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The Transition Is Dead,
Long Live the Transition

Civil-Military Relations and the Limits of Consensus

GREGORY B. WEEKS

Given her background, the inauguration of Michelle Bachelet was a clear
sign that major political changes had taken place in Chile. Yet from 1990 for-
ward, observers—from politics, civil society, academia, and/or the press—
have applied the term “transition” to a host of different events, seeking to
pinpoint the moment at which Chile can be said to have broken free of
authoritarian legacies and established democratic civil-military relations.
This chapter will argue that analyses of the concept have not systematically
addressed the ways in which Chilean political actors view it. Inclusion of
those perceptions provides insights into the perceptions of the military’s
role in politics, and its “success” in establishing democratic civil-military
relations and addressing the legacies of the dictatorship. The central thesis
is that Concertacion governments have consistently pushed to proclaim a
consensus about civil-military relations that did not exist, and that this has
complicated the process of democratization. The chapter also argues that
the speed and the nature of the process have been determined by unique
circumstances derived from the limited power that Concertacién govern-
ments have had, which fosters incentives to forge consensus with the op-
position. )

Like her predecessors, President Bachelet inherited strong incentives to
proclaim the existence of a consensus about civil-military relations, but
not all relevant political actors feel part of that consensus. As a result, even
advances with regard to the military and human rights during her time in
office have not translated into political success for the president. This has
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caused a certain amount of policy paralysis, because the president, arguing
that transition is complete, has made little effort to further democratize
civil-military relations and pursue human rights cases.

The academic literature focuses on specific events or benchmarks that
denote passing a threshold that constitutes “transition.” By contrast, in
Chile (and very likely elsewhere in Latin America) the term also reflects
political goals and preferences. Using political discourse that includes ref-
erences to the transition is a means of sending political signals to different
audiences, including the Chilean public, political allies and opposition, the
international community, and the military itself. Thus, the literature fails
to consider how the framing of the transition becomes a matter of political
practice, varying by political aims, and evolving over time.

Part of the problem of defining the military’s role in Chilean democ-
racy is connected to disagreement about the very question of whether the
political system continues to undergo transition. For many Chileans, espe-
cially policymakers, the transition is also viewed in emotive terms, so that
events tied to Pinochet, for example, become linked to transition, regard-
less of whether they necessarily serve to democratize the political system
further.

From a political perspective, the transition itself is a period of relative
uncertainty that, once concluded, moves the country forward into a new
era of democracy and progress. As Brian Loveman and Elizabeth Lira have
noted, previous periods of Chilean political history have similarly been
marked by conflict followed by amnesties, pardons, and statements of look-
ing ahead and not living in the past.! With regard to civil-military relations,
however, the desire to view the transition in such stark terms increases the
temptation to consider “la cuestion militar” as complete. Further compli-
cating the matter, however, is that perceptions of those critical moments
widely diverge. Thus, Chileans themselves have often disagreed about the
boundaries of transition, whether it ended, and thus whither goes the mili-
tary. This constitutes another obstacle to presidential efforts to achieve con-
sensus about the completion of transition, and promotes schisms within
the Concertacion.

This chapter will begin with a discussion of how the literature has de-
fined political transitions. It will then move to an analysis of how “transi-
tion” has been utilized in Chile, focusing on three main points that have
been associated with it: the 1988-90 period that culminated in the inaugu-
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ration of Patricio Aylwin as president; the fate of Augusto Pinochet; and
the constitutional reforms of 200s5. Bachelet inherited a presidential tra-
dition of proclaiming the transition to be over, and she has not broken
with that established practice. The fact that such a declaration was con-
tinually repeated over time demonstrated that different Chilean political
actors themselves did not believe it to be true in the past. Some political
actors continue to assert that the transition is not complete, believing that
“completion” might mean a setback to achieving their particular political
goals. Only time will tell if President Bachelet also feels the need to repeat
it. From a political standpoint, a lack of consensus about transition makes
it even more difficult for the president to maintain support from all parts
of her governing coalition.

