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Dynamics of Change in Chile: Explaining
the Emergence of the 
Pingüino Movement
S O F IA D O NO S O*
Abstract. Focusing on the ﬁrst large-scale protests in Chile after the reinstatement
of democracy in , this article examines the emergence of the  Pingüino
movement and shows how it succeeded in mobilising thousands of secondary school
students against the neoliberal education model. It argues that several distinct but
intertwined dimensions explain the movement’s emergence. In , secondary
school student groups merged to form a single organisation and adopted a horizontal
and participatory decision-making mechanism. At the same time, shortcomings in the
education reforms of the s and s were revealed in terms of quality and equity,
creating grievances that were fed into the movement’s collective action frame. Finally,
President Bachelet’s rhetoric of a ‘government of citizens’ as an attempt to counteract
the elitist nature of the Concertación’s governance formula signiﬁed an opening of the
structure of political opportunities that the students knew to take advantage of.
Keywords: Chile, social movements, students, education, contentious politics
Political and mobilisation opportunities are often created by cultural breaks and the
surfacing of long dormant contradictions that reframe grievances and injustices and
the possibilities of action.
Mayer N. Zald

Introduction
In late April , only a few weeks after the initiation of the fourth
consecutive administration of the Concertación – the centre-left coalition that
governed Chile from the re-establishment of democracy in  until March
Soﬁa Donoso is a PhD candidate in development studies at the Department of International
Development, St Antony’s College, University of Oxford. Email: soﬁa.donoso@sant.ox.ac.
uk.
* The author wishes to thank Diego Sánchez-Ancochea, Alan Angell, Eduardo Silva, Cristóbal
Rovira Kaltwasser, Anna von der Goltz and the three anonymous reviewers for their useful
comments on earlier versions of this article.

Mayer N. Zald, ‘Culture, Ideology, and Strategic Framing’, in Doug McAdam, John D.
McCarthy and Mayer N. Zald (eds.), Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements: Political
Opportunities, Mobilizing Structures, and Cultural Framings (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, ), p. .
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 – a wave of protests promoted by secondary school students took the
country by surprise. Named after the students’ penguin-like black and white
school uniforms, the Pingüino movement was prompted initially by economic
concerns. After several weeks of protests, however, the unswerving commitment of the Pingüinos forced a substantial discussion of the education system
as a whole. Questioning its overall functioning and exposing the failure of the
Concertación to reform it, the hundreds of thousands of students that
mobilised in  articulated a heartfelt discontent with the segregating eﬀects
of the education system. To vent the students’ disgruntlement, the government decided to create a Presidential Advisory Commission on the Quality of
Education (hereafter referred to as the Commission) and invited the main
actors and experts of the education system to propose reforms. Three years
later, in August , a new General Law of Education was promulgated,
although education reform was not part of President Bachelet’s original policy
agenda.
One of the Pingüinos’ recurrent slogans, ‘enough postponing our future’,
seemed to have reached the government authorities. It had also resonated
with public opinion – according to polls conducted at the time of the protests,
 per cent of Chileans supported the students’ demands. Yet their criticism
did not match the traditionally positive assessment of Chile’s economic, social
and political development since . On the economic front, the country
beneﬁted from an average annual growth rate of . per cent between 
and . This allowed for the implementation of social programmes
with signiﬁcant results: between  and  poverty rates declined from
. per cent to . per cent, and extreme poverty fell from  per cent to
. per cent. Furthermore, among Latin American countries, Chile was top
for most indicators of governance. Finally, although the re-establishment of









The Concertación is composed of the following political parties: Partido Demócrata
Cristiano (Christian Democratic Party, PDC), Partido Socialista (Socialist Party, PS),
Partido por la Democracia (Party for Democracy, PPD) and Partido Radical
Socialdemócrata (Radical Social Democratic Party, PRSD).
Interview with Francisco Javier Díaz, senior policy adviser for President Michelle Bachelet,
 Aug. .
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and World Bank,
Revisión de políticas nacionales de educación: la educación superior en Chile (Paris: OECD,
), p. .
Klaus Schmidt-Hebbel, ‘Chile’s Economic Growth’, Cuadernos de Economía, 
(May ), p. .
MIDEPLAN, División Social, Encuesta CASEN  and Encuesta CASEN .
Statistics available at www.ministeriodesarrollosocial.gob.cl/casen/Estadisticas/pobreza.html.
Chile outperforms any other Latin American country in the World Bank’s governance
indicators, which include dimensions such as voice and accountability, political stability,
government eﬀectiveness, regulatory quality, rule of law and control of corruption. See
World Bank, Governance Indicators for – (Washington, DC: World Bank, ).
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democracy had been accompanied by fears of an authoritarian reversal and
considerable institutional constraints inherited from the military regime, Chile
attracted attention for its political stability. Given this apparently successful
record, what motivated the Pingüinos to stage the largest protests since the
return of democracy? How did secondary school students, a social group that
in previous years had been regarded as disorganised and ineﬀectual, challenge
the political order? And ﬁnally, in a context where civil society actors had
commonly been excluded from deﬁning the policy agenda, how did the
Pingüino movement succeed in making education a top government priority?
The emergence of the Pingüino movement warrants examination. This
article analyses the movement in light of the political and social challenges
brought about by the double transition – from authoritarianism to democracy,
and from a state-led economy to neoliberalism – that Chile has experienced
during the last three decades. Constructing a more inclusive democracy,
counteracting the most harmful eﬀects of the neoliberal model and addressing
social inequalities form part of this agenda. This set of challenges is shared
by other Latin American countries and has been addressed by a variety of leftof-centre actors and parties. In contrast to the s, when the challenge
was to re-establish democracy in Chile and elsewhere in the region, the current
contention lies much more in the domain of the quality of the existing
democracies. As Roberts asserts, since the late s new actors have
emerged that have ‘brought new voices into the public arena and revived
seemingly dormant debates over development alternatives’. So, while the
 Pingüino movement was a novelty in the Chilean context where prior
mobilisations had been contained easily, similar phenomena have surfaced in
the region as a whole. These have been analysed in recent accounts in which








