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INTRODUCTION

In his provocative way, just before he died, Darcy Ribeiro (2000) 
– anthropologist, educator, institution builder, politician, novelist, 
Renaissance Man gone astray – often referred to Brazil (the Brazil 
of his dreams) as the ‘New Rome’. His reasoning: it was the only 
country in the Americas with the conditions to become the locus 
of a genuine civilisation. This possibility did not present itself 
in the United States, a mere extension of Europe in the Western 
Hemisphere. Nor did it present itself in Mexico or Peru, countries 
of ‘witness peoples’, whose mission was to rescue the extraordinary 
patrimony of their primal cultures and adapt them to the radically 
alien context of the modern world.

Exaggerations aside, there is a bit of truth in Ribeiro’s provocation. 
Indeed, from a distance, Brazil comes across as an anomaly. To begin, 
there is the size of its territory: 8.5 million square kilometres, almost 
as large as the whole of Europe. With its enormous climatic diversity 
– the equatorial, super-humid, rainforest climate of the Amazon 
Basin, the dry tropical and semiarid zones of the north-eastern 
sertão, and the subtropical zone that predominates in the central 
and south-east of the country – the vastness of Brazilian territory 
is occupied today by nearly 200 million people of different ethnic 
lineages and diverse cultural backgrounds, yet who all speak – 
albeit with different accents – one common language, Portuguese. 
The third peculiarity is Brazil’s imperial past: while the fragmented 
Spanish dominion in the Americas became republics soon after 
independence (with the brief Mexican imperial experience being the 
only exception), the political formation of Brazil, with the territorial 
unity that it preserves to this day, came about under monarchic 
rule, which lasted until the proclamation of the First Republic on 
15 November 1889. But there’s more than that: the fourth, and 
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most sombre, peculiarity of Brazil is that the construction of this 
immense country was based on the exploitation of slave labour, 
whose heaviest influence was in those regions which were at the 
forefront of distinct cycles of the colonial economy: sugar in the 
north-east; gold in Minas Gerais; coffee in Rio de Janeiro, a region 
which already had distinguished itself because of its privileged 
position in the slave trade circuit. The slave regime was extinguished 
only in 1888.

Naturally, there is much more than mere chance in the 
convergence of these characteristics, and the exact definition of 
their mutual relations has been, for more than a hundred years, the 
primordial task of scholars and essayists, suggestively denominated 
by someone as the ‘interpreters of Brazil’ (explicadores do Brasil). 
Joaquim Nabuco (2003 [1883]), Manoel Bomfim (1996 [1931], 
1993 [1905]), Oliveira Vianna (1987 [1920]), Caio Prado Júnior 
(1967), Gilberto Freyre (1986), Sérgio Buarque de Holanda (1997 
[1936]), Florestan Fernandes (1975) and Ribeiro himself – in spite 
of their differences, they all dealt with these elements, synthesising 
them in their own ways. We are not so bold as to insert ourselves 
in this tradition with this modest chapter. But we shall take from 
it a common element: the question of the ‘absence of the people’ – 
or rather, in the progressive tradition, of the intermittent presence 
of the people, with the strong reaction that it always stirs. Brazil 
appears in this literature as a country endowed with a strong state, 
highly centralised in certain periods; however, it also appears as a 
country with a weak collective identity, low social articulation and 
pronounced inclination toward ‘privativism’ (privatismo). It is a 
national state, but only very precariously a nation-state.

Whether interpreted by conservatives, liberals or revolutionaries, 
this is the crux of the question posed by this tradition (of Ribeiro 
et al.), and to this day it remains the most challenging question, 
both intellectually and politically.

FROM EMPIRE TO REPUBLIC

With the exception of Joaquim Nabuco and Manoel Bonfim, the 
intellectual and political biography of the above mentioned authors 
is marked by the epoch ushered in by the Revolution of 1930. 
And this is no mere coincidence. As it occurred in so many other 
countries during the Crisis of 1929 and the Great Depression that 
ensued, the disorganisation of the pattern of insertion into the world 
economy exacerbated pre-existing tensions, leading to a rupture in 
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the preceding socioeconomic and political organisation. We can 
describe this organisation succinctly as the combination of an agro-
exporting economy with an oligarchic republic: prosperity rested on 
the control of the world coffee market and the ‘politics of governors’ 
(política de governadores) – the decentralised system of governance 
by the elite of each state. Both features were rooted in the situation 
that saw the crisis and downfall of the Empire.

Which situation was this? The slave trade had been abolished in 
1850 by decision of the imperial elite, made under strong British 
pressure, amid the unrest provoked by slave revolts in various 
parts of the country. This period bore witness to the decadence 
of traditional regions and the flourishing of new ones, where the 
land was cultivated with the labour of ‘free’ colonists. The urban 
population was growing, and within it, there appeared new middle 
sectors with some level of education, influenced by the new ideas 
that were arriving from Europe, where evolutionism and Comtean 
positivism were in vogue. Put together, these circumstances eroded 
the bases that had sustained Imperial politics. One year after the 
abolition of slavery, the higher echelons of the army sponsored the 
coup d’état by which the Republic was installed in Brazil. 

However, contrary to what liberals and radicals imagined 
momentarily, what assured the political stability of the country 
were not the republican virtues of the constitution of 1891, but 
rather a peculiar political compromise in which the oligarchies that 
controlled the republican parties in each state mutually recognised 
their supremacy, committing themselves to respect the unwritten 
rule of non-interference in the internal affairs of another state in the 
federation. Under a strongly decentralised constitution, this rule – 
founded on an extremely restrictive electoral system, the open-vote 
system and the ‘verification of powers’ mechanism which endowed 
Congress with the power to decide the legitimacy of mandates – 
established a one-party system (or dominant-party system). That is, 
a one-party system in each state of the federation, the latter being 
governed by an alliance of the two strongest state parties: São Paulo 
and Minas Gerais.

