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Abstract:
							                           
This paper investigates how ideological polarization and constituency factors influence legislators’ voting behaviour on Free Trade Agreements (FTAs). We explore the Chilean case, where trade policy has recently become highly politicized, to test three key relationships. First, we argue that right-wing legislators are more likely to champion FTAs when trade becomes a highly politicized issue, as the ratification of the CPTPP shows. Conversely, when trade is less politically salient, right-wing legislators are less likely to vote favourably for FTAs. Second, legislators representing regions with a high concentration of workers in tradable sectors are less likely to support trade liberalization, as it can put jobs at risk in their districts. Our results show that ideology explains legislators’ support to FTAs but only when the trade policy is politicized. Also, the probability of voting in favour of FTAs decreases as the proportion of workers in tradable sectors within the region increases. From a comparative perspective, the results highlight how the effect of politicization, observed mainly in European settings, is generalizable to a different set up: a presidential developing democracy.
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			Introduction

			In recent years, the global landscape of trade has been marked by a growing trend of trade wars and contentious political debates, particularly in developed countries. However, the dynamics of trade liberalization are significantly different in developing nations, where the intricate interplay of domestic politics, socioeconomic concerns, and broader development goals can profoundly influence legislators’ attitudes toward trade agreements. This paper examines this crucial dimension of trade policy by examining the case of Chile, a developing economy that has historically maintained a strong consensus on trade openness but has experienced a recent surge in politicization surrounding the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP). We explore the Chilean case to shed light on the interplay of ideology, constituency, and political salience in shaping legislators’ voting behaviour on Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) in a country with an extensive network of those instruments of economic cooperation.

			In this article, we aim to understand the circumstances under which legislators support or oppose FTAs in developing or emerging democracies. To do so, we will consider factors such as economic interests, ideological alignment, constituent pressure, development goals, historical context, global trends, the influence of lobbying and special interests, and local economic conditions. Analysing these dynamics comprehensively is crucial for understanding the role legislators play in shaping trade policies.

			While FTAs often benefit the economy as a whole, they can also adversely affect various social and demographic sectors, regions, and local producers, indicating that their positive effects are not universally inclusive. The heterogeneous impact of FTAs is well-documented in the literature
1
, which explores whether constituency characteristics (such as the exposure of specific regions to international competition) or ideological and partisan factors (between protectionism and liberalism) more effectively explain the support or opposition of democratic representatives to trade liberalization. The significance of ideological factors largely hinges on the political and economic context of the country where trade policies are being debated.

			In developed nations, trade wars and contentious politics surrounding trade have emerged as prominent issues. A growing body of research has focused on the politicization of trade policy and the increasing polarization of opinions on this matter, particularly in Europe and the European Union (EU) (see, for instance, Antoine et al. 2024; Cabras 2024; Dür et al. 2024a; Hurrelmann and Wendler 2024; Poletti et al. 2021). However, there is a notable gap in understanding the politicization of trade policy debates in developing democracies or in distinct political regimes outside the EU. This paper aims to address that gap.

			According to existing literature on the European Union (e.g., Migliorati and Vignoli 2022; Basedow and Hoerner 2024), when parliamentarians engage in a politicized debate, they often emphasize more radical ideological positions. In the context of a developing country like Chile, which is the focus of this article, we argue that politicization leads to a significant reconfiguration of legislators’ behavior during Free Trade Agreement (FTA) debates. Our framework presents three hypotheses: two related to ideological factors and one that examines the effect of regional or electoral districts.

			First, legislators on the right side of the ideological spectrum are more likely to support FTAs, but this tendency is heightened when trade issues are highly politicized. Second, right-wing legislators may be less inclined to vote in favor of FTAs when trade is perceived as less salient. Third, legislators representing regions with a larger population employed in tradable sectors—who are more vulnerable to competition from imports and foreign labor—are less likely to support trade liberalization. In the next section, we will outline the framework from which these hypotheses logically emerge.

			This relationship is tested using data from Chile, which serves as an effective case study because it is a developing economy that takes part in one of the largest networks of Free Trade Agreements (FTAs). These enable us to examine both our ideological and constituency hypotheses while controlling for the varying costs and benefits of additional FTAs over time. Equally important to our research motivation is the fact that Chilean trade policy has historically been characterized by low salience and a prevailing consensus on trade openness (Bianculli 2016; Fermandois and Henríquez 2005; López and Muñoz 2015). However, the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) has become highly contested and divisive since debates began in 2016. Therefore, the Chilean context provides an optimal environment for testing our hypothesis regarding the impact of politicization on legislators’ attitudes toward trade openness.

