the electoral authorities.

During Castillo’s administration (–), conservative sectors mobil-
ized intensively against the incumbent, claiming an allegedly illegitimate gov-
ernment (the claim of fraud continued gaining traction among the most radical
sectors), a supposedly authoritarian vein and practices of corruption (they
claimed that Castillo as a communist was destroying the public administration
by employing patronage tactics to get support), and demanded an electoral
contest (early elections as the political ‘solution’ to the crisis). Existing organ-
izational and discursive resources were deployed in a wave of protests

 ‘“Salas Arenas – the president of the Jurado Nacional de Elecciones – should quit”, declared
López Aliaga in June , six months after the end of Castillo’s presidency’ (Interview with Beto
Ortiz in Beto a Saber, www.infobae.com/peru////rafael-lopez-aliaga-llama-comunista-
a-dina-boluarte-y-sigue-sosteniendo-que-pedro-castillo-gano-con-fraude/).

 Pedro Castillo was elected for the – term. In December , he attempted an ‘auto-
golpe’ by dissolving Congress, the Judicial Branch, and calling for a referendum on a
Constitutional Assembly. As a result, the legislature dismissed him according to the constitutional
procedures, and office was transferred to the then-vice president Dina Boluarte.
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demanding the removal of Castillo. A systematic analysis of right-wing protest
indicates that  percent of the  social protests held between May  and
April  claimed ‘electoral fraud’ in the  elections, and  percent
demanded the removal of the president (Coronel, ). López Aliaga was
one of the more active and aggressive political leaders promoting opposition to
the government. This position as a radical opponent in the context of increasing
polarization turned out to be advantageous for the visibility and strengthening
of his political project. Overall, a dynamic conservative grassroots reaction, in
the long run, and the rise to power of a far-left project, in the short run,
contributed to the emergence and growth of a far-right radical project like
RP. While the context was propitious, the political resources for its creation
were not necessarily available.

.       -
 

Contemporary Peruvian political parties have been characterized as extremely
weak in terms of their organizational development and social rootedness
(Levitsky et al., ). Party-building efforts have rarely been successful since
the systemic electoral volatility is difficult to surmount. Personal and persona-
listic organizations might seem to be relatively promising during certain elect-
oral campaigns but most of them disappeared from the line-up in the next
electoral round. This malaise is shared by leftist and right-wing organizations,
and it is not correlated with ideological stances but with the structural condi-
tions of the Peruvian political arena: feeble party traditions, expansion of
informal organizations and institutions, scant positive partisanship, among
others (Meléndez & Vergara, ). Only a few parties could be considered
as exceptions to this trend, particularly Fuerza Popular, the political party
founded on the basis of Alberto Fujimori’s political legacy. A nascent partisan-
ship (Fujimorismo) could be a valuable political resource for party-building,
which is rare in the Peruvian political landscape (Meléndez, ).

The fragmentation of the right in the context of the  general elections
gave room to three relevant right-wing political projects: Fuerza Popular,
Avanza País, and Renovación Popular, all obtained legislative representation.
FP is the enduring Fujimorista organization led by Keiko Fujimori, based on her
father’s political legacy. This political party used to bring together a wide array
of right-wing cadres under the mission to uphold the  Peruvian
Constitution and, consequently, the market-oriented economic model.
In regard to social values, its political platforms categorized the party as
‘socially tolerant’, although its main political leaders called themselves ‘conser-
vatives’ in several media interviews. However, by the  campaign, many
hardcore conservative leaders had left the organization due to the damage
caused by the imprisonment of Keiko Fujimori during the investigations of
Lava Jato and the irregular financing of political parties. Simultaneously,

Peru: The Far Right as an Expected Output of a Polarized Pluralism 

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


conservative ‘pro-family’ grassroots organizations stopped following FP’s pol-
itical strategies (Coronel, ). The exit of the most conservative factions was
key to understanding the emergence of a new alternative further to the right.

Still, FP is the only party in the right-wing camp (and probably in the
country) that accomplishes horizontal coordination and vertical interest aggre-
gation capacities (Meléndez, ), conditions that a demanding typology of
political parties associates with the conceptualization of ‘political party’. That
being said, according to Luna and colleagues () and other authors
(Vergara & Augusto, ), FP should be categorized merely as a group of
independents and avoid falling into an extreme case of stretching the party
concept. However, the Fujimorista electoral resilience based on ideational
resources such as a nascent partisanship has allowed FP to overcome its
organizational weakness and establish itself as a stable force in the Peruvian
political landscape (Meléndez, ).

The other two organizations of the right-wing camp are less institutional-
ized. Avanza País is composed of ambitious and opportunist politicians who
endorsed the  presidential candidacy of Hernando de Soto. This organiza-
tion was founded more than twenty years ago (), originally as a leftist
‘independent’ organization that in  launched the presidential candidacy of
Ulises Humala, the moderate brother of former leftist president Ollanta
Humala. By , renowned liberal economist de Soto convinced the formal
representatives of the organization to compete in general elections under his
own presidential candidacy, despite his ideological distance from the founders
of the party. With a high level of pragmatism, Avanza País turned into a right-
wing liberal organization, that endorses a pro-market economy and individual
rights in social issues. In a way, it tried to fill the void left by Peruanos por el
Kambio, which shared the same ideological positioning. However, de Soto
failed to control the organization. The national formal officials of the party
retain legal control, and the legislators elected by the brand of Avanza País,
considering their previous affiliations and pragmatism, might seek to join
another political project. Others, however, may remain if their interests align
with the new electoral strategies or leadership directions adopted by the organ-
ization. Following Luna and colleagues’ () categorization, Avanza País fits
as a ‘cluster of independent politicians’ joined by contingent circumstances, but
who lack an organization and a leader with real electoral chances.

In the case of RP, its fate changed when López Aliaga successfully took
control of the political organization. RP is not a brand-new political party.
Originally, it was created in  by Luis Castañeda Lossio to run for the
presidency against Alberto Fujimori in . Solidaridad Nacional – the previous
label of this organization – as a personal party, was highly dependent on the
leader/owner, who exerted absolute control, had a limited organization, and
proved to have a short lifespan connected to the leader’s political fate (Kefford
& McDonnell, ). This personal organization did not gain access to the
national executive but did win local mayorships (including the capital, Lima)
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and legislative seats. During Castañeda’s tenure governing Lima (–,
–), he formed a group of political brokers and cadres aligned to its
pragmatic and popular style of governing. Rafael López Aliaga was one of them.
First as city council member (–), he ended up assuming leading func-
tions in the organization (general secretary in , and president in ).

When Castañeda retired from political activity in , López Aliaga took over
the party, modified the internal statutes, designated a new national board, and
changed its name to Renovación Popular. This appropriation of the party might
have been a simple migration from a personal party (dependent on Castañeda’s
fate) to another one (dependent on López Aliaga’s political resources). However,
López Aliaga has attempted to combine different political appeals (personalistic
and ideological) with multi-level alternative leading figures (municipal and legisla-
tive arenas), which could fit better with the classification of personalistic (and
unrooted) party. RP aspires to organize ambitious politicians under the leadership
of López Aliaga but lacks the capacity to permanently aggregate social collective
interests even among the conservative sectors. According to the typology men-
tioned above (Luna et al., ), it is classified as an unrooted party. The right-
wing party more inclined to the extreme – as we will see in the next sections – is the
most highly dependent on a political personality. As happened with other far-right
parties, much of its fate depends on the organizational resources available for its
establishment as a permanent party (Art, ) in a volatile context like Peru.
However, this does not mean that it lacks ideological substance.

According to RP’s political manifesto, it is a ‘theological conservative’
organization; its members endorse the ‘social doctrine of the Catholic
Church’ and consider themselves ‘pro-life’. In economic terms, although they
are aligned to the ‘pro-market social economy’, the party’s main leaders have
shown a patrimonial style of doing business. Second, within a few years, RP has
achieved electoral access to public offices in the National Legislature and local
governments in metropolitan Lima, headed by political figures that work with
the national leader but do not necessarily agree on relevant issues. It is still too
early to see whether the leader can make unilateral decisions regarding the
party, which could be interpreted as a sign of ownership.

Mere personalistic appeals are an insufficient political resource to build an
enduring political organization (Cyr, ). Castañeda – the previous leader of
the party – was perceived as an ideologically pragmatic politician who gained
support from the impoverished urban sectors based on clientelist and pork-
barrel strategies driven from the municipality of Lima. When the organization
lost access to relevant public offices, Castañeda’s charisma showed its limita-
tions. Since appropriating the party, López Aliaga has formed an upgraded
political strategy that might have an impact on the future of the organization: to
replicate the clientelist strategy and to add a highly ideological narrative, based
on conservative values andmano dura stances. In terms of ideational resources,
RP combines personalistic appeals with coherent moral values that the leader-
ship, cadres, and followers share. They have a political cause to defend, and
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they are not exclusively galvanized by a personal attraction (as was the case
during Castañeda’s time). But in terms of decision-making procedures, it faces
organizational challenges that need to be surmounted to strengthen a far-right
organization (Art, ). RP is still highly dependent on López Aliaga who can
be perceived as the owner of the political project. There is no further evidence
that this organization can evolve into a more institutionalized party, which
limits its development, so far, to the fate of its leader in navigating the volatile
Peruvian electoral arena. Paradoxically, this newly rebranded emerging conser-
vative party rests on weak organizational foundations. While Fujimorismo
could overcome the lack of organizational resources with a nascent partisan-
ship, RP tries to do it by relying on a combination of personalistic appeals, and
a socially conservative platform that will be described in the following section.

.     

To classify RP as a far-right project in terms of its ideological tenets, it is useful
to proceed comparatively, since simplistic approaches tend to wrongly classify
different Peruvian right-wing parties as interchangeable. Based on the ideo-
logical and political categorization of the parties’ platforms, and their positions
regarding the legitimacy of the  elections, I classify currently relevant
rightist parties in Table .. Avanza País is a pro-market and liberal rightist
party. In economic terms, its political platform conceives of economic inequal-
ities as natural and believes the free market should prevail. In socio-cultural
terms, however, they tend to take more liberal stances, for example, that gender
identities are not natural but rather social constructs. Several of their law-
makers have been in favour of promoting equal rights for sexual minorities.

Fuerza Popular, from the  campaign onwards, has continued to be a pro-
market and socially conservative party. On economic issues, Fujimoristas con-
ceive of themselves as founders of the neoliberal model in Peru and see the
maintenance of the current constitutional order as central to the defence of the
legal pillars of the economic structure that considers inequalities as natural.
Although they believe that state intervention is acceptable, they see it as restricted
to social policies not affecting the main configuration of the economy. Regarding
the socio-cultural dimension, they declare themselves to be conservatives but
tolerant regarding the rights of minority groups. However, they would not
promote specific policies regarding those rights.

 For example, Avanza País legislators Adriana Tudela and Alejandro Cavero are active promoters
of LGBT+ rights, although the former is against abortion. Interview of Paolo Benza for Sudaca.pe,
 January .

 For example, Fuerza Popular legislator Rosangela Barbarán has promoted a bill to ‘protect the
rights of the conceived [foetus] even in cases in which the life of the pregnant [woman] is in
danger’. Proyecto de Ley , March . She favours a ‘civil union’ between homosexuals,
but not ‘same-sex marriage’. Interview, January .
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Finally, Renovación Popular fits as a far-right party. In the economic dimen-
sion, according to its party manifesto, RP endorses a ‘social pro-market econ-
omy’ based on the private property of the means of production. It considers
personal liberties as superior to the state or other social organizations. This
ideological pillar applies also to the socio-cultural dimension, since considerate
believes that there is an ‘objective moral order’ in society, founded in ‘Western
Christianity’, and that every social organization should be connected to that
foundation. Followers of RP consider themselves the safeguarders of the ‘trad-
ition and the values of the nation’. For example, they maintain that class
struggle destroys national unity and poses obstacles to development. They
constitute the most socially conservative organization in the country.

All three political parties’ platforms are similar regarding the economic
dimension (despite some nuances, they all endorse pro-market liberties).
Preferences on neoliberal policies are similar among these parties; they are
not matters of politicization and radicalization, as in the case of Chile (José
Antonio Kast and Republicanos) or Argentina (Javier Milei and La Libertad
Avanza), for example. However, significant socio-cultural differences exist.
In this realm, they constitute a continuum that ranges from liberal (AvP) to
conservative (FP) and ultra-conservative (RP) stances. Regarding their demo-
cratic values, these parties also constitute a continuum, from positions in
complete favour of promoting democratic values (AvP), to being tolerant but
not willing to promote them (FP), to being restrictive (RP). This specific point is
important since it allows us to differentiate the liberal and mainstream right
(AvP and FP, respectively) from the far right (RP). Although all three political
parties alleged ‘fraud’ during the  campaign – which was considered by
some analysts as evidence of their undemocratic values – this point was

 . Right-wing parties’ positions according economic, socio-cultural, and
democratic dimensions

Dimension Avanza País Fuerza Popular Renovación
Popular

Economy Pro-market Pro-market Pro-market
Socio-cultural Liberal Conservative Ultra

Conservative
Democracy Minorities’

rights
In favour Tolerant Restrictive


Elections

Allegations of
fraud

Allegations of
fraud

Allegations of
fraud

Right Liberal Mainstream Far right

Source: Prepared by the author.

 Renovación Popular, ‘Plan de Gobierno  puntos’, , p. .
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circumstantial and limited to a specific electoral juncture. Their positions
towards principles of liberal democracy (such as respect for minorities and
pluralism) should be considered as a more precise indicator.

.      ‘ ’

 - 

Based on the parties’ platforms and manifestos, I have classified them in terms
of their ‘thick’ ideological stances, and their positions regarding liberal-
democratic principles. The fragmentation of the right has led to distinctions
between a liberal, mainstream, and far right. However, it is necessary to
demonstrate whether or not these far-right parties can also be classified as
populist radical right (PRR). According to the European academic literature,
PRR parties should possess three defining attributes: social authoritarianism,
nativism (in a form of xenophobic nationalism), and populism defined as a thin-
centred ideology (a combination of Manichaeism and popular sovereignty)
(Mudde, ). Based on the statements of the main leaders of these organiza-
tions, I attempt a complementary classification with respect to their acceptance
or rejection of PRR attributes.

The social authoritarianism dimension refers to the conservation of the
status quo, of the hierarchical and traditional order within a society (Mudde,
). Following Adorno’s () conceptualization of authoritarianism, soci-
ety should be constituted by individuals predisposed to obey rules and norms
imposed by the authorities, to accept the established social order, and to
consent to sanctions if norms are transgressed. Far-right parties might exhibit
this social authoritarianism in diverse ways, by defending the ‘traditional
order’, from those who challenge it. In doing so, the radical right elaborates
discourses identifying those ‘enemies’. Nationalist and punitivist narratives are
regularly employed in this endeavour.

Nationalism is a doctrine that strives for the congruence of the cultural and
political unit (nation and state respectively) (Mudde, ). In this sense,
nationalism pursues a monocultural state through internal homogenization of
society. In some cases, this defence of the unity of the nation is confronted by
‘foreign’ intervention. In Europe, PRR parties regularly reject immigrants con-
sidered a threat to their cultural homogeneity. This type of xenophobic nation-
alism has been rarely practised by the right-wing Peruvian parties. The main
immigrant population in Peru (and in South America) has been Venezuelan,
due to the diaspora caused by the economic crises of Nicolas Maduro’s admin-
istration. All right-wing parties in Peru have expressed solidarity with
Venezuelan immigrants, although it is not necessarily something very popular
in public opinion terms. The increase in urban crime in Lima and other
Peruvian cities, with the participation of Venezuelan gangs (Guadalupe et al.,
), has aroused xenophobic attitudes among Peruvians that some
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politicians have tried to capitalize on, preparing bills or announcingmano dura
measures against this specific population. But this framing is not presented in
the same nationalistic terms as European nativism.

However, conservative national pride might be politicized in different ways.
Other topics that have been addressed polemically by PRR political parties in
Europe – like climate change – are treated in Peru in a ‘politically correct’
fashion, avoiding a polarizing discussion between the right-wing political
parties and even RP. Tracking public declarations of López Aliaga on environ-
mental issues, the sole reference during the  presidential campaign was
related to the Escazú Agreement, an international treaty signed by Latin
American and Caribbean countries concerning the rights to environmental
justice and sustainability, sponsored by the United Nations. The then presiden-
tial candidate’s critique was not regarding substantive ecological topics but
about the sovereignty of nation-states on those issues. The adhesion to this type
of international agreement is understood by López Aliaga as another example
of the power of international NGOs and Latin America’s progressive actors:
‘The local caviares [progressive elites] confiscate our right to decide about our
own patrimony.’ He questioned not specific politics regarding ecology but
rather the international networks behind their promotion that allegedly under-
mine national sovereignty. The Peruvian right has historically criticized the role
and jurisprudence of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights (IACHR) – in
San José – as undue interference in the nation’s sovereignty on judicial matters.
On this specific topic, Fujimoristas and hard-core conservatives share strong
animosities towards what they consider foreign interference. The statement of
the IACHR invalidating the presidential pardon of Alberto Fujimori – origin-
ally sentenced to twenty-five years for human rights abuses and corruption –

has been contested by most of the right-wing camp.
The Peruvian right-wing is bonded, among other issues, around its anti-

communism. The fact that an extra-systemic political organization, the Maoist
Marxist-Leninist Shining Path, a small, radical left-wing party that evolved into
a terrorist organization, initiated subversive attacks against the Peruvian state
in the s, has made the rejection of communism an enduring value held by a
significant sector of society. It is also worth mentioning that many members of
the leftist formal and democratic parties endorsed the idea of the ‘armed
conflict’ as a way to access power even in the late s. Based on this, the
right has associated left-wing politicians with a presumed predisposition to
violence and ‘terrorism’. This strategy – defined in Peru as ‘terruqueo’ – has
been regularly practised, stigmatizing even the democratic left. We might

 In Peruvian political slang, caviares refers to progressive elites – especially those linked to human
rights NGOs, academia, and international cooperation – who are often accused by conservatives
of being out of touch with popular concerns or beholden to foreign agendas (see Dargent, ).

 Debate on ecological issues organized by Red Muqui,  March , https://muqui.org/%F%
F%A%Aagenda-muqui--que-dice-rafael-lopez-aliaga-sobre-el-acuerdo-de-escazu/
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consider ‘terruqueo’ as an extreme version of anti-communism because it
purports to delegitimize the political rival, considering it not only violent but
also anti-democratic. Although, most right-wing politicians share anti-
communism, not all of them use ‘terruqueo’ – but López Aliaga does. He has
been one of the right-wing politicians that frequently practises ‘terruqueo’,
usually linking the stigma to the international left and other local progressive
actors. For example: ‘[Gustavo] Petro supports [Pedro] Castillo because he has
been a terruco. He was a guerrillero, right? A terruco then. And why no NGO,
like Manuela Ramos or Flora Tristán, has said anything about this? Because
they share the same ideology.’

The radicalized strategy of RP and its leader has led to the creation of a well-
structured populist narrative that the rest of the right-wing does not share with
the same intensity. Despite the fact that López Aliaga is a well-known business-
man and a member of the Peruvian oligarchy, he has managed to construct a
narrative in which the establishment is composed of ‘corrupt companies’ and
‘communist NGOs’ that compose a ‘mafia caviar’. Regarding the former, he
rhetorically confronts the private sector that has been engaged in corrupt
practices alongside Brazilian companies (e.g., Odebrecht), particularly in high-
way construction. At the same time, he seeks an opportunity to garner votes
from the regular users of the corresponding road systems and to champion a
valence issue like the fight against corruption. Regarding the latter, López
Aliaga antagonizes with progressive cultural elites that challenge traditional
conservative education. Many NGOs and socially progressive pundits have
been the focus of his attacks, aiming to bolster his conservative following.
This anti-establishment rhetoric is conceived in terms of a majoritarian justifi-
cation: corrupt businessmen and ‘communist’ NGOs (aka caviares) are trying
to impose their particular interests and harm those of the ‘people’, conceived as
loyal Catholics who are the victims of corruption.

Paradoxically, this strategy has left Fujimorismo as the core defender of the
economic establishment, since its main political platform is the defence of the
 Constitution. The fragmentation of the right has taken from Fujimorismo
its traditional populist rhetoric, which is currently championed by RP. In doing
so, RP selectively reclaims elements of the authoritarian legacy of the s –
especially a discourse of mano dura and societal order – but filters them
through a morally conservative lens that Fujimorismo never fully embraced.
The divergence becomes particularly salient in how RP wields anti-corruption as
both a differentiating and delegitimizing tool. Constant references to Odebrecht
and Lava Jato serve not only to evoke popular indignation but also to remind the
electorate of Keiko Fujimori’s preventive imprisonment and investigations over
illicit campaign financing. While both RP and Fujimorismo draw on the memory

 Interview with Milagros Leiva,  July , www.youtube.com/playlist?list¼PLyz-
UXBdXZFRXNR_mQtOpxruNAlBk
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of authoritarian effectiveness, López Aliaga presents himself as having ‘clean
hands’, contrasting with a Fujimorismo tainted by past corruption scandals.
Thus, RP is not just reactivating an old populist-authoritarian script – it is
reconfiguring it to cast both leftist forces and Fujimorismo as part of a
decadent elite disconnected from the moral will of the people. All of these
elements are synthesized in Table ., which offers a comparative overview of
the main right-wing parties in Peru along the key dimensions discussed above.
This also allows us to categorize the three main right-wing parties: Avanza
País as liberal, Fuerza Popular as pro-establishment, and Renovación Popular
as populist.

.  -    

Local government has been crucial for the functioning of democracy since it has
been considered the level of public administration closest to the regular citizen.
In this sense, the access of far-right parties to the subnational administration
has been employed by them as a laboratory for their most radical policies or as
a chance for moderation (Paxton, ). The fact that emerging far-right
projects can access subnational administrative offices before seeking central
power constitutes an excellent opportunity to analyse if, at this level, they
prioritize policy over other goals, and if their behaviour once in power chal-
lenges liberal democracy. Far-right Latin American parties are a relatively
recent phenomenon and, typically, their main goals point to national-level
politics. Relevant far-right parties – such as the Chilean Partido Republicano
and the Argentinian La Libertad Avanza – have not yet controlled municipal
administrations. In this sense, the access of RP to the municipal administration
of the Peruvian capital affords a good opportunity to analyse what to expect in
terms of their concrete policies and their consequences for democracy.

After his defeat in the  presidential elections, López Aliaga ran for the
mayorship in Lima in the  local elections. His candidacy obtained the
largest share of votes (.%) at the metropolitan level, enough to be

 . Right-wing parties’ endorsements of policies related to ideological
authoritarianism, nativism, and populism.

Dimension Avanza País Fuerza Popular Renovación Popular

Xenophobic nationalism No No No
Judicial sovereignty No Yes Yes
Climate change denial No No No
Anti-communism Yes Yes Yes
Populism No No Yes
Right Liberal Pro-establishment Populist

Source: author’s own elaboration.
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proclaimed mayor of Lima. With this simple majority, his party allocated fifty
plus  percent of the number of council members in the capital ( out of ),
controlling the decisions of the local government of the capital. Moreover,
Renovación Popular ran for local office in thirty-eight out of forty-two districts
of Lima, and obtained victories in twelve jurisdictions, most of them located in
so-called Modern Lima, the districts with the highest per capita income level in
the whole country. The triumph of Renovación Popular in neighbourhoods
such as San Isidro, Miraflores, and San Borja surpassed  percent of the valid
vote. No other political party obtained more victories in the capital, which
shows that metropolitan Lima is a stronghold of this populist radical-
right party.

It is still too early to make a proper assessment of the municipal adminis-
tration of Renovación Popular. However, in its first year in office, there are
some signs regarding how local governments are ruled by populist radical-right
politicians in a Latin American city. At the metropolitan level, López Aliaga has
continued his confrontation with some actors in the infrastructure construction
business. Rutas de Lima is a private consortium that has held the licence for the
maintenance of an important highway system in the capital for the last seven
years, under a contract signed with previous mayors of the capital. In return,
the company is able to collect tolls from the users of these routes. The new
metropolitan administration has contested the prices of the tolls, considered
expensive by regular users, especially in the marginal and poor areas of the city.
López Aliaga has announced that this ‘abusive’ company should ‘give back’ the
administration of the tolls to the city and gave an ultimatum ( July ) that
was not implemented, since an international arbitration ruling has favoured the
private company.

What followed marked a turning point. Encouraged by the mayor’s stance,
allied neighbourhood organizations filed constitutional complaints. The
Peruvian Constitutional Court – controlled by conservative magistrates –

responded by indefinitely suspending the tolls, citing an alleged violation of
the ‘human right to free transit’. This ruling, now under international scrutiny,
has escalated into ongoing arbitration procedures where the legal and contract-
ual aberration behind the mayor’s campaign against the consortium is
increasingly evident.

This arbitrary behaviour of the mayor of Lima has worried most of the
members of the Peruvian formal business union, since it constitutes an attempt
to breach legal contracts that should be guaranteed by any authority regardless
of ideological stances. The then-president of Confederación Nacional de
Instituciones Empresariales Privadas (CONFIEP), Alfonso Bustamante, pub-
lished an article in the most relevant Peruvian business outlet demanding that
the mayor comply with the arbitration ruling. This is a recurrent example of


‘The Importance of Doing the Things Well’, Gestión,  July .

 Carlos Meléndez
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López Aliaga’s hostility against the infrastructure business sector, presumably
justified in terms of the economic situation of those who use this system and of
the allegedly corrupt origins of the contractual agreement.

López Aliaga has also taken advantage of his position as mayor of Lima to
advance his ultra-conservative agenda. One of the first decisions of a local
municipality in Peru is to revise its ROF (Regulations of Organization and
Functions). In doing so, the council of Lima changed the name and functions of
some public offices, such as ‘Women and Equality’ being renamed ‘Women and
Family’ and defending the rights of the LGTBQ+ population being removed
from its duties. Consequently, the municipality of Lima has ruled out any
public policy in favour of protecting the rights of this minority group. This
hostility against sexual minorities is part of a campaign by the mayorship.
In July , cultural associations organized OutFest Peru , an inter-
national LGBTQ+ film festival that portrayed a collage of Santa Rosa de
Lima – the patron saint of Peru – in the festival’s poster and publicity, with
the rainbow colours that characterize the pride movement. López Aliaga con-
sidered this marketing an offence ‘to the beliefs and values of themajority of the
Peruvian population’, and demanded ‘at least’ that the poster be changed.
Since this occurred, several public and formal declarations and press releases by
López Aliaga have been issued from a special tribune in the mayorship of Lima
with a traditional picture of Santa Rosa de Lima behind the official podium.

Also, the metropolitan council has established the celebration of the ‘day of
the family’ and, consequently, has set as the administration’s priority to pro-
mote the ‘strengthening of the family’ by explicitly eliminating the gender
perspective from public policies, public services, and the institutional adminis-
tration of the municipality. The conservative nature of the council is also
expressed in radical decisions about the city management: for example, pro-
hibiting any public display in the Plaza Mayor for reasons of ‘public health and
public security’. Other local administrations of RP, including the one in
charge of the municipality of Miraflores, had applied similar rulings limited
to their jurisdiction. On the same lines, symbolic institutional congratulations

 Ordenanza , Lima,  April .
 Santa Rosa de Lima is the most important symbol of the Catholic filigrees in Lima, very relevant

for the conservative sectors because of her popularity. López Aliaga considers having a special
connection to the saint, since Isabel Flores de Oliva (–), like him, was born into a noble
family and was drawn to penitential practices and a spiritual life at a young age. López Aliaga
has declared that he regularly practices self-flagellation (‘Presidential Candidate Declares That
He Scourges Himself in the Name of Jesus Christ’, Gestión,  March ).


‘“If You Consider It Offensive, You Expose Yourself Your [Homophobia]”, Responds Outfest
Peru to López Aliaga’, La República,  June .

 Ordenanza , Lima,  September .
 Acuerdo de Consejo , Lima,  February .
 Ordenanza , Miraflores,  February .
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have been awarded to the National Police and the National Fire Department.

Moreover, the decrees issued by the mayor’s office to award the ‘medal of
Lima’ – traditionally used as a symbolic form of public recognition to both
national and international figures – have been employed by the current admin-
istration as an tool to strengthen public alliances with religious congregations
(Santísimo Salvador de Pachacamac, Hermandad de la Santísima Virgen de
los Dolores de Huacho) and with far-right foreign political figures such as the
Chilean opposition leader José Antonio Kast, Argentine conservative com-
mentator Agustín Laje, and Mexican actor and potential presidential candi-
date Eduardo Verástegui.

At the district level, other Renovación Popular mayors have behaved simi-
larly, displaying their arbitrariness in ruling the city and confronting progres-
sive issues. Carlos Canales, the mayor of Miraflores, exemplifies this pattern.
His first measure in office consisted of closing LarcoMar, the most important
shopping centre in the district, arguing that the mall did not fulfil public security
requirements demanded by the mayorship. Although this closure lasted less
than a week, it should be interpreted as a demonstration of strength towards
the private companies behind the retailers. The mayor of Miraflores has used
issues with municipal licences as justification to selectively damage businesses
and organizations that are not aligned with conservatives’ values. The Lugar de
la Memoria, a museum for the memory of and reconciliation after the Peruvian
civil war, was closed for weeks. Sex-shops were closed, and a micromobility
(scooter rental) company was banned for allegedly not following municipal
regulations. A municipal fee is intended to be imposed on personal trainers who
use parks and public areas to train their students. This pattern of arbitrariness
in the interpretation of municipal permits to damage businesses and organiza-
tions linked to progressive issues – the free use of public areas, sexual liberties,
and the promotion of historical memories – is a demonstration of how a
populist ultra-conservative local mayor can rule his district.

As mentioned at the beginning of this section, it is still too early to arrive at
conclusions about RP’s administration of local governments as a far-right
party. However, after a year in office, López Aliaga has shown arbitrariness
in confronting political and ideological rivals – progressive sectors are stigma-
tized as ‘corrupt’ based on the crimes committed and confessed by the leftist

 Decreto Alcaldía , Lima,  January .  Decreto Alcaldía , Lima,  August .
 Resolución de Alcaldía , Lima,  July .
 Resolución de Alcaldía , Lima,  October .
 Resolución de Alcaldía , Lima,  September .
 Resolución de Alcaldía , Lima,  August .


‘LUM Is Closed by the Intolerance of the Municipality of Miraflores’, La República,
 March .

 ‘Municipality of Miraflores Closes Foreplay, a Sex Shop’, La República,  March .


‘Grin Closes Scooters’ Rentals in Peru and Blames the Municipality of Miraflores’, Bloomberg,
 April .

 Carlos Meléndez
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former mayor of Lima, Susana Villarán. The mayor has developed a populist
narrative and style in governing the capital, he has employed the idea of a
superior morality of ‘the people’ to justify his confrontation with private
corporations in judicial trials with the municipality, and he has taken advantage
of this position to undermine the rights of women and minorities at the discur-
sive level. Although local regulations have a limited reach in the quality of the
democratic political regime (Paxton, ), being the mayor of a capital city
like Lima affords a privileged and powerful position – in terms of access to
media outlets and getting public attention – to shape and promote a narrative
against liberal democracy.

. 

The emergence of the far right in Peru can be explained, among other factors,
by the dynamics of the party systems. In some cases, the confluence of right-wing
and left-wing parties at the centre of the ideological spectrum, might leave a gap
in the extremes of the continuum that can be the basis for the formation of
‘genuine’ radical-right parties. This is the case of the rise of Partido Republicano
in Chile and Cabildo Abierto in Uruguay, for example (Chapters  and , this
volume). In the case of Peru, the emergence of Renovación Popular can also be
explained by party system dynamics, although its origin is the implosion of the
right-wing camp in various organizations and the centrifugal political competi-
tion promoted by a polarized and radicalized environment. Between  and
, the Peruvian rightist camp was dominated by a liberal and technocratic
party (Peruanos por el Kambio) and by a conservative mano dura party (Fuerza
Popular). Especially the latter can be better understood as a catch-all party of
the right-wing camp, since it used to accommodate different varieties of the
right under the premises of pro-market foundations and respect for Alberto
Fujimori’s legacy. Among others, conservative factions cohabit under the aegis
of Fujimorismo.

The last crisis of the party system in Peru produced the atomization of the
right-wing camp. Specifically, Fuerza Popular was weakened and several fac-
tions abandoned the party with the incarceration of Keiko Fujimori (in ).
Former collaborators and legislators of Fujimori decided to join other projects,
such as Avanza País and Renovación Popular, in the  electoral campaign.
Several of the most conservative cliques – linked to social movements like Con
Mis Hijos No Te Metas and activists against what they considered ‘gender
ideology’ – joined López Aliaga’s relaunch of a reactionary party, in a context
in which a socially progressive agenda (e.g., LGBTQ+ rights, growing pro-
choice acceptance) gained ground in public opinion.

Thus, a new – albeit small – far-right project emerged ahead of the  gen-
eral elections, while Fuerza Popular was relegated to the role of a mainstream
but increasingly discredited organization. In this context, RP strategically
deployed a forceful anti-corruption narrative not only to target leftist actors

Peru: The Far Right as an Expected Output of a Polarized Pluralism 

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


but also to distinguish itself from Fujimorismo. By continuously invoking the
Lava Jato and Odebrecht scandals, RP effectively reminded voters that Keiko
Fujimori had spent time in preventive detention under investigation for corrup-
tion. This allowed López Aliaga to present himself as untainted – a populist
with ‘clean hands’ – thereby reclaiming the symbolic capital of authoritarian
toughness from Fuerza Popular but now wrapped in a cloak of moral probity
and ultra-conservative values.

The political offering of a conservative party benefited from the polarized
dynamics of the Peruvian electorate. The distribution of the electorate along the
ideological continuum has changed dramatically since , and the leftist and
rightist ideological extremes – almost imperceptible a decade ago – concen-
trated each around – percent support among the electorate by the
 campaign (Meléndez, ). Therefore, the Peruvian political arena
turned into a polarized multipartyism characterized by a centrifugal competi-
tion among the parties (Sartori, ). This scenario of hyper-fragmentation
and deep ideological divisions, ended up boosting the saliency of the extreme
left – Peru Libre and Pedro Castillo – and extreme right – Renovación Popular
and Rafael López Aliaga. Despite its critical situation, Fujimorismo stayed
relatively competitive (due to the forging of its own partisanship), and pre-
vented a  run-off between the two extremes.

The persistence of the political crisis in Peru – with a leftist extremist like
Castillo leaving office after a year and a half in power following an unsuccessful
autogolpe – fostered even greater polarization. On one extreme, Castillo’s
followers have considered the incarceration of the former president as unfair
and, especially in the months following his fall, mobilized and protested
demanding his freedom. Far from being widely discredited, a radical left is still
active and searching for a new anti-establishment leader. On another extreme,
López Aliaga presented himself as one of the main opposition leaders against
the then-president, embracing a populist radical-right narrative: confronting
‘international communism’ and promoting more extremist positions – some of
them coming close to death threats against Castillo – than the rest of the
rightist camp. Having access to local power – the mayorship of the capital is
highly relevant in terms of political, symbolic, and economic resources –

allowed him to continue building his political project, although highly depend-
ent on his personal appeal. His tenure as the mayor of Lima has demonstrated
the aggressiveness of his stigmatizing narrative against ideological and political
rivals, and his arbitrary use of power to affect – at least symbolically – the
advances made by minority groups and feminist organizations promoting their
rights. It is difficult to affect the democratic political regime from local

 During campaign activity, López Aliaga declared ‘death to communism, death to Cerrón and
death to Castillo’. The Constitutional Court had to issue a statement regarding this matter and
ruled that this phrase did not constitute ‘an irrefutable constatation of a truthful menace’
(Gestión,  July ).