It was in this extremely exclusive political context that coffee 
production spread throughout the state of São Paulo and the first 
seeds of light industry were sown – as in so many other countries 
on the capitalist periphery – with the relative disorganisation of 
commercial flows occasioned by the First World War. With the 
expansion of industry, the figure of the organised worker burst 
onto the national scene, with the characteristic demand for a voice 
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of its own, either socialist or anarchist at the time, and in diverse 
accents, national and European.1

During this time, the shift in the foreign relations of Brazil, which 
had begun at the end of the Empire, was reinforced. Formed with 
British blessings, the imperial state experienced a moment of crisis 
with England in the mid-nineteenth century over the issue of the 
slave trade. But this was not the determining factor that compelled 
Brazil to opt strategically for an alliance with the giant in the North. 
At the end of the century, Brazilian diplomacy recognised the United 
States as the emerging power in the international system and wisely 
concluded that the strengthening of ‘friendly’ relations with the 
United States was the best way to assert itself vis-à-vis its primary 
rival in the region, Argentina, which was much more prosperous 
at the time and was virtually married to the old hegemonic power.

With the advent of 1929, all of these elements underwent deep 
changes. Strictly speaking, we can say that it was at this time that 
Brazil encountered the first of several great waves of transformation 
that turned it into what it is today.

THE FIRST WAVE OF TRANSFORMATION

Between 1930 and 1945, under the command of Getúlio Vargas, 
former governor of the state of Rio Grande do Sul – a permanent 
counterpoint to the café com leite (‘coffee with milk’) alliance 
between São Paulo and Minas Gerais – now transmuted into the 
leader of an anti-oligarchic revolution, Brazil saw itself pushed into 
the first phase of industrialisation through import-substitution. This 
take-off was in large part conditioned, first, by the circumstances 
of the global depression, and, second, by the relative isolation (and 
supply shortage) of Brazil provoked by the Second World War. 
Accompanying this process of industrialisation and urbanisation, 
another process would leave its equally important mark on the 
formation of the political framework: the federalisation or nation-
alisation, de facto, of national politics. A series of political elements 
– institutions, organisations, successive and extensive regulations – 
became, in fact, national. The ‘politics of the governors’ gave way to 
state politics and to nation-building. A few important innovations 
of this period deserve some attention.

First, there was a strong concentration of power in the hands 
of the national executive. A direct result of the Revolution, which 
sought the immediate overthrow of the governors linked to the 
old order, was the suppression of the constitutional autonomy 
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of the states. This was established in the juridical order of the 
Estado Novo (‘New State’) in 1937, after a brief constitutional, 
democratic interlude.

The second great novelty was the creation of numerous regulatory 
codes and mechanisms of economic intervention – public enterprises, 
foundations, independent authorities (autarquias), planning 
councils, and management organs – as well as the rationalisation of 
public administration, whose most emblematic expression was the 
Department of Public Service Administration (DASP, Departamento 
de Administração do Serviço Público) and the adoption of an 
examination system for the appointment to public office. 

The third institutional innovation of the Vargas regime, and by far 
the most long-lasting, was the creation of a corporativist system of 
representation of societal interests – legally recognised trade unions 
and federations, with differential treatment for workers, whose 
organisations were supervised by the Ministry of Labour – and the 
Consolidation of Labour Laws in 1943, which established a series 
of social protection provisions, including the right to a pension and 
30 days’ annual leave.

It should be pointed out that these provisions benefited only 
urban workers in formal employment. The great masses of the 
urban sub-proletariat and the entirety of rural workers were placed 
beyond the reach of such provisions. Rural workers, in particular, 
remained under the direct authority of landowners, whose highly 
concentrated power was unaffected by the policies of the regime. Be 
that as it may, the advances made in this area fulfilled the original 
purpose proclaimed by the regime, to promote social harmony and 
subdue class conflict.

Pari passu, modernising intellectuals, many of them closely 
linked to the Estado Novo, proceeded on a complex intellectual 
operation whose result – soon to become a basic ingredient of state 
politics – was the redefinition of Brazilian national identity, which 
now proudly declared itself mestiço. Gone was the ideology of the 
inherent inferiority of the country due to the racial impurity of its 
population. Explicit manifestations of racism were banned from 
the official discourse of the state, though they survived more or 
less overtly in the actions and the discourse of some branches of 
the state apparatus (most notably the police).

Born at a time of intense turbulence in the international scene, 
the Vargas regime also stood out by the innovating character of its 
foreign policy. Here, the element to point out is not so much the 
policy of neutrality in the war – a policy which was followed by 
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other Latin American countries – but the bargaining undertaken by 
Vargas with the Franklin D. Roosevelt administration, which led 
Brazil to declare war on the Axis powers. Thus, besides benefiting 
from a rearmament programme foreseen by the Lend-Lease Act of 
1941, the Brazilian government received from the United States 
the approval and the human and material support necessary for 
the implantation of the National Steel Company, which played an 
immense role in the subsequent industrialisation of Brazil.

But in May 1945, the Allied victory sounded like an elegy for the 
Vargas regime. Obliged to convoke general elections in February of 
that year, Vargas was toppled in October by a military coup, with 
ample civilian support, during which his officers stood by without 
even a gesture of resistance. 

With the liberal Constitution of 1946, Brazil entered into a new 
era. Nonetheless, the progressive sectors of the civilian opposition 
soon saw their most generous expectations frustrated. In the 
climate of the Cold War that soon followed, conservatism became 
the dominant mark of the Eurico Gaspar Dutra government. This 
conservatism was expressed in economic policy, in the extinction of 
the Communist Party and the retention of the system created some 
years earlier to control organised labour. The agrarian question 
remained off the horizon, and, by way of constitutional provisions, 
illiterate people (nearly 50 per cent of the adult population in 1950) 
were deprived of the right to vote.

THE SECOND WAVE

It was under this system of limited political competition that the 
second wave of structural changes swept through. Once again under 
the leadership of Getúlio Vargas, returned to the presidency, this time 
by the ballot box, a powerful programme of economic modernisation 
sought to build the infrastructure for a new period of growth. Large 
investments in the areas of electricity, petroleum, steel, and trans-
portation, stimulated and enabled the establishment of industries 
of durable consumer goods, intermediate goods and even serial 
capital goods. The emblematic expression of this orientation, as well 
as the key instrument of all the subsequent development policies 
adopted in the country, was Petrobras, the state-owned enterprise 
founded in 1952, under the impetus of a broad popular campaign 
with a strong nationalist character. Less spectacular in its origins, 
yet equally emblematic, was the founding of the National Economic 
Development Bank (BNDE, Banco Nacional de Desenvolvimento 
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Econômico, later renamed BNDES, with the inclusion of the term 
‘Social’). A public finance institution, the BNDE soon began to play 
a decisive role in the financing of infrastructural projects, and more 
generally, in the provision of resources for long-term investments, 
both public and private, in Brazil.

