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In the wake of former president Luiz Inácio “Lula” da Silva’s historic decision to surrender to                               
his 12 year prison sentence, a viable candidate for the Brazilian left has yet to replace him. As                                   1

the clock ticks toward October, several candidates are in play, but a strategy for the left remains                                 
elusive. Should they hope to succeed in such a difficult moment, the elevation of Brazil’s                             
long-running social movements is an important course of action. 
 
One potential contender, Guilherme Boulos, leader of the Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem Teto                         
(Homeless Workers’ Movement, MTST) has announced his candidacy for the Brazilian                     
presidency with the Partido Socialismo e Liberdade (Socialism and Liberty Party, PSOL). Boulos will                           2

hardly be as popular a candidate as Lula, whose legacy has made him the frontrunner despite his                                 

1 Andreoni, Manuela, Ernesto Londoño, and Shasta Darlington. "Ex-President 'Lula' of Brazil Surrenders to Serve 12-Year 
Jail Term." The New York Times. April 07, 2018. Accessed April 30, 2018. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/07/world/americas/brazil-lula-surrenders-luiz-inacio-lula-da-silva-.html. 
2 Roxo, Sérgio. "Lula Diz Que Não Vai Criticar Boulos Durante Campanha." O Globo. March 04, 2018. 
https://oglobo.globo.com/brasil/lula-diz-que-nao-vai-criticar-boulos-durante-campanha-22454562. 
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current imprisonment, but Boulos and the MTST perhaps represent the type of politics Brazil                           
needs most. 
 
In the wake of the Lava Jato scandal, a deep rift has opened between many Brazilians and their                                   
corrupt political elite, who count among both the center left Partido dos Trabalhadores (Workers’                           
Party, PT) and the right-wing Partido da Social Democracia Brasileira (Brazilian Social Democracy                         
Party, PSDB).  
 
With such discouraging options, where are Brazilians to turn? Already, self-styled outsiders such                         
as a São Paulo mayor João Doria (PSDB) and the proto-fascist Jair Bolsonaro are rushing to the                                 3

gates of leadership. If Lula is unable to appeal his sentence, or the election is otherwise tampered                                 
with by the coup government, the left will need to pursue change beyond the PT, which still                                 
intends to register Lula as its candidate. What this will require is a reckoning with the democratic                                 
crisis in Brazil and with those who seek to take advantage of just that. 
 
Across Western democracies, a moment of populism has marked the last few years. Brazil’s                           
post-coup moment is undeniably unique, but an examination of populism proves useful in                         
combating outsider figures such as Doria and Bolsonaro. 
 
Whither populism? 
 
The current political climate in Brazil is ripe for populism. Political scientist Margaret Canovan                           
argues that populist moments arise due to a schism embedded in liberal democracy: on the one                               
hand, liberal values which insist on stable rule of law via separate institutions and individual                             
freedoms, and on the other, popular sovereignty which puts the vox populi above all else. In                               4

other words, populism emerges when institutions fail their citizens, allowing a leader to seize the                             
demos with charismatic force. 
 
The coup in Brazil has all but destroyed faith in institutions meant to guarantee rule of law, as                                   
the legislature and judiciary have served only to bring Michel Temer, an unelected president, to                             
power and to disqualify Lula, his most popular opposition. When liberal institutions fail their                           5 6

populace so thoroughly, the conditions are set for a populism which seeks to restore popular                             
sovereignty in the name of the people.  

3 Gale, Alexandra. "The Rise of Political Outsiders in Brazilian Politics: The Case of São Paulo Mayor João Doria." Council on 
Hemispheric Affairs. February 28, 2018. 
http://www.coha.org/the-ride-of-political-outsiders-in-brazilian-politics-the-case-of-sao-paulo-mayor-joao-doria/. 
4Canovan, Margaret. "Trust the People! Populism and the Two Faces of Democracy." Political Studies 47, no. 1 (1999): 2-16. 
doi:10.1111/1467-9248.00184. 
5 Cuadros, Alex. "The Rot at the Heart of Brazil's Anti-Corruption Crusade." The Atlantic. February 02, 2018. 
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2018/02/brazil-lula-carwash-corruption-temer-due-process-dilma/552
056/. 
6 Weisbrot, Mark. "Brazil's Democracy Pushed Into the Abyss." The New York Times. January 23, 2018. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/23/opinion/brazil-lula-democracy-corruption.html. 
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Identifying a populist tends to be tricky; while they can be ideologues of any stripe, from socialist                                 
to fascist, the only true signifier is a mode of argument which pits “the people” against the                                 
powerful. When someone like Bolsonaro touts his corruption-free record to distance himself                       7

from the rest of the ill-favored politicians of the moment, his argument is based in the populist                                 
mode; he seeks to ally himself with the people against their corrupted leaders. 
 
