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“It's no accident that left-wing extremists like 
right-wing extremists are suspicious of 

democracy even from the point of view of the 
virtues that it nurtures ” 

  

Noberto Bobbio. 
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Utopia under question: academia and democratic 
consensus in Latin America  1

In 1933, a large number of German nationalists and 
conservatives, led by Marshal P.V. Hindenburg, supported the 
entry of the Nazis into the last government of the Weimar 
Republic. In 1945, large segments of European socialists 
supported the formation, along with the communists, of 
governments of unity and reconstruction in Eastern European 
countries. In both cases, non-radical elements from the left and 
the right supported the totalitarians early on, believing that they 
would be loyal to the basic elements of democracy, providing 
stability and growth to their troubled societies. Any objective 
analysis of the ideologies then supported by Hitler and Stalin 
would have shown them otherwise. They paid dearly for their 
mistake.                      
             
The Cold War prolonged the existence of right-wing 
dictatorships with fascist roots in Spain, Greece, and Portugal, 
as well as that of a bloc of Leninist regimes beyond the Elbe. 

 The original version of this text was published by Agenda Pública, El 1

País, July 26th, 2020. 
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Franco and Salazar -tolerated by the Atlantic Alliance- outlawed 
not only left-wing parties but also liberals and conservatives. 
Honecker and Kadar -supported by Moscow- prevented all 
pluralism, including that of  the other  socialists. However, 
between both realities, Western Europe gradually built a model 
capable of combining the Welfare State and an adequate 
democracy. In that context, the political cultures of all 
ideological currents -Christian, liberal, socialist, and, gradually, 
Euro-communist- embraced the basic liberal consensus of 
political pluralism, representative government, and integral 
citizenship with strong social democratic roots. 

With the transitions in Southern and Eastern Europe, this 
consensus extended to the majority of the population and the 
intellectuals in those countries. Of course, those nostalgic for 
fascism and communism -which more recently have embraced 
the right and left variants of European populism - have always 2

survived, but in general, the consensus on polyarchic 
minimums was maintained, seasoned by contributions from 

 See Ángel Rivero; Javier Zarzalejos & Jorge Del Palacio -coord.- 2

(2018) Geografía del populismo. Un viaje por el universo del populismo 
desde sus orígenes hasta Trump, Segunda Edición Revisada, Tecnos, 
Madrid.

4



participatory democracy and new social movements . If the 3

positions of the Council of European Studies or the European 
Alliance for Social Sciences and Humanities, for example, are 
reviewed, they seem to point more to academia than to 
activism. And when the big European social science 
organizations make pronouncements, they are more focused 
on those situations that directly affect their members and 
mission -be it the siege of the European University in Orban's 
Hungary or the repression that impacts a political science 
congress in Erdogan's Turkey- always appraised in the light of 
the basic elements of democratic consensus.

To speak here of democracy refers to the conjunction of a 
normative ideal -a way of life that questions the asymmetries of 
h i e r a r c h y a n d p o w e r w i t h i n t h e s o c i a l o r d e r - 
a  democratizing  social movement -a set of actors, struggles 
and expansive claims of the citizenry- a socio-historical process 
-with phases and horizons of democratization - and a political 4

order -democratic  regime- that institutionalizes the values, 
practices, and rules that make effective the rights to political 

 See Tony Judt, Postguerra, una historia de Europa desde 1945, Madrid, 3

Taurus, 2006; Geoff Eley, Forging Democracy: The History of the Left in 
Europe, 1850-2000, New York, Oxford University Press, 2002.

 See Charles Tilly (2010), Democracia, Akal, Madrid.4
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participation, representation and deliberation, and the periodic 
renewal of the holders of state power. A democracy that today 
acquires the form of a  mass liberal republic , within the 5

framework of a nation-state, a capitalist economy -with diverse 
modalities- and a complex multicultural society. It is within 
these political orders that the popular sectors have obtained 
firmer, more inclusive, and lasting conquests .  Through a 6

dialectic of citizenship acquisition that includes moments of 
social struggle, legal recognition, and incorporation into public 
policy.