Manuel Antonio Garretón, Incomplete Democracy: Political Democratization in Chile and
Latin America (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, ), p. .
See Kurt Weyland, Raúl L. Madrid and Wendy Hunter (eds.), Leftist Governments in Latin
America: Successes and Shortcomings (New York: Cambridge University Press, ); and
Steven Levitsky and Kenneth M. Roberts (eds.), The Resurgence of the Latin American Left
(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, ).
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Democracy in Latin America: Towards
a Citizens’ Democracy (New York: UNDP, ).
Kenneth M. Roberts, ‘The Mobilisation of Opposition to Economic Liberalization’, Annual
Review of Political Sciences,  (), p. .
There is a dearth of scholarly attention on the role played by Latin American student
movements in democratisation. For the historical background of student movements in the
region, see Jaime Pensado, ‘Student Activism: Utopian Dreams’, ReVista – Harvard Review
of Latin America (autumn ). For the case of Brazil and the role of students in the
impeachment on corruption charges of President Collor de Melo in , see Ann Mische’s
excellent work, Partisan Publics: Communication and Contention across Brazilian Youth
Activist Networks (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, ).
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Chile is usually pointed out for its lack of social mobilisation. Silva, who
examines episodes of anti-neoliberal mobilisation in Latin America, argues
that in the case of Chile, the combination of tempered market economics and
policies that aimed at socio-economic and political inclusion is what ultimately
explains the ‘conspicuous absence of contentious politics, let alone mass
mobilisation’. Through a detailed analysis of the Pingüino movement, this
article sets out to depict the reconstruction of collective action in Chile and
identify the limits of the Concertación’s governance formula.
From a theoretical point of view, this article attempts to surmount the false
dichotomy between ‘new’ social movements, which are allegedly concerned
with identity construction and symbolic demands, and ‘old’ social movements,
which emerge around material demands and are based on class identities.
With this aim, the analysis takes its cue from the contentious politics
framework proposed by Sidney Tarrow and Charles Tilly, among others,
which stresses the complementary nature of identity dimensions and material
concerns involved in the emergence of social movements.  Furthermore, this
approach puts particular emphasis on the ways in which institutionalised
political actors’ existence, action and structure are permeated by social
movements. Hence it seeks to explain the institutional framework in which
social movement demands are negotiated and social and political actors
develop diﬀerential capacities to produce change. This diverges from the
emphasis on subjectivity seen in the scholarship on ‘new’ social movements,
which, as Silva rightly criticises, has exaggerated the importance of identity
politics and overlooked the larger signiﬁcance of mass mobilisation as such.
Based on this theoretical perspective and on extensive interviews with the
main actors involved in the unfolding of the Pingüino movement, the article
is divided into ﬁve parts. The ﬁrst section revises the role played by the












See, for example, Eduardo Silva, Challenging Neoliberalism in Latin America (New York:

Ibid., p. .
Cambridge University Press, ).
For an overview of this debate, see Joe Foweraker, Theorizing Social Movements (London:
Pluto Press, ); and Diane E. Davis, ‘The Power of Distance: Re-theorizing Social
Movements in Latin America’, Theory and Society,  (), pp. –.
Sidney G. Tarrow, Power in Movement: Social Movements, Collective Action and Politics
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ); Doug McAdam, Sidney G. Tarrow and
Charles Tilly, Dynamics of Contention (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ).
Jack Goldstone, ‘Introduction: Bridging Institutionalized and Noninstitutionalized Politics’,
in Goldstone (ed.), State, Parties, and Social Movements (New York: Cambridge University
Press, ), p..
Peter P. Houtzager, ‘Introduction: From Polycentrism to the Polity’, in Peter P. Houtzager
and Mick Moore (eds.), Changing Paths: International Development and the New Politics of
Inclusion (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, ), p. .
Silva, Challenging Neoliberalism, p. .
Interviews were conducted by the author between  and . All quotations from
interviews are translated by the author.
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students’ mobilisation resources. This is followed by an analysis of the
grievances created by the neoliberal education reforms that were introduced in
the s and continued throughout the s and s. This discontent, it
is argued, formed the base for the movement’s collective action frame. The
third part links the emergence of the Pingüino movement to the opening of
the structure of political opportunities involved in the ‘bottom-up’ discourse
of the newly elected President Bachelet. The fourth section oﬀers an
integrated account of the processes that took place within the movement itself
and of its interaction with the institutional terrain. The article concludes that
several distinct but intertwined dimensions explain the emergence of the
Pingüino movement. In , a set of traditionally divided secondary school
student organisations merged and adopted a more horizontal and participatory decision-making mechanism, which engaged many students. At the same
time, the education reforms undertaken during the s and s were
showing their limitations in terms of quality and equity, creating grievances
that the well-prepared Pingüino leaders fed into the movement’s collective
action frame. Finally, President Bachelet’s rhetoric about a ‘government of
citizens’ as an attempt to counteract the elitist nature of the Concertación’s
governance formula signiﬁed an opening of the structure of political opportunities that the students managed to take advantage of. The implications of
the case study are discussed brieﬂy in the conclusion.
‘The More Democratic the Organisation Got Inside the Schools, the More People
Joined’: Mobilisation Resources and the Unfolding of the Pingüino Movement
As Roberts points out, ‘there is nothing automatic about the politicization
of class cleavages or socioeconomic discontent, nor do common interests
automatically engender class or social solidarity’. Hence, a crucial question
is how the  Pingüinos organised in order to put forward their demands.
To answer this, it is necessary to examine the movement’s mobilisation
resources, deﬁned as the ‘vehicles, informal as well as formal, through which
people mobilise and engage in collective action’. Such resources include
the movements’ leadership and their engagement with government oﬃcials
and other political and social actors. A comprehensive analysis of this
dimension also requires tracing the most important antecedents in these
relations.
To be sure, annual protests, staged by both secondary school and
university students, are a familiar feature of the Chilean political landscape.



Kenneth M. Roberts, Deepening Democracy? The Modern Left and Social Movements in Chile
and Peru (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, ), p. .
McAdam, McCarthy and Zald (eds.), Comparative Perspectives, p. .
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Starting in March, the academic year often begins with mobilisations,
sometimes couched as a general criticism of the education system but mostly
motivated by speciﬁc economic demands such as the costs of the university
entry exam (Prueba de Selección Universitaria, PSU) and the school
transport pass.
Until the beginning of the s, two umbrella associations convened the
secondary school students in the Chilean capital. A ﬁrst group of students
belonged to the Asamblea de Centros de Alumnos de Santiago (Assembly
of Student Councils of Santiago, ACAS), which coordinated the school
student councils based on a decree left over from the military regime. The
authoritarian origin of the ACAS was highly criticised by the students. For
the most part, it was a second organisation, the Federación de Estudiantes
Secundarios de Santiago (Federation of Secondary School Students of
Santiago, FESES), that called for the demonstrations staged by the secondary
school students when these took place. Yet, the hierarchical organisation of
the FESES and its lack of an agenda on the students’ everyday life issues
resulted in a low capacity to convene. Moreover, in the opinion of many, the
FESES was a mere expression of the oﬃcial political parties’ general
guidelines.
During , the ﬁrst year of Socialist President Ricardo Lagos’
government, public transport fares rose considerably due to the introduction
of automatic card readers. Students of diﬀerent political factions organised in
the so-called Frente Anti-Alzas (Anti-Increase Front), which paved the way for
the creation of the Asamblea Coordinadora de Estudiantes Secundarios
(Coordinating Assembly of Secondary School Students, ACES) in late .
The new organisation brought together diverse sectors that disapproved
of both the ACAS and the FESES. Reacting against their hierarchic
organisational form, a more horizontal methodology was proposed. This
was expressed through the election of spokespersons instead of a president
and the adoption of an assembly as a decision-making mechanism. Crucially,
the ACES opened up to include representatives not only from the student
councils but also from the colectivos sociales (social collectives). These were
smaller groups of students that represented the ‘inorganic’ Left and that were
characterised by their informal and loosely institutionalised organisation.
Many of these groups were present not only in the so-called ‘emblematic
schools’, which spearheaded the new organisation, but also in the schools in





