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Trapped in the Neoliberal System:

John French’s take on Lula – from Union to Presidency.
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Picture of Lula waving Brazilian flag  days 

after elections.

Brazil is famous for its soccer but many people outside the country are unaware that Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, a former metalworker, became Brazil’s president in 2002. Millions of Brazilians had hope that Lula could finally tackle poverty and inequality. Although Lula and the Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT) were harsh critics of neoliberalism, once in power, they were bound by the political and economic neo-liberal constraints that emphasize open markets, privatization and a decrease of social spending. On Thursday, April 26, John French, a Latin American specialist focusing on Brazil and an associate professor at Duke University, gave the second of a five-lecture series at the University of Washington. His talk, entitled “Brazil’s President as Working Class Fox: Lula from Trade Union to the Presidency,” explored Lula as a trade union leader and the qualities he has obtained that enabled him to become president. 

Lula is one of many Latin American leaders in recent years associated with the left. Latin America is changing its face, as French pointed out. Brazil, the largest country in Latin America and the ninth largest economy in the world with a population of 180 million people, is one of the most powerful Latin American countries. According to French, after the 1980’s, most countries experienced a decline of the political left, but not Brazil. Since the late 1970’s Lula has been in the forefront of mobilizing support on the left.

A union leader, Lula became the symbol of the Brazilian working class. Lula comes from a very poor background and was only able to attend school until fifth grade. By the age of six, he went to work to help sustain the family. Later in life he became a metalworker. Considering his minimal education, it is remarkable that Lula became president. According to French, it was this very lack of education that enabled him to organize a powerful labor movement: while the powers that be saw him as a simple man, the people recognized his charisma and his competence. In fact the military dictatorship, which ruled Brazil from 1964-1985, and arrested Lula after a series of strikes in the early 1980’s, giving him back his union and thus planting the seeds of its own demise. 

According to French, Lula’s election is significant because, prior to his leadership, Brazil had been continuously ruled by dominant classes. French explained that leadership is a process and a relationship which is asymmetrical in nature. According to French, Lula’s rise to the presidency was not due solely to his personal attributes. His party – the Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT) – had gained strength through its pluralistic nature and its acceptance in difference spaces and places of Brazilian society. People with opposing world views were now united, thus making the PT ever more democratic. Once in power, Lula’s government became a government of many voices.  

After the one-hour talk, there was a 30-minute discussion where French claimed that, from a capitalist stand point, Lula has done a great job. Immediately after Lula took power Brazil’s credit rating was down graded by the US. As a consequence, Brazil had to pay more on their foreign debt. This disciplined Brazil very quickly, and the government came to the realization that, if they wanted to stay in power and make a difference, they had to play by the rules of neoliberalism. In comparison to other Latin American Countries, Lula is able to have a friendly relationship with both the US (Bush) and Venezuela (Chavez), both incorporated within the breadth and pluralistic qualities of the PT.

