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I n order to discuss the 2005 po l i ti c a l

c risis in Bra z i l , we must first cre a te a

f rame of referen ce . The key con cepts of

p a tri m on i a l i s m , el i te s , devel opm ent and

governance make up the borders of this frame

and are basic in the analysis of politics in Latin

America.

Patrimonialism
O n ce el ected , every Brazilian po l i tician or

political party has a vast public “patrimony” at

th eir disposal to hand out as they please. Th i s

i n clu des public job s , the federal bu d get and

the impo s i ti on of l aws , t a xes and ru l e s . Th e

republican ideal of separation between the three

powers in gov ernment carries little weight in

Brazil. Elected members of the legislative house

wait anxiously for the exec utive bra n ch to

include them in its “patrimonialized” power.

This is what the vo ters and po l i tical parti e s

h ave come to ex pect because the patri m on i a l

bias sti ll pervades Brazilian (and Lati n

Am eri c a n ) politics.

The influ en ce of “cl i en tel i s m” is a re sult of

the migrant ch a racter of the Brazilian peop l e .

Mi gra ti on cre a tes its own , u n i que cultu ra l

values: personal success, upward social mobility,

the network of family security and the search for

opportunity in large urban centers. As a result,

personal success is valued more than personal

ethics.

Elites
Social mobi l i ty cre a ted a dominant oliga rchy

in Bra z i l , ori gi n a lly made up of l a n down ers

and farmers. Today, businessmen, industries, the

military, the rising middle class, ch a ri s m a ti c

religious leaders, traditional politicians, bankers,

financiers and speculators shape the oligarchy.

This dominant class — the main voi ce repre s en ted

in the national media — sets public opinion and

has given itsel f the overbl own name of

“el i te .” However, t h ey ra rely possess the

a ri s toc ra tic elegance, education or culture that

such a name suggests. More often, these self-

described “elites” are self-inflated, rude and only

o ut for immed i a te ga i n . Ign orant and lack i n g

the abi l i ty to see the big pictu re , t h ey adopt

superficial positions which often result in their

own demise.

Since the “elites” are not a social class they lack

internal unity. There are great areas of tension

and wildly varying interests among them. Their

self-centered political stance has made it difficult

to cre a te and implem ent policies con c retely

aimed at improving the distribution of wealth.

Nevert h el e s s , it is nece s s a ry to note the ch a n ge s

that have taken place in recent dec ades as a

re sult of the swelling of the “el i te s” and the

organization, concentration and politicization

of Brazilian cities. It is possible that such social

transformations could allow for a society to go

beyond rhetoric and create public policies and

transitional strategies to once and for all close

the divide between those who are included and

those who are excluded from development.

Development
Everyone knows , but few rem em ber that

development is not a synon ym for ec onomic

growth, although growth is a part of the process.

Development requires a project, which means a

process of successive transformations with far-

reaching and generous goals. These goals are

achieved through a variety of steps and actions

that demand time and a certain amount of social

consensus. The importance of this concept in

the discussion of the pre s ent po l i tical cri s i s

results from the government being devoid of a

real comprehensive development project. Such a

development project should be prompted by

good intentions, include social programs like

Fome Zero (Zero Hunger) and Bolsa-Familia

(Family Fund) and be maintained by a certain

constancy in federal programs and go beyond,

including long-term economic policies.

Un fortu n a tely, fo ll owing proj ects thro u gh to

t h eir com p l eti on is not popular in Bra z i l i a n
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c u l tu re . Po l i ti c i a n s , po l i tical parties and

govern m ents frequ en t ly limit them s elves to

addressing what is urgent rather than what is

important. It would, however, befit intellectuals,

professionals, the media and especially political

leaders to fight for development projects to be

carried out in a way that includes what is urgent

within the itinerary of what is important. This

would provide perspective and transparency to

the many stages of development.

Governance
While govern a n ce is the pri m a ry aim of a ny

recen t ly el ected po l i tician or party, in Bra z i l

govern a n ce is curren t ly underm i n ed by the

confusion between the legislative, executive and

patrimonial view of power. Confusion reigns as

everyone awaits the doling out of public goods

among supporters, allies and friends.