Defining “Transition”

Defining the term “transition” in the academic literature has proved dif-
ficult, and it is noteworthy that decades of debate have not produced much
agreement. It is also a term that is often used loosely without offering a
clear definition, which adds to the conceptual confusion. The focus on
transitions began in earnest in the 1980s as Latin American dictatorships
yielded to civilian governments, but it found inspiration in a classic article
by Dankwart Rustow, who argued that the minimum period for a transi-
lion was a generation, and that any transition could be considered com-
plete when the country reached something—ultimately undefined—called
democracy.” In the general literature, the focus is on specific benchmarks.
For Chilean political actors, the same is true, but such benchmarks are typi-
cally tied much more closely to high-profile events that do not necessarily
correspond to the general literature.

Guillermo O’Donnell and Philippe Schmitter offered a more concrete
definition than “the interval between one political regime and another” To
whit:

Transitions are delimited, on the one side, by the launching of the
process of dissolution of an authoritarian regime and, on the other,
by the installation of some form of democracy, the return to some
form of authoritarian rule, or the emergence of a revolutionary al-
ternative.3
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This definition is one of the most measurable, since it centers exclusively on
visible political outcomes. Others have used the same parameters, such that
post-authoritarian becomes synonymous with post-transition.

Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan also outline specific, but more expansive,
criteria for determining a transition’s conclusion:

A democratic transition is complete when sufficient agreement has
been reached about political procedures to produce an elected gov-
ernment, when a government comes to power that is the direct result
of a free and popular vote, when this government de facto has the au-
thority to generate new policies, and when the executive, legislative,
and judicial power generated by the new democracy does not have to
share power with other bodies de jure.’

That analysis is also unique in that it acknowledges the perceptions of
“transition” within countries, though for the Chilean case it asserts that
“if people accept that a transition has been completed when actually it has
not, this may indicate that key members of the aspiring democracy have
begun to accept nondemocratic constraints as bearable, or, in the worst
hypothesis, in some way even useful for the task of governing.”® The notion
that a political actor might be “wrong” about the transition points, albeit
indirectly, to the reality that politicians, military officers, and others may
have different perspectives. Rather than labeling their views as incorrect, it
is more useful analytically to determine in what ways their ideas diverge,
and why.

Others have argued that there are two transitions, the first from authori-
tarian rule to democracy, and the second from democracy to “consolidated”
democracy.? In the same vein are works that refer to a single transition
that ends with a consolidated democracy.® They yield no more agreement,
however, on when those ends have been attained. Further muddying the
analytical waters are analyses that combine discussions of two transitions
with “post-transition” references.?

View of the Transition in Chile

For Chileans, the term “transition” is even more amorphous. For politi-
cians, it refers in large measure to the notion of a major change of era, in
terms of past interactions with the armed forces. At times, the term can
carry clear political connotations, since using it may be part of an effort to
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show how effective a given policy change will be. Presidents, in particular,
have a strong incentive to assert that the transition is over. In particular, it
sends signals of stability, both domestically and internationally, but it also
provides more policy latitude, as the president need not feel pressured to
focus on specific issues labeled as “unfinished business” Thus, the most
progress is made when the transition is labeled by the president as “incom-
plete”

The 1988-90 Period

There is no consensus about precisely when the transition began, though
it can be narrowed down to two different dates. Although Jonathan Barton
and Warwick Murray write that “for most Chileans and foreign observers,
the democratic transition began with the 1988 plebiscite,” it is difficult to
generalize too much in this regard.* The plebiscite, which asked voters to
answer “yes” or “no” to another eight years of rule by Pinochet, launched
the negotiations that would culminate in an election and the eventual inau-
guration of a freely elected civilian government. This corresponds to Karl’s
assertion that “the dynamics of the transition revolve around strategic
interactions and tentative agreements between the actors with uncertain
power resources aimed at defining who will legitimately be entitled to play
in the political game, what criteria will determine the winners and losers,
and what limits will be placed on the issues as stake”” In that light, we can
view the year and a half between the plebiscite and the inauguration as a
time when the political rules of the game were determined, with the transi-
tion ending once those rules were set.

