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ABSTRACT
Using Argentina as an illustrative example, this article attempts to 
show how welfare policy framings, discourses and tools can negatively 
impact social trust. In an era where trust has become a politicized 
tool used to promote collective and coordinated action, we must 
pay close attention to the less obvious but critically important 
political factors affecting the formation of trust. This article proposes 
a tentative framework to analyze how trust is affected by welfare 
policies, particularly neoliberal policies. It puts a spotlight on the 
impact of neoliberal ideas and tools on social imaginaries, paying 
particular attention to pensions, health and education. The article 
concludes with a reminder of how Argentina’s neoliberal legacy has 
undermined trust and a word of warning against underestimating the 
dangers of an increasingly autonomous and self-reinforcing process 
which continues to pose serious challenges even in the current post-
neoliberal period.

How do we promote social trust?1 What role should public policy play in creating social 
perceptions of trustworthiness? These are the paramount questions in a growing body of 
literature on the subject of trust.2 I suggest that the State is central to understanding social 
trust (hereafter referred to as trust), not in a direct manner but through a complex and 
indirect path. If trust is the result of perceptions related to who we are or who others are; 
and if those others are trustworthy, the collective memories and social imaginary and the 
experiences that arise from public places are extremely important. Scholars define a group’s 
or a society’s collective memory as contested ideological ground, where different actors try to 
establish their particular interpretations of the past as the collective memory for a particular 
group. This approach has the advantage of viewing the creation of ideas and social norms 
as a strategic and political process.3 By social imaginaries we mean socially shared mental 
constructs that give meaning and sense to the social world. Imaginaries form a structuring 
part of thought, making certain aspects of social life relevant while excluding others. This 
selection process influences the present and future identity of a society and the perceptions 
that we have of others. Public places, meanwhile, are spaces where people are seen and see 
others, they can provide clues to a community’s cultural patterns.4 For our purposes, we 
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consider public places to be spaces of co-presence where encounters or connectivity between 
subjects can occur, places where people visualize both what unites and that which divides. 
What interests us from a social trust perspective is that public space makes it possible to 
forge an affective feeling of the we, allowing individuals to think in collective terms by giving 
visibility to our differences and building upon them.5

Bearing this in mind, I argue that the words, framing and tools used for public policies—
particularly welfare policies—are relevant in shaping social imaginaries and practices; and 
thus important to trust. My hypothesis is that the decline of trust in Argentina (as we can 
see in Figure 1) is linked to changes in structures (new labor relations, precarity and the 
resulting social stratification), subjectivities (imaginaries) and new types of informal social-
ization (less open and more endogamic).6 In this article I propose a theoretical schema to 
interpret the performative power of the effect of neoliberal welfare policies on imaginaries 
and behaviors, and hence their impact on trust.

The main goal of this article is, therefore, to highlight the complex (and initially imper-
ceptible) ways in which public policies, particularly welfare policies, may affect social trust. 
Then I will go on to show how neoliberal ideas and tools negatively impact trust. This article 
builds on the work of Norbert Lechner to understand how neoliberalism reinforces the rise 
of individualism while undermining the concept of us, thereby impairing the development 
of social capital.7 This insight leads us to reflect on the less explored, long term effects of 
the restructuring ethos of market-based ideas. It is also relevant to the current debate on 
the global crisis in scenarios such as Europe where the political agenda proposes neolib-
eral policies to overcome the crisis. I shed light on the manner in which the theological 
free-market ideology has affected social relationships in Latin America.8

The choice of Argentina to illustrate this phenomenon is not arbitrary. Once a regional 
pioneer in terms of economic development, welfare policies and the emergence of a large 
middle class (similar to those in continental European countries and so different from other 
Latin American countries), in recent years Argentina has become an unfortunate testing 
ground for the dramatic social, economic and political challenges caused by the profound 
and rapid implementation of neoliberal shock therapy in the 1990s (see column Variation 
1990-2002 in Table 1).9

Figure 1.   trust in argentina 1984-2013. source: World Value survey: most People can be trusted.