This system would bear fruit under the presidency of Juscelino 
Kubitschek, with his slogan of condensing 50 years of development 
into the five years of his term, which he sought to do with a strong 
policy of attracting foreign investments. It was during Kubitschek’s 
presidency that the embryo of Brazil’s automobile industry was 
implanted, along with a clear division of labour that was characteris-
tic of the industry for many years to come: a small number of foreign 
assembly lines, supplied by a relatively de-concentrated auto-parts 
sector, where national capital had primacy. Also established at this 
time were the petrochemical and home appliance sectors, among 
other ‘modern’ branches of industry.

But the achievements did not end there. The years 1955–60 were 
a time of high cultural creativity in all areas. Bossa nova, the fruit 
of musical experimentalism, constituted perhaps the most widely 
recognised example of this phenomenon. Introducing programmati-
cally elements of jazz into the vast musical tradition of Brazilian 
samba, the seductive appeal of bossa nova was felt as much within 
the country as abroad, marking the tune of Kubitschek’s Brazil. The 
decision to move the capital from Rio de Janeiro to Brasília, a city 
built from scratch in the middle of nowhere, at the central point 
of Brazil’s territory, is an eloquent expression of the confidence of 
this time. The incredible cost of this venture did not dampen the 
spirits. For Brazil, the country of the future, the future appeared 
at arm’s reach.

Not everything, however, conformed to this vision. As the heir 
to the two-party political system put together by Getúlio Vargas – 
with the Social Democratic Party (PSD, Partido Social Democrata) 
representing the conservative face and the Brazilian Labour Party 
(PTB, Partido Trabalhista Brasileiro) the national-popular face – the 
Kubitschek government was the target of an intense defamatory 
campaign promoted by the liberal-conservative opposition, 
frustrated by its repeated inability to take power by means of the 
vote. The hate unleashed by such a campaign translated into two 
military mutinies, which were quickly contained. It was nothing 
that would cause the government to lose sleep. But the signal had 
been sent.
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More worrisome were the growing disequilibria in the external 
accounts and the inflationary tendency. The government began 
negotiations with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in the 
hope of a loan, yet these did not move forward. Faced with the 
austere requirements of the IMF, which implied sacrificing many 
of his goals, Kubitschek broke with the Fund, to the delight of the 
nationalists and to the great dismay of the ‘sell-outs’, the representa-
tives of the opposition as they were referred to by the nationalist left.

A polarisation was clearly taking shape, which would lead to the 
1964 military coup, after a quick succession of events. Jânio Quadros 
rose to the presidency as a figure uncommitted to organised political 
forces; he was adopted by the liberal-conservative opposition as a 
springboard to power, but he resigned in the seventh month of his 
term after Congress denied him the extraordinary powers he had 
sought. The legal successor to the presidency was Vice President 
João Goulart; he had previously been Minister of Labour during the 
second government of Vargas, to whom he was closely linked and 
considered to be his legitimate heir in the Estado Novo. However, 
in the current transition, Goulart would suffer a veto by several 
leaders of the armed forces who sought to block his legal ascent 
to the presidency. In the event, the veto failed, due to the deep 
cleavages that existed in the army at this time, and this in turn 
gave way to a political pact and a constitutional reform – the 
adoption of an improvised parliamentary regime – which avoided 
constitutional rupture. In October 1962, a referendum confirmed 
Goulart as president, but again he would not exercise his powers 
for too long. With inflation out of control, in the midst of an open 
clash with the United States, and with escalating mobilisations 
and counter-mobilisations – especially as rural workers entered 
the fray, organised in rural unions and, more threateningly, in 
‘Peasant Leagues’ – the Goulart government collapsed a day after 
rebel troops began to move. Hence the ambiguity that surrounds 
the episode: it is known as the 31 March Revolution for the victors 
and the 1 April coup for the vanquished.

THE THIRD WAVE

The incoming military regime remained in power for 20 years, and 
it was under its yoke that the third wave of transformations took 
place in Brazil. These began with the institutional modernisations 
promoted by the government of Castello Branco (1964–67), the first 
of five president-generals. The first of these modernisations included 
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monetary reform and restructuring of the capital market, which saw 
the creation of the Central Bank, the introduction of a mechanism 
for the indexation of public debt, the centralisation of the banking 
sector, and the diversification of the financial system (which made 
room for one segment geared toward the direct financing of durable 
consumer goods and another toward the financing of homes for the 
middle classes). Next, the labour market was made more flexible 
by extinguishing the law that ensured severance pay proportional 
to the time of service and job security for workers after ten years 
of employment; this was replaced with a deceiving mechanism: the 
Guaranteed Time of Service Fund.2 A new statutory wage policy 
would also substitute the practice of negotiation, mediated by the 
Labour Justice Department, with the application of a correction 
index derived from a mathematical formula established by the 
government. Finally, a series of broad public administration reforms 
were implemented, along with the restructuring of the fiscal system, 
which created new taxes and led to the strong centralisation of fiscal 
power in Brasília.

The years of strong growth after 1968, and especially the 
period until 1973, known as ‘the economic miracle’ for its annual 
growth rates above 10 per cent, prolonged the developmental-
ism of the 1950s and stretched it to its limits. Due to a range of 
circumstances, which cannot be fully examined here, the military 
regime in Brazil assumed a different role and character than those 
of neighbouring Argentina or Chile. Industrialist and driven by the 
idea of ‘Great Power Brazil’ (Brasil-potência), the regime did not 
destroy the apparatus of state intervention created under Vargas. 
On the contrary, it strengthened existing state-owned enterprises 
(SOEs), starting with Petrobras, and created many others, thereby 
transforming the state business sector into a powerful system of 
production and regulation. In the same vein, it widened enormously 
the resources of the BNDE, ascribing to it new and more important 
functions. Moreover, the mechanisms of compulsory savings were 
accentuated in such a way as to finance a new push toward indus-
trialisation and modernisation.