			The contribution of this article is twofold. First, we extend the literature on politicization, which, to the best of our knowledge, focuses almost exclusively on developed countries, particularly in Europe. Second, we contribute to the growing field that examines domestic factors explaining politicians’ (and voters’) attitudes towards trade liberalization in countries such as Argentina, Brazil, and Chile (e.g., Campello and Urdinez 2021; Murillo and Pinto 2022; López et al. 2024; Leiva 2021), as well as at a comparative level across the region (Dür et al. 2024a). Overall, our research corroborates that some of the relationships found in European democracies hold true for Chile, a developing democracy highly exposed to international trade.

			The rest of the paper is organized as follows: the next section introduces the theoretical framework, followed by a description of the Chilean case, in Section III. Section IV presents the data, methods, and main results. In Section V, we discuss our findings.

			
				Trade Politicization and legislators’ votes.

				Two main motives explain why legislators support or oppose trade liberalization: their ideological preferences and their constituency exposure to international trade (Kucik and Moraguez 2017). Regarding the ideology factor, the literature offers mixed findings. On one hand, studies show that right-wing members of the U.S. Congress tend to support trade liberalization and free trade agreements (FTAs) more than their left-wing counterparts (Milner and Judkins 2004; Milner and Tingley 2011). For instance, Gartzke and Wrighton (1998) found that more liberal legislators were less likely to vote in favour of the 1994 GATT agreement in the U.S. House of Representatives. On the other hand, some scholars question the strength and direction of this ideological relationship. Conley (1999) highlights that in 1997, more conservative members opposed the Fast-Track Trade Authority due to economic nationalism, anti-trade sentiments, and concerns over U.S. sovereignty. He argues that constituency factors had gained importance over time, while ideology had become less significant in explaining support for fast-track authority. Similarly, Sussman and Daynes (1995) acknowledge the role of ideology in fast-track votes but assert that it is not the primary determinant of roll call behaviour. Evidence from the U.S.-Korea FTA also suggests that national security concerns, rather than ideology, drive members`; votes on FTAs (Choi 2015).

				Among non-ideological factors, interest groups play a key role in shaping legislators’ attitudes toward FTAs. For instance, campaign contributions have been shown to explain much of the variance in voting behavior on NAFTA and the Uruguay Round Agreement, with ideology or party affiliation playing a lesser role (Baldwin and Magee 2000). While evidence for the United States does not rule out a correlation between trade votes and ideology, it remains inconclusive. The situation in European countries differs considerably.

				Indeed, when we shift our focus to evidence from European democracies, the key difference with the U.S case lies in a context unique to the EU: the politicization of trade policy. The politicization of international cooperation and trade liberalization is relatively recent in European political debates and so are studies on this issue, which are also geographically concentrated (i.e., Andrione‐Moylan et al. 2024; De Bièvre and Poletti. 2020). Politicization, in this context, refers to greater polarization of opinions and increased salience of trade debates (De Wilde, 2011). With higher levels of politicization, it is reasonable to expect more conflict compared to the earlier phases of trade liberalization (Young 2019). Notably, the ratification debates around TTIP, ACTA, and CETA sparked protests, demonstrations, and polarized discourse, leading to changes in parliamentarians’ behaviour, which is particularly relevant to our research (Diuna 2019; Dür et al. 2024b). Now, note that politicization may occur if no majority exists against trade in the public opinion. This is due to the strategic political action of interest groups and parties against trade liberalization or specific FTAs (Schimmelfennig 2020; Young 2019). This resembles what we observe in the case examined here. While somehow narrow interest groups, activists and parties with anti-trade preferences increased their level of attention and mobilization about the CPTPP (López et al. 2024), the preferences of the public have remained largely unaltered, as different surveys have shown (see: Valdivia 2023).

				At this point, it is worth noting that, even when building on this literature, we do not view votes on trade policy as necessarily having a material impact on foreign policy. Rather, we interpret legislators’ votes as a tool for position-taking during trade debates, with politicization strengthening the alignment between ideological positions and votes on FTAs. As Migliorati and Vignoli (2022) show, while right-wing and pro-Europe Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) are generally more supportive of FTAs compared to left-wing MEPs, politicization intensifies this effect. The authors argue that MEPs are sensitive to the political climate, with politicization pushing them toward a more ideological stance in parliamentary debates, thereby “magnifying” the influence of ideology. Similarly, Basedow and Hoerner (2024) observed that politicization “may harden MEP preferences (…) societal contestation is likely to incentivise MEP to engage in political grandstanding and to refuse concessions”. As a result, centre-left party groups at the European Parliament, previously skeptical of trade deals, have shifted their positions in response to increased politicization (De Ville and Gheyle 2024). During the highly politicized debate over CETA, right-wing parties were more likely to vote in favour of ratification, while parties prioritizing social equality in their platforms were less inclined to support the agreement (Maatsch 2022). Therefore, in the European context, ideological factors become more pronounced as politicization increases.