 Carlos Meléndez
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government, but López Aliaga has taken advantage of his public exposure as
mayor of Lima to advance his conservative and socially authoritarian agenda.

In terms of organizational resources, RP is the result of an appropriation
strategy that exemplifies the difficulties of any political project in general, and a
far-right one in particular, to build an organization from scratch in Peru, even
in contexts of acute polarization. RP shares the institutional weaknesses typical
of Peruvian parties; but its cadres have invested in ideational resources to build
a party brand associated with conservative and traditional values, which might
balance its organizational limitations. They have attracted socially conservative
grassroots movements very active in manifesting their positions against minor-
ity rights and gender equity, but it is difficult to secure a lasting pact between a
niche social movement and a personalistic party. The hyper-fragmentation of
political representation has made the conservative sector salient, but in absolute
terms it has not increased significantly. So far, it is still early to anticipate any
national victory for Renovación Popular, but it is without doubt the farthest
that the far right has developed in Peru.

Peru: The Far Right as an Expected Output of a Polarized Pluralism 
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

Uruguay

The Far Right as an Attempt to Restore the order and
Recover the Past

Talita Tanscheit

The renewal and resurgence of the right is part of a global phenomenon to
which Latin American democracies are no longer an exception. The main
characteristic of this process is the fragmentation of this political camp into a
mainstream right and a far right, with the emergence of new leaders and parties
that had previously been marginal in the region. In recent years, these actors
have challenged the established political systems, obtaining favorable electoral
results. At the same time, they are also recognized for their radical political
positions and their ambivalent relationship with democracy.

Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, Nayib Bukele in El Salvador, and Javier Milei in
Argentina are emblematic cases of successful far-right leaders in the region.
Even in contexts where the electoral support of the far right is not so high, these
actors have increasingly gained ground, installing their ideas and defending
their interests in the electoral and political competition. Other examples are
José Antonio Kast and the Republican Party in Chile and Rafael López Aliaga
and Popular Renewal in Peru (see Rovira Kaltwasser, ).

The arrival of the far right in Uruguay was an important indicator of the
reception of these ideas in the region. The country has the longest history of
democratic regimes and the oldest political parties in Latin America. It is also
considered a “full democracy” by the Democracy Index and an example of
political rights and civil liberties by Freedom House. The background of
Uruguay’s progress is considerable for a region marked by political and demo-
cratic instability.

During the twentieth century, Uruguay suffered only two institutional rup-
tures – the first in , and the second in . The last one established a
military dictatorship that lasted from  to  and is inscribed in a

 See www.v-dem.net/  See https://freedomhouse.org/


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regional context of democratic breakdowns. Additionally, this was the only
period in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries in which electoral and polit-
ical competition ceased in the country (Chasquetti & Buquet, ).

The two parties currently representatives of the mainstream right – the
National Party (blancos) and the Colorado Party (colorados) – were founded
in  and dominated the electoral and political competition in a bipartisan
model that ended only in . That year, the mainstream left party, the Broad
Front, broke with the hegemony of blancos and colorados and made Uruguay
“the country of the three-thirds” (Moreira, ). From then until , elec-
tions were structured between two large coalitions: a center-right coalition, led by
blancos and colorados, and a center-left coalition, led by the Broad Front. With
the return to democracy, the center-right coalition governed between  and
, and the center-left coalition governed between  and .

The uniqueness of Uruguay compared to the rest of Latin America derives
not only from its political and democratic stability but also because of the
parties’ capacity to process and mediate social conflicts in a democracy com-
monly referred to as a “consensus particracy” (Chasquetti & Buquet, ).
The distinguishing features of this context are the openness to dialogue and the
appreciation of democracy by both of the country’s political coalitions.

However, this “consensus particracy” was challenged in the  elections
with the emergence of the far right as the fourth political force in the country,
represented by the party Cabildo Abierto with Guido Manini Ríos as its leader.
In these elections, the far right differentiated itself from the mainstream right by
questioning the programmatic convergence of the traditional parties – on the left
and the right – and by adopting more radical-right positions (Queirolo, ).

Cabildo Abierto and Manini Ríos adopted a strong nationalist and tradition-
alist discourse of restoring order and recovering the past. In this context, their
program focused mainly on punitivism and moral conservatism, similar to other
far-right regional actors. However, as will be seen throughout this chapter, these
ideas are more attenuated in the country. Cabildo Abierto was the furthest to the
right that could emerge from a social and political dynamic like that of Uruguay.

In discussing the most stable country in a markedly unstable region, this
chapter seeks to answer several critical questions: What enabled the far right’s
emergence in Uruguay? What ideas does it favor? How does it put pressure on
democracy? This chapter aims to understand the rise of the far right through
the ideas and discourses presented by Cabildo Abierto and Guido Manini Ríos.
Furthermore, it will explore the limits of this political project, particularly
considering the sharp decline the far right experienced in subsequent elections.
This decline suggests that its initial appeal may have been more reactive than
durable and ultimately constrained by the institutional and political culture
of Uruguayan democracy. Nevertheless, the Uruguayan case reveals that, even
if this specific project has faced setbacks, there is political and social space for
far-right forces to emerge and influence public debate within the country’s
democratic framework.

Uruguay: An Attempt to Restore Order and Recover the Past 
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The chapter is structured as follows. The first section will provide a brief
context of the right-wing in Uruguay. The second section will analyze the
 elections and the emergence of the far right in Uruguay. The third section
will present the far-right programmatic offer in the context of Uruguay. The
fourth section will examine the relationship between Cabildo Abierto and the
Armed Forces, and how this relationship impacts democracy. The fifth section
will show the articulation of populist and (neo)patriotic ideas in Cabildo
Abierto. The sixth section will scrutinize the party’s performance in a coalition
government. The final remarks will summarize the main findings of this chapter
and future steps for further analysis of the far right in Uruguay, including a
reflection on the factors that led to its electoral decline.

.         

From a historical point of view, the right-wing in Uruguay was organized
around two parties: the Colorado Party as the representative of the urban
groups – with a more liberal tendency – and the National Party as the represen-
tative of the agrarian groups – with a more conservative tendency. These trends
varied over time and, due to the prevalence of a bipartisan model of political
competition, these parties had factions within them from the left, the center,
and the right (Monestier, ).

The foundation of the Broad Front in  gradually changed this dynamic
by establishing a left-wing coalition that would later also become a left-wing
party. The Broad Front is the result of the unification of trade unions, grass-
roots organizations, left-wing parties, and independent leaders, and it has
brought together the majority of leftist actors in Uruguay. This structure
favored the social and political unity of the left, which held even during the
military dictatorship. The Broad Front continued to establish itself during the
political transition, entering democracy under conditions favorable to its polit-
ical and electoral growth (Pérez Betancur et al., ).

After the end of the military dictatorship and the party system’s restoration
to its main characteristics prior to the  coup d’état, the electoral and
political competition was structured on a left–right axis (Caetano & Rilla,
). In this context, the programmatic offer and voters’ demands were
organized as follows: the Broad Front represented the left, the National Party
and the Colorado Party represented the right, and the center was divided
between these three options (Monestier, , p. ). Table . summarizes
the presidents and governing coalitions in Uruguay over the last four decades:

Concerning the political camp of the right, blancos and coloradosmade a double
move. First, they carried out ideological convergence based on adopting more right-
wing programmatic positions. Secondly, they moved strategically toward the center
of the party system. This process is made up of four periods (Monestier, ).

The first period, the transition to democracy, is recognized by the defeat of
the factions close to authoritarianism in the  national elections in both

 Talita Tanscheit
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parties. The Colorado Party started to adopt more socioeconomically right-
wing positions in favor of reducing the state and deregulating the market.
By contrast, the National Party adopted more left-wing positions in favor of
developmentalism and state regulation. Despite these differences, blancos and
colorados were closer to each other than to the Broad Front. During the
government of Julio Maria Sanguinetti of the Colorado Party between
 and , the National Party supported the government in various votes,
such as approving the law that prevented the trial of military personnel accused
of human rights violations. In the meantime, the Broad Front consolidated its
position in the opposition (Monestier, , pp. –).

The second period, from  to , is characterized by ideological con-
vergence and political divergence between the two parties. In the socioeconomic
dimension, blancos and colorados promoted market reforms and economic
liberalization in line with the neoliberal consensus of the time. After one
National Party and two Colorado Party governments, both parties lost their
internal heterogeneity, allowing the Broad Front to capture leaders and voters
from their former left-wing factions. An agreement between the National Party
and the Colorado Party led to a series of reforms of fiscal adjustment, privatiza-
tion of public companies, social security, and deregulation of the labor market.

The disputes in these years revolved around which party would lead the right-
wing coalition. However, this cycle ended with the fatigue of the years of
government and a severe economic crisis. In , the Broad Front won the

 . Presidents of Uruguay (–)

Party President Government coalition Term

Colorado
Party

Julio Maria
Sanguinetti

Mainstream right –

National Party Luis Alberto Lacalle Mainstream right –
Colorado

Party
Julio Maria
Sanguinetti

Mainstream right –

Colorado
Party

Jorge Batlle Mainstream right –

Broad Front Tabaré Vázquez Mainstream left –
Broad Front José “Pepe” Mujica Mainstream left –
Broad Front Tabaré Vázquez Mainstream left –
National Party Luis Lacalle Pou Mainstream right + far right –
Broad Front Yamandú Orsi Mainstream left –

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Electoral Court.

 It is important to note that the privatization projects in Uruguay in the s encountered
resistance, an exception in the region, and a demonstration of the strength of the state and the
corporatist model in the country (Caetano & Brosquetta, ).

Uruguay: An Attempt to Restore Order and Recover the Past 
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presidential elections at the head of a government with no parliamentary support
and only a  percent positive rating (Monestier, , pp. –).

The third period, from  to , is marked by the cycle of fifteen years
of left-wing governments and the consolidation of the movement to the right of
the National Party and the Colorado Party. The arrival of the Broad Front in
the presidency ended  years of hegemony of blancos, colorados, or military
dictatorships in the country (Broquetas & Caetano, ). The right-wing
parties were challenged to balance cooperation, competition, and differenti-
ation while acting together as the opposition coalition. In the socioeconomic
dimension, there was a common criticism of the expansion of state functions,
increases in public spending, changes in tax policy, and the new labor policy.
In the sociocultural dimension, both parties started to emphasize the punitivist
agenda in the context of increasing violence and criminality. Regarding moral
conservatism, the responses were mixed. Blancos and colorados opposed the
Law on Voluntary Interruption of Pregnancy () but supported the Law on
Equal Marriage () and were divided in the Law for Trans People ()
(Monestier, , pp. –). The governments of the Broad Front changed
the map of the right. They initiated a process of political and ideological
hegemony of the National Party, with a clear approach in opposition to the
Broad Front and its progressive policies (Monestier, , pp. –).

Finally, the fourth and most recent period began with the  elections,
which saw the consolidation of the leadership of the National Party in the
political camp of the right. The blancos then held the presidency and had the
largest right-wing bloc in the parliament. In these elections, three outsiders
competed within the right: Juan Sartori in the primaries of the National
Party, Edgardo Novick with the People’s Party, and Manini Ríos with
Cabildo Abierto. While the first two were defeated, the latter was relatively
successful in a process marked by the emergence of the far right and the
reconfiguration of the political camp of the right.

This process of the National Party’s leadership consolidation continued into
the  elections. However, the party was defeated by the Broad Front and,
although it remains the main right-wing force, it now finds itself in opposition.
At the same time, the far right experienced a significant decline, revealing the
structural limits of its political project and raising questions about its long-term
viability in the Uruguayan context. The loss of momentum by Cabildo Abierto
and Manini Ríos suggests that, while there is space for far-right appeals,
sustaining such a platform over time remains a major challenge within
Uruguay’s resilient institutional order and longstanding political traditions.

.          

 

The  national elections in Uruguay took place in an unusual context of
crisis for the country’s political standards. Between  and , there was a

 Talita Tanscheit
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slow but sustained fall in indicators for support and satisfaction with democ-
racy and for confidence in parties and representative institutions. The period
was also marked by a sharp decline in the image of progress and the evaluation
of the president’s performance, and the public security agenda became the main
problem for citizens (Caetano et al., ). At the same time, the context was
characterized by the end of fifteen years of Broad Front governments in the face
of an unfavorable economic situation and at a time when conservative sectors
were reacting to the advances of center-left governments in terms of the “new”

agenda of rights (González, ).
Similarly to other Latin American countries, such as Chile, which for a long

time also distinguished itself along with Uruguay for its political stability, this
scenario was propitious to the appearance of the far right.

Cabildo Abierto was founded on March , . Its name refers to an
institution of Hispanic origin from colonial times, consisting of public meetings
to discuss and decide matters of local public importance. The original name
requested by the party was Artiguista Social Movement, a political group
created on November , . Following a restriction on mentioning José
Gervasio Artigas in Uruguay, the name was changed to Cabildo Abierto. José
Gervasio Artigas was a national hero and leader of the movement for independ-
ence in Uruguay. Artigas is recognized as the founder of oriental nationalism.
He has been the object of significant politicization and manipulation by both
the left and the right in the political system. In the context of the far right,
Cabildo Abierto used the artiguismo to allude to the foundational character of
nationality and homeland, valuing order and tradition (Fraga, ).

Cabildo Abierto is commonly associated with the leadership of Guido
Manini Ríos. Its founding coincided with his dismissal as commander-in-chief
of the army on March ,  by the then-president, Tabaré Vázquez. The
decision followed a series of controversies between the Executive and the
Armed Forces. It was finally taken after a pronouncement by Manini Ríos on
the actions of the state in the trial of military officers convicted of human rights
violations during the military dictatorship in Uruguay. On that occasion,
Manini Ríos affirmed that “military personnel who are summoned for ques-
tioning by the Justice are often found guilty even before being trailed” and
“condemned based on inadmissible conjecture or convictions without reliable,
forged or invented evidence.” For the Executive branch, “in a democratic
republican system of government there is the separation of powers and respect

 As Uruguayan nationalist sentiment is called.
 Uruguayan Presidency, “El Poder Ejecutivo cesó en el día de la fecha al comandante en jefe del
Ejército, general del Ejército Guido Manini Ríos,” March , . www.gub.uy/presidencia/comu
nicacion/noticias/poder-ejecutivo-ceso-dia-fecha-comandante-jefe-del-ejercito-general-ejercito

 M. Martínez, “El presidente de Uruguay destituye al jefe del Ejército por sus críticas a los juicios
contra represores,” El País, March , . https://elpais.com/internacional////amer
ica/_.html?event_log¼go
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for decisions must be a fundamental premise,” which is why the attitude of
Manini Ríos was “absolutely incompatible with the position he held.”

Manini Ríos is a member of a family of agricultural producers with a
distinguished conservative tradition in Uruguay. His grandfather, Pedro
Manini Ríos (–), was leader of the conservative faction of the
Colorado Party known as riverismo and founder of the newspaper La
Mañana. His father, Alberto Manini Ríos (–), was a member of
parliament for the Reformist Democratic Union and president of the
Uruguayan Publishing Society, which owned La Mañana and El Diario. His
brother, Hugo Manini Ríos (–), was a member of the Uruguayan
Youth on Foot, a traditionalist and right-wing student organization that
brought together the right between  and . Manini Ríos studied
History at the Catholic University of Uruguay and opted for a military career,
not choosing politics (González, ).

After several invitations from its founders, Manini Ríos joined Cabildo
Abierto on April , . On the same day, the party officially launched its
presidential candidacy. On that occasion, the then-presidential candidate
declared: “Our aim is to give hope to those who have lost it,” and “this that
begins today is the beginning of a new era, it is a new wind, an intrepid wind, a
wind that will shake up old flags.”

In the  presidential elections, Manini Ríos obtained . percent of the
votes, coming fourth in the first round with only . percent fewer votes than
the third most voted for, Ernesto Talvi of the Colorado Party. Cabildo Abierto
elected three senators and eleven deputies in the legislative elections, only one
senator and two deputies fewer than the colorados. The comparatively good
electoral results of the far right surprised a country used to the hegemony of the
traditional parties. Cabildo Abierto achieved the best electoral result for a new
party since the return to democracy (Monestier et al., ) and was indispens-
able for the narrow electoral victory of the political camp of the right in the
second round of the presidential elections. On that occasion, the party was part
of the winning Multicolor Coalition, led by the mainstream right candidate, Luis
Alberto Lacalle Pou, which ended fifteen years of Broad Front governments in the
country. Table . summarizes the results of the  presidential elections.

In this sense, Cabildo Abierto was responsible for realigning the party system
into two large coalitions during  and : one that brought together the

 La Diaria, “Manini Ríos fue destituido por cuestionar a la Justicia a raíz de las condenas a
Gavazzo, Silveira y Maurente,” March , . https://ladiaria.com.uy/politica/articulo//
/manini-rios-fue-destituido-por-cuestionar-a-la-justicia-a-raiz-de-las-condenas-a-gavazzo-sil
veira-y-maurente/

 In Spanish: Sociedad Editora Uruguaya.  In Spanish: Juventud Uruguaya de Pie.
 Montevideo Portal, “Manini Ríos presentó su candidatura y dijo que el caso Gavazzo fue

malintencionado,” . www.montevideo.com.uy/Noticias/Manini-Rios-presento-su-candida
tura-y-dijo-que-el-caso-Gavazzo-fue-malintencionado-uc

 Talita Tanscheit

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://ladiaria.com.uy/politica/articulo/2019/3/manini-rios-fue-destituido-por-cuestionar-a-la-justicia-a-raiz-de-las-condenas-a-gavazzo-silveira-y-maurente/
https://ladiaria.com.uy/politica/articulo/2019/3/manini-rios-fue-destituido-por-cuestionar-a-la-justicia-a-raiz-de-las-condenas-a-gavazzo-silveira-y-maurente/
https://ladiaria.com.uy/politica/articulo/2019/3/manini-rios-fue-destituido-por-cuestionar-a-la-justicia-a-raiz-de-las-condenas-a-gavazzo-silveira-y-maurente/
https://ladiaria.com.uy/politica/articulo/2019/3/manini-rios-fue-destituido-por-cuestionar-a-la-justicia-a-raiz-de-las-condenas-a-gavazzo-silveira-y-maurente/
https://ladiaria.com.uy/politica/articulo/2019/3/manini-rios-fue-destituido-por-cuestionar-a-la-justicia-a-raiz-de-las-condenas-a-gavazzo-silveira-y-maurente/
http://www.montevideo.com.uy/Noticias/Manini-Rios-presento-su-candidatura-y-dijo-que-el-caso-Gavazzo-fue-malintencionado-uc714606
http://www.montevideo.com.uy/Noticias/Manini-Rios-presento-su-candidatura-y-dijo-que-el-caso-Gavazzo-fue-malintencionado-uc714606
http://www.montevideo.com.uy/Noticias/Manini-Rios-presento-su-candidatura-y-dijo-que-el-caso-Gavazzo-fue-malintencionado-uc714606
http://www.montevideo.com.uy/Noticias/Manini-Rios-presento-su-candidatura-y-dijo-que-el-caso-Gavazzo-fue-malintencionado-uc714606
http://www.montevideo.com.uy/Noticias/Manini-Rios-presento-su-candidatura-y-dijo-que-el-caso-Gavazzo-fue-malintencionado-uc714606
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


mainstream right and the far right, the Multicolor Coalition, and another that
brought together the mainstream left, still led by the Broad Front. During
Lacalle Pou’s presidential term, Manini Ríos’ party held the ministries of
Public Health and Housing, among other government positions, and was
essential in ensuring the stability of Lacalle Pou’s administration.

In the  presidential election, Cabildo Abierto and its leader, Guido
Manini Ríos, failed to improve upon or even maintain their previous electoral
performance. In fact, they experienced a significant decline. Manini Ríos
received only . percent of the vote, placing fifth, and the party failed to
elect any senators. Its representation in the legislature plummeted from eleven
to just two deputies. This suggests that Cabildo Abierto was more of a reactive
force that capitalized on exhaustion with fifteen years of Broad Front

 . Result of the  Uruguayan presidential elections

Candidate First
round
(votes)

First round
(% of votes)

Second round
(votes)

Second round
(% of votes)

Daniel Martínez
(Broad Front)

, . ,, .

Luis Lacalle Pou
(National Party)

, . ,, .

Ernesto Talvi
(Colorado Party)

, .

Guido Manini Ríos
(Cabildo Abierto)

, .

César Veja
(Radical Ecologist

Intransigent Party)

, .

Edgardo Novick
(People’s Party)

, .

Pablo Mieres
(Independent Party)

, .

Gonzalo Abella
(Popular Unity)

, .

Gustavo Salle
(Green

Animalist Party)

, .

Daniel Goldman
(Digital Party)

, .

Rafael Fernández
(Workers’ Party)

, .

TOTAL ,, . ,, 
Qualified voters ,, . ,, .

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Electoral Court.
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governments than a lasting political project. Once politics stabilized around the
competition between the traditional parties, Cabildo Abierto struggled to
remain relevant or offer a distinctive message. Its position as a junior partner
in the governing coalition exacerbated this issue, making it difficult for the
party to distinguish itself from other right-wing groups, as has been observed in
similar cases elsewhere.

Nevertheless, the rise and decline of the far right in Uruguay is not a closed
chapter to be dismissed. The emergence of Cabildo Abierto reflects a latent
dissatisfaction with established parties and with democracy itself – albeit in a
more subdued form than we see with other far-right forces around the world.
This dissatisfaction is partly fueled by the politicization of sociocultural issues
by the Broad Front, which opens space for far-right appeals. Given Uruguay’s
highly secular and liberal society, this space remains limited, but it still repre-
sents a niche that Cabildo Abierto (or another actor) could exploit – particu-
larly around debates on sexuality policies (Smith & Boas, ). In the next
section, I will examine more closely how Cabildo Abierto has centered its
platform on these sociocultural issues, treating them as a key arena for future
political contests. Sustaining such a platform over the long term seems difficult
in Uruguay’s political system, given its strong institutional framework and
enduring political traditions. Still, the ideas promoted by Manini Ríos and
Cabildo Abierto suggest that there is space for far-right appeals in the country –
similar to those seen elsewhere in Latin America. Perhaps not through Manini
Ríos or his party directly, but the groundwork may have been laid for another
force to step into that space in the future.

.  :  - ?

Cabildo Abierto was the party furthest to the right that is able to succeed in the
context of Uruguay. Even if a more extreme right-wing offer were to emerge in
the country, it would be somewhat mitigated in the Southern Cone, where
leaders such as Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, José Antonio Kast in Chile, and Javier
Milei in Argentina have presented the most radical version of a far-right
program in both the socioeconomic and sociocultural dimensions.

The far right in Uruguay emerged in a period of ideological convergence and
movement to the center of the political camp of the right. In this context, there
was no room in the mainstream right for the existence of more radical factions,
with the conservative forces being articulated outside the party system. A few
examples include the Freedom and Concord Forum and A Single Uruguay and
the participation in far-right transnational networks such as UnoAmerica.
Cabildo Abierto was a totally new party created without the contribution of
factions or key leaders from other parties (Monestier et al., ). As in other
countries in the region, the Uruguayan far-right emphasized the sociocultural
dimension of inequality, with a strong discourse of restoration and recovery of
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the past, emerging in a context of three consecutive terms of center-left govern-
ments led by the Broad Front.

The Broad Front governments have received worldwide attention for pro-
moting the so-called new agenda of rights, focused on gender and LGBTQ+
equality, notably the laws mentioned above on the voluntary interruption of
pregnancy, on equal marriage, and for trans people. This period was character-
ized by the progressive ideological convergence between parties of the main-
stream right and the mainstream left around this “new” agenda of rights, in a
process similar to that which took place in Chile throughout the twenty-first
century (Madariaga & Rovira Kaltwasser, ; Nocetto et al., ).

In contrast, in terms of moral conservatism, Cabildo Abierto emerged
rejecting these policies of the Broad Front on gender and LGBTQ+ equality.
For example, in its Letter of Principles, the party affirms: “We conceive the
family as a pillar and a fundamental factor of social cohesion, which is in the
first line of defense of life and plays an indispensable role in the initial formation
of human values and the demographic horizon of the country.”It is important
to note that there was no reaction in public opinion regarding these policies,
even after the promulgation of these laws. Concerning the voluntary interrup-
tion of pregnancy, there was a small variation over time in support for abortion
in cases where the mother’s health is at risk (see Figure .). There is also no
significant variation in support for equal marriage, which remains very high
among Uruguayan citizens (see Figure .). In this sense, in  there was no
cultural reaction regarding the sociocultural dimension of inequalities, but
rather a politicization of this agenda by the far right to attract a moral conser-
vative constituency that was no longer represented by any of the mainstream
right parties in the country.

In the  presidential elections, Cabildo Abierto strongly opposed these
policies, sustaining its ties with the Catholic and Evangelical churches. Manini
Ríos was the only candidate who openly voted in favor of a popular consult-
ation to call a referendum to derogate the Law for Trans People, and the
party has several times expressed its opposition to the Law on Voluntary
Interruption of Pregnancy and the Law on Equal Marriage. On that occasion,
Manini Ríos stated in his Twitter account (now “X”) that “we do not agree
with the gender ideology that they want to impose on our society.” When
asked by a journalist on TV Ciudad about the meaning of gender ideology,
Manini Ríos had the following responses:

 : “Who denies that there is a gender ideology?”
: “A lot of people.”

 Cabildo Abierto, Letter of Principles, . https://cabildoabierto.uy/carta-principios
 To understand the recurrence of plebiscites and referendums in Uruguay, see Monestier ().
 G. Manini Ríos [@GuidoManiniRios], No estamos de acuerdo con la ideología de género que a

toda costa se quiere imponer a nuestra sociedad. [Tweet]. Twitter, .
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 í: “Well, then they are oblivious to reality.”
: “What would gender ideology be?”
 í: “An ideology is a tool to change people’s opinion about things that are
true or not true, elaborated, structured on the basis of certain parameters. The gender
ideology, in particular, is an ideology that seeks, using the term gender, to confront the
man with the woman, the son with the mother. In this sense, we are against it.”

The party focused its campaign on the defense of the “Uruguayan family”
in opposition to the idea of “gender ideology.” In its electoral manifesto, the
party proposed to revise “the programs and texts of initial and primary
education that contain concepts of gender ideology and the guides for sexual
education.” Until the arrival of Cabildo Abierto in the legislature, no party
had so openly challenged the feminist movement, becoming the most visible
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FIGURE . Approval of abortion in case the mother’s health is at risk in Uruguay (in %).
Source: Latin American Public Opinion Project (LAPOP). https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/latin-
american-public-opinion-project-lapop. Author’s own elaboration.

 TV Ciudad Relatos – Cabildo Abierto [Video]. YouTube, May , . www.youtube.com/
watch?v¼uskugBrAU

 Cabildo Abierto, Electoral Manifesto. Compromiso del Partido Cabildo Abierto con Uruguay y
su Gente –, . www.gub.uy/corte-electoral/sites/corte-electoral/files/documentos/
publicaciones/CA%BPrograma%Bfinal%BSET_.pdf, p. .
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political actor against the gender equality and LGBTQ+ rights agenda in the
country (Abracinskas et al., ).

In terms of penal punitivism, the slogan used by the party since the  elec-
tions was “playtime is over.” The phrase again alluded to the end of the fifteen-
year cycle of leftist governments and to a time of the recovery of values and
restoration of order. The theme was highlighted in Cabildo Abierto’s Letter of
Principles, in which the party stated: “We reaffirm the primordial action to
recover public order and authority at different levels, to combat delinquency
and dismantle organized crime, as well as to ensure the proper functioning of
the judicial and prison systems.”

Like other far-right leaders and parties in Latin America, such as Bolsonaro
in Brazil, the defense of “iron fist” policies on public security occupied the
largest space in the electoral manifesto of Cabildo Abierto, with proposals such
as “establishing the Legitimate Presumed Defense for police officers in the
exercise of their duties and for all citizens within the limits of their property”;
“enabling the police to request the corresponding identification of persons
when circumstances so warrant”; limiting “the application of prosecution
without imprisonment, provisional and early release, conditional suspension
of the sentence, temporary releases, pardon and reduction of sentence for
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FIGURE . Approval of equal marriage in Uruguay (in %).
Source: LAPOP, https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/latin-american-public-opinion-project-lapop.
Author’s own elaboration.

 Cabildo Abierto Letter of Principles, . https://cabildoabierto.uy/carta-principios
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study”; and facilitating permission to “acquire and possess weapons for legit-
imate self-defense in a legal manner.”

Cabildo Abierto’s emphasis on issues related to moral conservatism and
punitivism differentiated the party in the  elections. Lacalle Pou, for
example, based his campaign on two axes: reducing the fiscal deficit without
raising taxes and maintaining the main social policies of the Broad Front (Pérez
Betancur et al., ). In the sociocultural dimension of inequalities Cabildo
Abierto positioned itself to the right of the mainstream right. This differenti-
ation was also reproduced within the ruling coalition. However, the sociocul-
tural dimension was not salient in the political and electoral competition during
Lacalle Pou’s government or in the following presidential elections. On the
contrary, the debate centered on the socioeconomic dimension, traditionally
framed around the redistributive question that has long structured the dispute
between traditional parties. This shift left Cabildo Abierto unable to operate in
the terrain where it was best equipped to compete and highlights the broader
challenges faced by the far right when the political agenda is dominated by
issues they cannot effectively own.

Finally, it should be noted that Cabildo Abierto embraced some aspects of
the pro-market agenda that were not emphasized in its participation in the
Uruguayan public debate. In the first chapter of its  electoral manifesto,
called “Productive Country and Economy,” the macroeconomic objectives of
the party were growth, stability, and employment; the fundamentals are fiscal
discipline, trade openness, and inclusive competitive development; while some
of the basic guidelines are “the generalized respect for private property” and
“the gradual and selective reduction of public spending.”

There are two plausible hypotheses as to why the socioeconomic dimension
was less emphasized in the Cabildo Abierto agenda. The first hypothesis is that
there is little support in Uruguay for the “hardcore” neoliberal agenda, and
therefore Cabildo Abierto preferred not to politicize this issue. The second
hypothesis is that the issue of liberalism and the market economy did not
differentiate Cabildo Abierto from other right-wing parties and therefore did
not need to be emphasized.

.   ()   

 

Although there were some populist elements, together with those of (neo)
patriotism, these seem to be the most relevant ideas in the discourses of Manini

 Cabildo Abierto, Electoral Manifesto. Compromiso del Partido Cabildo Abierto con Uruguay y
su Gente –, . www.gub.uy/corte-electoral/sites/corte-electoral/files/documentos/
publicaciones/CA%BPrograma%Bfinal%BSET_.pdf, pp. –.

 Ibid., pp. –.
 Populism here refers to a dichotomous perception of a society divided into two antagonistic

groups, “the pure people” and “the corrupt elite,” in which politics must express the people’s
volonté générale (general will) (Mudde, ).
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Ríos and Cabildo Abierto. Both attributes are articulated through the recovery
of the figure of José Gervasio Artigas and in the vindication of the “founda-
tional values” of the nation, which have been lost in the country’s recent history
(Moreno Barreneche, ). According to the Letter of Principles of Cabildo
Abierto, artiguismo is “a conception of man, a conception of social economy
and a conception of community life,” which would entail, for Manini Ríos,
“a recovery of the roots of our nationality.”

Cabildo Abierto recovered the political use made of the figure of Artigas by
the right in other periods of Uruguayan history. Particularly during the military
dictatorship, Artigas’ use was based, within the framework of the National
Security Doctrine, on the values of nationality and the persecution of the
internal enemy, in which all those who opposed these foundational values of
nationality were considered traitors. Mainstream right-wing parties had not
made this use, and Cabildo Abierto knew how to differentiate itself from
blancos and colorados. It is important to note that Artigas’ claim is also part
of the conservative tradition of the Manini Ríos family since Pedro Manini Ríos
and the defense of the countryside, embedded in a populist nationalist discourse
with a strong traditionalist and Catholic tone (Fraga, ).

This ideal of the nation was the opposite of the current one, the product of a
culture lacking in values, ruined by fifteen years of Frente Amplio governments
(Fraga, ). In this sense, artiguismo constituted the possibility of rescuing
the customs of a society undergoing rapid transformations, defending a mono-
cultural nation centered on family and order.

Populism arose from a dichotomous perception of a society divided into two
antagonistic groups, “the pure people” and “the corrupt elite,” in which
politicians must express the “general will” of the people (Mudde, ). The
populist rhetoric was manifested in a clear anti-establishment positioning, in
the revaluation of the homeland and the army, and in the questioning of the
political system as a whole (González, ).

First, the degradation of Uruguay carried out by the Frente Amplio occurred
with the connivance of the mainstream right parties concerning the “new”

agenda of rights. Second, transnational elites’ (alleged) interference in
Uruguay also involved the connivance of traditional political leaders. In this
context, the figure of Artigas was rehabilitated as someone who fought for the
people, and a strong anti-elite discourse was developed in which the national
and transnational elites were corrupting the Uruguayan nation. The populist
leader capable of saving the country from this situation? Manini Ríos.
As Domenech pointed out: “Cabildo Abierto is inspired by the ideological
legacy of Artigas. For  years, we lacked a leader with true national
spirit. However, God has sent us Manini Ríos, and we have a new general to

 Cabildo Abierto, Letter of Principles, . https://cabildoabierto.uy/carta-principios
 TV Ciudad, Relatos – Cabildo Abierto [Video], YouTube, May , . www.youtube.com/

watch?v¼uskugBrAU
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lead the artiguistas . . . If Artigas entered history, Guido Manini Ríos will make
history.”

However, the main difference is that (neo)patriotism, unlike populism,
emphasizes the state. This ideology opposes cosmopolitanism to nationalism
and globalism to anti-globalism and seeks to question the values, norms, and
institutions of the international liberal order. In this context, Cabildo Abierto
emerged as a defender of peoples’ autonomy in the face of transnational elites
who are enemies of tradition and national sovereignty (Sanahuja et al., ).
In its electoral manifesto, the party stated: “Uruguay’s international insertion
and sovereign decisions cannot be subordinated to any foreign geo-strategy.”