20   C. GÜEMES

From this we can formulate the following hypothesis: welfare policies that use mer-
cantilist rhetoric and targeted privatizing policy tools weaken the us and are less able to 
enhance trust.

In order to be able to address these hypotheses we need to know more about the link 
between trust, public policies and welfare. For that reason, first, I briefly review the literature 
on the relationship between the state, public policies and social trust, specifically focusing 
on the link between trust and welfare policies while also highlighting the relevance of 
ideas and informal socialization. Second, I suggest a tentative framework for the analysis 
of the effects of neoliberal public policies on trust. I explore neoliberal reforms of welfare 
in general terms, then in Latin America, and then zoom in on the case of Argentina. I will 
point out that neoliberalism, without being the only one, is a fundamental factor in under-
standing the variation of trust in Argentina. Paying particular attention to pensions, health 
and educational reforms, we suggest how changes may impact trust. This analysis is not 
a complete investigation but more of a starting point to illustrate the analytic framework. 
When designing the study, I focused exclusively on the language and tools involved in 
reforms for each welfare area mentioned, while using research and papers which made in 
depth reviews of those reforms. Finally, I outline some thoughts to take into account when 
considering post-neoliberal challenges.

Theoretical Discussions: The State, Welfare, and Trust

Unlike strong ties such as those between family or friends, I define social trust as the idea 
of weak or long-range ties developed between groups and individuals of different identities 

Table 1.  argentina: economic and social Index 1990-2002-2011.

note: (a) Year of measurement is 1992, (b) Year of measurement is 1991, (c) Year of measurement is 2001, (d) Year of meas-
urement is 1999, (e) Year of measurement is 2009, (f ) Year of measurement is 2013. for Poverty and extreme Poverty, first 
years of measurement are 1990/1991 and are only for Greater buenos aires.

sources: for unemployment, Informal employment sector, Wage, Gini, social Polarisation & Poverty: socio-economic da-
tabase for latin america and the caribbean (sedlac and Wb) http://sedlac.econo.unlp.edu.ar/esp/estadisticas.php ac-
cessed march 3, 2012.

for GdP: Penn World table http://pwt.econo.upenn.edu/php_site/pwt_index.php accessed may 26, 2011.
for trust: World Values survey http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ accessed march 7, 2015.

1990 2002 Variation 1990-2002% 2011 Variation 2002-2011%
Gross domestic Product 

-real GdP per capita 
(constant Prices: 
laspeyers)

9,432 11,239 19 11,959 (e) 6

unemployment 6.8 (a) 17.9 163 7.4 -59
Informal employment 

sector -share of salaried 
workers not having the 
right to a pension when 
retired

32.5 44.1 36 34.1

-23
Wage (monthly at con-

stant price in 2000)
677.6 (a) 598.2 (c) -12 2,234

273,5
Gini index (per capita per 

home)
0.46 (b) 0.53 15 0.43

-19
social Polarization (bipo-

larisation, eGr, Wolfson)
0.40 (b) 0.52 30 0.41

-21
Poverty 33.1 57.5 74 13.2 (e) -77
extreme Poverty 6.6 27.5 317 3.5 (e) -87
trust 23.3 (b) 15.4 (d) -34 19.9 (f ) 14

http://sedlac.econo.unlp.edu.ar/esp/estadisticas.php
http://pwt.econo.upenn.edu/php_site/pwt_index.php
http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/
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and degrees of socio-political power. In short, social trust refers to trust between unspecified 
people.10 Trust may be thought of as a functional prerequisite for the possibility of society 
and collective attitudes that allow social interactions to proceed on a simple and confident 
basis. Trust is seen to include emotional, cognitive and social dimensions. The cognitive ele-
ment in trust is characterized by a leap beyond the expectations that reason and experience 
alone would warrant. The affective components of trust consist of an emotional bond among 
all those who participant in the relationship. The sociological base of trust is its behavioral 
enactment, the undertaking of a risky course of action on the confident expectation that 
all persons involved in the action will act competently and dutifully.11

