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How Much Polarisation Can Democracy Bear?

Crisis as an Opportunity
The Potential of Moderate Forces in Chile

Olaf Jacob

P
h

o
to

: ©
 E

st
e

b
an

 F
e

lix
, A

P,
 p

ic
tu

re
 a

lli
an

ce
.



56 International Reports 3|2024

from the 2017 presidential and parliamentary 
elections encouraged the formation of smaller 
parties, which in turn contributed to fragmenta-
tion from 2019 onwards. With the onset of social 
unrest in October 2019, the so-called estallido 
social, the political landscape in Chile changed 
radically and in a way that was unprecedented 
since the return to democracy. The nationwide, 
violent unrest was triggered by an increase in 
public transport fares. An estimated 1.2 million 
people took to the streets of the capital Santiago 
de Chile on 25 October 2019 to protest against 
the social policies of the liberal-conservative 
government under President Sebastián Piñera 
(Renovación Nacional). It was the largest politi
cal demonstration in Chile’s history.7 The pro-
tests were overshadowed by violent clashes. 
Several metro stations, ministries and a num-
ber of public and private buildings were heavily 
damaged. The UN Climate Change Conference 
(COP 25) and a planned APEC (Asia-Pacific 
Economic Cooperation) summit in Santiago 
had to be cancelled. The presidential palace La 
Moneda, the official residence of the Chilean 
president, was about to be violently taken over 
by communist and anarchist groups.

In this context, the large, traditional parties 
of the political centre, the social democratic 
Partido Socialista (PS) and the Christian dem-
ocratic Partido Demócrata Cristiano (PDC), 
reacted in an extremely ambivalent way. 
Despite the clashes having been formally criti
cised, there was no clear condemnation of the 
violence during the protests. The impression 

The Social Unrest of 2019 and the Role 
of the Traditional Centre Parties

Since returning to democracy in 1990, Chile has 
experienced almost 30 years of political stability, 
social peace and steady economic growth. Chile 
was considered a model country in the region. 
Between 1990 and 2019, it recorded average 
annual economic growth of just under five per 
cent1, accompanied by comparatively low infla-
tion of around three per cent per year since the 
end of the 1990s.2 According to the World Bank, 
per capita income rose from around 2,500 US 
dollars (1990) to around 15,000 US dollars 
(2019)3 during this period; amounting to a six-
fold increase. This positive development was 
partly facilitated by liberal trade and economic 
policies that have encouraged the opening up 
of the country to foreign investment and trade. 
The country’s infrastructure (ports, motorways, 
airports) has also been significantly expanded. 
These trade and economic policies were accom-
panied by social policies aimed at strengthening 
the middle class. The Gini coefficient for mea
suring inequality fell from 0.57 to 0.45 points4 
between 1990 and 2017, while the poverty rate 
fell from 40.0 to 8.6 per cent in the same period.5

In political terms, Chile enjoyed almost three 
decades of political stability. The binomial 
electoral system6, used from 1989 to 2013 and 
which practically enabled the formation of a 
two-party system through electoral alliances, 
prevented an early fragmentation of the political 
landscape. The abolition of the binomial system 

Chile has long been regarded as a model country in Latin 
America. However, social unrest, the decline in economic 
growth as well as the increase in organised crime and 
disenchantment with political parties have contributed to 
the political polarisation and fragmentation of society in 
recent years. With the Christian Democratic Party, a 
traditionally moderate player in the Chilean party system  
has also moved away from the centre towards the left.  
Who can fill this vacant space?
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development accelerated the party’s gradual 
loss of importance that had been apparent since 
the early 2000s. While the PDC still achieved 26 
per cent of the vote in the first democratic elec-
tion following the military dictatorship in 1989 
and was thus the strongest political force in the 
country, only 4.2 per cent of Chileans eligible to 
vote voted for the Christian Democratic Party in 
the 2021 parliamentary elections.8 Several rea-
sons played a central role in the debacle of what 
was the “most successful party in Chile’s recent 
history”.9 One of the decisive factors was the 
shift to the left by increasingly strong groupings 
within the PDC since the 1990s. The associated 
distancing from moderate positions, internal 
party disputes, the party’s identity crisis and the 
loss of proximity to the people acted as catalysts 
for the decline of the PDC.10