				To accurately capture the contextual impact of politicization in developing democracies, an important caveat must be addressed. In the European case, politicization is typically an additional effect, or technically, an interaction effect, where pre-existing positions on trade and European integration are further amplified. However, in developing contexts, such as the case examined in this article, the empirical expectation tied to the politicization of trade debates is better understood as a turning point or a complete realignment in legislators’ attitudes. The rationale is as follows: historically, conservative parties in Latin America—including Chile—have maintained close ties to agricultural lobbies and geographically specific constituencies (Moulian and Torres 2011; Scully 1992; Valenzuela 1985), sectors that are often threatened by trade liberalization.
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 This is also different to what we observe in other developed setting, such as the U.S case. In fact, right wing Republicans changed from supporting high tariffs as far back as the 1940s becoming more sensitive to export lobbies rather than import competing domestic producers (Irwin and Kroszner 1999). In Chile, meanwhile, electoral incentives, therefore, pushed these right-wing parties and legislators to align with their constituencies until recently. Anecdotal evidence suggests that anti-trade views were not absent among conservative parliamentarians in the 1990s and 2000s. For instance, during the debate on the U.S.-Chile FTA under Ricardo Lagos’s administration (2000-2006), right-wing senators and deputies, who typically advocated for more open trade elsewhere, became vocal critics of the policy (Leight 2008). Other studies have also documented cases where the government and the opposition aligned, that is the case of the U.S.-Chile FTA, though the effect is not always clear (Baeza Freer and López Varas 2015). A more comprehensive study shows that ideology does not produce significant estimates across various FTAs, such as MERCOSUR, P-4, and the U.S.-Chile agreements, concluding that ideology does not strongly correlate with trade votes (Leiva 2021). This mixed evidence on the ideology factor supports the strategy we adopt in this article, where we capture the effect of politicization using different debates on different FTAs, and so under different levels of politicization.

				An alternative but complementary view would stress the cumulative effect of trade liberalization. The adoption of new FTAs may produce a cumulative effect that gradually reduces resistance to embracing new commercial compromises. This is particularly evident in the case of services. Here, the inclusion of specific chapters about services and the commitment to avoid advancing towards more restrictive legislation on the matter result in obligations which, in turn, are automatically extended due to the principle of “most favoured nation treatment” (CEPAL 1999). In the case of the trade on goods, the cumulative effect may also be present. Indeed, at the time the CPTPP was voted on, previous FTAs had already granted access to all the CPTPP economies. For example, with Japan, 86% of Chilean exports were already free of export tariffs. A similar pattern is observed in the cases of Vietnam, Canada, and Malaysia, where various goods and sectors were previously excluded from bilateral FTAs. As it stands, productive sectors were less affected by new deregulations, or the effect was marginal. How has trade become politicized if distributive effects are less likely to affect productive sectors? Again, this underscores the role played by parties and lobbies, which may use trade policy to seek opportunities for political gain by mobilizing new activists (see: De Vries and Hobolt 2012). Ideological positions toward free trade agreements should be more visible but only when the politicization of trade policy is mounting within the elites, as in the case examined here (See: López et al. 2024).

				The actual votes on FTA of Chilean legislators seems to contradict their attitudes in parliamentary surveys, where right-wing legislators (compared to left-wing) show more support for economic integration with the U.S. and the EU (Bohigues and Manuel Rivas 2019). These inconsistent results may reflect a disconnection between trade policy attitudes and actual votes, especially in developing contexts where right-wing parties are closely tied to rural constituencies. In a less politicized environment, there are less incentives for ideological voting, that is, votes do not reflect the conflict between liberalization versus protectionism.
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 It is then when right-wing legislators with strong rural ties may have more room to oppose free trade. We then argue that in developing democracies, contrary to the European case, politicization realigns rather than polarize legislator behavior. From this discussion, two hypotheses follow:

				
					
Hypothesis 1a: Right-wing (conservative) legislators are more supportive of FTAs than left-wing members, but the effect is conditional on politicization.


					
Hypothesis 1b: When the FTA ratification process is not politicized, right-wing legislators are less likely to vote favourably.


				

				In addition to ideology, trade liberalization can cause conflict when perceived as harmful to some electoral districts. The threat or perception of issues like unemployment resulting from liberalization may incentivize protectionist stances (Gould, Ruffin, and Woodbridge 1993; Heinisz and Mansfield 2006). Similarly, evidence from the U.S. Congress trade reform votes shows that electoral incentives make politicians less likely to support trade openness (Conconi, Facchini et al. 2014). The logic is straightforward: free trade agreements typically reduce tariffs and other trade barriers and increase competition because of the consequent lower prices of imports. Workers in tradable sectors may view this heightened competition as threatening their job security, wages, or working conditions—particularly if they fear their jobs could be outsourced or undercut by cheaper foreign labour or products. This (perceived or real) threat can lead to reduced political support for free trade agreements among these workers and, consequently, the legislators who represent them.

