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Introduction

In 1998 Hugo Chávez was elected President of Venezuela. 
During a time when Latin America was dominated by con-
servative governments he was the first left-wing president in 
the region. What came as a surprise found successors: Four 
years later, the citizens of the biggest country of Latin Amer-
ica Brazil elected Lula da Silva for the presidential office. In 
2003 Néstor Kirchner won elections in Argentina, in 2004 
Tabaré Vázquez in Uruguay and in 2005 Evo Morales in Bo-
livia. A so called progressive era started in Latin America: 
Based on the intensification of resource extraction and high-
er public appropriation of related rents the new governments 
achieved substantial improvements of living conditions espe-
cially of the poorer parts of society.

More than ten years later, the euphoria that was expressed 
with reference to this political turn – not only in Latin Amer-
ica but in in many parts of the world – gave way to cer-
tain pessimism. Many of the above-mentioned governments 
entered into political crisis and conservative and right-wing 
parties regained support: Recently, the Brazilian President 
Dilma Rousseff was suspended from her position for alleged 
corruption. Already in November 2015 the conservative pol-
itician Mauricio Macri took power in Argentina. One month 
later the socialist party of Hugo Chavez (who died in 2013) 
lost against its political opponents for the first time since 
1998.

Keynote Eduardo Gudynas

Against the background of this historical constellation, the 
conference aimed to address the question, whether the pro-
gressive era in Latin America has come to an end. While 
the key-note speaker Eduardo Gudynas questioned how 
progressive this era really was, the commentators Andreas 
Novy and Tobias Boos pointed to a number of achievements 
taking into account existing power relations. The number of 
participants in the crowded Alois-Wagner Saal in the C3 - 
Centre for International Development confirmed the broad 
interest in the topic. But it was not only the topic of the con-
ference that evoked attention. Eduardo Gudynas is a well-
known social scientist. In 2015 he was selected among the 

50 most influential intellectuals in Latin America and Spain. 
He is the executive secretary of the Latin American Centre 
for Social Ecology (CLAES) in Uruguay and was until Octo-
ber 2016 visiting professor at the Center for Development 
and the Environment in Oslo. 

The conference started with a warm welcome by Werner 
Raza, director of ÖFSE and Jakob Wieser, director of DKA 
Austria followed by an introduction by the facilitator of the 
evening Karin Küblböck.

Progressive governments in Latin America: missed 
opportunities?

Gudynas started his key-note speech by describing what he 
defined as a promising conjuncture in history: By 2008/9, 
seven countries in Latin America, with 300 million citizens, 
were led by progressive governments. At the same time a 
massive financial and economic crisis hit the center and 
called into question fundamental assumptions about the 
current economic system. Gudynas stated that this situa-
tion would have offered the space for a major transforma-
tion starting in Latin America. However, according to him, 
no substantive changes were introduced. Why were these 
progressive governments not able to take advantage of this 
constellation? Gudynas sees the answer rooted in the devel-
opment strategies of the respective countries. The govern-
ments were not able to change their development models, 
which were and are based on the extraction and export of 
natural resources. This holding-on to an unsustainable and 
dependent strategy of development not only limited the room 
of maneuver for those governments, but also meant a break 
with many of the ideas of the early left who took power at 
the end of the 1990s. To point out the difference between 
these ideas and the actual path taken, Gudynas calls the 
latter “progressivism” and its actors “progressists”.