However, the decline of the Christian Demo-
crats opened up opportunities for new politi-
cal initiatives that aimed to establish a “new 
political centre” from the end of 2022. The 
first successful attempt was the creation of the 
political movement Amarillos por Chile. The 
founder of the movement is the poet and liter-
ature professor Cristián Warnken, who, in early 
2022, warned in a public letter of the danger 
of a socialist-influenced “refoundation” of the 
Chilean state due to the socialist nature of the 
draft constitution of 2022. In April 2023, the 
movement was constituted as a registered politi- 
cal party. The founding declaration refers to the 
need for a strong political centre in the country. 
Amarillos por Chile should take on this role. It 
is still considered a small party, but one that is 
extremely competent when it comes to substan-
tive issues. Its members and officials are consid-
ered experts and used to represent the political 
and intellectual elite of Christian democracy. 
The party’s leaders include former Christian 
Democrat ministers of defence, the interior, 
labour, transport and education, for example, 
who have played a key role in Chile’s moderni-
sation since the end of the military dictatorship. 
The former director of the National Human 
Rights Institute and the former director of the 
Museum of Memory (of the victims of the mil-
itary dictatorship) and Human Rights have also 

was that the sometimes violent demonstrations 
were met with understanding and even cov-
ert sympathy by elected representatives of the 
traditional centre parties. The risk of destabi-
lisation and the potential overthrow of the lib-
eral-conservative government under President 
Piñera were accepted. This led to a first wave of 
resignations from the PDC. Party members and 
officials belonging to the conservative camp left 
the Christian Democratic Party.

The social unrest of 2019 was resolved when the 
entire political party landscape in Chile created 
the conditions for drafting a new constitution by 
a Constituent Assembly by consensus. The draft 
of the new constitution, presented in July 2022, 
contained radical, socialist and in some cases 
unrealistic elements, such as the abolition of the 
Senate, equal rights for the indigenous judiciary, 
the definition of Chile as a plurinational state, 
disproportionate rights for indigenous groups 
or even the recognition of animals as subjects 
in the constitution. The Christian Democratic 
Party supported the new draft constitution with 
remarkable vehemence. Numerous party mem-
bers and officials who publicly opposed the draft 
were expelled from the party, culminating in a 
second, massive wave of resignations from the 
PDC in the last quarter of 2022. The draft con-
stitution was rejected by a majority of Chileans 
in a plebiscite in September 2022.

Christian Democrats’ Shift to the Left  
and the “New Centre”

The unanimous decision by the PDC party lead-
ership to support the socialist-influenced draft 
constitution of 2022 marked the climax of the 
party’s shift to the left, which had been in the 
making for many years. For many leaders, party 
members, incumbent MPs and senators as well 
as former high-ranking officials and members of 
the PDC, the unconditional approval of the draft 
constitution signalled the end of an era of politi-
cal moderation and positioning as a “democratic 
centre party” since its founding in 1957. This 
resulted in party expulsions as well as voluntary 
and forced resignations of PDC members who 
belonged to the party’s moderate wing. This 
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political centre” in Chile born following the con-
stitutional process. The party was founded on 
2  November 2022 by former Christian Demo-
crat senators Ximena Rincón and Matías Walker. 
It was officially enrolled in the party register at 
the end of July 2023. Rincón and Walker are 
considered to be knowledgeable and very expe-
rienced politicians. As Christian Democrat sen-
ators, they have shaped numerous discussions, 
including the debates on necessary pension 

adopted leading positions in the party. Although 
Amarillos por Chile has outstanding expertise 
in almost all areas of domestic, economic and 
social policy, it is accused of being out of touch 
with the everyday problems and challenges of 
Chileans. Amarillos por Chile is often perceived 
as a party of Chile’s intellectual elite.

Alongside Amarillos por Chile, Demócratas is 
the second newly founded party of the “new 
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accused of trying to shift the PDC to the right. 
To avoid their expulsion from the party, Rincón, 
Walker and other leaders resigned from the party 
at the end of October 2022 and subsequently 
founded Demócratas.

Amarillos por Chile and 
Demócratas both claim to 
represent the political centre.