Interview with Mochilazo leader Úrsula Schüler,  Nov. .
Ibid.
Interview with Mochilazo leaders Daniela Moraga,  Nov. ; Víctor Orellana,
 May ; and Julio Reyes,  Nov. .
‘Rebelión de las mochilas: quiénes son los escolares que sacuden Santiago’, La Segunda,
 April .
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periphery.

the
In this way, the inclusion of the colectivos sociales in the
ACES led to more students joining.
In early April , the more horizontal and participatory organisation
proposed by the ACES proved eﬀective in what became known as the
Mochilazo protests. The demand was to lower the price of the school
transportation pass and to transfer its administration from the umbrella
organisation of the private transport enterprises to the Ministry of
Education. After several weeks of demonstrations, some of which gathered
up to , secondary school students, the Lagos administration gave into
the movement’s demands. The Ministry of Education committed to
administering and reducing the price of the school transportation pass.
In spite of its speciﬁc character, the students who spearheaded the
Mochilazo considered it a signiﬁcant accomplishment. It certainly became
an important reference point for the  Pingüino movement. Yet, the
Mochilazo leaders admitted that mobilising more students for a broader
agenda of education reforms was not a feasible goal at that time. Víctor
Orellana, who played a prominent role in the  protests, clariﬁed: ‘the idea
was to have one victory and accumulate forces for future mobilisations’.
Besides, as Julio Reyes, the last president of the FESES before its dissolution,
and later a member of the ACES, asserted:
In , the reforms [of the Concertación] still had to show their merits. We did not
criticise fundamental aspects of the system but rather the fact that we were not invited
as an actor when the reforms were elaborated. We criticised the LOCE [Ley Orgánica
Constitucional de Enseñanza, Organic Constitutional Law on Teaching] for its
authoritarian origin; not because we knew which aspects were contributing to
inequality.

As will be shown below, this was indeed a central diﬀerence to the 
Pingüino movement.
After , the ACES became less active due to internal clashes. In the years
ahead, however, it was common to see protests convened by secondary school











The ‘emblematic schools’ are known for their demanding entry exams, their top education
performance and for having instructed many prominent political leaders. A paradigmatic
example is the Instituto Nacional in Santiago.
Interview with Úrsula Schüler.
Mochilazo is derived from mochila, which means ‘backpack’.
Andrea Domedel and Macarena Peña y Lillo, El mayo de los pingüinos (Santiago: Ediciones
Radio Universidad de Chile, ), p. .
‘¡Mochilazo! Qué hay detrás de las sorprendentes manifestaciones estudiantiles: sus líderes,
el cambio de estrategia del gobierno y cómo lo ven sociólogos e historiador’, Revista Qué Pasa,
 (April ), pp. –.
Interview with Úrsula Schüler, Julio Reyes and Daniela Moraga.
Interviews with Pingüino movement leaders César Valenzuela,  Aug. ; and Karina
Delﬁno,  Aug. .

Interview with Víctor Orellana.
Interview with Julio Reyes.
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students against the deteriorating infrastructure of the schools, rising transport
fees and other speciﬁc issues. The Secretaría Regional Ministerial de Educación
(Regional Ministerial Secretariat of Education, SEREMI of Education) of the
Santiago Metropolitan Region was in charge of resolving the annual clashes
with the students. For the most part, demonstrations were followed by
internal divisions in the representative bodies of the secondary school students.
As a result, the Ministry of Education oﬃcials ‘did not know with whom to
negotiate’. Any dialogue with the students had limited success due to the
nature of the student organisation.
Tired of ‘initiating a dialogue from scratch’ every year, the director of the
SEREMI of Education set up a more permanent dialogue platform in .
Conscious of the partial representation that the ACAS provided, the director
also invited the ACES, which still included the colectivos sociales. Weekly
meetings held between April and December  culminated in a written
proposal that deﬁned a short-term and a long-term agenda for education
reforms. While the former included speciﬁc matters such as the cost of public
transport and food allowances for the most vulnerable students, the latter
centred on the need to reform the general institutional frame of the education
system, i.e., the LOCE. The proposal, however, was soon forgotten by the
government due to the presidential elections in late  and the formation of
a new Concertación government in March . When it became evident that
the new minister of education, Martín Zilic, ‘did not have a clue about the
existence of the proposal’, secondary school students were infuriated.
The dialogue set up by the SEREMI of Education in  would turn out
to have additional unintended consequences. It trained the leaders of the 
Pingüino movement in how to liaise with the government authorities.
Additionally, it gave the students more expertise on the problems within
the education system, and this, in contrast to the  Mochilazo, made the
Pingüino movement’s demands much more focused on the structural
problems of the system as whole. As one university student leader noted,









With a few exceptions, all ministries have a SEREMI in each region to represent and
implement the ministries’ policies at the regional level. As was the case with the SEREMI of
Education for the Metropolitan Region, the SEREMIs also often fulﬁl the task of solving
conﬂicts that emerge in the region for which they are responsible.
Interview with  sub-secretary of education Pedro Montt,  Aug. .
Interviews with Pedro Montt and César Valenzuela; interview with education adviser José
Weinstein,  Aug. .
Interview with Alejandro Traverso, director of the SEREMI of Education,  Dec. .
This resulted in the document ‘Propuesta de trabajo de estudiantes e la Región
Metropolitana’ (), available at www.opech.cl/bibliograﬁco/doc_movest/ﬁnalccaa.pdf.
Interview with  Pingüino leader María Jesús Sanhueza,  July .
Interviews with Marco Cuevas and Cristóbal Leiva,  and  Jan.  respectively. Cuevas
and Leiva worked at the SEREMI of Education in  and were in charge of the dialogue
platform.
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while the secondary school students had traditionally been more reactive to
the government’s reforms than active in proposing changes, the experience
gained in  allowed them to proactively build an agenda that emphasised
the quality of education. Finally, the regular meetings at the Ministry of
Education helped to organise the students and provided a forum for them to
make each others’ acquaintance. The dialogue platform thus contributed
to the construction of social networks and a resonant collective action frame,
which, following Tarrow’s deﬁnition of a social movement, constitute the
necessary elements for maintaining a sustained challenge against powerful
opponents.
In late December , the Coordinación Revolucionaria de Estudiantes
Autónomos (Revolutionary Coordination of Autonomous Students,
CREA) – one of the most inﬂuential colectivos sociales within the
ACES – convened an open assembly and invited leaders of the ACAS. As
some interviewees note, the habitually opposing agendas of the ACAS and
ACES were put aside at this key reunion. There was a generalised sense of
disappointment about the forgotten proposal that the students had worked
on in . Spurred by this, the students decided to join forces and create
a single organisation, the Asamblea de Estudiantes Secundarios de Santiago
(Assembly of Secondary School Students of Santiago, AES) – and the
‘Pingüino revolution’ began.
In terms of internal structure, the AES adopted the ACES’ non-hierarchical
decision-making mechanisms and model of leadership. In the words of one
of the Pingüino leaders, the experience of the ACES had demonstrated that
‘the more democratic the organisation got inside the schools, the more people
joined’, and that ‘the assembly as a mechanism of participation was extremely
valued by the average student’. In view of this, and as a way of reﬂecting
the power balances between the diﬀerent sectors of the organisation, the
assembly elected four spokespersons. Two of them, César Valenzuela and
Karina Delﬁno, were linked to the ACAS and had strong ties to the
Socialist Party. The other two, Juan Carlos Herrera and María Jesús Sanhueza,
were associated with the ACES instead; the latter had previously been
a member of the Communist Party. Other leading ﬁgures from the most
famous ‘emblematic schools’ included sympathisers of the Unión Demócrata
Independiente (Democratic Independent Union, UDI), Chile’s strongest
right-wing party. The most noticeable faces were all enrolled in municipal
schools. With the exception of Sanhueza, the spokespersons were in their ﬁnal