The “progressists” and their contradictions

Without denying positive features – like increased political 
participation, a new role of the state, macroeconomic stability 
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and poverty reduction based on a consumption-driven wel-
fare – Gudynas drew the attention towards the problems and 
contradictions of these governments. The continued empha-
sis on commodity exports – supported by historically high 
commodity prices – led to economic benefits mainly for the 
urban population, but had negative social and environmental 
impacts that affected the rural indigenous communities. This 
went hand in hand with the break of alliances with social 
movements, like rural indigenous groups, environmentalists 
or feminist groups who were opposed to these policies and 
apparently didn’t represent a significant voter group. The 
idea of a radical democratization as put forward initially by 
the progressive parties was abandoned and displaced by 
vertical power relations which became characteristic for the 
progressive governments. They were trapped in a paradigm 
of growth fueled by foreign investments and the export of 
natural resources. Economic and social stability was reached 
by creating conditions for a high level of consumption for the 
middle classes and by economic compensation measures 
for the poorest members of society, such as monthly cash 
transfers. However, the increased focus on natural resource 
extraction had severe ecological consequences that led to 
protests and resistance of the affected population. Gudynas 
illustrated this development with various examples for envi-
ronmental disasters caused by these policies and repressive 
measures used against protesters.

Conservative and progressists: extractivism and other 
commonalities

To illustrate his discontent with the path that progressive gov-
ernments had taken Gudynas compared these governments 
to the conservative ones which preceded them or are still in 
power in other Latin-American countries such as Colombia 
or Mexico. Of course – he stated – there are important dif-
ferences in their perception of the role of the state or the use 
of the generated income. But nevertheless, both follow an 
extractivist path of development, which implies at least one 
unifying element: namely the way how they see their role in 
the international markets and in the process of globalization. 
In the same way as the conservatives, the progressists take 
part in international mainstream business forums and try to 
attract international enterprises to invest in their countries 
– sometimes with secret agreements between government 
and companies as happened in Argentina.

He underlined that it is the extractivist strategy that makes 
it necessary to be in (asymmetric) dialogue with the global 
markets and which causes the limited room for maneuver 
for the progressive governments. However, the progressive 
governments regard these policies as inevitable and claim to 
pursue them for a good cause, namely to generate the nec-
essary income to finance social justice programs.

Gudynas criticized those governments for using this dis-
course as an excuse. He compared the percentage of peo-
ple receiving conditional cash transfers as part of the gov-

ernment’s social service programs: The numbers for Brazil 
did not differ significantly from those of Colombia and Mex-
ico. The numbers for Argentina, Bolivia and Uruguay were 
significantly below those ín the conservative ruled countries.

Many “NOs” as a conclusion

To be able to draw his conclusion and to answer the question 
raised by the title of the conference Gudynas put forward 
one more argument. Besides his statement that the progres-
sive governments are currently using the label “left-wing” 
only in a discursive way, he also criticized that these govern-
ments redefined the concept of social justice and the idea of 
a good life (“buen vivir”). He exemplified the redefinition by a 
graph showing the number of Brazilian households owning 
a computer, a cell phone or a washing machine in the years 
2001-2011. Whereas the number of those households had 
risen, the number of households with access to clean drink-
ing water and sanitation had not significantly changed in this 
period. According to Gudynas, this illustrates the shift from 
a broad idea of social justice as defined by the early left to a 
material definition of the same, which is tied to consumption 
and shows the commodification of social life and nature.

Eduardo Gudynas' following answer to the question, whether 
an end of the progressive era in Latin America can be de-
termined, was then clearly stated and expressed by a simple 
“no”. To justify this “no” he added two further “nos”. On the 
one hand he refused to see the progressive governments 
only as another expression of neoliberal politics, on the other 
hand he clearly pointed out that they are not part of the Latin 
American tradition of the plural left of the late 1990s. As a 
conclusion he described them as a new political regime. A 
regime that is currently trapped in its developmental strate-
gies, which are based on the extraction of natural resources. 
Instead of an end of a cycle Gudynas regards the current 
situation in Latin America as “just one step in a very complex 
and very difficult situation of the region.”

Comments by Tobias Boos and Andreas Novy

Tobias Boos – researcher at the institute for Political Science 
of the University of Vienna – and Andreas Novy – head of 
the institute of Multi-Level Governance and Development at 
the Vienna University of Economics and Business – com-
mented on the keynote speech.