The second date for the transition’s beginnings centers on Aylwin’s in-
auguration, since it represented the first moment that the country was no
longer ruled by the military. For example, the daily La Nacién published
a special report on the transition in 2006, defining it as the period after
Aylwin assumed the presidency.”

There are, however, differing views. In his widely read account of that
time period, Rafael Otano signals the 1984 meeting of the opposition as the
start of the transition.’ It was at that point that a group of several hundred
opponents initiated an agreement to accept the dictatorship’s constitution
and work within its rules to change the government. As a result, Otano
defines the end of the transition as the moment at which the constitution
was reformed, making it more—though by no means fully—democralic.
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There is no agreement about whether and when the transition ended.
‘President Aylwin’s conception of transition corresponds to the dominant
paradigm in the academic literature, namely, that the transition ended in
March 1990, when Pinochet left power. The period thereafter was either
the “post-transition” or the “consolidation” of democracy. In his message
to Congress of May 1992, President Aylwin stated that the transition had
concluded, since it represented only the change from authoritarian to dem-
ocratic government, from abuse of power to liberty and freedom. For that
statement, he was roundly criticized.'* Nonetheless, even some scholars
agreed at the time that Chile’s could be considered “a successful transition,”
as Chile had “strong claims to be considered the country that has made
most progress toward consolidating democracy”*s That assertion is even
more problematic since it portrays the transition as relational, defined in
comparison to other Latin American countries.

From Aylwins perspective, declaring the end of the transition was im-
portant politically. It constituted a message to the world that Chile was no
longer a dictatorship and could therefore be reembraced by the free world,
but it was also aimed at Chileans, since the president needed to assure a
powerful military that the administration viewed the change of govern-
ment as important in its own right, and that it did not plan to pursue hu-
man rights cases aggressively or to denigrate the armed forces more gener-
ally. Aylwin also needed to let the opposition know that he was willing to
work with them.

The debate over whether 1990 marked the end of the transition also
shows that perceptions do not run along ideological or partisan lines. Even
those close to Aylwin, among them Andrés Zaldivar, disagreed. Zaldivar
wrote that the transition had begun with the 1988 plebiscite, and that it
would remain “inconclusive” until democratic reforms were enacted.'®
Genaro Arriagada, an Aylwin advisor, said in an interview that “there can
be no transition” without resolution of human rights abuses.”” With regard
to civil-military relations, there remained high-profile limitations on civil-
ian authority, and so, in line with Linz and Stepan, the rationale was that
political institutions remained transitional until the military’s prerogatives
were derogated.’®

Neither has there been agreement on the left. Camilo Escalona (a sena-
tor from the Socialist Party) argued that the transition began with Aylwin’s
inauguration, though he agreed that it had not yet been completed.” Patri-
cio Hales, who in 2007 was the head of the Defense Commission in the
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Cdmara de Diputados, and who is a member of the center-left Party for
Democracy (PPD), believes that events after March 1990 should be consid-
ered “democratization” rather than “transition.”>°

The military’s view was very similar to Aylwin’s, and would not change
for nearly fifteen years. Its goal was simply to proclaim the transition over,
which would make any future reforms unnecessary. According to the fu-
ture commander-in-chief of the Army, Juan Emilio Cheyre, the transition
should be viewed in constitutional-legal terms. The first phase was the sus-
pension and then rewriting of the constitution, between 1973 and 1980, and
the second phase was then completed in 1990, with the relinquishment of
power by the armed forces after having successfully transformed Chile’s
legal foundation and provided for free elections.” José Miguel Piuzzi Ca-
brera, an army officer who would eventually become a possible candidate
for commander-in-chief, wrote that the professionalism and discipline of
the armned forces had in fact been an important factor in the stability of that
transition.??