(Neo)patriotism appeared in various forms in the ideas and discourses of the
Uruguayan far right. First, in the defense of the rural sector, as pointed out by
Domenech: “During these fifteen years, we have seen how multinational com-
panies have acquired enormous extensions of land. Uruguay has fourteen
million hectares and these companies have been given permission to buy up
to seven million hectares . . . How many [small and medium landowners] have
been expelled by this flow?” Second, in the attack on international founda-
tions, Manini Ríos criticized the left, “which I call sorista, for following the
guidelines of that white-collar criminal called George Soros [founder of the
Open Society Foundations], who with his policies is constantly dividing
Uruguayans.” Third, he criticized the institutions of the multilateral system,
such as the United Nations, which he often accused of trying to undermine
national sovereignty. In one of his many declarations criticizing these
spaces, Manini Ríos stated in his “X” account: “It is not coherent to talk
about artiguismo and quietly comply with the decisions of international
organizations.”

In synthesis, in the political rhetoric of Cabildo Abierto there was a constant
opposition between the “elite” and the “people.” The Armed Forces would be
the state institutions capable of safeguarding the nation’s true interests. Hence,

 La Diaria, “Candidato a vice de Cabildo Abierto: ‘Dios nos ha mandado a Manini Ríos para
encabezar a los artiguistas,’” October , . https://ladiaria.com.uy/politica/articulo//
/candidato-a-vice-de-cabildo-abierto-dios-nos-ha-mandado-a-manini-rios-para-encabezar-a-
los-artiguistas/

 Cabildo Abierto, Electoral Manifesto, , p. .
 Cabildo Abierto, “Hay muchas personas desplazadas por políticas económicas que han margin-

alizado a nuestros compatriotas,” May , . https://cabildoabierto.uy/hay-muchas-perso
nas-desplazadas-por-politicas-economicas-que-han-marginalizado-a-nuestros-compatriotas/


“Guido Manini Ríos: ‘¿Cuánto hace que no se celebra como se tiene que celebrar una fecha
patria?,’” La Diaria, November , . https://ladiaria.com.uy/politica/articulo///
guido-manini-rios-cuanto-hace-que-no-se-celebra-como-se-tiene-que-celebrar-una-fecha-patria/

 C. Barrios, “Malestar en senadores de la Coalición por comentarios de enviada de la ONU,” La
Mañana, May , . www.lamañana.uy/politica/malestar-en-senadores-de-la-coalicion-por-
comentarios-de-enviada-de-la-onu/
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the military’s centrality in the party’s life and the leadership of Manini Ríos in
the Uruguayan far right.

.       

The far right in the Southern Cone has as a distinguishing feature its relation-
ship with the military and with the legacy of military dictatorships, as the cases
of Brazil, Chile, and, more recently, Argentina demonstrate. This relationship
is crucial to understanding Cabildo Abierto’s ambiguous attitude toward dem-
ocracy, typical of the regional far right.

As noted earlier, the emergence of Cabildo Abierto was related to the
reactions generated among the active and reserve military to the opening of
judicial proceedings against those responsible for human rights violations
perpetrated during the military dictatorship in Uruguay. The party’s electoral
manifesto included several demands from military personnel and their families.
The party’s links with the Armed Forces, their welfare services, and other
military social organizations have been fundamental in Cabildo Abierto’s
party-building process. The “military vote” was also a key factor in the party’s
good results, and there was a correlation between the concentration of military
personnel in the territory and votes for Cabildo Abierto in  (Monestier
et al., ).

On the eve of the second round of the  presidential elections, a contro-
versial video of Manini Ríos appeared in which he asked the military personnel
not to vote for the Broad Front candidate, Daniel Martínez. The Military
Center also publicly spoke out against the Broad Front in the electoral process,
stating that “this Sunday will culminate the process of redemption of the rights
and values of the Oriental people, wounded, undermined, scorned by fifteen
years of Broad Front uprising.” In , already as part of the Multicolor
Coalition and after Manini Ríos declared that the imprisonment of military
personnel for crimes committed during the military dictatorship would be a

 The exception would have been Argentina. However, Javier Milei brings as vice-president
Victoria Villaruel, daughter and granddaughter of members of the Armed Forces, and one of
the main voices of “historical revisionism” regarding what happened during the dictatorship in
the country (Vommaro, b).

 A similar dynamic was observed in Brazil during the Dilma Rousseff administration, when the
reopening of debates and judicial initiatives concerning the military dictatorship triggered strong
opposition from sectors of the Armed Forces, contributing to the repoliticization of the military
and their estrangement from the government (Amorim Neto & Acácio, ).


“Manini Ríos habló de su video: ‘No creo que eso haya tenido mayor incidencia,’” Montevideo
Portal, . www.montevideo.com.uy/Noticias/Manini-Rios-hablo-de-su-video–No-creo-que-
eso-haya-tenido-mayor-incidencia–uc

 H. Yanes, “Uruguay: sectores militares hacen declaraciones de tintes fascistas en vísperas de las
elecciones,” La Izquierda Diario, November , . www.izquierdadiario.es/Uruguay-sec
tores-militares-hacen-declaraciones-de-tintes-fascistas-en-visperas-de-las-elecciones
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“violation of human rights,” the president of the Military Center, Carlos
Silva, affirmed that Manini Ríos’ expressions were a “happy coincidence,” that
“Cabildo and the Military Center com[ing] out to say the same thing means
that our feelings are identical,” and that Cabildo Abierto “is the culmination of
a favorable position of the Uruguayan population toward the Armed Forces.”

Given Uruguay’s democratic tradition, the far right could not make explicit
declarations of support for the coup d’état or the legacy of the military dicta-
torship. For this reason, the counterpoint to the Broad Front was functional for
Cabildo Abierto to carry out “historical revisionism” about the causes of the
democratic breakdown and the country’s military takeover. In this sense, the
far right installed a narrative that the coup d’état was the last alternative used to
stop the armed ideological groups – the guerrillas – that were operating in the
country. The main organization was the National Liberation Movement –

Tupamaros (MLN-T), predecessors of the Popular Participation Movement
(MPP), founded in democracy, led by the former president, José “Pepe”
Mujica, and currently the principal faction of the Broad Front.

In this regard, the president of Cabildo Abierto, Guillermo Domenech,
declared on his “X” account: “It is curious how a crowd of mourning compat-
riots remember the crimes caused by the dictatorship and ignore olympically
those perpetrated by their own party or their partners on the road in the
previous years.”

In , at a ceremony held in the legislature for the fiftieth anniversary of
the declaration of a state of internal war by the parliament in Uruguay, an act
that preceded the coup d’état, Manini Ríos gave a speech in which he declared
that: “Our police forces had to face this criminal action with their historical
scarcity of material and human resources, added to the lack of knowledge of
something new in our country, a criminal organization formed to seize
power.”

In August , Cabildo Abierto approved a law that compensates the
victims of ideological armed groups – las guerrillas – between  and

 “Manini Ríos defendió en el Parlamento a militares retirados procesados por delitos cometidos
en la dictadura La Diaria,” April , . https://ladiaria.com.uy/politica/articulo///
manini-rios-defendio-en-el-parlamento-a-militares-retirados-procesados-por-delitos-cometidos-
en-la-dictadura/


“Centro Militar celebró ‘feliz coincidencia’ con Manini sobre militares procesados por crímenes
de la dictadura: ‘Somos todos lo mismo,’” La Diaria, April , . https://ladiaria.com.uy/
politica/articulo///centro-militar-celebro-feliz-coincidencia-con-manini-sobre-militares-pro
cesados-por-crimenes-de-la-dictadura-somos-todos-lo-mismo/

 G. Domenech [@DomenechMG], Es curioso como una muchedumbre de plañideros compatrio-
tas recuerdan los crimenes causados por la dictadura e ignoran olímpicamente los perpetrados
por su propio partido o sus compañeros de ruta en los años previos. Estos últimos no merecieron
pasividades [Tweet]. Twitter, .

 G. Manini Ríos, “Senador Guido Manini Ríos |  años de la declaración de estado de guerra
interna,” YouTube, .
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, in a clear dispute over the narrative about the causes of the breakdown of
the democratic system in Uruguay.

There is a common understanding in Cabildo Abierto of the importance of
the Armed Forces’ involvement in the country’s development. In its electoral
manifesto, for example, the party proposed the creation of military colleges in
the east and west to diversify the educational offer for young people in the
countryside. This interaction between politics and the Armed Forces strained
the democratic political system in Uruguay (Sanahuja et al., ). First,
because the conflicts with the state over the judicial processes related to the
military dictatorship weaken the basic norms and procedures of a (liberal)
democracy. By questioning the judiciary’s role in these investigations, Manini
Ríos and Cabildo Abierto went against the separation of powers and the rule of
law. Secondly, because the rescue of nationalism and traditionalism that place
the question of order at the center of their ideas and discourses is allied with the
ideological elements of the far right opposed to the diffusion of cosmopolitan
and multicultural values of “cultural revolution” (Zanotti & Roberts, ).

On November , , Manini Ríos acknowledged having been respon-
sible (a key factor) in creating the Cabildo Abierto party when he was still
commander-in-chief of the army. In his own words: “The name Movimiento
Social Artiguista was my idea. The initial proposal of the name was given by me
when I was active, and I chose the first flag of Artigas to represent us.”

Finally, it is worth noting that the importance of the Armed Forces for the far
right is not exclusive to Uruguay. The weakening of democratic rule based on
the relationship between the far right and the Armed Forces has been observed
throughout the region, with the paradigmatic case of Brazil, where at least a
sector of the military personnel was complicit in the attacks of January , ,
and the attempted coup d’état in the country.

.    :    

 

The mainstreaming and normalization of far-right ideas have also resulted in
the participation of these leaders and parties in government coalitions (Mudde,

 “Cabildo Abierto resolvió continuar en la coalición en el gobierno,” La Diaria, May , .
https://ladiaria.com.uy/politica/articulo///cabildo-abierto-resolvio-continuar-en-la-coali
cion-de-gobierno/

 Cabildo Abierto, Electoral Manifesto, , p. .
 “Manini Ríos, explosivo: reconoció que creó Cabildo cuando la Constitución se lo prohibía y

dijo que nunca tuvo ‘amor’ por Lacalle,” El Observador, November , . www
.elobservador.com.uy/nota/manini-reconocio-que-estuvo-detras-de-la-creacion-de-cabildo-pese-
a-que-la-constitucion-de-lo-prohibia-tambien-disparo-duras-criticas-a-lacalle-pou-y-sanguinetti-


 C. Veras Mota, “ fatores que explicam os ataques de  de janeiro em Brasília,” BBC News
Brasil, January , . www.bbc.com/portuguese/articles/cyeegjyno
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). In Europe in particular, where the rise of the far right occurred much
earlier compared to Latin America, the electoral success of the far right has
raised questions about the impact of these actors on policy formulations (see
Afonso, ; Akkerman, ; Röth et al., ).

While the far right has a programmatic offer and an electoral demand
focused on the sociocultural dimension, these actors also affect socioeconomic
policies. Röth and colleagues (), in their study of government coalitions
composed by the far right in Western Europe, argue that the far right has
incentives to support market deregulation and privatization but not to support
welfare retrenchment. However, little is known about how these actors interact
and impact other government coalitions worldwide.

Cabildo Abierto was the first case in Latin America where the far right
officially participated in a government coalition led by the mainstream right.
The Multicolor Coalition was an electoral agreement between five right-wing
parties that had defined themselves as supporters of Lacalle Pou and opponents
of the Broad Front in the second round of the  presidential elections: the
National Party, the Colorado Party, the Independent Party, the People’s Party,
and Cabildo Abierto. The agreement included the programmatic document
called Commitment for the Country, which aimed to “offer a parliamentary
majority that will allow us to govern smoothly, and a variety of approaches and
sensibilities that will help us to provide better responses to the diversity of needs
and aspirations of Uruguayans.”

The Multicolor Coalition introduced a new pattern of right-wing alliances in
Uruguay, which, until then, consisted only of blancos and colorados. On the
one hand, the integration of Cabildo Abierto into the governing coalition
demonstrated the party’s remarkable ability to adapt to Uruguay’s increasingly
competitive political landscape structured around two programmatic coali-
tions – one on the left and one on the right – and favored its integration into
the party system. On the other hand, Cabildo Abierto’s participation in the
Executive Branch also allowed the mainstream right to organize the political
right more effectively. In this sense, Lacalle Pou and the National Party created
stronger incentives for stability and continuity than for rupture and abandon-
ment (Rilla, ).

However, joining a governing coalition in the year of its formation placed
significant constraints on Cabildo Abierto’s development as a distinct political
force. From the beginning, the party was subordinated to the government’s
logic and President Lacalle Pou’s leadership. The president’s high popularity
left little room for dissent or differentiation. As a minority partner, Cabildo
Abierto lacked the leverage to shape the coalition’s agenda and was compelled
to align with broader government positions. This limited its capacity to articu-
late a distinctive programmatic identity and undermined its efforts to

 Compromiso por el País, . https://lacallepou.uy/compromiso.pdf
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consolidate as a lasting presence in the party system. Ultimately, its office-
seeking strategy secured short-term visibility but weakened its autonomy and
long-term viability.

Between  and , Cabildo Abierto presented forty bills but only
managed to pass the law that compensates the victims of the armed groups
between  and  in August . On the occasion the law was
approved, Domenech declared: “The victims of the armed movements of polit-
ical character caused numerous material damages and particularly the loss of
lives of about a hundred people, which inexplicably our society has not
repaired materially or morally in almost forty years of restored democracy.”

Despite its early attempts to carve out a distinct space through a platform
centered on moral conservatism and penal punitivism, Cabildo Abierto
struggled to gain traction on these issues during the Lacalle Pou administration.
On the one side, the COVID- pandemic dominated much of the govern-
ment’s agenda, redirecting public debate toward health policy and economic
recovery, and thereby marginalizing the party’s core themes. On the other side,
in the opposition, the Broad Front largely avoided engaging with these topics,
leaving Cabildo Abierto without a clear ideological adversary against which it
could define its identity and sharpen its message.

On the eve of the  national elections, Cabildo Abierto sought to
broaden its appeal by engaging with socioeconomic issues. The party launched
a campaign to collect signatures for a plebiscite on a bill aimed at restructuring
individuals’ debts – an initiative strategically timed to coincide with the local
elections in May . This move targeted a large segment of the electorate, as
, people were classified as irrecoverable debtors by the Central Bank of
Uruguay. It represented a clear effort to reposition the party within the
dominant agenda of the electoral cycle, shifting away from its traditional focus
on moral conservatism and penal punitivism. However, the strategy failed to
gain institutional traction: the signatures were not validated by the Electoral
Court, and the plebiscite was ultimately rejected. This outcome marked a
significant setback for Cabildo Abierto, underscoring its limited ability to
politicize socioeconomic issues and to build visibility beyond its original ideo-
logical niche.


“Ya es ley la Reparación a víctimas de la guerrilla impulsada por cabildo Abierto,” Cabildo
Abierto, August , . https://cabildoabierto.uy/ya-es-ley-la-reparacion-a-victimas-de-la-
guerrilla-impulsada-por-cabildo-abierto/

 “Cabildo Abierto ya alcanzó . firmas para su plebiscito por deudores,” Ámbito, October
, . www.ambito.com/uruguay/cabildo-abierto-ya-alcanzo--firmas-su-plebiscito-
deudores-n#:~:text¼Cabildo%Abierto%(CA)%anunci%C%B%que,elec
ciones%del%a%C%Bo%que%viene

 “Cabildo no llegó a las firmas para plebiscito contra usura tras instancia de ratificación,”
Montevideo Portal, . www.montevideo.com.uy/Noticias/Cabildo-no-llego-a-las-firmas-
para-plebiscito-contra-usura-tras-instancia-de-ratificacion-uc
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Despite this electoral and programmatic frustration, Cabildo Abierto
remained formally integrated into the Multicolor Coalition. The government
alliance, for the most part, held together, passing key legislative initiatives such
as the Urgent Consideration Law and the Budget Law (Vairo & Antia, ).
The members of the coalition also showed commitment to Cabildo Abierto,
voting in favor of Manini Ríos continuing to enjoy parliamentary immunity (a
privileged status) in the context of an investigation and judicial process accus-
ing him of failing to report human rights violations committed during the
military dictatorship (Rossel & Monestier, ). According to opposition
senators, the support of members of the Multicolor Coalition for this bill was
in exchange for a vote on the pension reform (Vairo & Antia, ).
Additionally, potential tensions in the coalition were not limited to Cabildo
Abierto and also occurred between different government actors. One example
is the bill to create a media law. After two years of negotiations, the bill failed to
advance due to opposition from the Colorado Party and Cabildo Abierto.

Even while formally aligned with the government, Cabildo Abierto repeat-
edly sought to differentiate itself from Lacalle Pou’s leadership, criticizing what
it labeled a “presidentialist and personalist model,” or through ideological
conflicts with the other parties in the coalition. In response to statements by
Fatima Singhateh, UN Special Rapporteur on the sale and sexual exploitation
of children, the president of Cabildo Abierto said that her comments were “out
of place” and that they responded to “an absolute disregard for our national
sovereignty,” “something that is becoming a habit” (Barrios, ). On
another occasion, Domenech criticized a gender parity bill by National Party
Senator Gloria Rodríguez as a “fascist proposal.” In May , following a
conflict that led to the resignation of Housing Minister Irene Moreira, wife of
Manini Ríos, the party questioned its permanence in government, eventually
deciding to remain in the coalition.

In this context, the scope for Cabildo Abierto to act was limited, either due
to Lacalle Pou’s high popularity, as with the National Party, or due to its right-
wing tradition, as with the Colorado Party (Rilla, ). These parties wanted


“Declaración de la Mesa Política de Cabildo Abierto,” Cabildo Abierto, May , . https://
cabildoabierto.uy/declaracion-de-la-mesa-politica-de-cabildo-abierto---/

 C. Barrios, “Malestar en senadores de la Coalición por comentarios de enviada de la ONU,” La
Mañana, May , . www.lamañana.uy/politica/malestar-en-senadores-de-la-coalicion-por-
comentarios-de-enviada-de-la-onu/

 “Manini Ríos, explosivo: reconoció que creó Cabildo cuando la Constitución se lo prohibía y
dijo que nunca tuvo ‘amor’ por Lacalle,” El Observador, November , . www
.elobservador.com.uy/nota/manini-reconocio-que-estuvo-detras-de-la-creacion-de-cabildo-pese-
a-que-la-constitucion-de-lo-prohibia-tambien-disparo-duras-criticas-a-lacalle-pou-y-sanguinetti-


 “El Senado aprobó definitivamente el proyecto de reparación a víctimas de grupos armados
politicos,” La Diaria, August . https://ladiaria.com.uy/politica/articulo///el-senado-
aprobo-definitivamente-el-proyecto-de-reparacion-a-victimas-de-grupos-armados-politicos/

 Talita Tanscheit
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to win back part of the electorate lost to Cabildo Abierto in the  elections,
an aim that seems to have been achieved in  by all the traditional parties
together. At the same time, it was easier for the Broad Front to confront its
traditional opponents on socioeconomic issues than engage in the moral and
punitivism issues that defined Cabildo Abierto’s agenda. In this way, taking
into account Uruguay’s historical bipartisan model, and that there has been no
escalation of conflicts in the country until now, it is possible to think that the
Cabildo Abierto may be neutralized in the coming years, as it was in the 
elections.

. :      

 

This chapter offered an analytical approach to the emergence of the far right in
Uruguay. The case study helped illuminate how far-right actors seek to estab-
lish a programmatic offer in a context marked by a stable democracy and
institutionalized parties. The following reflections summarize the peculiarities
of the Uruguayan case and its limitations and potentialities.

Cabildo Abierto represented a unique political experiment in Latin America:
a far-right party that attempted to build an institutionalized and lasting political
project from the ground up. Unlike the personalist projects of Bolsonaro in
Brazil, Bukele in El Salvador, or Milei in Argentina – and unlike Chile’s
Republican Party, which emerged as a splinter from the mainstream right –
Cabildo Abierto was neither centered on a single charismatic figure nor rooted
in pre-existing party structures. In this sense, it stood out as a potential model
for far-right party-building in the region. However, this attempt seems to have
faltered. The party failed to consolidate its position in the party system and
could not sustain its initial electoral momentum. At least for now, Cabildo
Abierto appears to be a “negative case”: an example of the structural and
strategic limitations that far-right forces face in political contexts with strong
democratic institutions and entrenched partisan traditions.

Cabildo Abierto was classified as far right primarily due to its positions on
the sociocultural dimension, especially its defense of conservative values and
punitivist policies. These positions were particularly effective in the 
election, when the party presented itself in stark opposition to the Broad
Front’s long-standing rule. However, this strategy proved less effective in
, as the national debate shifted. At the same time, the party’s positions
on the socioeconomic dimension remained ambiguous. Its legislative behavior
and official discourse often aligned with the leadership of President Lacalle Pou,
making it difficult to identify a independent stance on economic matters. So far,
Cabildo Abierto’s programmatic identity appeared more reactive than pro-
active – shaped by opposition to the left rather than by a coherent alternative
project.

Uruguay: An Attempt to Restore Order and Recover the Past 
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One of the most distinctive features of Cabildo Abierto was its appeal to the
past. Terms such as “recovery” and “restoration” frequently appeared in the
party’s rhetoric, expressing a nationalist and traditionalist vision that had been
largely absent from the mainstream right in Uruguay. This allowed the party to
differentiate itself discursively by strongly opposing the legacy of left-wing
governments and positioning itself as the defender of values perceived as eroded
over time.

The idea of “family,” whether “military” or “Uruguayan,” played a central
role in Cabildo Abierto’s political message, helping the party resonate with
both military circles and religious voters. This close relationship with the
Armed Forces, as well as with Catholic and Evangelical churches, reinforces
the classification of Cabildo Abierto as a far-right party. This connection
manifests not only through the party’s willingness to challenge liberal-
democratic norms but also through its embrace of order, hierarchy, and resist-
ance to cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism.

In light of Cabildo Abierto’s sharp decline, two questions stand out for
future research. First, how has participation in the ruling coalition as a junior
partner affected the party’s political and electoral performance? Second, to
what extent has the party’s constant opposition to the Broad Front prevented
it from building a broader identity that might have given it greater resilience in
the long term? Cabildo Abierto’s trajectory thus offers valuable insights into the
challenges faced by far-right parties seeking to institutionalize themselves
within stable democratic systems.

Finally, the Uruguayan case invites further reflection on the role of insti-
tutional strength and political culture in shaping the trajectory of far-right
forces. Uruguay may serve as a crucial example of the limitations faced by
far-right political projects in highly institutionalized party systems. Uruguay is
the most secular country in Latin America, with the highest proportion of
people without religious affiliation, which limits the space for religiously motiv-
ated far-right actors. Nonetheless, the emergence of Cabildo Abierto highlights
that even in a highly institutionalized and secular context, there is room – albeit
limited – for far-right ideas and actors to surface. Cabildo Abierto may ultim-
ately be a reactive and short-lived phenomenon, but its rise points to the
possibility of a more enduring far-right force in the future. Will Cabildo
Abierto reemerge as an autonomous right-wing party? Will it disappear
altogether? Or will a new far-right actor learn from this experience and find a
more sustainable path forward? The future of the far right in Uruguay remains
uncertain – in a country historically unaccustomed to abrupt changes in its
democratic political landscape.

 Talita Tanscheit
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 

MINIMAL ELECTORAL STRENGTH OF THE
FAR RIGHT
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

Colombia

Seeds of the Far Right

Sandra Botero and José Miguel Jaimes Prada

Colombia has been one of the Latin American countries in which right-wing
political forces have been consistently strongest. A long history of armed
conflict both thwarted the consolidation of left-leaning democratic forces and
gave preeminence to ideologically centrist, pragmatic, and/or right-leaning
politicians. Indeed, the twenty-first century has been one in which national
politics has been dominated by representatives of the right and the center right,
until the electoral victory of leftist Gustavo Petro who became president in
. The most important figure of the contemporary Colombian right, Álvaro
Uribe, was a hugely popular president between  and  and went on to
establish the most important right-wing party, the Centro Democrático (CD).
Uribe was central to his defense minister and heir apparent, Juan Manuel
Santos, winning the presidency in , though Santos later turned his back
on Uribe. Still a formidable force after the Santos presidency, the CD and
Uribe’s blessing brought Ivan Duque to power for the period –.
Given the preeminence of the right, and in particular the crucial importance
of Uribe and Uribismo as a political identity in Colombian politics until recently
(Albarracín et al., ; Gamboa, ), at first glance it might appear
puzzling that a strong far right has not yet emerged as an organized force.
This is in sharp contrast to other countries like Brazil and Chile where the

This chapter is based on the analysis and ideas we developed in “La ultraderecha en Colombia:
Ideas y liderazgos en formación,” a memo published by Fundación FES Chile in November .
Here we build on that work, expanding our arguments and evidence. We are grateful to Juan
Albarracín, Laura Gamboa, Daphne Halikiopoulou, Silvia Otero Bahamón, the editors, and par-
ticipants in the Santiago de Chile  workshop for their feedback. Thanks also to the
Observatorio de la Democracia at Universidad de los Andes for sharing their Barómetro de las
Américas data and to Lorezon Calderón and Juan Esteban Carvajal for excellent
research assistance.
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contemporary far right has gained prominence with good electoral perform-
ances, varying levels of organization, and even presidential victories.

Is there a far right in Colombia? To what extent are far-right ideas present in
Colombian politics today, and what are their prospects going forward? Given
the internal conflict, a militaristic and anti-guerrilla right has been historically
strong and dominant in Colombia. At the same time, cultural and socioeco-
nomic issues that have been politicized in other countries by a radicalized right
have not dominated the national political agenda. Instead, many such issues
have been discussed in the judicial arena – particularly through the
Constitutional Court’s progressive rulings. Presently, Colombia lacks an organ-
ized far-right party, but this should not be taken to mean that far-right ideas are
not relevant to understanding present and future political dynamics. We rely on
the framework presented in the introductory chapter of this volume to analyze
the extent to which contemporary far-right ideas are espoused by key figures in
the Colombian political elite.

In the first section we introduce the outlines and ideological concerns of the
Colombian right, as necessary context. In the second and third sections we
analyze the speeches, interviews, and social media presence of two key figures in
recent right-wing electoral politics, Álvaro Uribe and Rodolfo Hernández, to
explore the extent to which they can be understood as exponents of the
contemporary far right. Former president Uribe is the waning patriarch and
Hernández was the wild-card presidential candidate in whom right-wing forces
invested their hopes to beat leftist Petro in . We argue that neither should
be understood as exponents of the contemporary far right, though – as we will
show – some far-right ideas can be identified in their discourse at different
points, with varying degrees of coherence. The seeds of the contemporary far
right are to be found elsewhere: in leaders embedded among established parties
and emerging in their shade.

In the fourth section we focus on the ideas and discourse of Colombia’s most
prominent far-right politician: Maria Fernanda Cabal. Cabal, senator
(–) for the CD political party, is a key personality in regional far-
right circles. Domestically, she straddles two worlds: a personal brand that
emphasizes her radicalism and deliberately reaches out to Latin American and
Hispanic far-right networks, while being part of a political party which is not
far right “in the contemporary sense.” We explore the evolution of Cabal’s
discourse as a congress member, and identify an inflection point toward greater
radicalization and moral conservatism starting in , coinciding with her
more active involvement in international far-right networks. In closing, we
analyze the prospects of the Colombian far right in light of current political
dynamics, the fragmented nature of the party system, and the dynamics of the
 presidential campaign.

As this book shows, the contemporary far right in Latin America has some
important commonalities with far-right forces in other regions, but also its own
distinctive characteristics. The case of Colombia is interesting because, though
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no formal far-right electoral vehicle exists at present, the right has been histor-
ically strong, and, for example, former president Alvaro Uribe led the way for
the punitivist approach that the regional contemporary far right so strongly
favors. At the same time, Uribe himself does not neatly fit the contemporary far-
right label: he does not deny climate change, he is not anti-immigration, and
moral conservatism (though sometimes present in his discourse, especially in
recent years) has not been at the center of his concerns. Cabal, the Colombian
politician that most neatly fits the label of Latin American far right, is fueled in
no small part by the visibility and ideas provided to her by a dense network of
international connections with like-minded figures. The human and organiza-
tional ties binding and driving the spread of far-right ideas in Latin America
seems a particularly important dimension. We should keep in mind both
domestic and transnational dynamics as we seek to understand the evolution
of the radical right.

.   ’  

In Colombian politics today, two forces can be seen as exemplifying the two
ideological opposites of the spectrum: to the left, the Pacto Histórico, a young
left-wing coalition of parties and grassroots movements led by current presi-
dent, Gustavo Petro, and to the right, the CD, an established political party led
by the former president, Uribe. We begin by describing the ideas and players
that are central to the Colombian right, to better understand the context. There
are, surely, other political parties aside from the CD which can be located to the
right – including the Partido Conservador, Movimiento Independiente de
Renovación Absoluta (MIRA), Colombia Justa y Libres (see Montilla et al.,
) – but Uribe and his party have been the pivot and the purveyors of
ideological coherence at the national level.

Colombia’s decades-old civil war included several armed leftist guerrillas,
which not only hindered the consolidation of a democratic left – until recently –
but also configured right-wing forces whose main distinguishing feature from the
center and the center left was the opposition to any negotiation with these armed
actors. Uribismo and the CD built and thrived on that division, which lent the
Colombian right some particularities when compared to other Latin American
countries, as the cleavage was not rooted in socioeconomic or cultural inequality
but rather in a hawkish approach to the internal conflict (the stance defended and
built up by Uribismo) against those who favored negotiations with the armed
guerrillas (the approach that centrist leaders from traditional parties and the
incipient center left advocated). Until recently, the right’s ideological message has
been unified and consistent. Wills Otero () summarizes the key ideas of that
message as follows: a militaristic, confrontational, and warlike discourse that
prioritized security, coupled with a welfarist social approach. Gutiérez Sanin
() also highlights the decided emphasis on militarized security, and on
building trust and security for business and investors.

Colombia: Seeds of the Far Right 
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The lack of overtly leftist governments meant that the right did not have to
resort to rejecting progressive government reforms as their electoral strategy, at
least until Petro’s victory in . In other words, Colombia is not a case in
which the radicalization of the right might be explained as a backlash to leftist
cultural or economic policies. Interestingly, Colombia’s comparatively progres-
sive legal framework guaranteeing access to abortion, LGBTQ+ rights, and
generous enforcement of socioeconomic rights is associated with the liberal
jurisprudence of its Constitutional Court. The Court itself has suffered back-
lash for its activist profile, and certainly these issues have at times been the
subject of strong controversy and organized attempts to punish the Court and
roll back its progressive rulings (Botero, ). However, it is worth noting
that, for example, a majority of Colombians support abortion rights and, as
Figure . (Panel A) shows, the proportion has only increased in recent years.
The country is much more conservative with regard to attitudes toward the
LGBTQ+ population, though overall those numbers have also improved in
recent years (see Figure ., Panel B). In any case, the judicial route for the
expansion of those rights, and the continued relevance of the internal conflict
and its associated violence, meant that the politicization of cultural issues, while
not absent, has not been at center stage of party politics and national electoral
politics.

Starting around , it became clear that the Colombian right was under-
going a midlife crisis as Uribismo – once its defining political identity and
binding agent – and the CD – its organizational muscle – have both weakened.
The old focus on a militarized approach to the internal conflict, which used to
articulate the CD’s program and dominated their messaging, showed signs of
having worn too thin following President Santos’ successful peace negotiations
with the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC). The demo-
bilization of this guerrilla in  created more political space for left-leaning
political actors, eliminated the FARC as the main enemy, and allowed for
redistributive and social justice concerns to emerge in political debates, ultim-
ately leading to the election of Colombia’s first leftist and progressive president,
Petro (Botero et al., ). Thus, when the FARC ceased to exist formally, the
right’s main physical and ideological foe all but vanished. Though some might
have predicted that the FARC’s transformation into a political party after their
demobilization would have meant that the communist scare remained relevant,
the reality is that as a political party, the FARC (now known as Partido
Comunes) is extremely small, faced considerable difficulties appealing to the
Colombian public or fostering new leaderships, and failed to consolidate its
own electoral base (Rettberg & Martínez, ).

 One other major guerrilla continues to be active, the ELN (Ejército de Liberación Nacional,
National Liberation Army). The ELN is not perceived as an ideological organization but, increas-
ingly, as a criminal group.
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FIGURE . Percentage who justify abortion and percentage who approve of
homosexuality in Colombia
Source: Author’s own elaboration based on data from LAPOP’s Barometro de las Américas.
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Additionally, during the government of Iván Duque (–), Uribe’s
heir, there was an increase in organized violence in urban and rural areas,
which evidenced a difficulty for the right wing to respond to the new dynamics
of crime and violence. Faced with profound changes in the electorate’s priorities
and leftist forces consolidating under Petro’s leadership, right-wing parties
struggled mightily to adjust their messaging and strategy to this new reality in
which security challenges remain, but the old messaging frames focusing exclu-
sively on the guerrilla threat were (and remain) insufficient to Colombian
voters.

In terms of the party itself, the CD’s process of institutionalization brought
its own challenges. Over the years, in order to grow, the party sacrificed
ideological coherence (Gutiérrez Sanín, ), broadened its message, and
saw its electoral base shrink (Albarracín et al., ). More recently, key figures
within the party vie for control as Uribe’s popularity decreases and right-wing
leaders emerge outside the CD’s own fold. Once upon a time the CD reigned
supreme and was virtually synonymous with Colombia’s right. Starting in
, Uribe and the CD’s leadership continue to be important, but right-wing
forces have fragmented, and new leaders emerge.

. Á :   

Although the contemporary far right does not have its own electoral vehicle in
Colombia, certain political figures have played at different times with ideas and
elements of the contemporary far right in Latin America, as defined by Rovira
Kaltwasser in this volume. In this section we analyze the relationship between
the patriarch of the Colombian right, Álvaro Uribe, Uribismo, and far-right
ideas. We show that though Uribe has defended and espoused some ideas that
are key to the right and to the contemporary far right – namely, his mano dura
(hawkish) stance and illiberal attitudes toward democracy. However, unlike
more straightforward far-right contemporaries such as Javier Milei, Jair
Bolsonaro, or José Antonio Kast, Uribe cannot be fully understood as a full-
fledged contemporary far-right politician, particularly because one of the key
shared characteristics of such parties and figures in Latin America is their moral
conservatism, which was not central to Uribe’s discourse historically and has
only begun to center it in recent years. To better understand Uribe’s importance
and the evolution of his discourse, we need to analyze it over time.

As the defining figurehead of the contemporary Colombian right, Uribe’s
political trajectory and his discourse can be broken down into three periods:
presidency (–), opposition senator (–), and the latest phase
in which he plays the role of a backstage advisor and is less prominent, though
not totally absent, from the public arena (–).

Starting with his first presidential bid in , in which Uribe became a
national figure running for the presidency on an outsider platform (deftly
distancing himself from his prior membership of the Liberal Party), the

 Sandra Botero and José Miguel Jaimes Prada

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


hallmark of his politics was quickly apparent: a defense of a mano dura
approach to Colombia’s internal conflict. In his staunch defense of the military
and his punitivist discourse, Uribe was in many ways the precursor of present-
day mano dura politicians throughout the region.