But another equally relevant element in this ‘great transformation’ 
must be brought to attention: the compulsory modernisation of 
agriculture, implemented by the strong intervention of the military 
state. Acts such as the Land Statute and, especially, the Rural 
Credit System, pushed the country toward a path of agricultural 
development without reducing the concentration of landownership; 
on the contrary, land concentration increased. Mechanisation, 
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the introduction of chemicals, and the expansion of agribusiness 
produced a new agrarian elite and a new contingent of dispossessed 
peasants, turning the countryside into a breeding ground of new 
political actors. By the mid 1980s there emerged movements of rural 
landless workers set against a modern, aggressive ‘rural lobby’, 
strongly connected to influential urban sectors (banks, industry 
and media).

An important element in this aspect of the process of change 
is the internalisation of agricultural development. Concomitantly 
with innovations in cultivation methods and the reconfigura-
tion of relations between agricultural, industrial and commercial 
sectors, there was a profound shift in the geography of agricultural 
production, involving the expansion of new crops, such as soy beans, 
as well as cattle-raising in previously unutilised spaces in the central 
and eastern parts of the country. The future that Kubitschek had 
dreamed of when he created Brasília was now becoming a reality.

This should not come as a total surprise. In effect, in spite of all 
the violence that resulted from the 1 April coup, between the period 
of military rule and that immediately preceding it, the continuities 
are very clear. We already alluded to this when we mentioned the 
use of Petrobras and the BNDES. Something similar can be seen 
in the management, supervision and control of labour relations. 
Here, too, what the military regime did was to utilise fully the 
institutional resources available to achieve its ends: it was not 
necessary to change the labour laws to repress labour unions or to 
purge union leaders who had led the pre-1964 mobilisations and 
replace them with subservient leaders. 

From 1964 to 1984, the Brazilian economy made a leap in its 
productive system, extended and deepened its industrial sector, 
and relied heavily on the incorporation of foreign capital. Yet the 
passage from this ‘dependent associated’ model of development, to 
use terminology that is out of vogue, did not occur in the post-1964 
period. If we were to look for a dividing line, we would have to go 
back to the 1950s. And if we follow the arguments of Carlos Lessa, 
author of a brilliant study co-authored with Sulamis Dain (1980), 
we may even have to go back to the 1920s. In this work, which 
considers the economic role of the state in Latin America, especially 
Brazil, the authors show that since the 1920s the relations between 
the state, national capital and foreign capital were regulated by a 
kind of pact. Accordingly, dominant groups – generally businessmen 
and propertied classes in general – would cede space in certain 
sectors for the leadership of foreign firms (especially in industry), 
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and would keep for themselves the control over those areas of 
activity that provided positional returns. These remained reserved 
areas for a long time, which foreign capital could not penetrate, or 
at most did so to a very small degree. The military regime retained 
this scheme, and here, too, there was little innovation.

Regarding foreign policy, continuity also predominated. After a 
period of nearly unconditional identity with US foreign policy in 
the years following the coup, the second military presidency would 
evidence a hesitant autonomy. But it was in the Ernesto Beckmann 
Geisel government (1974–78) that this impulse became the nexus of 
a coherent strategy of the country’s affirmation on the international 
stage. ‘Responsible pragmatism’, as the policy was called, translated 
into a reaffirmation of the ties of friendship with the United States, 
but also a denunciation of the nuclear oligopoly and the consequent 
refusal to sign the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). It would 
also translate into the immediate recognition of the independence 
of Angola and other former Portuguese colonies, when the United 
States was still betting on the possibility of vetoing their respective 
governments, and in the denunciation of the Military Co-operation 
Treaty with the United States, in reaction to the pressure by the 
Jimmy Carter administration against human rights violations and 
the nuclear accord that Brazil maintained with Germany.

The new policy turn was further reflected in Brazil’s leadership, 
alongside India, in the GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs and 
Trade) negotiations (Tokyo Round), in which the two countries 
represented the bloc of developing countries opposed to the agenda 
of the great powers. Thus, there was a resumption, in grand style, 
of the ‘independent foreign policy’ whose contours had first been 
sketched during the Kubitschek government. In the government 
of João Batista Figueiredo, the last of the president-generals, the 
rhetoric of diplomacy became more opaque, but the general lines 
of diplomatic conduct remained the same. This could be seen in the 
policy of exporting armaments, in the investment incentives given 
to Middle Eastern countries and, above all, in the support, more 
than just rhetorical, given to Argentina in its war with Britain over 
the Malvinas Islands (the Falklands, as they are known in the UK). 

In foreign policy, just as in economic and social policy, the 
military regime deepened a model whose profile had already been 
clearly designed in the prior period. If we abstract from it the 
element of political change, it would be possible to narrate the 
historic trajectory of the country in way that renders the coup as 
a minor occurrence.
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THE FOURTH WAVE

But this abstraction we cannot make. One of the fundamental char-
acteristics of pre-1964 Brazilian society was its strong democratising 
dynamic. From 1946 to 1964, Brazil experienced enormous 
economic growth, and with that growth the participation of the 
popular classes in the political process grew as well. The intervention 
of these sectors in political life was not a new phenomenon, as has 
already been shown. After Vargas’ suicide in 1954, and largely 
because of it, the popular classes returned to the political scene 
to become a central element in the crisis situation that led to the 
1964 coup. That coup aimed to suffocate the demand for greater 
political voice and to triumph over this disturbing force, that is, the 
democratic impulse of Brazilian society. The architects of the 1964 
coup set out from the start to fulfil this task, and with refined zeal. 
When it came to the popular sectors, particularly in the countryside, 
violence was the rule. In dealing with politicians and organisations 
that served as channels of expression for the middle classes, the 
actions of the regime were much more contained, hesitant. Violence 
was more surgical in nature, limited in its time and its reach. But 
soon it began to surge in waves, culminating in December 1968 
with Institutional Act No. 5 and the establishment of a dictatorship 
sans phrase.