Interview with Giorgio Boccardo, director of communications for the Federación de
Estudiantes de la Universidad de Chile (Student Union of the University of Chile) in 
and president of the federation in ,  Aug. .
Tarrow, Power in Movement, p. .

Interviews with María Jesús Sanhueza and Karina Delﬁno.
Ibid.
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year and hence not more than  years old. Considering their young age, these
leaders already had considerable political experience, which three of them had
at least partly gained in the  dialogue platform set up by the SEREMI of
Education.
The resulting internal structure of the organisation had several implications
for the evolution of the Pingüino movement. First, when the movement
gained force, the many political interests represented by the spokespersons
made it more diﬃcult for a speciﬁc political party to attempt to co-opt it.
Secondly, the breadth of the political spectrum had a positive impact on
public opinion, and thus helped to legitimise the movement. As one
university student leader contends, ‘the Pingüinos got rid of the stigma that
characterises mobilisations merely as a left-wing thing. This protected
them and contributed to gaining the support of public opinion.’ Thirdly,
the weight that the ACES had in the AES meant that greater capacity for
mobilisation was incorporated into the organisation. Much as in , the
sphere of inﬂuence of the colectivos sociales went beyond the ‘emblematic
schools’, which traditionally mobilised secondary school students. Herrera,
one of the four spokespersons, played a key role in giving a voice to the schools
at the periphery of Santiago in the work of the assembly.
The organisational features adopted in  certainly played a central role
as a vehicle for mobilising secondary school students in collective action.
Equally important, however, was the strategic use of diﬀerent forms of protest,
through which more students engaged in the demands of the movement. It
was only when the Pingüinos saw an increase in their numbers – and a
consequent increase in their bargaining power – that more structural demands
such as the abolition of the LOCE could be incorporated into their petition to
the government.
What grew into the Pingüino movement started in late April  with
some scattered protests in Lota, a small ex-mining town next to Concepción
in southern Chile. The autumn had started with some major downpours,
which caused the roof of one public school to collapse and triggered a
demonstration. In Santiago, the AES convened a march to protest against
the infrastructural problems faced by many public schools, gathering around
, students. More demonstrations followed over the subsequent days,
which coincided with the delayed delivery of the school transport card.
Later, the high cost of the PSU and problems related to the length of the
school day were incorporated into the students’ complaints. After several days