Although previous presidents used authoritarian security policies to try to
rein in the growing internal conflict, Uribe’s government was the first to focus
so heavily on the armed forces and on a military victory against guerrillas, both
in discourse and in policies. His first presidential campaign and presidency
revolved around a single main political goal: “to defeat through military force
outlawed armed groups and to recover the legitimate monopoly on the use of
force for the government,” as Wills Otero (, p. ) sums it up. His first
government plan read: “The President shall direct public order as befits a
democratic society in which the public force respects the popularly elected
rulers. In the Presidency I will be the first soldier of the Nation, dedicated day
and night to recover the tranquility of all Colombians.” The public policy that
materialized these goals, known as seguridad democrática (democratic secur-
ity), intensified military action against guerrillas and decimated the FARC but
also resulted in grave human rights violations, ranging from illegal wiretapping
of Supreme Court justices to extrajudicial killings of citizens who were wrongly
presented by the armed forces as neutralized guerrilla fighters in order to
increase body counts.

The dramatic rise in violence in the last decade of the twentieth century
created an internal crisis and facilitated Uribe’s rise to power. The internal
conflict included confrontations between and among left-wing guerrillas, para-
military forces, drug cartels, and military forces, with innocent civilians bearing
the worst part. Uribe’s discourse emphasized the need for military victory over
guerrillas and singled them out as enemies of the whole nation. Starting from
his own experience with the FARC – his father was killed by this guerrilla in
 – Uribe often connects with audiences by making the case that he suffered
the same way many Colombians suffered: “I grew up in the coffee-growing
region of Antioquia, I opened my eyes to the world in the midst of that political
violence, and I have lived through so much violence in the Colombian
countryside.”

Uribe’s staunch defense of the military connects with a specific tradition of
right-wing politics in Colombia present to this day: anti-communism, or, in
Uribe’s own term, the rejection of “Castro-Chavismo.” Anti-communism is
part of the historical bloodline of the Colombian right, one that intensified
during the Cold War (Trejos Rosero, ). The anti-communist doctrine was
central during his presidency: Uribe argued that guerrillas lacked political

 “Las promesas de Uribe,” El Tiempo, May , . www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/
MAM-


“Entrevista: Uribe le responde en SEMANA a Santos sobre los falsos positivos,” Revista Semana,
June , . www.youtube.com/watch?v¼lptnYBjlHA
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legitimacy, and he stressed that Colombia was fighting “narco-terrorism,” not
undergoing a civil war. His rejection of communist guerrillas linked with his
condemnation of Castro-Chavismo when he was elected to the Senate in ,
and again in , thus becoming the leader of the opposition to President
Santos.

In , Uribe founded the CD, a political party built around defending his
legacy, and one that would go on to be very successful. Senator Uribe and the
CD focused their messaging and campaigning on opposing the government by
attacking the peace negotiations with the FARC, relying on rhetoric that
directly alluded to Castro-Chavista tropes like the need to prevent “the country
from being handed over to Castro-Chavismo and becoming a replica of
Maduro’s tyranny.” During the massive wave of protests that started in late
, in keeping with this anti-communist tradition, in a November  tweet
Uribe referred to protesters as vandals sent by Maduro.

Uribe’s resolute support of the armed forces never wavered, despite proven
links between members of the military and paramilitary forces resulting in
human rights violations like those in the Operación Orión (Operation Orion)
carried out in Medellín in October . Orion stands as the biggest urban
military operation in Colombia’s history; it was intended to strike and weaken
the guerrillas’ control of Comuna , on the city’s outskirts. The operation was
carried out jointly by army units and police special forces, and it involved
coordination between the national government and the mayor’s office.
According to paramilitary chief “Don Berna,” paramilitary units collaborated
with government agents in this operation: they participated in raids and acted
as informants, providing information that was used to accuse civilians of being
guerrilla collaborators. Inhabitants of Comuna  were tortured to obtain
intelligence, illegally detained, or disappeared. When faced with criticisms
about this operation during a press conference, Uribe in turn accused his critics
of “never criticizing terrorist groups in Medellín, but rather criticizing
Operación Orión.”

Cas Mudde () argues that one characteristic that clearly distinguishes
parties and leaders that are part of the extreme right in Europe is their anti-
democratic stance. In contemporary Latin America, some radical leaders at
both extremes of the ideological spectrum have exhibited an utter lack of

 La Noche NTN (Director), “Entrevista al expresidente Uribe sobre la campaña por el NO al
plebiscito en el programa La Noche” [Video], August , . www.youtube.com/watch?
v¼ywNpgYtEU

 Grupo de Memoria Histórica, Desplazamiento forzado en la comuna : Huella invisible de la
guerra. Grupo de Memoria HIstórica / Semana / Taurus, .


“Operación Orión:  años de impunidad,” Verdad Abierta, October , . https://
verdadabierta.com/operacion-orion-la-verdad-diez-anos-despues/

 Á. Uribe, “Alocución y rueda de prensa del Presidente Álvaro Uribe Vélez. Canal Institucional
RTVC,” April , . www.legadouribe.com/wp-content/uploads///.-Primero-
Colombia.pdf, pp. –.
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democratic commitment: Maduro and Ortega preside over authoritarian
Venezuela and Nicaragua, but the region has also witnessed a long string of
right-wing military dictatorships, so this characteristic is less useful as a bench-
mark. As president, Uribe himself sent mixed signals with regard to his demo-
cratic commitment. In Uribe’s first government program, we find no overt
attacks on democratic foundations. Some of his words and actions while in
office indicate otherwise: many consider his referendum initiative to cut the size
of Congress an attack on that institution. As president, his discourse straddled
democratic and anti-democratic rhetoric; the latter was evident in his forceful
verbal attacks on members of the opposition and his insistence on Colombia
striving toward becoming an “Estado de opinión.” In his view, “Estado de
Opinión” was a more advanced stage of the “Estado de derecho” (rule of law)
in that public opinion (majoritarianism) stood beyond and above the judiciary
and many democratic institutions (Montoya Brand, ). Beyond rhetoric,
Uribe engaged in a number of practices during his presidency that indicate that
he had authoritarian and illiberal tendencies, including wiretapping justices and
verbally and forcefully attacking the judiciary (Gamboa, ). At the same
time, Uribe had a major moment of democratic restraint when, after trying to
push through a referendum that would have allowed him to run for a second
reelection, he respected the Constitutional Court’s ruling declaring the referen-
dum unconstitutional and effectively barring him from seeking a third term.
As a senator, and in recent years, Uribe has carefully played up his democratic
credentials, rejecting the far-right label and explicitly clarifying that he defends
democracy.

The latest stage in Uribe’s public trajectory began in  when he resigned
from the Senate. He quit when the Supreme Court of Justice ordered his
detention as part of a legal inquiry that had started in  in which he was
accused of witness tampering. The resignation sought to avoid the former
president being investigated by that tribunal, which has jurisdiction over law-
makers, and instead transfer his process to the Fiscalía (Attorney General’s
Office), which at that time was headed by someone friendly to him. Aside from
the advancement of that legal process – which began to suggest there was
evidence to indicate Uribe could have been implicated in wrongdoing – the
stormy and unpopular ending of his protege Duque’s presidency was another
reason for Uribe to have maintained a low profile. After being the defining
figure of Colombian politics for decades, the great patriarch began to lose wider
appeal. In  Uribe hit his lowest approval ratings since  with a mere 
percent. Throughout , the first year of Petro’s government, he played a


“La explicación de Álvaro Uribe de por qué no es de extrema derecha,” El Tiempo, November ,
. www.eltiempo.com/politica/partidos-politicos/uribe-su-explicacion-de-por-que-no-es-de-
extrema-derecha-


“Guía para entender el juicio a Álvaro Uribe,” La Silla Vacía, July , . www.lasillavacia
.com/silla-nacional/guia-para-entender-el-juicio-a-alvaro-uribe/
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loyal and democratic opposition role, stating that he did not want to “polarize”
the country and promising to “work to contribute to make Petro’s government
a government of social democracy.” Meanwhile, the CD lost electoral clout.
For example, from having the largest groups of senators with thirty-two seats in
, in the  elections the party won only half that number of seats
(sixteen). Within the party, infighting grew.

Uribe’s waning years coincided with the growing domestic and regional
backlash against minority rights, particularly LGBTQ+ rights. Some important
figures in the CD (for example, Senator Maria Fernanda Cabal, see Section .
below) and in other right-wing parties openly cater to precisely the sociocultural
far-right issues, such as opposition to abortion and LGBTQ+ rights, which Uribe
never placed at the center of his political agenda while he was president or senator.
While not a sexual diversity champion himself, at landmark moments such as the
Constitutional Court ruling that legalized same-sex unions, Uribe opted for a
middle path, declaring that “[while] in the name of respect for intimacy, the
homosexual couple relationship must be respected, [the Court should have] found
a way to respect homosexual intimacy without equating these couples to hetero-
sexual marriage.” At the same time, Uribe himself has occasionally used the
rhetoric of gender ideology for electoral purposes, particularly in recent years. Also
in , he was a key figure in the campaign led by the CD urging people to vote
no on the plebiscite to approve the Havana Peace Accords (Botero, ). In some
areas of the country, part of the strategy to stir the No vote was to claim that the
gender perspective in the peace accords threatened traditional marriage and
Colombia’s legal system (Corredor, ). He argued on Twitter against “gender
ideology” in sex-ed programs for children, citing the conservative mantra of
keeping kids’ education in the hands of parents, not the state.

Yet Uribe has not, thus far, consistently expressed the vitriolic hate of sexual
minorities that has fueled openly homophobic politicians in other countries in
which US “culture wars” and radicalization on sociocultural issues have com-
pletely taken hold of the political agenda. He was and remains a punitivist, an
anti-communist, and a staunch defender of the military – a combination that
justified some of the worst human rights violations and illiberal actions during
his presidency. Clearly Uribe held and still holds radical right-wing views, but
the lack of a nativist component to his discourse, the fact that anti-LGBTQ+
issues are not his linchpin and the very wide coalition he built with ideologically
diverse politicians make his classification as far right in the contemporary sense

 I. Santaeulalia, “Álvaro Uribe: ‘Contribuiremos a que el de Petro sea un Gobierno de democracia
social,’” El País, September , . https://elpais.com/america-colombia/--/alvaro-
uribe-contribuiremos-a-que-el-de-petro-sea-un-gobierno-de-democracia-social.html

 Á. Uribe, “Declaración del expresidente Uribe a la decisión de la Corte del matrimonio de parejas
homosexuales,” April , . https://alvarouribevelez.com.co/matrimonio-homosexual/

 Á. Uribe, “Al niño lo debe guiar la familia, no el Estado. . .” [Tuit]. Twitter, November , .
https://twitter.com/AlvaroUribeVel/status/
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of the term murky. Uribe did not and does not at present follow the radical-
right playbook that fuels Bolsonaro, Kast, or Abascal. That niche belongs to
other leaders within and adjacent to the CD. In this, Uribe (and Uribismo)
resemble Fujimori (and Fujimorismo) in Perú (see Meléndez, ): both
leaders and their supporters built a discourse that solidified the right in their
respective countries in contexts of internal conflict, which does not automatic-
ally make them an integral part of the contemporary far right.

.  Á

The  presidential race brought Rodolfo Hernández, the runner up against
Gustavo Petro, briefly to the center stage of Colombian politics. In stark
contrast to presidential races in other Latin American countries such as
Argentina’s in  or Brazil’s in , the far right did not figure prominently
in the  Colombian race. A common mistake was to label Hernández as a
representative of the far right. As we will show in this section, calling him the
“tropical Trump” is catchy, but misleading. As a presidential candidate
Hernández did not turn to politicizing the themes that are central to other
far-right leaders in Latin America. Once the presidential race was over, he
vanished from politics. Many hoped he would use his electoral capital to
organize the opposition to Petro’s government. Instead, he stepped aside from
public life until his death from cancer in late .

When the campaign for the presidential election began in earnest in January
, Rodolfo Hernández was relatively unknown, at least on the national
level. Hernández had a long trajectory as a successful construction businessman
and was famous in the Santander department (where he had been mayor of the
capital city, Bucaramanga, between  and ) but he had held no other
elected or public office, nor was he backed by any political party. Known as the
King of Tik Tok, he ran an extremely successful and small-scale campaign that
relied heavily on WhatsApp and social media (Piñeiro-Rodriguez et al., )
and a simple anti-corruption message: “no stealing, no lying, no betraying.”
As Barrenechea and Otero-Bahamón () argue, the newcomer populist–
who lacked a fully formed program of government – successfully appealed to
voters on the right but also to a wide cross-section of centrists and undecideds
who were anti-establishment and ready for change, just not Petro’s leftist brand
of change. Within a matter of weeks, he rose meteorically in the polls and came
second in the first round of voting in May , leaving in his wake a trail of
hopefuls, many of whom were renowned and experienced career politicians.

Hernández was often perceived as a right-wing candidate, which is inaccur-
ate. When he became Petro’s sole opponent as the presidential race headed to
the runoff, Hernández also became, by default, the right’s preferred choice,
which is a different matter. Upon making it to the runoff, he was quickly
claimed by the candidate of the center-right coalition, Federico Gutiérrez, and
by most high-profile leaders and congress members of the right, as the ideal
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choice for the presidency. Note that Hernández explicitly stated that he did not
accept any alliances or endorsements: the day after the first round he
announced on social media: “I am grateful for the support anyone is willing
to offer, but my only alliance is with the Colombian people.” That same day, he
had a viral Twitter thread that began: “Don’t be fooled: here are twenty ways in
which I am different from Uribismo.” The thread included references to
respecting LGBTQ+ rights, the right to protest, and support for the legalization
of marihuana. Furthermore, as we saw previously, the defining feature of the
Colombian right is its hawkish stance with regard to the solution to the armed
conflict. In contrast, Hernández openly supported the peace agreement in his
program, a position in which he was consistent across interviews and social
media posts. Support for a military solution to the armed conflict figured
nowhere in any of his communications.

Indeed, Hernández was hard to locate in the left–right ideological spectrum, or
as a defender of any other thick ideology. He is better understood as a pure
populist, without an accompanying thick ideology that gave content to his anti-
corruption discourse (Zanotti & Botero, ). His central message revolved
around criticizing politicians as corrupt and politiqueros and presenting himself
as the person who stood ready to balance the checkbook, implement austerity, and
stop the stealing. Corruption was the single most common theme in all his interven-
tions and social media (Gamboa et al., ). A review of his (thin) program and
few interviews suggests an eclectic mix of positions and often underspecified policy
proposals which, as a whole, did not fall squarely in the right or the left.

Another fact that contributed to Hernandez sometimes being wrongly per-
ceived as a right-wing politician, and more specifically as far right, were the too
common and misleading comparisons between him and Donald Trump. The
catchy “Tropical Trump” moniker was an easy shortcut that many, especially
the international press, used during the last stretch of the campaign to try to
make sense of a duel between two anti-establishment populists, Petro and
Hernández, that few analysts foresaw. As Zanotti and Botero () show,
this comparison to Trump is misleading: though they are both populists and
share some background characteristics, where Trump’s nativism makes him a
good example of populist radical right, nativism was not central to Rodolfo
Hernández’s project. The politicization of migrant minorities has not been that
common in contemporary Latin America as it is usually indigenous and other
minorities (like LGBTQ+) who are othered (Zanotti & Roberts, ). In
Colombia, nativism of the contemporary variety would entail stigmatizing
Venezuelan migrants in particular. When he was mayor of Bucaramanga,
Hernández made news with xenophobic remarks with regard to Venezuelan
migrant women. However, nowhere in his proposed program of government

 “‘Dije la verdad, son una fábrica de niños pobres’: Rodolfo Hernández,” El Tiempo, February
, . www.eltiempo.com/colombia/otras-ciudades/rodolfo-hernandez-responde-a-las-criti
cas-tras-senalamientos-sobre-mujeres-venezolanas-
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or throughout his presidential campaign did he stoke fears of massive migration
waves, claimed that he would work to stop the migrant influx, or presented
migrants as dangerous. If anything, he was open in his wish to reestablish
diplomatic relations with Venezuela, which President Duque had ended.

Moreover, there is no evidence that Hernández’s political project included
opposing minority rights, in particular, LGBTQ+ rights. Indeed, in his program
Hernández spoke favorably of defending the rights of this group and he went
out of his way to clearly and decidedly present himself as an LGBTQ+ ally
during the campaign. On June , , for example, he tweeted: “This pride
month I want you to rest assured that in my government the rights of the
LGBTQ+ community will be guaranteed. There is no possibility of unity while
discrimination persists.”

ThoughHernández cannot be accurately classified as right or radical right, in our
review of his presidential campaign interventions and materials we identified occa-
sional references to Castro-Chavismo, especially as election day neared. Though
rare, we document this for transparency. In the final two weeks of the campaign,
when Petro and Hernández were neck and neck in most polls, Hernández began to
refer to Petro as Castro-Chavista, a turn of phrase that was new to the campaign
and stood in contrast with his declarations prior to the first round of voting,
according to which he would vote for Petro if he did not make it to the run-off
himself. The Castro-Chavista accusations were made in a televised interview with
Jaime Bayly, filmed in Miami just a few days before the election. It is worth
mentioning that these remarks stand in isolation from the usual tone of the cam-
paign, in which he attacked Petro, but did not turn to the Castro-Chavista claim.

Hernandez’s rise to national politics was as meteoric as it was fleeting. After
taking the presidential campaign by storm, winning over  million votes, and
occupying the Senate seat offered to runners-up in the presidential election,
many expected Hernandez to step up as opposition leader and use the electoral
momentum to strengthen his political movement. Instead, he quit the Senate
just two months into the new congressional term. After the presidential elec-
tions, Hernández did not devote any effort to buttressing his political move-
ment or choosing and publicly anointing a political heir. His health declined as
he faced corruption charges and withdrew from public life. He died of cancer in
late , without even attempting to capitalize on the millions of votes that
almost won him the presidency.

.     :   

 

Though the contemporary far right has not yet come to be a political force with
national reach in Colombia, some far-right ideas and leaders can be found.

 See J. Bayly (Director), “Entrevista de Jaime Bayly con el candidato Rodolfo Hernández”
[Video] (June , ). www.youtube.com/watch?v¼FyzcCFHJI
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Enrique Gómez, heir of one of the most conservative families and leader of the
small Movimiento de Salvación Nacional (National Salvation Movement), with
confessed affinity for the international far right, was a presidential hopeful in
, and was elected to the Senate in early . In the  regional
elections, pastor Jaime Andrés Beltrán was elected mayor after branding him-
self “Bucaramanga’s Bukele,” tough on crime and denouncing gender ideology.
The far-right figure with the greatest national projection is Senator María
Fernanda Cabal of the CD party. Cabal is a frequent participant in regional
far-right circles but, in domestic terms, her status is mixed, since she is part of a
political party, the CD, which is not far right.

Born into a landowning family in the city of Cali, Cabal’s early political
career took off alongside that of her husband, José Félix Lafaurie, a leader of
the national cattle rancher association (Federación Colombiana de Ganaderos,
FEDEGAN). She worked in the Attorney General’s Office as director of inter-
national affairs, appointed by Mario Iguarán, attorney general during the
presidency of Álvaro Uribe. She resigned from this position after publicly
questioning a prosecutor’s decision to link sixty-nine military personnel to the
investigation of the massacre perpetrated by paramilitaries in the village of San
José de Apartadó. After leaving the Attorney General’s Office, Cabal created
the Colombia Ganadera Foundation (FUNDAGAN), the social arm of
FEDEGAN. In , she was elected to the House of Representatives for
Bogotá, running for the CD, at that time a new party. According to journalist
Laura Ardila, Uribe had offered Lafaurie a spot on the party’s list to the
Senate, but Lafaurie proposed that his wife, who wanted to enter electoral
politics, take it in his stead. Cabal was not satisfied with being placed in the
twenty-seventh slot on the Senate list, and she took on the challenge of leading
the list for the House of Representatives for Bogotá. She won. Since entering
electoral politics, Cabal has been one of the most radical figures of the CD.
We reviewed her Twitter (now X) profile, her legislative bills, and public
interviews: we find – particularly starting in  – evidence of strong affinity
with the Iberian and Latin American far right. Cabal herself has linked her
success to connecting with people who support her for “saying things in public
which they themselves do not dare [to say].”

From early on in her political career, Cabal has presented herself as an heir
and defender of Uribismo, capitalism, emphasizing punitivism, support for the


“Dentro de una semana saldrá de la Fiscalía la jefa de Asuntos Internacionales, María Fernanda
Cabal,” El Tiempo, March , . www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/CMS-

 L. Ardila, “María Fernanda Cabal, la mal portada de la derecha,” La Silla Vacía, August ,
. www.lasillavacia.com/historias/silla-nacional/maria-fernanda-cabal-la-mal-portada-de-la-
derecha/

 I. Santaeulalia, “María Fernanda Cabal: ‘Si es la voluntad de Dios, seré presidenta de Colombia.
Es mi momento,’” El País, May , . https://elpais.com/america-colombia/--/
maria-fernanda-cabal-si-es-la-voluntad-de-dios-sere-presidenta-de-colombia-es-mi-momento
.html
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armed forces, and the “iron fist” approach of the former president Uribe. For
example, in , during a public forum in the context of the campaign that her
party led to promote the No vote in the plebiscite to ratify the Peace Agreement
with the FARC, she stated “the Army are not pink ladies, the Army is a lethal
combat force that goes in to kill. It does not go in to ask questions.” She is
also a determined advocate of more expansive legal carry legislation – in
Colombia, legal carry of weapons for civilians is limited to handguns with strict
permits.

She has also stood out as explicitly anti-left from the beginning of her career.
When she was a representative to the House, she made headlines for posting on
Twitter, following the death of writer Gabriel García Márquez, that he was “in
hell” given his closeness to Fidel Castro. Statements such as “everything that
the left touches, rots” (Cabal, a) are illustrative of her usual repertoire.
In a public debate, Cabal equated citizen protests to a guerrilla attack financed
by drug traffickers. This is another recurrent strategy in her anti-left rhetoric:
by associating the left with criminal actors, she delegitimizes it and denies it
standing as a valid interlocutor. Like Uribe, and as is common in the contem-
porary far right, she often described Petro and his co-partisans as communists,
using this word as an insult. For example, in late , she derided the
government for rising utility costs in Colombia’s Caribbean in her X profile
by saying: “Inept communists. The only thing they are good at is promoting
class warfare, hate, and resentment. Governing is not their strong suit.”

Another characteristic of Cabal’s political discourse throughout her career
has been the revisionism of history associated with the Colombian armed
conflict and her criticism of human rights. During the peace negotiations
between the Santos government and the FARC, she harshly criticized these
efforts for leading to a rewriting of history by the guerrillas. Likewise, she was
critical of the institutions that emerged as a result of the Havana Peace Accords,
describing the Truth Commission and the Special Jurisdiction for Peace as

 “María F. Cabal no se retractaría de sus palabras sobre el Ejército,” El Tiempo, September ,
. www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/CMS-


“La congresista que quiere ver a Gabo en el infierno,” El Espectador, April , . www
.elespectador.com/colombia/mas-regiones/la-congresista-que-quiere-ver-a-gabo-en-el-infierno-
article-/

 M. F. Cabal [@MariaFdaCabal], “Todo lo que toca la izquierda, lo pudre. Todo lo que la
izquierda administra, lo daña. Lo único que han hecho es vampirizar al Estado, todos viven de
cargos públicos y ordeñan al Estado y cuando lo pueden desangrar, lo desangran” [Tuit],
Twitter, April , . https://twitter.com/MariaFdaCabal/status/

 M. E. Jimenez, “María Fernanda Cabal: ‘Paro nacional fue una toma guerrillera,’” Caracol
Radio, August , . https://caracol.com.co/radio////nacional/_
.html

 M. F. Cabal [@MariaFdaCabal], “Comunistas ineptos. Solo saben generar lucha de clases, odio
y resentimiento. Eso de gobernar no se les da” [Tuit], Twitter, October , . https://x.com/
MariaFdaCabal/status/
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co-opted by Marxism and the extreme left. These criticisms of efforts to bring
justice and memory to human rights abuses in Colombia share some common
threads with criticisms that Javier Milei and Jair Bolsonaro have made of efforts
to promote memory and justice following military dictatorships in their
respective countries.

Moral conservatism is central to Cabal’s public discourse. Throughout her
political career, she has attacked advances in rights and guarantees for the
LGTBQ+ population and has been critical of gender ideology and what she
calls “the gay lobby.”On several occasions the senator has clarified that she has
nothing against homosexuals, but what bothers her ideological indoctrination
indoctrination. In our review of interviews and on her social media profiles we
find that she has opposed same-sex marriage from the start. In March , for
example, in a debate with other candidates to the House of Representatives, she
stated that she was against the political participation of FARC members
following their demobilization, against abortion, and against same-sex mar-
riage. In her Twitter profile she clarified, in March of that same year, that
“marriage is the basis of the family, a fundamental pillar of society. It cannot be
equated with a homosexual union.” More recently, in response to a campaign
launched by the President’s Office to celebrate pride month in June , she
countered: “one does not celebrate diverse sexual tastes.”

Cabal has been making statements stigmatizing the LGBTQ+ population
since she became a politician. In contrast, her skeptical stance on climate
change – another common trait among Latin American far-right leaders – is
more recent. For example, on her X profile, a platform in which she is very
active, we only found mentions of climate change starting in , the year
Petro became president. Since environmental concerns are central to Petro’s
political agenda, the rise in Cabal mentions of climate change are probably not
a mere coincidence: it is likely that she found in this topic a strategic area in
which to differentiate herself from him and criticize him. Without denying its
existence, Cabal considers climate change part of a questionable agenda pro-
moted by an international leftist minority, as she recently explained in an
interview, where she also makes derogatory allusions to gender issues:

This [Petro’s presidency] is another Santos government, with a much more communist
leftist bent, something that Santos does not care about, because Santos belongs to the
Colombian revolutionary elite that enjoys sitting at the table with globalist meta-
capitalist elite, a few families of madmen [. . .] They sell us a lot of crazy talk of inclusive

 M. F. Cabal [@MariaFdaCabal], “El matrimonio es la base de la familia, pilar fundamental de la
sociedad. No se puede equiparar con una union” [Tuit], Twitter, March , . https://twitter
.com/MariaFdaCabal/status/

 M. F. Cabal [@MariaFdaCabal], “Uno no celebra los gustos sexuales diversos, uno celebra al
mejor estudiante, al mejor empresario, al mejor médico y conmemora” [Tuit]. Twitter, June ,
. https://twitter.com/MariaFdaCabal/status/

 Sandra Botero and José Miguel Jaimes Prada
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language . . . They sell us perversion . . . They normalize perversion . . . this is what are
known as “modern degenerates.” They make the abnormal normal, but they do not do
the same with their families [. . .] It is the same  agenda that pushes all those climate
change theories that freak people out [. . .] and then Colombia, which emits practically
nothing, is practically schizophrenic.

For her, climate change is a secondary problem paid far too much attention
by Petro’s government. Anti-immigration stances have also not been (so far, at
least) central to her discourse. In her public appearances and social media, we
found some very occasional allusions to Venezuelan illegal migrants, though, in
general, the main theme was her calling for solidarity with the Venezuelan
people facing a criminal dictatorship.

Cabal admires and draws inspiration from far-right leaders and movements
in the Americas and Europe. She publicly praises Vox, Giorgia Meloni, José
Antonio Kast, and Donald Trump. This is not just cheap talk: the senator has
made decided efforts in recent years to connect with regional and Ibero-
American far-right networks. In February , Cabal joined the Foro
Madrid, an international alliance of representatives and parties of the
Hispanic far right. Foro Madrid is an initiative of the Disenso Foundation, a
think tank created by Vox. Disenso has as one of its objectives promoting
“coordination between personalities from Latin America and Spain for the
development of projects and ideas.” The founding document of the Foro is
the “Madrid Charter,” a manifesto that delegitimizes left-wing governments in
the Americas, declaring that they are “under the umbrella of the Cuban regime
and initiatives such as the São Paulo Forum and the Puebla Group, which
infiltrate the centers of power to impose their ideological agenda.” Cabal is
listed as a signatory of the manifesto alongside Milei and Kast.

Between  and , Vox invested €million in the Disenso foundation,
which, as González () explains, has been “a powerful platform for its
[VOX’s] deployment in Latin America.” In February , Senator Cabal
represented the most radical wing of the CD at the first regional meeting of
the Foro Madrid which took place in Bogotá, organized by VOX, with Javier
Milei and Ernesto Araújo (Bolsonaro’s former minister of foreign relations) in
attendance. In her interventions during the Bogotá event, Cabal spoke of social
movements, from environmentalists to LGTBQ+, as follows: “When class
struggle fails them [. . .] and they realize that social classes are not agents of
change, then they turn to the tribalization of society. [The turn] to embracing


“Entrevista: María Fernanda Cabal, ¿la jefa de la oposición del gobierno Petro?” [Video],
Revista Semana, August , .

 J. L. Peñarredonda et al., “Ultraderecha en Latinoamérica: Los socios de Vox para difundir
mentiras,” Ojo Público, July , . https://ojo-publico.com//ultraderecha-latinoamerica-
los-socios-vox-la-desinformacion

 Ibid., para. .
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the gay, indigenous, black, environmental, and human rights movements as just
causes and they pervert them, because everything about them is perverted.”

Following the Foro Madrid event, Cabal became an assiduous participant in
regional far-right networking events. A few months after the Foro Madrid she
was a guest of Eduardo Bolsonaro (Jair Bolsonaro’s son) in a virtual event
streamed through multiple platforms. In March , she visited the Peruvian
Congress, invited by Fundación Disenso together with VOX deputy Rocío
Monasterio and Hermann Tertsch, member of the European Parliament.
In May , she was invited by Santiago Abascal, leader of VOX, to give a
speech during a campaign event in Guadalajara (Spain).

Cabal’s increased networking with regional and international far-right
leaders and organizations since  coincides with a shift in her discourse
that brought her political messaging and her proposals closer to the topics that
are near and dear to the Latin American far right. Certain topics have been
important to her from the beginning of her career in Congress (punitivism, anti-
communism) but other issues – particularly those associated with what Mayka
and Smith () refer to as “sexuality politics” – have gained prominence in
her repertoire more recently, coinciding with her increased networking with the
far right. We can see this very clearly if we analyze her legislative proposals.
Relying on Congreso Visible’s public database of legislative bills and their floor
trajectories, we reviewed all the bills that Cabal has authored or coauthored
since she entered Congress in , and classified them according to themes
(see Figure .).

During her time as a representative (–) and then as a senator
(–), she has authored or coauthored  bills in total. In her decade
in Congress, Cabal has penned fourteen bills individually. During this time, she
has taken an interest in a wide range of topics, from cultural commemorations,
promoting the agricultural sector, pensions, education, social security, to
school lunches. We reviewed the content of all the Cabal bills, to ascertain
when and with what insistence she proposed to legislate on topics that are close
to those of the Latin American far right. We classified bills as far right if they
touched on the following issues: moral conservatism, anti-migration, puniti-
vism, climate denialism, anti-left, and/or aggressively pro-market. As Figure .
shows, we can see that between  and  no bill that Cabal authored or
signed qualifies thematically as aligning with the themes of the contemporary
far right.

However, starting in , there is a clear change, and these themes begin to
appear in her legislative work (see black area in Figure .). For example:
In  she proposed a bill to ban abortion (decriminalized in Colombia

 M. F. Cabal [@MariaFdaCabal], #EnVivo – Intervención en el Foro Madrid [Video]. Facebook
Live, February , . www.facebook.com/MariaFdaCabal/videos/envivo-intervenci%C%
Bn-en-el-foro-madrid//
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following a Constitutional Court ruling) and another one that would impose
life sentences on those found guilty of femicide (the Colombian constitution
forbids life sentences). In  she introduced another life sentence bill, but this
time as punishment for those convicted of corruption, and she also introduced a
bill to expand legal carry. In  two of her legislative initiatives aligned
directly with similar initiatives against “gender ideology” in the United States:
one bill sought to combat “child indoctrination” in public schools (directly
referencing similar legislative efforts in more than eighteen state-level legisla-
tures in the US) and another that would prohibit gender reassignment treat-
ments and surgeries for minors. None of the fourteen bills we classified as far
right were approved. Cabal began to put forth contemporary far-right ideas
and proposals in Congress in  – and that is also the year when, as we
already discussed, Cabal began to appear more consistently in international
forums and far-right events. If these trends are indicative, we can expect the
supply of such initiatives and discourse to continue. Cabal’s active participation
in regional and international far-right fora, her trajectory, as well as the
growing alignment of her discourse with that of other regional far-right leaders

FIGURE . Bills authored or co-authored by Maria Fernanda Cabal (–).
Source: Author’s own elaboration.

 At that time (), and following a ruling by the Colombian Constitutional Court in ,
abortion was legal in Colombia under three circumstances: if the pregnancy was the result of
sexual violence, in the case of fetal malformations, or if the health and/or life of the mother were
at risk. Cabal’s bill sought to reverse that. In , a new ruling by the Constitutional Court
further enhanced access to abortion by making it legal for all women prior to week .
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make her, at least so far, the most prominent leader of the contemporary far
right in Colombia.

. :  ,    

  ?

The future of the far right in Colombia is uncertain: at the time of writing there
is no organized political party or movement. Maria Fernanda Cabal is the most
seasoned and clearly identifiable far-right figure of national import, but she is
part of a political party that is not fully far right and which she does not
control. In the short and medium term, we see four possible paths for the
Colombian far right: () far-right ideas and far-right politicians continue to
come and go within and outside existing parties (as candidates, mayors, con-
gress members, local politicians), but neither a far-right leader nor a far-right
party consolidate as a dominant electoral force at the national level; () the CD
transforms into a far-right party from within; () a new, distinct, far-right
political party rises up; or () a far-right personalist leader emerges in national
politics, outside the confines of an institutionalized electoral vehicle.

Before discussing these four paths, we want to highlight three key contextual
features that shape them. First, the flexibility of Colombia’s multiparty system,
which is moving toward greater fragmentation (Wills Otero, ).
As Colombia entered a new presidential campaign in , flexible electoral
rules allow multiple hopefuls to run for the highest office with or without the
backing of an existing political party. At the time of writing, the thirty-plus
political parties were in negotiations to define who their candidates would be,
often through informal and changing procedures. A new unified party was
attempting to consolidate itself to the left, while the CD (as we chronicled)
had several aspiring candidates, none of whom polled above  percent in
favorability. Outside established political parties, fifteen people aspired to run
for the presidency, backed by citizen support campaigns (an option explained in
more detail below). Flexibility creates fluidity and different opportunities for
personalist leaders within such a system.