From that perspective, it was the civilian government that had caused
the political rupture that led to the military government, after which the
armed forces—under the leadership of Pinochet—had rewritten the rules
of the political game to ensure present and future stability. The transition
had ended once those rules were in place, at which time the military had
left power willingly, and so it carried significant symbolic weight. Any ef-
fort to change the rules once again would be going against the transition
itself.

The Fate(s) of Augusto Pinochet

From 1988 until his death in 2006, Augusto Pinochet—and his fate—have
commonly been associated with the “transition.” As president and then
former-president, as active and then retired commander-in-chief of the
Army, as a senator (both active and retired), and even as a prisoner under
house arrest, Pinochet’s civilian government was inextricably linked with
the military, though as his star fell, this was primarily limited to the army.

The transition was sometimes viewed as being tied to Pinochet him-
self. Foreign Minister José Miguel Insulza argued in 1996 that Pinochet’s
eventual retirement from the army would represent “another step in a suc-
cessful transition.”? Eight years later, as interior minister, Insulza insisted
that there was no longer any reason to talk about transition, but rather
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the country should be discussing the best ways to achieve full democracy
(plena democracia).**

References to transition surfaced again in 1997-98, when Pinochet re-
tired from the army and shortly thereafter was arrested on charges of hu-
man rights abuse after he traveled to Great Britain. At the time of Pinochet’s
1998 arrest, a Chilean human rights lawyer noted that the event marked
“a key point in Chile’s transition to democracy.”* On the contrary, argued
Ricardo Lagos and Heraldo Muiioz, “Pinochet’s ordeal has provoked a set-
back in that transition, reawakening the deep divisions still lingering in
Chilean society.”2¢

Interestingly, although Pinochet’s death may have been cathartic in a
sense, it did not occasion any new transition analogies. When asked, the
Christian Democrat Andrés Zaldivar replied that the transition continued,
and would do so as long as there were pending human rights cases.?” Long
lines of supporters waited at the Escuela Militar to see Pinochet’s body lying
in state, while others celebrated his passing elsewhere in Santiago. From a
political standpoint, however, no one considered the general’s death signifi-
cant. In his later years, Pinochet, once so adept at manipulating politicians
and the media to his own advantage, found himself submerged in a morass
of public relations disasters, all of them entirely of his own making.

In the end, perhaps nothing damaged the former president, as least sym-
bolically, as much as the Riggs Bank scandal, in which evidence indicated
that he had embezzled upward of $27 million from the Chilean Treasury
and funneled it into foreign banks. Pinochet had always claimed that he
had seized power for the love of his country, and even the opposition had
granted him that. Once it became clear that he had profited at the nation’s
expense, most of his remaining supporters distanced themselves. Gradu-
ally, the oft-used phrase “after Pinochet” began to reflect less immediacy.?®
By the time of his death, in December 2006, Pinochet had not been a politi-
cal force of any sort for years, and aside from periodic depositions, public
statements, and efforts to bring him to trial, he had ceased to be a public
figure. Thus, his death did not mark a drastic change for transitology.

Constitutional Reform

The constitutional reforms passed in 2005 revived Chilean transitology yet
again, and they have been central to both the Lagos and Bachelet adminis-
trations’ overall message of political progress. For over a decade, the efforts
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to rid the constitution of its more authoritarian elements had consistently
failed. The scandals brewing around Pinochet and the release of the Valech
Report, which detailed the torture suffered by tens of thousands during the
dictatorship, however, finally provided the necessary political leverage.?® As
time went on, even many on the right found it politically expedient not to
defend the former dictator and instead to support constitutional reforms
that would partially dismantle his political structures.