Interview with Pedro Montt.
Interview with Giorgio Boccardo.
Domedel and Peña y Lillo, El mayo de los pingüinos, p. .
‘Lota: Violenta protesta estudiantil’, El Mercurio,  April .
‘Protesta estudiantil termina con  personas detenidas’, La Tercera,  April .
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of mobilisation, a national strike was convened for  May. A march in
Santiago started peacefully but concluded with violent clashes with the
police and signiﬁcant damage to public spaces:  people were detained
in Santiago and another  in the rest of the country. The students were
markedly portrayed as vandals in the media. In an editorial of El Mercurio,
for example, the right-wing newspaper expressed that ‘it is inevitable to
presume that, eventually, a strategy of … anti-systemic agitation such as the
ones observed in the s and s might be brewing or even being applied
within the extreme Left’.
The negative press coverage led to a change of strategy and the initiation
of school sit-ins, starting with three of the most famous ‘emblematic schools’
in Santiago. On  May , the annual presidential address to Parliament
was due, and the students were eager to see if the president would refer to
their demands. However, Bachelet brushed them aside, and this increased the
Pingüinos’ discontent. As a result, school sit-ins multiplied throughout
the country, ‘spreading like ﬂames’. In the words of one of Pingüino
spokesperson, from this point onwards ‘everybody wanted to jump on the
bandwagon of the movement’.
The development of the mobilisations became a cause of concern at the
Ministry of Education, which tried to reach an agreement with the students
on several occasions. One of these attempts was made on  May, with over
, students paralysing the country’s secondary schools. This crucial
day, however, began with the minister of education announcing that the
sub-secretary would conduct the negotiation instead of him. This decision
was poorly received by the Pingüinos. In their account, this was an attempt
to return the discussion to a more technical domain, in which the arguments
of the education experts would gain more weight than theirs. ‘We don’t want
to speak with technocrats, because the solutions are political’, the student
leaders declared. The students abandoned negotiations with the authorities,
and the biggest protest to that day took place on  May. Nearly one million
students and sympathisers of the movement participated in demonstrations
across the country, making this protest the largest of its kind since the
re-establishment of democracy in Chile in .
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This scenario forced the government to issue a ﬁrm response. On  June,
through a TV broadcast, President Bachelet addressed the nation, declaring
that the government would meet the Pingüinos’ short-term demands such as
extended hours for the school transportation card and scholarships to pay the
PSU fees. As for the long-term demands, she announced that the Advisory
Commission on the Quality of Education would be created to discuss reforms
to the LOCE, the ‘full school day’ and the administration of the schools. In
contrast to a previous commission on pension reform set up by the Bachelet
government, which was entirely composed of experts on social security, the
origins of the new Commission compelled the authorities to invite both
members of the Pingüino movement and other actors from the sphere of
education.
Together with fatigue and previous tensions, the government’s oﬀer left the
movement dispirited and in disarray. Facing the decision of how to respond,
the internal factions and competing discourses within the AES that had been
skilfully balanced throughout the mobilisations were unearthed. The broad
spectrum of interests that had previously served to strengthen the movement
now contributed to its division. This split impeded a common stand on the
LOCE; while the students identiﬁed the LOCE as the source of the problems
within the education system, they did not necessarily have a common agenda
for reform. The slogan ‘Sólo sé que no LOCE’ – a rhyme that literally
translates as ‘I only know, no LOCE’ – had been seen frequently on banners
during the marches and school takeovers. As one of the movement
spokespeople asserted, ‘while there was an unspoken agreement between
everyone about asking for the abolition of the LOCE, nobody ever said exactly
what we wanted to change’. There was a reason for this lack of discussion.
As an experienced university student leader observed, ‘ultimately, while
material demands are transversal, political demands always divide’. Other
factors such as the fast pace of the movement’s proliferation also explain the
lack of debate on the law. With so many students mobilised, it did not seem
to be the right time for internal negotiations and deﬁnitions of what to
demand. Clearly, as one of the Pingüino spokespersons expressed, ‘fervency is
not a good space for reﬂection’.
The divisions crystallised when the students that had decided to continue
the mobilisations called for a general strike on  June, in which the extreme
Left movement Frente Patriótico Manuel Rodríguez participated. This
was strongly disapproved of by the movement’s Concertación-friendly sectors,
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causing the resignation of César Valenzuela and Karina Delﬁno, two of the
spokespersons. After more than one month of school sit-ins, the split was
further reinforced by tiredness and eagerness to return to normality. Moreover,
the radicalisation of the protests and the government’s eﬀorts to channel the
conﬂict through the creation of the Commission contributed to a gradual
process of delegitimatisation of both the Pingüinos and the protests as a
mechanism to vent their discontent. Yet, while the movement had lost
momentum, education had become a central issue on the public agenda and a
policy priority for the government.
‘Everything for Them, Nothing for Us’: The Segregating Eﬀects of the Education
System and the Pingüino Movement’s Construction of a Collective Action Frame
As important as the organisational features and forms of claim-making may be
to explain the rise of the Pingüino movement, it is also necessary to refer to the
crucial role played by its collective action frame. Through this frame the
students elaborated a shared understanding of the world and of themselves,
thus legitimising and motivating collective action. There are both agency and
structural dimensions involved in the construction of collective action frames.
As Gamson and Meyer cogently argue, they are ‘on the one hand, part of the
world, passive and structured; on the other, people are active in constructing
them’. Hence, a revision of the framing processes in the case of the Pingüino
movement requires an analysis of both the structural elements that it reacted
against and the strategic eﬀorts made by the movement participants in
outlining a common diagnosis.
So, which features of the Chilean education system created the grievances
that became the rallying cry of the Pingüino movement in ? As
mentioned, a recurrent criticism since the re-establishment of democracy was
the education system’s authoritarian origin. By promulgating the LOCE on its
last day in oﬃce, the military regime had ‘locked in’ the sweeping education
reforms of the s. These reforms had been modelled closely on the
neoliberal paradigm, which was embraced by key policy-makers of the military
regime, famously referred to as the ‘Chicago Boys’. In , Chile became
the ﬁrst country in the world to introduce the ‘education voucher’ – originally
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proposed by Milton Friedman – on a national scale. The voucher, the value
of which is calculated based on the monthly average student attendance, is
paid for by the Ministry of Education. This scheme oﬀered strong incentives
for the creation of a private market in education because it paid the state
subsidy to both public and privately administrated schools. As one of the
conditions put on payment of the subsidy by the Ministry of Education
was that the school did not charge fees, some private schools stayed out of
the voucher scheme. Nonetheless, subsidised private schools started to
proliferate. As a result, the education system’s three main administrative
categories became public schools, subsidised private schools and private
schools without any state funding. The fact that the voucher system made
no distinction between public and subsidised private schools, the
neoliberal argument went, gave parents more choice on where to enrol their
children. The voucher system was also believed to provide a mechanism of
accountability and guarantee for the quality of education, as schools that
failed to show good results would see their students being enrolled elsewhere.
Based on further prescriptions of the neoliberal devotees, the expansion of
the private education market was coupled with a process of decentralisation.
Accordingly, functions of the Ministry of Education such as the management
of schools were delegated to municipal governments. The ministry was kept in
charge of the curriculum and the assessment of students.
Between  and , student enrolment in subsidised private
schools increased from . per cent to . per cent. This expansion was
at the expense of public schools. The percentage of students enrolled in
municipal education declined from  per cent in  to . per cent
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in
As the newly created subsidised private schools mostly spread in
urban and highly populated areas, they attracted middle-income families
that could not aﬀord the private non-subsidised schools. The economic
crisis of the early s and the drop in public expenditure on education
further led parents to enrol their children in private subsidised schools.
The reduction in the number of students in public schools continued in the
s under the Concertación governments. In , . per cent of the
student population enrolled in public schools,  per cent in subsidised private
schools and . per cent in private schools without state funding.
Given the power constellation in Parliament when the Concertación took
over in , major changes to the education system described above were
seen as unviable. In the context of the tense political situation in which the
ﬁrst democratic government operated, the leaders of the centre-left coalition
considered it necessary to apply a non-conﬂictive approach to policy-making
in education. Forced to rely on the education system bequeathed to it
by the military regime, the Concertación’s main objective became the
introduction of equity- and quality-enhancing reforms. Sidestepping
complicated processes of negotiation, the Concertación often elaborated
education reforms that could be implemented by executive order. These
changes frequently involved additional resources, an issue that brought
together the interests of families, teachers, the executive and the legislature.
Public expenditure on education as a share of GDP increased from . per cent
in  to . per cent in . After , private contributions to
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education also increased. In exchange for passing a tax reform in Parliament,
the Concertación conceded a proposal from the Right to integrate a coﬁnancing scheme in state-subsidised schools through which parents could
be charged.
To be sure, there was signiﬁcant progress in the development of the
education system between  and . The working conditions of teachers
and their professional development improved, as did school infrastructure
and supplies. The curriculum reform in  and the introduction of the
‘full school day’ in  signiﬁed considerable changes to the content taught
in schools and an increase in hours of learning per day. Crucially, the
