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Primary in Chile: a political photo 

 

Last July, in Chile there were the primary consultations for the presidential elections due in 

November in Chile. The Chilean legislation foresees the possibility for the political coalitions to 

conduct primary elections to choose the candidates to the Presidency of the Republic and the 

candidates for the two branches of the Parliament. These consultations, according to the electoral 

law, should be held at the same time for all the political movements that intend to have access to 

this opportunity. The political coalition Chile Vamos - that assemble (Unión Demócrata 

Independiente), Rn (Renovación Nacional), Pri (Partido Regionalist Independiente) and Evópoli 

(Evolución Política)- and the Frente Amplio -composed, among the others, by the Green Partido 

Ecologista, Partido Humanista, Poder e Revolución Democrática- decided to take part to the primary 

elections on the last 2 July. In the first coalition, the candidate Sebastián (already President of the 

Republic in the period 2010 -2014) won with a 58, 36% of the votes; Manuel José Ossandón Irrazabal 

is stopped to 26,24% while Felipe Kast Sommerhoff has reached the 15,40% of the valid votes. For 

the coalition Frente Amplio, instead, the consensus are divided among the candidate Beatriz 

Sánchez Muñoz (who has reached the 67, 56% of the votes) and Alberto Mayol Miranda (who had 

not passed the 33%). The real numbers, however, are very different: while for the pact Chile Vamos, 

few more than 1 million and 400 thousand electors went to the polls, those that are expressed for 

the Frente Amplio are around 327 thousand. The alliance Nueva Mayoria that, also express the 

actual President Michelle Bachelet, has chosen not to use the primary elections after having lost an 

important piece (the Christian Democratic Party, Pdc). 

 

The walk toward the primary 

The electoral campaign during the primary elections was completely focused on the political action 

promoted by the President Bachelet and on the political affairs of the structure of political her 

mayority, Nueva Mayoria. From one side, in fact, the proposals of the two coalitions evaluated by 

their own electors during the primary elections begin from the strong criticism against the political 

activity during the years of government of Michelle Bachelet; from the other side, the non-

participation and the breaking of the coalition Nueva Mayoria have contributed to increase the 

perception that we were assisting to a real «end of an era». At the beginning with the name of 

Concertación and then, beginning from 2013, with that actual name of Nueva Mayoria, the alliance 

of Partido Socialista (Ps), Partido Radical (Pr), Partido Democráta Cristiano (Pdc), Partido por the 

Democracia (Ppd) and small parties (which, in 2013, are added the Partido Comunista de Chile and 

the Izquierda Cristiana) has been continuously governing the Country from the fall of the regime of 

Pinochet in 1989 (with the alone exception of the years of the Piñera administration, 2010-2014). An 

alliance that, during the last presidency of Bachelet, has creaking and, then, has breaking up. The 

candidate to the presidential elections of the Christian Democracy, Carolina Goic, had claimed that 

she would have no intention to participate to primary elections in within the alliance Nueva Mayoria. 

At the same time, within the same alliance little by little many candidates were abdicating. The first 

one pre-candidate to release the run has been Isabel Allende who, in October of 2016, has begun 

to sustain the candidacy of Ricardo Lagos, who was the President of the Chilean Republic during 

the period 2000-2006, sustained by the Ppd (but with a clear proximity with the socialist party). 

Besides Lagos, Fernando Atria and José Miguel Insulsa, both of the Ps, had introduced their own 

pre-candidacy. 
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While the breaking of the alliance Nueva Mayoria went consuming, the Pdc putting aside the 

candidacy of Francisco Huenchumilla and assembling its own consensus on Goic. When the socialist 

party has communicated the decision not to want to choose the candidate to the presidency through 

primary, both Insulsa and Atrias abdicated their own candidacy: the first one was confirming his 

position according to which in lack of primary he would have withdrawn his own candidacy and the 

second defined «ashamed» the decision taken by the central committee of the party.  

The ex-President Lagos, however, was not the only candidate remained in competition: in the 

meantime, in fact, last January had also emerged senator Alejandro Guillier's candidacy within the 

radical party, historical component of the alliance. Immediately it appeared clear that the candidacy 

of Guiller didn't have a well-defined political affiliation. Partly because the trajectory of the pre-

candidate showed the total independence (Guiller has been candidate as Independent in the lists of 

the small party Radical Socialdemocráta for the Senate in 2013, after he had been working for more 

than thirty years as journalist, in the broadcast, the television and the printed paper). Partly because 

during the public proclamation of the pre-candidacy of Guiller, there were important political figures 

of other parties of the Nueva Mayoria. 

The political battle between Lagos and Guiller was consumed on last April and the latter defied the 

picking up almost the double one some votes of the first one within the Ps assembly. From that 

moment the Pdc has departed from the Nueva Mayoria which strengthened his lines around the 

candidacy of Guiller. And, as already said, the primary election became useless. 