				The constituency effect is generally universal, so it should also apply to Latin America. In Argentina, for example, Murillo and Pinto (2022) found that during the 2008 Export Tax Bill debate, legislators from agricultural regions were more likely to oppose the bill compared to those from import-competing areas. In Chile, Leiva (2021) documented that district economic factors, such as agriculture and manufacturing jobs, explained the rejection of FTAs in several cases during the 2000s. Before trade debates became politicized with the CPTPP, positions on earlier FTAs were shaped by constituency interests rather than ideological factors (Borges 2019). Likewise, when examining Brazilian voters’ and legislators’ attitudes toward foreign trade, Campello and Urdinez (2021) found that both groups from regions hurt by Chinese import shocks held negative views about China, which could eventually lead to protectionist policies.

				One way to specify the model is by including the share of tradable sectors in a constituency as an independent variable for legislators’ votes on trade, identifying how politicization or salience can increase opposition to trade liberalization for legislators from districts more exposed to trade. As Murillo and Pinto (2022) noted, when trade debates are more salient, interest groups and local, voters are more informed about distributional costs and policymakers decisions. This increased attention, and the potential negative effects, increases incentives for individual representatives to respond. In conclusion, we expect that a higher share of workers in tradable sectors increases the likelihood of rejecting trade liberalization. This leads to our third hypothesis:

				
					
Hypothesis 2: Legislators from districts in regions with a higher proportion of the population employed in tradable sectors are less likely to support trade liberalization.


				

				The next section describes the Chilean case and justifies its selection.

			

			
				The Chilean Case

				With an extensive network of Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) covering over 85% of global GDP and 65% of the world’s population (Toledo 2023), Chile has been a champion of open trade for decades. Its commitment to trade liberalization, largely unchallenged since the democratic restoration in 1990, has historically been fueled by a broad consensus that free trade is vital for economic growth and development (Fermandois and Henríquez 2005; López and Muñoz 2015; Wilhelmy and Durán 2003). This consensus has contributed to a political climate where trade policy has traditionally been considered a low-salience issue, rarely generating major divisions among parliamentarians before the CPTPP ratification process. Indeed, numerous studies confirm the high level of consensus surrounding trade policy liberalization in Chile (Ffrench-Davis, 2022), indicating a remarkable consistency in approach across the years
4
.

				The ratification debates surrounding the Chile-U.S., Chile-EU, and P-4 FTAs largely revolved around technical details and the specific sectors that would benefit or be negatively impacted by these agreements. While the FTA with the European Union, signed in May 2002, was hailed as a significant achievement, marking a culmination of Chile’s progressive rapprochement with the European bloc, the Ricardo Lagos administration (2000-2006) aimed to solidify Chile’s trade openness even further by prioritizing an FTA with the United States.
5
 However, during the negotiations and parliamentary debates for the Chile-U.S. FTA, conflict over trade remained largely confined to specific sectors or industries. While farmers occasionally voiced concerns about certain clauses, opposition to ratification was often attributed to the perceived negative impacts on particular sectors. The dairy sector, for instance, mobilized against the P4 agreement, highlighting how specific groups can exert influence over trade policy decisions (Van Klaveren, 2011).

				During the debate on the U.S.-Chile FTA under President Ricardo Lagos’s administration (2000-2006), a surprising shift emerged. Right-wing senators and deputies, typically strong proponents of open trade, became vocal critics of the policy (Leight 2008). This apparent contradiction between their stated positions and their voting behavior reveals a complex dynamic in Chilean politics. Parliamentary surveys, often reflecting a stronger preference for economic integration with the United States and the European Union among right-wing legislators compared to their left-wing counterparts (Bohigues and Manuel Rivas 2019), suggest a clear discrepancy between expressed attitudes and actual voting behavior. This discrepancy underscores the need to look beyond stated opinions and consider the nuanced interplay of ideology, constituency, and political context in shaping legislators’ decisions on trade policy.

				The long-standing stability and quiet policy-making surrounding trade policy in Chile dramatically shifted with the emergence of the CPTPP debate.
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 The discussion shifted from technical matters, in previous ratification processes, to a platform for opposition against Chile’s existing economic model. The agreement faced a protracted legislative journey, becoming stalled in parliament in 2018. A divided vote in the Chamber of Deputies in 2019 led to a prolonged debate in the Senate, spanning over two years. The center-right government of Sebastián Piñera found itself unable to secure a consensus with the opposition senators, highlighting the deep divisions surrounding the agreement.

				Institutional incentives may have influenced this change regarding partisan and politicians’ positions on trade. Indeed, the 2015 Electoral Reform increased the size of electoral districts and, consequently, reduced the thresholds for gaining parliamentary representation (Alemán 2023). As such, the reform provides incentives for the entry of new parties. Particularly important was the entry of a new political bloc, the ‘Frente Amplio,’ into the 2018–2022 legislature, becoming the third political bloc in the Chamber of Deputies. The members of this conglomerate subscribed to a position openly critical of the country’s trade policies. Actually, the 2017 electoral manifesto of the Frente Amplio’s presidential candidate announced that the party/bloc would stop the trade liberalization policy of the country. Overall, it is plausible to argue that because of the new electoral rules, incentives to compete for the median voter in electoral districts diminished, so now those advocating more extreme platforms may benefit from postulating anti-trade views to target activists and narrow sectional lobbies. This is because the preference for protectionism represents only a minority of the Chilean voters, as diverse surveys show. We will return to this point below.

