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Abstract: 

“Houve uma evolução …mas agora custa-lhe andar p’ra ‘trás”: Devolution, Crisis and Expectation in the postindustrial Vale do Ave, Portugal

Guimarães (northern Portugal) has historically been at the centre of Portuguese textile production, an industry that had its “Golden Age” in the 1980s and 90s as exports boomed, allowing for neigh full employment. Marked by unprecedented upward mobility and seemingly infinite possibility, this “dream” came to an abrupt end when the EU opened its markets to international competition in the early 2000s, enterprises became globally financialized and a gradual recession set in. During the last decade, this downward trend has been compounded by both the most recent financial crisis of 2008 and the troika-mandated austerity that followed Portugal’s financial bailout. In this article, I explore the common sense of “going backwards” (andar para atras) that locals refer to when discussing the last years of crisis. Going backwards in this case appears to imply not only a temporal dimension in which the “evolutions” and achievements of past generations are slowly undone, but also alludes to what can reasonably be expected from the future. I aim to show how this common sense - marked by increasing insecurity in material, and mounting marginalization in political terms - turns contemplating the future into a “costly” luxury affordable only to those not struggling to make ends meet day by day. In the next step, contrasting today’s sense with memories from the Golden Age, albeit romanticized, allows me to describe how practices of livelihood have factually changed. I conclude by questioning what logics of economic understanding, for example of the scales at which marginalization occurs, are emergent in this context and how these are used to rationalize the present situation.  