When constitutional reforms were finally implemented, they were im-
portant in both practical and symbolic terms. In the realm of civil-military
relations, the reforms eliminated the appointment of senators (among
them, many retired commanders-in-chief from the different branches of
government), they granted the president the right to fire commanders-in-
chief, they ended military control over the National Security Council, and
they removed the military’s right to protect “institutional order” All these
issues had vexed presidents since 1990, significantly reducing their ability
to pursue a range of policies without military interference. Andrés Alla-
mand, a member of Renovacién Nacional, said in a 2002 speech that those
were the key issues required for the transition to be considered complete,
though he had also included reform of the binomial electoral system, a
system which remained in place.3° After his election as president, Ricardo
Lagos said in an interview, that the transition would be fuifilled, “once we
have a constitution . . . everybody would agree upon.”¥

In symbolic terms, the reforms served to define “transition” largely in
terms of a collection of antidemocratic laws and constitutional provisions
related to the armed forces, a definition similar to that put forth by Linz
and Stepan. Once these provisions were removed from the constitution, the
transition was over. Along those lines, Felipe Agiiero has written that the
Pinochet arrest fostered a “catharsis,” which during the Lagos years evolved
into “democratic normalcy.”®* Arturo Valenzuela and Lucia Dammert have
called the Bachelet administration “Chile’s first ‘posttransitional’ govern-
ment.” According to them, although there were still changes to be made,
the transition threshold had been crossed.s

References to “catharsis” were also linked to declarations made by army
commander-in-chief Juan Emilio Cheyre. Unlike the leaders of the other
military branches, in speeches and in articles Cheyre took institutional re-
sponsibility for the abuses of the past, which was a major step forward for
a military force that had always asserted that reports of detention and tor-
ture were exaggerated and attributable only to “rogue” officers.3? Claudio
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Fuentes has argued that Cheyre should be viewed as “the general of the
military transition.”’ Thus, the military’s increased willingness to acknowl-
edge the abuses of the past could be seen as part of the overall transition to
democracy.

Notably, in 2005 President Ricardo Lagos used an international forum (a
state visit to Australia) to highlight these changes: “Twenty years ago there
was a national agreement for the country to become more democratic, fif-
teen years ago democratic governments began, and now we can say that
the transition in Chile has concluded”® His words signaled to potential
economic partners that Chile had crossed an important threshold of stabil-
ity and political maturity, and for Lagos more personally they represented
an important element in his legacy as president. Importantly, they also sig-
naled the importance of a gradual, consensual transition.

In July 2005, former president Aylwin defended his original thesis, say-
ing that the transition had concluded well over a decade prior. In April
2006, President Bachelet disagreed, saying that the constitutional reforms
had been key, and that the transition was “complete, but imperfect.”¥” Like
Valenzuela and Dammert, the Chilean ambassador to Argentina, Luis
Maira, explained that Bachelet’s was the first post-transition government:

This means that hers is the first government that will not have to
spend a significant portion of its energies in undoing all that was
“tightly tied up,” which was left by the military regime. It will be able
to think differently about the use of its time, spaces, and greater free-
dom to define its own political designs.?®

The message was that the constitutional reforms had erased the problem-
atic aspects of military autonomy and that consequently the Bachelet gov-
ernment need not be distracted from its core policy goals; it also meant that
Chile had moved into a new era, free of the disturbing legacies of the past.
This reflected a clear emphasis on consensus: Chileans could all agree that
they had persevered and moved forward. However, as the other chapters
have demonstrated, that focus on consensus also created policy paralysis.

The Contestation of Consensus in Chile

In 2006, the army began to shift its position. Whereas at one time it had
insisted that the transition was long finished and therefore reforms were
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unnecessary, after those reforms were enacted, its definition of transition
mutated into the unresolved area of human rights.

Also in 2006 the new army commander-in-chief, Oscar Izurieta, argued
that the transition was nearly over but that it would not be complete until
the human rights cases against military personnel were finished:

The only thing that remains pending for us is undoubtedly the num-
ber of people that are being processed. When all these processes end,
we would soon proclaim the transition definitively completed.3?