				Then, the 2021 presidential election, which saw Gabriel Boric rise to power leading the Frente Amplio on a platform explicitly critical of Chile’s three-decade-long trade policy and its implementation, particularly targeting the CPTPP, further intensified the political debate surrounding the agreement. This shift in the political landscape underscored the growing public dissent towards the CPTPP. While the Senate ultimately approved the agreement in late 2022, the debate itself was highly politicized. Research reveals that parliamentary speeches became a platform for ideological arguments, underlining the influence of political ideology (López et al., 2024). Moreover, the politicization extended to business lobbies, who, in a departure from typical practices, publicly campaigned in favor of ratification, demonstrating the significant shift in the political landscape surrounding trade policy in Chile (Dockendorff and López 2023).

				At the systemic level, the role of parties in the politicization of FTAs is associated with those away from the center of the political landscape. Unlike the center-left parties that governed Chile since 1990, the new left-wing party organizations had not signed or voted on the trade liberalization treaties in the National Congress and thus faced different constraints” (López et al. 2024: 5). These parties embraced more anti-liberal outlooks regarding trade. As it stands, protectionism and skepticism about open trade policies have primarily been associated with leftist parties, as in Chile (López et al. 2024: 10). This includes the new left (Frente Amplio) and also the Communist Party, which, in the latter case, obtained parliamentary seats in 2009. Consequently, they did not participate in trade debates in Congress during the 1990s and 2000s. Moreover, interest groups that mobilized during the ratification process against the CPTPP were closer to these new left parties (López et al. 2024).

				A dimension that should be considered is associated with the patterns of legislative behaviour in the Chilean Congress. During the first decades after the democratic restoration, the Chilean party system was characterized by bipolar competition, with two coalitions that were relatively disciplined in legislative votes (Alemán and Saiegh 2007). When the center-left coalition ‘Concertación’ was in power, the unified behavior of legislators from the government bloc contrasted with the more heterogeneous behaviour of opposition members from right-wing parties (Toro-Maureira 2007; Campos-Parra and Navia 2017). When the analysis includes right-wing administrations, the Alianza, a right-wing coalition, exhibited less discipline compared to the center-left towards the end of the government (Zorrilla and Navia 2019, 254).
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				Economic expectations and performance may also affect trade debates. Thus, an additional item that requires further description is associated with the economic scenario at the time when the different FTAs in our sample were debated and voted on in Congress. The ratification processes of FTAs with the U.S., the EU, and the P-4 occurred in a context of relatively high economic growth, low unemployment, and low inflation. Between 2004 and 2013, the average GDP growth was almost 5%, with a per capita growth of 3.7%. Salaries, employment, and family incomes increased (Sanhueza and Claro 2023). However, for the decade of 2014-2023, during which the CPTPP was signed and debated in Congress, several economic indicators deteriorated: the economic growth rate was 1.5% and the per capita expansion was just 0.6%. As Sanhueza and Claro (2023) documented, this scenario reduced the economy’s capacity to create job opportunities. Indeed, between 2004 and 2013, an average of 206,000 jobs were created per year, and real wages grew at a rate of 2.4%. In contrast, from 2014 to 2023, only an average of 93,000 jobs were created annually, less than half, while wages grew at 1.2%, a rate 50% slower.

				However, these economics trends did not affect the public opinion mood about trade liberalization, except by narrow single-issue groups and new parties mobilized around the issue. Indeed, in 2008, the opinion of the Chilean public towards FTAs was overall positive. Almost 50% of the respondents in a national survey declared that the foreign policy of Chile had been enhanced during the last decade due to the adoption of FTAs (Universidad de Chile 2008). Years later, when the CPTPP was debated in parliament in 2022, only a marginal proportion of respondents in a survey declared disagreement with the following statement: ‘Do you believe that FTAs have benefited you directly?’ (Toledo 2022). Moreover, most Chileans embrace the view that, thanks to trade liberalization, Chile has access to better products and goods (Valdivia 2023). What is equally interesting, and perhaps paradoxical, is that protectionist views among the Chilean public were relatively higher at a time when Chile was implementing FTAs with the U.S. and other economies around 2003 and 2004, when a majority of respondents embraced protectionist attitudes, compared to recent years (Valdivia 2023). All the above corroborates that the politicization of the CPTPP seems to be endogenously propelled by interest groups, activists and political parties (López et al. 2024). Recall that the politicization of trade debates may be observable even in the absence of views against trade in the public opinion or the electorate.