Commonly understood as a perception of the trustworthiness of others, as well as a poten-
tial predisposition to cooperate or engage, this perception is influenced by the ways in which 
we perceive social reality, how we typify the behavior of others, and our understanding of how 
we should behave. In this sense, perceptions are not merely reactions to objective facts but 
also rely on how we perceive experience and make sense of social actions. In others words, 
the body of experience and information that each individual brings along to their interactions 
is articulated and ordered according to cognitive framings.12 Furthermore, the idea of “us” is 
very important to trust because it links individual luck and social destiny; people feel part of 
something bigger. The language and worldviews that policies employ are therefore pivotal to 
trust for the following reasons: first, because they invoke cultural images, which in turn shape 
how we think about people; second, because trust has to be learned, a process which is often 
subconscious and accidental, a by-product of social activities and street-level experiences.13

The interaction between these variables can be summed up in the following way. First, 
people decide to trust or not to trust using cognitive frames which are made up of rational 
preferences but also collective memories, a sense of community and emotions about who 
others are and how other people in the community might act in similar situations. Second, 
public policies have the performative power to shape those collective memories and cog-
nitive frames, but this power is subtle and it can only be understood by looking at policy 
framing, discourse and the tools used. Third, within public policies, welfare policies are 
very important because they create the cultural and structural conditions for a thriving and 
pluralistic civil society. Welfare policies, furthermore, send out signs about what the social 
community is and what it would like to be.

While the chain of cause and effect is complex, I seek to clarify how welfare policies 
act at less obvious and direct levels in the creation of social trust.14 An important line of 
study points to the relevance of social redistribution and welfare policies. This idea can be 
empirically backed by the negative association between social trust and economic inequality, 
as well as the positive correlation found between trust and certain types of welfare state.

I understand public policies as the government′s action programs that seek to solve a 
problem or issue of interest. Within them can be identified the ideas, tools and processes 
that often result in rules, regulations and practices. Thus, public welfare policies are the 
ways in which the state generates welfare outcomes in terms of decommodification and 
well-being, in terms of autonomy and need satisfaction. Welfare is historically linked with 
the idea of social consciousness, awareness of the interdependence among social groups 
in society, responsibility for the condition of the poor and identification with the larger 
community interest. Collective solutions to social problems have become more common 
and more encompassing.15 The type and size of welfare state is very important for social 
trust. Welfare policies shape systems of social life, define life opportunities and transmit 



22   C. GÜEMES

values and beliefs from which individuals derive cognitive inferences about society and 
others.16 So, welfare policies may be central to social trust because they promote equality 
but also because they spread ideas that matter to the imaginary, solidarity, and the way in 
which individuals interpret their world and behave in it. This approach seeks to determine 
to what degree “group collective memory” and individual “mental maps” can be constructed 
by political leaders and public policies.17