Yet, contrary to what some analysts have come to believe, the 
military men that led the coup did not intend to send the country 
back to the past. They were authoritarian, yet they were modernisers. 
They wanted strong industry and a robust capitalist economy. Thus, 
they delegated command of economic policy to civilians, and created 
a security cordon to insulate them from all forms of pressure, even 
those that came from the barracks. And in this strategy, they were 
very successful.

The cycle of growth that began in 1968 and continued until the 
beginning of the 1980s came as the result of a series of factors, 
both internal and external, a large part of which had no relation 
to the orientation of the country’s economic policy. What mattered 
was that, by way of its duration and intensity, this growth implied 
profound changes in the structure of the Brazilian economy and 
society. The accelerated urbanisation of this period is one example; 
the enormous expansion of the waged middle classes and the 
workforce employed in industry are two further examples. And 
here lies the great irony. By changing ways of life, opening new 
horizons and redefining the expectations and worldviews of a large 
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part of the population, these structural changes threw up new social 
forces which would give new impetus to the democratic dynamic 
that the architects of the coup had originally sought to extinguish. 
This dynamic manifested itself from the beginning of the Geisel 
government in 1974, with the large and unexpected electoral victory 
of the opposition. Three years later, the labour movement returned 
to the stage with a campaign for wage readjustment. In 1978, such 
actions multiplied. In 1979 came the political amnesty; in 1980, the 
third and longest strike by metallurgical workers in São Bernardo 
(greater São Paulo). In 1984, the campaign for direct elections 
exploded onto the scene. At this rate, the military no longer had the 
conditions to stay in power, nor even to appoint a civilian successor.

Beyond the unanticipated effects of Geisel’s liberalising policy, 
which was transformed into a ‘political opening’ at the end of his 
term, as well as the impact of the debt crisis, which struck with full 
force during the government of his successor, the exhaustion of the 
military regime was driven by a structural problem that fuelled the 
critique of the opposition. Along with denouncing the autocratic 
character of the regime, the democratic opposition denounced the 
economic model for being exclusive, centralising and dependent – 
a condition that was becoming critical with regards to technology 
and, as the 1970s unfolded, to finance.

The opposition had a further criticism. Its target was state inter-
ventionism, and its greatest expression was the ‘campaign against 
nationalisation’, which mobilised the liberal-conservative press and 
wide sectors of the Brazilian business community during Geisel’s 
government. But the social and political reach of this criticism, at the 
time, was limited. When the civilian opposition finally conquered the 
presidency of the country in 1985, the mottos of its programme were 
democracy and the sustained expansion of the economy, within the 
terms of a socially inclusive and autonomous model of development.

Had it been successful, this programme would have been a 
decisive step in transforming Brazil into a nation. Unfortunately, 
expectations of this kind were quickly frustrated. Constrained by 
the commitments assumed by the ‘forces of the past’ and confronted 
with a hostile external environment – the debt crisis and the new 
rules of the game in the international economy, which began 
to give substance to the neoliberal restructuring of capitalism – 
the government of the ‘New Republic’ was paralysed after the 
unsuccessful attempt to curb rampant inflation by means of shock 
therapy: the Cruzado Plan of 1986.
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During this agonising period, the civil government of José 
Sarney (1985–89) witnessed the intensification of social unrest, 
the explosion of the inflationary process – which elevated repeatedly 
the monthly index above 50 per cent (the conventionally accepted 
annual rate of hyperinflation) – and an external stand-off with the 
United States and Europe that worsened day by day.

Three positive elements must necessarily be included in the 
balance sheet of this period. First were the democratic victories, 
especially the immediate suppression of the numerous provisions of 
political control implanted during the military regime (the removal 
of the ‘authoritarian debris’, in the language of the time). Second 
were the important advances in the area of social policy. And third, 
the work of the Constituent Assembly (Constituinte Cidadã). 

Installed in 1987, at the exact moment that the inflationary 
process was escaping control, the Constituent Assembly, in its 
process of elaboration and in its results, condensed the contradic-
tions and impasses of this epoch. Not by accident, its text was 
seen by the representatives of all political quarters as repulsive, 
incoherent, a provisional fix, a simple truce. Yet, this constitution 
left an important legacy that survived every revision that the 
document would later undergo: it institutionalised many of the 
recently introduced innovations in the area of social policy; and it 
universalised the vote, incorporating tens of millions of illiterates 
into the electoral and political dynamic.

Ironically, many of these ‘new voters’ helped elect Fernando 
Collor de Mello, responsible for introducing neoliberal reforms in 
Brazil. We will not go into the details of Collor’s short presidency 
– he resigned from office in December 1992 to avoid impeachment 
on corruption charges, but even so, he had his political rights 
revoked for eight years. But we must add that his reform agenda 
was implanted – and this is another irony of the time – by Fernando 
Henrique Cardoso, the sociologist known worldwide as the author 
of ‘dependency theory’. 

THE FIFTH WAVE

Ironies aside, it was in Cardoso’s government that Brazil entered fully 
into the era of neoliberal reforms. Without a doubt, the biggest feat 
of this period was the management of the Real Plan (Plano Real), a 
stabilisation programme launched when Cardoso was Minister of 
Finance and which became the flagship of the electoral campaign 
that won him the presidency. His intellectual conception of the plan 
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was of some significance, but its success can only be explained in the 
context of the changing behaviour by international investors, who 
were turning to ‘emerging markets’, and the partial transformation 
introduced by the Collor government – the first important measures 
towards commercial opening and financial liberalisation.

This intimate association between short-term policy and the trans-
formation of the institutional framework of the Brazilian economy 
was well understood by Cardoso’s team, which bet on the deepening 
of these ‘reforms’ to guarantee simultaneously monetary stability 
and growth. This is not the place to discuss the details of either 
one of these objectives. But it is worth noting that, during this 
time, Brazil became the centre of one of the largest privatisation 
programmes in the world, as well as one of the principal destinations 
for foreign direct investment (FDI) outside of the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).