Just like Amarillos por Chile, Demócratas posi-
tions itself in the political centre and claims 
to represent the legacy of the successful Con-
certación, which governed the country from 
1990 to 2010 as an alliance between Christian 
Democrats and Social Democrats following 
the military dictatorship. Unlike Amarillos por 
Chile, Demócratas has a significant presence in 
parliament. In addition to Rincón and Walker 
in the Senate, four representatives of the party 
are members of the House of Representatives, 
including three former Christian Democrats. In 
both chambers, the representatives of Demócra-
tas often tip the scales when it comes to political 
decisions, as the majorities in the Senate and the 
Chamber of Deputies are balanced. This gives 
Demócratas political visibility and a chance to 
exert political influence that Amarillos por Chile 
does not have in this form. Demócratas is also 
a party with a relatively broad base within all 
social strata of the country and has nationwide 
organisations. The party structure is vertical, 
with both party founders as chairman and dep-
uty chairman. Amarillos por Chile, on the other 
hand, is attempting to strengthen horizontal 
party structures, often resulting in delays in 
urgent decisions.

Amarillos por Chile and Demócratas have 
many things in common: they occupy the same 

and healthcare reforms. Similar to Amarillos 
por Chile, Demócratas emerged as a reaction 
by leading Christian Democrats to the PDC’s 
unconditional and institutional approval of the 
socialist-influenced draft constitution of 2022. 
Both senators had publicly articulated their dis-
agreement with the party leadership and their 
rejection of the draft constitution. Rincón and 
Walker were subsequently brought before the 
PDC’s Supreme Court (Tribunal Supremo), 

Burning barricades: Following an increase in public 
transportation fares, violent protests broke out in  
Chile in October 2019. Photo: © Jorge Silva, Reuters,  
picture alliance.
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leadership that they should not lose their own 
identity, have so far prevented the parties from 
merging. At the very least, both parties adopted 
an electoral alliance on 7 April 2024 to jointly 
vote for candidates in view of the local and 
regional elections at the end of October 2024.11

Chileans generally  
lean towards the  
centre politically.

political space and claim to represent the politi-
cal centre. The background to their founding and 
development as a political force in Chile is com-
parable; their leaders were shaped by the ideals 
of Chilean Christian democracy. Both parties 
show clear parallels in their public statements 
and political positioning. What is different is the 
degree of political influence and voter percep-
tion. In this context, the question emerges as to 
why the two parties, which have complementary 
characteristics but hardly differ ideologically, do 
not merge. Political and personal ambitions as 
well as the conviction of both parties’ political 

Experienced centrist politician: Ximena Rincón – pictured in 2016 as Minister of the Presidency – left the increas-
ingly left-leaning Christian Democratic Party at the end of 2022, along with many other members. She became a 
co-founder of a new centrist party: Demócratas. Photo: © Presidency of Chile, epa, picture alliance.
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lean towards the centre politically. According to 
the Estudio de Opinión Política CEP 90 survey 
from the last quarter of 2023, 22 per cent of Chil-
eans said that they would place themselves on 
the left-wing political spectrum. Fifteen per cent 
lean towards right-wing positions, while a clear 
majority of 37 per cent opt for the political cen-
tre. These results are consistent with a similar 
survey conducted in 2006. At that time, 23 per 
cent of Chileans identified with left-wing posi-
tions, 15 per cent with right-wing positions and 
37 per cent with the political centre.13 In Chile, 
extreme positions seem to gain in importance 
when society is unable to find a way out of politi
cal, economic and social crises. However, Chil-
eans generally prefer moderate positions of the 
political centre.

Chile fundamentally differs 
from other countries in the 
region, where the party 
landscape has completely 
dissolved.

Chile experienced an extreme crisis following 
the social unrest in October 2019. This resulted 
in a polarisation of society that was reflected 
in the 2021 presidential run-off between right-
wing populist candidate José Antonio Kast and 
the leader of the left-wing student movement 
Gabriel Boric. Although Chile is currently expe-
riencing a difficult economic situation with low 
growth rates and a tense social situation due 
to an exponential rise in organised crime, the 
population does not perceive this situation as a 
threat to the continued existence of the rule of 
law. Although the democratic legal order in Chile 
is not in danger, unlike after the social unrest in 
2019 and around the draft constitution of 2022, 
the current government has not made any signifi-
cant progress in key areas such as security, migra-
tion and foreign policy or with regard to pension 
and healthcare reform. The positions and pro-
posals of the current governing coalition and the 
parties of the new political centre differ in these 

Renovación Nacional: 
The Reinvention of a Traditional Party

The Renovación Nacional (RN) party, founded 
in 1987 from the merger of three parties from 
the conservative camp, was long regarded as the 
bastion of rigid conservatism in Chile. In contrast 
to the Chilean Christian Democrats, the RN posi-
tioned itself in the 1988 referendum in favour of 
continuing the de facto government of Augusto 
Pinochet. Under the presidency of Sebastián 
Piñera and during his terms as president (2010 
to 2014, 2018 to 2022), the party underwent a 
phase of modernisation. Renovación Nacional, 
like Amarillos por Chile and Demócratas, rec-
ognised the danger of introducing socialist ele-
ments in the draft constitution presented in 2022. 
This led to a rapprochement between the tradi-
tional party and the newly formed parties of the 
new political centre and joint votes in parliament. 