According to Mark Langevin, director of the Brazil Initiative at the George Washington                         
University, “The rise of Bolsonaro and his rant-and-rave populism can only be understood by                           
measuring the political distance that now separates most Brazilians from their representatives in                         
Brasilia.”  8

 
This political distance is the lesson hidden in the noise of feverish rallies and it is a lesson the left                                       
ought not forget. Although he is a hero to the Brazilian poor, Lula’s conviction on the charge of                                   9

taking bribes, justified or not, plays easily into the hands of men like Bolsonaro and Doria. 
 
The potential for a populist moment is clear, and if there is any lesson to be learned from the                                     
wave of right-wing extremism which has recently spread across Europe, the Brazilian left must                           
take advantage of the current moment to prevent it from falling into more dangerous hands.  
 
A space for social movements 
 
So who should lead the way for the Brazilian left? Far beyond the election, Brazilian democracy                               
will need repair which liberal institutions and political parties do not seem to be offering, leaving                               
a gap that only social movements may be able to fill 
 
According to a July poll from Ideia Big Data, 59 percent of Brazilians would prefer a president                                 
from outside of the three major parties: the PT, the PSDB, and de facto President Temer’s                               
Movimento Democrático Brasileiro (Brazilian Democratic Movement, MDB). In the same poll, a                       10

staggering 81 percent of respondents agreed that citizen-led movements (outside of electoral                       
politics) have a better understanding of their problems. 
 

7Mouffe, Chantal. "The Populist Moment." OpenDemocracy. November 21, 2016. 
https://www.opendemocracy.net/democraciaabierta/chantal-mouffe/populist-moment. 
8 Langevin, Mark. "Brazil's Crisis of Political Legitimacy Has Opened the Door to Rant-and-rave Populist Jair Bolsonaro." LSE 
Latin America and Caribbean Centre. November 29, 2017. 
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/latamcaribbean/2017/11/29/brazils-crisis-of-political-legitimacy-has-opened-the-door-to-rant-and-ra
ve-populist-jair-bolsonaro/. 
9 Assis, Mariana Prandini. "Lula's Imprisonment Sends a Dark Message to Brazil's Poor." Al Jazeera. April 10, 2018. 
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/lula-imprisonment-sends-dark-message-brazil-poor-180410071825613.html. 
10 "Pesquisa Nacional." IDEIA Big Data. July 2017. 
http://www.agoramovimento.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/AGORA-IDEIA-Big-Data-Pesquisa-Inédita-1.pdf. 
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Thus with an illegitimate government and an already tampered election, organization in social                         11

movements remains a key locus of hope for the Brazilian populace that wants its voice to be                                 
heard. Organizations such as the MTST and the MST (Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem Terra,                           
Landless Workers’ Movement) have a history of tireless work in organizing excluded sectors of                           
the population to attain vital political benefits. 
 
Lula himself acknowledged this history in the elegiac speech he gave before turning himself in.                             
In front of the Metalworkers Union in São Bernardo do Campo, São Paulo, where Lula sought                               
refuge, he addressed a crowd of demonstrators; “Boulos is 35. I was 33 when I held my first                                   
strike. You have a future, my brother.”  12

 
Better still, social movements more effectively combat the danger of right-wing populism which                         
haunts Brazil today. Following the advice of political theorist Chantal Mouffe on the wave of                             
right-wing populism sweeping Europe, there is no better response to right-wing populism than a                           
left-wing populism.  13

 
Populism at either end of the political spectrum utilizes the same mode of argument for                             
dramatically different ends. To quote Mouffe, “the difference between a right-wing populism and                         
a left-wing one owes to the fact that the former tends to restrict democracy while the latter                                 
works to extend and radicalize democracy.” While Bolsonaro and an unfortunate swath of                         
Brazilians wax nostalgic for the last century’s military dictatorship, the MTST and MST reinvent                           
a notion of citizenship and political participation which is radically inclusive of landless workers                           
and the homeless.  
 