Second, this fragmented party system is also one in which partisan identities
are not only fragmented, but they have little hold among the electorate, plus a
huge swath of voters do not have strong ideological attachments. A  Cifras
y Conceptos national survey found that  percent of respondents were not
attached to any political party and the remaining  percent were split among
more than nine collectives, with no single party claiming over  percent. As for
ideological placement, the vast majority of survey respondents locate them-
selves to the center. The Americas Barometer LAPOP national representative
surveys carried out between  and  asked respondents to state which
extreme they felt closest to ( being left and  being right); the average
response hovered around the center with . at its most left-leaning in
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 and . at its most right-leaning in . Cifras y Conceptos polls
between  and  still located the average Colombian at the center, with
the percentage of people clearly identifying to the right averaging  percent for
the years , , and  and to the left at  percent. In , the same
poll showed left wing identification at  percent, center at  percent, and
right wing at  percent. Both the absence of strong party identification and the
existence of a significant portion of self-identified centrists signal the existence
of a large chunk of persuadable voters who could potentially move in different
directions. In that sense, a significant portion of the support toward Cabal or
other popular right-wing figures does not necessarily stem from a strong
ideological identity but more from the anti-Petro label. As Tufano points out,
although that identification possesses a right-wing connotation, it lacks
consistency.

Third, it matters how the Petro government wraps up its term. In other Latin
American countries, the right has radicalized and strengthened as an electoral
strategy in response to the left focusing on economic redistribution and certain
cultural agendas once in power. As the Petro government enters its final
legislative year, its ambitious reform agenda has seen some victories (like
successfully passing the reform to the pension system), but it has also been
toned down, voted down, and/or delayed given the governing party’s lack of a
congressional majority and governance difficulties. Its progressive policies
have generated backlash, particularly among the more radical elements of
the right (including Cabal; see Restrepo, ), but as Petro’s term ends and
the  presidential campaign begins, it is not cultural issues that dominate
the national agenda and take priority among right-wing forces. Instead, it is the
worsening violence due to criminal actors – including the assassination of
Miguel Uribe Turbay, a CD senator and presidential hopeful – and the lower
court decision that found Alvaro Uribe guilty of bribery and procedural fraud,
sentencing him to twelve years under house arrest, a decision that was revoked.
Uribe’s popularity had been decreasing in recent years, but he remains the
kingmaker among right-wing forces, and this episode has once again thrown
him into the limelight. His co-partisans have found a unifying battle cry in
criticizing this legal challenge, and presenting it as politically motivated lawfare.

In this chapter we have shown that in Colombia, at present, there is no
strong far-right party or leadership with nationwide electoral appeal – not in
the form and with the policy concerns that the contemporary Latin American
far right shares. Though the Colombian far right has comparatively low elect-
oral strength, crucially, the traditional right is strong and far-right ideas and
sympathizers do exist. Maria Fernanda Cabal has been the key figure thus far,
but other political leaders sympathize and rely on rhetoric that evokes and

 S. Tufano, “Cualquiera menos el que diga Petro,” El Tiempo, September , . www.eltiempo
.com/opinion/columnistas/cualquiera-menos-el-que-diga-petro-
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celebrates leaders like Bolsonaro, Javier Milei, and Nayib Bukele. At the sub-
national level, new figures are emerging, such as “the Bukele of Bucaramanga,”
mayor Beltrán. Beltrán’s run for a mayorship was backed by a coalition that
included two small right-wing parties, Colombia Justa y Libre and Movimiento
de Salvación Nacional, as well as the more traditional and larger Partido de la
U. We are likely to see more of those figures and coalitions at the subnational
level going forward.

A second possible path for Colombia’s far right is that the CD transforms
into a radical right party from within. This appears unlikely at the moment: for
Cabal to lead that transformation, she would have to become the party’s, and
the right’s, presidential candidate, a feat that necessitates her receiving the
support of her co-partisans as well as Uribe’s endorsement. She announced
her intent to run for president in , just a year into Petro’s presidency. When
she first tried to become the party’s nominee in , the selection process (a
combination of surveys and Uribe’s approval) ended up favoring more centrist
politicians, just as in . She is one of the staunchest critics of the incumbent
party and its leader, President Petro, but she does not appear as frontrunner
among public opinion, nor was she the party’s choice for the presidency in
. While Uribe remains the party’s leader, that transformation from within
has to go through him. However, although close to Uribe, Cabal is not his
natural heir, nor is she primus inter pares.

The genesis of a separate far-right party, the third possible path, did not
happen in time for the  presidential campaign. Though the requirements
for creating parties have relaxed considerably in Colombia in recent years,
building a party is a long-term, costly option: it requires resources, cadres,
and significant human and organizational effort. Crucially, there is little need to
put in that effort, as presidential races offer the perfect opportunity for a
different option. As noted earlier, the country’s electoral rules generate an
opening for any citizen to enter the presidential competition without necessarily
having the support of a political party. This route opens a fourth pathway for a
far-right leader: running for office with the support of a one-time citizen-backed
petition. Candidates may run for office without the backing of a political party
if they can certify before the National Registrar’s Office that their bid is
supported by a given percentage of lawful voters in their electoral district, an
option known as “candidaturas por firmas.” This is an increasingly common
choice for mayors, governors, and presidential candidates, who can take advan-
tage of the additional time frame allowed by the electoral authority to collect
such support (in the form of physical signatures) as a way to start campaigning
early and, in doing so, improve their visibility (Basset & Franco, ). As of
August , forty-eight people had declared their intent to run for the

 M. Pachón and M. Muñoz, “Candidatos por firmas y sistema de partidos,” Razón Pública,
September , . https://razonpublica.com/candidatos-por-firmas-y-sistema-de-partidos/
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presidency in this manner, the highest number since a new Constitution created
this option in . Fifteen ultimately fulfilled the requirements: in , six
citizen-backed candidates competed in the primaries.

A citizen-backed political campaign could be the ideal way for a personalist
far-right leadership to emerge, without the support, or the constraints, of an
institutionalized party. This is also an option for candidates within established
parties – they may step aside from their party briefly or run a signature-
gathering drive in parallel. While in theory this was an option for Cabal, in
practice her poor performance in early polls meant it was not realistic.

Further to the right of Cabal, two personalist outsiders intending to run
without a party could do so under a far-right banner: journalist Vicky Davila
and criminal lawyer and influencer Abelardo de la Espriella. A seasoned jour-
nalist, Dávila developed even greater name recognition and notoriety when she
was named director of Semana magazine in . Dávila led the transform-
ation of Colombia’s most traditional investigative journalism magazine into a
powerful online right-wing news portal. She announced her intention to seek
the presidency in early . In all major voting intention polls conducted in
the first half of , Dávila was the leader among right-wing candidates.
De La Espriella, who has represented Uribe in several legal proceedings and
has close ties to the CD, announced his intention to seek the presidency through
a signature collection campaign later on, in July , and rose steadily in
the polls, eventually overtaking Dávila.

Are Dávila or De La Espriella representatives of the contemporary Latin
American far right? Davila’s interviews and declarations as a candidate suggest
she welcomes far-right ideas and is open to far-right regional influences.
Semana’s coverage, and Dávila personally, have been unrelenting critics of
the Petro presidency, and this anti-Petro identity is her political hallmark.
Dávila identifies as anti-Petro and right wing, but beyond that, she shirks more
specific ideological labels and is a mixed bag in terms of her discourse. She
shares the commitment of the Colombian right to the armed forces and is a
critic of peace negotiations with guerrillas and armed actors. She has been a
consistent defender of Bukele’s authoritarian policies, arguing that Colombia
could benefit from mega prisons that follow the Salvadoran model.At the
same time, she has distanced herself from discussing culturally conservative
issues, and has even defended the constitutionalization of abortion and trans
people’s struggle for self-identification. In eluding the far-right label, but
embracing some of its themes, Dávila wanted to strike a delicate balance
that has proven difficult for Cabal: she wanted to appeal to both radical and

 A. M. Muñoz, “Elecciones : Vicky Dávila se acerca al bukelismo colombiano,” Cambio
Colombia, April , . https://cambiocolombia.com/poder/elecciones--nayib-bukele-
vicky-davila

 Desigual [@DesigualCol], “Feminismo, política y ser mujer en la arena pública con Vicky
Dávila” [Video]. X. (:). June , . www.youtube.com/watch?v¼vpHRGMCQF
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center-right voters. This balancing act was also evident in her choice of eco-
nomic advisors: representing the far right, Axel Kaiser (advisor to Javier Milei)
and Daniel Raisbek (leading advocate of libertarianism in Colombia); repre-
senting the more traditional Uribista right, Lisandro Junco (former head of the
taxing authority under Ivan Duque) and Juan Andres Bernal (former president
of one of Colombia’s biggest investments groups).

De la Espriella was not trying to strike a balance or appeal to the center
right. Like Dávila, he is furiously anti-Petro and anti-left, but his public persona
and presentation evoke military themes, using a rhetoric that openly invited the
physical elimination of leftist sympathizers and/or the use of violence toward
them. He is also a punitivist, and a supporter of far-right regional leaders. Like
Dávila, neither abortion nor LGBTQ rights are central to his pitch, though he
has stated on social media his opposition to the initiative to decriminalize
abortion. In sum, the seeds of the far right are evident in both Dávila’s and
De la Espriella’s push for the presidency. It remains to be seen whether these
candidates enter into an alliance with other right-wing forces and or continue
alone. As their political aspirations evolve, either could easily come to fully
embrace the far-right label if political strategy suggests it would be beneficial –
perhaps following a similar path to the one Manuel Melendez maps for Nayib
Bukele in this volume (Chapter ).

Colombia, like many other Latin American countries, faces a crisis of
democratic representation and a deep disenchantment of the electorate with
institutions and democratic processes. The  presidential elections were the
perfect manifestation of that deep discontent, with two populist finalists – Petro
and Hernández – who exploited that void and outflanked traditional parties,
including the traditional right (Barrenechea & Otero Bahamón, ). In an
increasingly polarized context, the conditions might be fertile ground for the
seeds of the far right to take root.

 De La Espriella, A. [@DELAESPRIELLAE], “Abelardo De La Espriella rechaza rotundamente la
ponencia presentada en la @CConstitucional para despenalizar el aborto, e invita a los colom-
bianos, que defienden la familia y los derechos de los niños, a votar el #ReferendoPorLaVida.
¡Por la defensa de los más inocentes!” [Tuit]. X, February , . https://x.com/delaespriellae/
status/
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

Mexico

The Absence of the Far Right and AMLO’s Leftism
without Progressivism

Rodrigo Castro Cornejo

If you ask me, “which side would you choose?” Well, I’d stick with the most
authoritarian ones and not with the “woke” progressives (“progres buena
ondita”) because the most authoritarian are more authentic and don’t pretend.

AMLO, daily press conference, 

While the far right has been electorally relevant in Europe and the United States
for decades, Latin America has only recently witnessed the success of far-right
leaders such as Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, Nayib Bukele in El Salvador, and Javier
Milei in Argentina. Far-right parties like Chile’s Republican Party, Uruguay’s
Cabildo Abierto, and Perú’s Renovación Popular are also becoming increas-
ingly influential in presidential and legislative elections. This chapter examines
why far-right parties, particularly populist radical-right (PRR) parties, have not
emerged in Mexico. In many Latin American countries, far-right forces have
arisen as a backlash against leftist parties and presidents (Madariaga & Rovira
Kaltwasser, ; Zanotti & Roberts, ). In Mexico, however, no signifi-
cant far-right party or movement has materialized in response to the country’s
leftward turn following the electoral victory of Andrés Manuel López Obrador
(AMLO) and his party, MORENA (Movimiento de Regeneración Nacional), in
the  presidential election.

The Mexican party system experienced an electoral shock in  when
López Obrador won the presidency. Since Mexico’s transition to democracy in
, the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), the National Action Party
(PAN), and the Party of the Democratic Revolution (PRD) had been the main
contenders in every election. In , however, the electorate largely rejected

 A. Morales and E. Dina, “Entre sus adversarios, AMLO prefiere a los ‘más retrógradas’ que a los
‘progres buena ondita,’” El Universal, August , . www.eluniversal.com.mx/nacion/entre-
sus-adversarios-amlo-prefiere-a-los-mas-retrogradas-que-a-los-progres-buena-ondita/
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these parties, which together received roughly  percent of the vote, compared
to nearly  percent in previous election cycles. This study argues that the left’s
victory did not trigger a significant far-right backlash because López Obrador’s
ideological agenda did not provide the incentives necessary for the rise of a
populist radical-right party, a pattern common in Latin America and Europe
(Bale & Rovira Kaltwasser, ; Ignazi, ; Inglehart & Norris, ;
Rovira Kaltwasser, ).

López Obrador’s government employed left-wing populist rhetoric, particu-
larly on economic issues, framing itself as the defender of the “people” against
the “corrupt elite” – the PRI and PAN. However, it did not actively pursue
progressive policies on sociocultural issues such as gender equality, abortion
rights, and LGBTQ+ rights, which often mobilize far-right grievances; this
chapter terms this approach “leftism without progressivism.” For the most
part, cultural issues were overshadowed by economic priorities – increasing
the coverage of welfare policies and the minimum wage, reinvigorating
Mexico’s state-owned oil industry and infrastructure projects such as the new
Mexico City airport, a new oil refinery, and the Mayan Train – and issues of
criminal violence, the increasing militarization in the country, and López
Obrador’s attacks on democratic institutions (Aguilar et al., ).

At the national level, when sociocultural issues emerged, López Obrador
often avoided taking clear positions or argued that such issues – e.g., abortion
or LGBTQ+ rights – should be decided via referenda (Díaz Domínguez, ).
Consequently, most culture war issues remained confined to local politics or
were largely addressed by the courts, preventing strong politicization. When
López Obrador did take a stance, it frequently reflected conservative positions
on topics ranging from public morality and drug legalization to climate change
and immigration. The first left-wing government since Mexico’s democratic
transition did not mobilize far-right grievances. López Obrador’s administra-
tion did not create a perceived threat to traditional values; instead, it partially
satisfied voters who might otherwise have been drawn to a populist radical-
right party. In fact, conservative voters are a key group within the
Lopezobradorista voting coalition. In the  midterm election,  percent
of leftist voters and  percent of rightist voters supported MORENA. In the
 presidential campaign,  percent of leftist voters and  percent of
conservative voters backed MORENA’s presidential candidate, Claudia
Sheinbaum (Mexican Election Study – Estudio Nacional Electoral de México;
Beltrán et al., , ).

This chapter is organized as follows. The first section reviews short-lived far-
right movements and parties that emerged in Mexico before and after the
country’s democratization in . The second section analyzes why López
Obrador’s leftism without progressivism failed to provide incentives for the rise
of a populist radical-right party. Section . argues that there is latent demand
for such a party in the Mexican electorate, drawing on data from the Mexican
Election Study (Beltrán et al., , ). The last section argues that a
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window of opportunity may be opening for far-right actors seeking to mobilize
conservative voters in the context of Mexico’s first woman-led government,
headed by Claudia Sheinbaum, and the emergence of new far-right movements
aiming to participate in future elections – such as Eduardo Verástegui’s Viva
México movement and emerging conservative figures like businessman Ricardo
Salinas Pliego.

.       ?

In Mexico, several attempts to establish far-right and extreme-right alterna-
tives to the PAN, the mainstream center-right party, have largely failed.
Founded in , the PAN emerged as a conservative response to President
Lázaro Cárdenas’s reforms, which expanded the state’s economic role, nation-
alized the oil industry, and promoted land redistribution and socialist education
(Loaeza, ; Shirk, ). The PAN’s electoral coalition included business-
men, liberal intellectuals, and Catholic activists (Mizrahi, ). While offi-
cially advocating for Catholic social teachings (Shirk, ), the party tried to
remain separate from the Catholic Church, like many Christian democratic
parties in Europe (Wuhs, ). Contrary to most conservative political forces
in Latin America, the PAN was a consistent pro-democratic party (Wuhs, )
that helped consolidate a democratic/authoritarian divide in electoral competi-
tions (Moreno, ).

During the s and s, the PAN became a “catch-all” party (Loaeza,
; Mantilla, ), broadening its appeal beyond Catholic western states to
industrial northern regions and major urban centers. To avoid alienating core
voters – including the urban middle class – its national campaigns often
downplayed conservative stances on issues such as abortion and sexual free-
dom, emphasizing democracy and market-oriented reforms instead (Díaz
Domínguez, ; Magaloni & Moreno, ). At the local level, however,
the party maintained a more conservative agenda (Beer, ; Reutersward,
), particularly in the Catholic western region of the Bajío, where it domin-
ated subnational elections.

.. The Political Right before Mexico’s Democratization

Table . identifies the parties and candidates that have attempted far-right
mobilization before and after Mexico’s democratization, as well as the socio-
cultural issues they emphasized. The National Sinarchist Union, linked to the
Catholic extreme right, and its successors – the Popular Front Party and

 The literature identifies two types of far-right parties (Rovira Kaltwasser, ): the extreme
right, which has a clearly antidemocratic stance (for example, supporting political violence), and
the radical right, which is formally democratic, but is in tension with the liberal and pluralist
components of democracy.
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 . The political right in Mexico

PRI hegemonic party era
(before )

Post-democratization era
(–)

After AMLO’s victory
(after )

Mainstream
center-right party

PAN PAN PAN

(Populist) radical-right
parties/candidacies

– Popular Front Party
(Catholic Radical Right)

– Mexican
Democratic Party
(Catholic Radical Right)

– Jaime Rodríguez “El Bronco”
(Punitivism – mano dura)

– Social Encounter
(Conservative Morality)

– Eduardo Verástegui
(anti-communist,
conservative morality)

Far-right movements – National Front for the Family
(Conservative Morality)

– FRENA
(anti-communist)

Extreme right – National
Sinarchist Union
(Catholic Extreme Right)

Source: Author’s own elaboration.
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Mexican Democratic Party – sought to mobilize far-right voters from the late
s to the s. The Sinarquismo movement gained influence in western
Mexico, particularly in states affected by the Cristero War (–), a
conflict in which the Cristeros – a rural Catholic militia – opposed socialist
education and the Mexican state’s postrevolutionary anticlerical policies. The
 Constitution had ended the legal recognition of the Church, banned
confessional parties and political speech by clergy, prohibited religious educa-
tion, and placed Catholic property under state control. Tensions eased in the
s after negotiations allowed for peaceful coexistence. The National
Sinarchist Union dissolved in the s, and its successors sought to offer a
more conservative alternative to the PAN. Between the s and s, the
Mexican Democratic Party won a few congressional seats, but in  it lost its
legal status due to weak electoral performance. As Mantilla () notes, these
failed attempts illustrate the limits of far-right mobilization in Mexico.

Before democratization in , electoral competition centered on support
for democracy versus the PRI’s hegemonic regime rather than a clear ideo-
logical divide. Although electoral laws allowed the formation of new parties,
ideologically driven groups often joined major opposition parties – the PAN on
the center right and the PRD on the center left – to improve their chances of
success, particularly as the PRI’s authoritarian dominance waned in the late
s, when it lost its congressional majority in  and, for the first time
since , the presidency in .

.. The Political Right after Mexico’s Democratization

The PAN won the presidency in  with a heterogeneous anti-PRI coalition,
combining its traditional base among the urban, educated middle class of
northern and western Mexico with support from across the ideological spec-
trum, including center-left strategic voters defecting from the PRD (Moreno,
; Cornejo, ). However, the Fox (–) and Calderón
(–) administrations disappointed socially conservative groups, whose
expectations for strong opposition to abortion and defense of traditional mar-
riage were unmet. Fox further alienated conservative Catholics by appointing
a liberal physician as Secretary of Health and mandating emergency contracep-
tion in public clinics (Amuchástegui et al., ). After the  election,
disillusioned conservative PAN activists attempted to form a party to the right
of the PAN – the Humanist Party, also known as the Movement for Solidarity

 B. Meyer, “Pandemic Populism: An Analysis of Populist Leaders’ Response to Covid-
Pandemic,” Politics and Governance, August , . https://institute.global/policy/pandemic-
populism-analysis-populist-leaders-responses-covid-

 G. Saldierna, “Superficial, la defensa del PAN a la vida y la familia: promotor de nuevo partido,”
La Jornada, August , . www.jornada.com.mx////index.php?section¼politica&
article¼npol
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Participation – but failed to gather the , signatures required by law. This
first episode highlights the challenges faced by parties in Mexico, where elect-
oral law sets high requirements for new parties.

Because Mexican states regulate marriage and abortion, courts and local
politics have played a central role in the country’s culture wars (Beer, a).
In , Mexico City legalized same-sex marriage, becoming the first jurisdic-
tion in Mexico and Latin America to do so. Although the PAN and the Catholic
Church opposed the law, it passed without significant protests. At the time, the
PAN was simply not prepared to actively block or delay the legislative process
(Diez, ). Instead, the party responded at the federal level by challenging
the law’s constitutionality before the Supreme Court. In , however, the
Court upheld the constitutionality of Mexico City’s same-sex marriage law.
Furthermore, in , the Court declared that any law defining marriage as the
“union of a male and a female” – several of which had been passed by state
congresses in response to Mexico City’s reform – was unconstitutional, thereby
legalizing same-sex marriage de facto nationwide.

When the PRI returned to power in , Peña Nieto proposed a consti-
tutional amendment to codify the Court’s ruling. By then, many conserva-
tives had grown disillusioned with the PAN and turned to nonpartisan
grassroots organizations. Conservative groups – including far-right organ-
izations such as Unión Nacional de Padres de Familia, Red Familia, Consejo
Mexicano de la Familia, and Hazte Oír – formed the Frente Nacional por la
Familia (National Pro-Family Alliance). The coalition denounced Peña
Nieto’s proposal as an imposition of “gender ideology” and successfully
mobilized against it, prompting him to abandon the reform. Although the
constitutional amendment failed, all state legislatures eventually legalized
same-sex marriage, even in conservative western states where the PAN held
majorities.

Abortion politics followed a similar trajectory. With a few exceptions,

debates largely took place at the state level. In , Mexico City legalized
first-trimester abortion. As with same-sex marriage, the Supreme Court was
essential to upholding progressive change. The Supreme Court upheld the law
in , rejecting challenges from the federal PAN government. In response,
between  and , seventeen of Mexico’s thirty-one states passed

 S. Martin Martinez, “El matrimonio igualitario ya es legal en todo México tras su aprobación en
el estado de Tamaulipas,” Euronews, October , . https://es.euronews.com////el-
matrimonio-igualitario-ya-es-legal-en-todo-mexico-tras-su-aprobacion-en-el-estado-de-ta

 One notable exception occurred in , when a young girl was raped and subsequently denied
access to a legal abortion by the local PAN government. The case attracted national media
attention. In its aftermath, the PAN attempted to enact a series of pro-life reforms in conservative
states such as Nuevo León, Baja California, and Guanajuato but was largely unsuccessful (Beer,
).
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constitutional amendments protecting “life from the moment of conception.”
The conservative movement relied on backroom deals (Reutersward, )
backed by Catholic organizations and the PRI and PAN. Their efforts even
gathered some support from leftist legislators (Lopreite, ). Once again,
however, the Supreme Court advanced progressive change, ruling that embryos
do not have the same rights and protections as persons. More recently, in ,
the Court decriminalized abortion nationwide. By , local congresses in
twenty-three of Mexico’s thirty-two states had legalized it.

These battles over abortion and LGBTQ+ rights reveal the central dynamics
of Mexico’s culture wars. First, in conservative states, the PAN – often allied
with the PRI and supported by Catholic organizations – advanced conservative
reforms in reaction to progressive measures passed in Mexico City. Nationally,
instead of actively opposing progressive reforms, the PAN largely relied on
reactive strategies, such as challenging laws in court, which led far-right actors
to view it as an unreliable ally. Second, grassroots organizations on both the
right and the left played a major role in channeling activists’ demands beyond
parties. On abortion rights, the marea verde movement successfully pushed
MORENA – at the local level – to the left and advanced pro-choice reforms in
local congresses. On LGBTQ+ rights, the PAN’s unwillingness or inability to
mobilize in the streets created an opening for far-right mobilization. Yet the
Frente Nacional por la Familia ultimately failed to prevent state legislatures
from legalizing same-sex marriage and abortion, and its rapid decline under-
scored the weakness of far-right mobilization.

Third, the Supreme Court’s assertive jurisprudence has been decisive, forging
a progressive coalition despite polarized public opinion on same-sex marriage
(Reyes & Cornejo, ) and abortion. Taken together, the Court’s rulings on
abortion and same-sex marriage demonstrate its role as the ultimate arbiter of
Mexico’s culture wars, advancing progressive change even when elites and
public opinion remained divided. This also enabled major parties at the
national level to avoid taking clear stances, with politicians repeatedly insisting
during campaigns that “the issue was already decided by the Court.”

The Supreme Court’s decisions also allowed the PAN to downplay these
issues and, in some cases, adopt a more moderate programmatic stance. For
example, presidential candidates Ricardo Anaya () and Xóchitl Gálvez
() endorsed same-sex marriage and the Court’s invalidation of state laws
defining marriage as the “union of a man and a woman.” While still opposing
abortion, they also recognized the Court’s decision striking down laws crimin-
alizing the procedure – originally advanced by conservative Catholics, includ-
ing PAN activists. As the next section discusses, these dynamics also activated

 A Ibarrola and R. Castro Cornejo, “A  años del inicio de las reformas prolegalización, ¿quién
apoya el aborto en México?,” Taller de Datos/Nexos, May , . https://datos.nexos.com
.mx/a--anos-del-inicio-de-las-reformas-prolegalizacion-quien-apoya-el-aborto-en-mexico/

Mexico: The Absence of the Far Right 

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://datos.nexos.com.mx/a-15-anos-del-inicio-de-las-reformas-prolegalizacion-quien-apoya-el-aborto-en-mexico/
https://datos.nexos.com.mx/a-15-anos-del-inicio-de-las-reformas-prolegalizacion-quien-apoya-el-aborto-en-mexico/
https://datos.nexos.com.mx/a-15-anos-del-inicio-de-las-reformas-prolegalizacion-quien-apoya-el-aborto-en-mexico/
https://datos.nexos.com.mx/a-15-anos-del-inicio-de-las-reformas-prolegalizacion-quien-apoya-el-aborto-en-mexico/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


grievances among far-right activists, who denounced the PAN as a “cowardly
right-wing” party.

In the  presidential election, the closest figure to a populist radical-right
candidate was Jaime Rodríguez, “El Bronco.” Running as an independent, he
used anti-establishment, law-and-order rhetoric, claiming that “the very prob-
lem of Mexico was the “partidocracia” (partyocracy). While he did not frame
society as elite versus people, as most populist radical-right candidates in Latin
America do (Rovira Kaltwasser, ), he argued that citizens “should have
the power, and not political parties.” Rodríguez adopted a hardline stance on
organized crime and violence, exceeding even President Calderón’s approach,
and proposed reinstating the death penalty for cartel members – a measure
abolished in  and unused since . Though his campaign largely
avoided sociocultural issues, he explicitly opposed same-sex marriage and
abortion. Ultimately, the  election highlighted the limits of reactionary
mobilization: Rodríguez captured only . percent of the vote.

.. The Political Right after AMLO’s Electoral Victory in 

Andrés Manuel López Obrador began his political career in the PRI, working for
the federal government in his home state of Tabasco. In the late s, he joined
the PRD – an alliance of the PRI’s dissenting left-wing faction and historical
leftist groups – rising to the position of party president in the late s. Elected
mayor of Mexico City in , he ran for the presidency in  and .
In his  campaign, he faced the PRI and PAN, which he commonly called the
“PRIAN,” accusing them of being a “corrupt elite,” themafia del poder, respon-
sible for his previous electoral defeats and the country’s impoverishment under
neoliberal policies (Bruhn, ). Since , he has framed Mexican society as
divided between the pueblo and the mafia del poder (Bruhn, ; Castro
Cornejo et al., ; Dussauge-Laguna, ), asserting that “the greatest
wealth of Mexico is the honesty of its people” and that his movement rests on
“the conviction that the people are good – they are honest.”

 G. Zerega, “El ultraderechista Eduardo Verástegui se registra como candidato independiente a la
presidencia de México,” El País, September , . https://elpais.com/mexico/--/el-
ultraderechista-eduardo-verastegui-se-registra-como-candidato-independiente-a-la-presidencia-
de-mexico.html

 A. Paez, “Partidocracia y políticos, el verdadero cáncer de México: El Bronco,” La Crónica de
Hoy, January , . www.cronica.com.mx/notas-partidocracia_y_politicos_el_verdadero_
cancer_de_mexico_el_bronco--.html

 R. Chacón, “Llama Bronco a desterrar la partidocracia,” Reforma, January , . www
.reforma.com/aplicacioneslibre/articulo/default.aspx?id¼&
md¼bfbdfeaecbacdf&ta¼dfdbacccbadbefe

 A. M. López Obrador, “La mayor riqueza de México es la honestidad de su pueblo. Conferencia
de prensa en vivo,” Twitter, February , . https://twitter.com/lopezobrador_/status/
?lang¼es; A. Páramo, “Me duele lo sucedido, pero tienen que cambiar
las cosas: López Obrador,” Excélsior, January , . www.excelsior.com.mx/nacional/me-
duele-lo-sucedido-pero-tienen-que-cambiar-las-cosas-lopez-obrador/
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In , López Obrador resigned from the PRD and founded a personalistic
party, MORENA (Movimiento de Regeneración Nacional). In the  presi-
dential election, he built a broad, multi-class coalition, receiving similar support
across gender, education, age, and urban–rural divides (Aparicio & Cornejo,
). Like his previous campaigns, he avoided detailed policy proposals,
focusing instead on valence issues such as condemning corruption in the PRI
and PAN governments and criticizing the neoliberal economic model. He also
refrained from taking clear stances on contentious issues like abortion or same-
sex marriage (Díaz Domínguez, ). Consistent with his record as mayor of
Mexico City, where he governed as a moderate center leftist (Bruhn, ), his
 platform was less ideologically liberal than the PRD’s, his former party.
In the  presidential election, his victory reflected widespread rejection of
mainstream parties, fueled by affective polarization and negative partisanship
toward the PRI and PAN (Castro Cornejo, ).

Unlike other leftist governments in Latin America, López Obrador did not
provoke a strong conservative backlash. The only notable attempt was the short-
lived FRENA (Frente Nacional Anti-AMLO), which sought to emulate move-
ments like Spain’s Vox or France’s Yellow Vests. In September , FRENA
supporters camped in Mexico City’s main square, demanding López Obrador’s
resignation and framing his government as a “communist” threat tied to the
“Foro de São Paulo” (Hernández, ). Lacking a clear political agenda, the
movement faded after police removed the tents in February  amid the
COVID- emergency, highlighting the limited appeal of far-right mobilization.

By the end of López Obrador’s presidency, ultra-conservative actor and pro-
life activist Eduardo Verástegui attempted an independent run in the  presi-
dential election. Like FRENA, he denounced López Obrador as a “communist
who is destroying the country” but also promoted traditional conservative
issues, including defending traditional marriage and opposing same-sex marriage.
Verástegui built a more organized network with ties to the American conservative
movement and the Trump organization, even hosting the Conservative Political
Action Conference (CPAC) in Mexico, with figures such as Eduardo Bolsonaro,
Santiago Abascal, José Antonio Kast, and Javier Milei attending. Despite this, he
failed to secure the support of  percent of registered voters – roughly one million
signatures – preventing him from appearing on the ballot.

These examples show that recent attempts to occupy the far right in
Mexico – including law-and-order candidates such as Jaime “El Bronco”
Rodríguez, movements opposing gender ideology (National Front/Frente
Nacional), anticommunist groups like FRENA, and independent campaigns
such as Verástegui’s – have largely failed. In , the PAN, PRI, and PRD

 D. Fonseca, “López Obrador, Frena y la oposición por hartazgo,” The New York Times,
October , . www.nytimes.com/es////espanol/opinion/lopez-obrador-frena.html


“‘López Obrador es un comunista que está destruyendo a México’: Eduardo Verástegui,”
Siete, March , . https://siete.mx/mexico/nacional/lopez-obrador-es-un-comunista-
que-esta-destruyendo-a-mexico-eduardo-verastegui/
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formed an anti-Lopezobradorista coalition, nominating moderate Xóchitl
Gálvez, former PAN senator, while Movimiento Ciudadano – a small oppos-
ition, social-democrat party – ran congressman Jorge Álvarez Máynez.
MORENA and its allies nominated López Obrador’s close ally Claudia
Sheinbaum, former mayor of Mexico City. No far-right – or even traditionally
conservative – candidate competed. After six years of Lopezobradorismo, there
was no conservative backlash. By avoiding a progressive sociocultural agenda
and advancing conservative stances on issues such as immigration, climate
change, and public morality, López Obrador’s government appears to have
limited the mobilization of far-right voters, illustrating the dynamic of “leftism
without progressivism,” as the next section argues.

.  -   : ’ 

 

This section argues that López Obrador’s government did not provoke a strong
conservative backlash. In large part, this is because his administration – while
leftist – did not actively advance progressive policies on issues such as gender
equality, abortion rights, and LGBTQ+ rights (Ahmari, ; Angelo &
Freeman, ; Rojas, ), which often mobilize far-right voters in Latin
America and Europe (Bale & Rovira Kaltwasser, ; Ignazi, ; Inglehart
& Norris, ). This chapter terms that dynamic “leftism without progressiv-
ism.” López Obrador often avoided clear stances, downplayed these issues,
suggested referendums, and occasionally expressed openly conservative pos-
itions, reducing the perception of a threat to traditional values.

.. Leftism without Progressivism in the Sociocultural Dimension

While leftist parties in the US or Europe rarely combine leftist economic policies
with a non-progressive sociocultural agenda, this pattern is common in Latin
America (Angelo & Freeman, ). Leaders such as Hugo Chávez and
Nicolás Maduro in Venezuela, Evo Morales in Bolivia, Pedro Castillo in
Peru, and Rafael Correa in Ecuador all avoided championing progressive
sociocultural policies once in office – either by action or omission. Similarly,
López Obrador maintained vague positions on abortion and LGBTQ+ rights
during his  campaign, often suggesting these issues be resolved by referen-
dum (Díaz Domínguez, ). In office, he continued to avoid explicit
stances: “I am also the owner of my silence; I simply do not have an opinion

 J. García, “López Obrador propone que el aborto se decida en una consulta pública,” El País,
December , . https://elpais.com/mexico/--/lopez-obrador-propone-que-el-
aborto-se-decida-en-una-consulta-publica.html
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on this because I do not want to contribute to a confrontation.” At other
times, he argued that abortion was not a priority:

I believe that we should not open these debates. First, let’s manage to cleanse the regime
of corruption, which is what has damaged the most and once that is achieved, we will
look at other issues, there are many important issues, but we will prioritize. I think the
most important thing is to clean the government of corruption.

During an interview in , he went farther, explicitly underestimating the
importance of abortion rights and LGBTQ+ politics: “The fundamental thing is
honesty, that [the issues of abortion and same-sex marriage] with all due
respect and authenticity, I consider it as something not so important, the
important thing in Mexico is to end corruption.”