However, the application of neoliberal reforms in Brazil was 
not as extensive as one would imagine, nor was it marked by an 
accentuated radicalism. Privatisations were of great importance, and 
they were carried out to the limit in strategic sectors such as steel, 
petrochemicals and telecommunications. But the electricity sector 
ended the period with a mixed profile, while Petrobras, BNDES, 
Banco do Brasil and Caixa Econômica Federal, along with other 
banking institutions in certain states of the federation, remained in 
government hands. There was an attempt to implement sweeping 
reforms in the social security system (Reforma da Previdência), but 
the initiative did not make it through Congress, which also blocked 
more ambitious attempts at tax reform.

In terms of foreign policy, we again encounter this sort of mixed 
game. Cardoso’s diplomacy continued the aggiornamento begun 
in the Collor administration: Brazil would accept the agenda of 
the central states (economic liberalisation, non-proliferation, envi-
ronmentalism, provisions for human rights, anti-terrorism) and 
would prove its worth as a respectable member of the ‘international 
community’ by signing the NPT, among other symbolic gestures. But 
it would also reiterate its commitment to principals that Western 
powers now denounced as obsolete in the post-Cold War world, 
such as non-intervention in the internal affairs of other countries. 
In another dimension, Brazil would remain very reticent in the 
negotiations surrounding the formation of a Free Trade Area of 
the Americas (FTAA), whose outcomes it would seek to postpone 
on procedural questions, while investing instead in Mercosul (the 
Common Market of the South) as a base for building its own 
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international economic space, partially outside the control of the 
superpower to the North.

In these and other policy areas, what resulted from such crossed 
signals was an intermediary line that pleased few. And this 
contradictory approach would not be alien to the politics of his 
successor.

Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva was elected in November 2002, after a 
long campaign from which he emerged as leader of a broad develop-
mentalist alliance which called for the reconstruction of the country 
on more equitable terms, but without sacrificing the hard-won 
monetary stability. He began his first term extremely cautiously, at 
least with respect to economic policy. In effect, on this terrain, the 
continuity of the directives that marked the politics of his predecessor 
is notable: commitment to ambitious goals of budgetary surpluses, 
strict control of inflation and the independence of the Central Bank. 
Such was the ‘conservative’ face of the Lula government, for which 
he earned scathing criticism from his opponents on the left, and 
also from some sections of the business community. 

This choice made by the ex-leader of the metallurgical union 
and founder and leader of the Workers’ Party (PT, Partido dos 
Trabalhadores), a leftist party with a trajectory of unprecedented 
success in Brazil and Latin America as a whole, took many by 
surprise. But a brief look at the context in which Lula won the 
elections might help to clarify his choice.

In many ways, the context was very adverse. With the stabilisation 
plan (the Real) and the structural adjustments of the 1990s, the 
inflation had been curbed. But the therapy adopted had as its side 
effects a policy of high interest rates and mediocre economic growth, 
which translated into alarming indicators of unemployment and 
income (in terms of level and distribution). Public property had 
been sold off in order to reduce a skyrocketing debt, with enormous 
short-term interest payments. And SOEs had been privatised without 
a previously defined regulatory framework, such that the state 
monopoly regime was followed by another, of private monopolies 
operating in a savage environment, which stimulated the search 
for quick profit, not efficiency. The social crisis was flagrant. In 
1994, there were around 800,000 unemployed in the greater São 
Paulo region. In 2002, there were almost 2 million. Across the 
country, a period of so-called long-term unemployment was setting 
in. There were 50,000 detainees in the prisons of the state of São 
Paulo in 1994, rising to more than 100,000 in 2001. Today, Brazil 
and Colombia are the only two countries in Latin America that 
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have mass criminal organisations. The culmination of a process 
that had been building for some time, organised crime permeated 
all social spheres and all classes and groups, and also extended 
itself through the different instances of public power. In a perverse 
allegory of competitive society, organised crime seemed to reveal 
the recondite truth of the modern market that had been presented 
as the bright horizon of competitive integration into globalisation.

This ‘cursed inheritance’, denounced and lamented by the new 
government, was nonetheless decisive for the change in command. 
Lula’s victory depended heavily on a crisis within the reigning 
conservative coalition and the disastrous effects of its economic 
policy, in practically all aspects of national life. In the last year of the 
Cardoso government, the country found itself literally on the brink 
of darkness as it faced an unprecedented energy crisis. Affecting 
the daily life of the whole of the population, the ‘blackout crisis’ 
(apagão) carried powerful symbolism: contrary to the pretension 
of competence of a government of ‘PhDs’, the crisis exposed the 
bankruptcy of the state, which was defeated by the undoing of its 
own public machinery.

These are some of the elements of the social crisis that struck 
the country at the beginning of the millennium. But – and we 
place great emphasis on this – these elements combined with other 
elements that made the hypothesis of rupture very problematic. 
Despite the pitfalls, political institutions functioned regularly, and 
mutually supported each other, having passed the crucial test of 
Collor’s impeachment and the broad constitutional reforms put 
forth by the Cardoso government. In Congress and among the state 
governments, the centre-right forces enjoyed ample majorities. And 
with each passing day, the weight of the judiciary in the resolution 
of critical issues grew heavier, reproducing in Brazil a process also 
observed in many other countries, the ‘judicialisation of politics’. 
And in a conjuncture of retreat or stagnation of mass movements 
and the weakening of leftist movements, not only in Brazil but 
throughout the world, with only timid attempts at recovery, the PT 
went to the polls once again with an extremely moderate coalition.

THE LULA GOVERNMENT

In contrast to the other leftist governments of the continent, Lula 
won the presidency in conditions of political and institutional 
normality, a fact that was equally expressed in the behaviour of the 
voters: in voting overwhelmingly for a leftist candidate, now dressed 
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in elegant suits and using a laid-back discourse, the electorate chose 
the path of tranquil change. The economic policy could be less 
conservative, despite this. But we cannot understand this option if 
we abstract it from the above context.

