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Abstract: Since 2018, left-wing political parties have come to
power in almost all major Latin American countries. This unusual
political phenomenon is deemed the continuation and return of the
first “pink tide”—the shift to the left that emerged in the region at
the beginning of the twenty-first century—and thus has been called
a second “pink tide.” It is not only the result of the evolution of
multiple interwoven economic and social crises in Latin American
countries but also a manifestation of the resurgence of a left-wing
ideological trend worldwide. The current pink tide governments in
Latin America generally hold high the banner of reform; promote
social justice; prioritize economic growth and political reform,;
emphasize the role of the state in socio-economic development;
strive to improve government governance capacity; and endeavor
to explore new paths that differ from the neo-liberal development
model. Nonetheless, how long this new pink tide will last depends
on whether the left-wing governments in power can overcome four
major challenges.
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In recent years, a new “‘pink tide” has swept across Latin America. Left-wing
political parties have come to power in Mexico, Argentina, Chile, Peru,
Honduras, Colombia, and Brazil, and have achieved long-term governance in
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Venezuela, Nicaragua, and Bolivia. This constitutes a second wave of left-wing
governments in Latin America since the early 2000s and has been termed the
new “pink tide” in the region. This resurgent pink tide not only represents the
new echo and new development of the first that occurred at the beginning of the
twenty-first century, but also reflects the new explorations and new choices of
Latin American countries for their development paths under the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic and an ongoing economic Crisis.

An Unprecedented Pink Tide

It is well-known that in the long-term democratization process of Latin
America, there has always been a unique political phenomenon characterized
by the left- and the right-wing political parties taking turns assuming power,
which is known as the “Latin American political pendulum.” Western academia
and media even coined the term “pink tide” to describe the political wave of
a turn toward left-wing governments in Latin America since the beginning of
the twenty-first century. The term “pink tide” first appeared in the statement
by Larry Rohter, a New York Times reporter, on the 2004 Uruguayan general
election. Why choose the word “pink”? A reasonable explanation is that
Western academic circles and media prefer to define communist movements
as “red movements.” Therefore, they choose “pink,” which is slightly lighter
than “red,” to describe Latin American left-wing movements, which contain
progressive factors such as promoting social justice and opposing imperialism
but are also affected by Western democratic ideas. The first pink tide happened
from 1999 to 2016 in Latin America. At that time, left-wing political parties
came to power successively in Venezuela, Brazil, Uruguay, Bolivia, and
Chile, which set off the first rising tide of left-wing governments in the region.
However, around 2015, a new wave of right-wing political parties came into
power, particularly in the top five Latin American economies, namely, Brazil,
Mexico, Argentina, Colombia, and Chile. For a time, the shift away from
the left to the right became the mainstream phenomenon of Latin American
political life. However, this phenomenon did not last long. Since 2018, a new
turn to the left has resurged in Latin America, which is also known as the
second pink tide. Compared with its predecessor, the second pink tide exhibits
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the following characteristics.

First, the formation period of the new pink tide is shorter. From the
inauguration in 1999 of Hugo Chavez, the left-wing leader of Venezuela, to the
turn toward left-wing governments in more than 10 Latin American countries
around 2011, the first pink tide lasted about 10 years. By comparison, the second
pink tide took only four years, kicked off by Mexico in 2018, when a left-wing
political party took power in the second-largest Latin American economy, and
further established by Brazil in 2022, when the left-wing Workers’ Party won
the general election in the largest Latin American economy. The formation
of the second pink tide came somewhat earlier than expected, reflecting an
accelerating leftward movement in the Latin American political spectrum.

Second, the momentum of the new pink tide has appeared stronger. In
contrast to its predecessor, which experienced ups and downs, the new pink
tide has been characterized by a high starting point and rapid development. It
can be divided into three waves. The first wave took place from 2018 to 2020.
In July 2018, Andrés Manuel Lopez Obrador, the candidate of the National
Regeneration Movement party, won the presidential election and became
Mexico’s first leftist president in nearly 40 years. In October 2019, Alberto
Fernandez, a candidate of the Frente de Todos coalition, was elected president
of Argentina, marking the return of the left-wing forces after four years. In
October 2020, Luis Arce, a candidate of the leftist party Movement Toward
Socialism, won the first round of Bolivia’s general elections, taking his party
back to the political arena just one year after its resignation. The second wave
of the resurgent pink tide denoted the four elections won by the left-wing forces
in 2021. On June 6, leftist candidate Pedro Castillo was elected president of
Peru with 50.13% of the vote. On November 7, Daniel Ortega, a candidate of
the left-wing Sandinista National Liberation Front, won the general election
in Nicaragua with an overwhelming 76% of the vote and began his fifth
presidential term. On November 28, Xiomara Castro, a left-wing candidate of
the Liberty and Refoundation Party, won the presidential election in Honduras
and became the first female president in the country’s history. Finally, on
December 19, Gabriel Boric, a candidate of the Apruebo Dignidad coalition,
defeated his right-wing rival in the second round of Chile’s presidential
elections, and, at 36, became the youngest president in the country’s history.
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The third wave of the new pink tide comprised the two landmark general
elections that took place in Colombia and Brazil in 2022. On June 19, Gustavo
Petro, a candidate of the left-wing Historic Pact, won the second round of
Colombia’s presidential election and became the first leftist president in the
country’s history, marking the first-ever “turning left” of the most traditional
and conservative country in Latin America. On October 30, Luiz Inacio Lula
da Silva, leader of the Workers’ Party and former President, defeated his right-
wing rival and then President Jair Bolsonaro in the second round of Brazil’s
presidential election. Lula’s victory not only signified Brazil’s swing back from
right to left once again but also heralded a new pink tide in Latin America,
marking “the most symbolic shift in a political movement that has seen the
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region’s right-wing governments replaced by leftist leaders.” Lula himself also
became the only Latin American leader to have participated in the two pink
tides.