percentage of Chileans with secondary school education increased from .
per cent in  to . per cent in , ﬁgures that are signiﬁcantly above
those of most other Latin American countries. This increase took place in all
income groups, but it was most marked in the two poorest quintiles.
Yet, as the Pingüinos pointed out time and again in , the Concertación
had failed to deliver on what had constituted its most essential pledge: to
improve equity in the education system. While more secondary school
students than ever before were being educated, there were important
diﬀerences in the quality of the education provided by the three main
administrative categories of the education system. This variation is unveiled
when examining each category’s performance in the PSU. In , more than
 per cent of students from private schools got over  points. The
equivalent percentages were  per cent for subsidised private schools and
. per cent for municipal schools. In the words of María Huerta, who was
enrolled at a public school and was one of the most visible faces of the
 mobilisations, ‘we felt tired of conﬁrming that we did worse than the
students from private schools on the PSU’. The disparity in the quality of
education expressed in the PSU results is translated into diﬀerential access
to higher education institutions. As there is a huge variance in the rate of
return of higher education degrees, this has a great impact on income
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As one Pingüino leader put it: ‘you feel that you are almost …
I don’t want to be deterministic … but that you are destined to something.
That if you go to school A [a municipal school] you are destined to get 
points in the university entry exam and then the rest is determined.’
The education system and the diﬀerences between the quality of public
and private education had laid the ground for polarised realities. ‘Everything
for them, nothing for us’ was perhaps one of the Pingüino movement’s most
succinct catchphrases, tellingly expressing clear notions of ‘us’ and ‘them’. The
conviction of the students was that the LOCE needed to be replaced by an
institutional frame that privileged public education. This would translate into
better education for them and, consequently, into better chances to access
higher education. Nonetheless, the abolition of the LOCE was not initially on
the movement’s agenda. Based on previous experiences, the  leaders
knew full well that more immediate demands mobilised secondary school
students. So, the Pingüinos’ ﬁrst petition included the reduction of the cost
of the school transport pass and a free-of-charge PSU. The successful appeal of
the ﬁrst demonstrations in Santiago validated the Pingüino leaders’ strategy of
engaging more people by demanding action on speciﬁc issues that inﬂuenced
students’ everyday lives. Thus long-term demands such as the overhaul of the
LOCE and the municipal-based education system could be incorporated.
Including the LOCE in the Pingüinos’ petition was part of what social
movement scholars refer to as frame ampliﬁcation. This involves clarifying
the relationship between the diﬀerent concepts within an interpretative frame;
in this case the LOCE, the quality of education, and inequality. In the words
of a senior policy-maker of the Ministry of Education: ‘[The Pingüino
movement] was a very peculiar movement because it called for quality
education. And they managed to embody a very simple idea in a law’.
Furthermore, the students were critical of the neoliberal logic of the voucher
system, which signiﬁed that ‘anyone can open an educational institution
and proﬁt from the state subsidy’. More generally, as illustrated by one of
the movement’s most popular slogans – ‘We are students, not clients’ – the
Pingüinos rejected the privatisation of the education system promoted by the
LOCE. The common diagnosis was that the neoliberal principles that guided
inequality.
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the education system contributed to the segregation of the students according
to their capacity to pay for private education.
‘We Knew that this Was the Moment’: The ‘Bottom-Up’ Discourse of President
Bachelet and the Emergence of the Pingüino Movement
As noted in the introduction, the post-transition scenario in Chile was
characterised by very limited input from social movements into the policy
agenda. What made  diﬀerent in this regard? Answering this question
requires that we examine the Concertación’s governance formula and the
ascension of Michelle Bachelet in an attempt to address its elite-centred
nature. This development, it is argued, signiﬁed an opening of the structure of
political opportunities. The latter is conceived of here as ‘consistent – but not
necessarily formal, permanent, or national – signals to social or political actors
which either encourage or discourage them to use their internal resources
to form social movements’. As will be stressed, the emphasis on signals
implies a subjective notion of structure of political opportunities according to
which no opportunity will induce mobilisation unless it is perceived to do so.
In other words, features of the political environment are only political
opportunities if they change social movements’ expectations for success or
failure.
In the case of Chile, the origins of the Concertación’s governance formula
that deﬁned the impact of social movements on the policy-making process can
be traced back to the institutional constraints that resulted from the country’s
negotiated transition to democracy. In , after  years of authoritarian
rule, General Pinochet still beneﬁted from considerable support. Moreover,
the  Constitution deﬁned a binominal electoral system that favoured the
right-wing parties and forced coalition-building to the detriment of minority
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It also included what has been referred to as ‘authoritarian enclaves’,
which, amongst other things, established the appointment of nine designated
senators from institutions that were strongly inﬂuenced by the military.
These features convinced the Concertación leaders that moderation and
consensus-seeking were necessary conditions for balancing power and avoiding
an authoritarian reversal. Conﬂict and social mobilisation were considered
counterproductive to democratic consolidation, and governability became one
of the key pillars of their political project. In this vein, the political parties
of the Concertación discouraged grassroots participation as a strategic response
to assure democracy. In addition, the experiences of imprisonment and exile
that many politicians had gone through after the military coup led to an
important process of political learning and the construction of a moderate
Left. The Concertación parties no longer sought to base their constituency
on political mobilisation. Instead, the centre-left coalition embraced a
liberal democratic governance approach in which the space for popular
participation in the political process was restricted to the electoral arena.
The Concertación also needed to allay the apprehensions of the economic
elites and reassure them that there would not be any drastic change to the
economic model. While the party leaders did not subscribe fully to the
neoliberal model that the military regime had introduced in the s, they
were wary of killing the goose that could lay the golden egg. Hence, when
parties.
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it took over in , the coalition decided to maintain the economic model
and complement it with aggressive social welfare policies. This resulted
in the social liberal approach to policy which became the hallmark of the
Concertación governments, continuing during the presidencies of Socialists
Ricardo Lagos and Michelle Bachelet.
As Roberts argues, the governance approach and policy orientation
pursued by the Concertación contributed to Chile’s political and economic
stability, ‘but at the price of abandoning commitments to more far-reaching
change’. Indeed, under the gloss of success, there were signs of citizen
discontent with the development path undertaken by the country. In ,
when Chileans were asked if they felt like ‘losers’ or ‘winners’ of the economic
development of the country,  per cent stated that they felt like ‘losers’,
compared with  per cent who thought of themselves as ‘winners’.
Dissatisfaction with the functioning of the democratic regime was also
apparent. In ,  per cent of Chileans were ‘not very satisﬁed’ or ‘not
satisﬁed at all’ with the overall functioning of the democratic regime. Only
 per cent thought that the political parties were doing a ‘very good’ or ‘good’
job in . Electoral participation waned steadily from  per cent in the
 elections to  per cent in .
Michelle Bachelet’s  presidential campaign focused on addressing these
signs of discontent. Given that her candidacy had been driven by the polls
rather than the decisions of narrow party elites, her presidential campaign
promoted her as a candidate of ‘the people’. Her candidacy was explicitly
conceived of as a departure from the elite-centred governance formula of the
Concertación. As one of her campaign advisers asserted, ‘she embodied a
strong demand for renewal of the governing elites … people were tired of the
traditional political class’. Seeking to be coherent with this, her electoral
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promises included the appointment of ‘new faces’, i.e., politicians from outside
the party elites that had not occupied key positions in the previous
governments. She also committed to addressing the diﬃculties posed
by the Concertación’s governance formula by introducing a strong emphasis
on participation and consultation. In her own words, ‘a country’s vision is
not constructed behind closed doors; it is constructed with everybody’s
opinions’.
Expectations of President Bachelet were high, and her ‘new’ political style
undoubtedly had a series of consequences for the unfolding of the Pingüino
movement. First, although the student uprising emerged too early after
Bachelet’s ascension to beneﬁt from any concrete initiative to foster citizen
participation, at a discursive level the new government was signalling its
willingness to open up spaces for citizen participation. From the perspective
of the movement’s participants, there was a clear awareness of what the new
administration’s political style might mean for any mobilisation eﬀort. The
rise of the Pingüinos provided an excellent opportunity to scrutinise whether
the government would keep its promise and put Bachelet’s ‘bottom-up’
discourse into practice. As one of the student leaders explained, ‘we all said:
“Bachelet can’t just throw the police on us, her whole citizen discourse would
have been destroyed.” We knew that this was the moment … thus the idea was
to take advantage of it as much as possible.’ The quote illustrates that the
Pingüinos were aware of the possibilities opened up by the new government’s
rhetoric of citizen participation. It also shows clearly that, as Gamson and
Meyer note, ‘opportunities sometimes present themselves with no movement
provenance, but movements are active in structuring and creating political
opportunity’.
Second, in the context of the proposed ‘bottom-up agenda’, the student
protests provided an opportunity for the media and the opposition to question
the new administration. The extent to which the government could ﬁnd a
solution to the movement that was coherent with its ‘government of citizens’
formula was tested. At the same time, right-wing media such as El Mercurio
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criticised the government, suggesting that it was failing to fulﬁl its most
elemental function – that is, to guarantee public order.
