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Last Thursday, noted Brazilianist John French gave a talk in front of students and guests on Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, or “Lula,” the current president of Brazil.  French, a historian of modern Latin America with a specialization in Brazil, is an Associate Professor at Duke University. He came to the University of Washington as part of the five part lecture series titled “Latin American Challenges to the Neo-liberal Order” co-sponsored by the Harry Bridges Center for Labor Studies and the Latin American Studies Program. The second guest speaker of the series  (Forrest Hylton was the first, giving a talk on Bolivia and Colombia), French’s lecture focused on the origins of Lula in Brazil’s trade unions. The talk was mainly a brief lecture on some of the interesting issues French is currently working on in writing his book, "The Origin of Brazil's Lula: From Trade Unionism to the Presidency," currently at the Kellogg Institute. 


French describes Brazil as the largest least well known country. Brazil is the fifth largest country in the world, with a land area comparable to the continental United States, and has the 11th largest economy in the world. Brazil is a world champion in soccer and is also a champion in social and racial inequality. Unlike the rest of Latin America where the left has been in decline since the 1980s, Brazil’s left has gotten stronger from the 80s to now. Brazil’s left is unique not only in its continued growth but also through its association with various social movements and is ability to develop broad social innovations with national and global impacts, such as Puerto Alegre’s participatory budget process. As French sees it, Brazil’s left is unique, dynamic, strong, and large, where through study is capable of change. 

French’s talk was titled “Brazil’s President as Working Class Fox: Lula from Trade Unionism to the Presidency.” He talked first of the recent presidential elections in Brazil in which Lula was initially tainted by a corruption scandal, and then successfully won his second presidential bid by a large majority. This is an example of a fox, which is a derogatory Brazilian term for a politician. Lula, as a fox, is sly, intelligent, and continuously undervalued, to his advantage. In his most recent book, French looks not at the personal story of Lula and his mythic trajectory to the presidency since that is something Lula does all on his own. Instead, French is looking at the socio-economic and political processes through which Lula became the “imagined” Lula. According to French, it is when the energy of these social processes intersects with the individual that we see the development of something more, or in simpler terms the individual is the product of these social processes instead of being an independent force. 

To French, this story begins in the 1950s in São Paulo, Brazil. Starting in this era and continuing to the 80s, São Paulo and its industrial peripheries, known together as ABC, saw a huge increase in migrants and industrial workers. The city is marked by a fervent and continuous change. In this early period many of the migrants came from the poor countryside. From here, French argues that the beginnings of a popular consciousness developed in a society characterized by a powerfully fixed power structure based on the unfair and uneven balance of power. The workers did not complain initially, but slowly a build-up of resentment and discontent began to develop over the inequality, poverty, police brutality, and discrimination prevalent in society characterized by a dictatorship after 1964. It is in this social environment that when combined with high inflation and low wages that makes for a perfect setting for mass strikes. Also, it was in this setting that these socio-economic processes intersected with Lula to begin the creation of the imagined Lula we have today in Brazil. 

French’s argument about Lula is based on the complex relationship between larger socio-economic processes and the individual, in which he argues, is a mutually dependent relationship. At the end of his lecture, French showed the first five minutes of the Brazilian documentary titled “Peões,” which looks at some of the actors involved in the 1980s strikes today. Then, French opened up his talk for a discussion period where the questions focused on a range of other topics such as Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) process to Lula’s government’s relationship with indigenous populations. At the end of the lecture and discussion, people left contemplating the interesting dynamics between the individual and socio-economic and political forces playing out in Brazil today. 