In Latin America, the story has been somewhat different. The 
regional recovery of democracies did not come hand in hand 
with the construction of robust and inclusive Welfare States. 
Rather, it coincided with adjustment policies, developed more 
devastatingly than in Europe. Significant inequalities in the 
social and economic spheres remained and, in some cases, 
widened. But the status and mechanisms for the exercise of 
citizenship, which had been violated both by authoritarianism 
and neoliberalism, were rescued. The struggle for human rights 

 See Aníbal Pérez-Liñán (2017) ¿Podrá la democracia sobrevivir al siglo 5

XXI?, Nueva Sociedad, 267, enero-febrero

 See D. Rueschemeyer; E. H. Stephens & J.D. Stephen (1992) Capitalist 6

development and democracy, University of Chicago Press. 
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became a powerful regional movement, which fostered 
dialogue among diverse activists with common agendas in 
diverse contexts. 

However, although differences of degree can be found 
between  post-transitional  Europe and Latin America in the 
quality of their political institutions and cultures, as well as in 
their economic and social policies , there are areas where the 7

distances seem more remarkable. One of these is the 
democratic culture of the intelligentsia. At this point, the 
axiological and ideological commitment of the Latin American 
academia -including sectors with leftist sensibilities and 
ideologies - to democracy is, to a large extent, problematic. It is 8

temporarily variable -some condemned Fujimori and celebrated 
Chávez, with a few years of distance-, conceptually epidermal 
-the  demos  is generically defended but the institutions that 
make up the -cracy  are repudiated- and ideologically biased 
-supporting or denigrating Bolsonaro or Maduro, depending on 
political affiliation. Of course, in Europe, we also find, in the 

 See in this respect the corresponding studies by Latinobarómetro and 7

Eurobarómetro, as well as the UNDP and World Bank reports.  

 See Fernando Pedrosa La otra izquierda. La socialdemocracia en 8

América Latina, Buenos Aires, Capital Intelectual, 2012; Pierre 
Gaussens, La izquierda latinoamericana contra los pueblos, México, 
CIALC-UNAM, 2018.
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academy, defenders of the Mouffean  left-wing populism, and 
the right wing's illiberal drifts are worrying .  But the distance 9

between intellectuality and democracy seems to be smaller in 
the Old Continent -where it is difficult to see any relevant 
authoritarian hegemony today- than on this side of the Atlantic. 

Broad sectors of the Latin American academia -including young 
people sophistically trained under  post-transition  social 
science- do not assume the existence and criticism of other 
authoritarianisms alien to the old National Security 
Dictatorships. Their sociological imagination and political vision 
are structured, in many cases, from somewhat schematic 
readings of the rich work of Guillermo O'Donnell or Norbert 
Lechner, seasoned by in te l lec tua ls o f the  pos t -
foundational wave . Although they assume themselves to be 10

post-Marxists, they repeat the shortcomings of Soviet 
manualism. Although they define themselves as agonist post-
liberals, they repeat anti-liberal and Schmittian approaches. 
 

 See Ivan Krastev and Stephen Holmes, La luz que se apaga. Cómo 9

Occidente ganó la Guerra Fría pero perdió la paz, Madrid, Debate, 2019.

 See Oliver Marchart, Post-Foundational Political Thought: Political 10

Difference in Nancy, Lefort, Badiou and Laclau, Edinburgh University 
Press, 2007 as well as the collection recently launched by Gedisa on 
this subject.
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The Cuban regime, with six decades in power, has no place in 
their analysis. When this happens, it is treated as an exoticism 
with no influence on regional policy or as a type of  popular 
democracy, superior to the liberal one. Novel Latin American 
intellectuals committed to a  plebeian democracy  -who make 
prolific lives in Latin Americanist networks   -are unaware that 11

Caribbean Leninism is different, even, from their populist 
model. And that under this bureaucratic order, the role they 
assume as organic intellectuals and the autonomous popular 
subjects whose struggles they accompany, could not, 
coherently, exist. 

This incoherence expands to the political field, where part of 
that intellectuality practices politics. The Sao Paulo Forum is 
the pure expression of schizophrenia, where Leninist parties 
that outlaw pluralism where they govern coexist, without 
apparent conflict, with democratic left formations adapted to 
political competition and innovative in terms of participation and 
social inclusion. It is as if in Europe the democratic center-right 
parties -liberal, Christian Democrat- and their radical, 
xenophobic, and openly fascist cousins were living side by side 

 Among them are the Latin American Sociology Association, the Latin 11

American Social Sciences Council and the Latin American Studies 
Association.
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in the same forum. Something strange, from the point of view of 
minimally democratic values. 