In the Brazilian case, t wo main parties stand

o ut in the fight for power, the Brazilian Soc i a l

Dem oc ra tic Pa rty (PSDB) and the Worker ’s

Pa rty (PT) . These parties have very differen t

ori gi n s . The PSDB was born from a disagreem en t

within the Brazilian Dem oc ra tic Movem ent Pa rty

(P M D B ) , a co ll ecti on of oppon ents to the

military regime. The PT was created in 1980,

when experienced union leaders, mainly from

São Paulo, decided to enter the political game of

partisan political representation in the name of

workers.

In spite of t h eir diverse begi n n i n gs , bo t h

parties represent the center-left of the Brazilian

political spectrum. Both parties, upon winning

an election, face the problem of governance and

the fatal, blind opposition of the other party.

The newly el ected party is forced to see k

m a j ori ty su pport in con gress thro u gh every

kind of alliance, no matter how questionable. In

the first two years of the current government,

one third of the 513 con gre s s m en swi tch ed

t h eir party all egi a n ce , i n c reasing the nu m ber of

repre s en t a tive s supporting the PT from 220 to

341.

Brazil would ben efit gre a t ly if c u rren t

inauthentic and corrupt attempts at governance

were su b s ti tuted with an “Agreem ent on

Governance,” prior to each election. This would

allow the majority parties to better identify

t h em s elves and the vo ters to regain trust in

t h em . Su ch an agreem ent would ref l ect a

con s en sus on a few essen tial points for
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devel opm ent that requ i re more than a ge s tu re

to ach i eve re su l t s . This would guara n tee the

preliminary support of both parties on crucial

subjects. Examples of basic subjects that the

a greem ent would cover are , s ocial sec u ri ty

reform , po l i tical party reform , qu a l i t a tive

improvement of education and the preservation

and careful use of natural resources. This is not

meant to hinder the debate, but rather to ensure

that the elected par ty will receive the other

party’s backing on these issues and make their

support immune to petty bribery.

Timeline of the current political crisis
The Public Affairs Ministry and the Federal

Po l i ce have carri ed out the appropri a te

investigations and implemented police processes

that have de s troyed several criminal gro u p s

within the govern m en t . These criminal gro u p s

were establ i s h ed within govern m ent dep a rtm en t s

ei t h er to evade taxes or to rob public cof fers

in other ways . For the first time in history,

members of the oligarchy appeared on television

in handcuffs and had to answer to serious, well-

proven accusations.

In March 2005, Veja magazine filmed and

released a videotape showing the former Post

Office director allegedly negotiating a bribe with

a businessman. He was shown receiving R$3,000

(USD$1,260) in cash and insinuating that the

s ch eme was being orch e s tra ted by Roberto

Jefferson, leader of the Brazilian Labor Party

( P T B ) . All the major Brazilian tel evi s i on stati on s

a i red this vi deo. Jef fers on , fore s eeing the

i n evi t a ble series of i nve s ti ga ti on s , gave a shock i n g

newspaper interview admitting that the PT was

buying votes in congress. He also accused the PT

of not completing the payments and of having

put together a large-scale scheme of monthly

kickbacks called the “mensalão,” or big monthly,

involving dozens of members of congress.

The parliamentary inquiry searched out those

whose honor had been lost and who therefore

must be punished by removal from office and

ei ght ye a rs of po l i tical inel i gi bi l i ty. At the

same ti m e , the po l i ce carri ed out their own

investigation. To the pleasure of the opposition

and the bi a s ed med i a , it was reve a l ed that PT

l e aders had cre a ted a sec ret financing mechanism

to cover the electoral expenditures of their own

party and their allies’ parties. In addition to

being an electoral crime, common to all parties,

this discovery de s troyed the untarn i s h ed

i m a ge of h i gh ethical standards that the PT

h ad maintained in the public’s eye. This grave

strategic error by the leadership of the PT —

b a s ed on the premise of the ends ju s ti f yi n g

the means — fuel ed an aggre s s ive anti - P T

movement, spread zealously by the media in a

kind of revenge against the arrogance of many

PT leaders who had touted their party as the

only repository of moral and ethical virtue. The

anti-PT sentiment, fueled by the reckless actions

of the PT leadership, is specifically aimed at the

2006 elections. The opposition has seen the their

chance to make the PT and its president “bleed”

until they are brought down one vote at a time.