In response to Izurieta, presidential spokesman Ricardo Lagos Weber (son
of the former president) said that a pending issue was discovering the fates
of the detained/disappeared and to have justice for those who had com-
mitted crimes.*° The irony is that the military leadership shares with many
civilians the notion that the pending human rights cases demonstrate that
the transition is not over, but the military want these cases to end immedi-
ately, while civilians want more of them to proceed. For opposite reasons,
for each, proclaiming the transition to be over would possibly mean accept-
ing that those goals would remain unfuifilled.

The armed forces have continued to push for an end to such cases, and
over time it has found political support, most notably from Presidents Ay-
Iwin and Lagos, both of whom called—unsuccessfully—for time limits on
investigations and prosecutions. The way in which human rights abuses
remains a simmering issue for the military is reflected in the case of retired
general Rail Iturriaga, a high-profile member of the military regime who
was sentenced to five years in prison for kidnapping, but who in 2007 is-
sued a statement of protest and went into hiding (he was later apprehended
without incident). He had received little public support, other than from
the Group of Retired Generals. General Izurieta immediately distanced
himself from them, and even said publicly that the case was problematic
for the army, but the case shows how the military does not view the transi-
tion as finished.*!

José Zalaquett, a prominent human rights attorney and a member of
the “Mesa de Dialogo,” wrole in 2000 that confronting and overcoming the
legacy of human rights violations was an integral aspect of the transition.**
He defined the transition as “processes of political change that tend toward
establishing democratic order where before there was none, or reconstruct-
ing it after a process of armed internal conflict, dictatorship, or other seri-
ous rupture of national coexistence and institutional order”
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This has been described as “transitional justice#* Only after human
rights cases have been decided—with thorough investigations, judicial
proceedings, and prosecutions—can the transition be finished. According
to another member of the Mesa de Didlogo, even as Bachelet came to office
Chile was experiencing “continued political transition from the military
regime that began in 19904 In addition, some argue that the transition
is complete but that justice remains transitional.*¢ Human rights activists,
victims, and family members prefer not to proclaim the transition finished,
because that might imply “moving on” and not continuing investigations
and prosecutions. In fact, in 2008 the Agrupacién de Familiares de Deteni-
dos Desaparecidos criticized the Bachelet administration for making no
advances in human rights cases.4”

This is not an idle concern. With regard to the judicial branch, in 2007
the Supreme Court acquitted Colonel Claudio Lecaros for the forced disap-
pearance of three individuals in 1973, ruling that the statute of limitations
had expired. The Court had previously ruled that crimes against humanity
or war crimes were not subject to the statute of limitations.*® In 2007 and
2008, the Supreme Court also increasingly ruled in favor of reducing sen-
tences.*” Meanwhile, both houses of the legislature debated only one law
in 2007 related to human rights.5° Nonetheless, the wheels of justice did
continue to move during Bachelet’s term. Between 2005 and 2008, there
were thirty-five convictions for past human rights abuses.>"

Thus, by the time Bachelet took office there was more consensus than in
the past that the transition was over, but important voices demurred. She
was, however, well positioned to make this claim, since she had been de-
fense minister and had established positive relations with the armed forces.
As noted in the other chapters, her years in office have been rocky in many
ways, but the problems have been unrelated to the armed forces.

The army—which always took the lead role in political controversy in
the post-1990 period—has also retreated significantly from emitting politi-
cal opinions. For example, since 2000 (roughly coinciding with Pinochet’s
return from Great Britain) the army’s Memorial el Ejército has not pub-
lished any articles analyzing the military’s role in Chilean politics, which
was a staple of articles in the 1990s. Paul Sigmund has argued that the pe-
riod after 1990 had been marked by a “slow return to the earlier profes-
sionalism of the military,” a restoration of democratic values that had been
held before the armed forces were politicized in the late 1960s.5 Given the
military’s continued autonomy from civilian control in a number of areas
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(such as military justice, intelligence, and budgets), as well as the problem-
atic definition of “democratic values” in the pre-1973 era, this is likely an
exaggeration.