It is important to consider the interpretative and normative studies on public policies 
that emphasize its expressive and performative facets. The policy-making process operates 
through a conceptual system, and the framing of policies involves the combination of a 
variety of languages, the accommodation of conflicting demands, and the need to achieve 
an uneasy balance between the demand for consistency as exemplified by the paradigm 
and the need for ambiguity. To sum up, policies involve a worldview; this is a practical and 
tacit relationship with things. Social imaginaries can be enriched, modified or changed as 
a consequence of the values, language and tools used by public policy-makers to deal with 
practical problems and ensure legitimacy.18 Thus, the words that welfare policies make use 
of carry unspoken assumptions and connotations that may powerfully influence society, 
setting social perceptions and helping to define the boundaries of the thinkable versus 
the unthinkable.19 For this reason, they are essential for trust. Furthermore, the tools and 
strategies that policies use to pursue their goals are important. By tools, I mean the practical 
mechanisms used to operationalize the aims embedded in programs; the diverse ways in 
which rules are exercised. They are not neutral; they are in fact based on a certain reading of 
the world.20 Scholars argue that when policies use ideas and tools associated with collectivi-
zation, solidarity and universalism, they generate a social conscience which encourages the 
formation of trust. A social conscience is an awareness of the interdependence that links all 
members of a national community and which is coupled with an abstract sense of respon-
sibility and concern to seek out solutions for the hardships and deficiencies that affect us.21 
Conversely, policies that promote individual assurance and market satisfaction legitimize 
ideas about merit and personal responsibility, leading to the development of segmented 
imaginaries that reinforce the logic of the proactive and entrepreneurial self-made man 
who through sheer force of will and unyielding perseverance takes charge of his life, thus 
redeeming himself and his family. This is a perception which justifies the socioeconomic 
and market position of both the haves and have nots and consequently does not promote a 
social conscience that requires trust.22 The following section highlights the ways in which 
neoliberal reforms have changed rhetoric and imaginaries. Starting with a summary of the 
effects described by the literature in general terms, I will then present some brief reflections 
on the Latin American situation, after which I will take a deeper look at the Argentinian 
case. This is not an in-depth study but a starting point from which to further explore the 
effects of policies on trust.

Neoliberalism and Welfare

A Panoramic View

Neoliberalism’s history as an explicit ideational project, distinct from classical liberalism, can 
be traced back at least as far as the 1920s, while its traction as a program of state restructur-
ing dates back to the 1970s and, as such, it might be considered to be a post-globalization 
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keyword.23 The U.S. and U.K. models of neoliberalism were defined as the answer to global 
problems, coming together in the so-called Washington Consensus of the mid-1990s. This 
was a set of ten economic policy prescriptions considered to constitute the standard reform 
package with emphasis on budgetary restraints and the continued fight against inflation 
promoted by international institutions such as the World Bank or IMF and sometimes 
imposed as a condition for receiving loans.24

Although neoliberalism has never been a monocentric doctrine, there are some common 
doxas and dogmas related to welfare. This has led to attacks on universal social welfare and 
the reduction of the protection that it provided for people against the effects of the markets. 
Welfare states are seen as costly, overburdened, inefficient, and incapable of eliminating pov-
erty, as well as overly oriented to cash entitlements rather than empowerment, and so on.25

Accordingly, social goals have been subordinated to economic goals. This is summed up 
by two metaphors: the trickle-down effect; and growth as a rising tide. The former suggests 
that growth will flow from the top of the pyramid to the bottom, while the latter implies that 
the tide will lift all boats, even the smaller ones, so that everyone benefits. Both metaphors 
imply that government intervention is not necessary for better distribution. In this sense, 
the rhetoric and framing of public policy should be understood in the context of excessive 
confidence in the market’s potential as an efficient regulator, and also a negative image of 
state and public administration.26

The main political discourse consistently addresses the consumers and the people rather 
than citizens; it refers to service management instead of social rights; and it holds individuals 
and families responsible for their own well-being. Thus, traditional values,   associated with 
equality and solidarity, are subordinated to those of quality, efficiency, excellence, compet-
itiveness, flexibility, diversity and empowerment. These ideas colonized communications 
in all areas, becoming a kind of common sense, with an intrinsic normative power that 
arises from public debate and subsists through it. Market language colonizes and extends 
its reign into welfare policies and the depoliticization of political issues.27 The concepts 
invoke cultural images of competition and self-reliance reinforcing individualist ideology 
and shaping the way we think about people. These ideas impose a long-lasting lens through 
which to look at reality as well as classify and define desirable social scenarios. Appealing 
to individual effort and responsibility as a fair and dignified way to satisfy basic needs 
implies the legitimization of ideas such as merit as a basis for social protection, bypassing 
asymmetries of power, human capital and opportunities for the different social groups.28

While private management has been introduced into public administration via new 
public management,29 the most important policy tools are: 

•  the choice of a targeted and assistance-based model;
•  privatization (either direct transfer to the private sector or encouragement of private 

choice);
•  decentralization of service provision (ignoring the asymmetrical institutional capa-

bilities of regions to deal with them);30

•  the incorporation of the third sector as providers of welfare and key actors in 
de-institutionalization.