However, not everything in the Lula government was continuity 
– not even in the area of economic policy. In the Lula government 
there was a sensible reduction in interest rates (although they still 
remain very high); a systematic policy of extending the country’s 
debt profile and reducing external vulnerability, which culminated 
in March 2005 with the settlement of the country’s debt with the 
IMF; and funding policies by the BNDES (in productive sectors, 
infrastructure, credit and micro-credit) that have yielded positive 
results in terms of growth in employment and income. By the way, 
a significant indicator of the reorientation of economic policy, 
even if partial, is the restoration of the BNDES into a genuine 
development bank, after being disguised as an investment bank 
under the Cardoso government. 

In other areas, the differences are clearer. In social policy, 
we have had a limited reduction of inequality and a significant 
reduction of poverty and misery. The policies of inclusion were 
reasonably successful, and with reduced leakage (efficient 
targeting). Programmes of access to credit and banking services, 
agrarian reform (financing, credit, assistance), support for family 
agriculture (credit, marketing facilities) – these resulted not only in 
a reduction of the desperation of the poorest. According to Paulo 
Singer, these are ‘emancipatory programmes’ and should ‘result in 
a significant expansion of the processes of community development, 
which constitute the best way effectively to fight poverty and avoid 
the creation of new social and economic inequalities’ (2005, our 
translation). This remains to be seen.

‘Palliative measures’, ‘mere patchwork’, the critics mutter. But 
on the back of ten years of falling employment rates and wage 
stagnation, some improvements, though seemingly small to the 
distant observer, can be quite significant for the masses of the 
excluded. These improvements certainly affect the mood and the 
way in which these citizens receive signals from the world, including 
televised signals. And these changes in daily life, though small on 
the scale of values held by the more demanding activists, or on 
the wealth scale of the social analysts, mean nothing less than the 
difference between life and death for millions of Brazilians. And 
it was largely on the grounds of these meanings and representa-
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tions that the political judgment was passed that resulted in Lula’s 
re-election in November 2006.

One cannot underestimate the importance of this element. Small 
policies – which one analyst ingeniously called ‘the hidden side 
of government’ – have enormous implications. Some of these are 
material, as simple examples indicate, such as the increase in the 
consumption of so-called ‘white line’ home appliances, construction 
material and popular furniture. Or the number of ‘urbanised’ 
favelas: with a street name and postal code, the residents can receive 
post, purchase orders and buy furniture on credit, as well as seek 
employment, without having to provide the address of a ‘legalised’ 
relative. Or the persistent fall in the price of essential foodstuffs, the 
so-called ‘basic basket of consumption’ (cesta básica de consumo) of 
the popular classes. Federal banks were instructed to popularise the 
access to personal checking accounts, which meant, for millions of 
people, gaining access to cheaper and more secure forms of credit, 
and with lower rates than the personal credit of conventional 
banks or usurers. There are also symbolic implications: through 
such policies, there is the chance of ‘becoming a person’. It is for 
such reasons that an analyst like Paulo Singer calls such policies 
emancipatory: they liberate not only the body, but also the soul of 
the subject-turned-citizen.

Lula was elected for a second term (2007–10) in adverse conditions 
under an enormous media siege. The victory had a logic that can 
only be understood amid the pains of the inherited structures and 
the remedies, small but significant, that the Lula government applied 
in its first four years in power.

Therefore, there have been changes. But it is in the realm of foreign 
policy that they have been most evident. The first indications in this 
sense arose even before the transfer of office, with the dispatching 
of Lula’s personal emissary to Venezuela – at the time submerged 
in a deep crisis, with the supply of oil cut and the economy in a 
state of paralysis – and the proposal for the creation of the ‘Group 
of friends of Venezuela’, whose activity contributed to overcoming 
of the political impasse. This was only the beginning. Soon after, 
the new orientation of Brazilian foreign policy – new in the much 
more assertive style and the way in which it defined its objectives 
– came to express actively its condemnation of the war in Iraq; to 
give emphasis to economic and political integration in the South 
American sub-continent; to strengthen ties with other ‘large countries 
of the periphery’, especially India, China and South Africa; and to 
adopt an independent position on the commercial negotiations in 
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progress. With this new posture, Brazil made a decisive contribution 
to the virtual shelving of the FTAA project, and took on a leading 
role in the alliance that has assured developing nations a vigorous 
voice in the Doha Round. 

The conduct of foreign policy supposes the possibility of changing 
the architecture of world order in the direction of a multi-polar 
configuration and seeks to contribute to such a change as quickly 
as possible. But it seeks to do so by operating within the existing 
institutions, avoiding a course of conflict that could turn the 
country into a ‘revisionist nation’ (in the jargon of the discipline). 
It is no surprise, therefore, that despite the clear manifestation of 
divergences, Brazil maintains today a relationship with the United 
States that is seen by both sides as excellent. The reorientation of 
foreign policy is obvious, but here too we will find no ruptures.

THE UNFINISHED CONSTRUCTION: OLD QUESTIONS, NEW 
CHALLENGES

In recent years, Brazil has appeared increasingly in the international 
media alongside China, Russia, and India as an emerging power, 
with growing influence in the conduct of global affairs. Apart from 
the effects of an exceptionally favourable economic conjuncture, 
this fact reflects an external perception of some economic and social 
tendencies that have been mentioned, the assessment with regards to 
the potential of the country – which appears to grow to the extent 
that the preoccupation with the ecological situation of the planet 
grows – and the successes of Brazilian diplomacy.

However, the enthusiasm of some must not breed illusions. The 
fragility at the foundations of Brazil’s success is great. Brazil’s 
exporting sector is still greatly dependent on agricultural and 
mineral commodities, and it is vulnerable to the protectionist 
movements in the North. Agribusiness accounts for 30 per cent 
of Brazilian exports – and exports account for more than half of 
the revenue of the sector. A burdensome public debt still weighs 
heavily on national finances, even though today it is less bound by 
short-term consideration, especially with the increase in foreign 
reserves. External payments are still aggravated by the enormous 
expenditures with remittances, profits, interest, royalties, in an 
industry fundamentally serving the internal market, but with 
ownership strongly concentrated in the hands of non-residents. The 
financing of infrastructure projects for a new leap in development 
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runs into great difficulties – including embargos imposed by 
conservative reaction in the legislature and judiciary.