In the post-transition period, the hegemony in Latin American 
social thought assumed a radical left bias. The  Marxist-
Leninist paradigm, combined with variants of populism and old 
and new social movements that are markedly anti-liberal, is 
strong in the region. The prototype of the militant intellectual 
-and not his amphibious, simultaneously committed, reflexive 
and self-critical relative - is becoming hegemonic in many 12

universities and public research centers in Latin America. 
Although the numerical weight of its membership could be 
verified, its capacity for political incidence is visibly greater than 
that of the moderate left. An example of this incidence is the 
profusion of political pronouncements exclusively aimed at 
questioning the policies and excesses of right-wing 
governments- such as that of Bolsonaro –in contrast with the 
silence in face of the abuses committed by governments of the 
authoritarian left . 13

 See Tony Judt, Postguerra, una historia de Europa desde 1945, Madrid, 12

Taurus, 2006; Geoff Eley, Forging Democracy: The History of the Left in 
Europe, 1850-2000, New York, Oxford University Press, 2002.

 See Magdalena López, Intelectuales frente a Venezuela: hacia un 13

latinoamericanismo alternativo, Revista Iberoamericana, Vol. LXXXV, 
Núm. 266, Enero-Marzo 2019, p. 33-52.
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In contrast, a neoconservative current, perhaps a minority but 
materially well endowed, is gaining ground in institutions -think 
tanks, private universities, trade unions, and informal networks- 
of the regional right. A position whose propaganda turns issues 
such as equality, women's empowerment, and racial claims into 
forms of communist subversion. Defining, in a distorted way, all 
kinds of leftism and social movements as enemies of 
democracy . 14

The most relevant political contradiction -because of its impact 
on current public life- within the current Latin American 
academy is that which takes sides in the face of two opposing 
ways of conceiving power, respectively based on the 
recognition or denial of popular sovereignty and human rights: 
democracy versus autocracy. The distinctions between left and 
right, defined by their respective value systems and public 
policy priorities, can be contingently but reasonably dealt with 
by the institutions and processes of our imperfect democracies. 
But the anti-democratic attitude -open or veiled- leaves no 

 See Axel Kaiser La fatal ignorancia: la anorexia cultural de la derecha 14

frente al avance ideológico progresista, Instituto Democracia y 
Mercado, 2009; Gloria Álvarez, Cómo hablar con un progre. Por qué, en 
lugar de hacerla desaparecer, la socialdemocracia incrementa la 
pobreza, Deusto, 2017.
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room for the very existence of an academy committed to a 
pluralism of ideas and critical thinking.

According to the ideological banners, condemnable and 
excusable authoritarianisms are defined within the regional 
academy. The impact of this situation goes beyond the merely 
theoretical. The legitimizing effect of the "progressive" 
intelligentsia that refuses to condemn the autocratic drift in 
Venezuela has made invisible the understanding of the 
Venezuelan crisis. Helping Maduro on the diplomatic front and 
leaving the reaction in the hands of "the right", which generates 
inhibiting effects on other actors and democratic governments. 
The denunciation of this situation has led some intellectuals to 
uncritically embrace the equally authoritarian positions of 
Trump, Bolsonaro, and their peers on the regional right. 

What I maintain in this opinion paper will soon be the object of 
further research, with the full rigor, both theoretical and 
methodological, that the case entails. However, my experience 
shows that a large segment of the Latin American social 
science intelligentsia- at least that which is active in the large 
Latin American studies organizations, taking the region's future 
as the object of their research and action- has a precarious 
commitment to really existing democracy. There is an active 
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and not insignificant organized nucleus whose  Jacobin  view 
leads it to be suspicious, openly or secretly, of the pluralism 
and alternation characteristic of mass liberal democracies. 
Another group, perhaps smaller than the previous one, holds 
a  conservative  position that appeals to strong men and is 
suspicious of social movements.  

And a third group -perhaps numerically larger- alternately 
embraces liberal and progressive positions, but lets the 
extremes “get away with it”; either by remaining absorbed in 
their professional processes, by fear of confronting the radicals, 
or by simple laziness. In the end, a large number of academics 
from outside the left or right extremes remain voiceless and 
unrepresented, kidnapped by their radical peers of all political 
persuasions.

As long as the ideas, values, and practices of the liberal and 
progressive consensus do not extend decisively to a solid and 
active majority of the regional academia and intelligentsia, the 
idea of a full commitment of the former to our imperfect but real 
democracies will be, at best, a utopia. And, at worst, a 
paralyzing creed that prevents stopping, on time and with force, 
the various authoritarianisms of the Creole epigones of Carl 
Schmitt. 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