At the start of AMLO’s presidency, many expected Mexico’s first leftist
government since the transition to democracy to be an ally of the feminist
movement. Instead, López Obrador repeatedly clashed with feminists, whom
he labeled “conservative” – a term he often used to delegitimize the opposition:
“They have become conservative feminists only to harm us, only for that
purpose.” As several studies argue, this tension reflects a broader pattern in
left-wing populism, where gender issues are often subordinated to class inter-
ests, favoring the “people” over “women” specifically (Beer, b). The
AMLO administration did take symbolic steps toward gender equality, includ-
ing achieving gender parity in the cabinet for the first time in Mexico. Yet,
under its policy of “republican austerity,” key institutions such as the Institute
for Women (Instituto de las Mujeres), which address gender-based violence,
and public nursery and childcare programs, faced drastic budget cuts.
Moreover, according to the feminist movement, he was largely indifferent to
the record levels of feminicides in Mexico – nearly , during his adminis-
tration, a historic high – and at times appeared to misunderstand the feminist
agenda. In a  interview, when asked if he considered himself a feminist,

 M. Vargas, “También soy dueño de mi silencio, responde AMLO sobre el aborto,” Publímetro,
March , . www.publimetro.com.mx/mx/nacional////tambien-dueno-silencio-
responde-amlo-aborto.html


“AMLO pide no abrir debate sobre aborto y primero acabar con la corrupción,” Canal ,
Milenio Digital, March , . www.multimedios.com/nacional/amlo-pide-no-abrirdebate-
sobre-aborto-y-primero-acabar-con-la-corrupcion


“Para López Obrador, legalizar el aborto y el matrimonio gay no es algo “tan importante,”
Animal Político, June , . www.animalpolitico.com///para-lopez-obrador-legali
zar-el-aborto-y-el-matrimonio-gay-no-es-algo-tan-importante

 L. Arista, “AMLO: el movimiento de mujeres es conservador, desconfío de su autenticidad,”
Expansión, September , . https://politica.expansion.mx/presidencia////amlo-
dice-que-el-movimiento-de-mujeres-es-conservador

 M. L. Pardo, “Los feminicidios bajan ligeramente en México tras rayar los mil anuales en el
mandato de AMLO,” Global Affairs and Strategic Studies, March , . www.unav.edu/
web/global-affairs/los-femicidios-en-mexico-bajan-ligeramente-tras-rayar-los-mil-anuales-en-el-
mandato-de-amlo
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López Obrador responded: “I am respectful of women [. . .] women deserve to
go to heaven.” Later, during his presidency, he questioned whether gender-
based violence concerns only women: “Everything they say to me – isn’t that
gender-based violence? Or is gender only female? ”

Similar to LGBTQ+ rights, although the López Obrador government did not
prioritize gender equality, MORENA as a party has supported certain gender
issues, such as abortion rights at the state level. This mirrors the PAN’s approach,
where parties at the local level often advance programmatic agendas – for
example, promoting pro-life and traditional marriage laws in conservative states.
MORENA played a key role in legalizing abortion during the first twelve weeks
of pregnancy in twenty-three of Mexico’s thirty-two states. At the federal level,
however, both MORENA and López Obrador have been less willing to support
this agenda. In his daily press conferences, López Obrador has stated that he
considers progressive issues secondary to the economy and even suggested that
these topics are, in fact, advanced by neoliberal interests:

What did neoliberalism do? One of the things that they promoted in the world to be able
to loot at ease was to create or promote the so-called new rights. So, feminism, envir-
onmentalism, the defense of human rights, and the protection of animals were greatly
encouraged, even by themselves. All these causes are very noble, but the purpose was to
create or promote, develop all these new causes so that people would not turn to see that
they were plundering the world and that the issue of inequality in the economy would be
left out of the center of the debate.

And not only that, he often explicitly criticizes progressive activists as “allies
of the right.”When talking about his political adversaries during his daily press
conference, he said: “If you ask me, ‘which side would you choose?’ Well, I’d
stick with the most authoritarian ones and not with the ‘woke’ progressives
[progres buena ondita] because the most authoritarian are more authentic and
don’t pretend.”

Not only did López Obrador fail to endorse a clear progressive agenda, but
his government also promoted socially conservative rhetoric (Angelo &
Freeman, ; Dussauge, ). For example, the acronym of his party, the

 J. Ramos, “¡A mí me mataron a mi hija! Pero las mujeres rompimos el silencio,” The New York
Times en español, March , . www.nytimes.com/es////espanol/opinion/feminici
dios-mexico.html

 A. Morales, “¿Todo lo que me dicen a mí no hay violación de género o el género es nada más
femenino? Cuestiona AMLO,” El Universal, August , . www.eluniversal.com.mx/nacion/
todo-lo-que-me-dicen-a-mi-no-hay-violacion-de-genero-o-el-genero-es-nada-mas-femenino-cues
tiona-amlo/

 C.Morán Breña, “López Obrador abre una nueva polémica: ‘El neoliberalismo alentó el feminismo
y el ecologismo’,” El País, October ,. https://elpais.com/mexico/--/lopez-obrador-
abre-una-nueva-polemica-el-neoliberalismoalento-el-feminismo-y-el-ecologismo.html

 A. Morales and E. Dina, “Entre sus adversarios, AMLO prefiere a los ‘más retrógradas’ que a los
‘progres buena ondita’,” El Universal, August , . www.eluniversal.com.mx/nacion/entre-
sus-adversarios-amlo-prefiere-a-los-mas-retrogradas-que-a-los-progres-buena-ondita/

 Rodrigo Castro Cornejo
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National Regeneration Movement (Movimiento de Regeneración Nacional,
MORENA), is also the Spanish word for a dark-skinned woman, implicitly
referencing Our Lady of Guadalupe (“la Virgen Morena,” as she is colloquially
known in Mexico). López Obrador not only named his party MORENA but
also registered his  presidential campaign at the National Electoral Institute
on the same day as the celebration of Our Lady of Guadalupe, the country’s most
important religious festivity. In daily press conferences, he frequently criticized
opposition politicians for not being “good Christians,” condemned modern
society as overly materialistic, and emphasized that the family is the most
“important social institution” in Mexico. In fact, his  candidacy appealed
both to observant Catholics and to his traditional left-wing base, with church
attendance and support for leaders with religious principles increasing the likeli-
hood of voting for Lopez Obrador (Diaz Domínguez, ).

López Obrador also condemned the legalization of marijuana, particularly
in the US, on moral grounds: “They [the USA] are not concerned with well-
being, only money. Nor do they strengthen moral, cultural, and spiritual values.
Nor do they limit drug use; on the contrary, they encourage it even in sports.
It’s sad and decadent.” He also attributed the US fentanyl crisis to the
“disintegration of families” and prevailing “individualism,” which he argues
have eroded “family values” (Ahmari, ). Early in his presidency, citing a
“loss of cultural, moral, and spiritual values” in Mexico, he introduced a
“Cartilla Moral” (moral handbook) designed to promote “a way of living
based on love for family, neighbor, nature, homeland, and humanity,” reflect-
ing his emphasis on both spiritual and material well-being. This initiative
aligns with his broader rhetoric of “purifying public life” and the belief that
Mexicans already possess the “moral, cultural, and spiritual values” needed to

 D. Agren, “More than a Saint, Our Lady of Guadalupe Represents Mexican identity,” National
Catholic Reporter, December , . www.ncronline.org/more-saint-our-lady-guadalupe-rep
resents-mexican-identity

 B. Barranco, “López Obrador, el candidato de Dios,” La Jornada, May , . www.jornada
.com.mx////opinion/apol

 F. Lopez-Castro, “AMLO se burla de que jóvenes en México no se muden de la casa de sus
padres como en EEUU: ‘Abusan’,” Infobael, October , . www.infobae.com/mexico//
//amlo-se-burla-de-que-jovenes-en-mexico-no-se-muden-de-la-casa-de-sus-padres-como-en-
eu-abusan/

 P. Ferri, “Lopez Obrador sobre Estados Unidos, la marihuana y la NBA: No les preocupa el
bienestar, sólo el dinero; es penoso y decadente,” El País, April , . https://elpais.com/
mexico/--/lopez-obrador-la-marihuana-y-la-nba-es-contradictorio-e-hipocrita.html

 Secretaría Educación Pública, “Cartilla Moral,” . www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/
file//CartillaMoral_.pdf

 R. León, “AMLO propone ‘purificar’ la vida pública del país,” La Jornada Maya, April ,
. www.lajornadamaya.mx/nacional//amlo-propone-purificar-la-vida-publicadel-
pais; R. Castro Cornejo, “Politics of Nostalgia y la regeneración nacional de López Obrador,”
Revista Nexos (en línea), July , . www.nexos.com.mx/?p¼

Mexico: The Absence of the Far Right 
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regenerate the country. As journalist Jorge Zepeda Patterson, closely aligned
with López Obrador’s movement, observes, “regeneration” lies at the heart of
Lopezobradorismo.

A national regeneration movement involves the improved recovery of something that
was there and was lost, suspended or did not reach its potential [. . .] In reality, the
Tabasco native comes from a faction emanating from the Mexican Revolution that was
truncated in its social aspirations [. . .] López Obrador understands that there was a
tendency in the PRI in that direction that fell short and frustrated . . . [López Obrador]
would like to explore it in an updated version the potential that the PRI outlined in its
best moments.

On immigration – another key sociocultural issue – López Obrador’s admin-
istration was inconsistent. Before taking office, he promised a welcoming
approach – “We will offer employment, jobs to Central American immi-
grants” – and framed Mexico as a “country of refuge,” issuing thousands
of humanitarian visas in his first months. Yet, only a few months later, his
government adopted a more restrictive policy in coordination with the Trump
administration, deploying unprecedented numbers of troops to the southern
border. Media reports frequently documented the National Guard teargas-
sing and arresting migrants, reflecting record levels of detentions and human
rights violations.

López Obrador’s government also prioritized reviving Mexico’s state-owned
oil industry. During his  campaign, he denounced a  reform by the
PRI and PAN that opened oil, gas, and electricity to private and foreign invest-
ment, especially in renewables. His administration reasserted government con-
trol over the energy sector, prioritized fossil fuel development, and dismantled
the publicly funded National Institute for Climate Change. These policies align
with the economic nationalism of the populist left in Latin America,

 R. León, “AMLO propone ‘purificar’ la vida pública del país,” La Jornada Maya, April ,
. www.lajornadamaya.mx/nacional//amlo-propone-purificar-la-vida-publicadel-
pais

 J. Zepeda Patterson, “López Obrador no es de izquierda, no de esa,” Milenio, November ,
. www.milenio.com/opinion/jorge-zepeda-patterson/pensandolo-bien/lopez-obrador-no-es-
de-izquierda-no-de-esa

 J. Monroy, “AMLO promete visa y trabajo para migrantes centroamericanos,” El Economista,
October , . www.eleconomista.com.mx/politica/AMLO-promete-visa-y-trabajo-para-
migrantes-centroamericanos--.html

 A. Lin, “AMLO’s Crumbling Promise to Migrants,” NACLA, July , . https://nacla.org/
---amlos-crumbling-promise-migrants/

 D. Agren, “‘Mexico Has Become Trump’s Wall’: How AMLO Became an Immigration
Enforcer,” The Guardian, January , . www.theguardian.com/world//jan//
mexico-immigration-amlo-enforcement-trump

 Amnesty International, “Mexico’s New National Guard Is Breaking Its Vow to Respect Human
Rights,” Amnesty International, November , . www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news///
mexicos-national-guard-breaking-vow-respect-human-rights/

 Rodrigo Castro Cornejo
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emphasizing sovereignty and national dignity through resource exploitation
(Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, ). Unlike the progressive left in Latin
America and Europe, which opposes extractive industries and promotes renew-
able energy, the López Obrador administration built a $ billion oil refinery in
southern Mexico, rehabilitated existing refineries, and purchased a US refinery,
declaring it “part of the Mexican nation.” He stated: “We are going to be
self-sufficient [stop importing gas and diesel] and make sure that oil prices do
not increase,” adding, “Oil is the best business in the world.”

.. Leftism without Progressivism: Conservative Political Alliances
and Democratic Erosion

Politically, López Obrador’s government built alliances with a range of conser-
vative actors, including the military, evangelical groups, and the Trump admin-
istration. During the  presidential campaign, his coalition included a
conservative evangelical party, Encuentro Social (Social Encounter). Although
less visible than the Frente Nacional por la Familia, Encuentro Social had
previously mobilized against “gender ideology,” abortion, and same-sex mar-
riage. In the  election, the party failed to secure the  percent of the vote
required to maintain national party status, yet it still gained fifty-six seats in the
Chamber of Deputies and eight in the Senate, remaining part of López
Obrador’s legislative coalition alongside MORENA and the PT (Workers’
Party). While the coalition with Encuentro Social can be seen as a pragmatic
move to broaden MORENA’s electoral appeal, evangelical churches enthusias-
tically supported López Obrador’s distribution of the Cartilla Moral (Moral
Handbook), and several party members later joined his administration.

In law and politics, López Obrador abandoned the more progressive elem-
ents of his  campaign, including transitional justice and amnesty laws.
In office, he condemned drug legalization, expanded pre-trial detention, and
increased the military’s role in civil governance and combating organized
crime. While previous administrations relied on the military for public

 Presidencia de México, “El pueblo de México ya es dueño de la refinería Deer Park, anuncia
presidente López Obrador,” January , . www.gob.mx/presidencia/prensa/el-pueblo-de-
mexico-ya-es-dueno-de-la-refineria-deer-parkanuncia-presidente-lopez-obrador

 C. Reyes, “AMLO asegura que compra de refinería en Texas ayudará a alcanzar la autosufi-
ciencia energética de México en ,” La Opinión, May , . https://laopinion.com//
//amlo-asegura-que-compra-de-refineria-entexas-ayudara-a-alcanzar-la-autosuficiencia-
energetica-demexico-en-/

 P. Domínguez, “‘El petróleo es el mejor negocio del mundo’, afirma AMLO,” Milenio, May ,
. www.milenio.com/politica/petroleo-es-el-mejor-negocio-del-mundo-amlo

 Secretaría Educación Pública, “Cartilla Moral,” . www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/
file//CartillaMoral_.pdf

 S. Fisher, “AMLO Promised to Take Mexico’s Army off the Streets – but He Made It More
Powerful,” The Guardian, September , . www.theguardian.com/world//sep//
amlo-mexico-army-national-guard
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security, López Obrador went further (Ibarra del Cueto, ; Ley & Aparicio,
). His government dissolved the civilian Federal Police and created the
National Guard, two-thirds of whose members came from the military.

Although it was originally intended to have civilian oversight, in
 MORENA and its allies approved a constitutional reform formally
subordinating the National Guard to the military.

Under López Obrador, the military gained a level of economic and political
influence unprecedented since the end of military-led government in the s.
It oversaw major infrastructure projects that represented a priority of the
AMLO administration – hospitals, highways, stadiums, hotels, Mexico City’s
new airport, and the southern tourist train – managed the new publicly owned
airline, and policed airports and customs. For the first time in recent history,
military officers have held leadership positions in civil government, heading
agencies such as the national medicine distribution authority and serving on
key federal committees, including the National Committees of Science and
Technology and Public Health.

These examples illustrate that López Obrador’s leftism, without accompany-
ing progressivism, did not generate the incentives for a conservative backlash or
the emergence of a populist radical right party, due to his government’s weak
defense of progressive values. If anything, his administration exhibits several
characteristics typical of populist radical-right parties: populist rhetoric that
frames Mexican society as divided between the “people” and a “corrupt elite,”
socially conservative rhetoric, and conservative stances on numerous sociocul-
tural issues. At the same time, his government took a range of illiberal actions
against democratic institutions – another hallmark of populist radical right
parties.

Following his inauguration, López Obrador concentrated executive power,
weakened civilian control of the military, attacked courts and bureaucratic
agencies, and undermined autonomous institutions and democratic checks
(Aguilar et al., ; Aguilar Rivera, ; Ibarra del Cueto, ). He also
targeted the Instituto Nacional Electoral (INE) and constitutional safeguards,
including the Supreme Court and judiciary (Petersen & Somuano, ; Ríos-
Figueroa, ). In , his constitutional majority approved a judicial
reform that purged the courts and the Supreme Court, proposed to elect all
judges by popular vote, and eliminated the judicial career system – fundamen-
tally undermining the separation of powers and raising concerns about the
politicization of the courts (Aguiar et al., ). López Obrador also eroded
pluralistic politics by demonizing the opposition, media, and independent insti-
tutions, while refusing to recognize dissenting views as legitimate (Sánchez
Talanquer, ).

 D. Vela, “Guardia Nacional es ‘soldado uniformado’:  de cada  son marinos o militares,
señala el INEGI,” El Financiero, November , . www.elfinanciero.com.mx/nacional//
//el--de-la-guardia-nacional-son-militares-o-marinos-inegi/
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.. Leftism without Progressivism: Economic Austerity and
Leftist Rhetoric

Although the López Obrador administration advanced a strong leftist rhetoric
on economic issues, its policy record often fell short of progressivism. While
rejecting the “neoliberal” model pursued by PAN and PRI governments from
 to  and pledging to build an economy that favored “the people,” the
administration nonetheless embraced core elements of the Washington
Consensus. Central to its economic strategy was fiscal austerity – described
by López Obrador as “Franciscan poverty” – under the premise that “there
cannot be a rich government in a poor country.” Equating expansive public
spending with despilfarro (waste), he vowed not to raise taxes, claiming that
curbing corruption and maintaining an “austere” government would suffice to
fund social programs (Sánchez Talanquer & Greene, ). Unsurprisingly,
however, decreasing government spending undermined the capacity of the
Mexican state to deliver public goods, particularly to the poor who depend
on public services the most (Sánchez Talanquer, ). For instance, during the
COVID- pandemic, López Obrador refused to wear a mask and stop organ-
izing political rallies. Mexico also reported the lowest level of fiscal support to
mitigate the economic consequences of COVID- (e.g., targeted transfers or
tax cuts) compared to other countries in Latin America (De la Cerda &
Martinez-Gallardo, ). Moreover, the termination of the Seguro Popular
program – a public health insurance scheme covering roughly  million
informal-sector workers – left  million without access to public healthcare.
Branded as “neoliberal” by López Obrador, Seguro Popular was replaced with
programs lacking comparable coverage (Sánchez Talanquer, ).

Nonetheless, López Obrador’s government implemented several economic
measures more consistent with its leftist rhetoric. While terminating the condi-
tional cash transfer (CCT) program Progresa–Oportunidades, his administration
introduced new direct transfers to marginalized groups, including students, single
mothers, and young professionals. It also substantially increased the minimum
wage, a reform that is perceived as the main factor why poverty decreased in
Mexico during the AMLO administration: extreme poverty decreased from  to
 percent and moderate poverty decreased from  to  percent of the popula-
tion. The AMLO administration also enacted legislative reforms to strengthen
labor unions, and expanded infrastructure investment – particularly in the eco-
nomically disadvantaged south – through flagship projects such as the Mayan
Train and the “Dos Bocas” oil refinery. In this sense, Lopezobradorismo reflects
a blend of economic leftism – marked by a high degree of politicization – and an


“Análisis de los resultados de la medición de la pobreza multidimensional,” INEGI, August ,
. www.inegi.org.mx/contenidos/saladeprensa/boletines//pm/pm_RR_.pdf
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absence of progressivism, or even explicit conservatism, on sociocultural issues,
which are less politicized and at times muted.

Constitutionally barred from seeking reelection, López Obrador was suc-
ceeded by Claudia Sheinbaum, former head of government of Mexico City.
It remains uncertain whether MORENA under her leadership will preserve the
party’s current ideological coalition. A scientist and longtime collaborator of
López Obrador, Sheinbaum has consistently articulated leftist economic and
sociocultural positions. Yet her explicit goal of securing a strong legislative
majority in Congress – enabling constitutional reforms to further exacerbate
executive aggrandizement – heightened her incentive to maintain López
Obrador’s broad electoral base. After her formal nomination as MORENA’s
presidential candidate, Sheinbaum appeared at a political rally with the same
conservative allies who supported López Obrador in : the ultraconserva-
tive evangelical party Encuentro Social and the ultraconservative Christian
church La Luz del Mundo, both of which endorsed her candidacy. This was
not an isolated case. Unlike the PRD, MORENA actively courts conservative
voters and at times nominates former members of the PAN, including figures
from its most conservative factions, for national and local offices. During the
 electoral cycle, for example, four former PAN members sought
MORENA’s gubernatorial nominations: the ultraconservative José María
Martínez, as well as Ricardo Sheffield, Alma Alcaraz, and Joaquín Díaz Mena.

.         

 ?

To assess demand for a populist radical right in Mexico, this section relies on
data from the Mexican Election Study (Beltrán et al., ), post-electoral
surveys conducted one to two weeks after presidential and legislative elections.
On the left–right scale ( ¼ left,  ¼ right), the average voter scored . in
, . in , and . in  (Figure .), indicating a generally moder-
ate electorate. Nevertheless, as Table . shows, except in  and , a
sizable share of voters placed themselves at “” or “”; in both  and
, roughly one-third identified with the far-right end of the spectrum.

Figure . presents voters’ perceptions of the ideological placement of
Mexico’s major parties. No party is generally viewed as occupying an extreme
position, either on the left (–) or right (–). López Obrador’s party,
perceived as leftist in  (.), shifted toward the center – . in  and
around . and ., respectively, in  and . Why is a party that self-
identifies as a leftist party increasingly perceived as a centrist party? This trend

 D. Sarabia, “Evangélicos y la Luz del Mundo respaldan a Sheinbaum en un mitin en Puebla,”
Animal Político, December , . https://animalpolitico.com/elecciones-/presidencia/
evangelicos-luz-del-mundo-sheinbaum
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may reflect the recurrent pattern – except in  – of the incumbent party
being placed to the right of the opposition (: PRI; –: PAN;
–: PRI; : MORENA), suggesting that for some voters “right”
signifies “incumbent” rather than a specific ideology.

A second possibility is that, once in office, incumbent parties are perceived as
supporting center-right policies. This pattern was evident in the final years of
both PRI and PAN administrations: from  to , the PRI administration

 . Voters’ self-placement on the left-right scale in Mexico (–)

– – – – –

 % % % % %

 % % % % %
 % % % % %
 % % % % %

 % % % % %
 % % % % %

 % % % % %
 % % % % %

 % % % % %
 % % % % %

Source: Mexican Election Study (Beltrán et al., ).

FIGURE . Voters’ self-placement on the left–right scale in Mexico (–).
In politics people sometimes talk of left and right. Where would you place yourself on a
scale from  to  where  means the left and  means the right?
Source: Mexican Election Study (Beltrán et al., ).
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advanced market-oriented policies opposed by the PAN in Congress, while
from  to  the roles reversed. From  to , however, both
parties jointly approved a series of economic reforms under the “Pacto por
México,” producing the smallest recorded ideological gap between them in the
 midterm elections. In MORENA’s case, incumbency likely contributes to
its centrist perception, but the shift is also consistent with this chapter’s broader
argument: López Obrador’s government has not consistently advanced a pro-
gressive agenda, particularly on sociocultural issues.

After analyzing left–right identification of the major parties in Mexico,
Figure . focuses on voters’ programmatic preferences – rather than a sym-
bolic attachment to the labels “left” and “right” – particularly on the two
major components of populist radical-right parties: nativism and authoritarian-
ism (Rovira Kaltwasser, ). Table . presents data from two indices
constructed from two battery questions included in the  Mexican
Election Study (Beltrán et al., ). These indices aim to identify voters’
anti-immigration attitudes and conservative attitudes on sociocultural issues
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FIGURE . How voters perceive parties’ ideology in Mexico (–).
Where would you place. . . on a scale from  to  where  means the left and  means
the right?
Source: Mexican Election Study (Beltrán et al., ).

 “Immigrants are generally good for Mexico’s economy,” “Mexico’s culture is generally harmed
by immigrants,” and “Immigrants increase crime rates in Mexico” (strongly agree, somewhat
agree, neither agree nor disagree, somewhat disagree, strongly disagree).
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(abortion and same-sex marriage). The two indexes were rescaled from  to 
to facilitate interpretation (e.g., higher values mean a more conservative pos-
ition). As Table . shows, although few voters in Mexico report a high level of
anti-immigration attitudes (scoring . or more on the – index:  percent),
almost a third of voters –  percent – report conservative sociocultural values.
In other words, the data suggest that there is demand for conservative policies,
at least on topics like abortion and same-sex marriage. However, as discussed
in the previous sections, a populist radical-right candidate has not mobilized
those voters. In fact, as Table . shows, despite being a leftist candidate, in
 López Obrador received fairly similar support from conservative and
progressive voters across these two components.

Figure . shows support for PAN, PRI, and AMLO–MORENA from López
Obrador’s first presidential election in  to the most recent presidential election
in , across ideological groups based on the left–right scale (– scale). In his
first twopresidential campaigns, AMLOdrewmore support from leftist voters than
from rightist ones. Beginning with his  presidential campaign, however, the
slope in Figure . becomes less pronounced, and by  it is almost flat. In other
words, AMLO in , and MORENA – in the  midterm election and in
 with Claudia Sheinbaum as its presidential candidate – received not only
strong support from leftist voters but also substantial support from rightist ones.

In  and , AMLO received only  percent and  percent, respect-
ively, of the vote from respondents placing themselves at  or  on the left–
right scale. By , López Obrador captured  percent of this group;
MORENA won  percent in the  midterms; and Claudia Sheinbaum
reached  percent in  – the party’s highest level. Thus, Mexico’s first left-

 . Proportion of the electorate in each category (% of vote for AMLO in
parentheses)

Anti-immigration attitudes Conservative sociocultural
attitudes

% of
electorate

% voted for
AMLO

% of
electorate

% voted for
AMLO

Low (–.)  ()  ()
Moderate

(.–.)
 ()  ()

High (.–)  ()  ()

Source: Mexican Election Study (Beltrán et al., ).

 “Any woman should be allowed to have an abortion if she chooses to do so,” “Marriage should
only be between a man and a woman,” and “Stable homosexual couples should be able to
adopt” (strongly agree, somewhat agree, neither agree nor disagree, somewhat disagree,
strongly disagree).
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FIGURE . Vote for PAN/PRI/AMLO–MORENA across ideological groups (–).
Source: Mexican Election Study (Beltrán et al., ).
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wing governments since the democratic transition appealed not only to their
traditional base but also consolidated substantial support among rightist
voters. In fact, conservative voters became a key group within MORENA’s
cross-ideological coalition.

. 

While populist radical-right parties have emerged as a backlash against leftist
parties and presidents in some Latin American countries (Zanotti & Roberts,
), no significant far-right party or movement appeared in Mexico in
response to López Obrador’s  electoral victory. This chapter argues that
because his government did not strongly support progressive policies on gender
equality, LGBTQ+ rights, family structures, or racial equality, conservative
grievances did not emerge. In other words, there was no perceived threat to
traditional values that could trigger far-right mobilization. While some elites
have attempted to do so – for example, the FRENA movement, which aimed to
activate anti-communist/anti-Foro de São Paulo mobilization against AMLO’s
administration – these efforts were largely unsuccessful.

In the  presidential election, MORENA reinforced its catch-all profile,
securing unprecedented conservative support:  percent of voters who placed
themselves at – on the left–right scale backed Claudia Sheinbaum, including
 percent who held conservative views on abortion or LGBTQ+ rights.
Although a longtime leftist activist, Sheinbaum – like López Obrador – often
sidestepped divisive issues during the  campaign, avoiding explicit support
for abortion rights. More recently, she adopted a conservative stance on
marijuana legalization, warning that it “can lead to the consumption of other
drugs,” and has continued the Lopezobradorista policy of reinvigorating the
state-owned oil industry – despite her background as a climate scientist. Her
government has also preserved two core features of Lopezobradorismo: popu-
list rhetoric framing society as a struggle between a corrupt elite and “the
people,” and support for a range of illiberal actions against democratic insti-
tutions (Aguiar et al., ). Sheinbaum championed a judicial reform that
purged the Supreme Court and the judiciary, supported the dismantling of the
Instituto Nacional de Acceso a la Información (National Institute of
Transparency for Access to Information – INAI) – formerly an independent
guarantor of public information, now under executive control – and further
blurred the boundaries between civil and military authority, entrenching the
military’s political and economic role in non-military areas of public life.

 D. Villegas, “Evade Claudia Sheinbaum decir sí o no al aborto,”Quadratín, April , . www
.quadratin.com.mx/politicas/evade-claudia-sheinbaum-decir-si-o-no-al-aborto

 E. Cruz, “Legalización de mariguana puede llevar al consumo de otras drogas: Sheinbaum,” La
Hoguera, August , . https://lahoguera.mx/legalizacion-de-mariguana-puede-llevar-al-con
sumo-de-otras-drogas-sheinbaum/
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While Sheinbaum is likely to maintain leftist economic policies alongside
moderate-to-conservative sociocultural stances, two factors could enable far-
right mobilization. First, unlike López Obrador – who tightly controlled
MORENA and confined progressive initiatives to the local level – Sheinbaum
appears less preeminent, potentially reducing her ability to block progressive
demands nationally, which could trigger a conservative backlash. Second, a
new window of opportunity is opening for the far right. Eduardo Verástegui –
who failed to qualify as an independent candidate in  – recently launched
the “Viva México”movement to seek party registration for the midterms.
Positioning himself as the voice of an “orphaned” right, Verástegui denounces
the PAN as a “cowardly right wing” party, appealing to a substantial, largely
untapped conservative bloc in Mexico:  percent oppose same-sex marriage,
 percent oppose adoption rights for same-sex couples, and  percent oppose
abortion rights ( Mexican Election Study). Other leaders, like multimil-
lionaire businessman Ricardo Salinas Pliego, have also recently emerged in the
public arena. An ally of former President López Obrador, and adopting rhet-
oric similar to that of libertarian, anti-system Javier Millei, Salinas Pliego has
harshly criticized the Sheinbaum government and has used his television net-
work to amplify his conservative rhetoric.

Despite stringent legal restrictions, the inclusion of an explicitly far-right
party in the electoral ballot could activate conservative voters, reconfigure
electoral competition, and erode MORENA’s cross-ideological coalition.
Survey evidence shows that highly sexist individuals were less likely to vote in
, when both major coalitions nominated women presidential candidates
(Konzevik & Castro Cornejo, ). If able to compete in future elections, a
far-right party could mobilize conservative voters, particularly in the context of
the administration of Mexico’s first woman president.

 G. Zerega, “El ultraderechista Eduardo Verástegui se registra como candidato independiente a la
presidencia de México,” El País, September , . https://elpais.com/mexico/--/el-
ultraderechista-eduardo-verastegui-se-registra-como-candidato-independiente-a-la-presidencia-
de-mexico.html

 Rodrigo Castro Cornejo
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

The Far Right in Latin America

Comparative Findings

Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser, Carlos Meléndez, Talita
Tanscheit, and Lisa Zanotti

Significant political transformations are reshaping the contemporary world,
and Latin America is no exception. Among the most notable developments
attracting both academic and public attention is the rise of far-right forces,
whose relationship with liberal democracy remains deeply contentious. The
reelection of Donald Trump in  and the strong electoral performance of
populist radical-right parties across Eastern and Western Europe suggest that
the far right is not an ephemeral phenomenon but rather part of a broader
process of electoral realignment. As noted at the outset of this book, only
recently have Latin American countries witnessed the electoral emergence of
far-right actors, some of whom have even attained presidential office. Given the
relative novelty of this phenomenon, empirical evidence remains limited
regarding both the commonalities and differences among these Latin
American far-right forces and their global counterparts.

Drawing from the preceding chapters and existing academic literature, this
concluding chapter provides a comparative discussion divided into four
sections. We begin by analyzing the ideological (dis)similarities among the case
studies presented in the book. This analysis allows us to identify core ideo-
logical features that are prevalent across all instances of the far right in Latin
America, as well as secondary ideological attributes unique to specific cases.
After this, we examine how different party system dynamics influence the
emergence, electoral strength, and competitive behavior of the far right across
Latin America. In the subsequent section, we highlight some unexpected find-
ings – comparative outcomes that were not anticipated in our initial analytical
framework but are crucial for understanding the current situation and potential
trajectory of the far right in the region. Finally, we place the Latin American far
right in a broader comparative perspective, distinguishing unique aspects of the
far right in Latin America and identifying features shared with far-right
forces globally.



, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


.  ()

After the Third Wave of Democratization, the distinction between right and left
in Latin America primarily centered on the socioeconomic dimension, particu-
larly the roles assigned to the “market” versus the “state.” In this context, right-
wing political leaders and parties were characterized by their support for free-
market policies (Roberts, ). In fact, the public and scholarly debate sur-
rounding the “Pink Tide” was heavily focused on differentiating various left-of-
center forces, mainly in terms of their stance on the economic model. Academic
literature often distinguished between moderate and radical versions of the left,
based on their willingness to either adapt to or dismantle the capitalist system
(Weyland et al., ; see also Levitsky & Roberts, ).

However, the emergence of the far right in recent years has shifted the focus
of the political distinction between the right and left from socioeconomic to
sociocultural issues. Part of this political shift is related to the fact that debates
and reforms on sexuality politics in Latin America have created conditions for
electoral realignments in favor of religious attitudes at the expense of economic
preferences (Smith & Boas, ). As highlighted in several chapters of this
book, the far right indeed prioritizes the sociocultural dimension, with moral
conservatism being a core tenet across the region. Far-right leaders and parties
champion traditional values, particularly regarding the role of family and
religious institutions within the state. This stance has led to widespread oppos-
ition to gender and LGBTQ+ equality policies, with a central element of their
discourse being the fight against the so-called gender ideology they claim is
corrupting society (Biroli & Caminotti, ).

This emphasis on the sociocultural dimension encompasses far-right leaders
with diverse trajectories. For instance, José Antonio Kast’s, Jair Bolsonaro’s, and
Guido Manini Ríos’s entire careers have been closely associated with moral
conservatism (see Chapters , , and , respectively). In contrast, far-right forces
in countries like Argentina and El Salvador have gradually incorporated these
themes. As highlighted by Meléndez-Sánchez (Chapter ), Bukele has shifted
from his earlier progressive positions on sociocultural issues to adopting strong
conservative stances on topics such as abortion and gay marriage. Similarly, the
analysis of Argentina shows that Javier Milei has increasingly embraced conser-
vative positions on moral issues, often criticizing the left for allegedly seeking to
undermine the moral foundations of Western societies (see Chapter ). Far-right
actors in Peru and Colombia are moving in diverse directions. As pointed out in
Chapter , Rafael López Aliaga is a member of Opus Dei who re-founded
Renovación Popular relying on an ultra-conservativist agenda to distinguish
himself from other right-wing electoral platforms. In Colombia, Maria
Fernanda Cabal has radicalized the stances of the mainstream right Centro
Democrático (CD). At the center of her discourse is the politicization of gender
and sexuality, with special emphasis on the “gay lobby” and “gender ideology”
(see Chapter ).

 Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser et al.
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As argued in the introductory chapter and several other chapters, the grow-
ing emphasis of far-right actors on sexuality politics and moral conservatism in
Latin America is closely connected to recent expansions of rights for historically
marginalized groups. The region has witnessed important transformations,
including the legalization of abortion in countries such as Uruguay (),
Argentina (), Mexico (), and Colombia (). Progress has also
been notable in the sphere of LGBTQ+ rights, with measures such as the
recognition of same-sex marriage and the introduction of legal protections
against discrimination (Abreu Maia et al., ). This broader trend toward
greater inclusion has triggered a cultural counter-reaction, reflected in the
adoption of anti-gender and anti-LGBTQ+ rhetoric by both conservative
sectors of society and segments of the political elite (Smith & Boas, ).
Within this context, debates often framed as “culture wars” serve as an
ideological foundation for the far right in Latin America, illustrating how
processes of social inclusion unfold alongside intensified conservative resist-
ance. From this perspective, the rise of the far right in the region can be
understood through the lens of Ignazi’s () canonical work on Western
Europe: the expansion of liberal values – the “silent revolution” – paved the
way for a backlash – the “silent counter-revolution” – now articulated by
diverse far-right actors.