				As it stands, the case of Chile provides an ideal setting to test our hypotheses about the effect of politicization on legislators’ votes on trade policy. As it stands, we can observe distinct determinants of congressional votes in contexts of low politicization or none, and a highly contentious and politicized process, such as the CPTPP. The next section describes the data, explains the methodology, and presents our main results.

			

			
				Data, empirical strategy and results

				To test our hypotheses, we collected data at the individual deputy level from three different Chilean legislatures: 2002-2006, which corresponds to the ratification of the U.S.-Chile FTA and Chile-EU FTAs; 2006-2010, during which the P4 was voted on; and 2018-2022, when the CPTPP was debated.
8
 Evidence from these three different legislatures allows us to compare the effects of ideology across the varying levels of politicization associated with each legislature.

				Our dependent variable, Vote_favour, is dichotomous, taking the value of one when legislators vote in favor of the trade agreement and zero otherwise. The independent variables are as follows. Ideology corresponds to the W-Nominate scores developed by Poole and Rosenthal (1997), which range from -1 for the most extreme left position to 1 for the extreme right. Second, to capture the vulnerability that the FTA can expose a district to, we use data on the share of employment in tradable sectors for Latin American countries by Dür et al. (2024a). Specifically, the variable Share_Trad captures the share of workers employed in tradable sectors in the region where each district is located. We include additional controls, such as stc_tba, which measures subnational trade competitiveness and is also obtained from Dür et al. (2024a). Among the individual-level factors that may influence a legislator’s vote, we capture experience using Freshmen, a dummy variable that takes the value of one for newcomers and zero otherwise. Gender is another control, coded as one for female legislators. The data sources include the Chamber of Deputies website, with information about legislators’ districts coming from the Census and profiles recorded by the Library of Congress (BCN). We run a logit regression where the coefficients represent changes in the log odds of voting in favour of the corresponding FTA. Since coefficients derived from dichotomous models are not fully informative, we also compute predicted probabilities for our main predictors (See Figures 1 and 2 below).

				If our first hypothesis is correct, we expect stronger support from right-wing legislators for the CPTPP ratification vote due to their ideological alignment with trade liberalization. This is because the debate on CPTPP ratification was highly politicized. In contrast, the effect of ideology should diminish or be less pronounced for FTAs discussed in less politicized environments, such as the U.S. and EU FTAs, and the P-4 agreement. The results preliminarily support the first hypothesis, though with some nuance.

				Column (1) in Table 1 displays the results for the CPTPP. The estimate for Ideology is positive and statistically significant at the 0.01 level. This estimate measures the increase in the log odds of voting in favour of the agreement as one moves further to the right on the political spectrum. As expected, our hypothesis linking ideology to the ratification of trade liberalization holds. More extreme left-wing legislators were considerably less likely to vote in favor of the CPTPP.

				
					

Table 1




Determinants of FTA Ratification in the Chilean Congress




[image: 35881412002_t1_tabla.png]






 Standard errors in parentheses.
 * p < .10 ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01






				

				The remaining three columns in Table 1 show the results for FTAs where politicization was absent. Column (2), corresponding to the U.S.-Chile FTA voted on in 2004, presents a negative and statistically significant estimate for Ideology, consistent with our framework, which predicts that support for FTAs from right-wing legislators and opposition from left-wing legislators depends on politicization. The results for the non-politicized FTAs—Column (3) for the P-4 and Column (4) for the EU—show coefficients for Ideology that are not statistically significant at any level. Thus, the comparison of the role of ideology between politicized and non-politicized trade debates aligns with our hypothesis, but only in the cases of the CPTPP and the U.S.-Chile FTA. Additional tests confirm our results. Given that Nominate-scores were derived from legislators’ votes, we used data obtained from parliamentary surveys to estimate the models with a different specification for our variable Ideology. The results (See appendix A1) corroborate the main results reported in Table 1 above. Ideology, when computed as the mean of party ideological self-placement in the L-R scale, is positively correlated to the outcome in the case of the CPTPP, and statistically significant at the 0.01 level. Meanwhile, the variable is negatively correlated to the outcome in the vote for the Chile-U. S FTA (and statistically significant at the .05 level). In the remaining two FTAs, the coefficient is also negative but significant only in Model 4. Post estimation tests report that the main results hold even after running the regression analysis with robust standard errors.
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				Now, we need to rule out the possibility that the government opposition divide has better explanatory power that ideology at the legislator level. Although not included in our sample, the second vote on the CPTPP held in 2022 during Boric first year in office reveals an in interesting pattern. In the Chilean Senate, where the FTA was voted in in a second reading, all the votes against it came from left-wing senators from the Frente Amplio, the Communist Party and the Socialist Party, even though the executive supported the ratification after a change of criteria in comparison to positions adopted in the past (“Pese a la residencia en sectores oficialistas gobierno decide avanzar en el TPP11.” 2022). Meanwhile, favourable votes came from right wing senators and some representatives from centre-left parties. The above suggests that the dichotomy government and opposition does not necessary explain legislators votes in FTAs in the case studied here. To further add to the previous point, let’s take a look to the votes in the case of P-4. The data shows that support to the P-4 was relatively even between legislators from the government coalition and the opposition: 34 deputies out of 47 voted favourably in the case of the right-wing opposition members, while 43 out of 57 members casted a favourable vote in the government side.