Nonetheless, there is no doubt that Bachelet took office at a time when
the relationship between civilians and the military entailed far less friction
than at any time in recent memory. This has not, however, translated into
political strength, since the perception of pending issues ensures that de-
bate continues and consensus is not quite achieved.

Policy Implications

The Concertacién’s internal schisms are linked to disagreements over the
transition. If the transition is complete, then the coalition’s original raison
détre has been fulfilled but it has yet to be replaced. In the absence of a new
organizational and policy message—other than simply existing to prevent
the Right from taking the presidency and/or a legislative majority—con-
siderable disarray continues, which poses an obstacle to getting important
legislation passed and implemented successfully. On the other hand, if the
transition is not finished, then the current consensus is simply blocking
further reform and therefore creating more rifts within the coalition. The
Concertacion’s relationships with the opposition are largely determined
by the same confusion, which creates conflict over constitutional and eco-
nomic reforms. Thus, the pattern of consensus and conflict plays a pivotal
role in shaping the macro aspects of Chilean politics.

In the area of civil-military relations, for example, the Copper Law
remains in effect, which reserves 10 percent of national copper sales for
military purchases (sales to the military amounted (o $1.4 billion in 2007).
Despite recurring proposals to amend or eliminate it, the law has remained
untouched since the military government modified it near the end of the
dictatorship, though it has been reinterpreted to compel the armed forces
to put a certain amount of the money received into an account for defense
acquisitions (and thereby not expend all of the funds at once). However,
reform requires negotiation with the Right, which thus far has not been
amenable to taiks, and Bachelet has little political capital to expend. She
created a commission in 2007 to provide options for replacing the law, but
she has not pushed the legislature to negotiate the details.s3 Nonetheless, in
2008 Defense Minister José Goii told a congressional subcommittee that
plans to replace the Copper Law were continuing.5
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Conclusion

Scholars have been debating the definition of “transition” and its effect for
over two decades, but they have reached little agreement. In the Chilean
case, most academics would characterize the transition as complete, be-
cause a democratically elected government is in place and because no non-
democratic forces have veto power over it. However, the literature almost
uniformly neglects the perceptions of the Chilean political actors them-
selves, whose views often deviate significantly from the academic defini-
tions. The definition of “transition” has been contentious for nearly twenty
years in Chile. The term has had political implications, as political actors
use it to suggest that certain goals have been reached and/or to send certain
signals to others, both inside and outside the country. Whatever has hap-
pened, in terms of “transition,” has been determined in large part by the
need (as discussed in the introduction to this volume) to have consensus
between the Concertacién and the opposition, which in turn has created
conflict within the coalition, since the policymaking process—such as at-
tention to human rights—tends to be very slow.

President Bachelet has avoided using the term “transition,” and the few
times when she has spoken about it she has insisted it is complete. This
sends a signal to international actors looking for political and economic
stability, but it also raises doubts in the minds of the military leadership
and the human rights community about her commitment to pursuing a hu-
man rights agenda. Interestingly, the military’s own view of the transition
has changed in the past decade as its position has weakened, especially as a
result of Pinochet’s arrest and subsequent legal woes.

The Chilean sociologist Tomdas Moulidn has observed that the transi-
tion has been declared over so many times that it must never have existed
in the first place.’ In 2007, El Clarin published an editorial asserting that
“the transition to democracy has not concluded and neither has it moved
forward at all”s® Perhaps the main criterion for a completed transition is
that it not be spoken of in the present tense and that President Bachelet
reaches the end of her term without feeling compelled to refer to it again.
That would entail real consensus, where no political actors insisted on the
continuing relevance of the term. Until then, political objectives and policy
disagreements leave “transition” as a contested term, albeit to a much lesser
extent than in the past. As a consequence, President Bachelet cannot ef-
fectively use her successes in civil-military relations to her political benefit.

The Transition Is Dead, Long Live the Transition . 81

It also means that the government is not in a strong position to push hard
for policy reforms, such as changes to the Copper Law, or for the acceler-
ated prosecution of human rights cases, since the urgency of those efforts
appears much reduced.
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