These ideas are summarized in Figure 2.
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Neoliberalism and Welfare Regimes in Latin America

In contrast to the European typology and southern European regime and pathway, the 
construction of Latin American welfare systems was not marked by a long period of polit-
ical stability, nor did they result from competitive struggles between political parties.31 
They flourished from political violence and in a context of authoritarian and dictatorial 
practices. This meant the consolidation of corporative features of welfare, a state of engage-
ment rather than welfare, creating an unstable and fragmented citizenship status and social 
rights. Historically, precariousness and informality have been the most notable features of 
Latin American welfare provision. Before the implementation of neoliberal policies, Latin 
American welfare regimes exhibited many of the key features of the Southern European 
variant of conservative welfare, but this applied only to formal workers (resulting in the 
exclusion of wide sections of the population) and was provided by employers, trade unions 
and the state. In the cases of education and health, some benefits were guaranteed by the 
state, but private and family provision also coexisted with it. Millions of rural workers, as 
well as unemployed and informal workers lack protection and rely heavily upon community 
and family relationships to meet their needs. These relationships are usually hierarchical 
and asymmetrical. The result is problematic inclusion or adverse incorporation, whereby 
poorer people trade some short-term security for longer-term vulnerability and dependence. 
Insecurity and uncertainty induce risk-averse behavior because they expose poor people to 
livelihood-threatening risk. The imperatives of risk aversion in the present may deliver short-
term security, while reproducing the conditions for long-term insecurity in the future.32

The analysis of shifts in Latin American welfare must therefore take into account changes 
in two key stratification filters which have supported it: the labor market and employment 
relationships. Liberalization has produced a restructuring of employment, a rise in unem-
ployment and a major decline in the coverage of formal social protection. Conservative 
components have tended to disappear and the emerging patterns, as Armando Barrientos 
puts it, can best be characterized as liberal-informal.33 Individual savings accounts constitute 

Figure 2.   neoliberal doxas & dogmas about Welfare. source: author.
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the main model of protection against social risk, adopted not only for pensions but also for 
health and unemployment. This reduces the scope for wider risk-pooling, and reinforces 
greater heterogeneity in the distribution of social risk, while strengthening market provision 
without any attempt to develop safety nets. Primary responsibility has been transferred to 
the workers themselves (and their families) and away from employers and the state. In short, 
the region has thus moved closer to the liberal regime we find in the North, albeit lacking 
the kind of solid, targeted programmes associated with this regime and grappling with a 
greater number of people excluded from the formal labor market (still the key mechanism 
to access social protection benefits).

Neoliberalism and Welfare Regimes in Argentina

Argentina’s welfare regime has been characterized as stratified universalism, or a poten-
tial welfare state regime. It has been identified as partially supportive in its configuration, 
but also as having a corporatized and fragmented pattern where benefits, conditions of 
access, and the risks covered by insurance are highly stratified according to labor market 
or occupational status. There are parallels with the Mediterranean model (characterized by 
systems of contribution and an important role for the family as a social safety net), which 
merges elements of liberal regimes (especially social assistance and poverty reduction pol-
icies) and some characteristics of social-state regimes (such as the universality of education 
provision).34

Historically, Argentina had a large formal labor market and a small proportion of unqual-
ified workers. Compared with other countries in the region, coverage of social services 
has been high, and the state has played an active role in improving workforce productivity 
through education and training. The key tool of welfare has traditionally been social security 
linked to formal work.