Third, the introduction of ‘new’ faces that did not necessarily come from
the party elites but had less political experience signiﬁed that a series of
mistakes were made in the government’s response to the movement. A critical
example was the minister of education’s appeal to the students that were not
taking part in the mobilisation on one occasion, which was interpreted as
an attempt to split the movement. This aggrieved the Pingüinos, who escalated
the conﬂict – and this, in turn, exposed the poor coordination between the
ministries involved in handling the protests. Francisco Javier Díaz, adviser to
President Bachelet, points out the lack of information about the Pingüinos
that the Ministerio Secretaría General de Gobierno (Ministry General
Secretariat of the Presidency) received from the Ministry of the Interior.
This certainly aﬀected the performance of the minister of education, who later
stated that ‘if I have made any mistake it is to not have foreseen the magnitude
of the issue’. Not surprisingly, both he and the minister of the interior were
replaced when President Bachelet reshuﬄed her cabinet in July .
Last, the new administration also brought important political allies to the
student movement. The Pingüinos were aware of the legitimacy that their
demands had at the elite level. César Valenzuela, one of the spokespersons of
the movement, has asserted that ‘for the most part, they [the students’
demands] were their own ideas; a great part of what we called for is what the
Concertación wants today’. It is important to note, however, that this
support did not follow a clear-cut path of development. In her  May speech,
President Bachelet not only omitted the students’ petition but also highlighted
the violence in the protests. When the school sit-ins began to proliferate
and the ﬁrst negotiation attempts with the education authorities took
place, the government disapproved of the students’ forms of claim-making.
Yet, as the mobilisations added participants, the discourse changed and the
government publicly supported the call for improving the education system.
Bachelet announced that ‘in this government we will need to undertake
a reform to augment the quality of education’. A senior policy adviser
explained the shifting government response in the following way: ‘We realised
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that the Pingüinos’ demands had a certain level of legitimacy and that the
issue of quality education was a heartfelt demand … To abolish the LOCE
became inevitable; how and how much we had to discuss … The movement
was the impulse that we did not have; the strength that we needed to pursue
the reforms’.
Integrating Eﬀects: The Rise and Fall of the Pingüino Movement
As was suggested in the introduction to this article, a comprehensive
understanding of the Pingüino movement requires an examination of the
interacting eﬀects between mobilisation resources, framing processes and the
structure of political opportunities. As McAdam et al. note, social changes
that render the established political order more vulnerable or receptive to
challenge are not likely to be seized by a social movement if it is not suﬃciently
organised. In the case of the Pingüinos, while the students were following
the logic of the assembly and had spokespersons instead of a president, which
would have been the case in a more heirarchical structure, leadership was still
signiﬁcant. The Pingüino spokespersons’ capacity to gradually include
structural demands into the movement’s petition, linking together loose
concepts such as the LOCE, unequal learning results and fewer opportunities
to access higher education, was of central importance. The expertise of the
four leaders made possible a common diagnosis and a shared understanding of
reality: rich and poor students had access to diﬀerent qualities of education.
Moreover, the spokespersons’ experience allowed for the articulation of a
political discourse on the ‘big topics’, which further legitimised the demands of
the movement in the eyes of the public and among the students who
participated in the mobilisation.
Mobilisation resources also inﬂuence framing processes in other ways.
As Clemens notes, models of organisation ‘may also inform the development
of collective identity. The answer to “Who are we?” need not be a quality or a
noun; “We are people who do these sorts of things in this particular way” can
be equally compelling.’ As previously stated, the internal restructuring
process undertaken by the student organisation, which culminated in the
creation of the AES in late , contributed to an increase in student
engagement. Not only was the distribution of interests between the
spokespersons favourable to the unity of the movement, but the assembly as
a participatory mechanism was also greatly appreciated by the students.
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Likewise, the shared meanings and deﬁnitions that compose a movement’s
collective action frame always mediate between the structural requirements of
opportunity and organisation. ‘Bachelet – ¿estás con nosotros?’ (Bachelet –
are you with us?), the students asked, thus paraphrasing Bachelet’s main
presidential campaign slogan ‘Estoy contigo’ (I am with you). As has been
argued, the emergence of the Pingüino movement must be analysed in light of
the opening of the structure of political opportunities that the ascension of
President Bachelet signiﬁed. But this involves a subjective notion of structure
of political opportunities, where opportunities only became such because the
Pingüinos were aware of the possibilities that the new government’s ‘bottomup’ rhetoric involved and incorporated this insight into their collective action
frame.
Once the Pingüino movement had emerged, however, the same traits that
had led to its rapid rise also contributed to its downfall. When compared with
the more federative style of organisation that had typically characterised the
ACAS, the logic of the assemblies meant that the internal decision-making
process was slowed down. This created diﬃculties during the negotiations with
the Ministry of Education; as one of the senior government oﬃcials involved
commented, ‘the spokespersons had to go back to the assembly and ask what
it thought on each proposal made by the government’. Likewise, as the
movement unfolded and gained force, the complex decision-making process
within it encountered increasing diﬃculties in processing the divergent stances
on education.
Yet, President Bachelet’s oﬀer to meet some of the movement’s demands on
live television signiﬁed that the time had come for the students to start making
decisions. The original decision-making structure contemplated that each
school had one vote at the assembly, either through the president of the
student council or the representative of the colectivo social. Nevertheless, after
weeks of mobilisation and as more schools joined, the assembly had grown
to more than , students, exceeding by far the logistic and organisational
capacities of the movement. In this context, the voting system became one
of the main lines of division between the Concertación-friendly and the
minority right-wing sectors on the one hand, and the left-leaning colectivos
sociales on the other. While the former defended a formal organisation
where each school had one vote, the latter wanted to entitle each colectivo
social to one vote, no matter how many of these groups were present in a
school.
Voting systems aside, the diversity of political strands within the movement
that had been fruitful in terms of broadening the constituency of the students
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became problematic when the time came to decide on the government oﬀer.
Again, for the Concertación-friendly and the minority right-wing sectors, it
represented a turning point beyond which it was hard to achieve anything, and
thus the right moment to end the school sit-ins and demobilise. Another
sector associated with the colectivos sociales wanted to bypass the debate in
the Commission and continue with the mobilisations in order to put some
additional pressure on the government to meet all of their demands. In the
context of these contrary outlooks, ‘agitation won’. This is why it was
decided to convene other social organisations and announce yet another
national strike for  June.
These events signiﬁed a turning point in media coverage. After the ﬁrst
phase of street protests, in which the media had focused on the violent ending
of many demonstrations, the school sit-ins had made the Pingüinos a ‘story’,
attracting attention to the spokespersons’ competence and the wide range of
political tendencies represented. When the participation of the radical Left
Frente Patriótico Manuel Rodríguez in the national strike of  June became
known, it was depicted as the cause of the divisions within the movement
and of its radicalisation. The Pingüinos’ hesitant stance in relation to the
government’s oﬀer also received disapproval in the media. This is perhaps best
illustrated by the headline of Las Últimas Noticias, the most popular Chilean
tabloid, the day after the president’s announcement: ‘No se suban por el
chorro’, an expression that makes reference to what was thought of as the
Pingüinos’ ingratitude to the government’s proposal.
For the government, Bachelet’s announcement signiﬁed that the time for
the Pingüino movement to abandon the protests had arrived. The establishment of the Commission was conceived of as a mechanism to ‘decompress
the mood’. By inviting the main actors of the education system – a total
of  individuals – to discuss possible education reforms for six months,
the government sought to legitimise the Commission as a dialogue platform.
Aware of the damage to the movement’s reputation that an automarginalisation from the Commission would signify, the Pingüinos ﬁnally
decided to participate. As one Pingüino leader expressed, ‘it is indispensable
that the voice of the secondary students is heard through us and not
intermediaries’.
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Nevertheless, once the Pingüinos entered the institutional arena,
their inﬂuence was constrained signiﬁcantly. When participating in the
Commission, the students felt that they were overlooked by many education
experts who did not necessarily support their critical account. The demands
of the movement were partially reﬂected in President Bachelet’s ﬁrst
education bill, which included some of the Commission’s most controversial
proposals such as the elimination of proﬁt-making with state subsidies.
Yet, this bill – which already seemed timid from the perspective of the
Pingüinos – lacked political support in Parliament. In , the Concertación
and the opposition reached an agreement that paved the way for the
replacement of the LOCE with the Ley General de Educación (General
Education Law), which was ﬁnally promulgated in August . Later policy
outcomes such as the establishment of the Inspectorate for the Quality of
Education and the Agency for the Quality of Education were approved as late
as August .
An exhaustive analysis of the policy-making process and education reforms
that followed the protests staged by secondary school students in  is
outside the scope of this article. It is, furthermore, too early to assess
the eﬀects of the reforms in terms of improving the equity and quality of
education. Nonetheless, given the fact that the laws ‘did not deal with the
root of the problem’ and the high political price paid by the Concertación,
the  agreement between the Concertación and the opposition is with
hindsight considered to be a mistake by prominent left-wing leaders.
Finally, from the perspective of many Pingüinos, the negotiations and policymaking that led to the new legislation represented the usual ‘politics behind
closed doors’.

