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About this book

This highly original study focuses on the difficulties that neoliberalism encounters at national and local levels when trying to establish its legitimacy in developing countries. Bolivia has recently experienced both two decades of neoliberal policy and unprecedented popular resistance to its consequences – a resistance that resulted in the resignation of successive presidents in 2003 and 2005 and culminated with the election of Evo Morales, Bolivia’s first indigenous president, in December 2005. This work explores:

•   Problem of scale: an issue generally overlooked in the discussion of neoliberalism as a global hegemonic system. For neoliberalism to be successful, governments have to be able to reproduce hegemony on a national scale.

•   Tensions between markets and democracy: where the contradictory impacts of these inter-related processes weaken a neoliberal hegemonic regime, democratic governments must respond to growing social resistance.

•   Neoliberalism and state restructuring: while the state’s ability to develop new regulatory capacity necessary to protect the public interest is weakened, popular opposition also finds new spaces for resistance to flourish.

•   Neoliberalism and citizenship: the balance of citizenship rights shifts away from providing citizens with social rights to privileging the property rights of private, mostly transnational, firms.

Impasse in Bolivia throws light on the rising opposition throughout Latin America to the currently fashionable, internationally prescribed economic development strategy of neoliberalism. It also identifies limitations of the neoliberal paradigm as a socially sustainable model, revealed by growing attacks on its legitimacy by a range of social actors.
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Introduction: entre fiestas y bloqueos (between fiestas and blockades)

24 June, La Paz, Bolivia

We sit on the ninth floor of the Edificio Diana, a block from the university, with a view up the Prado, the main street of Bolivia’s capital La Paz, to the Plaza San Francisco, the historic centre of national protests. Beginning in the middle of May, for almost three weeks, tens of thousands of people blocked the streets demanding the nationalization of the country’s natural gas industry and a constitutional assembly. The streets grew quiet following the resignation of the second president in two years. This morning La Paz is filled with smoke, not from protesters burning tyres, but from fires that celebrated San Juan, the winter solstice. The bonfires serve to warm the Pachamama, the mother earth, on what is supposedly the coldest night of the year. People throw old clothes and broken furniture into the flames with the expectation that anything burned will be replaced during the coming year. The custom continues in urban Bolivia, even though forbidden by a municipal government trying to control air quality. Fires are common not only in the indigenous city of El Alto, on the plateau high above La Paz, but also in middle-class neighbourhoods, where no one but the poorly paid domestic servants generally claim indigenous heritage.

The city gets off to a slow start as it usually does following a fiesta, but the calm is illusory, only a respite from the blockades, strikes and social protests that have racked the country sporadically, although with increasing frequency and intensity, since 1999. The new president, Eduardo Rodríguez, is sure to be enjoying the temporary peace. He faces the difficult challenge of maintaining order while guiding the country to elections within 180 days. The members of social movements, too, are appreciating the break, recovering from marches, sometimes of hundreds of kilometres, to insist on an end to the neoliberal policies they believe have impoverished the country and for a new constitution they hope will allow them a share of the country’s considerable natural resource wealth.

The calm will not hold. Bolivia’s largely indigenous and working-class movements may call time out for a religious celebration or to give a new president a chance to show his colours. In recent weeks blockades were lifted in La Paz for Gran Poder, the ‘largest urban indigenous celebration in the world’, as 50,000 dancers filled the streets, and for the combined religious and secular holidays of Corpus Christi and Mother’s Day. Their fortuitous timing this year allowed everyone to take the weekend off, and fill the streets with music, dance and drink instead of marches, dynamite and tear-gas.

The problems that led to the protests, however, offer no ready solutions. Even a president of good-will cannot fix twenty years of neoliberal policies overlaid on 500 years of social exclusion in the forty-five days the social movements have given him to prove his mettle. A current joke goes: ‘If God could create the world
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