Rubén Lo Vuolo believes Argentina offers an excellent case-study of “the retrenchment 
of the welfare states,” that is those institutional transformations associated with the neo-
conservative revolutions of recent years.35 The literature distinguishes between two fields 
of analysis: firstly the systemic retrenchment which is linked to changes in the referential 
environment of social policy institutions, especially changes in the economic, fiscal, labor 
market and politico-institutional contexts; secondly the programmatic retrenchment which 
refers to changes in the institutional ordering of specific social policies. Other studies affirm 
that the Argentinian welfare state did not suffer retrenchment in terms of percentage of 
GDP, neither was it impoverished beyond what the Argentinian society itself suffered and, 
finally, it experienced no major structural changes.36 The amalgamation of populist sectors 
with the representatives of neoliberalism and home-grown conservatives made it easy to 
present those policies as progressive and with the ability to resolve economic efficiency and 
social inequality problems. These policies may not have radically transformed the system 
but silently installed new social meanings associated with ideas of social deserving that 
undermined the organization of Argentinian welfare provision. The scarce solidarity and 
lack of equality that they promoted blurred the sense of community and social responsibility, 
while also making the creation of social trust more difficult.37 I will focus on the changes 
occurring in three traditional welfare programs—pensions, health and education—as an 
example of how the analytical framework can work.
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As far as pensions are concerned, the Argentinian system was born as a system of cap-
italization but expanded its coverage following the model of social insurance based on 
the employment relationship. With broad support from the IMF, the World Bank and the 
national financial and banking sector, the 1993 reform transformed a system of inter-gen-
erational solidarity and state administration into a system of individual accumulation. Law 
24.241, which transformed the pension system, was justified as a response to the pension 
scheme crisis, the very low pension payments for retirees, the inefficiency of the State in 
the management of resources and the desire to promote domestic savings and create a 
capital market. This new system was referred to as mixed, because it initially combined the 
traditional distribution model with the new capitalization, so at the beginning contributors 
could opt for either system, but over time it resulted in outright privatization.38

The adoption of a defined-contribution system deepened the individualization of ben-
efits which started to more closely reflect the contributory history of each worker, and 
the performance the contributions made over his or her working life. With references to 
customers and efficiency, the management and administration was mainly transferred to 
the private sector and pensions now depended on the profit rates of privately accumulated 
capital. Quite apart from criticisms that may be made about efficiency, I am interested in 
seeing its effects on cognitive frames. A fragmented and deficient system (only for formal 
workers) turned into a new system, one that was also deficient and fragmented as well as 
private and suffused with the idea that each person is responsible for his or her future. It 
is no longer the state and society that assumes social protection in old age; it is all about 
individual expertise of managing one’s own resources.

In the health area, the system is managed by obrassociales, the state, the private sector and 
charities. The obrassociales, which mostly cover the population in formal employment, are 
funded by contributions from employees and employers under the logic of solidarity and 
mutualism. The state and charity are for those without obrassociales (informally employed 
or unemployed). Private health insurers, historically specialized in sectors with greater 
resources, now also cover a wide section of people with medium and low income who are 
not covered by obrassociales and distrust public services.39 The reforms of this system, itself 
characterized by high fragmentation, heterogeneity and limited solidarity, tried to conform 
to World Bank recommendations around efficiency. As Susana Belmartino states, no such 
legal reforms became fully effective.40 Nevertheless, I wish to emphasize the underlying 
logic and its possible impact on the imaginary.