Another matter, it was for the coalition, Chile Vamos, which assemble the majority of the opposition 

parties to the Nueva Mayoria. The winning Piñera has focused his electoral campaign on a 

infrastructural modernization of the Country (in particular way of the metropolitan area of the capital 

Santiago), on the political reforms (for instance, the revision of the years of the presidential order, 

the reduction of the number of the parliamentary ones) and on the economic strengthening of the 

middle class to the purpose to take back the road of an economic and social development which, 

according to him, was becoming weak during the Bachelet presidency. The pre-candidate Manuel 

J. Ossandón, instead, is a long-term political figure of the Rn that during the Presidency of Piñera 

was distinguished for the hard criticisms to the President (despite both they originated from the same 

coalition). Its political proposals were enucleated around two focal points for the construction of a 

social economy of market refusing «the collusion, the miserable salaries, the a little dignified 

pensions, the abuses» and considering «that the idea of the progress simply the GDP doesn't 

concern»: the principal proposals of Ossandón concerned the free education (at least, the more 

advantaged classe) and a program of revision of the pension system able to give «dignified 

pensions». The last pre-candidate of the coalition Chile Vamos was Felipe Kast Sommerhoff, 

relevant political figure of Evópoli. He focused completely his electoral campaign on the classical 

liberal idea of a less State in economy and in politics: Kast proposed a reform to decrease the 

executive powers both in quantitative terms (important diminution of the number of the ministries) 

and in terms of competences (the program of Kast for instance, foresaw a devolution of the 

competences of the Sub-secretary to the regional Development to all the regions). Meantime, the 

pre-candidate proposed to reform the taxation system and to strengthen the anti-monopolistic 

measures with the purpose to stimulate the national savings and, accordingly, the investments. 

For what concerns the coalition Frente Amplio, the inner debate was defined around different issues. 

The sociologist Alberto Alberto Mayol, that was defeated during the competition, centred its electoral 

campaign on the criticism to the liberal economic model, as strong inheritance of the Pinochet 

regime. Mayol has structured his own program to depart from the necessity of increase of the State 

competences in economy (the matter of the private pensions has been, for instance, central in his 

electoral campaign for the primary elections) and social matter (the promotion of the public health 
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and a great appointment of the government agencies in the technical formation have been two strong 

points of Mayol during this electoral campaign).  

The proposals of Beatriz Sánchez, instead have mainly focused around the gender issue (a better 

inclusion of the women in the labour market, the decriminalisation of the abortion, the promotion of 

gender identity) and to the problem the working life with the purpose to widen the abilities of the 

collective negotiations and to stop the phenomenon of illegal employment or lower-paying job. 

 

The electoral campaign 

Although the results of the primary elections are perfectly coherent with the expectations matured in 

the surveys during the past few months, these elections introduced some characteristics that showed 

important changes in the Chilean politics. 

In first place, as i already mentioned precedence, the coalition that governed Chile from the end of 

the Pinochet dictatorship seems to fall apart. Divisions and little signals of fractures emerged in past, 

but up to these presidential elections it appeared difficult the breakup that is consumed in these 

months instead. Around the middle of June in fact, the candidate of the Pdc, Carolina Goic, had 

pointed the finger against the Nueva Mayoria accusing to be victim of «extremism of left».  

And despite the continuous pressures from the leadership of the coalition for repairing the breaking, 

the reconstruction of the alliance seems, in this moment, very difficult. And then, if up to a year ago 

the Concertación had been able to attract external parties building the Nueva Mayoria, now this last 

is crumbling: besides the leaving of the Pdc, one can remind that many actual exponents of the 

Frente Amplio have served in the past as member of the parties of the Nueva Mayoria. 

The breakup of the alliance, in other words, is the flip-side of the crisis of popularity that the 

Presidency of Michelle Bachelet is scoring: although the percentage of the interviewed that 

disapproves the political activity of Bachelet government is decreasing few to few (it is passed by a 

74% of the interviewed recorded on last February to a 63% recorded on the last June), this are high 

percentages if one consider the miserable 26% of the interviewed that support Bachelet. 

There is, then, a further newness: the biggest part of the candidates for the Presidency of the 

Republic had built his own political capital out of the world of the politics: Guiller in the broadcast 

journalism before and television then, Piñera in the business world, Mayols in academic circle are 

only some important cases.  

They are public figures that in politics are also picking up the due consent to the notoriety reached 

in non-political circles: a tendency, this, that goes to detriment of whom has been protagonist of the 

Chilean politics for many years. One can think, for instance, to the case that the Ps has brought to 

sustain Guiller, candidate with a little political trajectory, and not Lagos, that during the years of the 

dictatorship and those of democracy has been one of the political points of reference for the Chilean 

left. Moreover, this tendency is recorded in Chile as in a lot of the western democracies. 

The success of outsider of the politics is, for some aspects, the flip-side of the crisis of the principal 

parties that traditionally have animated the Chilean political life. The weakness of the principal parties 

has granted great relief to the smaller parties or to those been born recently. A phenomenon, this, 

that show another face of the fragility of the politics in front of the challenges of today's Chile. The 

principal protagonist of this crisis is, evidently, the Ps in free fall in the electoral surveys. The 

candidate Guiller, according to the last surveys, decrease in the intentions of vote and he risks a 

head-to-head with Sánchez to access the ballot elections. Who is profiting of some atomization of 

the political formations, instead, at the actual moment, is Piñera.  

The electoral surveys show the high-level of satisfaction of the candidate of the coalition Chile 

Vamos, that goes with a fair wind exploiting some positive effect of the consensus obtained in the 

primary elections.  
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If Piñera will be the next President of the Republic, we will know in a few months but right now it is 

likely that, the day after the Presidential election, Chile will be more articulated as a political reality 

and, perhaps, more difficult to govern. 

 