Conclusion
Focusing on the ﬁrst large-scale protests in Chile after the reinstatement
of democracy in , this article has shown how and why the  Pingüino
movement mobilised hundreds of thousands of secondary school students
against the shortcomings of the neoliberal education model, and succeeded in
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placing education on the government’s agenda. It has been argued that three
interlinked processes explain the emergence of the movement. First, a nonhierarchic internal organisation and strong leadership that connected
previously disunited groups of secondary school students enabled mobilisation
for a common cause. Second, the maturing of education policies pursued
during the previous two decades signiﬁed a dramatic increase in the rate of
graduation of secondary school students. Although more students beneﬁted
from schooling, the daily experience of injustice with regard to the quality of
the education provided by diﬀerent types of schools created a shared diagnosis
that the Pingüino leaders eﬀectively incorporated into the movement’s
collective action frame. Third, the Pingüino movement faced a favourable
structure of political opportunities due to President Bachelet’s ‘bottom-up’
discourse – and knew how to take advantage of it.
From a theoretical point of view, this article’s analysis of the Pingüinos
underscores the relevance of both identity and material dimensions when
explaining the emergence of social movements. As has been shown, the
students’ call for quality education was eﬀective because many of them felt
they were part of a group aﬀected by the faults of the education system. The
case study further points to the importance of the structural level when
analysing the frame in which more relational and cognitive elements such as
social movements’ collective action frames are constructed. The grievances of
the Pingüinos all stemmed from the shortcomings of the education system
and the diﬃculties faced by the political system in processing reforms
that have not been pursued ‘from above’. Thus the analysis conﬁrms
the need to pay special attention to movements’ interaction with the
institutional arena. As suggested in this article, the examination of the
structure of political opportunities as proposed by the contentious politics
approach is particularly fruitful for identifying the possibilities available to,
and the formal and informal institutional constraints faced by, social
movements.
If anything, the Pingüinos showed that social movements can provide
a signiﬁcant impulse to advance – not determine – policy agendas.
Repoliticising education policies and the politics behind them, the students
became pioneers in countering the Concertación’s insistence on consensus
and gradual reform that had characterised Chilean politics in the posttransition setting and arguably made transformational change problematic.
The latter, as Roberts and Levitsky suggest, might have been the consequence
of an ‘overlearning’ of the lessons of the democratic breakdown of the s,
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which led moderate Left governments such as the Concertación to eschew
social mobilisation.
The wariness of the centre-left coalition not only constrained the
possibilities for alliances to pursue far-reaching reforms, but also resulted in a
lost bond with social movements. The consequences could be seen in the 
student uprisings, this time staged by university students protesting against
the high indebtedness provoked by a credit scheme introduced in . In
light of the frustration with the way in which the Pingüino movement’s
demands were channelled, the university leaders declared: ‘we will not
negotiate with anyone from the traditional political class. We have the
example from , when we were secondary school students and were
betrayed though working meetings and negotiations’. Hence, in  the
student movement demanded not only public, free and high-quality
education, but also a new political constitution that allows for more citizen
participation. The prospect of these protests is still open, and making
predictions about Chile’s political future is anything but simple. Nevertheless,
both the Pingüino movement and the more recent mobilisations show that
the Concertación and also the current right-wing government of Sebastián
Piñera – arguably less responsive to social movement demands – have great
diﬃculties channelling citizens’ claims. To realign with social actors, and to
interpret the dynamics of change set in motion by the introduction of
neoliberalism and the re-establishment of democracy, will be part of the
challenges that the Chilean political establishment will have to address in
the coming years. Any eﬀort to impinge on power balances in this new
landscape will be strongly conditioned by the formal and informal
institutional constraints facing Chile’s democracy.
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