				Our second hypothesis is based on the interests of the region where the district is located and predicts a positive relationship between the share of workers in tradable sectors and the probability that a legislator votes in favour of the FTA. Specifically, we expect a positive estimate for early FTAs, such as the U.S.-Chile, P-4, and EU-Chile agreements, where the costs to local constituencies had not yet been fully internalized. For later FTAs, like the CPTPP, the increased vulnerability to foreign competition due to the agreement should be less significant. As expected, in Columns (1), (2), and (3), the variable Share_Trad—representing the share of workers in tradable sectors—shows negative and statistically significant coefficients. This suggests that the results are not conditional on how local constituencies, theoretically threatened by liberalization, internalized these costs. The rationale is as follows: in countries with multiple FTAs, it is plausible to argue that over time, both workers and politicians already internalized the costs of prior agreements that opened the economy to foreign competition and labour. If the above holds, initially, the likelihood of approving a new FTA is negatively correlated with the share of a constituency or region that has not yet faced competition from imports or foreign labour. From this perspective, as a country adopts more FTAs, the marginal cost of signing another diminishes. This appears to be the case in Chile, where before joining the CPTPP, the country already had access to over 80% of global GDP and 65% of the world’s population. Regardless of the above, our findings confirm that economic incentives influence legislators’ behaviour. As it stands, perceptions about the specific impact of an additional FTA, especially when sources of competition were seemingly exhausted do not conditionate the effect of district factors.

				Predicted probabilities provide a more intuitive interpretation of the results. Figure 1 illustrates how the probability of voting in favor of the CPTPP increases as we move toward the right end of the political spectrum. Conversely, as we shift left on the x-axis, the probability of voting in favor decreases, reaching its lowest point at the most extreme left value of the ideological score. Figure 2 displays the predicted probabilities based on estimates for the variable Share in Tradable Sectors. The probability of voting in favor decreases as the proportion of workers in tradable sectors within the region increases. Our second hypothesis holds but with some nuance. When comparing models, we still observe a significant effect of the Share in Tradable Sectors variable on the vote for the CPTPP, where political costs, as we hypothesized, were already internalized. However, a cautionary note: the wide confidence intervals in both plots in Figure 2 suggest that the results should be interpreted with caution.
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Figure 1



Predicted Probabilities of Voting in Favour Predicted Probabilities of voting in favour of the CPTPP by ideolog (nominate) of U.S-Chile by ideology (nominate)
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Figure 2



Predicted Probabilities of voting in Favour Predicted Probabilities of voting in Favour The CPTPP by tradable sectors of the U.S-Chile by tradable sectors













				

				Control variables are not statistically significant at any level. For instance, that is the case of Subnational Competitiveness. Our results, therefore, contrast with what Dür et al. (2024a) have documented using parliamentary surveys in Latin America. According to their findings, legislators consider their regions competitiveness when expressing their preferences toward trade liberalization. This may suggest that attitudes—what legislators declare in surveys—do not always align with their actual behavior, such as how they vote on FTAs. The models above demonstrate how ideology may play a role alongside constituency factors in understanding what drives a legislator to promote or oppose trade liberalization in developing democracies.

			

		

		
			Discussion

			The debate on trade liberalization is fundamental in international political economy, particularly in the context of globalization and its effects on national economies. However, while much of the literature focuses on trade politics in developed democracies, less attention has been paid to the dynamics of trade liberalization in developing democracies, such as the case studied in this article.

			This article aims to fill this gap by exploring the ideological and socio demographic factors behind the votes in favour or against trade liberalization. Our evidence suggests that in Chile ideology explains support but only when the trade policy is politicized. The case of the CPTPP corroborates that ideological divisions are more likely to appear when the debate is politicized. The comparison with other votes shows that regional characteristics have been relevant, even in the case of the CPTPP, that took place after many other FTAs, and so one should have expected diminishing political costs at the district. Hence, regions labour variables may be inelastic to the accumulative effect of trade liberalization. Overall, we corroborate that labour force in tradable sectors may perceive threats from international trade which are not easily inferred by voters so their lobby to their representatives is not affected by the level of public debate. As it stands, voting behaviour of Chilean legislators in the FTA examined here seems to contradict attitudes captured by parliamentary surveys, where right wing legislators declare to be more supportive of economic integration with United States and the European Union in comparison to members of leftists’ parties (Bohigues and Manuel Rivas 2019). This is suggestive of the importance of taking in consideration the limitations of elite surveys to generate reliable estimates of legislators’ preferences.

