
Cardoso Commemorates 25th Anniversary of
Transitions  from Authoritarian Rule

As part of the twenty-fifth anniver-

sary of this project, the Latin American

Program invited Fernando Henrique

Cardoso - who served as President of

Brazil from 1995 to 2003 - to speak about

the initiative and the status of the democ-

racies in the region.

Recalling the project, Cardoso con-

fessed that, at the time it was launched, he

and his colleagues had only a superficial

comprehension of the relevance it would

have for political transitions in Latin

America. For Cardoso the project was

essential in creating an intellectual basis

for democratization in the face of oppres-

sive authoritarian regimes entrenched in

most Latin American countries at that

time. Particularly relevant given the

recent demise of the Franco dictatorship

(1936 - 1975) in Spain, the iniative helped

motivate and develop a network of

democracy experts that would eventually

gain global reach in the advancement of

democracy.

Cardoso expressed surprise with the

pace of subsequent progress of democracy

in Latin America after so many years of

authoritarian rule, adding that not only
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n 1979, a team of researchers based
at the Woodrow Wilson Center con-

ceived and launched a project titled
Transitions from Authoritarian Rule. This
group of highly distinguished scholars
including Fernando Henrique Cardoso,
Abraham Lowenthal, Alfred Stepan,
Guillermo O'Donnell, Philippe Schmitter,
and Laurence Whitehead designed the
project to analyze and compare political
transitions underway in Latin America and
Europe during the 1980's. The resultant
research, conferences, and four-volume
book series was the origin of a conceptu-
al debate and empirical research on
regime change and democratic governance
throughout the world. The series was translated into numerous languages and, for
more than a decade, was the most cited work of social science published in English.
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did Latin American countries become democratic

but also that "their societies became more partici-

patory." Recently this new level of involvement

has increased thanks to the Internet, which has

given citizens the opportunity to discuss and react

to legislation even before it reaches congress. In

Brazil for example, prior to the approval of the

recently enacted Fiscal Responsibility Law, there

was extensive public debate on the Internet and in

other forums, adding legitimacy to the final version

passed in 2000.

In assessing the quality of Latin American

democracies, Cardoso acknowledged there have

been varying levels of success for countries in the

region. For him, Chile stands out as the most suc-

cessful, having implemented a stable democratic

model and built a solid economy in the wake of a

notably harsh dictatorship. In Brazil,marked polit-

ical and economic improvements have helped it

attract a steady stream of foreign investment.

Nevertheless, inequality remains a serious problem.

On Argentina Cardoso noted that while the coun-

try had been struggling to stabilize both the eco-

nomic and the political fronts, the Argentine peo-

ple have recovered their belief in government, and

the country appears on the mend. The Andean

countries, including Colombia, Bolivia and

Venezuela are, at present, facing the most serious

challenges in the region.Venezuela is currently the

most complicated; despite extraordinary economic

potential to be derived from expansive oil reserves,

political conditions have strongly undermined its

prospects. "President Chavez rules under some

inspiration of 'bolivarianism' [but] I cannot under-

stand bolivarianism," said Cardoso.

During their struggle to cast off authoritarian
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regimes and build strong democracies, the nations

of Latin America have been forced to endure addi-

tional stress as globalization has affected all areas of

productive, industrial, and financial systems. To

succeed under these evolving and complex cir-

cumstances, Cardoso deemed it essential for Latin

America to persevere in strengthening democracy.

Cardoso concluded by suggesting that the

Woodrow Wilson Center build on the success of

the original project, and spearhead an evolution of

this comparative debate from a different angle:

while the original Transitions Project analyzed the

prospects for building democracy from the dynam-

ics of domestic institutions, this new investigation

could analyze these prospects as propelled by mul-

tilateral institutions. Before this can occur howev-

er, these institutions must be updated in light of

current political realities, assuring democratic rep-

resentation for their broader membership.
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Thinking Brazil Update is an electronic publica-

tion of Brazil @ the Wilson Center. This project is

founded on the conviction that Brazil and the

U.S.-Brazilian relationship deserve to receive better

attention in Washington. Brazil’s population, size,

and economy, as well as its unique position as a

regional leader and global player fully justify this

interest. In response, and in keeping with the

Center’s mission to bridge scholarly research and

public action, Brazil @ the Wilson Center sponsors

activities designed to create a “presence” for Brazil

in Washington that captures the attention of the

policymaking community. Brazil @ the Wilson

Center is grateful for the support of ADM and the

GE Foundation.

For more information please refer to www.wilson-

center.org/brazil or contact Alex Parlini at 

parliniaj@wwic.si.edu
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