Still, these two populisms have the same articulation: a powerful political establishment versus a                           
people. The difference lies in how these roles are defined. The left knows that celebrity                             
businessmen like Doria and disgraced military officers like Bolsonaro are not common people,                         
but the social movements remind us who exactly to align with: those most endangered by their                               
power. 
 
Armed to organize 
 
Already the social movements are primed for action. Just last June, MTST and MST helped                             
organize a nationwide strike along with labor unions, clogging major thoroughfares and even an                           
airport with throngs of people in protest of Temer’s regressive reform to labor and pension laws. 
 

11 Coimbra Sousa, João. "Lula's Trial: What Is at Stake?" Council on Hemispheric Affairs. January 23, 2018. 
http://www.coha.org/lulas-trial-what-is-at-stake/. 
12 "Lula Elogia Pré-candidatos Boulos E Manuela Em Discurso." O Globo. April 07, 2018. 
https://oglobo.globo.com/brasil/lula-elogia-pre-candidatos-boulos-manuela-em-discurso-22568266. 
13 Le Dem, Gildas. "Chantal Mouffe: "We Urgently Need to Promote a Left-populism"." Verso Books. August 4, 2017. 
https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/3341-chantal-mouffe-we-urgently-need-to-promote-a-left-populism. 
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Most recently, hundreds of protesters — organized by the PT, MTST, MST and various labor                             
federations — remained camped at the federal police headquarters in Curitiba, occupying the city                           
where Lula’s trial was held. On April 16, Boulos and the MTST occupied the abandoned                             14

apartment for which Lula was convicted for receiving as a bribe. They hung a banner from the                                 15

apartment which read “if it is Lula’s, it is ours.” The demonstrators could have said the same of                                   
Lula’s legacy. 
 
After the failure of leadership by Brazil’s political establishment, a vast number of Brazilians find                             
themselves without a team. The social movements keep pressure on those most deserving and                           
prioritize those most in need, paving a way through populism that does not fall victim to                               
regressive leadership. 
 
Back to the ballot box  
 
As Brazilians reckon with their democracy post-coup, social movements do vital work organized                         
outside of these corrupted institutions. Nonetheless, an election is scheduled for October.  
 
Although Brazilians have growing mistrust in their institutions, faith in their elections is not yet                             
destroyed. The Fundação Gétulio Vargas found that nearly a third of the respondents stated they                             
would not cast a valid vote for the presidency in 2018, yet 65 percent saw elections as the best                                     
means of turning the page.   16

 
Furthermore, 30 percent of respondents intend to vote for a candidate from outside of                           
traditional politics. Should this mean candidates like Bolsonaro and Doria, clean politicians such                         
as Guilherme Boulos and Manuela D’Ávila of the Communist Party of Brazil are the best                             
candidates to oppose them. 
 
To combat right-wing populism in Brazil, the left may need organize with similar tactics. Luckily,                             
such a force already exists in the social movements. Those who seek to promote democracy in                               
such trying times would do well to support them. 
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14 Fox, Michael. "Lula May Be in Jail, but Brazil's Occupy Movement Won't Let Hope Die." The Nation. April 20, 2018. 
https://www.thenation.com/article/lula-may-be-in-jail-but-brazils-occupy-movement-wont-let-hope-die/. 
15 Cowie, Sam, and Tom Phillips. "Brazilian Activists Occupy Apartment at Centre of Lula Corruption Case." The Guardian. 
April 16, 2018. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/apr/16/lula-protests-brazil-activists-occupation. 
16 "O Dilema Do Brasileiro: Entre a Descrença No Presente E a Esperança No Futuro." FGV DAPP. October 25, 2017. 
http://dapp.fgv.br/o-dilema-brasileiro-entre-descrenca-no-presente-e-esperanca-no-futuro/. 
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