Another ideological element that the far right has emphasized across the
region is penal punitivism – that is, a preference for law-and-order policies
grounded in the use of force and a punitive state response to crime. This stance
reflects the far right’s broader belief in a strictly ordered society, where trans-
gressions against authority must be punished severely (Mudde, , p. ).
Indeed, it is not far-fetched to argue that

key to the far right’s programs around the globe are tough law-and-order issues . . . For
the far right, crime is not related to socioeconomic conditions . . . and has to be
confronted with ruthless law enforcement. It therefore calls for more police on the streets
and tougher sentences . . . as well as less “political meddling” in law enforcement. Many
groups also emphasize the need for schools to return to teaching youth discipline,
respect, and “traditional values.” (Mudde, , pp. –)

However, penal punitivism holds greater salience in Latin America than in
Europe or the United States, where crime levels have remained relatively stable
or even declined over time. In contrast, criminality in Latin America has been
rising, as scholars have documented the expansion of drug cartels and informal
markets that seriously challenge state capacity to impose order (e.g., Arias,
; Dammert, ; Feldman & Luna, ). Under these circumstances, it
is hardly coincidental that far-right actors across the region politicize public
security and advocate for strengthening the state’s coercive apparatus to
combat crime – even if this entails transgressing the formal and informal norms
of liberal democracy. Their proposals typically include greater investment in
prisons, harsher sentencing, and easier access to firearms.

The Far Right in Latin America: Comparative Findings 
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The most emblematic case is El Salvador, where Nayib Bukele built the
largest prison in the Americas and became known in the region for his “war
on gangs” (see Chapter ). With the support of his legislative caucus, Bukele
approved an exceptional regime in  that suspended several constitutional
rights and has since been characterized by systematic human rights violations,
according to several national and international organizations. Penal punitivism
is also linked to denying international human rights standards, as Rennó shows
in Chapter . In addition to promoting punitive policies, Bolsonaro divides
society into “normal people” and “delinquents” whose rights should not be
respected, even giving the police “license to kill” and “normal people”weapons
to defend themselves against these “delinquents.” Nevertheless, even in
Colombia, where the far right is just in a “germination process,” this kind of
discourse is also present. Maria Fernanda Cabal has renewed and radicalized
Uribismo in the country through a strongmano dura discourse, moving beyond
firm opposition to the peace processes that have been underway in the country
over the last decade and being a constant advocate of tough-on-crime policies
such as legal gun ownership (see Chapter ). In the case of Chile, the far right
also advocates for iron-fist policies, often arguing that crime is linked to
terrorism in the Araucanía region and to the influx of migrants across the
country (see Chapter ). In Uruguay, Cabildo Abierto followed a similar path
to the Latin American far right by defending law-and-order policies on public
security. As shown in Chapter , this position allows the party to differentiate
itself from the mainstream right, whose program was originally focused mainly
on socioeconomic issues. Finally, Javier Milei adopts ambiguous positions on
penal punitivism, often changing his mind on the free carrying of weapons, for
example. As a hallmark of Argentina’s far right, the defense of this agenda is
accompanied by a robust neoliberal discourse, proposing to deregulate the legal
market (see Chapter ).

In essence, the far right across Latin America converges on two key ideo-
logical pillars: moral conservatism and penal punitivism. These principles form
the bedrock, the basic shared ideology, among the far-right examples examined
in this book, encompassing countries like Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia,
El Salvador, Peru, and Uruguay. Captured in Table ., these commonalities
serve as the “minimal common denominator” of far-right forces in the region.
However, beyond this foundational alignment, Table . also delineates
additional ideological distinctions specific to certain cases. In the following,
we delve into these nuances, elucidating how they contribute to the varied
ideological landscapes within the far right. This discussion enables a more
fine-grained understanding of the ideological spectrum, discerning between
projects of differing levels of complexity and ideological depth.

Populism is one aspect that has received wide attention in the scholarly
debate on the far right in Europe and beyond. In fact, there is wide agreement
that European radical-right parties tend to articulate a populist worldview,
understood as a set of ideas that not only distinguishes between “the pure

 Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser et al.
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 . Ideological attributes present across the far right in Latin America

Case studies
attributes

Argentina
(Milei)

Brazil
(Bolsonaro)

Chile
(Kast)

Colombia
(Cabal)

El Salvador
(Bukele)

Peru
(López-
Aliaga)

Uruguay
(Manini
Ríos)

Anti-immigration X
Climate change denialism X X X
Moral conservatism X X X X X X X
Neoliberalism X X X X X X
Penal punitivism X X X X X X X
Populism X X X X X X
Radical rejection of the left (anti-

communism / anti-Chavismo)
X X X X X X

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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people” and “the corrupt elite,” but also defends that politics should respect the
popular will at any cost (Mudde, ; Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, ).
As Table . reveals, this aspect is present in almost all instances of the far
right discussed in this volume. The only exception is Colombia, where the
absence of populism may be due to Maria Fernanda Cabal’s association with
Uribismo. Given that she is a senator and is part of the political elite, it is not
easy for her to use populist rhetoric in a convincing manner (see Chapter ).

To illustrate how populist tropes are employed by the far right in Latin
America, we draw on the case studies analyzed in this book. For example,
Rafael López Aliaga, the mayor of Lima, uses populism to distinguish himself
from other Peruvian right-wing parties and to oppose elites allegedly involved
in corruption scandals as well as those supporting progressive cultural positions
(see Chapter ). In Chile, populism also addresses the broader political elites,
but it is more focused on the left and more present in the party than in the
leader, most likely because José Antonio Kast originally comes from the estab-
lishment and belongs to a family with a long tradition in Chilean politics (see
Chapter ). In Chapter  on Brazil, Rennó shows that Jair Bolsonaro is a
peculiar populist figure, because he has strong far-right ideological positions,
combining elements of the populist radical right and the extreme right.
Moreover, in Chile and in Brazil, the “pure people” are very much connected
to individuals with specific moral convictions associated with the traditional
family and Christian values linked to Catholics and Evangelicals. The far right
in Uruguay, which is led by a former army general, leverages populism to
revalue the homeland and the military and to revive a nostalgic vision of the
country’s past. This blend of populism and (neo)patriotism allows the
Uruguayan far right to target the “corrupt elite” while portraying the armed
forces as the true representatives of the “pure people,” capable of safeguarding
the nation’s fundamental interests (see Chapter ). In El Salvador, Bukele
adopted a populist discourse from the start while only later incorporating far-
right positions, especially when he became president. As Chapter  shows,
Bukele transcends the left–right divide and addresses the traditional parties as
corrupt and part of the same oligarchy. In Argentina, Milei also used populist
rhetoric from the beginning of his career, except that he combined populism
with a strong anti-state discourse, in line with his libertarianism (see Chapter ).

Another widely shared aspect of the far right in Latin America is a negative
political identity toward the left, framed not only in programmatic terms but
predominantly in moral language. Scholars have demonstrated that this rhet-
oric fosters affective polarization, characterized by a strong affinity toward
one’s own party and fellow partisans (in-group) and pronounced hostility
toward opposing political parties or compatriots with differing political
identities (out-group) (Gidron et al., ; Iyengar et al., ; Mason,
). Left-wing actors are portrayed as malevolent agents intent on under-
mining the social fabric and the democratic regime. The far right in the region
frequently employs terminology targeting both transnational antagonists
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(e.g., anti-communism, anti-Chavismo) and national enemies (e.g., anti-
Peronismo, anti-Petismo, anti-Frenteamplismo). By depicting the left as a sinis-
ter force, the far right often merges critiques of local actors with a broader
narrative about global agents who are purportedly collaborating and sharing
perilous ideologies, such as “cultural Marxism” and “socialism.” This constant
critique of left-wing forces and their allies often leads the far right to adopt an
anti-pluralist discourse, in which the left is not regarded as a legitimate rival but
as an enemy. As Levitsky and Ziblatt () argue in their groundbreaking
book, such rhetoric can be understood as an indicator of authoritarian behav-
ior, particularly the denial of the legitimacy of political opponents.

In Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay, the far right focuses on national enemies
due to the existence of solid left-wing political identities in these countries.
Milei, again using opportunistic discourse, moved from an anti-establishment
to an anti-Peronismo and anti-Kirchnerismo discourse in the second round of
the presidential elections. As Chapter  shows, this served to form a broader
right-wing political coalition and compete against the left-wing candidate,
Sergio Massa. Bolsonaro employs an extremely aggressive discourse against
the left, associating anti-Petismo with anti-communism to glorify the armed
forces and defend the family and God. In the  presidential election, the
former president even suggested that his opponent, the then-former and now-
current president, Lula da Silva, was the Devil who wanted to install commun-
ism in Brazil (see Chapter ). Manini Ríos’ leadership in Uruguay is marked by
a rejection of the fifteen years of Broad Front governments that have allegedly
ruined two “family ideals”: the Uruguayan family, with its agenda of gender
equality and LGBTQ+ rights, and the military family, in the face of the trial of
military personnel linked to human rights violations during the dictatorship
(see Chapter ).

In Chile and Peru, the emphasis on anti-communism predominates. José
Antonio Kast uses anti-communism to oppose all the parties of the Chilean
left, as well as the government of Salvador Allende and Popular Unity. In this
context, it is important to note that the use of anti-communist rhetoric is shared
between the far right and the mainstream right to target the left (see Chapter ).
In Peru, anti-communism is also shared by the variety of right-wing actors that
exist in the country, who use communism to associate the left with terrorism,
alluding to the guerilla past widely rejected in the country. According to
Chapter , Rafael López Aliaga is the most frequent user of the anti-communist
rhetoric, linking the international left with progressive political actors. Last but
not least, in Colombia, Maria Fernanda Cabal shows a constant hostility to
everything she considers an exponent of the extreme left, whether it’s Fidel
Castro, Hugo Chávez, social mobilization, or even the winner of the Nobel
Prize for Literature, Gabriel García Márquez (see Chapter ).

Finally, scholars have been paying growing attention to the link between the
far right and climate change denialism, particularly regarding the European
populist radical right (Forchtner, ; Huber, ; Moore & Roberts,
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). This attribute is conceived as skepticism concerning global warming and
disbelief in the seriousness of climate change and its consequences (Stoll
Kleeman et al., ). Examining the case studies within this book, two
instances stand out where the far right presents rhetoric that contradicts the
scientific consensus on issues like global warming and climate change: Brazil
and Colombia. In Brazil, the government under President Jair Bolsonaro has
frequently downplayed the significance of environmental concerns, advocating
for increased deforestation of the Amazon rainforest and casting doubt on
climate change science (see Chapter ). Similarly, in Colombia, the far right
has adopted rhetoric minimizing the importance of addressing climate change.
This stance often aligns with interests in extractive industries, such as mining
and oil drilling, which have significant environmental impacts (see Chapter ).

While the far right in Latin America has indeed placed significant emphasis
on the sociocultural dimension, it would be erroneous to overlook the presence
of the socioeconomic dimension within their discourse and policy proposals.
On the contrary, a steadfast defense of neoliberal ideas emerges as a prevalent
theme across all the cases examined, with the exception of El Salvador.
Neoliberalism, broadly defined, encompasses a set of economic principles
advocating for limited government intervention in markets, deregulation, pri-
vatization of public services, and a focus on free trade and individual responsi-
bility. In the context of Latin America, neoliberal policies have been associated
with measures such as austerity programs, structural reforms, and trade liber-
alization, often promoted under the auspices of fostering economic growth and
development (Roberts, ).

In the cases under examination, the far right consistently advocates for
neoliberal economic agendas, prioritizing market mechanisms and private
enterprise while advocating for reduced government intervention in the econ-
omy. One striking example is Javier Milei in Argentina, whose unconventional
libertarian discourse as a presidential candidate encompassed proposals for
fiscal austerity, privatization, currency dollarization, and the closure of the
central bank (see Chapter ). Similarly, in Chile, the far right’s support for a
free market economy harks back to the neoliberal policies implemented by the
Chicago Boys during Augusto Pinochet’s military dictatorship. This stance also
represents a deliberate departure from the mainstream right’s gradual tendency
to accommodate the public demand for more involvement of the state in the
economy (see Chapter ). Moreover, the defense of neoliberalism is evident in
Brazil and Peru, where figures like Jair Bolsonaro and Rafael López Aliaga have
co-opted existing parties (the Liberal Party and Popular Renewal, respectively)
to propagate neoliberal discourses. Popular Renewal identifies itself as a
defender of a social market economy, reaffirming that although it adopts a
neoliberal economic model, it accepts that on some occasions, it needs to be
regulated (see Chapter ). Jair Bolsonaro defends a liberal economic agenda in
favor of reducing state intervention in the economy, and it is not for nothing
that he privatized the state electricity company Eletrobrás during his

 Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser et al.

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


presidential term (see Chapter ). In Colombia, the socioeconomic issue is a
recent feature in the electoral and political competition. In this sense, Cabal has
presented herself not only as a staunch opponent of the left and Gustavo Petro’s
government but also as an open defender of capitalism, without really develop-
ing her ideas and discourses on this issue (see Chapter ). Finally, Uruguay is a
country where the neoliberal agenda is less present among the Latin American
far right, which instead advances an agenda that remains ambiguous regarding
neoliberalism while centered on moral conservatism and penal punitivism.
Chapter  explains that it might be due to the lack of support for neoliberalism
in the country or the fact that the neoliberal agenda is monopolized by the
mainstream right, which does not allow Cabildo Abierto to differentiate itself
from the rest of the political right.

The exceptional case of El Salvador is analyzed by Meléndez-Sánchez in
Chapter . Nayib Bukele comes from a left-wing background and even criti-
cized his former party, the Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación
Nacional (FMLN), for proposing neoliberal measures. In effect, his government
agenda concerning socioeconomic issues aims to reduce material inequalities
and expand or maintain the state’s economic role. At the same time, in the
context of the apparent success of his public security agenda, there is a growing
demand for more attention to be paid to the socioeconomic agenda. However,
the country’s future is uncertain in the context of authoritarian stabilization.

Interestingly, anti-immigration discourse is notably scarce within the rhet-
oric of the far right in Latin America, with the exception of Chile. The influx of
migrants, primarily from Colombia and Venezuela, in recent years has cata-
lyzed the politicization of this issue in Chilean politics (see Chapter ; Rovira
Kaltwasser et al., ). However, in other Latin American countries where
significant increases in migrant populations have not been experienced, there
appears to be little interest among the far right in prioritizing this issue. This
stands in stark contrast to contemporary Europe and the US, where nativism is
often a central or even the paramount issue advocated by far-right forces
(Mudde, ).

Nevertheless, the absence of an explicit anti-immigration or nativist agenda
does not mean that discourses centered on race and ethnicity are absent. While
this is not a defining feature of the far right in Latin America as a whole, it can
be observed in several national contexts. The most evident case is Chile, where
far-right actors have systematically targeted the Mapuche population, portray-
ing their territorial claims and demands for autonomy as threats to national
security and public order. This framing is often accompanied by calls for
harsher policing, the militarization of Indigenous territories, and the depiction
of Mapuche activism as violent or criminal (see Chapter ). In Brazil, racial and
ethnic dimensions are also central, reflected in Bolsonaro’s constant attacks on
Indigenous peoples, such as his repeated attempts to reduce protections for
Indigenous lands, and his firm opposition to racial quota policies (see
Chapter ). Similar dynamics appear elsewhere. For instance, in Colombia,
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Cabal has framed Black and Indigenous populations within a discourse of
otherization (see Chapter ). Finally, it is important to highlight the racializa-
tion of Venezuelan and Haitian migrants, who are frequently constructed as
second-class foreigners, revealing how migration debates also intersect with
racial hierarchies in the region.

Overall, there are significant ideological similarities and differences among
far-right actors in Latin America. Across the board, they share morally conser-
vative positions and advocate for penal punitivism. Additionally, many cases
exhibit further ideological elements such as neoliberalism, populism, and strong
rejection of the left (anti-communism/anti-Chavismo). However, issues like
climate change denialism and anti-immigration rhetoric are relatively rare
within the discourse of the far right in Latin America. Upon examining all the
cases presented in this book and summarized in Table ., it becomes evident
that El Salvador’s President Bukele represents a unique instance. Bukele’s
ideology is characterized by a selective combination of populism, penal puniti-
vism, and moral conservatism. As convincingly argued by Meléndez-Sánchez in
Chapter , this uniqueness can be attributed to Bukele’s trajectory, starting as a
left-wing figure and gradually adopting critical stances toward the political
establishment, while also adjusting his policy proposals to maintain popularity.
In contrast, other instances of the far right offer more intricate discourses that
amalgamate various ideological traits to construct political narratives that
resonate with prevalent social grievances in different national contexts.

.   

There is a rich body of academic literature that seeks to explain the rise of far-
right parties in Europe since the s. Scholars such as Ignazi (),
Bornschier (), and Best () have extensively studied the conditions
under which far-right parties emerge and gain traction. These conditions
include sustained political polarization, the erosion of trust in traditional
parties, ideological convergence between mainstream left and right, and
increased party system fragmentation. Under such circumstances, far-right
actors can position themselves as authentic outsiders or defenders of lost
principles, filling programmatic or representational voids left by traditional
parties. We think that these arguments could also be relevant to understanding
the rise of far-right leaders and parties in Latin America. However, the diversity
of right-wing forces in this region complicates the application of a single theory
to all the cases examined in this volume.

For instance, Ignazi () argues that far-right parties often emerge in
response to the perceived ideological convergence of traditional right-wing
and left-wing parties, creating a “void” that far-right parties exploit by offering
more radical alternatives. This perspective applies to the case of Chile, where
the Partido Republicano (PR) emerged as a reaction to the gradual ideological
convergence of the mainstream right and mainstream left (Madariaga & Rovira

 Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser et al.

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Kaltwasser, ). The PR capitalized on the perceived moderation of the
mainstream right, positioning itself as a defender of ultra-conservative values
(Díaz et al., ). The centrist shift of the traditional right-wing coalition was
interpreted by José Antonio Kast as an “abandonment of principles” (see
Chapter ). Thus, the PR seized the space left at the far-right end of the political
spectrum after the mainstream right’s moderation, a pattern similar to the
emergence of Frente Amplio on the left. In Chile’s case, as Chapter  explains,
the rise of a far-right party can be seen as the response of ultra-conservative
sectors to the increasing ideological convergence between mainstream right and
mainstream left coalitions.

In the case of Uruguay, Ignazi’s () argument is also relevant. The two
traditional right-wing parties, Partido Colorado and Partido Blanco, experi-
enced ideological convergence during the s (Chasquetti & Buquet, ).
As Chapter  explains, while these parties did not abandon the core issues of
the right-wing agenda – in economic and cultural dimensions – and maintained
their opposition to the left (which was in power from  to ), their
distinct party identities became diluted due to growing programmatic overlap.
Despite this, the anti-incumbent sentiment was strong, so that there remained
space for a right-wing anti-establishment opposition. Cabildo Abierto emerged
by challenging the “consensus particracy” (spanning from left to right) and
emphasizing punitive measures and moral conservatism. However, its rise did
not prevent the electoral victory of the conventional right (Queirolo, ).
In fact, after the Partido Blanco returned to power, Cabildo Abierto did not
follow the Chilean PR’s example of opposing the new government from a more
extreme right-wing stance. Instead, it joined the incumbent Multicolor
Coalition and supported the new government, led by the mainstream right.

In turn, Bornschier () argues that far-right parties often thrive in highly
polarized political environments, where they can present themselves as the only
viable alternative to the established political order. This dynamic is evident in
Brazil, where Jair Bolsonaro’s ascent was fueled by widespread disillusionment
with both the leftist Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT) and the traditional right-
wing parties – Partido da Social Democracia Brasileira (PSDB) and Movimento
Democrático Brasileiro (MDB) – particularly after the impeachment of Dilma
Rousseff, which was orchestrated by the mainstream right. Bolsonaro capital-
ized on the discrediting of the political establishment, as both the left (PT) and
the right-wing opposition (PSDB and MDB) were embroiled in major corrup-
tion scandals. The heightened confrontation between PT and the mainstream
right deepened societal polarization (Fuks & Marques, ), undermining the
tradition of pluralistic cooperation that had characterized Brazilian coalitional
presidentialism from  to  (Power, ). Bolsonaro positioned him-
self as the only candidate capable of confronting the PT after the decline of the
conventional right (PSDB and MDB, with the latter leading the interim govern-
ment under Temer). As Chapter  outlines, Bolsonarismo emerged as a formid-
able force in the  election by intensifying polarization and replacing the
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discredited conventional right, aiming to monopolize the right-wing spectrum
with a radical anti-establishment platform during a period of moral crisis. The
absence of credible right-wing competitors enabled Bolsonarismo to push the
boundaries further, reaching an anti-systemic extreme that poses a potential
threat to Brazil’s democratic regime.

Polarization also played a crucial role in Argentina, where Javier Milei’s rise
occurred amidst a heightened confrontation between Peronism and anti-
Peronism (Torcal & Carty, ). Milei’s political movement, La Libertad
Avanza, capitalized on the economic failures of both the mainstream right’s
previous administration and the incumbent Peronist government’s inability to
control inflation. As Chapter  explains, this situation allowed Milei to pro-
mote an anti-establishment discourse, adopting radical positions on both eco-
nomic and cultural issues to distinguish himself from the mainstream right,
particularly Macri’s Propuesta Republicana (PRO). Once he qualified for the
 runoff, Milei shifted strategies. Despite being an outsider with minimal
representation in the legislature and no subnational support, Milei secured
backing from the anti-Peronist camp, taking advantage of the deep polarization
during the runoff. Ultimately, mainstream right-wing sectors rallied behind
Milei to avoid becoming temporary allies of Peronism. Upon assuming power,
Milei had to rely on the support of mainstream right cadres to sustain
his administration.

The rise of Nayib Bukele in El Salvador provides another example of far-
right leadership emerging in polarized political contexts. Bukele’s ascent can be
understood against a backdrop of widespread disillusionment with traditional
parties on both the right Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA) and the
left Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional (FMLN). As
Chapter  highlights, Bukele exploited the perception of corruption and inef-
fectiveness in previous governments, positioning himself as a fresh, anti-
establishment alternative. His ability to tap into public discontent and political
polarization enabled him to solidify his outsider status and challenge the
political status quo (Perelló & Navia, ). This approach resonated particu-
larly with younger voters and those weary of traditional politics, allowing him
not only to win the presidency in  but also to consolidate power in the
 legislative elections, where his party, Nuevas Ideas, secured a significant
majority. Bukele’s strategy of positioning himself as the sole leader capable of
reforming the system in a time of moral and political crisis closely mirrors the
approaches taken by Bolsonaro in Brazil and Milei in Argentina.

Finally, Best () highlights the role of party system fragmentation in the
success of far-right parties. In Peru, the fragmentation of the right-wing camp,
once dominated by Fujimorismo and Peruanos por el Kambio (Meléndez,
), opened the door for Renovación Popular (RP) to emerge as a distinct
far-right force. The disintegration of traditional right-wing parties allowed RP
to gain autonomy and attract voters disillusioned with existing options. While
the Peruvian political landscape is polarized, it differs from Brazil and
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Argentina due to its extreme fragmentation. According to Chapter , the rise of
RP is largely explained by the breakdown of the right-wing bloc that was once
controlled by Fujimorismo and Peruanos por el Kambio, but has since splin-
tered into smaller factions. In the  presidential election, RP finished third,
presenting an ultra-social conservative agenda with a more radicalized style
than Fujimorismo, which had adopted a more conventional right-wing eco-
nomic platform, and Avanza País, a pro-market, culturally liberal party. The
simultaneous rise of a radical-left candidate, who ultimately won the presi-
dency, intensified political polarization and prompted conservative voters to
abandon the discredited Fuerza Popular and join this new movement (Coronel,
). The combination of fragmentation and centrifugal competition among
niche parties helped create space for the far-right RP to establish itself as an
autonomous force in Peru.

In terms of party-system dynamics, far-right parties in Latin America have
emerged in two distinct ways: either incubated within traditional right-wing
parties, such as the PR as a spin-off of the Unión Demócrata Independiente
(UDI) in Chile, or through the departure of members no longer aligned with the
mainstream agenda, as seen with Cabildo Abierto in Uruguay. However, Latin
America has yet to witness a case where a mainstream right-wing party fully
radicalizes to the far right. In Colombia, María Fernanda Cabal had been
positioning herself as a political leader capable of radicalizing the Uribista
party CD from within. However, recent developments – such as the assassin-
ation of a CD-aligned presidential pre-candidate and the ongoing judicial
process that has provisionally sentenced Álvaro Uribe – have reinforced the
former president’s control over the party’s security and violence agenda. This
dynamic has sidelined other issues, such as the moral conservatism that Cabal
had been promoting, and thus diminished her ability to redefine the party’s
programmatic direction. These distinct trajectories of party-system engagement
by far-right actors are schematically summarized in Figure . in Chapter .
The figure illustrates how some actors create new electoral vehicles, others
appropriate existing parties, and a few attempt to transform the mainstream
right from within – though, as the Colombian case shows, not always success-
fully. These pathways are shaped by both structural and contingent conditions,
including the openness of party systems, elite fragmentation, and the degree to
which mainstream right parties maintain internal coherence or ideological
distinctiveness.

In summary, the analysis of the cases in this book demonstrates that there is
no single pattern of party-system dynamics or competition that fully explains
the emergence of far-right parties across Latin America. Both centripetal and
centrifugal forms of competition have contributed to the rise of these forces,
underscoring the diverse and context-specific pathways involved. As shown in
Figure ., these pathways range from outsider-driven party formation to
internal contestation within established right-wing parties, each shaped by
specific combinations of elite dynamics, electoral incentives, and political
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opportunity structures. While dominant theories from European contexts offer
valuable insights, they are insufficient to provide a comprehensive framework
for all instances of far-right emergence in Latin America. This suggests that
although some European explanations are relevant, they must be adapted and
supplemented to account for the distinct political landscapes of Latin American
countries. As in Europe, it is clear that no singular institutional factor, party-
system dynamic, or strategic response from establishment parties – whether left
or right – can entirely explain the rise of the far right in the region. This
variability underscores that far-right emergence is not automatic, but condi-
tional upon a combination of demand- and supply-side factors: voter discon-
tent, elite polarization, and the institutional flexibility of the party system all
interact to create (or constrain) opportunities for far-right actors. This means
that the far right can emerge under varying party-system conditions, illustrating
that a combination of multiple factors and unique contextual circumstances
contributes to the success of far-right forces.

.  

After analyzing the ideological similarities and differences among the far-right
cases discussed in this volume, we now turn to several unexpected findings.
In this section, we examine aspects that were not fully anticipated when we
developed the analytical framework in Chapter  but that emerged from the
case studies. As we emphasize below, these findings have broader implications
for understanding not only region-specific dynamics but also the global evolu-
tion of the far right.

.. The Role of the Judiciary

An intriguing and somewhat unforeseen feature of far-right politics in Latin
America concerns the role of the judiciary in shaping the political landscape.
While in some countries progressive actors – (new) left-wing forces and/or civil
society organizations – have led the politicization of cultural issues, in other
contexts, the judiciary has been the key actor in pushing progressive reforms.
This shift in the agent of change toward more culturally liberal policies has
profound implications for the “political opportunity structure” within which
the far right emerges and operates. As Mudde () notes, the electoral and
political success of far-right forces depends not only on internal resources
(discursive or organizational), but also on external factors that can facilitate
or obstruct their influence (e.g., crises and strategies adopted by civil society,
political parties, and international organizations).

Taking this argument into account, a notable pattern across Latin American
cases of the far right is the way judicial activism in progressive policymaking
alters the dynamics of accountability and blame attribution. Far-right actors in
Latin America and elsewhere often gain visibility by attacking political
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opponents who defend policies they oppose – such as reforms expanding
LGBTQ+ rights or promoting multiculturalism – claiming that such initiatives
undermine the nation’s well-being. However, when these policies are intro-
duced or upheld by the judiciary – an institution perceived as detached from
everyday politics, employing technical legal language, and seldom engaging in
public debate – the far right’s ability to directly challenge these progressive
changes becomes significantly constrained. This institutional displacement of
agency fundamentally reshapes both whom the far right can blame and how it
articulates that blame.

Because mobilizing a base against a non-partisan judicial body is more
difficult than contesting partisan opponents, the far right in some Latin
American contexts encounters a hostile political opportunity structure.
Traditionally adept at rallying against progressive political actors, far-right
forces must navigate a more complex landscape when the “enemy” is a judi-
ciary that, by virtue of its legalistic and ostensibly non-partisan character, is less
vulnerable to the politics of blame attribution typical of the far right. Under
these conditions, far-right actors are compelled to reevaluate and recalibrate
how they seek to influence both public policy and public opinion. New oppor-
tunities emerge through narratives that portray the judiciary as politically
biased and denounce international treaties for exerting excessive and
corrosive influence.

Colombia exemplifies this phenomenon (Chapter ). The Constitutional
Court has played a crucial role in shaping public policy, especially in areas like
LGBTQ+ rights and abortion. Ruling C-/ (Corte Constitucional) rec-
ognized the voluntary interruption of pregnancy on three grounds as a funda-
mental right that the health system must guarantee, with confidentiality
protections to avoid revictimization, discrimination, guilt, or stigma. More
recently, ruling C-/ decriminalized abortion up to the twenty-fourth
week. Despite facing numerous attacks from anti-abortion groups, this ruling
positioned Colombia among the most progressive countries in the world
regarding reproductive rights for women, trans men, and non-binary individ-
uals who seek to abort; the Ministry of Health and Social Protection later issued
Resolution  of  to regulate the Voluntary Interruption of Pregnancy
(IVE). On marriage equality, ruling C-/ recognized same-sex couples
as a family form protected under law, addressing a documented deficit of legal
protection (Páez Ramírez, ). Taken together, these rulings have signifi-
cantly impacted political discourse, challenging far-right actors who usually
oppose progressive political forces; attacking a respected judicial institution is
more complex than rallying against partisan adversaries (Ruibal, ).

The judiciary’s role in Mexico offers another compelling example, akin to
the situation in Colombia. As Castro Cornejo notes in Chapter , the Supreme
Court’s September  decision to decriminalize abortion at the national
level – a reform already legalized in ten of thirty-two states – highlights the
distinctive dynamics at play (Payne, ). Notably, abortion, despite its
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potential for cultural contention, had been comparatively underdiscussed in
Mexico’s public debate, exemplifying the lower level of politicization of
culture-war issues relative to other regions.

It is worth emphasizing that both the Colombian and Mexican cases com-
bine judicially driven progressive reforms with the relative absence (until
recently) of strong progressive forces deliberately politicizing these issues.
As Chapter  shows, Andrés Manuel López Obrador (AMLO)’s presidency
has been relatively silent on cultural matters or has adopted conservative cues;
in Colombia, left-wing actors with clear pro-equality discourses gained traction
only very recently (under President Gustavo Petro). This configuration is par-
ticularly challenging for the far right. As Bustikova () argues, far-right
actors are more likely to gain influence when further social advancement of
historically marginalized groups is promoted simultaneously by state institu-
tions (e.g., courts) and progressive political entrepreneurs. Given that the latter
condition was largely absent in Colombia (until very recently) and Mexico (at
the time of writing), this helps explain the relative weakness of far-right forces
in these countries.

.. The Double Meaning of Authoritarianism

As the academic literature on the far right has noted, the latter is characterized –

among other things – by its authoritarian nature (Mudde, ). In fact, in
Chapter , an analytical framework has been presented, in which the far right
is distinguished by maintaining a semi-loyal or disloyal relationship toward
liberal democracy. However, when looking at far-right forces across Latin
America, we observe a complex engagement with two different notions of
authoritarianism, reflecting both historical legacies and contemporary social
attitudes.

The first notion is linked to the authoritarian past, and how its legacies are
dealt with by the contemporary expression of the far right in the region.
Historically, numerous Latin American countries have experienced authoritar-
ian regimes, particularly during the s and s. These regimes were often
characterized by military dictatorships that seized power through coups, justi-
fied by the need to combat perceived threats of communism and social unrest
(Weyland, ). These dictatorships typically centralized power, suppressed
political opposition, controlled the media, and employed state violence and
repression to maintain control. Countries such as Argentina, Chile, Brazil, and
Uruguay experienced some of the most notorious dictatorships of this era,

 It is an open question whether this might change with the election of Claudia Sheinbaum as the
new president of Mexico. Given that she comes from AMLO’s party (Morena) and is seen as his
political heir, it is hard to imagine that she would adopt a completely different course. However,
as a woman who has occasionally addressed gender issues, she might emphasize reforms on
certain sociocultural issues that were not prioritized during AMLO’s presidency.
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where human rights abuses, including torture, forced disappearances, and
extrajudicial killings, were rampant. These historical experiences have had a
profound impact on the region’s political culture and societal attitudes toward
authority and governance.

Far-right groups and leaders across Latin America, particularly in the
Southern Cone, frequently draw upon the legacy of former authoritarian
regimes as a foundation for their political ideologies. This involves glorifying
past dictatorships and/or incorporating elements of these regimes into their
contemporary political platforms. This historical authoritarianism is not merely
a remembrance of the past but actively shapes their current political stance,
particularly in governance and social policy. For example, during the
 presidential election campaign, José Antonio Kast distinguished
between the current dictatorship in Nicaragua and Chile under Pinochet by
stating: “I believe what happened in Nicaragua reflects what did not happen
in Chile; [in Chile] democratic elections were held, and political opponents
were not imprisoned.” This statement illustrates how far-right leaders use
historical narratives to legitimize their current political agendas and shape
public perception. In fact, the rise of José Antonio Kast and the Republican
Party signify a ‘re-mainstreaming’ of far-right ideas, reflecting not just con-
tinuity but also an evolution in right-wing politics (Chapter ). This resur-
gence and renewed visibility of far-right discourse in Chile’s national political
arena underscore a period where once-marginalized far-right views are
gaining new momentum.

Brazil’s political landscape during Jair Bolsonaro’s presidency vividly dem-
onstrates how the idealization of an authoritarian past functions as a core
component of far-right discourse. As Rennó shows in Chapter , the evocation
of controversial figures from the military regime and the use of nationalist
rhetoric are not merely nostalgic gestures but deliberate strategies to shape
contemporary political narratives and influence governance and social policy.
This approach reflects a sophisticated manipulation of historical authoritarian-
ism, connecting with a significant segment of the Brazilian population (Zanotti
et al., ). Furthermore, Bolsonaro’s actions and statements have consist-
ently reflected his authoritarian inclinations. In , he participated in pro-
tests against lockdowns, even calling for a military coup, which he later
retracted under media and political pressure. As a federal deputy, Bolsonaro
staunchly defended the  military coup and the subsequent dictatorship,
openly supporting military torturers and lamenting that the regime did not kill
more socialists. He famously stated that the coup should be celebrated as a new
Independence Day for Brazil. As president, he appointed numerous military
personnel to civilian government positions and repeatedly questioned the integ-
rity of the electoral system. Toward the end of his tenure, he fostered doubt
among his followers about the legitimacy of the election results. Following the
 elections, Bolsonaro contested the outcome and was subsequently sen-
tenced to twenty-seven years in prison for his involvement in a plot to stage a
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military coup, a development that further illustrates his authoritarian dispos-
ition (Chapter ).