			From a comparative perspective, the effect of politicization on trade debates has been observed in European parliamentary settings recently. Politicization may induce gridlock and ideological debates around trade policy. Behavioural disparities may reflect other sources of division within the political system, but we show how it may affect debates about trade. we expand the literature on politicization, focused mainly on European settings, to a presidential Latin American case. An important difference is observed thought. In Chile, a developing democracy, politicization does not only induce an additional effect on previous ideological cleavages and alignment. Moreover, it may produce a complete realignment of preferences. Right wing parties, and legislators, may shift their attitudes to trade liberalization from protectionist outlooks to positions closer to their overall ideological location within the main axis of political conflict. Even though we are not in a position to claim that our findings can be extrapolated to other developing democracies, the empirical results we offer here allow for further examination of the patterns identified in other developing settings.

			Understanding the context of trade debates in developing economies is quite important. Many implications follow. Dropping or eliminating barriers to trade among economies has far-reaching social and economic consequences, opening, or thwarting, opportunities for development and progress in countries struggling to achieve development and a more competitive and inclusive economy.
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				Appendix

				Determinants of FTA Ratification in the Chilean Congress with a different operationalization for Ideology using parliamentary survey data.
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 Standard errors in parentheses.
 * p < .10 ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01






				

			


Notes 

1  See, for example, Jean et al. (2014). Also, Linarello (2018).

2  This is the opposite is observed for example in the United States, where conservative Republicans are more likely to support trade liberalization (Thomaz et al. 2023).

3  At this point, it is important to distinguish between the ideology of the legislator and the positions of their own parties. These represent different attitudinal items, and here we primarily focus on the ideology at the individual level. Legislative studies in Chile have resorted to using legislators’ ideological positions, calculated using the NOMINATE scores, to examine patterns of voting, exchanges with interest groups, and behaviour during the Constitutional Convention (Alemán 2008; Alemán and Saiegh 2007; Alemán and Dockendorff 2024; Campos-Parra and Navia 2024). We use this operationalization of ideology at the individual level as the basis for the independent variable ‘ideology’ in this article.

4  The negotiation of the Economic Complementation Agreement (ACE) between Chile and Mercosur in 1996 was an exception amongst the other FTAs in that period, the SNA and actors involved increasingly intensified their actions succeeding in getting members of the Congressional Agriculture pledged to vote against the agreement if the government did not increase support amounts (Porras 2003). The Chilean Congress ratified the agreement with Mercosur on 13 August 1996, with 76 votes in favor, 26 against and 3 abstentions. All the representatives of the Concertaciónn voted in favor, while the votes of the Concertación. The opposition votes were divided (Porras 2003) ,this was an endorsement of Concertacion’s trade policy and the minimization of the agricultural sector lobby capacity.

5  The centre-left coalition dominated the political landscape for two decades during which they won the presidential elections four times, between 1989 and 2005. The victory of Sebastian Piñera in 2009 represented the return of the right-wing coalition to power after fifty years (López et al 2011).

6  The negotiations of the CPTPP were strongly criticized for their lack of transparency, as it was understood that there was a strategy of not disseminating the documents. In response, Direcon (now Subrei) felt obliged to combat mistrust, deploying major public relations efforts to demonstrate benefits for the country. Critics were also related to mechanisms such as investor‐state dispute settlement present in previous treaties. The CPTPP vote in the Chamber of Deputies and Senate revealed a division that was not previously present, which signals a case of trade politicization.

7  The literature on legislative studies in Chile extensive. Several works have examined patterns of party discipline (Toro-Maureira 2007), voting behavior at the Senate (Alemán 2008) the cartelization of the legislative agenda (Toro-Maureira and Hurtado 2016), the role of institutions (Alemán and Navia 2016), the legislative success of presidents (Alemán and Navia 2009) and legislators sponsored bills (Dockendorff 2021); the importance of constituency factors on parliamentarians behavior (Alemán et al . 2018, Dockendorff 2020; Gamboa and Toro 2018), just to mention a few. Legislators’ behavior on trade policy has attracted much less attention, from an empirical perspective. A few exceptions are: Baeza and López (2015) and Leiva (2022).

8  There are other FTAs in the non- politicized side. However, we did not include them because there is no variability in the dependent variable, since no opposition/ rejection vote were registered. Thus, we cannot estimate the models, since failure is over determined. This is the case, for example, of the FTA with China, mentioned by the reader, where there was only one vote against the ratification. At the same time, our data did not consider the Senate. The Chilean Congress has a bicameral structure, with symmetrical attributions. Less parties have obtained representation in the upper chamber historically, due to higher threshold to gain a seat. Most of the studies on legislative behaviour in the Chile Congress focus either on the Chamber of Deputies or the Senate.

9  Post estimations analysis confirm, for example, the linktest’s our model is correctly specified.
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