As part of a dialogue programme in Germany 
organised by the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, 
also attended by the party leaders of Amarillos 
por Chile and Demócratas, RN party chairman 
Rodrigo Galilea sent out a clear signal for politi-
cal positioning in the centre of the spectrum. In 
an interview in Berlin with the daily newspaper 
La Tercera, Galilea emphasised that the trip to 
Germany represented a “before” and an “after” 
in relations between the Renovación Nacional, 
Demócratas and Amarillos por Chile parties. 
In his view, the parties involved are setting an 
example of moderation in politics and follow-
ing the principles of Christian humanism. The 
trip was a step towards closer and deeper coor-
dination between the centre parties.12 Although 
Renovación Nacional will probably not take part 
in a possible merger of the Amarillos por Chile 
and Demócratas parties, the party has already 
turned towards the political centre, which 
means an electoral alliance cannot be ruled out 
in the near future.

Prospects for the New Political Centre  
in Chile

The renowned Chilean social scientist Sergio 
Micco has established that Chileans generally 
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vacuum recently created by the lack of a politi-
cal centre. Chile provides a breeding ground for 
this, as in the wake of the social unrest of 2019 
and the subsequent process in search of a new 
constitution, radical options from both the left 
and the right were ultimately rejected. Similarly, 
President Gabriel Boric, who advocated radical 
positions in the 2021 election campaign, had to 
moderate his political stance after being elected 
in alliance with the Chilean Communist Party. It 
remains to be seen whether the formation and 
development of new centrist political parties 
will be crowned with lasting success. The key 
factor is going to be the willingness of the new 
centrist parties’ leaders to make compromises 
and to evaluate the possibility of a merger or 
close cooperation in the form of a political alli-
ance. This, in turn, requires a willingness to set 
aside personal ambitions so as to achieve the 
goal of strengthening the political centre in 
Chile. Because without coalitions or alliances 
among themselves, the new parties of the politi
cal centre in Chile have very little prospect of 
establishing themselves permanently and suc-
cessfully in the political system.

– translated from German –

Olaf Jacob is Head of the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung’s 
Office in Chile.

areas. In terms of foreign policy, for example, 
the governing coalition takes an ambivalent and 
unclear stance towards Israel. Hamas’ attack 
on Israel on 7  October  2023 was condemned, 
yet Israel’s right to defend itself was repeatedly 
called into question. In contrast, the parties of 
the new political centre have clearly positioned 
themselves and expressed their support for the 
Israeli people. In security and migration policy, 
the parties of the new political centre have spo-
ken out in favour of more restrictive measures 
with regard to illegal immigration and a tight-
ening of the penal code and the penal system 
for serious crimes. The pension and healthcare 
reform announced by the governing coalition 
since taking office has not yet materialised. 
Reform proposals from the parties of the new 
political centre have so far received little atten-
tion. Given the incumbent government’s passiv-
ity on key issues affecting Chilean society, there 
is a possibility that the new parties of the political 
centre will be strengthened and that traditional 
parties of the centre-right, such as Renovación 
Nacional, will further advance their positioning 
in the centre of the party spectrum.

Lasting Success?

In conclusion, it can be emphasised that there 
is a willingness among the population in Chile 
to favour the political centre as the strongest 
force. Despite the continuing fragmentation of 
society, surveys clearly indicate that voters in 
Chile generally lean towards the political cen-
tre. The state institutions and the weakened 
but still existing party system promote the for-
mation and development of structured political 
parties. In this respect, Chile fundamentally 
differs from other countries within the region, 
where the party landscape has completely dis-
solved. The Chilean population has historically 
voted in favour of moderate centrist political 
views and supported moderate positions. New 
centrist parties, such as Amarillos por Chile and 
Demócratas, therefore have a good chance of 
successfully positioning themselves in the party 
political arena, provided they develop and pres-
ent clear political concepts, party programmes 
and proposals. This will enable them to fill the 
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