Social disparities continue to be very high, with one of the highest 
polarisations in the world, when considering the relation between 
the richest 20 per cent and the poorest 20 per cent. In a feedback 
effect, the ideological impact of such inequality is brutal: there is 
enormous resistance to redistributive policies, which is legitimated 
on the basis of values which are supposedly ‘meritocratic’ but which, 
in fact, are almost aristocratic.

To make matters worse, the political system is very resistant to 
change. Congressional representation is one example. Fifty years 
ago, Celso Furtado pointed out the persistent conflict between the 
presidential mandate, the result of a national election in which each 
head is a vote, and the congressional mandate, with its distortions 
in representation which favour enormously the less populated states 
and the oligarchies. In 1964, on the eve of the reactionary military 
coup supported by the United States, this conflict spawned a popular 
leftist slogan: ‘progressive President, reactionary Congress’. The 
president embodied reformist hopes, while the parliament assumed 
the furious defence of the status quo. Decades later, the reality is not 
all that different. Add to the reactionary and conservative front a 
judiciary profoundly attached to oligarchic interests and practically 
immune to any change. The initiatives for agrarian reform and 
access to rights, for example, encounter, in every corner of the 
country, the door of the judiciary to halt their entry. 

Some time ago, when it was common to speak of the Brazilian 
economic model, by many considered a ‘miracle’, Furtado warned 
that this case demonstrated the insufficiency of industrialisation 
as the means to overcome underdevelopment; in the last years of 
his life, he referred to the Brazilian trajectory as an ‘interrupted 
construction’. In his writings (Furtado 1966: 101–2) he would 
design the development model that he judged both desirable and 
possible, combining four large vectors:

1. sustained growth: constant (not cyclical), durable, and not based 
on the predatory use of natural and human resources;

2. reasonable national integration and reduction of regional 
inequalities;

3. internalisation of dynamisms (economic, technological) and of 
decision-making centres; and

4. significant incorporation of the masses in the economic, social, 
and political process.
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In general, in the so-called hard sciences, in a vector sum, we can 
suppose these components as independent. However, such is not 
the case on the terrain of human history. The four above mentioned 
vectors are conditioned by one another. Thus, for example, if social 
and political incorporation of the masses is, or can be, the result of 
the three other goals, it is also a political condition to enable the 
first three. And in a certain way, the result, envisioned and presented 
as a project to the New Prince, acts as a real force.

Reviving the interrupted construction implies confronting old 
questions. In the conditions of present-day Brazil, these questions 
translate into a series of challenges, of which the following appear 
to us as of special importance.

First, there needs to be advance on the technological frontier, 
so as to create one’s own capacity of generating knowledge and 
innovations. This has to do with the urgent necessity of expanding 
and diversifying education and research, including that which is 
essentially incremental and adaptive in nature. Given the profile of 
the technological frontier, Brazilian development has no option but 
to be knowledge-based if the country wishes to shed the reflexive 
and dependent nature of its economy and politics.

On the other hand, this technology does not refer only to the most 
obvious field of application, industry. Considering the sheer size and 
the profile of the country, development cannot but be rural-based as 
well, taking advantage of the country’s vast agricultural potential and 
energy base. The application of technological and scientific research 
could make Brazil a pioneer of a new sustainable development 
model that combines both the urban and the rural.

Second, there needs to be a strengthening of the role of the state 
as guarantor of the civil, political, and social rights of the destitute 
layers of society. The state not only needs to fulfil the role of the 
ideal collective capitalist, according to Friedrich Engels’ celebrated 
image. We can add a bit of Karl Polanyi to this Marxist vision. To 
enable economic development and prevent that it be affected by 
political resistances and turbulence, generated by the great transfor-
mation, the state needs to guarantee ‘compensation for the losers’ 
through bold social policies. And we should reinforce the dosage, 
when we take into account the abysmal inequalities that are the sad 
mark of the country and the furious resistance that changes, even 
miniscule ones, tend to provoke. The emancipatory nature of the 
policies of social and economic inclusion cannot be underestimated. 
Escaping poverty means, very frequently, escape also from servile 
obedience. In this sense, we can say that the strengthening of state is 
the condition, simultaneously, for both development and democracy.
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Third, the rule of law must be bolstered in order to fight diffuse 
criminality and organised crime, this darker side of ‘globalisation’. 
We could say that there already exists in Brazil ‘mass’ organised 
crime, with large organisations that dominate the peripheral neigh-
bourhoods of the urban centres. However, organised crime is not 
a characteristic of the ‘poor side’ of the country; organised crime 
traverses society and is certainly co-ordinated from its ‘refined’ 
centres. In this sense, it is, fundamentally, a crime ‘of the elite’, 
with a wide network of agents in the banking system, commerce 
and the political apparatus – the legislatures, judiciary and local 
executives. The challenge here is to promote the required changes 
in the police and judicial systems in order to do away with its class 
bias, preparing them to fight crime in the most privileged sectors 
of Brazilian society and to respect the civil rights of the country’s 
marginalised, the customary victims of unchecked police violence.

Finally, in the area of foreign policy, Brazil must combine the role 
it is playing – and increasingly tends to play – by its own weight in 
the world with its disposition to contribute to the process of regional 
integration (in South America, particularly), as a condition for the 
realisation of the potential autonomy of all the countries involved. 

Overcoming these challenges will not transform Brazil into a 
‘New Rome’ – in the end, there was something assumedly humorous 
in the metaphor – but it will certainly provoke a satisfactory smile on 
the face of the restless Darcy Ribeiro, wherever he might have gone.

NOTES

1. From the 1880s onward, the incorporation of immigrants from various 
European countries, especially Italy, was one of the components of the 
‘solution’ to the problem posed by the transition from slave to free labour. The 
inverted commas are justified, because the corollary to this process was the mass 
exclusion of ex-slaves from the labour market, who suddenly saw themselves 
thrust in the competitive world without the least bit of preparation in order to 
insert themselves in a stable way. 

2. Under this system, an enterprise would contribute the equivalent of 9 per cent 
of the wages of each employee, who in the event of a lay-off could withdraw 
the accumulated amount, corrected according to the official inflation index and 
capitalised at 3 per cent per year.
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