For both of them, it was important to stress the achievements 
of the progressive governments more clearly than Gudynas 
did. Tobias Boos, who is specialized in the studies of Argen-
tina, referred to the current situation under the new conser-
vative government led by Mauricio Macri. Since December 
2015, export taxes were lifted, subsidies for gas, electricity 
and public transport cut and 6.000 employees from the pub-
lic sector laid off. In the private sector there are more than 
200.000 newly unemployed persons.
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Consequently – Boos stated – if one takes capitalism as 
a benchmark and asks in how far the progressive govern-
ments were able to abolish it, the conclusion must be that 
they failed. But taking into account current power relations, 
positive achievements can be clearly detected – especial-
ly compared to what happens currently in Argentina. That 
is why Tobias Boos in contrary to Gudynas actually would 
speak of the end of the progressive era. He identifies as one 
cause for the quick political reversal and the abolishment of 
social improvements under the Macri government the fail-
ure to institutionalize social achievements eg. via legislative 
measures. This facilitates the neoliberal turnaround currently 
realized in Argentina by the Macri government.

Also Andreas Novy asked Gudynas why he stressed ex-
tractivism and not capitalism. According to Novy the pro-
gressive governments pursued a clearly stated social-dem-
ocratic goal, namely the integration of workers in a program 
of mass consumption with the intention that no one remains 
hungry. By adding a cultural dimension Novy argued that this 
intention – with all its contradictions – should be positively 
recognized. Referring to Brazil he described the country as 
based on a “slave holder society heritage” and therefore as 
a society that is racially structured. The progressive govern-
ments led by Lula da Silva and Dilma Rousseff were the first 
which intended to give dignity to the marginalized people. 
In face of the current changes in Brazil Novy would – like 
Boos – definitely speak of the end of an era. First, the idea 
of giving dignity to the marginalized people is abandoned 
by the new government and second, there is an attempt to 
destroy any kind of opposition, from trade unions to NGOs 
and social movements. The outlook Novy gave was quite 
negative: Although he is in favour of the plural left and its 
ideas described by Gudynas, he is not able to determine any 
actors who would be able to take this role. Besides, he is 
very alarmed by the ongoing tendencies. He claimed that 
the Brazilian government was not taken out of government 
because of its failures, but because of its successes which 
means that already the approach to implement social welfare 
measures is considered as “too much” and too threatening 
to powerful actors.

Discussion: “The future is always open for positive 
surprise”

Of course these statements opened up an interesting dis-
cussion with the auditorium. Questions were raised regard-
ing the role of the state and its path-dependency, the room 
of maneuver under given power relations, the pressure to 
be reelected and the question of possible actors of change. 
While there was productive disagreement – for example 
about the actual success of the Brazilian government by 
pointing to the uprisings during the Football World Cup in 
2014 – there was agreement on the need for new ideas 
how to face development and modernity. To develop these 
ideas one should not wait for others to fulfill this task – as 
Eduardo Gudynas underlined. Rather everyone should think 
about how she or he can together with others contribute to 
positive change.

More clarity – at least in general terms – was given about the 
direction which this change should take. Andreas Novy point-
ed out that social and ecological questions cannot be sepa-
rated. Therefore the hitherto dominant model of consumerism 
has to give way to a socio-ecological path. And again he is 
not optimistic that this will actually happen in the near fu-
ture. But he was neither optimistic in the late 1990s. Thus, 
the conference ended with a glimpse of hope, as Novy finally 
stated: “The future is always open for positive surprises.”

Organized by ÖFSE – Austrian Foundation for Devel-
opment Research and Dreikönigsaktion – Hilfswerk der 
Katholischen Jungschar (DKA) in cooperation with the 
Department of Political Science at the University of Vienna 
and the Austrian Latin America Institute (LAI).

ÖFSE - Österreichische Forschungsstiftung für Internationale Entwicklung  im C3 - Centrum für Internationale Entwicklung  A - 1090 Vienna, Sensengasse 3  www.oefse.at