On the other side , l oyal su pporters of the PT

are left ashamed and con f u s ed . Th ere is an

i n ternal disagreem ent abo ut the beh avi or of t h ei r

party’s leadership and a lack of understanding

about what the government stands for beyond

maintaining the political economy of neoliberal

ex pre s s i on . The new party leadership was el ected

in October by 51 percent of the 225,000 voters.

The other 49 percent supported a more radical

and critical leftist platform.

The inve s ti ga ti on has tu rn ed up en o u gh

evi den ce to revo ke the mandates of s om e

m em bers of the House of Representatives. This

purge has “saved” the rest of the members of

congress, acquitted only by the absence of an

accusation, although it is more than likely that

they too used unaccounted for funds to finance

their expensive campaigns. The PT is attempting

to save face and recapture their image. The

investigation is not finished and has not yet

reve a l ed the source of the mon ey (R$50 mill i on ).

This money was organized and manipulated by

the leaders of the PT with the assistance of a
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publicist and a lobbyist who put the corrupt

p aym ent mechanism into moti on . Were the

funds just normal business contributions, or did

the money come from taxes diverted from the

Federal Reserve? Could it have come from high-

risk bank loans? Or, could it be money skimmed

off private pension funds or public businesses,

possibly tied to some incredibly large future

appropriation?

The business world boasts that the polit ical

“crisis” has not affected the economy in any way.

They point to the positive economic indicators

s h owing intern a ti onal con f i den ce in the

econ omic directi on of Bra z i l . It is cause for

satisfaction; but without wanting to be a spoil-

sport, I must ask myself if a country’s economy

can tru ly be doing so well wh en its people are

n o t . The econ omic indicators are , in fact ,

positive, but they also point out an increased

con cen tra ti on of i n come and a gre a ter ga p

between the rich and poor. There is an upward

movement in the state of the economy, but

inside this movement the distance between the

rich and the poor is also growing. But this is an

all together different theme, one of capitalism in

its neo-monopolistic phase.

It is too early to speculate about what may

happen in the 2006 state and federal elections.

Even though the anti-PT press thinks that Lula’s

reelection is impossible, for now there are many

more unknowns than certainties. What then will

the political perspectives be, and how will they

be affected by the current political crisis?

If the leaders of the PSDB and PT have the

foresight and high-mindedness to establish a

concrete set of “Agreements on Governance”

that would free them from having to buy their

allies, we could have an interesting campaign.

However, as the PT faces their active supporters

again, they will have to guarantee transparency

in their internal procedu res and abolish the

“dem oc ra tic cen tra l i s m” wh i ch is a legac y

f rom the days wh en the Com munist Pa rty was

persecuted and declared illegal by the state.

Whichever party is elected, the PT or the PSDB,

it would have to “sign” an agreement, based on a

short list of common progressive items, in order

to avoid the necessity of making questionable

(and expensive) alliances intended to guarantee

govern a bi l i ty. Th ey should also agree to stop

the indiscri m i n a te de s tru cti on of t h ei r

predecessor’s activ ities in a pet ty battle that

u n dermines devel opm en t . For ex a m p l e , t h e

c re a ti on of reg u l a tory agencies (en er gy,

telephone and other futures) and public interest

organizations during the management of the

PSDB are adva n ces to be maintained and

perfected by the PT government. In tu rn , t h e

m echanisms for po l i tical parti c i p a ti on cre a ted

in the cities governed by the PT deserve to be

maintained and perfected by the PSDB.

Brazil has ex tra ord i n a ry po ten ti a l . If i t s

bi od ivers i ty were tra n s form ed into publ i c

wealth Brazil could be an example of a post-

petro l eum c ivi l i z a ti on . This co u n try is the

h a ppy re sult of a secular cultu ral assimilati on

process and is overf l owing with cre a tivi ty.

Brazil and its people need to be tre a ted wi t h

fore s i ght and high - m i n dedness by thei r

po l i ticians and po l i tical parti e s . O n ly then

wi ll the current crisis become a transformation.

Over time, the response will be development,

which can only be human and sustainable, and a

fair society, built by all . In s te ad of rem a i n i n g

utop i a n , our soc i ety ’s goal should be one of

bu i l d i n g, beginning with a project.
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