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From the Periphery to President: The Legend of Lula


Brazil is arguably the most influential country in Latin America today.  While all five lectures in the series “Latin American Challenges to the Neoliberal Order” will discuss the Latin American move to the Left, Brazil has shocked the world by remaining a stable capitalist country, quieting the Western fears that the Left-leaning President Lula would radically change Brazil’s role in the world economy.  John French, a well-known Brazilianist and Latin American historian from Duke University, began his lecture entitled “Brazil’s President as Working Class Fox: Lula from Trade Unionism to the Presidency” by listing several basic facts about Brazil.  He claims that Brazil is the largest and least well known country in the world and boasts the fifth largest population and the eleventh largest economy.  While it is the current World Champion in soccer, it is also the world’s champion in social, economic and racial inequality.  According to Mr. French, Brazil is also unusual in the political arena, and he expressed an amazement at the rapidity of change he has witness in Brazilian politics and society since he first visited in 1980.  

One important aspect of change that Mr. French noted in his lecture is the peculiarity of the Brazilian Left.  The Left, in general, has been in decline, but the Left in Brazil has become more influential with each passing year, despite the discourse about the failure of socialism prevalent in the 1990s, and exemplified by the collapse of the Soviet Union.  The Left is different and unusual Left because it is an organized party Left that is associated with several social movements.  It is a Left that “grew out of a trade union movement and was led by a manual worker; it is a very unusual configuration from that point of view.”  As Mr. French pointed out, in order for such an amazing political change to occur in a historically hierarchical and socially static society, the role of the working class had to be ignited by an individual leader.  The manual laborer who came to power during the 1970s as the trade union president is Luíz Ignacio da Silva, who is better known as simply Lula.  

How does a man with a fifth grade education go from trade union president to the President of Brazil?  The process is easily the most important change in Brazilian society to date.  The very essence of Lula and his story has become the imagined collective property of the people of Brazil.  Mr. French points out in his forthcoming book The Origins of Brazil’s Lula that the people are able to identify with Lula and “it is only in the process of the struggle of the people that make the individual.”  The people on the periphery of the Brazilian society see themselves in a man who also came from the periphery.  In a country that has separate prisons for people with college degrees, watching a man with no higher education become president has illustrated Lula’s popular discourse about the people rescuing their dignity and has given the marginalized populations hope.  

Lula has also successfully used his skills of compromise that he learned as the president of the trade union to navigate the stormy waters of social inequality and hierarchical prejudice.  While most people within the PT (The Worker’s Party), which was founded by Lula in the 1970s, were hoping for a radical change in Brazil’s economy and social programs, Lula has responsibly managed a capitalist economy within the confines of the neoliberal model his administration inherited.  He came under immense criticism for not defaulting Brazil’s national debt to the IMF, as Argentina did in 2002.  Many Leftists have accused Lula of “selling out” and abandoning the very discourse for which he was elected.  

In the face of criticism, Lula, however, has used the dynamic process of getting people from polar ideologies to move a little in the same direction.  It is true that Lula has maintained a Western capitalist economy, and he has molded his Leftist views to fit within a neoliberal model.  However, he is still the champion of Brazil’s poor, fights for “Zero Hunger,” and is supported by the Landless Worker’s Movement (MST).  Lula is still seen in the company of Hugo Chávez, Fidel Castro and Evo Morales and believes that the answer for Latin American progress lies in solidarity across its borders.  He is a man with no formal education in politics, but has found a way to successfully govern a country caught in the global geopolitics of the struggle between the neoliberal machine and the Latin American move to the Left.  He is Brazil’s Lula.