The law of the self-managed hospital (Decree Law 578/93) argued for decentralized 
and private management. First, health costs were to be borne by the provinces and munic-
ipalities, which resulted in the decentralization of hospitals, meaning infrastructure-rich 
hospitals located in residential areas and with fewer patients are at an advantage compared 
to those which are not. Later, individuals with the capacity to contribute would be expected 
pay when they used most public services. Hospitals were authorized to provide services to 
individuals with obra social or private insurers and to charge them for it. In order to capture 
users with greater resources and disposable income, the law encouraged hospitals to focus 
on patients with the ability to pay. So, the need to raise funds would lead to the rejection of 
poorer patients from hospitals when, ironically, spending is supposed to be focused on the 
neediest. On the other hand, the legislation that promoted free choice of obra social in 1993 
had two positive features: it fought corruption in the unions (who managed them), and it 
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dealt with the captive population in the professional area (all workers were required to join 
the obra social corresponding to their profession and social benefits thus differed widely).41

As the social benefits provided by obrassociales depend on their capacity to attract 
high-income people with small family groups, this kind of reform favors the establish-
ment of mechanisms of adverse selection and different social benefits based on ability to 
contribute. As expected, affiliates on high salaries were concentrated in a few obrassociales 
(or the more expensive plans within them) and the financing of the poorest obrassociales fell 
due to leakage of members with greater contributions.42 To sum up, the wealthier self-em-
ployed and higher-paid salaried workers can afford to contract health services from private 
suppliers with access to cutting-edge technology, while those who have been excluded 
from the formal labor market, the unemployed or low earners can only afford to use the 
overburdened public subsystem, with its scarce resources. Free choice only exists for those 
who have greater resources.43

In education, neoliberal changes affected provision and quality rather than the imaginar-
ies around which it is constructed. Being public, free and secular has been the key feature 
of education in Argentina since the nineteenth century, critical to integration and social 
mobility. These values have not changed over the years but the introduction of other logic 
has reduced its integrative potential. Two reforms are of particular importance. First, Law 
No. 24,049 under which educational services were transferred to the provinces and City 
of Buenos Aires. This transfer was fuelled by the Ministry of the Economy of Argentina 
on the basis of tax policy considerations and was strongly resisted by the provinces. Fiscal 
inequality (partially derived from an unfair tax sharing system) and unequal distribu-
tion of tangible (buildings) and human resources (staff training) between the provinces 
strengthened territorial asymmetries. Second, the 1993 Federal Education Act no. 24.195 
established the axis of an educational project at the federal level for all levels and types of 
education, proposing a new model of organization of the national education system where 
the family and the Church were categorized as education agents on the same level as the 
state (Article 4 of the Act), while the latter assumed a subsidiary role promoting regulation 
and financing for private schools. I emphasize the incorporation of ideas of competitive-
ness and efficiency in educational management. Social equality and the desire to provide a 
homogeneous service to the entire population remained targets of educational policies, but 
now share space with improving quality, competitiveness and efficiency, principles that are 
difficult to reconcile.44 So, although neoliberal policies did not initiate segmentation, they 
did exacerbate it. The transfer of service management to local governments with limited 
capacity and resources, the financial support of the private sector to the detriment of public 
education, and the growing need for schools to deal with social impoverishment all resulted 
in a lower quality of public education.

Summarizing, single or family purchasing power indicated the quality and quantity of 
health, education and pension that is accessed. If purchasing power is low, users have to settle 
for the underfunded public system, which now seeks to capture those who have resources. 
The private values   that neoliberal policies promote in a context of rising inequality, social 
fragmentation and workplace disintegration advance a notion of intimate, homogeneous and 
endogamic solidarity. In a context of social disruption in which private and market principles 
prevail, it becomes impossible to develop a sense of shared destiny and a common future. It 
is more likely for interpersonal distrust and family ties to increase, as each group develops 
conflicting notions about what solidarity, trust, cooperation and civic engagement mean. 
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Rights appear to be based on Gemeinschaft rather than on Gesellschaft, as Geoff Wood puts 
it, and we witness “a throwback to mechanical solidarity” in Alejandro Portes’s words.45

Conclusion and Challenges to Post-neoliberalism

If trust must be promoted, because I believe that it is either trust or bust, then one must also 
consider the role of the ideas and tools that welfare policies use, and their impact on social 
imaginaries and experiences. Post-neoliberal times require more than new economic and 
productive policies to promote development. Finding a linear relationship between public 
imaginaries and trust policies is difficult, but I postulate a number of reasons and arguments 
to interpret the relationship. This assumes that: 1. the emergence of new terms in politics 
is not merely semantic evolution but a cognitive operation that assigns an identity;46 2. 
public policies are not only showcases where the dominant ideas and values are emerging 
but they have a performative function of social reality; 3. the area of welfare is a core field 
in shaping ideas about “us” and “them”.