The second notion of authoritarianism evident in the discourse of the Latin
American far right aligns with Theodor Adorno’s concept of social authoritar-
ianism, which is characterized by a strong inclination toward law and order,
strict enforcement of social norms, and a preference for traditional, often
conservative, social structures. The European experience demonstrates that
authoritarianism frequently manifests as support for harsher law-and-order
measures or other hardline policies (Mudde, ). Moreover, far-right forces
often display social authoritarianism in their defense of a “traditional society,”
upholding moral values such as the preservation of the heteronormative family
and the maintenance of traditional gender roles, while opposing sexual minor-
ities (Mudde, ).

In Latin America, these dynamics are not merely theoretical but vividly
manifest in political and social discourse, shaping the strategies and ideological
foundations of the region’s far right. Understanding this blend of historical and
social authoritarianism – with its emphasis on otherization, conformity, and
traditionalism – is essential for grasping the logics that drive far-right actors
across Latin America. The various cases discussed in this volume reveal that the
emphasis on authoritarianism is not only about maintaining order but also
reflects a reactionary response to the perceived threat posed by the growing
influence of historically marginalized groups. These include ethnic minorities,
migrants, and other communities whose increasing visibility and demands for
equal rights challenge long-standing hierarchies and power structures
(Bustikova, ; Rovira Kaltwasser & Zanotti, ).

Perhaps the most striking example is Nayib Bukele, whose repressive policies
against the maras (Salvadoran gangs) have profoundly shaped perceptions of
his government both domestically and internationally. This “iron fist”
approach represents a radical shift to the right in terms of security policy
(Chapter ) and reflects a broader authoritarian disposition marked by discom-
fort with pluralism and a desire for control and uniformity. Similarly,
Bolsonaro’s policies and rhetoric frequently target these same groups, framing
them as threats to national security and social cohesion. By doing so, far-right
leaders seek to rally their supporters around a shared nostalgia for a supposedly
more “orderly” past and a collective opposition to the progress of marginalized
groups. This strategy mobilizes political support by exploiting fears of social
change and reinforcing existing prejudices, thereby perpetuating a cycle of
exclusion and repression.

Stenner () argues that authoritarianism is often activated by experiences
of normative threat – situations that challenge group authority, cohesion, and
uniformity. Such threats tend to produce heightened levels of intolerance, a
central behavioral manifestation of authoritarianism. This intolerance fre-
quently takes the form of unease or hostility toward individuals from particular
groups, generating dynamics of otherization. Otherization, a core mechanism
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in far-right ideology, entails constructing certain groups as fundamentally
different or alien, thereby reinforcing a stark “us versus them” dichotomy
(Chapter ). This mechanism is central to the rhetoric and policy agendas of
far-right leaders and parties, as it enables them to mobilize support by identify-
ing common “enemies” or scapegoats – often defined in terms of nationality,
ethnicity, or political belief. Moreover, as Feldman and Stenner () note,
this authoritarian orientation encompasses a conformist disposition that is
intolerant not only of divergent political opinions but also of any views or
behaviors perceived as threatening to the established social order. This extends
to religious beliefs, ethnic and racial identities, and even norms of dress
and comportment.

In the Latin American context, one of the civic groups most readily cast as
“threatening others” are women and sexual minorities. Once symbolically
positioned as endangering a shared moral order, gender-equality norms become
a privileged vehicle for otherization and a focal point of policy contestation
(Bustikova, ; Feldman & Stenner, ; Kuhar & Paternotte, ). This
dynamic connects directly to a second cross-cutting pattern evident in our cases:
the centrality of gender and anti-feminism in far-right mobilization (Reyes-
Housholder et al., ). Anti-feminism – often articulated as resistance to
so-called gender ideology – functions as a master frame that unites disparate
actors, moralizes policy disputes, and provides a vocabulary of grievance and
threat (Fangen & Skjelsbæk, ; Kuhar & Paternotte, ). The increasing
prominence of gender in both scholarship and politics helps explain why these
issues have become a privileged terrain for coalition-building and agenda-
setting among far-right entrepreneurs (Fangen & Skjelsbæk, ).

The repertoire of “threatening others” remains highly flexible. In some
contexts, it fuels a full-fledged anti-gender backlash – targeting sex education,
LGBTQ+ rights, and gender studies – while in others it appropriates ostensibly
“pro-women” or “pro-gay” claims through strategies of femonationalism and
homonationalism to police cultural boundaries and reassert national hierarchies
(Fangen & Skjelsbæk, ; Farris, ; Puar, ). Even where immigration
is not the primary political cleavage, appeals to “protect women and children”
from the supposed dangers of “gender ideology” serve to recast equality policies
as foreign impositions and to legitimize expansive state intervention in education,
family policy, and civil society (Fangen & Skjelsbæk, ).

Leaders such as Bolsonaro in Brazil (see Chapter ), Kast in Chile (see
Chapter ), and López Aliaga in Peru (see Chapter ) exemplify how the dual
nature of authoritarianism – historical and social – can be articulated by the far
right in contemporary Latin America. They combine a nostalgic affiliation with
historical authoritarian regimes with a contemporary social authoritarianism
that champions strict law and order and traditional values. This dual approach
highlights a complex relationship with democratic norms and principles and
underscores the multifaceted nature of far-right ideologies in the region.
Understanding this combination of historical and social authoritarianism is
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crucial for grasping the discourse that the far right in Latin America is trying to
advance across the region.

.. Different Political Styles

The third unexpected finding in our study of far-right forces in Latin America
concerns the markedly divergent political styles of their leaders. In some coun-
tries, we observe the rise of figures who are very confrontational and outspoken,
while in others, better-behaved and calmer actors emerge. This divergence, while
not entirely unforeseen, mirrors similar patterns observed in other contexts, such
as in Europe. To better understand this phenomenon, it is important to consider
the argument regarding “high” versus “low” politics (Ostiguy, ; Ostiguy &
Roberts, ). “High” politics is characterized by formal, institutional, and
policy-focused approaches, often embodied by leaders who maintain measured
manners and utilize refined language. In contrast, “low” politics is defined by
more confrontational and emotionally charged rhetoric and behavior, appealing
directly to the masses with a more informal and provocative style.

Extant research shows that far-right leaders can exhibit both styles. For
example, in the European context, Nigel Farage exemplifies “low” politics with
his populist, confrontational approach and informal manners, while Marine
Le Pen (National Rally) represents “high” politics with her structured and
policy-focused behavior. This demonstrates that the far right can encompass
both “high” and “low” political styles, and neither of them is a defining charac-
teristic of the far right, something that is reinforced by looking at the case studies
included in this book. On the one hand, there is no doubt that figures such as
Bolsonaro in Brazil and Milei in Argentina appeal to “low” politics. Bolsonaro,
with his inflammatory rhetoric and frequent confrontations with the media,
typifies the “low” political style. Similarly, Javier Milei’s aggressive speeches
and controversial statements have garnered mass appeal through his provocative
approach. On the other hand, leaders such as Kast and Manini Ríos clearly
appeal to “high” politics. José Antonio Kast, with his formal demeanor, con-
trolled public discourse, and more formal attire, exemplifies this style. Likewise,
GuidoManini Ríos, with his composed and measured speeches and formal dress,
also illustrates this approach.

Despite these different political styles, one notable commonality across these
leaders is the predominance of masculine leadership. The far right in Latin
America, as in many other parts of the world, tends to be dominated by male
figures, with few exceptions. Colombia with Maria Fernanda Cabal presents a
potential outlier, but overall, the trend remains consistent (see Chapter ).
“Macho politics” is particularly evident in the use of overt displays of trad-
itional masculinity by leaders like Jair Bolsonaro and Javier Milei. Bolsonaro
frequently invokes the image of a strong, authoritarian father, often appearing
in military attire and making statements that emphasize traditional male roles
and toughness. He projects an image of decisiveness and control, which appeals
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to voters who favor traditional patriarchal values. Similarly, Milei’s public
persona is marked by aggressive rhetoric and a flamboyant style that reinforces
his image as a non-conformist, alpha-male leader. His outspoken and provoca-
tive mannerisms are designed to resonate with a segment of the population that
is disillusioned with conventional political figures and is drawn to a more
assertive, masculine approach. Leaders such as José Antonio Kast and Rafael
López Aliaga also reflect these gendered dynamics, albeit in a more subdued
manner. Kast often dons formal attire and speaks in a measured, composed
manner that aligns with a more traditional, conservative masculinity
(Chapter ; Díaz et al., ). His image is crafted to evoke the classic role of
men as calm, rational, and authoritative figures who provide stability and
order. Similarly, López Aliaga presents himself as a disciplined, business-
oriented leader, emphasizing his role as a protector and provider, which aligns
with classic patriarchal ideals (Chapter ). His rhetoric often includes references
to traditional family values and national integrity, positioning himself as a
guardian of these principles in the face of modern societal changes.

The prominence of masculine imagery and rhetoric among these leaders aligns
with growing literature on the far right and anti-feminism in Latin America and
beyond. Far-right forces often intertwine their political ideologies with a rejection
of feminist advancements, advocating for a return to traditional gender roles and
presenting themselves as defenders of the traditional family and national integrity
against perceived external threats. This can be seen in the broader context of their
anti-feminist positions, which are used to consolidate their base by appealing to
traditional values and a nostalgic vision of gender relations (Berg, ; Biroli &
Caminotti, ; Reyes-Housholder et al., ).

.        

 

This edited volume delves into the complexities of the Latin American context
against the backdrop of a rising global trend of far-right forces. While the surge
of the latter is evident worldwide, cross-regional comparative studies are still in
their infancy. To start addressing this research gap and initiating a cross-regional
dialogue, this section endeavors to analyze the far right in Latin America within a
broader comparative framework. Two central inquiries guide our exploration.
Firstly, how does the manifestation of the far right in Latin America differ within
the global context of this phenomenon? Secondly, by juxtaposing the far right in
Europe and other world regions, what commonalities emerge?

.. The Peculiarities of the Far Right in Latin America

This edited volume highlights the escalating influence of far-right forces
throughout Latin America, underscoring a common ideological thread among
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them. These groups fervently advocate for conservative stances on moral issues
such as abortion, gender equality reforms, and LGBTQ+ rights, alongside
endorsing stringent law-and-order measures, even at the expense of disregarding
the rule of law. Interestingly, unlike their European and various global counter-
parts, the discourse of the Latin American far right notably sidelines migration as
a central theme. In fact, scholarly research underscores that xenophobic rhetoric
is intrinsic to populist radical-right actors (Mudde, ; Mudde & Rovira
Kaltwasser, ). Some academics argue that nativism, rather than populism,
defines radical-right parties in Western Europe and beyond (Art, ).
Noteworthy examples such as Donald Trump in the US accentuate this anti-
immigrant stance by propagating intolerant narratives targeting Black, Latino,
and Muslim communities (Cremer, ). Similarly, figures like Narendra Modi
in India echo a xenophobic narrative by championing the interests of the native
(Hindu) populace against perceived outsiders (Muslims), advocating for their
expulsion or secondary status (Leidig & Mudde, ).

Given that many Latin American countries experience significant emigration
rather than substantial immigration inflows, it is unsurprising that xenophobic
sentiments are not prominently echoed within far-right forces in this region.
However, the absence of overt xenophobia within the Latin American far-right
spectrum does not necessarily indicate a higher level of tolerance compared to
counterparts in other regions or a resolute endorsement of multiculturalism.
Ethnicity remains a pivotal focal point in political discussions within Latin
American societies, with Indigenous communities progressively gaining influ-
ence, particularly in countries characterized by inchoate party systems and
robust social movements that facilitate the formation of new political entities
(Van Cott, ; Yashar, ).

It is worth noting that emerging research exploring the far right outside of
Europe has unveiled the presence of nativist sentiments in the Latin American
milieu. However, in this context, the emphasis on preserving the homogeneity
of the nation-state primarily revolves around internal rather than external
threats, notably Indigenous populations (Rovira Kaltwasser & Zanotti,
). For instance, far-right actors in Brazil and Chile advocate for a unified
national identity, challenging the recognition of distinct Amazonian and
Mapuche nations, respectively (Díaz et al., ; Tanscheit, ). In this
context, reevaluating the concept of “nativism” within the Latin American
and broader contexts becomes crucial for comprehending how the far right
delineates boundaries between native (in-group) and alien (out-group)

 As Chapter  reveals, the Chilean case study seems to be the only exception. This is probably
related to the fact that Chile has experienced an important rise in migrants from other Latin
American countries (mainly Colombia and Venezuela) in a relatively short period of time.
Empirical evidence shows indeed that anti-immigrant attitudes at the mass level was a strong
predictor of support for and rejection of the far right in the Chilean context (Rovira Kaltwasser
et al., ).
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populations. In the case of Latin America, this often involves opposing
affirmative action measures aimed at promoting the social advancement of
marginalized groups such as Black and Indigenous communities.

Another notable peculiarity of the far right in Latin America is its strong
discursive emphasis on neoliberalism. Almost all the case studies analyzed in
this book reveal that far-right actors across the region advocate for free-market
policies and oppose state intervention in the economy. This contrasts with the
far right in most advanced economies of the world. In Europe, scholars have
observed a growing shift toward welfare chauvinism, where the far right
defends a robust welfare state exclusively for the native population
(Schumacher & Van Kersbergen, ). In the US, the far right combines
nationalist and producerist rhetoric, supporting the free market to target
undeserving groups domestically (Roth et al., ) while endorsing economic
protectionism internationally (Wraight, ).

Part of the explanation for the association between neoliberalism and the far
right in Latin America is rooted in recent historical developments. The far right
often positions itself as a staunch opponent of the radical left-wing forces that
emerged in the region during the s – commonly referred to as the
Bolivarian left. The latter pursued an agenda of revolutionary change through
constitution making, heavy state intervention in the economy, and anti-
imperialism (de la Torre, ). Because the Latin American far right views
these radical left-wing forces, as well as more moderate left-wing actors, as their
primary adversaries in the political arena, it is unsurprising that they emphasize
promoting the free market. Interestingly, most of these radical left-wing forces
were not particularly strong proponents of progressive sociocultural positions.
While many did advance the recognition of certain rights for historically
marginalized groups, they often exhibited significant contradictions and short-
comings in their adherence to feminist and LGBTQ+ agendas (Friedman,
). This complexity underscores the distinct ideological battleground in
Latin America, where the far right’s neoliberal focus contrasts sharply with
the left’s varied commitment to sociocultural progressivism.

Finally, it is important to highlight another distinct characteristic of the far
right in Latin America: its tendency to establish links with the military and to
reinterpret the authoritarian era. Research on European politics has shown that
the rise of populist radical-right parties is marked by their efforts to distance
themselves from fascist associations, which are generally viewed as toxic by the
electorate (Ignazi, ). To present themselves as legitimate political actors,
populist radical-right parties in Europe invest significant energy and resources
in combining their nativist agenda with other legitimate ideological elements
(e.g., populism). This strategy serves as a shield against accusations of right-
wing extremism and anti-democratic tendencies (Ivarsflaten et al., ).

 On this topic, see the work of Duyvendak et al. ().
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In contrast, many far-right actors in Latin America tend to embrace their
connections to past authoritarian regimes. They often reframe the authoritarian
era in a positive light, portraying it as a time of order and stability. This
approach contrasts with their European counterparts, who usually criticize
the fascist era while still advocating for authoritarian and nativist ideas. The
Latin American far right’s openness to military ties and its redefinition of the
authoritarian past highlight a unique regional dynamic that distinguishes it
from the European context. As mentioned earlier, in discussing the dual nature
of authoritarianism, far-right actors in Latin America often redefine past dicta-
torships as necessary administrations that confronted the communist threat.
They frequently argue that combating crime requires granting more power to
the armed forces, often disregarding the potential for human rights violations.
In this light, Weyland’s () approach becomes particularly relevant.
He posits that to understand the spread of authoritarian rule in Latin
America during the s and s, one must consider that, despite the
failures of insurgencies imitating the Cuban Revolution, right-wing elites
experienced acute loss aversion. This fear prompted them to support the
establishment of dictatorships across the region. Consequently, the current far
right’s tendency to be apologetical of the authoritarian era can be seen as a
continuation of the same reflex that operated among right-wing elites at the
time. Although radical left-wing projects, such as Chavismo in Venezuela, are
not particularly strong in the region, they have paved the way for a strong right-
wing backlash among certain elites, who employ global far-right frames and
tactics while adapting them to the Latin American context.

.. Similarities between the Far Right in Latin America and Other
World Regions

One of the key topics in the scholarly debate about the far right is whether
economic or cultural theories better explain its rise (see, e.g., Berman, ;
Norris & Inglehart, ; Noury & Roland, ; Schäfer, ). Economic
theories emphasize that growing disparities between the rich and poor, along
with declining welfare provisions, are crucial for understanding the emergence
of the far right. This perspective suggests that the least protected and poorest
sectors of society, whose economic conditions have worsened due to capitalist
globalization and transnational economic processes, form a group of “modern-
ization losers” who feel abandoned by the establishment and thus turn to the
far right (Arzheimer, ; Goodhart, ). Conversely, cultural theories
argue that increasing societal diversity and the advancement of progressive
values have fueled the electoral expansion of far-right forces. According to this
perspective, the perception of status loss, rather than actual economic decline,
drives support for the far right (Gidron & Hall, ). In effect, scholars note
that those who vote for the far right in Europe are often not job market
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outsiders but job market insiders who feel threatened by ongoing societal
transformations that impact their status (e.g., Häusermann et al., ).

Given that the evidence in this book focuses primarily on the supply side –

that is, the ideas advanced by the far right in Latin America – we do not provide
empirical material to determine whether economic or cultural theories better
explain the rise of far-right forces in the region at the individual level. However,
the different chapters of this edited volume present sufficient evidence to argue
that far-right leaders and parties in Latin America actively politicize the socio-
cultural dimension. While they also tend to adopt neoliberal economic ideas,
one of their key strategies is to embrace conservative positions on moral issues,
particularly regarding gender and LGBTQ+ rights. This mirrors a significant
aspect of the far right in Europe and the United States, where the continuous
politicization of cultural rather than economic issues is a defining characteristic.

If “politics of recognition” rather than “politics of redistribution” is indeed
the main marker of the far right in a broader comparative perspective, scholars
and pundits alike must acknowledge that, at least in terms of the supply side,
cultural debates have become significantly more relevant than economic ones.
This is not a minor issue. Historically, much of the debate on the resilience of
democracy has focused on the level of conflict between the rich and the poor:
when the disparities between these groups become too pronounced and neither
side is willing to compromise, democratic regimes struggle to survive (e.g.,
Przeworski, , ). Yet, after the third wave of democratization, most
Latin American democracies have endured, despite limited progress in address-
ing the high levels of socioeconomic inequality characteristic of the region.
As Bermeo () aptly noted, persistent economic inequality does not inher-
ently constitute an insurmountable barrier to democratic durability.
Meanwhile, Piketty’s () groundbreaking study reveals that economic
inequalities in Europe and the United States have become so pervasive that
inherited wealth is nearing levels reminiscent of the eighteenth century.

How can we then understand that, despite increasing levels of socioeco-
nomic disparities, far-right forces across the globe are gaining traction by
promoting ideas centered on the sociocultural dimension? To answer this
question properly, it is crucial to emphasize once more that when analyzing
the dispute between right and left, we must consider that the inequalities being
politicized can be both socioeconomic and sociocultural. From this perspective,
the right can differentiate itself from the left by focusing on sociocultural issues
that resonate with people’s concerns about issues such as abortion, equal
marriage, and migration. Indeed, the far right emerging in Latin America
recently distinguishes itself from both the left and the mainstream right through
its targeted attacks on political correctness and criticism of progressive ideas

 This is particularly true among those scholars who follow a rational-choice theoretical explan-
ation for the rise and fall of democratic regimes (e.g., Acemoglu & Robinson, ; Boix, ).
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(Stefanoni, ). This strategy is similar to that of the far right in Europe and
the United States, which has shifted the focus to cultural rather than economic
issues, prompting electoral realignments (Smith & Boas, ).

The chapters in this volume reveal that there is little evidence of a widespread
backlash in public opinion toward more conservative positions. Consequently,
there is no indication that the rise of far-right forces in Latin America stems
from a mass-level shift toward extreme right-wing attitudes. This argument
resonates with recent scholarship in comparative politics that questions the
existence of a large-scale turn against progressive values. Instead, these studies
emphasize that the so-called cultural backlash should be understood primarily
as a process of politicization from above, rather than a spontaneous reaction
from below (Abreu Maia et al., ; Bartels, ; Walter, ). In line with
Mudde’s (, ) argument, we contend therefore that explaining the rise
of the far right requires moving beyond the demand side to examine the supply
side of politics. By strategically politicizing certain issues they seek to “own,”
far-right actors can become central players in the electoral arena, compelling
both their ideological neighbors on the mainstream right and their adversaries
on the left to recalibrate their programmatic positions.

This focus on the supply side is the organizing principle of this book. Our
goal has been to document the ideas advanced by far-right actors across Latin
America and to assess the extent to which these ideas resemble – or diverge
from – those promoted by their counterparts elsewhere. While more empirical
research is needed on the bases of support and rejection of far-right forces in the
region (e.g., Rovira Kaltwasser et al., a), it is important to underscore that
voters with deeply conservative and even anti-democratic attitudes are not new.
The novelty lies instead in the emergence of political actors who have chosen to
articulate an explicitly far-right discourse to mobilize constituencies that have
long existed.

From this perspective, we urge caution toward the popular narrative
claiming that the alleged “wokeness” of the left has left large segments of the
working class politically orphaned and ripe for far-right mobilization (e.g.,
Lilla, ; Neiman, ). Although intuitively appealing, there is limited
empirical evidence supporting this argument (Abou-Chadi et al., ;
Häusermann & Kitschelt, ; Rovira Kaltwasser et al., ). Moreover,
conservative forces have historically found electoral support among segments
of the working class holding conservative moral or cultural positions (e.g.,
Evans & Tilley, ; Lipset, ; Van Kersbergen, ). Thus, the current
pattern in Latin America is not fundamentally different from developments in
Europe or the United States: far-right actors are capitalizing on feelings of
status loss and declining political relevance among groups unsettled by the
gradual incorporation of historically marginalized populations.

The absence of a large-scale conservative shift in public opinion, however,
does not imply that policy backlash is not occurring. The evidence presented in
this volume shows that where far-right forces have achieved sufficient electoral
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strength to capture the executive – such as in Argentina, Brazil, and
El Salvador – they have enacted reforms with profound implications, often
undermining the liberal component of democracy and weakening the state’s
capacity to accommodate marginalized groups. Moreover, in countries where
the far right is electorally present but confined to opposition or junior coalition
roles – such as Chile, Peru, and Uruguay – these actors nonetheless exert
significant influence on the political agenda and the positions of other parties.

In this respect, our findings parallel existing research on Europe, which
shows that even when populist radical-right parties remain in opposition, they
can meaningfully shift political agendas toward the issues they “own,” thereby
generating transformations with major consequences for liberal democracy
(Abou-Chadi, ; de Lange & Böckmann, ; Minkenberg, ; Mudde
& Rovira Kaltwasser, , ; Wagner & Meyer, ). This influence is
often amplified when mainstream parties – particularly on the right – adopt their
rhetoric, policy proposals, and political attitudes (Abou-Chadi & Krause, ;
Bale & Rovira Kaltwasser, ; Minkenberg et al., ).

Finally, another striking similarity between the far right in Latin America
and their counterparts in Europe, the United States, and elsewhere is their
emphasis on nostalgia. The case studies discussed in this book consistently
illustrate that the Latin American far right often evokes a golden past charac-
terized by the reverence for specific traditions and values. Figures such as
Bolsonaro in Brazil, Milei in Argentina, and Kast in Chile employ rhetoric
reminiscent of global far-right leaders who frequently “invoke visions of a
glorious past to critique the present, fostering a narrative of national greatness
and unity tied to shared sentiments of resentment, pride, and nostalgia”
(Homolar & Löfflmann, , p. ). This observation reinforces a central
argument of this edited volume: the rise of the far right in Latin America and
beyond is a reactionary response to the success of democratic regimes in effect-
ively integrating historically marginalized groups. As democracies have become
more inclusive compared to previous decades – consider the expanded electoral
participation of women and their increasing roles in political parties, representa-
tive bodies, and various organizations – far-right actors exploit public sentiment
against ongoing cultural transformations affecting societies worldwide. It is pre-
cisely the democratic achievement of broadening inclusion that fuels far-right
discourses centered on nostalgia for a bygone status quo. Ultimately, this is why
combating the far right implies defending democracy itself.
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democracy and, –
electoral strength of, –
emergence of, –
evolution of, 
factional dynamics within, –
freedom concept in, –
growing electoral strength of, –
ideology of, –
Indigenous peoples as threat in, –
mainstream right interplay with, –
nativist ideology in, –
neoliberalism and, –, 
otherization as mechanism in, ,
–

populism as element of, –, 
unified national identity as focus of,
–

feminist movement in, 
Fujimorismo in, , –
Independent Democratic Union in, –,

, –
Law of Permanent Defense of Democracy,

–

left-leaning governments in, , 
anti-left mobilization, 

LGBTQ+ support in, 
under Anti-Discrimination Law, 
Civil Union Agreement and, 
under Equal Marriage Law, 
Movimiento de Integración y Liberación
Homosexual, 

rights organizations for, 
liberalism in, 
libertarianism in, 
mainstream right-wing parties in, 

far-right movement interplay with,
–

firewall strategy of, –
Movimiento Libertad in, 
nationalism in, 
nativism in, –, 
neo-Marxist postmodernism in, –
Partido Libertario in, 
Partido Republicano in, , –, –,

–, 
political realignment in, 
Popular Unity government in, –
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presidential elections in, 
progressive values in, 
public protests in, 
public support for abortion rights in, 
right-leaning governments in, 

climate change policies, , –
 Agenda for Sustainable Development,


Collor de Melo, Fernando, –
Colombia. See also Cabal, María Fernanda;

Hernández, Rodolfo; Uribe, Álvaro;
specific topics

abortion rights in, –, , 
Castro-Chavismo in, –, 
Centro Democrático party, –, ,

, 
Cifras y Conceptos survey, –
far-right movement in

conceptual approach to, –
future of, –
ideological crises for, –

Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de
Colombia, 

guerrilla activity in, 
left-leaning governments in, 
LGBTQ+ rights in, –, , ,

–

low electoral strength in, 
multiparty system in, –
National Salvation Movement, 
nativism in, –
Pacto Histórico, 
Partido de Centro Democrático, 
penal punitivism in, 
public support for abortion rights in,

–

Uribismo in, –, , –
Colorado Party, in Uruguay, –, 
communism. See anti-communism
comparative politics, , –
consensus particracy, 
Conservative Political Action Conference

(CPAC), , 
conservatives, conservative movement and. See

far-right movement, in Europe; far-right
movement, in Latin America; far-right
politics

Correa, Rafael, , 
corruption, Bolsonaro, J., and, –

penal punitivism and, 
coups, political, Bolsonaro, J., and, 
COVID- pandemic, –, , , –

CPAC. See Conservative Political Action
Conference

crime policies, criminals and
under Bolsonaro, J., , 
gun control policies, –
penal punitivism approaches, , , 
support of death penalty, –, 

under Bukele, 
mano dura approach to, , 
Territorial Control Plan, , 
war on gangs, –

in El Salvador, 
under Kast, J., –
penal punitivism as element of, –

mano dura approach
in Argentina, –, –
in Brazil, 

under Milei
gun control, –
mano dura approach, –, –

public support for penal punitivism, –
cryptocurrencies, in El Salvador, 
Cuban Revolution, –, –
culture issues. See also abortion rights; LGBTQ+

policies
Broad Front Coalition in Uruguay and, 
for Milei, –
abortion rights, –
gender identity issues, –
LGBTQ+ issues, –

political realignment as result of,
, –

Davila, Vicky, –
democracy, democratic traditions and, –, ,

, , –, –, –. See
also specific countries

under Bolsonaro, J., –, –
in Chile, –, –
in Colombia, –
delegitimization of, –, –
in Mexico, –, –
populist radical right and, –
third wave of, , 
under Uribe, –
in Uruguay, , –, –

Díaz Mena, Joaquín, 
Domenech, Guillermo, , –
Duque, Ivan, –, 

Ecuador, left government in, –
Edwards, “Rojo,” ., 
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El Salvador. See also Bukele, Nayib
CECOT prison, –
Cristosal in, 
cryptocurrencies in, 
Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front,

, –
Bukele expulsion from, –
decline in electoral strength of, –,

–

far-right movement in, , –
foreign investment in, 
Grand National Alliance, , 
LGBTQ+ rights in, , , , –
Nationalist Republican Alliance, –,

–
neoliberalism in, 
Nuevas Ideas Party in, , 
“Una Obra X Día” policy, 
pension reform in, –
political polarization in, 
progressive policies in, –
public attitudes toward crime, 
public support for abortion rights in, , , 
right-leaning governments in, 
as techno-utopia model, 

electoral systems. See also specific countries;
specific topics

in Europe, –
in Latin America, , –

elites, –, , , , , , ,
–, 

anti-elite rhetoric, –, –
Bukele on, –
Manini Ríos, G., on, –
Milei opposition to, –
political polarization of, 

Emergency Aid, in Brazil, 
environmental policies, –. See also

climate change policies
Equal Marriage Law, Chile (), 
equality. See also gender; inequality; LGBTQ+

policies; minority protections
left–right axis and, 

Escazú Agreement, 
Espriella, Abelardo de la, –
European Union (EU). See also far-right

movement, in Europe
electoral systems in, –
GAL-TAN framework in, –
left–right axis in, –
populist radical right in, , 
silent revolution in, 

Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front
(FMLN), , –, –

Farage, Nigel, , , 
FARC. See Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias

de Colombia
far-right movement, in Europe
anti-democratic platform of, –
conceptual approach to, –
nativism and, 
party systems dynamics as influence on,

–
silent counter-revolution in, 
supply-side factors for, 
VOX role in, 

far-right movement, in Latin America. See also
specific countries; specific leaders;
specific topics

case studies for, –
comparative perspectives on, –

global far-right movements and, –
conceptual framework for, –
contextual changes for, 
definition of, –
electoral strength of, , –, –
historical scope of, –
ideological attributes of, –
judiciary role in, –
leadership of, 
losers of modernization thesis for, 
methodological approach to, , –
organizational trajectories of, 
party-system dynamics as influence on, –
“pink tide,” ., , 
public support for penal punitivism, –
research dimensions and findings for, –,

–

authoritarianism in, –
judiciary role in, –
political style variability as factor in,
–

second incorporation period in, 
supply-side factors for, 
US far-right movement compared to, 
VOX role in, 

far-right politics. See also far-right movement,
in Europe; far-right movement, in Latin
America; populist radical right; specific
countries; specific people

democracy and, 
populist radical right and, –

extreme right in, 
mainstream party transition to, –

 Index

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.97.9.174, on 09 Sep 2026 at 03:35:01, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/CD132236AC5A85D10F8C425846AD0F62
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Milei and, –
in modernization theories, 
as response to social change, 
subtypes of, 

fascism, 
feminist movements, in Chile, 
Fernández, Alberto, , , . See also

Peronism
Fernández de Kirchner, Cristina, , 
Five Star movement, 
FMLN. See Farabundo Martí National

Liberation Front
foreign investment, in El Salvador, 
Foro Madrid, in Spain, –
FP. See Fuerza Popular
freedom, as concept, in Chile, –
Freitas, Tarcício de, , , 
French Revolution, left–right axis and, 
Fuerza Popular (FP), in Peru, –, –
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia

(FARC), 
Fujimori, Alberto, –, 
Fujimori, Keiko, –, –, . See

also Avanza País
Fujimorismo, in Chile, , –
Fux, Luiz, 

GAL-TAN framework, in Europe, –
Gálvez, Xóchitl, –
GANA. See Grand National Alliance
García, Alan, –
García Márquez, Gabriel, , 
gender, gender policies and. See also abortion

rights; women
during AMLO administration, 
under Bolsonaro, J., –

for abortion rights, , , –
misogyny and sexist rhetoric, 

Cabal and, 
for Kast, J., 
under López Aliaga, 
in Uruguay, Broad Front Coalition and, 

gender identity, –. See also LGBTQ+ policies
Germany, National Socialism in, 
Gervasio Artigas, José, , 
Gómez, Enrique, 
Grand National Alliance (GANA), in

El Salvador, , 
Great Recession, of –, 
Green Party, in Europe. See GAL-TAN

framework
Guevara, Che, 

gun rights, libertarianism and, –
Gutiérrez, Federico, –

Haddad, Fernando, 
Havana Peace Accords, 
Hernández, Rodolfo, –, –

electoral evolution of, 
as far-right figure, 
false claims of, –

LGBTQ+ rights and, 
as neither right nor left candidate, –
Trump compared to, 

high politics, 
horizontal accountability, in El Salvador, –
Humala, Ollanta, –, 
Humala, Ulises, 
Hungary, 

IACHR. See Inter-American Court of Human
Rights

ideologies, political
anti-communism as, –
of far-right parties, 
in Latin America, 

of left governments, 
in Peru, –
thin, –

Ignazi, Piero, , , –
Iguarán, Mario, 
illiberal, –, –, , , –, , 
immigrants, immigration policies and, ,

–, –, 
inclusion movement. See also Indigenous

peoples; LGBTQ+ policies; minority
protections

Latin American far-right movement
influenced by, , 

Independent Democratic Union (UDI), in Chile,
–, , –

Indigenous peoples, in Latin America, ,
–

inequality, inequalities and. See also LGBTQ+
policies; minority protections; women

in Brazil, 
in Chile, 
left–right political axis and, 
in Uruguay, –, 

Inglehart, Ronald, 
Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), in

Mexico, –
Inter-American Court of Human Rights

(IACHR), 
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Italy, Five Star movement in, 
IVE. See Law on the Voluntary Interruption of

Pregnancy

Jara, Jeannette, 
Junco, Lisandro, 
JxC coalition, in Argentina, , , –

Kaiser, Axel, –
Kaiser, Johannes, , , –, ,

–
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Law on Voluntary Interruption of Pregnancy,

Uruguay, 
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in Chile, –
in Colombia, –, , , –
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in Peru, –, 
in Uruguay, , 

Liberal Party (PL), in Brazil, –, 
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–, 
Opus Dei, –
Orbán, Viktor, 
Ortega, Daniel, , 
otherization, as political mechanism, ,

–
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Peru. See also López Aliaga, Rafael; specific

topics
abortion rights in, –
Avanza País, –, , 
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