Third, the scope of the new pink tide has been wider. The first pink tide
spanned Central America and South America, covering 71.8% of the total area
of Latin America and affecting 53.8% of the total population. In comparison,
the scope and impact of the second pink tide have reached unprecedented levels.
From the perspective of the affected countries, a total of 17 Latin American
countries, namely, Brazil, Mexico, Argentina, Peru, Bolivia, Colombia,
Venezuela, Chile, Guyana, Panama, Costa Rica, Honduras, Nicaragua, Cuba,
Dominica, Saint Lucia, and Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, are now under
the rule of left-wing political parties. From the perspective of the coverage area,
the total area of left-wing ruled territories has reached more than 19.2 million
square kilometers, accounting for 92.7% of the total area of Latin America
(20.7 million square kilometers) and covering all the four geographical regions
(North America, Central America, South America, and the Caribbean). From
the perspective of the affected population, the current population under the left-
wing rule is 587 million, accounting for 89.4% of the total population of Latin
America (656 million). In the history of Latin America, there have never been
so many left-wing political parties in power over such a large range, almost all
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at the same time. In this sense, this new pink tide has set a historic record in
Latin America.

Fourth, the background and content of the new pink tide are more
complicated. Despite the many similarities that can be found between the two
pink tides, such as left-wing governments opposing neo-liberalism, paying
attention to social justice, emphasizing the role of the state in the national
economy, and opposing power politics and hegemony, there are also some distinct
differences. For example, left-wing governments in the second pink tide are
facing a worse macro-environment. In the first pink tide, left-wing governments
gained a great deal of income from the international commodity price boom
in the first 10 years of the twenty-first century, the rapid growth of China’s
economy at that time, and the relatively low interest rates of the United States
(US), which provided strong support for these governments in increasing public
spending, expanding social welfare, and winning re-election. By contrast, in the
second pink tide, left-wing governments are facing a more adverse international
environment: the storm created by US interest rate hikes, the Ukraine crisis,
and the COVID-19 pandemic. These headwinds have aggravated the high oil
prices, high inflation, and high deficits in Latin America, greatly reducing
governments’ fiscal space and means of governance. At the same time,
domestic political polarization makes it difficult for left-wing leaders to gain
high levels of support in the new pink tide and even more difficult to reach
a political consensus that crosses different parties and promotes necessary,
important reforms. Besides, the new pink tide governments seem to be greener.
Unlike their predecessors in the first pink tide, which used natural endowments
to advance massive mining projects, left-wing governments in the new pink tide
have put great emphasis on environmental protection and shown a willingness
to play an active role in the international climate change agenda. Finally,
left-wing governments in the new pink tide seem to be more avant-garde.
Unlike their predecessors in the first pink tide, who were more traditional and
conservative, left-wing presidents in the new pink tide, such as Boric and Petro,
are very concerned about gay rights and interests, emphasizing gender equality
and protecting minority rights.

Fifth, the new pink tide can be construed as a response to the world’s
left-wing movement. Since the 1980s, neo-liberalism has become a popular
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economic model in Latin America and the Western world. Nevertheless, due
to the serious social injustice, political corruption, and losses of economic
sovereignty that it has caused, neo-liberalism was severely criticized by
left-wing forces in the early twenty-first century. In recent years, however,
conservatism has risen globally, and right-wing forces have rebounded. In
April 2022, the far right won nearly one-third of the vote in the French general
election. In September 2022, the far-right Fratelli d’Italia (Brothers of Italy)
party won power in Italy. In the same month, the Sweden Democrats, also a far-
right political party, became the second-largest in parliament. Howbeit, from
a global perspective, many countries in the world are still governed by left or
center-left forces. For example, almost all Northern European countries, except
Iceland, are ruled by left-wing governments, and the Biden administration in
the US is even dubbed the “white left” by the media. In particular, faced with
the COVID-19 pandemic, the Ukraine crisis, and the intensification of major-
country competition, five socialist countries—China, the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea, Vietnam, Laos, and Cuba—have continued to strengthen
cooperation, working together to cope with challenges, seek new development
opportunities, and promote the constant progress of the world’s socialist cause.
Thus, they have become the most notable part of the global left-wing movement.
Latin American left-wing governments, which criticize neo-liberalism, pursue
social justice, and oppose power politics and hegemony, not only constitute a
component of the global left-wing movement but are also a new manifestation
of the global exploration of alternatives to neo-liberalism.

Multiple Reasons for Change

A resurgence of the pink tide in Latin America did not come out of nowhere.
Rather, it has profound economic, political, and social reasons.

First, a deep economic recession has led to the growing dissatisfaction of
the general public with the current situation. After the ten-year “golden growth
period” from 2004 to 2014, Latin American economies began to decline due
to changes in domestic and international conditions. During the five years
from 2015 to 2019, Latin America’s gross domestic product (GDP) grew 0.4%,
—0.6%, 1.4%, 1.2%, and 0.2%, respectively, thereby almost stagnating, and
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