Where there is no universal and widespread solidarity, the introduction of mercantilist, 
private decentralizing mechanisms contributes to reinforcing inequalities (access to social 
benefits happens to be mediated by the economic capacity of the individual). Furthermore, 
such mechanisms send signals that go in the opposite direction to the idea of collective 
responsibility. For the losers, this not only condemns them to marginalization but also 
makes them responsible for their misfortune with no possibility of identifying those events 
beyond their control or developing a shared narrative.47

The Argentinian case study illustrates how neoliberal ideas and tools negatively affect 
the opportunities for creating trust. Neoliberal policies reinforced and stabilized spatial and 
cultural borders, increased social inequality and worsened segmentation. In general terms, 
the neoliberal legacy on ideas and social experiences enhanced an individualist worldview in 
which everyone is on his or her own. This instils a privatistic imaginary, legitimizes free-rid-
ing and sociofugal strategies. These effects survive even after neoliberal policies are replaced, 
becoming great obstacles to the creation of trust. However, the last decade has seen some 
important modifications in Argentinian social policy as many of the previous institutional 
changes have been repealed or extensively modified. Universal programs were developed 
for maternity and child care, as well as policies connected with sexual and reproductive 
health, and measures aimed at guaranteeing equal access to medicines.48 Some argue that 
these reforms have had significant effects in terms of combating poverty and inequality, 
and we can see the improvement of the social and economic indices (second part of Table 
1).49 Others criticize them for the way they have been implemented: party political interests, 
lack of media transparency and the strengthening of clientelism.50

In terms of welfare, the official strategy continues to prioritize employment policies as 
the main instrument for achieving greater levels of social inclusion. As a result, current 
policies opt for an increase in formal employment as the key to social integration and 
the extension of social protection coverage. Consequently, efforts to increase the coverage 
of social benefits and to reduce inequality are incorporated in an attempt to recover and 
strengthen the corporative aspect of the welfare system. Thus, it continues to consolidate 
aid programs and the access to social benefits mainly through employment, camouflaging 
them behind cooperative and supportive rhetoric. The structure of the welfare system in 
Argentina still retains its historical features.
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Significant effort is needed to reverse the legacy of neoliberalism and to construct trust-
friendly social scenarios, and there are serious obstacles to be overcome. In order to see 
whether post-neoliberalism is capable of changing imaginaries and values, it would be 
necessary to verify not only whether it subverts existing legal provisions, but also whether 
it is powerful enough to alter the inherited unequal social structures. These are difficult and 
expensive tasks that yield no short-term political benefits to the actors who undertake such 
initiatives. On the other hand, we need to fight against inertia and tackle the difficulties of 
changing ideas and reducing mistrust. Ideas associated with social merit and private and 
individualistic strategies of social provision are usually resistant to change, especially when 
they have become part of common sense. Similarly, increasing distrust is difficult to reverse; 
it has an inherent tendency to endorse and reinforce itself in social interaction. Uncertain 
expectations are learned much more firmly and are more stable psychologically than safe 
expectations; once trust has been destroyed its rebuilding often requires extraordinary and 
complex efforts.51

The mark left by the ways in which policy is built will endure and it is extremely difficult 
to discuss new policy proposals without first explaining and legitimating them in terms of 
previous policy.52 Neoliberalism might be dead as an intellectual project in Latin America, 
but its effects on imaginaries may be entering a zombie phase. In these matters, unfortu-
nately, there is no reset button. “All of this begs the question of what it will take truly to 
escape the neoliberal mind trap.”53
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